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This paper focuses on a particular group of 'poor whites' who eked out an
existence in the Southern Cape forest belt. Although their hiBtory goeB
back to the 18th century, this overview concentrates mainly on the first
four decades of the 20th century. In the first place an attempt is made to
outline the material conditions under which the woodcutters lived, and
secondly, those forces which to a large measure shaped the socio-economic
environment and context of their lives, are analysed. It must be emphasised
that this paper is very much an exercise in self-clarification! my research
is not completed yet and this presentation does not claim to be exhaustive.
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The indigenous forest of the Southern Cape, located inland along a narrow
coastal strip and stretching for about 200 km between George and Humansdorp,
was the main source of income for generations of woodcutters. Knysna, between
George and HumariBdorp, was the principal town as far as the timber industry
was concerned. Despite a high rainfall, poor quality soil militated against
agricultural production and stock fanning| until well into the 20th century
the entire economic life and structure of Knysna revolved around the timber
trade. Deep valleys and gorges, nearly impenetrable forests and the steep
Outenlqua mountains rendered access difficult and contributed to the relative
isolation of the area in the 19th and early 20th century. It was only with
the construction of a railway line in 1928 and tarred roadB during World War
II that the situation changed markedly.

From the earliest days of the Dutch East India Company and white settlement
at the Cape there was a demand for timber. Once the forests in the vicinity
of the peninsula had been depleted, attempts were made to obtain timber from
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further afield. The eastward movement of the Dutch colonists facilitated this
search and in 1711. when some settled in the vicinity of the Outeniqua mountains,
news of vast forests in the area was related to the authorities in Cape Town.
The inaccessibility of the area handicapped trade, but after the completion of a
road from Swellendam and the establishment of an official 'timber post' in 1772,
the situation improved somewhat and a gradual Influx of settlers who made their
living from the forests occurred. The founding of towns in the Cape Interior
during the 19th century Increased the demand for wood used in the construction
of buildings, and the trade also benefitted from the Great Trek which created
a larger market for oxwagons. The discovery of diamonds in Kimberley and gold
on the Reef as well as the expansion of the railway network acted as a further
powerful stimulus since timber from the George-Knysna area was used for mining
props and as railway sleepers.

The timber trade was Intimately connected with the general growth of the
South African economy, and the 20th century industrial expansion of the
country ensured an Increasing market for timber. Especially during the First
World War, when South Africa was cut off from foreign imports and local
manufacturing developed rapidly, there waB a keen demand for timber. The
timber industry of course, had to cope with subsequent fluctuations, particularly
during the depression of the early thirties, but there was always, however
limited, a demand for railway sleepers to fall back upon.

The favourable market for timber during the First World War coincided with an
increase of the white population in the George-Rnysna-Humansdorp districts
from 18 623 in 1911 to 23 179 in 1921. Many of the newcomers to the area
were evicted 'bywoners* from the semi-dry neighbouring Karoo districts
across the Outenlqua mountains. These districts - Prince Albert, Wlllowmore,
and Oudtshoorn in particular - experienced a severe economic crisis after
the ostrich feather slump of 1913-1** and a crippling drought in I916 with
the result that the surviving larger landowners vere disinclined to keep

•bywoners' on their farms. The forest and coastal belt was a haven for such
'poor whites' from the Karoo.

Besides the opportunity of earning a living as woodcutters, it was also in
another way relatively easier for the poverty-stricken to make ends meet in
this area than in the arid Karoo. 'George is a poor man's district', T. Searle,
a prominent citizen of the area, explained before the unemployment commission
of 1920, 'it is the home of the sweet potato on which the poor generally live...
The poor can live on sweet potatoes which cost them very little, and the
result is that people are apt to flock in from the poorer districts in times
of drought for that reason. At present we are, I might say, almost full up
with people who have come in during the last few years owing to the severe
droughts in the Karroo districts'. Because sweet potatoes were easy to
cultivate in the sandy soil, it became the staple diet of the destitute
classes in the area who were unable to afford more nutritional food.-'

There were various, and at times overlapping categories of'poor whites' in the
forest region. It is necessary to distinguish between those who were in state
employ on forest settlements such as Jonkersberg and Bergplaats in the George
district and Karatara in the Knysna district, and those who worked the forests
independently and only occasionally assisted on the plantations as casual daylabourers. The forestry settlements were started during and shortly after the
First World liar as relief schemes for the urban unemployed and the rural
casualties of drought. In January 1926 there were 1 865 white men and women
and children on these settlements. The men, totalling 36J, were used mainly
in

the construction of roads in opening up plantation areas and in preparing

the ground for afforestation purposes. Harried men received 7/6 per day and
single men 5/1°• These wages were somewhat higher than the approximate 5/~
that white day-labourers obtained in the area.

The establishment of these forestry settlements was not inspired by purely
humanitarian motives. Karatara and Bergplaats were founded in 1922 in direct
response to the 1922 strike on the Rand. Removing the 'dangerous classes' from
the 'pernicious influences' in Johannesburg and resettling then elsewhere was
a deliberate strategy devised by the state to assist in blunting the strong
challenge from the white working class on the Rand. Gen. J.C. Smuts clearly
explained in parliament how this could help defuse the situation t
'1 think it will...be to the advantage of the country to move away from
the Witwatersrand, at any rate, part of the population that has accumulated
there in recent years. I think we are all agreed that the Rand is not the
best environment for the thousands of people who have flocked there from
the country side... The best kindness, the greatest service the Government
could do to these people would be to take them away. Take them away to
irrigation works elsewhere, settle them on afforestation colonies... Get
then away from surroundings which have been very bad for them and worse
for the country.

Officially the forestry settlements were considered the ideal environment for
the 'rehabilitation' of 'misguided' and 'fractious' elements on the Rand. On
these settlements which were 'off the beaten track and amidst the most
beautiful scenic surroundings', the settlers were placed under the 'guidance
of persons interested in their welfare'. Under these 'idyllic' conditions it
a
was hoped that they would make a fresh start with 'a healthy outlook on life!
It is doubtful whether former disgruntled urban dwellers found their new rural
setting quite so congenial, and it is equally unlikely that they 'reformed'
according to the wishes and desires of the state. The issue awaits more
detailed research, but there are indications that some ignored the regulations
and absconded.

Others vho stayed might also have found the discipline and

strictly controlled work environment irksome and even oppressive, but at the
same time it did offer them security and a degree of permanency.

The majority of 'poor whites' in the area found themselves outside the plantation
settlements. They constituted tha bulk of the woodcutting population and were
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largely dependant on the indigenous forests for their livelihood. Many of them
viewed the forests as a providential gift t'God het one arm mense die houtjies
gegee', one woodcutter expressed this general sentiment.

Some of them were

descendants of the early l8th century Dutch pioneers, while others were relative
newcomers who had failed to make a living elsewhere and turned to woodcutting
as a last resort. Amongst the woodcutters there were also a few descendants of
British stock, immigrants who were unable to succeed on the land, as well as a
small number of Italian immigrants and their descendants who had originally been
brought but by the Cape Government from Turin in 1879 on an ill-conceived
scheme to start a silk industry near Knysna. The industry had failed to
materialise, mainly because of a lack of mulberry leaves to feed the silkworms,
and in course of time some of these immigrants drifted into the ranks of the
woodcutter community.

Since 1913, through the Forest Act of that year, all woodcutters working in
the indigenous state forests had to be registered. Approximately 1 200 men
registered and no new names were allowed on the list. A registered woodcutter
was officially supposed to derive his main source of income from working the
timber alloted to him by the state, else his name could be deleted from the
list and his license revoked. A woodcutters' board, consisting of the magistrate .
and a number of local luminaries, worked in co-ordination with the Forestry
Department and closely monitored the situation. In addition, any woodcutter
found guilty of contravening one of the numerous forestry regulations could be
deprived of the right to work in the forests. Through the actions of the board
(and also because the names of deceased woodcutters were struck from the list)
the number of registered men was reduced to 557 by 1929. Besides the registered .
woodcutters in state forests, there were those who worked in privately owned
forests. Estimates of the number of these unregistered men vary, but in the
late twenties their numbers probably slightly exceeded those of the registered
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woodcutters. The income of registered woodcutters obviously fluctuated with the
demand for timber, but in the twenties the average annual income was approximately
between £ 3° and £ **0« Unregistered woodcutters were generally regarded as even
poorer, and at times they acted as assistants for those working In the state
forests. 12

Very few woodcutters actually owned fixed property. Most of the registered
woodcutters rented small, plots at a nominal fee from the state. Unregistered
woodcutters who resided on private estates usually had to work the surrounding
forests on behalf of the landowner, and they were liable to be evicted if they
tried to dispose of the wood in any other way. In general the woodcutters did
very little in the way of cultivating produce for the market. The snallness of
their plots, the poor quality of the soil, lack of capital to acquire such
necessities as fertilizer, and the limited local market, which was in any
event supplied by the larger farmers, meant that they produced mainly sweet
potatoes for their own consumption. For their cash income they remained
dependant on the forests.

The woodcutters' lack of Interest in the land and the fact that they actually
worked in the forests for only part of the year, often led to accusations of
laziness and indolence - qualities which were sometimes regarded as characteristic
Ik
of 'poor whites' In general. In reality, however, the work the woodcutters
performed and the conditions under which they toiled were most arduous. 'Their
work, be It felling, slipping or sawing Is laborious in the extreme', a
sympathetic observer wrote in 1911 1
hard,rough, exhausting work, for the most part In a damp cold forest where
the rainfall is excessive, where the paths are pools of mud and slush, where
the undergrowth Is forever damp and wet, where the sun is forever hidden. In
sweat besodden clothes they toil and sleep and sleep and toil. A more fatiguing
work, a more unhealthy occupation cannot be Imagined. It is often in the
most inaccessible places that the woodcutter has to conduct operations!
along the slopes of steep mountains, In the bottom of deep kloofs, he has
to fight his battle with the sturdy, unmanageable monsters of the woods.
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To see a heavy log slipped out of a deep gully and dragged to the sawplt,
Inch by inch, by long teama of crawling, groaning oxen, along slippery,
slushy, almost impassable slip paths, is a never to be forgotten sight. ^

After his spell in the forest, the woodcutter came home to little more than a
corrugated iron or wooden shack, consisting of two rooms with a clay floor
and a kitchen. His large family - in the thirties the average family consisted
of 8 children - meant overcrowded living conditions, lack of hygiene and often
insufficient food. The woodcutter nevertheless considered his male off-spring
as an economic asset which, after a rudimentary schooling, could at the
age of Ik or 15 years or even earlier assist him in the forest. The main task
of the elder daughters waa to help their mother with the burden of chlldcare.
In the early 20th century very few women accepted wage labour - they usually
married early and remained part of the woodcutter community - but in the
twenties, during the time of tha Pact government, an increasing number of
daughters left home either for domestic service in town or for factory work
in the larger and expanding industrial centres such as Port Elizabeth. In
general, though, the woodcutter families lived an isolated and insular life,
cut off from 'civilizing' influences and attached to the forests and their
particular life-style.

It is important to emphasise that desperately poor as the woodcutters undoubtedly
were, they did not, in a general comparison with the 'poor white' population in
South Africa at the tine, represent the lowest stratum of indigent whites. They
were not in the same category as the'dangerous lumpenproletariat

class' which

existed on crime, hand-outs or both. The woodcutters were self-employed, willing
and able to work, but often lacked the necessary capital, training and most
important,

the opportunity to benefit from their labours.

Although the 'woodcutter problem1 was comparatively small in relation with
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the overall 'poor white question' of approximately 300. 000 impoverished whites
in the early thirties, the woodcutters were nevertheless a distinct feature of
the social profile of the area. In the early 20th century three 'classes' can
be discerned amongst the whites in the forest belt i firstly the landowners,
forestowners, merchants and professional meni secondly and below them, those in
permanent employ as artisans, clerks and other functionaries! and thirdly at
the bottom of the social pyramid ('at a judicious distance and knowing how to
keep their place'} the 'poor whites'. There was a considerable social distance
between the underprivileged and the more well-to-do, the latter often treating
the poor with contemptuous disdain.

The wealthy and the destitute lived in

two worlds as If they had nothing in common but, as will be discussed shortly,
in an historical-materialist sense the social relationship between the two
was intimately intertwined and ridden with conflict. There was, in fact, a
direct correlation between the riches of the one and the poverty of the other.

If there was a growing gap in conventional social terms between the wealthy
and poor in white society, there was much less of a racial divide between
'poor whites' and the 'coloured' population in the area. Of the total number
of registered woodcutters in 1913 (approximately 1,200 men), about I95 men
(175?) were considered 'coloured'. There was no difference in the material
conditions between the 'coloured' and 'poor white' woodcutters. Independent
'coloured' woodcutters worked under the same circumstances and regulations as
whites In the forests and shared the same physical deprivations and mental
outlook on their work and environment.19 Occasionally, whites might have
employed 'coloureds* to help them, but the reverse also happened. In the
immediate aftermath of the Anglo-Boer War for instance, discharged 'coloured'
muleteers from the British army moved into the Knysna area from mission
stations at Bredasdorp, Hossel Bay and Bethelsdorp, and in an attempt to
benefit from rising timber prices at the time, hired local 'poor white'
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woodcutters to assist them in collecting wood.

Admittedly some white woodcutters

might have resented the fact that their social standing waa on a par with that
21
of 'coloureds', but ultimately hard material realities blurred and obliterated
attitudes of presumed superiority. One expression of this communality is to be
found in a petition of I907 to the Cape government, calling for a greater
allocation of trees, and signed by 118 woodcutters of whom 63 were coloured.
Significantly the petition closed with an appeal for assistance, 'whether we
are English, Dutch or Coloured*.

'Coloureds' and 'poor whites' furthermore shared the same residential areas.
At Suurvlakte in the George district, and at Ouplaaa and Soutrivier, close to
Knysna, as veil as deeper in the forest area of the district at the Crags,
Harkerville and Kraaibos both groups occupied their email-holdings on the
same conditions, and according to an investigation in 19331 lived 'cheek by
jovil' and regarded each other as 'complete equals'. Under these conditions
marriages between whites and 'coloureds' were not at all uncommon. To some
'poor white' women, marrying into a 'coloured' family night, at times, have
meant a distinct improvement of their position. In 1933 It was reported 'that
there are white girls who are only too glad to become the wives of coloured
men, whon they have known since childhood and who were more prosperous than
0*1

the girl3* own white parents.'

This situation was viewed with considerable alarm by the moral watohdogs of
the Afrikaner 'volk' - 'domlneas' and others who involved themselves in the
issue - and their concern about the 'fallen fellow-Afrikaners' became an
important influence affecting the 'poor white question' in this region.
Testifying before the select commission on white unemployment in 1913, Rev.
A.D. luckhoff, who was particularly interested in the woodcutters, considered
the 'coloureds' a major obstacle in the advancement of the 'poor whites'. 'The
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question would not be B O urgent If we did not have the coloured population here',
he argued, 'but the fact of our having the coloured population here and the fact
that they aro advancing in every direction... makes the situation so very serious.
If we did not have that question, the poor vhite problem vould not be so serious.
It would almost solve itself.'" In response to the situation the Durch Reformed
Church initiated various relief schemes, amongst others church settlements for
the vhite poor only.

These settlements, however, only accomodated a small

minority of the impoverished whites, and in the thirties the issue of the poor
and their relations with the 'coloureds' in the forest belt became part of the
broader Afrikaner economic mobilisation with one of its avowed aims the
eradication of white poverty. In particular, Dr H.F. Verwoerd, at the time
professor in psychology and sociology at the University of Stellenbosch and a
prominent academic during the economic 'volkskongres' of 193^, emphasised the
'grave danger' of 'racial mixing' in the area and the necessity of 'racial
separation' as a prerequisite for the 'upliftment' of the woodcutter population.
However, neither the white poor nor the 'coloureds* were particularly perturbed
about the situation, and although some of the whites moved away after they had
improved their financial position, it was only in the fifties, after the advent
of the National Party rule in 1948, that these mixed residential areas were
destroyed by official decree.
O

O

O

O

O

O

O

In trying to account for the poverty of the woodcutter population, it is of
little explanatory value to adopt the notion that they were 'prisoners of their
culture', which implies 'that once a people ha3 acquired a pattern of behaviour
more suited to the past, once they have been imbued with values and norms of a
27
bygone age, they can simply not adapt themselves to a modern economy.' On the
contrary, the impact of 'modern economy', and more specifically merchant capital
in the area, had more to do with the poverty of the woodcutters than their
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presumed 'backwardness' and'laziness'.

While it is admitted that merchant capital differs qualitatively from industrial
capital and is involved at the level of exchange rather than the level of
production,

in the Southern Cape forest region it was, in the absence of any

significant industrial economic base, powerful enough to exert a decisive
influence on social relations. Indeed, if the early Dandlords on the
Uitwatersrand were central in the shaping of the socio-economic environment
in the Transvaal and beyond, the timber merchants, sawmill owners and general
dealers (often rolled into one) were the financial giants of the forests and,
though on an obviously smaller scale, of comparable importance in determining
the contours of the social landscape in the area.

By far the most prominent amongst the timber merchants was the firm of Thesen
and Company. The Thesen family came to South Africa in I869 from Stavanger in
Norviay after their shipping business in Norway had suffered badly through the
Danish-German war of 186*1. Originally they had intended starting anew in Hew
Zealand. Hoviever, after they had docked their ship, the Albatros. for repairs
in Cape Town they came into contact with the Swedish-Norwegian consul and
merchant, C.A. Akerberg, who informed them about the shortage of ships along
tho South African coast. The interest of the head of the family, Arnt Thesen,
was aroused. Akerberg put the Thesens in touch with some Cape merchants who
vianted cargoes delivered along the coast, Including the port of Knysna. Knysna,
a small town of approximately 200 whites at the time and situated on a lagoon
protected by a narrow channel with towering cliffs on either side, reminiscent
of Norway and its fjords, appealed to the Thesens. But more important, the
economic potential of the large forests close by attracted them and in April
1870 the family decided to settle in Knysna. They established a profitable
relationship uith Akerber/; who handled the timber carried from Knysna in the
Albatros. and in turn supplied the Thesens with general merchandise for the area.
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When Arnt Thesen died in 1875> the leadership of the company passed to the fourth
son, Charles Wilhelro who vigorously expanded and diversified the business i a
whaling venture was established, additional ships were purchased, large tracts
of land suitable for farming and tree-planting were acquired, and a short railway
line Into the Knysna forests for the transportation of timber was built. Charles
Thesen also extended his Influence In other directions. At the age of twenty-five
he became a member of the first municipal council of Knysna and served as mayor
for two periods (I89O to 1893 and 1921 to 192*0 and at times also acted as a
justice of the peace and as chairman of the local chamber of commerce. In
addition he served on the divisional council for many years, between I925 and
I928 as chairman, and he also had a brief spell as member of the Cape Provincial
20
Council.
Under Charles Thesen0s direction and especially through his combination
of extensive interests with an array of public positions, the company became a
powerful and dominating force in the region. Not without reason it was asserted
in 1939 that the Thesens had 'the district in the hollow of their hands.' 30

Charles Thesen pursued profits single-mindedly and relentlessly. 'As a timber
merchant', he frankly stated in 1920, his sole concern was 'to turn over the
money as quickly as one can.0
mastery of detail and money.

Hot surprisingly, ho uas noted for his 'shrewd
32

More research needs to be done on the financial

growth of the Thesen company, but in the early seventies it was a multi-million
rand concern.

However, the accumulation of such wealth, with the timber trade

as its main and original base, was not accomplished without its casualties.
Much of the wealth which accrued to the Thesens and other smaller timber merchants,
vias at the expense of the woodcutter population. Between 1776 and 1939 the forests
yielded timber to the value of at least £ 50 million and the bulk of this amount
was obtained between the period 1880 and 1939 which saw the emergence of the
timber merchants.

Very little of this money found its way into the pocketB of

the woodcutters, and the timber merchants and other middle-men were by far the
main beneficiaries. In 1911, in an unusually candid statement, H. Ryan, assistant
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district forest officer at Knysna, made the connection between capital accumulation
and lndlgency in the forest region abundantly clear. Charles Thesen, according to
Ryan, Has 'the principal member of a class which, by its absorption of the profits
attenting the timber Industry, has been chiefly responsible for the Impoverishment
of the woodcutter.

* Equally pertinent was the observation, 27 years later, of

A.J. V.'erth, National Party member for George, that the 'firm of Thesen-. are
people who want to buy the timber as cheaply as possible. They are the people
who throughout the whole history have never yet done anything to help these
people /woodcutters/out of the forest. Their object 1 B to get rich out of timber
36
and they have, as a matter of fact, succeeded.'

There were considerable profits to be made in the timber trade. In his evidence
before the unemployment commission of 1920 H. Burton, chief conservator of forests
in the area, explicitly stated that 'the profit of the merchant is a most
substantial one.' He further explained that 'if you would take in Johannesburg
the price of wagon wood sold there, and contrast that tilth the prices paid to
the woodcutter here, you would see that there is a very large margin of profit.'
Upon being asked whether he had made sufficient allowance for the transportation
and other costs incurred by the merchant, ho replied t '1 have taken that all
into consideration, and I still consider that the profit made by... the timber
merchant Is a most substantial one. 37 In 1929 it was culculated that the timber
morchnnts worked on a profit margin of at least '•00^.-^

Thn established timber merchants like Thesens, had a virtual monopoly over the
timber trade, and went to great lengths to protect their dominance. Attempts on
the part of others to break their stranglehold met with uncompromising opposition.
For instance, in 1927, J• van Reenen, a local farmer, erected a saw mill on his
property and planned to bypass the merchants by organising the woodcutters into
a co-operative society, encouraging them to sell their wood to him Instead of to
the established merchants. The woodcutters would have benefited in that a percentage

of the profit would have been distributed amongst the members of the proposed
co-operative. This scheme which had the potential to undermine the interests of
the established merchants, ran into formidable problems even before it could be
launched. Through the 'powerful influence1 of Thesen in particular, the threat
of competition was swiftly eliminated. Van Reenen found that his credit at the
Standard Bank suddenly dried up, and that the manager of the other bank in town,
the National Bank, also refused to provide him with credit facilities. It
transpired later, that the established merchants had closed ranks and exerted
Buch pressure that the two bank managers, not wishing to antagonise their
largest clients, were disinclined to assist Van Reenen.39

While the preceding example illustrates the way in which timber merchants held
on to their dominance, it is also necessary to look at the system of exchange
which enabled the merchants to keep the woodcutters in perpetual bondage. Although
the licensed woodcutter was entitled to buy standing timber from the government,
he had to compete with the agents of timber merchants and mill owners who
obtained concessions to buy timber at the annual auction sales. This resulted in
the agents regularly outbidding the woodcutter. In order to acquire trees, the
woodcutter then had to turn to the merchant who only ceded his right to the
timber on the stiffest conditions. Usually these conditions meant that the
merchant was not only compensated for the auction dues and license fees v.hich
he incorporated into the agreement, but that the woodcutter was also bound to
deliver the timber (either in log or processed into required articles like
felloes, spokes or naVes) to the merchant. In addition the timber merchants
often doubled up as shopkeepers. By making cash advances or allowing credit
for general merchandise in return for a substantial supply of timber, the
shopkeeper cum merchant's hold over the woodcutter was further strengthened.

The way in which merchant capital operated on the ground clearly left the
woodcutter in a most vulnerable position. Rev. Luckhoff vividly described in

151911 how the merchants benefited at every turn »
The woodmerchant and millovner are the parties for ever on the safe side,
which ever have a big pull over the competing woodcutter. They have the
pull over the woodcutter when tho latter comes to them for advances vlth
nhich to buy timber in the forest, and vhen they can make their own
conditions. They have the pull again when the woodcutter comes to them
with his finished and worked up wood as to the only market. They have the
pull a third time when, after deducting the advances, or the licences and
auction dues taken over from them by the woodcutter, they can give the
balance in retailed foodstuffs that have been bought at wholesale rates.
The effect of this relationship was, tuckhoff continued, that
the woodcutter is for ever under; and under he must remain B O long as the
existing conditions remain. He is continually in debt, he falls deeper
and deeper into debt, he is forever in the power of the merchant and there
is little or no prospect of getting out of bondage.
The material conditions of the woodcutters were thus largely determinded and
shaped by the way in which merchant capital operated in the area.

In a broader context this was, in the main, a development which occurred after the
discovery of mlnorals in the interior and the subsequent growth of industrial
South Africa. To a great extent woodcutters used to do their own marketing
before diamonds and gold transformed the South African economy. Corresponingly
they appear to have been better off. An elderly woodcutter remembered in 1933
that in earlier days, before approximately 1886, they used to load their wagons
with wood which they sold at niversdale, Svtellendam and as far afield as Worcester.
'One wagon brought in £ 50, and a trek of 18 wagons thus meant £ 900. Those were
the days,' he recalled.

However, few woodcutters possessed sufficient capital

and resources to noet the demands for effective distribution rietworks which
accompanied the changing economic order after the l870'e and l880's. Although
some of then did try, even as late as 1913, to market their own wood,

the

emerging, timber merchants vho had.the necessary means and contacts rapidly
displaced those woodcutters who marketed their timber independently.

Despite the debilitating effect of merchant capital on the woodcutter population,
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employment, preferring to continue work in their beloved forests with... a very
small income - but as independent operators.'

Through their sense of independence,

however tenuous this might have been in objective terms, they managed to stave
off proletarianisation. 'Forest workers love the forest and are proud of the
fact that they are not daily-paid men. That is the... one thing which still
makes them strong in the midst of poverty,' A.J. Werth stated in 1939.

Similarly,

they spurned state-initiated attempts to relocate them on the various landsettlements developed for 'poor whites' during the twenties.

Throughout the four decades under review the Department of Forestry which was
responsible for the conservation of the area, exerted considerable pressure to
displace the woodcutters, claiming that the forests were incapable of supporting
the number of woodcutters and that their uneconomical methods rapidly depleted
the indigenous forests. However, the tenacity with which the woodcutters held
onto their livelihood prevented their expulsion. In 1913 the state sought to
regulate the situation through an official Forest Act. One clause of the act
introduced a lottery system which replaced the existing auctioning of trees and
this meant that each woodcutter would be assured of at least one tree. It was
hoped that the lottery system of allocating trees might increase the woodcutters'
income, but in actual fact it had little effect on the powerful hold of the
merchants over the woodcutters.

Another clause, mentioned already, determined

that all woodcutters had to be registered and that no new names could be added
after the initial registration. Since the number of people on the list declined
annually and additional registrations were disallowed, the registration clause
marked the beginning of the end for the woodcutter population working in the
indigenous forests.

In effect then, the woodcutters failed to benefit from either clauses of the
1913 Act. Any possible gains they might have made through the new allocation
system of trees vere quickly eroded through the power of the merchants, and
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the registration system also worked to their detriment and meant, in real terms,
that a slow viar of attrition was being fought against the woodcutter community.
The intention of the 1913 Act vas subsequently made clear by a former director
of forestry when he wrote that 'the ultimate object was the eventual extinction
of the woodcutters.'

The final demise of the woodcutters came in 1939 when the number of those
registered had dwindled to 256. Through the Woodcutters' Annuity Act of that
year they were granted an annual annuity of £ 25 and at the same time forfeited
the right to work in the forests. This act, A.J. Vlerth noted in parliament in
1939. ''-'as the end of a chapter of history in those parts, and It terminates
an old established settlement of people... They are an Interesting class of
people with a highly developed sense of Independence and Belf-respect. But
now... they are placed in the humiliating position, according to their conception,
of labourers.'

The Department of Forestry, however, rejoiced that the I939 act brought to 'a
close the long drawn out struggle between the forest service and the woodcutters'.
It was not an easy victory thought through the 'ballot box', as forestry officials
ruefully admitted, the woodcutters had for three decades successfully politicized
tholr ovn interests.

The woodcutter community was a sufficiently important

interest group In the constituency for politicians to take note of their demands.
In the 1915 election, for example, the woodcutter vote was seen to be a crucial
factor vhich assisted the national Party in winning the seat from the South
African Tarty.

The woodcutters had, not surprisingly, very little conception

of broader national issues and were almost exclusively concerned with 'bread
and butter* Issues. On these issues the woodcutters did not hesitate to make
politicians aware of the interests of the community. Thus after the advent of
the Tact government in I9?.'l, M. Bouncr, a woodcutter from the Knysna district,
expressed tho hope that thny would not be disappointed in the hew administration
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and that the Woodcutters' Board, controlling registration, would be more lenient.
'He always take the trouble to walk long distances to vote 1 , he informed Gen. J.
Kemp, Minister of Agriculture and Forestry in 1925, 'because He have always heard
that things Hould be better if we had another Government. I hope that would be
the case.'-* Despite the fact that the woodcutters consistently voted for the
National Party, their support could not be taken for granted. In the 1930'a they
even considered putting up an independent candidate to protect their interests.
1 M B idea failed to materialise, but it emphasises their awareness that the power
of the vote could be used to their advantage and also underlines their readiness
to act accordingly.

The fact that the woodcutters toyed with the idea of an independent candidate
further demonstrates that the National Party was not necessarily the 'organic'
representatives of 'poor whites' in the area. At best the National Party merely
mediated on behalf of the woodcutters. Seen in the broader context of the thirties
and the mobilisation of Afrikanerdom during these years, the National Party
needed the 'poor whites' just as much, if not more, than the 'poor whites' .
needed the party. As P. le Roux has argued in a recent paper on 'poor whites',
whatever sympathy the Nationalists might have had for poor Afrikaners, it was
decidedly also in their material interest 'to be seen to be fighting the cause
of the poor white.'^ In this sense there was a degree of validity in claims of
United Party spokesmen during the debate on the Woodcutters' Annuity Act of 1939
that the Nationalists who vigorously opposed the act wanted 'to pose as champions
of the poor0 and 'want to use the forest workers not to satisfy the needs of the
workers, but... because they /the Nationalists/ have the assurance that they
can depend on the support of these people.'*•*

It is furthermore important to notice that the National Party in opposing the
act, accused the United Party government of serving the interests of 'big
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capitalists' in the area.

However

true the National Party argument night have

been, in that the merchants obtained a free hand and that some of the remaining
woodcutters vere forced to accept work as labourers in the saw mills, it does not
mean that the National Party was really anti-capitalistic. Both R.H. Davies and
D. O'Meara have demonstrated that the spokesmen of the National Party in the
thirties actually adopted a position of 'status quo antl-capltilism*| it was
often merely rhetoric and the 'left face* of the party was carefully turned to
attract the 'small man' and the poor.

Although the National Party failed to prevent the woodcutters' being deprived of
their Independent livelihood, ultimately the woodcutters themselves were not in
a position to hold out indefinitely. As shown in this paper, the contours and
context of their lives and work were shaped by potent forces which in the final
analysis, despite the resilience of the woodcutters, largely determined what
could be achieved and steadily eroded, whatever independence they might have
possessed. Indeed, 'God might have given the poor the wood,' but it waB also a gift
which othero coveted and acquired to serve Mammon at the expense of the poor.
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