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HET VOUC AND THE GOLD MINES

The Debate on Labour Policy
1905-1910

During the political upheavals which accompanied the shift from

"Milnerism" to responsible Government in the Transvaal, the still

troubled Johannesburg mining industry confronted serious new problems.

In Britain, the Election of 1906 confirmed in power a hostile Liberal

Party, avowedly suspicious of Randlords and determined to deny them

further supplies of Chinese labour. This government planned major

political initiatives in South Africa which seemed equally to jeopar-

dize mining interests. Leaders of the Chamber of Mines were already

involved.in open political warfare aimed to prevent an anti-Randlord

local coalition, perhaps in alliance with the Liberals, from taking

power in the Colony. During the difficult years of post-war recovery

after 1902, the industry had received powerful.support from the Milner

regime in the Transvaal and from the British Unionists. Now in 1906

and 1907, the threatened withdrawal of state support, both in Britain

and South Africa, was menacing in the extreme.

Political turbulence compounded difficult economic circumstances.

In these years, the gold mines suffered from chonic shortages of deve-

lopment capital. The industry was also threatened by a serious cost

squeeze, and it faced no fewer than four labour crises. In addition

to the Chinese labour issue, there was, secondly, the threatened col-

lapse of the industry's cooperative recruiting organization, the Wit-

watersrand Native Labour Association (WNLA) . Thirdly, an eruption of

white worker militancy in the first industry-wide strike disrupted pro-

duction for several weeks in mid-1907. Underlying the migrant labour



problem and the white miners' strike was the fourth issue, the basic

question of the racial division of labour on the Rand which defined

the scope of employment open to the competing white and black labour forces.

Although already entrenched in legislation and fortified .by customary

operating procedure on the mines* the Colour Bar was showing inherent

signs of instability. The black mine workers1 improving level of skill

and the mine owners' desire to make more productive use of their cheap

labour posed a dual threat to the position of the white miners. Any

of these problems by itself would have been serious; together they

called into question the future profitability of the gold mines •

From the industry's standpoint, the conjunction of political uncer-

tainty and labour trouble was particularly unfortunate because several

of the larger mining groups were on the eve of a major period of re-

organisation designed to facilitate renewed expansion. Still not fully

recovered from the effects of the Anglo-Boer War, they now aimed to make

larger output and various economies of scale compensate for declining

gold yields and falling profit ratios:

Increased scale of working, wherever practicable must be our
motto. Economy, efficiency and the advantage to the country
of a gradual decrease in working costs are the salient points
to bring home to the people-^

This was the view of Lionel Phillips, a senior partner in the dominant

mining house, Wernher, Beit and Company. Phillips and many others in

the industry were counting partly on technological innovation to bring

the mines out of their slump. In 1905 and 1906 tube mills were being

widely introduced. This much improved method of crushing ore promised
3

to expand output and to raise gold recovery levels. There was the pros-



pect, too, of large labour savings through the development of the small,hand-

held machine drills. Holes for blasting could then be drilled more rapidly

with less labour and in narrower stopes so that there would be less waste

rock to put through the mills. Though the perfection of this tool was

to be the work of many years, the more cumbersome and inefficient machine

drill became extensively used on the mines at this time. Financial re-

construction and the development of much expanded units of production

would compliment technology, restore profit ratios and be the means to

tempt the wary European investor back to Rand mining stocks. None of

this could work, however, without political stability and a solution to

the industry's labour problems. Speaking at the annual meeting of the

Gold Fields group in London late in 1907, the Chairman, Lord Harris,

stressed, like many of his colleagues, the importance of sympathetic

government:

He laid emphasis on the enormous amount of capital and work
entailed in connection with the deep levels. Consequently
investors needed special sympathy and encouragement /txonx the
state/ otherwise capital would be frightened away with results
disastrous to South Africa.

Serious concern about costs lay behind the push toward reconstruction.

In 1906, for example, the Wernhex, Beit group's Johannesburg house repor-

ted on the prospects of three deep level mines which meemed to be sympto-

matic. At the Geldenhuis Deep, the Rose Deep, and the Durban Deep there

had been a decline in the average grade of ore extracted of 2s 5d, 2s 6.75d

and 4s per ton respectively. At the same time, costs per ton had increased,-

the figures were 3s 6.5d, 2s 9.75d and Is 8d. Part of the added cost was

attributed to the introduction of Chinese labour, and as the Chinese became

more efficient, some Improvement was expected. But Johannesburg argued



that a long-term solution required bringing these and other mines to-

5
gether in enlarged production units.

A more broadly based study prepared by a smaller mining house,

Consolidated Mines Selection, Limited, derived much the same conclu-

sion from a different mix of evidence- Comparing data of 19O6 with

those of 1902 when production was only just resuming after the war,

this study showed sharp increases in production, to 13,302,880 tons

milled (from 3,439,927) and working profits, to £5,530,000 ( from

£2,150,000 in 1902); working costs were down an encouraging 3s per ton.

The worm in all these apparently favourable statistics was that profits

on a tonnage basis had fallen sharply; working profits were off 4s per
6

ton and net profits 4s 6d. Projecting these figures produced an omi- '

nous picture and reinforced the view that remedial action was urgently

required.

As a result of studies such as these, a number of very large mining

concerns were then in prospect. Some were the product of amalgamation

plans; others from anticipated expansion into new mining areas. On

the central Rand, south of the City, Wernher, Beit/Eckstein led'with the

formation of Crown Mines, Ltd., perhaps the single most Important of the

new amalgamations. It was complete by 1909. Further east, George

Farrar and his associates in the Anglo-French group (Wernher, Beit/Eck-

stein had a large interest) were negotiating to enlarge substantially

the East Rand Proprietary Mines (ERPM) . On the other side of Johannes-

burg at Randfontein near Krugersdorp, J.B. Robinson had plans to expand

some existing mines and to resurrect several hitherto moribund companies

which he had floated in earlier, more optimistic days. Finally, on the



far east Rand, exploration was underway and plans well advanced to open

some giant/ new mining concerns which would dwarf most of the original
7

mines in the older areas. The successful implementation of these and

other ambitious projects depended, as the industry viewed the situation,

on establishing political stability, reassuring the investors and solving

recurring labour difficulties:

In the Wernher, 3eit — Eckstein group of mines we are merely
waiting for the return of confidence — which means the ability
to raise fresh capital or the justification for investing
capital in hand « in order to start a campaign of expansion on
a large scale.8

These were obviously interrelated, but in 1906 and 1907 the immediate

problem was political. Without a political solution favourable to the

industry, the other difficulties could not be effectively addressed.

This blunt message was at the core of Sir Julius Wernher's speech to

the shareholders at the Annual Meeting of the Central Mining and Invest-
9

aient Corporation in mid-1906. One of the industry's shrewdest and most

respected financiers, Wernher had established Central Mining only one

year before, partly in order to take advantage of an expected resurgence

of interest in Rand mining stocks. That boom had never materialized and

now Central Mining's balance sheet was "not a thing to be proud of".

Central Mining was an investment company only; it operated no mines and

existed only to channel investment funds to established and prospective

mining concerns. At the moment. Sir Julius was not a buyer. Worn out

by overwork and depressed by the recent death of his partner, Alfred Beit

(they had pioneered with Rhodes at Kimberley in the 70's) , Wernher bleak-

ly canvassed the prospects of reducing or even selling out the interests



"of the partnerships In South Africa. This was impossible in 1906 un-

less he had been willing, as he was not, to sell up at firesale prices.

Hence he waited, but he was not sanguine. To the shareholders, he

explained that "...although prices have lately been exceedingly temp-

ting, we have hesitated, in consideration of the political outlook to

put more money into South Africa until we could see the position more

clearly". Wernher complained of recurrent investor panic induced by

apparently irresolvable political crisis and added that the gold mines

had become "the sport" of the parties. Thousands had been ruined, and

there was little prospect of better in the future.

Pessimism prevailed at mid-year; by December, Wernher and most of his

associates were gloomier still. Senior executives in the Chamber of

Mines were correctly predicting an election victory in the Transvaal of

the openly hostile Het-Volk Nationalist coalition led by Louis Botha and

J.C. Smuts for Het Volk and Richard Solomon and H.C. Hull for the English-

speaking Nationalists. Much of the cement for this unlikely coalition

of former republican generals, Cape lawyers and professionals, Johannes-

burg politicos and renegade mining men came from a shared hostility to

the Chamber of Mines. Their victory necessarily meant the eclipse of

the Chamber-backed Progressive Association and was bad enough in itself.

Worse seemed likely to follow since the Het Volk people were already

known to be in close touch with the British Liberals, many of whom were

10

avowed enemies of the mining industry on Chinese labour and other issues.

There was evidence,•too, that members of the coalition were flirting with

leaders of the now militant forces of white labour. Most unpleasantly

of all, these same men had managed to detach the eccentric Randlord, J.B.



Robinson from the Chamber of Mines. Robinson and his henchmen,

J.W.S. Langerman, openly backed Het Volk. In Britain, Robinson egged

on the Liberals in their opposition to Chinese labour getting in return

their support for his campaign to smash the Chamber-sponsored recruiting

organization, WNLA (he was convinced, as usual that he could do better

on his own). To the mining companies grouped around Wernher, Beit/

Eckstein and loosely allied in the Chamber of Mines, little but trouble

could be expected from the probable political victory of these hostile

interests. How would an industry still not recovered from wartime dis-

ruption and struggling to attract overseas capital fare at the hands of

these seemingly hostile governments in Britain and South Africa? In the

worst case, how could it withstand the simultaneous loss of its Chinese

labour, the threat to the main source of black labour in Mozambique and

a militant campaign by white labour, backed by the new Transvaal govern-

ment?

These alarming prospects exercised the mining leaders in the year be-

fore the 1907 election. Not surprisingly Chamber politicians led by

FitzPatrick and George Farrar who had been closely indentified with the

Reconstruction regime and who remained stalwarts of the Progressive Party

were the most vocal of the radical pessimists. They gave widespread

publicity to the disastrous effects of withdrawing Chinese labour should

Het Volk win the election. They estimated that over six thousand Euro-

peans on the mines would loose their jobs; gold output would decline by

forty per cent; and local mining expenditure worth six-and-a-half million

sterling a year would be lost to the City. This was for public consump-

tion, but private correspondence reveals that concern within the industry

was genuine and serious:



To sum up the political and industrial situation, I may tell
you in the nearest simile I can find, that Fitz and I both
feel held fast in the jaws of a vice, and in a state of most
horrible uncertainty as to which way the screw is going to be
turned, a sensation which I know is fully shared by all of you
at home.1*

In these circumstances, there could be no question of additional invest-

ment; capital expenditure, Phillips noted, "must of course be curtailed

in every possible way...." He was only willing to sanction projects

essential to the group, "which come what may regarding /Chinese/ labour,

13

will continue working". Reporting on an interview with the High Commi-

ssioner, Lord Selbome, in January, Phillips noted that he had issued a

stern warning:

...capitalists will not put further money into this country
so long as they run the risk of hostility and consequent loss
through the action of the legislature. I4

The Het Volk election victory in February, though expected, increased

despondency. FitzPatrick's colleague, Sam Evans, wrote grimly to London:

It is melancholy to reflect that after all our sacrifices the
industry should come again under the government of the Boers
with a severer burden than it had before the war.... The
papers speak of the Progressive members of the New Assembly
as likely to form a compact and strong opposition. Can the
representative of the mining industry afford to be strong when
the new government has the industry completely at its mercy as
regards the labour question and a host of other questions?
The Boers can do us enormous harm by simply remaining passive
and letting the existing laws take their course. 15

The absurd note of self-pity should not obscure the element of real con-

cern. These mine owners were alarmed not only by the fear that the new

government would act against them in a number of ways, but also by its

lack of experience in administration. The South African policies of the



British Liberals on labour and the Transvaal Constitution had been for-

mulated, they believed, in ignorance of local conditions. Few doubted

that Het Volk would be equally inept. That Botha's cabinet included a

number of able men was conceded, but the best of them were written off

as "theorists" rather than as practical "men of affairs". Thus even

if the industry was not actually plundered, it might still be wrecked

through accident and misgovemment. There was the uneasy feeling, tod

that Botha and his friends might begin to use their new power to pay off

some old scores. Because several of the leading Randlords had committed

themselves openly against Het Volk and the Nationalists, their fears of

retaliation were intensified. None were more vulnerable than the part-,

ners of Wernher, Beit/Eckstein, and Phillips wrote to London just after

the election only half in jest that "...you may have yet to consider the

advisability of forming a Dutch Company to take over our interests in this

country1" He soon recanted of these extreme views, but the statement

suggests the climate of incipient panic in which these men were then work-

ing. Despite the open hostility which characterized Industry-Het Volk

relations in 1906-7, negotiations had been underway from an early stage

designed to find a basis of accommodation.

Shortly after arriving in London for talks with the new Liberal govern-

ment in January, 1906, J.C. Smuts and other Boer leaders held important

but little known meetings with Sir Julius Wernher and Alfred Beit, tha two

most influential leaders of the mining'industry. Their firm dominated the

industry; and through their financial connections in the City of London and

on the continent they could influence decisively the flow of capital to the

Rand. Although the initiative for the meetings with the Boer leaders came

from Smuts, the correspondence of Wernher shows that the desire for accommo-

dation was strong on both sides:
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Whatever the_strictly legal position /with respect to Chinese
repatriation/ Govt. has always the whip hand as there are
so many ways of enforcing their will..^. Whilst all the
electioneering is going on /in Britain/, one cannot get hold
of influential people of whom we know many and with whom one
can have an exchange of views....

The interview with Smuts convinced the London partners that an accommc—

18
dation was possible. Though they did not trust Smuts, they did not

disregard his insistence that a basis for agreement could be worked out,

The same line was put forward by Dr.F.V. Engelenburg, the editor of

De Vo Ik stem, when he saw Wernher late in February.:

The conversation ran pretty well on the line with Smuts and
he expressed as keen an anxiety to come to an understanding
with the mine-owners, hinting very strongly what support they
could give on labour and Chinese, but he made it quite clear
that it was a question of bargaining and, if possible, before
the elections.

Evidently Smuts and Engelenburg were attempting to bargain the promise

of concessions on mining industry matters for political support (or at

least neutrality) in the forthcoming constitutional discussions which

were to prepare the way for full responsible government in the Trans-

vaal. Wernher declined any such bargain, saying that "...we would

always try to get a British majority, as the past history did not warrant

20

us to expect anything from a Boer majority", but he must have been heart-

ened by the evidence of their flexibility on the economic issues. As a

result of these conversations, the London partners began to urge their

Johannesburg colleagues to detach themselves from too open identification

with the policies of the previous (Milner) regime and to suggest that open

criticism of Het Volk and the Liberals in Britain should now be muted.
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Wernher particularly expressed the hope that compromises with the ascen-
»

dant political forces would be possible. With the more vehement of the

Johannesburg people, particularly FitzPatrick who had so closely indenti-

fied with Milner and who was one of the most prominent Progressive politi-
21

cians, these cautionary letters had little effect. Knowing FitzPatrick's

views, Wernher was measurably less forthright in urging caution on him

22
than he was with the senior Johannesburg partner, Lionel Phillips. Even

Phillips took considerable persuading. Commenting on the conversations

with Smuts, Phillips wrote in March, 1906:

it is quite evident that he ,/Smuts/ adopted the old tactic
of the Boers: "Why do you oppose us? Why don't you throw your
lot in with us and we will look after your material interests?
Why do you meddle in politics and such things when you only want
to make money? There night be a good deal under existing condi-
tions to justify all persons who are responsible for, or interested
in the mining industry to take Smuts' advice, if he could give you
a guarantee as to the way you would be treated afterwards. 23

Clearly a good deal of suspicion and distrust existed on both sides.

For his part, Smuts had been stronger in giving vague assurances and making

soothing noises than in providing definite pledges. On the capitalists1

side, so long as Wernher and Phillips could reasonably hope for a Progressive

victory, they would not do more than listen to what the Het Volk people had

to say. To go further would be to offend gratuitously the politicians

among them, especially FitzPatrick and Farrar, with no guarantee of good

24
treatment from Het Volk if it did win the election. Any-such crude attempt

to change sides at the last moment would not have been believed in any case.

Most industry leaders probably shared Phillips• general pessimism that

the Het Volk victory was ominous for the future. The situation seemed

especially bleak not only because of the commitment of the new government to

Chinese repatriation but also because a definite alliance seemed to be emerg-

ing between the leaders of Het Volk and certain prominent labour men.
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For some years the renegade mine manager turned labour theorist,

F.H.P. Creswell, had been promoting his experiments designed to prove

that the mines could be worked almost exclusively with white labour,

both skilled and unskilled. Even before the election, the Het \tolk

leadership had begun to show interest in his ideas. Smuts in particu-

25

lar was watching Creswell's experiments closely. The white labour

scheme fitted nicely with Het Volk's policy on Chinese labour. Their

policy was "repatriation and replacement", and according to Creswell,

the Chinese could readily be replaced by unskilled whites. The

Johannesburg Star, indeed, thought the Chinese factor to be Creswellfs
26

overriding m o t i v e . • .__. •

In evaluating Creswell's theories, the new cabinet was probably also

influenced by the looming menace of white unemployment which already

threatened the stability of the Afrikaner rural community. As early as

September, 1905, Het Volk had approached the Chamber of Mines for assis-

tance in placing one thousand "poor burghers" on the mines at five

shillings per day. Once in office, Botha wrote again to the Chamber

27
stressing the seriousness of the situation and urging cooperation. Of

course white unemployment was also a serious problem in Johannesburg,

28
and the government was receiving deputations demanding action. A modest

scheme of state financed relief works was developed at this time, and a

number of indigent Australian families were "repatriated" by arrangement

29
with the Australian government._ Mounting indigency provides the context

explaining official interest in a scheme suggesting the economic viabili-

ty of replacing blacks on the mine with unskilled whites.
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Though Creswell was later to lead the Labour Party in South Africa,

his white labour theories were anything but popular with many rank and

file mine workers. Smuts who was personally drawn to Creswell and

favoured an all white Rand saw this clearly. Writing to J.X.Merriman,

he commented: "...you are wrong in thinking that the advocacy of this

policy is likely to be very popular. The white miners on the Rand are

somewhat of a pampered class and seem afraid that unskilled white labour

30
will mean a reduction in white wages all round". Furthermore, Creswell

was arguing that large numbers of whites would have to reconcile them-

31
selves to "Kaffir Work", the most menial pick and shovel tasks underground.

They would have to work harder also to justify the higher wage they would

get compared to the blacks whom they replaced. A de-frocked mine manager

turned politician, Creswell drew his inspiration not so much from the trade

union movement on the Rand as from a tradition of racialist Uitlander popu-

lism which had emerged in Johannesburg in the early days of the mining in-

dustry. This urban radicalism is an important but little studied pheno-

menon in the Transvaal British community. Even before the Anglo-Boer War,

it offered a point of contact between Afrikaner leaders and many Uitlanders

who had come to share resentment of the mining industry and the big interests

which dominated it. The pro-Xruger paper, the Standard and Diggers News,

was expressing in the 1390's some of the same views which Creswell was later

32
to develop in more systematic form. At bottom their simple idea was to run

the mines in the interest of the white community at large rather than of a

few Randlords. In the cry of "the people versus the interests", there

was potential, both before and after the War, for a cross-cultural Anglo-

Afrikaner political alliance, linking city and countryside and bringing

together the dispossessed and threatened classes in both language groups.
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State power was the instrument by which this could be achieved. In

developing this dream or an all-white Rand, Creswell was thinking far

beyond the mundane matter of white employment on the mines. Important

though that was, it was merely instrumental to his pursuit of a larger

objective. He wanted to make the Transvaal a "white man's country"

in which the independent European of small means would be protected from

the threat of black competition, simultaneously freed from capitalist

domination and given an honoured and respected place. In Creswell's

ideas lurked much of the manager/clerk's resentment of the big interests

which so visibly dominated Johannesburg's mercantile and industrial scene.

'Hoggenheimer' was a spectre for men of this class just as much — or more

33
— as it was for sections of the Afrikaner e"lite.

Creswell"s radical notions were obviously revolutionary in their impli-

cations for the Transvaal gold mines. The corollary to his demand for the

employment of whites throughout the range of mine labour occupations was his

attack on the whole system of black labour migrancy. Basic to Creswell's

thinking was the view that labour migrancy constituted unfair competition

for whites, that it was a highly artificial system of labour mobilization •

and one which could not be sustained without the support of the state. Only

the legislative and administrative support of the government, he insisted,

made the employment of migrant labour on such a vast scale feasible and

attractive for capitalists:

.. .We have seen that the attractiveness of coloured
labour to the mines is due to special legislation and
special administrative aid and support: that it is to that
extent an artificial thing, and not a natural attribute
of the labour itself.34
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This Creswell-inspired Mining Industry Commission Report went on to

state that migrant labour "could neither be obtained nor maintained

35
without state help". Creswell and his colleagues on the Commission

pointed to the South African-wide system of poll and hut taxes which

was designed to force Africans off the land and into wage employment,

to the pass laws which controlled and limited the movement of labour,

and to the Master and Servant Acts which provided criminal (rather than

merely civil) penalties for the breach of labour contracts. Only

through these devices, they argued, was it possible to keep a servile

cheap labour force in thrall to the mine owners. Unlike today's

academic radicals who have picked up many of his arguments and deployed

36
them in the service of other causes, Creswell was not all concerned

about the blacks. For the time being, he was willing to tolerate the

continued presence of local Africans on the mines but thought a quota

should be established for foreign blacks. The quota should be reduced

annually with a view to excluding the mining companies altogether from

their principal sources of supply. Through the quota, and more impor-

tantly by tearing down the artificial administrative and legal structures

which, he said, alone sustained the mlgrancy system, he hoped that the

"natural superiority" of the white worker would assert itself and large

numbers of them would finally come into the employment which was legiti-

mately theirs. Creswell, stressed, of course, that his objective was

not merely to increase the number of whites on the mines. That would,

in the words of the Mining Industry Commission Report, be "comparatively

3B
useless . The essential objective was to revolutionize the labour

system on the mines and by this means to alter the ratio of white to black

labour decisively in favour of the former. To achieve this, the Colour

Bar, as entrenched in the Labour Importation Ordinance, could at best be a
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partial measure. The main point was to strike at migrancy by denying

legislative measures^which sustained it. Deprived of the support of the

state, the migrant labour system would, Creswell and his colleagues were

convinced, wither and die. This was the hope of the white community for

which the Creswellites argued with missionary zeal:

The leaders of Het Volk had flirted with the Creswell programme during

1906; they briefly drew closer to him in 1907 as the appointment of the

Mining Industry Commission showed. Vet support for his theories was never

more than partial:

The question /of white unskilled labour on the mines_/ is no
doubt very difficult, as there is a sound substratum of fact
in the contention of the Chamber of Mines. The question has
occurred to me whether, as an experiment, the Government should
not itself work a mine direct with white labour, just as it runs
experimental farms. On such a mine machinery experiments could also
be instituted and the Government thus acquire independent infor-
mation. Perhaps such a mine may throw n e w light on the whole
question of white unskilled labour.

As Smuts noted, the government was not equipped to d.eal with the question

in 1907 because it lacked independent data. Instead of proceeding at once

to set up a state mine to test the white labour theory, Smuts and his

colleagues decided to let the two sides fight it out in public hearings be-

fore the Mining Industry Commission during the remainder of 1907. After

evaluating the contending arguments and measuring the strength of the oppo-

sed political alignments, the government had come down by 1908 decisively

against Creswell and his majority report of the Commission was shelved with

little ceremony. By mid-1908, the authorities were able to point to an •

improved (i.e. lower) ratio of white to black on the mines. When intro-

ducing the Mining Department estimates for 1903-9, the Minister, Jacob de

Villiers (he was also Attorney- General), stated that tha. government was

going to proceed pragmatically. its objective would be to employ as many



whites as possible on the mines, but the whole pattern of mine employ-

ment could not be transformed "in a day or two or a year or two".

Creswell's central contention was thus rejected. Indeed de Villiers

did not even mention the Mining Industry Commission in his speech,

40
something FitzPatrick was unkind enough to draw attention to.

The question of the proper place of white employment on the mines was

not merely a theoretical issue during the first year of the new government.

It came to the fore in the Strike of 1907, the first sustained evidence of

labour militancy by the Miners Union. The Strike began in May in response

to industry efforts to reorganize underground operations in pursuit of

greater efficiency. The management at Knights Deep, a Gold Fields proper-

ty, had raised the number of machine drills which a white ganger was expect-

ed to supervise from two to three. This seemed to threaten the ratio of

white to black, and wage reductions were also involved. By late May workers

had struck all of the mines along the central Rand except those of the

J.B. Robinson group. A General Strike was declared on May 22 and in re-

sponse to the threat of violence, the Botha government ordered Imperial

41
troops to the Rand by the 25th. Support for the strike was never more than

partial and though the strike lingered on for several weeks, mining opera-

tions were little effected. Nevertheless important issues, including most

of those which produced the revolutionary situation of 1922, were present

here in embryo.

Government and industry united to condemn the threat to the social order

posed by strike violence. In fact one important consequence of the upheaval

was that it provided an opportunity for a rapproachement between some industry
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leaders and Het Volk. During the strike, the mining companies had

employed large numbers of inexperienced Afrikaners as strike-bearers.

The government put their number at about 2,000 in early June, while

Louis Reyersbach, the President of the Chamber, thought that as many

42
as 2,500 to 3,000 might be involved. Untrained in mining work, most

of these men could be expected to do little except some general super-

vision under the direction of the skilled miners who remained. Almost

certainly, much of the actual mining expertise (according to the Chamber,

production hardly declined during the Strike) was being supplied by the

well-trained black and Chinese work force. After the Strike many of these

ill-trained whites were kept on and indeed their numbers were substantially

augmented in the years which followed. In 1907 when this important deve-

lopment was only beginning, industry and government had complimentary rea-

sons to welcome and encourage it. Both hoped (though they were very wrong

in this) that the new Afrikaner mine workers would be Immune from the mili-

tancy which had infected the Miners Union. The Mine owners expected the

recruits to be content with their lower wages — eight shillings and six

43
pence or ten shillings per shift, thought the ever-hopeful Phillips —

while the government, sharing this view, thought that the mines would be

encouraged by savings on the wage bill to employ more Afrikaners. Here

was a partial solution to the problem of Afrikaner indigency, one which

was consistent with good relations with the mining industry and which did

not involve acceptance of the extremist views of the Creswellites.

The response of the Chamber of Mines to government pressure for coopera-

tion on the white unemployment issue was complicated by the presence of a

fifth column within the mining industry itself. Already locked in mortal
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combat with the Chamber on black labour issues, J.B. Robinson was now

claiming that the mines of his group could entirely eliminate the need

for Chinese labour and reduce the need for black labour by employing

more unskilled whites. He posed as the defender of free enterprise on

the Rand against a conspiracy to create a giant mining monopoly and (he

implied) to impose a black labour policy on the industry. WNLA was the

44

instrument, he claimed, by which this would be achieved. Forced out of

the Chamber of Mines late in 1906, Robinson was sniping at it in the press

both in London and South Africa.

In their anxiety to counteract the influence of Robinson and to establish

a working relationship with the new government, Lionel Phillips and a few

others in the Chamber saw the advantages of a positive programme to com-

bat white unemployment. Phillips suggested that a mine training school

be established for this purpose, and he was able to attract the support of

Smuts and other members of the government. Later this group established
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its own apprenticeship scheme for local whites. Furthermore, during 1907,

the Wernher, Beit/Eckstein group conducted another round of experiments

with white unskilled labour on the mines. Numerous reports were prepared

comparing the costs of white and black unskilled labour. G.E. Webber, the

General Manager of the group's Rand Mines Ltd., believed that more whites

could be employed at costs not much above that for blacks. His experience

was that few of the whites would stick with the work long enough to be

promoted to supervisory positions. Some of the group's executives thought
46

that the training school could help solve that problem.
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In a different way to the labour strategy proposed by Creswell, the

employment of these Afrikaner indigents and other unskilled whites

during and after the 1907 strike had equally revolutionary implications

for the Transvaal gold mines. These whites were not and had little

opportunity or incentive to become skilled miners of anything like

equivalent expertise to the immigrant mine workers whom they were now

displacing. Neither were they to be employed in any numbers in un-

skilled tasks, directly competing with the black migrant work force.

They were to be "gangers"., supervisors of blacks, who as a group were

performing a widening range of underground tasks. It is clear that

much of the actual skill required was being provided by the African mine

workers.

This strategy, involving the introduction of an important new element

in the mine labour force, should be seen, in part, as a mining industry

response to the twin challenge posed by Creswell's ideas on the one hand

and by the militant Miners Union on the other. Believing that it was

practically impossible (and anyway undesirable) to work the mines on an

all white basis, the more prescient owner's saw the need to counter the

appeal of the Creswell doctrine to the Bet Volk government which was

fundamentally concerned about white unemployment. Employment of this

new group also appealed as a means of undercutting trade union militancy
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on the mines at least in the short run. The long run effects of the

new strategy were far-reaching and probably unanticipated. It began a

process of "deskilling" which was eventually to make the white labour

force highly vulnerable to displacement by more expert and much cheaper

. blacks.
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The response of the mining industry to its labour problems indicated
»

that the mines aimed not merely to hold the line on costs; they had

determined to press for substantial savings. The strategy for reorgan-

ization outlined earlier included a re-examination of labour policy, the

largest single element in mining costs. In mid-1907, for example,

Wernher, Beit/Eckstein published the results of one such influential study.

Some years before, the Mining Engineer, E. Ross Browne, had been commissioned

to examine all areas of mining organization, but his report focussed on la-
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bour. Both white and black labour, he concluded, were "deplorably ineffi-

cient", and immediate remedial action was imperative. If high labour and

other costs prevented the mines from extracting anything but the richest

ore, "the opportunity to mine the _/vast quantities of/ poorer ore will be

gone". Reconstruction of the industry on the basis of much expanded units

of production meant going for the lower grade ore. To get these marginal
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ore bodies below the "pay limit" required lower costs. Well before Ross

Browne reported, opinion in this mining house had agreed that the new "big

mill policy" would make attractive the employment of "a much larger ratio"

of unskilled labour than the 3 to 1 or 8.5 to 1 which had prevailed before

the War.°

Nevertheless, the mine owners were slow at this stage to exploit fully

the opportunities which the Strike had opened up to alter the labour balance

decisively toward cheaper black unskilled labour. These men were a product

of their society and like most contemporaries shared prevailing racialist

views about the limited capacity of Africans — "mere muscular machines"

was the jargon of the day. Prejudice prevented full perception of the

growing capacity of the African miner. The racialism of the Chamber of

Mines was not held blindly, however, or unconditionally. Most of the mine
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owners probably preferred a racially based society with the whites

clearly on top but not at the expense of the long term profitability

of the mines. How far the industry could afford in effect to subsi-

dize the whites was a matter of judgement. But some owners had con-

cluded that the industry was already close to the limit in 1906-7:

I think it is worth having one more try to continue miming
the country upon the old lines of the white man in the
superior position and the black man kept in his place.
There is no doubt that for the ultimate good of the
country this is the right policy, and not until it is clear
that the Chinamen are to be sent away would it be wise to
think of a change of system.

This is Lionel Phillips on the eve of the 1907 Election- The "change

of system" which he had in mind already was of course the one which he was

much later instrumental in pushing for the industry and which did much to

precipitate the revolutionary upheaval in 1922. This involved moving non-

whites Into certain supervisory positions of a subordinate sort and into
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semi-skilled job categories such as drill sharpening (his example!).

Phillips knew however, that the proposed system would involve " a very

great departure! and that late in 1906, on the eve of the- Transvaal Elec-

tion, was "not the moment to try it". Even in late 1908, when a close .

working relationship with the Botha government was an established reality,

Phillips drew back from a radical change of labour policy. Be advocated

the pragmatic maintenance of a mixed system, and argued that both economic

needs and wider social objectives could be met thereby:
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Altogether, with the benevolent assistance of the Governments,
the increasing use of machinery, and possibly even the larger
use of white labour(especially Afrikanders), we may be able
to meet all requirement^ gradually though of course we shall
have periods of _/labour/ shortness, but that is not an unmixed
evil, as it causes economy in the use of labour. I believe
there is still a field for reducing working costs by continuing
the policy that has been followed in recent times, namely of
raising the efficiency of the Kafir and getting rid of needlessly
expensive white men. This does not mean less white men, but
on the contrary, perhaps the employment of a good many more.53

In Phillips ambivalent view, three principal elements can be distinguished.

Personally he was a racialist, believed in white supremacy as a general

proposition and wanted to maintain white hegemony In the future:

Pressure of the circumstances is forcing the white man to do
Kaffir work, which was an unheard of thing in South Africa
years ago. I do not believe it is a good thing, because it
may tend to produce a class of mean white, very undesirable
in this black man's country. It is not a practical policy
to go on heedless of the facts as they are, and try to reduce
working costs exclusively by throwing out expensive white men
and adding them to the unemployed.^

He insisted that the mines had a social obligation to help to maintain the

white position; but his second argument was that this duty was not uncondi-

tional. He stressed that the mines might be reaching a point where the

policy of "running the country on the old lines" was not longer possible

and a "complete change of system" necessary? Here was a man who knew what

his prejudices were, knew what kind of society he wanted to live in and who

had made, in effect, an estimate of how much he was prepared to see his com-

panies pay for it.

The third element in his thinking involved a political calculation. In

late 1906, he thought a bargain might be struck in which the nines would
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agree to maintain the "old system" of white supremacy in employment if

the government would agree to retain the Chinese. A deal was made in

the end but not just the one Phillips imagined. The basis for accommo-

dation was worked out piecemeal over two or three years. In crudest

terms the Het Volk government got abolition of Chinese labour and from

the mines an employment strategy that pretty much maintained the ratio

of the whites to blacks underground, while substituting some cheaper

Afrikaner labour for the more expensive immigrant miners displaced in the

Strike. The mines got assistance from the government on the Strike, im-

portant help in mobilizing and organizing the black labour supply and

phased withdrawal of the Chinese. Thus the labour policies which emerged

at this time cannot be understood in terms of today's simple formulas whe-

ther "liberal" or "Radical". Racial prejudice, political calculation and

stark considerations of profit and loss all played a part. A reductionist

insistence that he was motivated by only one of these elements, merely pro-

duces a caricature of his thinking.

While Phillips' fairly cautious approach to labour policy represented the

dominant view of the Chamber of Mines, there were some industrialists who

argued for more drastic measures. George Albu, the Chairman of General

Mining, had had his eyes opened during the Strike. As a result of the up-

heaval, he had learned that the mines had been "grossly overstaffed" with

"so-called skilled labour". The industry could do with 15-20 per cent

fewer whites and with a corresponding saving in working costs. He thought

it was time to put aside "sentimental" considerations and do away with the
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"unnecessary surplus"... In a long memorandum circulated to the groups in
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mid-1907 while the Strike was still in progress, W. L. Honnold of

Consolidated Mines Selection, Ltd, argued that "the main issue /of the
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Strike/ is unionism, and the unionizing of the Rand means its collapse".

He emphasized that further cost reductions were a necessity and that

"...we must be free to make the most of our labour conditions":

I therefore believe that above and before all other questions,
we should decide that the Rand is not to be unionized, and
should follow a policy of remorseless elimination of every
influence in that direction.

Honnold added that the mines should be prepared for "any temporary sacri-

fice necessary for the establishment of the position". The assault on

the Transvaal Miners' Union in this memorandum was founded on the impera-

tive need to reduce costs. Honnold argued for a fundamental reorganiza-

tion of underground work. Whites should be supervisors only and no (legal)

limit should be placed on the amount of supervision which could be required

of them. Wages of the supervisors ought not to exceed twenty shillings per

shift. Between the "ordinary native" and the white overseers, Honnold wanted

to establish an intermediate group of "better class natives" settled with

their families on the mines. On different mines this group could consist of

poorwhites content with ten shillings a day. Experiments should be conducted

to see which group was most efficient. In this single-minded drive to re-

duce labour costs, Honnold had gone far toward eliminating colour from his

calculations and toward defining that "change of system" which Phillips had

anticipated earlier. Clearly there was an active debate in the Chamber on

these questions.



Two weeks later, Honnold returned to the attack, circulating a second

memorandum. Complete reorganization of the mine labour system was, he

re-iterated, "the most direct as well as the most advantageous" means of

lowering costs. To achieve this he outlined two possible strategies.

One, "the native scheme" was the policy laid out in the first memorandum --

masses of blacks performing all of the unskilled and most of the semi-skill-

ed jobs with a minimum of white supervision. The alternatives, which he

now seemed to favour (for political as well as economic reasons) was the

"white scheme" where substantial numbers of semi-skilled whites (mainly

Afrikaners) would be placed in low level supervisory jobs, such as tending

machine drills, at (he suggested) six shillings per shift. In thus backing

away from a radical assault on the ratio of white to black underground,

Honnold was moving toward the less politically explosive majority view in
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the industry.

The question of white employment levels on the mines had been a sensi-

tive political issue for some years. It had arisen in 1903 amd 1904 during

the debate over Chinese labour. Anti-importationists argued then that the

owners intended to substitute Chinese for most of the whites. A condition

demanded by the Imperial government and agreed to by the industry before the

passage of the Labour Importation Ordinance in 1904 was that white miners

would not suffer from the new policy. Almost Immediately the first ship-

loads of Chinese arrived, evidence began to appear that the mines were ig-

noring their commitments. When called in by Milner early in 1905 to ex-

plain what was going on, Lionel Phillips agreed to urge the mining houses

. to avoid "short-sighted dismissals" of whites which would cause "an outcry"
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both in Britain and South Africa. Since then the propaganda of the Cres-
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wellites had kept alive the fear that the mines were bent on a black

labour policy. In fact, however, there was no move toward the large

scale substitution of black for white labour until the gold industry

ran up against much more severe cost constraints after World War I.

Before that point, the question of the basic direction of labour policy

on the mines remained open. Liberal labour history has argued that the

mine owners were forced to entrench the migrant labour system by pressure

from the white unions and allied politicians to protect high cost white

labour through the.legal and customary Colour Bar:

The social policy which has resulted in the continued use of
migratory labour and the compound system has had further
consequences in influencing the organization of Native
labour on the mines. Employers in the mining industry are
prevented from making full use of the capacities of Natives.
Consequently they employ Native labour as a relatively un-
differentiated mass, and...they have turned their attention
rather to preventing competition from driving up the rates of
pay and the cost of recruiting than to devising widespread
Incentives to Natives to increase their efficiency. ̂

The problem with this analysis is that it catches only one element —albeit

an important one of external pressure — of the complex equation which pro-

duced mine labour policy.

The labour situation on the mines in the early twentieth century was much

more fluid than van der Horst allows. The owners were not forced by pre-

existing sentiment in favour of an industrial colour bar to entrench the mi-

grant labour system. An analysis of the debate within the Chamber of Mines

on labour policy does not reveal a uniform picture of cost-conscious, colour

blind capitalists fighting and losing a battle to primordial racial prejudice

in the Miners1 Union and the white community generally. Many of the capita-
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lists, like Phillips, wanted to maintain a racially ordered society.

Many of them were slow to perceive the full potential of their black

labour force. Above all they sought cheap black labour and tended to

resist proposals to stabilize the labour force when there could be no

guarantee that greater efficiency' would offset higher wage and other

costs. In 1906 and 1907 as a result of the decision to phase out

Chinese labour, as a result of the propaganda of the Creswellites and

of the issues raised in the 1907 Strike, consideration was given to a

complete change of labour system. This strategy involved an assault

on the Colour Bar and eventually a move away from the migrant system to-

ward a more stable (more costly and presumably better paid) black work

• force , supervised by a minimum number of whites. Before World War I,

most industrialists drew back from so radical a change of policy, and they

did so for reasons which had only -partly to do with the resistance of white

labour. The very magnitude of the change prompted caution as did their own

preferences for a racially hierarchical society.

Arguing in direct opposition to the liberal thesis, Rob Davies has sug-

gested that in the pre-Union period, "...the racial division of labour,its

entrenchment in law and indeed the imposition of segregation within the

work process itself, were a direct product of the pursuit of profit by mi-
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ning capital". In the same article he also suggested that the "crucial

determinent" in the racial division of labour on the Rand was the "subject-

ion of Africans to the 'exploitation colour bars1" (i.e., monopsonistic

wage agreements, pass laws, tax systems and other repressive legislation

promoting migrant labour). This analysis swings too far in the other di-

rection. The route to super profits in the mining industry was not as
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clear to the Randlords as it apparently is to Davies. By 1908, the
»

Chamber of Mines had developed an uneasy compromise on labour policy

which tried to compose their competing views and to take account of the

pressures impinging on the industry from outside. Had narrow considera-

tions of profit and loss been the sole detenninent of policy the Chamber

would probably have been tempted by the Honnold proposal for a radical

assault on the existing labour system. Honnold after all presented his

scheme as a cost saving, anti-union measure. The reasons why the Chamber

did not adopt this approach have already been explained. The Strike of

1907 and the extremist propaganda of the Cresvellites played into the hands

of the landlords and helped to make possible their rapproachement with Het

Volk. As a result a thorough-going attack on the position of white labour

was defered until much more serious cost constraints were encountered after

World War I. The alliance with Het Volk was attractive not as the high

road to super profits but because it promised political and labour peace,

the prospect of renewed expansion and reasonable prosperity. These in turn

meant hope of restored investor confidence. Resumed investment was as im-

portant to prosperity as a solution to the industry's labour problems.

The debate on labour policy during 1907 served not as at first seemed

likely to drive industry and government further apart but to provide the

means of a rapproachement between them. That the result was cooperation

rather than conflict was no accident. Despite much apparent acrimony and

a good deal of shouting in public, moderates on both sides had been working

from early in 1906 to make the contacts which provided a basis for later

accommodation. The strident anti-capitalism which sometimes marked Het

Volk's election rhetoric was based as much on political calculation as upon
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personal conviction. As N.G. Garson Ijas aptly noted, "the image of

Het Volk as simply the leading component of the anti-capitalist forces,

with its leaders anxious to work with Labour and other non-capitalist

groups among the Transvaal British, was one well calculated to appeal to
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Liberals worried about the future of Chinese labour." From the very out-

set of the campaign and even before Het Volk leaders were careful to make

it privately known to leaders of the mining industry that they had no in-

tention of jeopardising the Transvaal's only reliable revenue source- For

their part, the more moderate of the mine owners saw that if full scale

political war broke out, it was the mines which had most to loose. By

early 1908 a deal had been all but made:

Smuts and Botha discussed the Cresswell /sic/ report and
the white labour question with me at great length. While
they scout the idea of importing white men to supplant the
kafirs, they are obviously anxious about placing the young
white men of the country as they grow up. In this I think
they are quite sound. I told them it was quite unnecessary
to legislate; that the industry would be quite ready to take
the young Afrikanders who are trained. 6 4

The decision of Het Volk in 1908 to dump Creswell and to cement a work-

ing relationship with the Chamber of Mines, can be simply explained. After

the Election of 1907 had revealed the shape of Transvaal politics and given

Het Volk a legislative majority against all comers (labour elected only

three members) , its leaders must have realised that they had little to gain

from embracing a divided labour movement and much to loose by permanent est-

rangement from the capitalists. Creswell1s extremist rhetoric and the

sheer volatility of white labour disturbed, mystified and ultimately frigh-

tened the leaders of a conservative, largely agrarian party. The decision

to bury the Mining Industry Commission Report followed from their disenchant-

ment with Creswell; while the use of British Troops during the 1907 Strike



31

was striking evidence of their f,ear of the labour movement. Since

white labour remained weak politically, the cost of these drastic steps

was small at first. Once Afrikaners had flocked into the mines and

when the Labour and Nationalist parties had mobilized them for politics,

the situation was dramatically transformed. This development lay fifteen

years in the future, however. In 1907 Afrikaners were the antidote to

labour militancy not the cause of it.

In taking note of Het Volkfs swing toward the mining industry, Rob

Davies argued that the emerging alliance represented the policy "...of the

more backward agricultural and manufacturing fractions /which/ were to a

large extent dependent on the market created by the mining industry and
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...did not want to impair future flows of capital". Since Davies both

fails to identify these interests and to demonstrate that they had influ-

ence on the party, the question of their role must remain open.

On the mining industry side the prospects of accommodation were enor-

mously strengthened by the essential pragmatism of key industry leaders.

Both Phillips and Wernher thought from an early date that the political

wind was blowing in the direction of Het Volk. They feared that their

firm would be made to suffer for its previous identification with "Milnerism"

and that a Het Volk government if it was hot actively malevolent toward the

gold industry would at best be incompetent. Still, if their fears were

realised and the Election went against them, that government would have to

be dealt with — industry and state were bound tightly together — and they

would have to try to get the best terms they could. By August, 1906,

Phillips had followed the lead of his London principals and himself made


