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List_of Abbrevistions

In Text:

DU: The Diggers' Union of South Africa.

Re: The Diggers’ Union "Poor Whites" Reljef Committee. i

NP: The National Party.
SA

The South African Party.

1 not )
ARB: Secretary for the Department of Labour.
GES: Secretary for Health. 1
GNLB: Government Native Labour Bureau. {
JUS: Secretary for Justice. !
MCK: Mining Commissioner for Klerksdorp. !
MNW: Secretary for Mines and Industries. |
NTS: Secretary for Native Affairs.
TES: Secrstary for the Treasury Department. i
TPS: Transvaal Provincial Secretary. ;

VWN: Secretary for Social Welfare. '
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Chapter One.

INTRODYCTIO!

]
This dissertation examines the texture of white politics in a f
Transvaal rural community in a period of rapid social change )
petween 1926 and 1929.1 It is focused on understanding the !
nature and content of e political conscicusness of a community l
of Afrikaners on the lluvial diamond diggings in the !
Lichtenburg district of the Transvaal between these years. This 1
study aims to extend cur knowledge of the variety and complexity [
of the Afrikaner experience of impoverishment.? 9his cancern
stands as a ive to that 1 which views l
all Afrikaner 'poor whites' as a homogeneous social grouping, !
and as the sinple abjects of a social welfarist programme from i
the perspective of the 'state' or 'capital’.’The process of |
impoverishment was regionally discrete and chronologically i

correspondent to The Star in May 1926, ‘is gradually becoming a
mass of wanderers, roaming from one digging to ancther,! (The
5&3; 17 May 1926) For a detailed treatment of the Transvaal

rixal economy in the 1920's see K. Bradford, 'The Industrial and
commercial Werkers' Union of Africa in the South African !
Countryside, 1924~1930', Ph.D. thesis, University of the i
Witwatersrand, 1985, pp.33-98.

1eme whole rural population (of the Transvaal) ' stated a ‘

?For a detailed account of these Afri.ka.ner communities,
see the five volume Report of the Commissio: The Poor White
Problem in South Africs, Stellenbosch, 1932

3See, for example, the Report of the Commissicn on The
ith its concern with the creation of a 'poor

uhn:e cl.ass' Yc: an historical materlalist account of the
genesis and politics of the white working class, ses R. Davies,
00-1960,

Gapital, State and White Labour in South Africa, 19001960

Bz‘l.ghtun, 1979‘ See alse D. O'Meata, VngsngiQ; Eg C ass
De [

Eg& g;; m 1934—-1935 Jchannesburq, 1983,




uneven. Van Onselen’s sensitive studies of the transformation of

2 urban ities on the Wi from 1886 to
1914 have drawn our attention to the salience of these two
characteristics of impoverishment. He found that Afrikaners were
net only 'conguared! by capital in the countryside, but
sbsequently also in their new urban milien. This suggests that
a of would advance our
understanding of the making of modern ‘Afrikaner’ political
conscicusness, Tmpoverishment iz not a ani-linear process, and
this dissertation chacts only one of the many routes into the
working class. This study is limited to one community, that of
the Lichtenburg diamond diggers, whose experiences were unique
in many ways. In general, however, many Afrjkaner communities
experienced impoverishment in this period and the alluvial
dfanond diggers vere simply one of these yural communities
broken up by the economic of the in
the 1920's,

The 1920’s were a decade of uneven economic growth and
political turbulence. Most studies of these themes in this
decade have an urban rather than a rural bias that has skewed
the historicgraphy away from the major fact of rapid social and
economic change in the South African countryside. While the
consequences of these processes have been sketched out in some
Qetail for the urban areas, little attention has been paid to
the mural aress in which the urban working class was born. Yet
the late 1920's saw an acceleration in the rate and scale of
impoverishment of beth white and black country dwellers, which
phenomenon formed the focus of pathhreaking studies by Macmilian

4c. van Onselen, 'The Main Reef Road intc the Working

an
amonggc Tharnesisy's heremer : por, mn-mw i Studles. in

Volume 3 Hed Ninavan Johannesbuxq, Tan~ np PR g

{
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and de Riewiet 1n the 1920°s and 1930's. with the exception of
these major liberal works, the experiences af South Africa's
industrial revelution by the rural white population has been
Ytle oxploved in Scuth African historiography. In the westem
districts of the Transvaal, within which the alluvia) Qiggings
were centred, the 1920's wure nightmare years for this social
group. Intermittent years of debilitating drought were
intexsparsed with fieods and locust plague. Chronic indebtedness
of the white farming class, concludes a recent study, was caused
by a combination of "low incomes and low profit margins; high
Jand prices and slow turnovers'.® This insight can be applied
with profit to the farming class of the western Transvaal. The
alluvizl diggings proved to be an irresistible magnet to this
impoverished farming community which flecked to the diggings to
accumulate new yesources of cash and to stave off the ever
present threat of rroletarianisation. Thus the theme of rural
collapse undorpins this scudy of Afvikaner politics on the
Lichtenburg diamond diggings.

This study of the alluvial digyers is a local one, because of
the need to focus on the actual experiances of the rank and file
of Afriksners, rather than elite groups who had privileged
accoss to the state, the government or a political party.’ It
does not seem necassary, tacrefors, to justify this local

544, Macmillan, The fsuth African Agrarian Problem,
Jehannesbury, 1919, Complex South Africa, London, 1930; C,W. de
Kinwet, A History of South Africa: 'nia) and London,
1957,

®H. Bradford, 'The ICU', p.dl.

Tror a criticism of these approachas sea S. Marks,
Afican ond Atz Hiskory, Jome Wistory, XI,
3, 1970, For a recont ro-affirmation of these cr1t1c1sms, see B.
Bozzold, 'Class, Ccmmunity and Idealogy in the Evelution of
South African Society! in B, Bozzoli, (ed.), Class, Community,
and _Confct. South African 1987,

e .
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mierostudy except to note that this method has obvious
in ing the 4 of these i
Microstudies generate a sense of the dynamics and local Z
spocificity of change and they allow a glimpse, however brief, [
i

|

into the and of the hi ical actors.
i ity and i ity seem to ise the
consciousness of these Afrikaners, in contrast to the
one~dimensional caricatures which dominate the existing
3 political does not seem

{
%o be donil by a ist agenda. Rather it e
refiects wore closely the more murdane issues of everyday life I

]

I

f

as R. Bauch concluded from his study of constituencies in the
EBastern Cape. White vcters, he noted, 'frequently chose to
support one or other of the major parties not on the score of
the natinnal issues which perty leaders enunciated, but because
one party attempted more energetically than the cther to resolve
problems such as poverty....'?

This study tests Bouch's contention by means of a local study
rather than a constituency, because a constituency is an :
arbitrary administrative unit and not the terrain of social i
interaction. Between 1926 and 1929 it was also possible to talk r
Of . igging community in a geographical sense. Before this i .
per. +he term 'digging community’ referved to an occupational .
grous md not to a community in a specific place. Most 'diggerss :
lived in small groups on isolated farms in the south-western ;
districts of the Transvaal province.!®Pollowing the

Bror an account of these see D n'Meara, Yolkgkapitalisme,
pp.4-8.

°R. Bouch, "The South African F ity and the National Party
in the Eastern Cape 1919-1924', M.A. it sortation, University of
the Witwatersrand, 1979, pp.17: . .

10pescriptions of this early ' sricd are rare, but see

U



Lichtenbury discoveries, howaver, a population of some 80 000
whites and 100 000 blacks was thrown together, in a settlement
of sinflar size to Banoni or Kruygersdorp, on an isolated spot
some 12 miles north of the town of Lichtenbury for a continuous
pericd of thirty-six wonths. This geographic stasis generated an
uncuamon dogree of public attention and provided a rich source
of documentation, thus making this local study possible.

A variety of sources have been utilised in this dissertation,
as is evigdent in the ‘List of Sources' included below. Because
the diggings did not fall exclusively under any one government
department, a wide range of official (and unpublished)

has bean The of Mines papers

desaxve special mention as a xich, and strangely under-utilised,
‘historjcal scurce. Many other government departments, though,
proved oqually rieh, including the Treasury Department and the
Department of Public Health. The Transvaal Provincial
Secretary's files were of great interest. Yet the most useful
source for this dissertation, as is obvicus frem the fostnotes
to tha varicus chapters, were the contamporary newspapers,
of which The Star was the most useful. T have utilised The Star
ly because this from the outszet of digging

at Lichtenburg, stationed a special correspondent on the
diggings. The Star,in addifion, ran a weeXly column, called
‘Life on the Diggings!, which addressed a wide-range of
activities ranging from 'soclal’ activities, to the economic
problems of the diggers, Much correspandence from the diggings
was published in this paper as ‘Lettors to the Editor!, and
these ware an extrendly useful yardstick to public opinion on
the diggings. The many scurces consulted reflect the

W.H, Macmillan, Copplex Sout) joa: to
History, London, 1930, p. 106, See 2150 75 Kotze, 'Geskiedenis
van die W ye', unpublished M.A.

i y for Higher Christian

Education (PUK): 1972,

0
i
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ciffiulties of constructing local studies, especially for
communities which lie beyond the mainstream of social and
economic development.

This local study helps to put one of these small communities
back on the historical map, but it also helps to refine some
broader historiographical controversies. The first of these
ioncemms the nature of the Fact government. In 1924 the Pact
parties - based on an electoral agreemert Letween the National
Party (NP) an the South African Labour Paxty (SALF) - won the
general clection, upsstting the South African Party (SAP)
government headed by General J.C. Smuts. For the first time
since Union dn 1910 power was transferred from one party to
ancther by the exercise of the ballot.}1This election has come
to synbolise for scholars moxe than a simple parliamentary
transfer of power and a vindication of the electoral system.
This is because, as a recent study puts it, ‘the change of
govaxmment in 1924 has been alnost universally interpreted as
one of the two major “turning points" in South African history
{the cther is the election of the Natlonal party government in
1948)".12 The Ppact's trivmph in 1924 has vaised some
interesting questions which lie at the heart of current
historiegraphicsl debates ahout the nature of the South African
state. The issucs are the relationship between political parties
and ciess interests, and that between ideology and

party-palitical representatien, and also the effectiveness or

"N.G.Gareon, "o 1926 yenoral slection: a tuming point in
south African history?’, wipublishod paper presented at the
African Studies Associabion of Australis and the Pacific and
the Australian A 1 held at the of
Sydney on 28 Auquat 1982,

2p, gudelnan, The Enervienca of Medern Seuth Afrigs:

S
south Aﬁgic(_n__r;nlg]fioliq 150271549, Westport, connecticut
1983, p.22




otherwise of the electoral system as a vehicle for
redistributing wealth and power in the society. These debates
nave been succinctly summarised by Yudelman:

Afrikaner nationalists have seen (1924) as the
culmination of the march of Afrikaner conscicushess
from the country into the towns, which was made
irreversible by the Afrikaner takeover of the state in
1948, Liberals have seen 1924 as & decisive victory for
racist white workers that entrenched the legislative
caolor bar and elevated race discrimination to the prime
motivation of the South African state. Marxists have
seen the 1924 turning point as a victory for capital's
policy of dividing the working class on racial lines,
the triumph of the propagators of (false) racial
conscicusness, and the death of class-based politics
(whilst) nec-Marxists have argued that 1924 marks a
vital victory in the struggle for control of the state
by 1ocal businessmen ("national capital’) over ore
mining capital ("metropolititan bourgeosiev),

These conflicting i ions of the signifi of the
Pact's elechion victory are, with important exceptions, based on
analysis of the election manifesto of the Pact, rather than cn
the impact of the Pact on sections of the electorate.

Wher, we turn o thesa important exceptions we see the value
of focusing on the ‘impact! of policy rather than on its
intentions. For example, Yudelman has explored the actual impact
of the Pact’s programme for the white mineworkers whose
interests, it has been argued, were represented by the Pact:
*he truth of the matter is, he concluded, 'that the smashing
af the 1922 strire and revolt dealt white miners a blow from
which they had not recovered by the beginning of World War IL.'
The Pact was subsequently unable to restore the privileges of
the mineworkers,nor was it able to incorporate them politically

13p, yudelman, ibid., p.23.

Z‘y
.
|
|
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as a supportive class. We must therefore distinguish the
impact of the Fact's programme for these white mineworkers from
the rhetoric. Tt seems that the exercise of the franchise by
white mineworkers was thus unable to offset the influence of men
with wealth and power in the society.

f
|
}
Working from this perspective we can exanine similar lacunse i
in the treatment by scholars of other sections of the white \
electorate who were said to have been the special recipients of }
the Pact's legislative programme. In the case of 'farmers' the :
Pact vittory was brought about largely by electoral gains in the [
l
|
|
|
|
|

Transvaal countryside where the WF won 7 new seats from the SAP.
It is thus concluded that the Pact. impact on the Pransvaal
countryside was positive and the extensive legislative programme
of the Pact as regards agriculture is used as evidence for
this.1%The results of the 1929 general election seem to
substantiate the visw that the Pact represented the interests of
the farmers, and that the farmers remained politicelly loyal to
the NP.28yet no analysis of a rural constituency for this
period has been completed. Recently Bradford has demonstrated
that the impact: of the Pact's agricultural prograine was uneven,
and that *agricalture’ does net refer to a homogeneous group of
farmers. The Pact's rural progremne wes regionally diverse, and

14p. vudelwan, The Emergence, ep: 213-245. See alse J.
Leuis, "The Gerniskon By-Election of 1 'he State and the
¥hice Working Class diiring tue Depresswn' in Bonner, P.,

ioan Studies, Volume 2,
Johannesburg, T, PP- T contirmation of this.

155ee for example D. O'Meara, Volksiapitalisme, pp.27-29.

*61n 1929 the NP won 78 seats as against the SAP's 61,
However, as Hancock points out, the SAP securad the support of
the majority of the electorate (48.6 percent of the voters
supported the SAP wh)Jst 40.36 percent voted for the NP). W.K.
Hanack, s _of Fores, 19191950, Cambridge, 1968,
PD.216+217.




uneven in iks impact on farmers in the Transvaal.l? There were
class divisions amongst faxmers which determined their political
respanses to the Pact put no studies have been done to test the
party political ramifications of the Pact's agriculturazl
Programme.

For the purpases of this dissertation it is the absence of
these types of studies for a third important section of the
electorate, the so-called 'poor whites!, vhich is significant.
They constituted approximately 25 per cent of the white
population in 1929, and are assumed to have been the prime
beneficiaries of the Pact’s legislative programme.*8 It has
been suggested that because of their voting power the 'poor
whites' wer able to determine the nature and direction of the
Pact's legislative progiamme, and as a result the Pact
tvociferously’ legislated pro-white populist policies to retain
their political support.l? It has alsa been suggested that
they were a homogensous social grouwp who were mobilised
politically and socially by a uniform ideclogy.2%o studies
have yet addressed the impact of the Pact's policies on the

*7g. Bradto:d “The ICU, pp.33-38. See also R. Morrell,
~ in 1900-1830, in W.
Beinart; b. Sadier T 6, Trapido, Putting a Plough to the

and Dispossession in Rural Scuth Africa

;gsg-—gg . Johannasburg, 1986.

i8g, Davms, Capﬂ:al §§_§ ﬂnd wn;; Lab 2y §u!§t
Aerica 1001
Formation, an Q}g_é Bg 5_;;ons, Eussex, 1975, pp -tie o
O'Meara, Volkskapitalisme, pp.1-33.

*%n, yudelman, The Emergence, pp.22-30 and pp 214-248;
N.G. Garson, 'The 1924 General Election', p.3

2%, adam and H. Gilliomee, Th
wer, Cape Town, 1979, pp.83-127 and 135~177. See
also L. Salomon, 'Socio-Economic Aspects of South African
History, 1870-1962", Phd. dissertation, Boston University, 1962.
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rural poor white electorate, although much attention has been
paid to the urban poor white class.2l No analysis examines the
relationship between the rural unemployed and the NP in the
period between 1924 and 1929, nor the impact of the Pact's
programne on them. The Vigorous contemporary political debates
about the poor white question, the anxiety about social and
maral degenr.cation of this section of the white population which
they reflected, and the escalating numbers of poor whites during
this period all point to a pressing need for such studies2?
This aissertation seeks to reduce this paucity in the
historiography by examining the impact of the Pact on the
digging community between 1926 and 1929, a community which was
being rapidly transformed by South Africa's industrial
revolution and which became a focus of concern about the 'poor
white guestion' in the 1930's.

This study also contributes to the broader historiogre . .1
deates on the political behavicur of Afrikaners. The exi i
literature available on this behaviour operates at a high
of sbstraction from which the political ideclogy of Afrikaners
is inferred. The most recent historiography has tended to move
away from these 9. d of this
political behaviour and to take a less dogmatic look at the
salience of ‘determining' social categories. Yet it seems that

2lpoy examples of an expandmg litersture see the
ta

follawing: R. Davies, Ca ite Labour; D.
O'Mears, Yolkskapitalisne: C. van onss.len, 'The Main Reef Road'.

?2gy the 1920's an average of 12 00D whites were leaving
the rural areas annually. In 1932 it was estimated that over 300
n of just over one and a half

million  whites dere  \poor  whites. (D. O'Meara,
Pp.26). See also D.F. Malzn, Die Gi s nt
ragi van_ dig Arme inke Kongre: 23, en v

o §;§ elo Sensusopdawe, wo date.
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none of these studles advances cur understanding of how and why
ordinary white South African men voted the way they did or of
the historical context in which they made their poutical
choicas. We have learnt much sbout the broad impact ar
influence of ‘race’ and ‘class’ in the fcrmulatmg of publl
poliy, and abowt the of i and

within the society, but we know very little about those
texperiences’ of Afrikaners which shaped the ways in which they
parceived the world, and moulded their polltical conscioasness.
This study contributes to this debate by focusing on the actual
‘experiences' of Afrikeners in a specific historical context and
by examining the social and political structures within which
their consciousness was formed.

There is an extensive h\steriography concerned with the
wanner in which Afxi and politics in
the twentieth century, but these studies are largely unhelpful
here precisely for the reasons mentioned above. These studies
are overviews from which Afrikaner political thought or
pehaviour is sinply read off from a priori assumptions. They do
net nelp to explain political behaviour in particular because
the analytical nets they deploy are not fine enouqh to capture
the variety of historical of Bozzoli
explains it this way: i

In an ides) analysis, we would have to start from the
very basic experiential cateqory of the individual,
work through the local groups and comnunities in which
such individuals forge their world view, and tease wut
the layers of ideclogy-formation which shape that
individual i the group or conmunity of which he or she
is a part. All this, moreover, would have to be done
against the background of broader social and economic
changes.

23B. Bozzold, 'Class, Community and Ideology', p.2.
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This dissertation recognises that such an 'ideal' analysis is
not pessible, but nevertheless does attempt to focus on the
actual experiences of the digging community o explain their
political behaviour, rather than relying on existing
explanations of Afrikaner political behaviour.

We can identify in the 1 about

palitics two major typ ions of how A
acted polilically. The first is concerned with the homogeneity
af Afrikaners and stresses those things which Afrikaners have in
common with cther Afrikaners. Both Afrikaner nationalist and
liberal writers lie within this camp. According to this
analysis, all hfrikaners are ‘automatically integrated into the
cross-class unity of the volk, instinctively share the
innzte *Afrik ! conservati: i 1 cultural
values, and are always available for ethnic mobilisation in
ternms of their common ‘Afrikaner' interests./?* The concept of
'Afrikanerdom' is used to captura all these various themes in an
aver-arching, largely ahistorical sccial categery which is then
used to explain Afrikaner pelitical activity, past and present,
Differences between Afrikaners in terms of wealth, status,
education and social values are simply glossed over in favour of
an overarching Afrikaner culture. The experiences of

ners! in terms of place and time are taken to be
universal. This is clearly not very useful to . study which

the i ip between the i of afrikaner:
in a specific context and their political consciousness at a
particular historical moment. Much of the literature in this
schocl has focused on 'the party’, rather than 'the pecple!, and
as a result we know a lot about the organisation and leadership
of the party, but very little about the consciousness of the

24p, o'Meara, Volkskapitalisme, p.6.

e . e i
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ronk-and-tile who constituted the bulk of its membership. The
party is freguently conflated with the people. Political
activity which takes place cutside of the party is dismissed as
Geviant or mischisvous, A dependence upon the palicy statements
of the leaders of the party, rather than on the historical
nilien in which they were uttered has tended to support this
type of approach. The notion of the people is, however,
questionable, foxr Afrikaners, as O'Meara points cut, have

ly always been i and highly
fractious’ and can only be reduced to a monolithic and static
ethnic group with grave reservations,?® Thiz study explores
this relationship between 'the party' and 'the pecple' in some
detail by focusing on the relationship between the experiences
of ordinary Afrd and the of the
pacple - the party ~ in a local context, and by distinguishing
clearly between them.

The second approach stresses the heterogeneity of Afrikaners
~ those things which divided Afrikeners from one another. Thus
what neads to be erplained is how Afrikaners with very little in
common were induced to act in concert politically. Marxist
historians have focused on class issues as being one of the
factors which have divided Afrikeners politically.?8 mn crder
to explain how Afrikaners began to vote for an exclusively
Afrikaner nationalizt party - the NP =~ in spite of major class
differonces between thom, they have deployed a model whick
stresses the primacy of tha party, and tha yole of a cligue of
middle class intellectuals within it.27 once again ve are

25p, o'Meara, Volkskapitalisme, p.s.

287ne pioneering studies of R. Davies, ital, State an
White Labouy and D. O'Meara, Volkskapitalisme, are classic
examples of these studies.

rox 2 refined example of this approach sea I. Hofmeyx,
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faced with a model which hes advanced our understanding of “the
party' but which has merely alerted us to divisions within the
Afrikaner community. The relationship between the Afrikaner
working class on the Wi and the
parties has been the focus of these studies. Yet for all the
advances made, these historians have also been the victims of
their teleological theoretical system, which they have deployed
as an ing The of
and their i of the varied social and
eccnomic forces which shaped their value and beligf-systens
have, with some important exceptions, bemn simply read off from .
the conjunctures between the interests of the capitalist classes ‘

and the state, Consciousness bacomes simply a function of
abjective class position within the social structure, with
little attention being given to the lived experiences of
ordinary Afrikaners as woulding this consciousness. Little
explasation is offerred of the naturxe of party political
support, and the wmpiession is given that popular support for a
party is largely irrelevant to the ultimate outcome of
elections. This dissertation focuses precisely on this tension
be‘ween the party message and popular perception of it, and

to a fuller i of the relationship
between the consciousness of Afrikaners and the larger social
and economic forces which encompass them.

}
i
U
i

S.Marks remarked 18 years ago that 'we still lack a history
of Afrikaner politics... which locks at politics in terms of
social structure, economic and class interests, and at the

'Building a nation from words: Afrikaans language, m;e_rature
and ethnic identity', in S, Marks and 8. Trapido,

of Nationaligm in Twenti BTy ca, New Yoxk,
1987, pp.95-123. A recent critxque clf this approach is H.
, Giliomes, 'Western Cape Farmers and the Beginnings of Afrikanex
W ahen Nationalisn, 1a7o-1915~, Journal of Southern African Studies, !
T~ $5 14, No.,1, October 1987, pp.41-63. N
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grass-rocts level of nebilisabion and party recruitment, rather
than one which simply repeats the palicy statements made by the
generalst, 28he questiona which Marks raised concerning social
structure, econonis and class interests, and the grass-roots of
mobilisation and party recyuitment, which becane thase sddressed
by a school of nistorians, variously termed ‘radical’ or
rrevisionist!, are those which this dissertation examines.
Hovever, althcugh we draw ca the intellectual heritage of this
particulay school, ve deplay toe evperiences of ordinary people
25 a recessary counter-welght to excessive concerns With 'social

. If we are to the political responses of
ordinary people we nesd to focus on the manher in which broader
econamic and social forces are refracted tnrough their
experiences, and discaver how their experiences mowld thelr
political consciousness.

When we thrn £o the secondary literature on the alluvial
diggings we encounter many omissions. The broader studies of
mining in Scuth Africa fail to mentjon alluvial diamend digging
following the shift of the individual digger from the Vaal river
diggings to the dry dagings of Kimberley in 1871.2° Following
the centralisation of the diamond mining companies at Kimberley
in the 1880's and the formaticn of the De Beers Diamond Mining
Company (e Beexs), however, many individual diggers returned to
work on the alluvial deposifs on the hanks and bed of the Vaal
river. The alluvial digging community thrived in the 1890's,
when new alluvial deposits were discovered at some distance from

285, Maxks, ‘African and Afrikaner History', Jouznsl of
itory (JAH), 9, No.3, 1970, p.446.

293y, anrell ‘Capital, Class and Monopoly: the
KimberJey Dianond Flélds, 1871-1899', Ph.D., School of Griental
and Afrioan Seadies (SOAS), URiversicy of Londen, 19851 Doy
Viljoen, 'bie diamantnyverheld van suid-Afrika', D.Comm. thesis,
University of st.allenbosch, 1986,
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the Vaal conflnence with the Harts river in the district of
Barkly West in the Cape Colony. In 1908 diggers prospecting in o
the vicinity of Bloemhof and Christiana in the Transvaal Colony
found excensive deposits of shaliow alluvial gravel scattered
across the vast plain between the Harts and the ¥oos river near
Potchefstroom.3? These deposits attracted a large community of
diggers from many into the i N
of the Transvaal. By 1920 over 20 000 diggers wexe working on
these deposits. Thera was thus a history of rapid expansion in
alluvial diamond digging fellowing the centralisation of the {
dianond mining companies in the nineteenth century, which has !
gone by argely unremarked upon. Yet there have been some f
important exceptiens to these lacunae. G. Beet and T. Terpend, !
who were themselves diggers on the river diggings in the early J )
[

decades of this century, published a pioneering study of this
cammunity in 1917, Their Romance and Reality of the Vaal River .
Dingings is the only study cf this community in existence.’l a . i
number of geological investigations of the alluvial deposits,
have been published which are useful for technical detail, but v

do not throw much light on the community itself.32 Kotze's N
dissertation on the 'Geskiedenis van die Wes-Transvaalse
Diamantdelwerye' provides a useful guide to the sources
availahle in the official erchive deposits but does not attempt

03,3, Kotzel 'Geskiedenis van die Wes-I'ransvaalse i
A hefstroon University b
for Higner Christisn BGncation (pux), 1972,

21g, Beet and T.L. Termend, Romance and Reality on the

Yaal River Digaings, Kl‘“berlelh 1917,

250 far exan\ple P.A. Wagner, The Diamgnd Fields of
1914; A.L. du Toit, The
qravels of Li Union Gov .
nepaztment of Mines, Geological Survey Memoir No.44, Pretoria,
1957; J.W. van Backstrom, Die geologie van die gebied om
, Union Government, Department of Mines, Pretnma,

1952,

o e Rt ez
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to address socdal class or

conflict on the Transvaal diggings.3?

Some staddes have examined the economics of the alluvial diamond
industry, largely as a by-product of their interest in the
diamond mines.?® These have provided useful background
matexial an the of diamond but little
detajl on the :
investization of these producers in the uws was a useful but
ahistorical piece of work which was of little walue for the
years 1926 to 1929.35 A set of studies was produced by two
students from Pretoria and Potchefstroom universities, on the
'social and economic history! of the alluvial Qigqings in the
Transvaal in the twentieth century.’® Krause's study centersd

1y upon the Li alluvial ings £rom about
1926, Both of these studies, whilst rich in administrative
Getail and enpirically exact on matters of policy, did not set
cut o explore the diggings experience from the perspective of
the ordinary people, who appear to be largely absent from their
accounts. The themes which they have explored reflect an
anwillingress to go beyond the dominent Afrikaner nationallst
hist schoel, i poverty which
systematically turns away £rom qust}.ons about: social structure,

ical

337.5. Kotze, 'Geskiedenis'.

3For example see D.J. vugoen, 'Die mamantnywarhel.d 'r.
Gregory, Emest d the
South africa, Cape Town, 1952‘

357,3. Booyens, 'Die delwershercep. n' Ekonomiese analise
met verwysing na die Lichtenburgse diamantvalde' M.A.
dissertation, University of South Africa, 1942

I87.5. Kotze, 'Geskledenis' and A.E. Krause, 'Die

Li rgse Alluviale DI werye, 1928-1945: n!
. M.A. di y of

Pretoria, 1985. -

i
h
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class interests and palitical consciousness. Krause asserts that
the diggers had no political consciousness whatsoever, whilst
Kotze argues that, as 'Afrikaners', the diggers automatically
wauld have supported the NP.37 Thev both hold the opinion that
the diggers had little or no capmunity orgamisetion ox spirit,
lacked social and political initiative, and were largely the
passive reciplents of state and privately donated largess. For
both Krause and Xotze the digging population was characterised
as homogeneously 'poot! in this period, largely on the evidence
that poverty en the diggings in the 1930's ran at a high figure,
with no analysis offered for this. Their studies thus affer
lictle more than rich empirical detail. It appears as if
Keegar's criticism of Afrikaner social histerians is relavant
here: 'Local history (becomes) a directory of local government,
white religious and educational institutions and cultural
organisations.3® These theses are ultimately simple lists of
legislative enactments and administrative routine.

Turning from these accounts to the secondary literature on
‘poor whites' we find similar problens of approach and anslysis.
Perhaps the best of these accounts are those of the academics
who undertook extensive research for the Camegie commission in
1928 and 1929.39 Thelr investigations, by concentrating on the
collection of local case studies of poor white families,
describe the conditions of life on the diggings, and highlight
the poverty and squalor of white digging families. Their

38,

Keegan, Rural Tran; A.uLmat.LQnS in jzing
th . Juhanna:burq, 19486,
pp Avi-xviil,

3%5es Repurt of the rarnegie Commission, 5 velumes. In
see J.F.H-. volume 1; R.W. Wilcocks,
Volume 2 and M.E.J. Rothman and J.R. Albertyn, Volume s,

PR N
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analyses are thus descriptions of the moral failings of 'the
poor white!, their lack of initiative, and their failure to
adapt to the 'progressive’ spirit of modern industrial life.
Grosskopf's conclusion reflects these concerns guite
graphically:

The whole atmosphere of the diggings, with their
cosmopolitan population, their iack of community

fesling or recognised moral standards, and their ;
all-pervading sense of gambling, recklessness and i
instability, (ee veachyd) perniciously on (these)
simple rural pecple

Wilcocks attributes this ‘pernicious attitude’ to outdated ,
sensibilities sbout manual work: ‘the digger... carrying out his

own operations, employing natives to do the hard manual work,

was unwilling to surrender his position and mastership. The man

who had formerly been an underdog felt that here "he was his own

master and not the rich man's dog".'*! These descriptions lie

much closer to the socisl veality of the diggings than do the

rather sanitised accounts of those schalars examined above. But

there are still problems with the sort of analysis affered by

the Carnegie investigators for this study of the consciousness B
of Afrikaners on the alluvial diggings. Theix analyses of the

processes moulding the diggers' experience ave superficial, and

do not explore the dynamics of class formation on the dige:
This dissertation draws on the groundwork of this path-breaking
investigation, but trjes also to elaborate some themes which are
of current interest.

In the study which follows we explore the themes of social

407.7.%. Grosskopf, Volume 2, pp.103-104.

41p.W. Wilcocks, Volume 2, p.100.
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and class interest, political mobilisation

and i and party : amongst: the white
digging community. The second chapter explores the theme of
social of the T4 digging community between
1926 and 1920, Tt ibes the jon of the and o

demanstrates the existence of competing classes on the diggings,
avaluating the influence of these competing economic interasts
on the social structure of the digyings. It identifies a
capitalist class which includes local Lichtenburg landowners,
large land-owning companies, local and national entrepreneurs
invalved in the diamend digging syndicates and companies, the
national investing public, professional diggers with capital and
equipment, and storekeepers, hoteliers and other
service-orientsted entrepreneurs. This chapter argues that these
capitalists were crucial in determining the social and economic
structure of the diggings. ‘Dlggers' are identified as a

group of ing of rich capitalist
professicnal diggers and moneyed speculators, an intermediate
group of independent but marginalised and transient producers
spanning the gap between moneyed and impoverished diggers, white
wage workers and, finally, the unemployed. i

Those poorer 'diggers' who were to the di

found that their own cpportunities for accumulation were very
cleoumscribed by the opexation of this capitalist class because
they did not have unlimited access to the richest gravel
deposits. The risks they bore in digging were therefore much
higher than was the case for the capitalist class. The vast
majority of diygers were forced to oceupy an intemediate
position in the social as but

producers. Their rank and status were crucially determined by
their access to new sources of alluvial gravel. As the gravel
deposits were worked out, of monopolised by capitalists, these
diggers were forced to seek work, first in partnership with
other diggers, secondly on shares with other diggers,.-and
finally for wages. 'Like their poor vhite bretheren elsewhere
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in the Union!, the cnapter concludes, 'those diggers vithout
financial backbone were uneble to secure an sconemic foothold.!

Consemuently they were forced into the rarks of the working :
class as dependent wage labourers, ox into the Zanks of tha (
unemployed. ’

The third chapter explaves +he theme of econowic and class
interest on the diggings. It does this by analysing the
political responses of diggers to the attempts of capitalists o
meeld the nature of alluvial digging to suit their own parochial
cluss interests. In this attempk, the role of the Pact &
govexrnment was crucial. The political response of the digging
community chiefly decermined the nature of the Pact's response. |
Diggers who had access to the corridors of power articulated s
their own programme which was at variance with those of local
capitalists on the diggings. This chapter details the little
explored i of the i i diamond -
the monopoly capitalists - on the local diggings. It suggests
that these J ifically Sir Ernest and
Solly Joel, entered into temporary political alliance with a : <
local popular diggers movement. This alliance was ‘crucial in g
informing the Pact's response to the digging community. The
Precicus Stones Act (Act 44 of 1927), which was passed by the
Pact in order to resave the diggings for the 'small man' and to
prevent the local capitalists (landowners, company and

4 and loczl f£rom i

alluvial gravel, was the product of this alliance between i
Oppenheimer and this diggers movement. Diggers were, thus, not
politically inarticulate, nor were they simply the *victims' of
‘capitalists'. Their political response to lexploitation' was
vigoraus, and the diggers' movement which emerged articulated
their demands which recflected the economic and social
experiences of the digging community. This was the matvix in
vhich the consclousness of the digging community was formed.
‘Experience’ thus crucially informed their political responses
to tiie broader soclal and economic forces Gransforming their

~
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community.

Chapter Four twims from a concexn with social and economic
structure, to examine the impact of popular digger congciousness
upon political life. The digging community consisted of white
voters, who, as Van Onselen has suggested in the case of the
white working class on the Witwatersrand, were neither
politically powerless, nor enslave® within an all-embracing
nationalist paradigm.*? on the diggings, impoverishment and
‘the actions of an it which was

to eli alluvial digging, clashed
explosively with a growing narrow digger chauvinism which
detected ‘conspiracy’ and collusion with ‘moncpaly’ amongst its
party political representatives in 1928. The National Party,
its party', was increasingly seen to have ‘betrayed' the ‘small
man!, the marginalised diggers on the public diggings, because
©Of the failure of the party to combat growing impoverishment
amongst: the community. The NP, for a number of reasons, was slow
to respond to demands of this radical constituency. In Decewbex
1927 a number of diggers, 'all of them Nationalists',
established the South African Diggers Union (DU) to articulate
digger demands on a palitical platform. Within six months this
Union was used to launch a local candidate who stood against
Tielman Roos, the 'Lion of the North', the NP member for
Lichtenburg of 14 years standing, the Chairman of the Transvaal
NP, Minister for Justice in the Pact cabinet, in the general
election of 1929. Tlis candidate, A.J Swanepoel, a man without
leng-standing peliticel credentials, was nominated as the
diggings NP candidate in august 1928 against Roos. When the NP
i i i Roo0s as the

Y and

official NP for the ,
his deternination to stand as an ‘Independent Nationalist!, so

42¢, van Onselen, 'The Main Reef Road', pp.164-185.
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was he of ing the will of the people’. In
November Roos withdrew his candidacy in faveur of Swanepoel. The
diggers, he stated, needed their own representative in
Parliament. This chapter thus explores some of the tensions
which existod between ‘the party’ and ‘'the people' during the
Pack's paricd of office. It does so from the perspective of the
rank-and-file nembers of the NP, We suggest that this exciting
xuzal sloctoral battle opens up new perspactives on the
political and party
political support which needs to explored further.

We finally turn to cor
impoverishiment held by unemployed diggers and the Pact
government. This invelves an evaluation of the process of

ider the different perspectives on

impoverishment within the digging community in the period
between 1926 and 1929. Afrikaner proletarianisation on the
diggings is identiticd as a process which involved specific
class-based interventions, which were the 'motor-farce! for
locally-based political activity. The digaers, more especially
these threatenad with the praspect. of losing their independent
Liveli.\ond axhibited a well-developed awareness of their
which were tn d, initially, by the local
and i (which ed the most valuable
claims), and then by the Jarge diamond mining magnates and the
Pact government following the passage of the Precious Stones Act
in November 1927. Tha i ip between
and the intevests of the capitalist classes emerges with some
claxity in this chapter as we focus on the fortunes of the most
vulnersble sections of the Afrikaner community. Initially
poverty was largely 'casual’ on the diggings, or imported from
the rural agricultural economy. Following the passage of the
Act, unemployment and poverty wore draratically accelerated on
the Flelds, and puakad before W onset of the Great Depression
in 1929. Diggers driven into the ranks of the unemployed
candemnad the Pacls handling of the ‘oliuvial digging question
and blamed their plight on the government. The diggers were
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cxitical of the content and implications of the Pact's 'white
labour policy' which would drive them into the ranks of the
working class at 'kaffir wages' rather than setting them up as
i and this ion mouldsd the content
of their local political agenda.
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Chapter Two

DIAMOND PRODUCTION FROM THE LICHTENBURG
DIAMOND DIGGINGS,1926~1828. Ly

Die grond elenaars kryy duizende van pond van die delwers,
en sy geef die delwers gans geen Xans, wil zy het op

duizend van en ik denk dat dit
die groctste onreg van die vereld is, want als je die strome
van geld zien wat hulle van dis delwers Xry, dan kan Jy nis
dink, dat hulle die delvers zoo gemeen kan behandel nie.

storekeepers, and the diamond buyers, in about that order
named, are the only sure profit-makers from the gamble of
diamond digging.

Why not make the diggings as unattractive as possible for
the moneyed alement...? Under present conditions syndicates,
Tich Tarners, moneyed Speculaters vio can SEford to pay
runners and unscrupulous diggers get: :ha3 plums and the

I
{
|
)
|
The owner of a proclaimed farm, the nearest hotel, the f T .
!
poorer and older diggers get nothin i
1

Introdugtion i
!

This chapter examines how ownership of properfy on the L

alluvial diamend: @iggings in the Lichtenburg districtof the [

western Transvael sheped one parkicular noment in the history of |

the South African countryside between 1926 and 1929, These |

diggings vere centred on the diamond-bearing gravels scattered

across the surface of the farns. Here large numbers of the

Union’s poar whites « the wictins of zapid economic growth - I

IMNW 886, mm525/27, ‘Comments on Precious Stones Bill’,
AJ. de Villiers to Minister of Mines, 32 April 1927. .

2phe star 21 July 1926,
JThe Star 31 December 1926.
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chapter Twa

DIAMOND PRODUCTION FROM THE LICHTENBURG
DIAMOND DIGGINGS,1926-1929.

Die grond eienaars kryg duizende van pond van die delwers,
en sy geef die delvers gans geen kens, wil zy het op
Grasfontein duizend van rezerf-Kleimse, en ik denk dat dit

an g
dink, Gat hulle die delvers zoo gemeen kan behandel nie.

The owner of a proclaimed farm, the nearest hotel, the

storekeepers, and the dlamond buyers, in about that order
naned, are the cnly sure profit~makers from the gamble of
dlanond digging

Sy Rok make the diggings as unattractive as possirle for
the moneyed element...? Under present: conditions syndicates,
rich farners, mancyed Specuiaters whe can atford fo pay
runners and unscrupulous diggers get the plums and the
poorer and older diggers get nothing.d

Ingzoduction

This chapter H how of property on the
alluvial diamond diggings in the Lichtehburg district of the

western Transvaal shaped one particulsr moment in the history of
the Scuth African countryside between 1926 and 1929. These
diggings were centred om the diamond-bearing gravels scattered
aoross the surface of the farms. Here large numbers of the
Union’s poor whites - the victins of rapid economic growth -

lMNW 886, mm525/27, 'Comments on Precious Stones Bill’,

A.J. de Villiers to Minister of Mines, 12 Aprid 1927,

The star 21 July 1926.
3The Star 31 December 1926.
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congregated in this period of industrialisation. This chapter
casts some Light on the diggings ! and
demenstrates that although the diggings beckoned invitingly to
the impoverished Afrikaner on the land, awl to the unemployed
from the cities and small towns of the platteland, their
economic opportunities there were very circumscribed. These
diggings were the kingdom of the moneyed elements, £o whose
interests the poor white paid homage and tribute, and not the
Utopia of the small men. It is this class perspective which is
absent from the on the alluvial

and this chapter explores the theme of class formation in the
digging community more fully.®

In Jaraaxy 1926 two do Plessis brothers discovered dlamonds
whilst prospecting on Klipbankfontein, twelve miles north of
Lichtenbury, where they faymed. In May a puhlic alluvial digging
was proclaimed on the farm. Many landowners in the district
immediately turned with a new eye to formerly barren and
unproductive veld and began prospecting for diamonds. On
Elandsputte, an adjoining farm, Dr Harcld Harger, prospecting
under contract with the landowner, Kesie Voorendyk, located cone
of the richest deposits of alluvial gravel in the subcontinent.
This farm, like cthers in the immediate vicinity, was not very
remarkable in appearance or agricultural potential and had
formerly been subdivided in an effort to sell it. But by August
1926 scarcely a farm in the whole of Lichtenburg and Ventersdorp
could be acquired whether it carried gravel or not.5 From this

4see for example X.S. Kotze, 'Geskisdenis van die

ye!, M.A. & PUK, 1972;

A.E. Krause, 'Die Alluviale Di ve,
! Sosi , MoA. di 3

University of Pretoria, 1985,

Spor eazly prospecting on Klipbarkfontein (Manana) see
Lichtenburg Museun, manuscript, I.W. du Presz, 'Die ontdekking
van biamante op Manana, Janvary 1926’, 26 September 1926.




Part of fhe Magisterial LISTRICY oF tichTenburg.

HAP 1
SCAL 216 irong i
AT A MARICO Strydfontein | Goornplacts
Yile |
\, ebviei  /0vens Kt Naowvpoor!
Grognd Riebvel [ et uieht [zeeloegal Wondetfanteln
R % 0o van [
& 2 almoy
N erstol g oo e Chritin's
tinteking F fuieltesa he. ) Home
R \g/ 10 Jocomplat) 8 fyuglkopje A Vlnl;::’nnls \
T o\ F \ Kastoult
™, § NS,
. o
'\ Jvatieifonti Tant - fHeies Kipkal
8 forootroniein st 24 ” | -
ulgle- cornop
Vasgeistol e Leadpan o'
“an | vertes \caue 'veld(ﬂ!!' eyoldip 392, 17
CAPE OF 221 Jelzahath 2 §
600D HOPE AN LHTENBURG
 MovimeisiestoN,_fstaquuBand 40 Ul Reybilt 155 1 o]
e N\ o ,.h,' 2 222 il
Welverdier litgepat te 223 I Hollaagte
-~ ) 9 s s e onenonst N3P e
Legend ';;""‘@‘\ Ngondetenten 7 ferdHisdel 23 14 &
leronntiol bendaries or. ""l("“\'"" PNl S 9 i § /\\d\*
Jéagrssene. boundarie: HAARE JLOCATION "4 e . fstaagle |\poutharlbo O €0 / TN
3 v 0
e bows daries Ristscheag 299, . o athaalbonN\oulancs / et
De Paaits 30 s Ao Unif\\ Viakpan
[Hunerpat oundaries ool Springhokpen 333 Jerdvanl RS = ¥ b3
Tvatonds oondorles ] UPPER HA?;‘;S RIVER e
Tovnstips. 22, igimampen 30 e B ‘U\“i':"';z'l’ﬂ" R
tProctaumes Mo Roads .| ™ SN Tandstonte-
; glessiabutt 2 S\
JBrarch, # m Roads - elnestarfo- 1 7]
ot ¢ 52
atvars wisindt [ 2 %
o <lreams " Hendriksrust
(TR omkyk Zoehnetksvals alktontein X"y Ribernic 20 Rlntdraal ¥4
vy (T 2k 2 Rietfonteln,<f Zoetmatisvole/ 256

Are
Adapied % m UNIGN F SOUTH

AFRICA. PROVINCE OF TRANSVAAL. MAGISTERIAL DISTRICT OF LICHTENBURG. SHEET M7. Ulthographed in ‘aauary 1925




28

barren dusty comer of the Transvaal there sprang into being a
local $ndustzry producing over a million carats of diamonds in
1926 and over two million in the following year, representing a
total money valwe of five million pounds: an industry having its
economic foundations £irmly Xooted in the world's demand for
diamonde, supporting directly and indirectly some 250 000
people.®

From June 1926 till August 1927 forty five public alluvial
diamond diggings were proclaimed in a rough run on seven farms
in the Kipveld. These farms were Klipbankfontein No.82
Uitgevonden No.99, Ruigtelaagte No.203, Klipkuil No.210, Witklip
Ma.149, Grasfontein ¥o.240 and Welverdiend No.294. From January
1928 to Decenber 1928 a further £ifty proclamations foliowed on
six farms.” For a brief moment the small village uf
Lichtenburg blossomed into the naisy hub of the South African
alluvial diamend industry where 'everybody seemed to be making
meney’. The prospect of acquiring wealth beyond their wildest
Greams sparked off one of the mast astonishing local migrations
of fhe twentieth century. From all parts of the Transvaal, men,
women and children, were 'wending their way to Elandsputte....
Many pecple exe transporting their entire homes.... Cows, sheep,
donkeys, goats and even pigs are belng driven along hehind the
wagons - just 1ike the moving of the trives described in the
Bible.® Iy this Union-wide rush people fyom all.walks of life
wers represénted. Professional people, mivil servents, white
workexs, and altegether the floksam and jetsam of the towns and

Ezhsi,itg; 21 July 1926. For comparative figures see
Appendix One.

73.5. Kotzs, 'Geskiedenis', p.218.

Bphe Star 5 June 1926.

e et macictstad
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cities were drawn towards this vertex of the alluvial diamond
worda.? Tne largest percentage of the diggers were farmers
many ¢f whom had experienced bed seastns and now tumed to the
diggings for quick cash returns. The unemployed from the
Witwatersrand and the smaller Transvaal towns were present in
epal proportions. Professional diggers formed the third largest
section of this population and the older, established diggings
an the Orange and Lower Vaal Rivers, and at Bloemhof and

were like i
trekxed zo Lichtenburg 'to the last mant1®

*he old guard' having

Voorendyk's farm Elandsputte forned the hub of the dlggings,
and descriptions of the camp in June 1926 give sofie idea of the
glamour, mystique, movement and contrast which characterized
these prosperous and optimistic early day.s of digging:

Flaring lghts on a big wheel cast a giant circle
against the star-studded heaven. Swarming throngs
welled 13und merxy-go-rounds, shooting galleries and
Aunt saldes and all the cppurturances (sic.) of James'
carnival Ccm[.‘ny and extended businesses.

ana cheap jacks attracted huge throngs.
1e was busier than we sideshows at the Durban beach
during the season. In anather quarter of the camp,
however, a solenn prayer and song service was held, For
an hour a preacher... exharted his congregation £o lead
Chrastian lives... and the open-air service in the
midst, of the nimess bushes broke out with solemn hymps
sung by 50 veices, accompanied by an harmenium.

9'Anuvia1 _Diamond mggmgs. Analysis of Population
Types’ 3, No.15, March 1927,
pp.231—233 Toce Anpaniis don helow), A.A. van iyk, 'Report on

Lichtenbury Digging Schools in Transvaal Province!, T.P. §-1929,
Departnant of Eduestion, Anmust Report For year ending 3lst
December 1929', p.62; The Star 17 July 1926.

*Ophe Star 8 Suns 2926.
Lifhe grar 10 June 1926.
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“The township at Elandsputte had 2 main street three miles long,
its central feature being the spacious square with its four
cafes, a ‘pioscope’ and dance ha'l, and many stores. ALl along
the wain street of the camp thers were stores occupied by
qgrocers, bakers, butchers, jewellers and watchmakers, clothing
and hai This tin and canvas city
grew as pecple flroded in from the surrounding districts. By
August this human antheap constituted one of the largest
gatherings found on one spok in the Union of South Africa.l?

In August the diggings of Bakers (known locally as
Bakerville), adjoining Elandsputte, was proclaimed and its
output soer outstripped that of Elandsputte, attracting more
pecple into the area. The township and diggings there was an
extraordinary phenomenon:

Bs far as the eye car e ore lrregular rows of
galvanized iron huts, whose shining tops glisten in the
Plazing sunlight, iy through the dust which rises
like a barrage or the smoke of some erupting
valcano.... They had changed the face of nature. On the
long, low curved ridge not a vestige of plant lire
remains; from end to end it is scarreqd and pitted,
deep, wide holes alternating with piles of
achre~coloured gravel and stones. ALl the claims...
edge in (on each cther) and each is worked by a group
of e, who Work as thowyb urged by whip and spur.
|Often the whole group consists of Furopeans... bent on
Keeping down labour expenses....

Elandsputte now formed the metropolis of the diggings:
It is here that all the diggers are congregated, living

in their huts not far from the ground which has proven
t0 be so rich in diamonds; here we have the Hatton

12qne star 5 August 1926, 30 July 1926, 30 June 1926.
23the star 26 October 1926.

e




31 :

Garden of the diggings; here we have the "Piccadilly"- N

the street of shops and bars and cafes which muns along |

the edge of the ridge; here ve have the police banracks

ard the maglstrates court; here we have the pumpin
station... which gives water to all the inhabitants af !

the diggings ¥ :

This ‘hidecus, corrugated town' was little more thap two i
irreqular lines of closely-jammed zinc buildings separated by a i
roadway of dust strewn with garbage. But it forzed the economic t
nucleus of the diggings. On Saturdays work ceased in the claims %
and diggers and their families flocked to 'Piccadilly’ to
exchange their dlamonds for cash from the dismond buyers, who ’
sach possessed a ljttle tin shack and a distinctive pennant and A
who were grouped together within the 'Buyers square’ in the ?
centre of the camp. This cash flowed out to the many traders and
merchants and hawkers:
Eloff Street shopkeepers would gnash their testh in
envy ot the trade dcne by the 250 traders who
have s¢t up their tin shops in the streets. There ave
l:ndm of every canceivable kind, and each one appears

prosporcus.... Round the shops... Wegg hordes of
white men and natxvas eager to buy.

The township formed the social centre of the canmp. Here the *
tespestucus diggers’ meetings were held, in the open air, the
speakere addressing the milling crowds from the safery of a N
raised platform or the tailgate of the nearegt truck. Tt was e
also here thet the notoricus cafes, billiaxd rooms, shebeens and i
cinemas were to be found: ;

The 15 cafes in Piccadilly Jo a roaring trade all
Qay,and 2t night the Doors are cleared and the dance

Mgne Star 28 August 1926.
15The Stay 27 October 1926.
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begins to the music of a gramophone. The cabaret dance
is for the digger one of the most delectable ways of
spending an evening for there are enough women to make
the dance a great success. Those who prafer
billtards... are able to find & good game in one or
other of the four billiard saloons; and finally, tg
complete the effect two bioscopes ran nightly.

The source of all the wealth - the productive hub of the
diggings - lay within the confines of the claims, each in size
45 foot by 45 foot, where lahoar coumenced ac sunrise aid ceased
at sunset, and where the long, monotonous unending process of
digging,sisving and washing went on for hour after hour, from
Monday to Friday every week. Here in the claims:

huge stones are hurled and -
only to be shovellad back when the space they cccupy is
required.... At cthers, picks rise and fall, wrestling
with solidly packed gravel and stones. Everywhere
cradies are rocked and gravel and water carried to the
puddling troughs. Puddle boys handling short
wedge-shaped spades, Combine gravel, sand and water
into a mixture capable of passing through the revolving
circuler machines which separate and eject thg
valueless light pebbles from the "heavy stuff....

The interests of property and propriety were very active
behind all the public eupncna, for Lichtenburg’s brief
flovering had jnterest. The
garble of diamond digging provided quick and ready profits to
the owners of the farms, the hotel and canteen keepers, tha
storekeepers and the diamond buyers. The diggers themselves,
though, discovered that their own opportunities for accumulation
were very limited and their capacity for independent action
severely circumscribed by those capitalists who owned the land

“6rhe star 11 December 1926.
V7one stay 28 August 1926.
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and held the comerizl rights on the fatms, Diggess were bound
in a web of interlocking which

literally from the gravel of the south-vestern Transvaal to the
boardrooms and exchanges of the diamond world.'® ;

capit: n_the

fandowners wers the first to extract a surplus in the form of
rent from the diggers who were the direct producers. The
landowners of the eight Lichtenburg farms on which alluvial
diggings were proclained included four private owners and four
companies. As the owners of property they were entitled to
certain rights. In order to entice the Jandowners to allow the
publc o dig up these deposits, the legislature bad made i
for their Fixst, the could

prospect the deposits to determine their sxtent and value. Once
this has been determined, the state took a hand to protect the I
ninerals which it held in trust for the public, and proclaimed |
parts of the farms as public diggings, which alloved the puplic \‘
(vhite males over 18 years of age) onto the farm. These :
proclamstions took away &l rights the owner had over the
gravel, except that he was allowed to select 235 owner's claims
for his own private use on any portion of the proclaimed areas.
The discoverer of the deposit was also entitled ta peg some §0
clains on the gravel. These clains were known as the ‘Reserve!
claime, The surfacs vights of the landowner remained largely
untouched, and he received rent from the digging population for !
living on his Jand, using his grazing and drinking his water,
Landowners received half of all the claim licances collected on
ther diggings when a public digging was proclaimed on their
fam. All of the landowner's property - his tinber, grazing land
and water rescurces - was reserved for his exclusive use, and

38rhe gstar 21 July 1926.
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could be disposed of only with his consent. And the surface
ouner had sole authority to lease cut stands on his property for
purposes of trading.}? o

We can illustrate how these property rights placed landowmers

in an posttion by the farms
and on soid his 235 Reserve :
lains to wealthy, experienced diggers ot an average of £225 per ;
claim, These professional diggers worked with large gangs and i
lup to date motor-driven machinery!. The prices paid by the !
professional diggers for Voorendyk's private clains were much g
|

higher than the ten shilling licence fee required faor pegging a
claim on the public ares of the farm. Yet diggers with
experiencs were prepared ta pay top prices for Reserve claims !
because they were sited on the richest gravel deposits on the i
farm, and this veduced the gamble involved in pegging good o
Clains at the rush, The work on these claims was an amazing "
spectacle with ‘thoasands of patives on the mountains of I
gravel... like ants on an a gigantic antheap’. 20 |

i

The population of 40 000 which congregated on Voorendyk's

farm to rush the seven thougand public claims wade possidble his T +*

second £i killing, for from all over the

country clamoured for trading sites on the faxm which he let at !

£200 a stand. The trading reserve thus formed the hub of the
canmp.’ V& yk capped these i

through the provision of water, for machines and people, at the !

price of fourpence per digger's barrel of &4 gallons, from a i

Lhe Precious Stones (Aluyia dnent. Ack, Act Na. 15
of 1912, Chapter 3, 3, 11, 22, 23 and 24.

20p5r Reserve claims, sée The Star 10 June 1926, 9 June
1926, For other activities see Li Huseun, X,
to 'Fiena', 2 May 1986.
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nunber of hastily drilled boreholes on his property. Within six
months Yoorendyk had made over £40 000 from this source.2l
voorendyk derived more benefit from the supply of water and the
cellection of stand rents and the sale of fuel and grazing, than
from the sale of his owner's claims.??

The owners of Uitgevonden (popularly known as Bakerville)
were David Russell, a diamond buyer and speculator from
Kinberley, and Henry Clarke, his partner. They purchased the
farm from A.W. Baker in June 1926 for £30 000 and in September
1926 they ficated a public company, the Treasure Trove Diamonds
Syndicate Limited (Treasure Trove), to vork the farm. In

with some they

on turning their property rights to good advantage. They set up
a 25 horse-power suction engine to provide 500 000 gallons of
water per day for sale to diggers. Their revenue from this
source amountsd to between £180 and £200 per day. They did not
wark their Reserve claims until late in 1927, but they let out
thelr trading stands at from £50 to £100 per month. The company
recelved £13 721 from these sources. In October 1926, just one
month after prociamation, some 30 000 whites and 50 000 blacks
resided on the praperty. Diggers pegged 10 00D clapms at the
rush and the company received a menthly revenue of 2/6 per claim
from every digger, Treasure Trove was very successful and kwo
dividends were paid from Jure 1926 to November 1927, amounting
to a 40 per cent dividend per share.?3

21y,
1956.

Museum, K. yk to 'Fiena', 14 May

2% 886, MmB28/27, 'Coments?, E.M. Bradshaw to Minister
Beyers, 20 April 1927.

23uNW 886, wn 525/27, 'Comments', “rreasure Trove",
Referenca 8577 19 August 1926, 25 octobsr 1926, 7 April

152;/, 22 Novepher 1327, 22 December 1927, 29 Dacember 1927: The
Hining and Trdustrial Magazing

azing, 3 November 1926, § September




Not all landowners were content to gemerate revenue from
these sources only. These owners resorted to more devious means
o mulkiply their returns. Some, especially on privately owned
farms, worked out the gravel deposits while they were
prospecting and before the public could put a spade into the
ground, On Ruigtelaagte for example, which was owned jointly by
five descendants from Lichtenburg pioneer families, there were
“thousands of men and women working’ thres months prior to the
proclamation. Over 36 000 worth of diamonds were taken out in
that wonth by 673 European diggers working under the licence of
these owners on a ten to fifteen percentage. By Rugust 1926 the
owners of Ruigtelaagte had found stones which represented a
‘five figure fortune’.?4 A similar tale was told on both
Kliphankfontein and Kiipkuil. Many of the diggers employed in
prospecting were given first options to purchase the Reserve
claims before they were put on the market.25

1926, 12 May 1928, 1 December 1928; The Mining Journal, 5
February 1927, 4 May 1928; The Rand Daily Mai) 2 May wae, 10
May 1928,

24Ruigtelaagte was owned by J.H de la Rey, A.E Schoeman,
JH. de Vos (ne’ Greef), P. de Wet, H.G. Greef, S.M. Greef, A.C.
Greef (beeds Office Pretoria). Portion A of Ruigyelaagte was
2032 morgen (m) in extent (original farm was 3252 m.) and was
Xnown as ealboschputte Alluvial Diggings’ (Government Gagette
No.181/1926, No.1573, Vol.LXV). See The Star 5 June 1926, 21
July 1926, 24 September 1926, 30 July 1826, 4 August 1925, 22
November 1326.

5guipkuil No.210 (in extent 7456 m.) was owned in 1926 by
A.A. Schoeman, W.M. Langrish, B.J. Krige and J.PJ. Conradie,
and proclaimed ‘Wondergat Rush Allavial Diggings’, on 11
Hovember 1926 (2485 m.). See Gov azette No.276/1926,
No.1588, VOLLXVV. Portions C and E of Kupbankfontein No.82
were reqistared to PH. du Presz and .7, de Wet respectively,

wet) a Preez) Alluvial
diggings, i.n axtenL 606m. and 355m. (Government Gazette,
N0.99/1926, No.1554, VOLLXIV).
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Other landowners subdivided their farms. The Pretoria East
Diamonds Company Limited, which acquired Witklip from a private
owner in 1926, subdivided the farm into four portions in order
o be able to proclaim each portion separately. One of these
portdons was proclaimed in November 1926 as the Witkiip Aliuvial
Diggings. $ix months before the public was allowed onto Witklip,
the gravel there was being extensively prospected by the
company’s prospectors and by the date of proclamation the farm
was practically worked out.28

The most dramatic examples of unfettered capitalist
entrepreneurship took place on the farms Grasfontein No.240 and
Welverdiend No.243. Here the landowners established a virtual
menopaly aver the extensive deposits of gravel on their farms by
subdivision, Initially the farms were owned by Lewis and Marks
and formed part of their extensive landheldings.2? They now
formed part of the portfolio of the African and European
Investment. Company Limited (A&E). The A&E began to subdivide
their Lichtenburg farms when diawonds were first discovered in
the district. Before July 1926 the conpany subdivided cnly seven
of its 41 farms in the Lichtenburg district, and these into a
maximum of two or three portions. Immediately after the

26itK1ip No.149 originally owned by F.J. Roos, and sold

tu Pretozia Bast Diamonds Company Limited, it was in extent
4154n. 161r., and subdivided by the Company into four portions.
Proclaimed "Witklip Alluvial Diggings" on 18 November 1926 (see
Gazotte, No.278/1926, No.188%, vol. LXVI); The Star ©

June 1926, 3 November 1926, 9 November 1926, 22 November 1926.

27In 1926 the ASE owned 41 farms in the Lichtenburg
district, and 50 in Marico, (MNW 898, mm379/27, ‘List of
Subdivisions of Diamandiforous b farms in the Lichtenburg
district for purposes of B/S Act, J. van Eyssen to Minister of
Mines, /List of subdivision of diamondifercus bearing farms in
Lichtenburg district for purposes of Precious Stones
Act(1927)9. See also ar 4 August 1926, 8 December 1926,
11 December 1926, 7 April 1927,
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Elandsputte proclamaticn in July 1926 the A&E extensively
subdivided its farms lying on the line of the gravel.?? one
of its farms, Welverdiend Ne.249, was sald to the partnership of
Colonel James Donaldsen and Woolf Carlis, in October 1926, for
30 000, but the ALE reserved to itself the owner’s rights to
any diamond mine or mines which might be discovered on the
property.?? In August 1926 J. Van Eyssen, the manager of the
company’s famms, reported that prospecting operations wers in
progress on fourteen of the AkE‘s Lichtenburg farms. The
extremely rich run of gravel on Grasfontein snaked its way
across ] ysStryd, Kl Blaaubank and
Mooimeisjiesfontein, all ASE farms. Isaac Lewis was able to
anncunce with great pride at the twenty~first general mesting of
the company that there had been ‘outstanding’ discoveries of
diamonds on a block of nine farms on which dianondifercus gravel
could be traced for thirty miles.’0

Without a doubt the most promising jewsl in the A&E portfolio
was the farm Grasfontein. In Octcber 1926 Lewis and Marks
subdivided the farm into fifteen portions and immediately scld H
eight of them (see Appendix Two). The remaining seven portions
vere retained by the company and on each of these portions the
company claimed the right to prospect before proclamation, and, H . N

g

2Bpnese farms were Blaaubank No.222 into 15 portions, . '
Houthaaldooms Ne.236 into 5, Mooimelsjesfontein No.22 into 17,
LaReysStryd No.220 inko 15, Kliplaagte No.223 into 8, Zamenkomst
No,250 into 9, and Grasfontein No.240 into 22 portions (MNW 898,
mm379/27, /List of Subdivisions’, J. van Byssen to the Minister
of Mines, 4 May 1927; The §tax 11 December 1926).

2Sponaldson and Carlis purchaced the farm Erom the AGE on
29 October 1926 {(Daeds Office, Deed No. 11583). For the
reservation of rights to any diamond mine which might be found
on Welvardiend by Donaldsch and Carlis, see MNW 898, mm379/27,
TLict of Sabaivisions’, 4 May 1837.

Omme Mining World and Engingering Journal 3 July 1926.
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after proclamation, the right to select 235 Reserve claims and
60 discoverer’s claims (as the company itself had conducted
prospecting operations). On these seven portions the company
prospected under the supervision of J. Van Byssen, and diggers
of the ‘best class’ offered their services to the company at
exorbitant rates of up to 20 percent. These diggers were ‘A lot
of first class men ~ many of them with several thousands of
pounds ready to invest in the undertaking... and they are aimost
clamorously offering their services to assist the Company in
their prospecting’.3! The work on the Reserve claims on
Grasfontein was quite frantic:

In less than a month what was bare veld has become a
huge cevity thet everyday becomes more and more
squwt‘.we of the open mine workings as they existed o
branior Mino twanty years ogo. Whils the workings
e iy the nature of a huge "pothole”, the fact that
diggers are finding it profitable to haul the grouna
f7om considerable depths (there are very many derrick
cranes engaged) or to Lft it to the surface by the
terrace system of shovelling with native labour is
Proof... of the richness of the deposits.

1In thess operations the professicnal diggers rather than the
company bore the risks of digging and ventured their own
capital. These diggers were able to secure the pick of the
Reserve claims on Grasfontein through thedr involvement in the
prospecting of the farm. One of these prospectors who bought a
Reserve dlaim was L.D.C. van Wyk, who was probably taken on as a
prospector on portion L of Grasfontein by van Eyssen because he
had managed the A&E’s farms at Sannieshof (Lichtenburg district)
for a number of years., e drew plot L21927 in the lottery
conducted by the company to distribute its discoverer’s claims,
and paid 1000 for the privilege. From this claim he recovered

Jlche star 11 December 1926, 7 December 1926.
J2phe star 18 January 1927.
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ver £100 000 worth of diamonds; van Wyk's pothdle stands today

as a memory to his good fortuna.’?

The Reserve clains formed the focus of activity on
Grasfontein and by January literslly 'hundreds of native workers
warked there under the supervision of diggers and paid white
overseers'. As the gravel was probed to great depths it was
necessary to denote the houndaries of the clains by stretching a
grid of steel wires across the excavations and to hang long
vertical weighted wires from these £o act as plumb lines to show
which arsas were being worked on behalf of the different
diggers.3¢

The AGE Aid ly well out of in. The sale
of the eight portdons of the farm alone realised £41 000. On
the unsold portions of the farm, over £161 000 was realised by
the sale of Reserve claims by April 1926, whilst 1 133 claims
remained to be sald. The company was also entitled to half the
revenue from claim licences paid by the diggers on the 60 628
clains pegged by the public after proclanation. The company
received large amounts from its tributers during the prospecting
cperations. The company also retained the trading, water and
grazing rights over the propexty as a whole and realised large
amounts from these rights. The ASE certainly turned their
private rights to good advantage on Grasfontein and they did so
chiefly by menopolising large portions of the gravel by
subdividing the farm, and claiming their owner's and
discoverer’s claims on each of the so-called farms or

33richtenburg Museum, '™Mnr. L.D.C. van Wyk's se ryk
'Pothole’ op Grasfontein plot L21937-1928', no date. See also
3 Nevember 1326, 6 November 1926, 12 November 1528, 7
Novembex 1526, 11 liovember 1926, 12 January 1927, 18 January
1927, 19 February 1927, 6 Fehruary 1927.

J4rhe star 18 January 1927.
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portions.?

The sales of portions of the farms created opportunities for
a new class of entrepreneurs. Eight portions of Grasfontein were
snapped up by eager investors. Portion E (for £5000) and J of i
the farm were sold to local Lichtenburg businessmen (Israel ;
cosper and Benedictus Krige, enthusiastic members of the )
Chamber of Commerce) who formed a to work !
1£.36 portions K and M of the farm were bought by the Treasure i
Trove directors, H, Clark and D. Kussell, on behalf of the High
Level Gravels Syndicata, that was set up as a front operation
for the diamond sir Emest imer and Solly
237

Joe;

The most spectacular sxample of capitalist drive is provided
by the operations of the Carrig Diamond Company Limited
(Caxrig), floated on 1 November 1926, with a nominal capital of
£25 000, of which £22 100 was p.ivately offered ('more than
£wice: the required -apital being offered within a few hours of
its i-ception’). F.K., Webber, the chairman of the company, was
the Government Surveyor at the Deads Office at Pretoria. He was
accused of illegally expediting the passage of the diagrams of
the six subdivisions which the company carried out on its -
portion, portion L of Grasfontein, through the liberal offering

35phe Mining Journal 2v January 1927. i

I6pesds Office, Pretoria, Grasfontein No.240; MNW 898,
nm2370/27, 'Precicus Stones Act 44/1927, Section 23. Holdings of
interast by corporate bodies, syndicates and associatlons of
persons!, Schedules Al and A2, Bl and B2, Statements showing
number of owners and discoverers claims held by corporate
bodies, 1927; The Star
3 Ma!d’l 1927, 8 septemhar 1827, 4 August 1927, 3 November 1927.

375ee T. Gregory, Ernest Oppenheimer and the Ecotomig

Development of Southern Africa, London, 1962, pp 176~182.
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of batches of 100 £1 shares to various officials. The company
was registered on 1 November 1926; by 11 November the transfer
of the property was completed and the subdivision diagrams filed
in the Deeds Office, and by 15 November prospecting was begun.
In December 1926 the company declared an interim dividend of 50
per cent or 10 shillings per share. By the end of December the
company's prospectors had found 3 073 carats. Following the
example of the AGE, Carrig allowed their prospectors first
cpticns on the Reserve clains, and these prospectors put up over
£13 000 in just four hours, the price per claim going up to
£1000. Prospectors who were able to secure claims on the
Carrig's ground did extremely well - two of them finding 470
carats and 987 carats respectively in four days.

By Tebruary 1927 the Carrig had sold 983 Reserve claims on
portions 1 to 4 of the original portion L for £64 085, and
worked choice clains on portions 5 and 6 on tribute - receiving
£5000 as its percentage by January 1927. The Carrig leased their
water rights to individuals, while treding sites were leased at
£50 a stand. When the property was proclaimed in March 1927
spproxinatsly 4000 claims were pegged, and a further 2/6 fee per
claim was paid to the company. The profitability of the company
is demonstrated by the fact that the Carrig declared five
interim dividends amounting to some 475 per cent within the
first six months of operations, or a £4 15s. return on a £1
share, Because their operations were s¢ successful the Carrig
began to buy up cther promising alluvial properties. In March
1927 they bought the 3200 morgen farm De Paarl No.62 in the
district. The company then subdivided the farm into nine
portions and began prospecting there.3d

35m1w 886, mm525/27, 'Comments', ‘carrig Dlamonds,

85E; The Star
1827, 31 March 1927, 11 April 1927, 14 Aprll 1927, MNW asa,
nm2370/27, Stones Act!, Acting Mining




carrig's operations, as we have seen, took the speculative
spirit further than the AGE in subdividing the already tiny 169
morgen portions of Grasfentein. Carrig’s Reserve clains were
scld to three syndicates and two companies. Onie of these was the
Eldorado Diamond Company Limited, 'composed mostly of the
members of the partnership and their friends', and once again
many local capitalists from some well- in
nining circles, were involved. The syndicate purchased 150
Claims on portion L of Grasfontein from the Carrig, vhich were
either warked directly by the company cr through the agency of
the tributers.3? In March 1927 the Eidorado shareholders
floated a further syndicate to purchase ancther 97 of the Carrig
Reserve claims, which were scld to the syndicate members. This
syndicate, like others on the farm, worked their claims
prinarily on the txibute system and by this wmeans the holdings
af the syndicate were worked out. A similar tale was told as
regards the holdings of the parent company, Eldorado. 40

Two further syndicates were directly interested in Carrig's
portion L of Grasfontein; the L Diamond Syndicate Limited and
the Grasfoniein biamond Syndicate Limited, the capital for both
being subscribed by the same group of Johannesburg and
TLichtenburg speculators. They bought a block of sixty Reserve
claims at £100 each, some of which were rescld, such as a block
of twelve claims cold to E. Morkel, a profess:

Comnissioner Klerksdorp to Under Secretary Mines, 3 December
1927,

3%nw 898, mn2532/27, 'Bonanza Syndicate (H.A. Dawson)
Application to work claims on Grastuntein in Partnervhip under
Section 73(4) of Act 44/1927', H.A. Dawson to Mining
Conmissioner Klerksdorp, 30 November 1927; The Star 15 November
1927.

401pia,
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£750 (who subsequently reseld at a profit to a partnership of
two Barkly West diggers).l

In contrast to the rather restrained subdivisions at
and Carlis aut iend up inte thirty
portions (see Appendix Three)., Before long they further
subdivided promising areas into smaller and smaller
sections.%2 This drive to monopolise claims by the plotholders
at Welverdiend provoked a blustering cutburst from the Minister
for Mines, F.W. Beyers, in Parliament during the s cond reading
of the Precicus Stones Bill in April:

..the farm Welverdiend.., has been cut up into 50
blecks, and on every bleck a special company has been
floated, That company is the registered owner of that
plot of gravel, and the result is that each company

0 owners' and 150 discoverers' claims which is
exactly equal to 5 morgen These acute and astute
gentlemen are very farseeing when it comes to
extracting wealth.

Beyers was astounded by the oppertunities available to the
landowners of alluvial farms: ‘They could divide it into a
thousand piaces of five morgen each, and each five morgen would
be equivident to their owners' and discoverers' claims and not
ane inch of ground would be left to the public and the

41wy bos, mmz432/27, ‘The Diamond Syndicate Limited.
Application permission to sell claims under Section 73, Precious
stones Act 44/1927' Memarandum, Mining Commissioners Office, 22
ec,ember 1927; MNW 898, mm2431/27, 'Grasfontein Diamond

Limited. Application to sell claims under Section 73
r.f Act 44/1927", Mining Commissicner's Office, 22
December 1927.

42uNw 898, mm2370/27, 'Precious Stones Act 44/1927.
Section 23. Holding of Interest by Corporate Bodies syndicates
and associated persons', Schedules Al and A2, Bi and B2.
Statement showing unmarked cwner's and discovars claims held by

bodies, and 22 1927,

|
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states3 Ths subdivision of Welverdiend was carried out to

multiply the Reserve clains. Although initial prospecting on the :
farm was carried out on the tribute system, Donaldson and Caxlis

went to great lengths to retain their monopely over the Reserve

ground and did net sall clains there as the AZE had done. This ;
mnopaly on Resexrve ground enabled Donaldson and Carlis to allow
many diggers with less than impressive resources to work on
tribute for them.44

Danaldson and Carlis bought Welverdiend in their persomal
capacities and after subdivision they floatsd two public
companies to work various portions of the farm with public
noney. These companies, the Helverdiend Diamonds Linited and the
Lichtenbury Dianond Gravels Limited, were flosbed with a nominal De
capital of £70 000 and £25 000 respectively. Welverdiend .
Diamonds acquired portion C (subdivided into four portions),D ,
E, F, K, L (also subdivided into four portions), O and P of the
farm, but only four of these portions were prospected before the
passage of the Precious Stones Act in December 1927, Their sther H
company, the Lichtenbury Gravels, was the third largest company
on the £ields and it purchased ninsteen portions of the farm

(two of which were further subdivided into four portions), each .
of about 125 morgen in size. : *
| .
The two and carlis jes had 349 i §

working their Reserve claims.on tribute who produced bet
them £89 641 worth of diamonds by October 1927 (of which £14 114 i
went to the company as its Fifteen percent and £75 526 went to !

“3ansard, vol. 8, 25 April 1927, 2708, Minister of Mines
and Industries, Second Reading of Precious Stones Bill.

44, 11 December 1928; MNW 898, mm2370/27, 'Precious
Stones Artl, Memorandum, F.J. Mathews, Acting Mining
c r to Lnder y Mines, 3 D 1927.
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the diggers). The diggers were readily assisted by the company
and these advances were repaid against the finds recorded.*®
Portion P of the farm - known as P Kopje~ was the richest
deposit of alluvial at Lichtenbury, and the company employed
hundreds of workers to exploit St. After the passage of the
Precious Stones Act, P Kopje was worked by white workers at a
Wage of 7/6 shillings a day as a white labour project, and a
wonderful tin town ("blikdorp") sprang up at Carlisonia, to
heuse the fanilies of the 500 workers.SThe trading rights for
the entire farm were retained by Donaldson and Carlis. By

February 1927 there was "little but flags to be seen" on
47

Welverdiend as a result of the subdivisions.

The and ies thus the
economic skyline on the Lichtenbury diggings from the inception
of digging. There was a clear distinction between company land
(o which lay the Reserve claims) and the public diggings upen
which diggers were free, upon payment of a licence fee, to peg
their claims. As we have seen, these enterprises sought to
monopolise the ristest depasita o the felds through buying vp
the and . Diggers were in many
instances forced to come to terms with these entrepreneurs in
order to gain access to the more lucrative and payable parts of
the farms. Indeed, the term 'digger’ was recognised as a broad

45N 886, mm525/27, IConments!, Memorandum, F.J. Mathews,
‘Retuzns of diamends won on Welverdiend 249, L).chtenburq
district, hy under with Li
Gravels Ttd. and Welverdiend Diamonds Ltd!, and Memorandum,

'Lichtenbury Gravels Limited’, Ref. 85G, no date. See also The
Star 28 January 1927, 4 August 1927; The Potchefstroom Herald 30
March 1928,

4%uNw 898, mm2370/27, 'Precious Stones Act!, Memorandum,
F.J. Mathews, Ibid.

47 The star, 26 February 1927.
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descriptive label given to the occupation of making a living
from digging and had little precise meaning. In June 1926, for
example, although 6681 diggers had taken out licences to dig,
almost: four times that number dug without licences, working in
varicus other contractual ways with licensed diggers, or for the
companies. Most of these diggers worked in partnership with
three or four cther diggers under the licence of an individual
digger. Other diggars who lacked the capital to attract partners
worked on shares for other diggers who in effect acted as their
‘backers’. A further 1670 diggers were employed for wages by the
companies vorking the Reserve areas.48

Prospecting was ancther avenue for employment. Diggers with
sufficient resources, using their own capital and equipment, and
paying their own expenses, agreed to work for companies and
private owners in prospecting the Reserves before proclamation
in return for paying a fixed percentage of their finds to the
company or owner.*? Some prospectors payed percentages of up
to 25 per cent of their total finds, so confident were they of
finding diamonds on these rich depasits.

Thus the diggers were clearly divided into a number of
classes, the diviscns between which tended to blur with their
changing fortunes. Professional diggers with money tended to
work on the Reserves or as prospectors on company ground;
individual diggers having limited capifal worked on their own or
in partnership with other diggers of a sinilar position on the
public areas of the farms, or bought clains on private ground.

481he Star 30 July 1976,
49Thus at Ruigtelsagte there were two licensed diggers

{the two farm owners) under whose licence warked over 800
prospectors each paying the owner 10 to 15 per cent of the finds
(Zoid).




48

These diggers with little but theix labour to exchange worked on
shares for cther diggers, or with the companies e have examined
in this chapter, or in the last resort, worked for wages.

Riggers.and.capitalists X

It was on the public diggings, rather than on the Reserve .
Glaims, that the beginnings of popular resentment amongst the 1
publie at the strategies of landowners began to be noticeable in i f
late 1926. This resentment was carefully couched in the rhetoric |
and images of the 'small man', the ‘bona fide' diyyger, versus
the unprincipled exercise of the power of meney. Vague feelings

diggers were said to be maiing a lving and 5 per cent doing

extrenely well It was popularly felt that Grasfontein, 'which

was next door' to Bakerville, should have been proclaimed prior i
to these two farms. Rumours quickly circulated that 'all the

Lsst claims! on Grastentein had, through subdivision, been v
secured by the owners of the farm, the companies and syndicates, '
and the tribute workers.50

of unease that there w~  “e little ground left for the vast
rowds of diggers diggings became more pointed as -
the proclamations ¢ +2.210 {Wondergat: Rush Alluvial
Diggings) on 11 Navamie 2 Witkiip No.149 on 18 November !
1926 proved to be vexy disappointing, in contrast to the results | -
at Elandsputte and Treasure Trove where 90 per cent of the }k

!

This uncertalnty gave fresh impetus to a ground swell o
popular opposition at this capitallst ingenuity, which w
fanned to a white heat of indignation, on the already
overcrowded publ!: areas of the diggings. Rumours circulated
that certain diggers were going to rush Grasfontein illegally
and peg clains there to presarve ‘public rights'. This sentiment

50fhe stay 31 December 1926. -
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was publicly applauded as the community erupted into a fury of
political ackivity, and accusctions and were
flung back and forth between a new generation of popular orators
and harassed government spokesmen.’} In this conflagration
many other issues were publicly laundered - resentment felt at
the maladministration of the diggings by the Mines Department,
the lack of enthusiasm shown by the Native Affairs Department
officialy in pass regulations and 1
segregation on the various dlggings, the total inadequacy of the
palice presence in proportion to the size of the community, and
the widespread insanjtary conditions brought about by the rapid
concentrution of this huge population on a site over 25 miles
from the nearest railhead.5? These social problems meshed
rather explosivaly with pepular fears associated with the
inevitable exhaustion of tha gravel on the public diggings, and
the consequent hardships thot would result. In November 1926
e cbservers stated that Bakers would be worked out within the
month, and that the diggers would soon have to f£ind new
propositions.>?

Despite the ions of the p: s that the
subdivinions were to the beneflt of the community,.in that they
allowed the ground to be thoroughly prospected, and that ‘a
better requlated diggings’ would be created by the scattering of
the population, ’‘grave dissatisfaction’ was felt at the
procodures adopted by the owners of the farms, ‘for the digging
community apparently see in what has transpired similar
procedures being followed on other farms, and the district which
is sald to have many years of alluvial life (will) thereby be

Slmhe star 3 November 1926, 13 November 1926.
527p1.
53nig.




closed to thenm’.5%

and the hastily and

With ranks rapidly closing and battle lines being drawn
betwean the 'moneyed elements’ halding the titles to the farms,

thrown

together in the corrugated tin and sacking towns, the government
began to edge itself, rather reluctantly, into the position of
medistor in the threatening conflict. This was ko prove a rather
thankless task, and to sandwich it between the private rights of
the owners and the public rights of the community.5% The
digyers regarded Elandsputte and Bakers as merely the beginnings
of a series of farms which would give them many years of
enployment. But the working out of Bakers vas the immediate

of

protlem and a huge

meatings for its functioning.58

S5see chapter 2.

5 Star, 3 November 1926, See
3, 4 and 5 below.

Grasfontein. Political divisions within the community were
prized open in the months during which Grasfontein was
subdivided and prospected, and these were broadly taken up in
“The Diggers Unjon of South Africa’ (DU) - a digger movement
having no fixed organisational structire and which depended upon
the rough and tumble of cpen air discussions and public protest

After initially recognising the legality of the subdivisions
of the farms, the government hastily capltulated to the demands
of the diggings community and publicly recanted, declaring
subdivisions to be ‘against the spirit of the law’.57
Legislation was rapidly drawn up by government for inclusion in

S4mme Star 11 December 1926, 12 November 1926,

for more detail Chapters

57phe star 12 November 1926, 22 January 1927.
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the amended Precious Stones Bill, which had regularly appeared
on the parliamentary agenda for some years, and which was
reintreduced in late 1926, This new Bill received a very unhappy
reception in the Assembly, and an even mare disappointing one in
the Senate, and it was to take at least two full parliamentary
sessions befors being forced into law through a Joint Sitting of
the House and Senate in November 1927, Opposition to the Bill in
the House came primarily from the Scuth African Party. However,
important sections of the National Party expressed
dissatisfaction at the Bill because of its attack on the rights
of property owners.’® The delayed passage of the Bill
throughout 1927 allowed the fomentation of popular anger to
eontinus unabated on the Lichtenburg fields despite the best
attempts of the Pact to quell this popular indignation.5?

The digging year of 1927 opened with the proclamation of a
further two portions of Ruigtelaagte on 12 January, which
allowed the diggers ancther good look at the manner in which the
owners were rapidly denuding the farms of diamondferous gravel
and moncpolising the good claims.5® This knowledge, and the
rumeurs of rich returns from the work of companies .nd
syndicates on the Reserve claims on Grasfontein, fanned the

i which the coming
of the faxm on 25 February. Many diggers were disappointed that
only portions A to H, that is eight of the fifteen original
subdivisions, ameunting to one-third of the farm, were to be
proclained, One week before the rush rumours circulated ‘that,
if the diggers cannot. secure any clains on the day of the rush
they will take possession of those reserved by the owners’, and

58500 Chapter 3 below.

5950e Chapter 4 below.

6%rhe star 5 June 1926, 22 November 1926. -
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the govemnent vas urged by some of its sipporters to postpone
the A by diggers to start a
false rush and therefore to abort the proclamation was also
unearthed a few weeks prior to the rush.5!

Despite these rumours the proclamation went ahead, on 25
February, only for the rush to be turned into a fiasco as the
huge crowd of over 25 000 diggers lespt Forward moments before
the embarrassed Mining Commissioner, C.M. Jack, could lower the
£lag.%2 Intense confusion followed and the rush was declared
0 be invalid and those fortunate diggers who had pegged claims
were instructed to strike their peys and to gather again at the
same spot on 2 March, This time there was no mistake as the huge
crovd reassenbled, with a nurber of last minute additions to the
digying ranks as the Lichtenburg Diggers Committee, fearing for
its safety, issued thousands of certificates (illegally) to late
applicants who, only days before, had been unable to secure
them53 At 11:45 the flag was lowered, and to the delight of
thousands of spectators, the 23 000 runners, strung out along a
line of 3000 yards, swept off into the distance to peg their
aims {n and round the already well worked Reserve areas of
the farm. It was a sight which those present would never Forget:

There was one great roar from the thousands of throats,
and then the patter of many feet. Many of the runners
wore white shirts, and in their forward sweep thay
appeared like a tremendous wave rolling towards the
diggings. On the far extremities of the line the
jers scemed spread out, and from the distance looked
Tike & giant swbom of locusts In a few minutes it
seened as if the whole veld was teening with diggers.
They kept together in a dense mass for the first mile,

Slrne star 19 February 1927, 20 February 1927.

S2rhg Star 26 February 1927, 12 March 1927; The Sunday
Tines 6 March 1927.

63gungay Timas, 6 March 1927.
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and then the trained men ran ahead. Exciting battles
for claims took place between the leaders, many of whom
thelx pegs, and then rolled over exhausted on

planted
the ground....

Amongst this large crowd thexe was bound to be disappointment
especially amongst the many amateur diggers who h'd been
attracted to Lichtenburg by rumours of the spectacular richness
of Grasfontein. Many of these were unable to peg claims for

because 1l runners were ploy to peg
clains for rich diggers and syndicates. One disgruntled digger
¢ -ed this feeling very suceinctly: ‘The rush made good
reading, but the real digger was never even in the race.'3

Fellowing the ion, the of from
Grasfontein increassd dramatically: from a February figure of €5
160 carats worth £190 181, producticn rose sharply in March to
107 524 carats worth £321 028, and penked in April with 175 524
carats worth £397 416, or 76 per cent of the total production
form the Lichtenburg district for that month.®¢ Despite this
production, many diggers lost heavily at Grasfontein. They were
the small men, some unable to peg claims, cthers having
insufficient capital or machinery to capitilise on their deep
clains. They reburned to the shallow ground found on Bakers and
Elandsputte, declaring themselves to be the victims of the the
ifat purses' - the plothlders and the rich diggers.®7 fThis

. isparity of opp ity haightened divisions within the
community despite the encrmous quantitles of diamonds produced
#t Grasfontein, and the farm was described rather paradoxically

S41pig.
85he Star 15 March 1827.
S5The Diamcnd Flelds Advertiser, 7 July 1927.

$7the stax 12 March 1927.
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as ‘a debtor to the community to the tune of hundreds of
thousands of pounds’.%®

Following the Grasfontein proclamation in March 1927 the
Union government wes prevailed wpon by the large dlamond mining
capitalists of the Union, and the international Diamond v
syndicate, to fallow a stricter palicy in proclaiming new farms.
This policy was necessary to bring stability to the world’s
Qiamond market which was thrown into disarray by the large
Lichtenbury output.5? The proclamstion of Grasfontein had
also taught the government and the small digger an important
lesson abaut: the langths to which private owners would go to
protect and to maxinise their i in their Li ~
properties, The government declared a ‘go slow’ on the
proclamation of new farms, and the Minister of Mines, F.W.
Beyers, promised the diggers at a public weeting held at
Bakerville in June 1927 that he would not proclaim more ground
until the Precious Stones Bill became lav. He hoped to prevent a
repetition of the Grasfontein ‘fiasce’, but stated that this
policy wes a declaration of good faith by the govermment to the
digging community and the ‘small man’, One unfortunate result of
this declaration was to put a premium on that ground which had *
alveady been prociaimed, or that ground already under prospect,
for the digging population had naw to loak to such ground as
they had for their livelihood, rather than tovarg the beckening
vistas af the unproclaimed farms.”®

These farms were even more inviting after June 1927, when the
Senate sent the Precious Stones Bill back to the Hause of

SBphe Star 12 May 1927.
$9see chapter 3 below.

7%see Chapters 3 and 4 above.
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Assembly for amendment, The diggers were in for a long wait
before the measure became law in November of that year.’l In
this context, attention shifted in the months following the
Grasfontein rush in early March 1927, to Welverdiend We.240,
which had been sold to Donaldson and Caylis in October 1926, The
exploitation of Welverdiend by the ‘moneyed element' went
further than on any other farm in the district, to create a
veritable jungle of i ing 1 and i
which were the despair of the Mines Department, and their
overworked ministerial representative, F.W. Beyers.

But as susmer turned ta vinter and Parliament haggled over
the Act, the large community felt the ill effects of the bargain
they hai made with Beyers and their confidence in the Government
creshed to a new low as the shortage of new ground became acite.
Clashes bhetwesn the 'small men/, the bopa Eide digger, and the
representatives of property such as Captain F. Dixon, the
foreman for Welverdiend bDiamonds on P kopje, became move
frequent and the spectre of starvation began to haunt the tin
and sacking city for the first time since the wonderful
Qiscoveries st Elandsputte in early 1926. And because private
landowners had monopalised the bulk of the diamondiferous gravel
‘thera was precious little ground left for the gener:l public. To
prevent wholesale starvation on the public areas of the farms,
@i to relense some of the pent p frustration of thase diggers
stranded without clains there, the Mines Department decided to
prociaim the remaining portions of Welverdiend -~ "Desperation
Rush® - in August 1927. This was to no avail, for the
proclamation merely highlighted the extent to which the
landowners had subdivided the farm, and worked out. “»eir small
portions of the farm through prospecting on t i .te witn

7lsee ¢ apter 2 above.
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funscrupulous diggers'.’?

Conclusion

Tbs diversity of economic and class interests which this
chapter hes highlighted provides the backdrop to the themes of
political mobilisation and recruitment, which form the focus of
this dissertation. As a result Of the turmoil occasioned by
prodvition From the diggings, the Pact was prevailed upon to
Teforn the existing legislation dealing with alluvial diamond
digging. But this ‘reform' was not without its detractors. It
was erbodied in the Precicus Stones Act (Act 44 of 1927) which
came into effect on 1 January 1927. The Act attacked the rights
of the landowners of the alluvial farms and permanently reshaped
the character of alluvial digging. D. Simpson of the Treasure
Trove Company described it as ‘the most revolutionary attack on
private interests ever attempted in any country outside
Russia’’? The local alluvial companies were legislated out of
the sphere of production, which was to be reserved for the small
man - a bona fide digger who was limited to the labour of ten
workers on clains up to twenty feet. The capitalist entrepreneur
was turned inte a landed propristor of the ground they had
puxchased and their Keserve claims, which they had acquired
through nanipulation of their private rights, were conflscated
and redistributed to the public, such as was the case for those
aimd on Welverdiend on 9 August 1928.7% Yet as we exaiine
2ater in this dissertation, the Act embodied other principles
vhich served effectively to hinder the expansion of the

725ge Chapter 3 above.

73the Star 7 April 1927.

74The Star o August 1928, 11 August 1928, 1 September
1928, 3 September 1928. N
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independent alluvial digging industry, and to tie it more
closely to the interests of the monepoly dianand mining magnates
who dominated the Diamond Syndicate and the international
diamond market. Ironically, the interests of monopoly were
catered for by the Pact, an alliance of parties purportedly
dedicated to serving the small man.

For the local capitalists, however, the position of the
landed proprietor, whilst not ideal, was not entirely without
profit. These entrepreneurs floated new diamond companies to
work the farms under the new dispensation. One of these
companies was the Lichtenbury Diamond Estates Limited, having a
Tominal capital of 750 000, on whose board were represented many
alluvial promctors who had been associated with some of the more
innovative Lichtenburg speculations. All the farms in the
Lichtenbury district which were proclaimed between December 1927

and the end of 1930 were owned by companies.??

The experience of tha diggers was a lesson in the power of
monay. Private property, as always, was the font of wealth, and
the position was no different on the diggings. Like their poor
white brethren elsewnere in the Union, those diggers who lacked
financial backbone were simply unable to muscle in on the
capitalist accion during the eighteen months of digging which
precadsd the passage of the Precious Stones Act in Novembar
1527, 7% They took their chances on the gublic areas of the
farns in an elusive ganble for wealth but the landowners had
already plucked the eyes of the deposits and the conpanies and

7%Hendriksdal No.219, Witstinkhoutboom No.74, and
LaReysstryd ware owned by AGE, Elizabeth No.215 by the
Dlanond Estates Linitéd and Viskplasts No,100 by

"‘zeasure Trove.

76 See Foctnote 2 above.
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syndicates had stripped the remajning flesh and bones. Yet these
diggers vigorously rusisted this process of exclusion from the
most: lucrative sections of the farms, And their experiences of
the power of money crucially shaped and moulded their
resistance. This resistance forms the focus of the following
chapters.
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Chapter Three

THE /BIG INTERESTS’ AND THE ‘SMALL SPRATS" MONOPOLY CAFITAL AND
IOTAL DIGGER POLITICS ON THE LICHTENRURG FLELDS.

e
é

ovherevar the state “intervenes’, there also, in an
strong position compared with other groups,

A5 usinesanen e T Eo InFhiénoe. and sven to deterning I

the nature of that intervention. .

This Bill is 90 percent to the big intevests, 10 percent to
the taxpgyers interest, and to h... vith the swall
sprats....

Thoigh wach hes been said shout the Nanagualand diggings,
et no-one has besn so couragecus as General Smuts to assert
that the Governent is working "hand in hand" with the
capitalists....

Introductj

In December 1926 two itinerant individuals, A.H. Ireton and
W.P. Thom, were approached in Johannesburg by Sir Brnest :
Oppenheiner and Solly Joel, These two principal figures of the \\
world’s dianond industry wanted some assistance in ‘fixing’ the : .
provisions of the new Precious Stones Bill, which was to B
consolidate and reform the inadequate alluvial diamond digging i
legislation in the Unjon. This pill, which became the Precious
Stones Act (Act 44 of 1927), was introduced to the House of
R:sembly in January 1927 as a result of the Lichtenburg alluvial

Auilliband, R., The State in_Capitalist Sogiety:
nalysis of the Western System of Power, New York, 1868, p.&d, v N

2mvw sss, mm525/27, ‘Comments on the Precious Stones
B G0 Praslin to ¥.W. Beyers, Minister of Mines, 4 June

1827
3zhe Star 16 August 1928,
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discoveries, The careers of these two opportunists, Ireton and
Tnom, dlustrate the complex and intricate interplay of local
and national economic interests on the diggings between June
1926 and December 1927. It is argued that this competition
between the monopcly interests of the diamond mining magnates,
Oppenheimer and Joel, and the local sectional interests of the
Lizhtenbury alluvial speculators, shaped the fortunes of digger
political movements in this period.

oppenheiner and Josl wam~i the production of diamonds from
‘the Lichteniury fields cut by :.00 000 within a year, and agreed
to pay the partnership of Ireton and Thom £1C 000 to engineer
this. ireton and Thom entersd the political aren: of the
Lichtenburg diggings as representatives of the 'small man?, but
thelr backing had originated in the offices of the large
international diamond companies. Their ideas found great
within the diggings community, which
of small who, as we have
seen, were locked in a struggle with local capitalists for
access o the alluvial gravel on the farms. Ireton and Thom's
targets were these local capitalists who owned the companies and
syndicates on the Lichtenbury farms, rather than the monopoly
diamond capitalists. Ireton and Thom proceeded to cast the
activities of these local capitalists in a bad Light, and
through the mebilisation of popular pressura forced the Pact to
shut down the cperations of the local capitalists by means of
the Precious Stones Act. As & result the production of alluvial
diawends from the Reserve claims (where the local capitalists
ted cornered the richest pockets of diamondiferous gravel) was
sevexely curtailed and thus the interests of Oppenheimer and
Joel, as well as the other diamond rining magnates were
served.t

and_Diggers News, 23 1928; MMW 938,




Ireton and Thom believed that their 'deal’ with the diamond
magnates, who contralled the vorld's alamond mines and the
salling i wonld serve the interests

of the small producers - the Qiggers. The diggers, in their own
view, were deprived of their public rights on the diamond
bearing farms by loszl ists (0 and s
alike) who menopolised the rich gravels in the Reserve areas, in
what they perceived as an unholy alliance with 'rich! diggers,
prospectors and speculators. The large diamond interests were
concerned only with stabilising the international prices of
rough diamonds threatened by overproduction. This, Ireton and
hon helieved, could be achieved Ly the elinination of local
i on the 14 diggings, and by

promoting the interests of the small man. In the resulting
‘smail man‘s Ubopia' the production of diamonds from alluvial
deposits would be curtailed by eliminating ‘irrational’
capifalist. production, which would benefit the small diggers.
The alliance between the small diggers and the diamond magnates
would be guaranteed by the Precious Stones Act which, it was
hoped, would make provision for a strict white labour policy on
al1 alluvial diggings, allowing only the small man with limited
capital to dig there. This ideology, particular to the small
diggers, advocated the policies of one-man one-claim, no
‘kaffix! labour, and no ‘moneyed interests' on an alluvial
diguing. Thus Thom claimed in lste 1928 that his motive for his
alliance with the diamond magnates was pure: 'So far as the
digger is concerned we have played honestly with him... for if
everything is taken into account, the interests of the diggers

251320, Perlianentary: Motlon by ur Hay!, citting fron The
o date; Ons Vaderland S June 1929 The Star 1€
August 192&, 14 August 1928.
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are the same as those of the large diamond interests.'S

The quite of di from the
Tichtenbury diggings was the xoot of this alliance between ths
small diggers and the diamond magnates, Between June and
December 1926 over $51 805 carats was won. In the following six
months a further 754 127 carats was produced, an increase of
over 300 per cant in weight over the preducticn of 1925 and 100
per cent in value {see Appendix One). By 1927 this alluvial

i for half of the total diamond
production of the Unicn, whereas in the preceding ten years it
had averaged at about 25 per cent of this total, This enormous
production was offered on the open market to local diamond
buyers with no thought paid to prices or the capacity of the
market to absord the volume, The diamond magnates, who made
profits by the strict regulation of production to the volume of
world diamond sales, were unable to yestrict this production
becausa there was no control over alluvial production, and these
alluvial diamonds were sold on the open market to lccal diamond
buyers and international diamond cutting establishments in
competition with the Diamond Syndicate buyers. With cther
important capitalist interests involved in alluvial diamond
digging, the diamend magnates were therefore forced to counter
their influence st a local level, rather than at the elevated
hefghts of intemational finance. The local diamond huyers whao
oparated independently of the lary: Kimberley 'shippers' (who
bought for the Diamond Syndicste) ¢v-. ded, for exanple, that
the interests of the diggers wsse best served by an

of di and that scares about
overpreduction were simply the results of the machinations of
the Diamand Syndicate, which wanted th: independent alluvial
industry to be closed down. To defend their interests the local

Sgtandard and Diqgers News 23 November 1928, .
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djamond buyers sttempted to cement an alliance with the digging
community, for example, by funding diggers' deputations
presenting petitions to the guvernment. Lusal landowners, and
company or syndicate promotors, also constituted a fairly
homegeneous interest group in the production of diamonds Erom
these aiggings where the vision of alluvial digging differed
from that of the diamond magnates.

This chapter shows how the diamond magnates defended their
particular class interests by an alliance with the small diggers
and how these class interests intersected for a brief historical
moment, with those of thousands of disadvantaged and
marginalised small men on the public areas of the farms. This
alliance resulted in the confiscation and elimination of the
rights of the local capitalists to produce diamends directly
from their property by the exclusion of these rights in the
Precious Stones Act. This temporary class allance had important
political repercussions for the Pact government, which was
forced ibto an uncomfortable public alliance with the interests
of monopoly capital, which proved to be politically
embarrassing.®

The alluvial diqgings and the dismond magnstes

The . thtenburg discoveries were quickly brought to the
attenti. . of Oppenheimcr and Joel in miu-1926, tor the
production of alluvial diamonds competed directly with those
produced by the ~ those des which

SFor a sinilar example of this tyre of alliance betwesn
the owners of the South African gec!u mines and the Pact
qovernment see D. Yudeiman, _hiﬂg' "x-.c,e_oudsﬂ_m.m_h

£ \ 3,

hon_of oOrdanised
‘Zabour, gu e uth African ggldg 2l .. 702-1938, Westport,
Connecticut, 1983, pp.13-51.
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owned the South African diamond mir.s’ - which had their
output and sales tied by agreements between themselves and the
biamond Syndicate which thus regulated the sale of diamonds

1y, These were i by the South
Arican government which had taken this power by means of the
biamond Contral Act of 1925. The Syndicate controlled the
intermational diamond market through its purchases of diamonds.
As Opperheiner explained: 'All we need to do is to buy as many
dianonds as we sell from the big producers, and if we do not
sell, then of course we do not buy.'® This ensured a firm
market for diamonds by preventing overselling, and preverted
overpreduckien by tylng the mines to specific produstion guatas.
The alluvial diamend diggings in the Union were not tied to any
such quotas and were nat controlled by any companies, They could
supply as much of the world's demand For rough Stones as they
were in a position to preduce, leaving the Syndicate to
apportion amongst the four conference mines a constantly

¢ prop of the total ion

During the 1020's the werld's alluvial diamond industry was a
crowing and of the four
mining companies in the Union. New deposits of alluvial gravel
within these ten years were discovered in Portuguese Angdla, the
Gald Coast, the Belgian Conge, British Guiana, and in the Union,
in the south-western districts of the Transvaal province and the
Namaqualand district of the cape prevince. Thoe discovery of
allvial gravel was the principal festure of the world's diamond
trade in this period. prior to the Tirst World War the total

Urnese aiamond mining companies were the De Bsers,
Jagerfontein and Premier Diamond Mining Companies, and the
Consolidated Diamond Mines of South West Africa (CDH).

“’rts asz, F5/73, 'Conference of Diamond Producers held at
the Mines Depaxtment, Pretoria on 1 December 1927, Minutes of
Proceadings’, p.48.
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production of dianonds n the world amounted to come six million
carats, of which the Union mines supplied 76 per cent, the
union's alluvials (from the Vaal River diggings in the Ccape
provincs) 3 per cent, German South West Africa 19 per cent, and
the rest of the world 2 per cent, However by 1927 the world was
producing saven million earats and the Union's mines supplied
only 34 per cent of the total, the South African alluvials
{including Lichtenburg and Namagualand) 33 per cent, whilst a
further 33 per cent was supplied by the newly discovered
alluvial fields withiy Africa and British Guiana.?

Oppenheiner and Joel were successful in closing dovn this
independent: diamond market outside the borders of the Union and
bringing it under the contxol of the new Syndicate by means of
long-ters contracts to purchase quetas of these dlamonds at
fixed prices.10 By 1926 it controlled 75 per cent more of this
cotput than 4id the old Syndicate.*! This policy was not
possible within the Union, however, because the Syndicate
confronted producers who were not controlled by a company, and
who were politically articulate and who had the vote. Within the
Union alluvial production was not controlled in any way. The
digging community enjoyed a measure of influence, both as
producers and as voters, which wade any alterstion of the
status-quo by the Pact government an extremely difficult
manuoever. In addition, In the genersl election of 1924 the Pact
tad pronived these voters and pruducers protection frem the
large dismond capitalists, a policy of gerexcus proclamations of
new diggings, and unrestricted prospacting in the Native

Ihe Mining and Industrial Magazine 21 Ockober 1935, Ihe
Mineral Industry, XXXV, 1927.

L9por detadls of this ses 1. Gregory, Ernest Oppenheimer,
Pp.109-218,

e Mineral Industxy, KXXIV, 1925, p.610.
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Resexves in the northern Cape and western Transvaal which the ;
Smuts government had not permitted.l2

The Diamond Contwel Act, which had enshrined the principle of |
uncontrolled alluvial produckion for the individual digger, had
besn opposed by Sir David Harris, the Chairman of the De Beers
Diamond Mining Company (De Beers), and by Sir Ernest
Oppenheiner, the representatives of mining capital in the House

of Assembly. National Party 14 who
constifuencies in the Western Transvaal, such as General J.C.G.
Kewp at: made to the of these

}
I
promises to the diggings community: 'he did not go along with
‘the suggestions made by a certain gentleman representing the j
mining interests sbout the control of the aliuvial Giggings to

prevent the market from being flooded because the present I -
legislation... provides for the proper control and sale of i
diamonds and he did not want the alluvial digger to suffer by (‘
special control measures.’’? aAdvocate A.S. van Hees, the MP #
for Brakpan but formerly of Christiana in the western Transvaal, H
had similar things to say of this bond between the National !
Party and the digging community: 'The government will go wrong

(he said in January 1927) if they limit the output of diamonds

from the alluvial fields.'l4

These political i ions iner and Joel .

-~ £rom acting procipitately, Between June aiid Décember 1926 they
explered indirect ways to regulate the flow of these alluvial !
diamonds onte the markets of Burope and America. Their first
efforts were directed to buying uy the production of the

123he star 14 February 1927.
3phe star 7 December 1826.
L4The star 21 January 1927.
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fialds.15put there was a ceiling to the amount of working
capital the Syndicate could fnvest in the pursuance of this
palicy. Under optinum market conditions the Syndicate tied-up
abaut £2,5 million in rough diamonds, sorted and ready for
selling,
demand cocurred, they could stand by the Conference producers
with a float of £4 million.*® This meant that Oppenheimer
could safely hold a maximim stock of between £6 and £7 million
at any one time. By the end of 1926 the Syndicate had
accumulated about £1 million of Lichtenburg stones which it
oculd nat sell, This sum, when i was added to the stock already
held by the Syndicate, anounted to over £3,5 million in January
1927. In December 1826 the Grasfontein subdivisions were
anrounced and prospecting on the Reserve clains by the companies
began in earnest. The Syndicate's response was fo cut the
replacement quotas of the Conference producers by £2,6 million
Yo tinance any further of Li diamonds. By
June 1927 the Syndicate carried a stock of between £§ and £7
million of these diamonds, which strained even its financial
resources. The cost to the Syndicate for the financing of this
stock wes enormoas and this helps to explain the anious efforts
of the Syndicate members to awaken the Union govemment to the
dangers which uncontrolled alluvial production from within the
Union posed to its continued success.*”

0 that when overproduction or a drop in the world

Ancther option cpen to the Syndicate was to drive down prices
until the diggers were starved out. This was not easily done
because the local dlamond buying fraternity would cry
‘monopaly', and awaken the political watchdogs of tha community

15, gregory, Ernest Oppenheimer, pp.160-218,
187ES 862, F5/73, 'Conference!, p.s.

17rp44.
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0 the machinations of the big ists. The local
and cape diamond-buying fraternity wers an extremely
selé-cantident and assertive intersst graup, well repressnted by
their yespestive professional ions. They revelled in
the ready market for diamends provided by the Syndicate buyers
who bought up any quantity of rough diamonds at good prices.1?
The flourishing stke of the local dlamond market in late 1926
and early 1527 belled the assertions of the Syndicate that the
of Li stones was th ing the diamond
industry as a whole. ‘The Holborn Viaduct headquarters of the
Diamond Syndicate (stated one such local buyer) has entirely
Gepletad its stocks owing Lo the encrious demand for Tough
stones from America and the continent.'’® In october 1926
George Soott~Ronsldson, a local buyer, assured diggers that the
Lichtenburg production had barely caused a ripple in the
international diamond pond.2®

If demand for these Lichtenbury diamonds appeared to be high,
the prices which the diggers were receiving from the buyers weve
extremely low, The production of alluvial stones at Tichtenburg
had increased, as we have seen, over the 1925 figure by 300 per
cent, and over this figure by another 100 per cent by April 1927
{563 862 carats and 754 172 carats respectively), but this 400
per cent increase in volume was accompanied by an increase of
only 100 per cent in value. The prices of the Lichtenbury
d.iamunds«yplummet&d by over 74 per gent an the average, from

28por the local diamond buyers see The Star 27 October
1926, 4 Dacemhar 3926, 8 December 1926, 30 April 1827, 5 July
1927; ks Record and er] NEvy.
Decamber 19286,

19phe gtar 6 July 1926.
20phe star 5 October 1926.
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1675, 11¢, per carat to 44s. per carat in april 1927.21 The
caratage represented by this 200 per cent margin of diamonds was
Qisposed of effectively for nothing and ‘these dianonds were
sheer wasts - waste to the diggers in their cost of production,
and waste to the revenue and resources of the State’.2?

The drop in diamond prices fomoed the diggers te produce more
in order to outdistance their declining profit line. The
resulting production figures were dubbed by one cbserver as the
“diggers’ Suicida Charts"?? (see Appendix Four). This inverse
relation between price and production characterised alluvial
Qigging for Oppenheiners If the diggers produce, they sell and
iF the diamond market stops, they starve,’ he said.?4The
independent diggers were thus weak sellers, and they were a
great threat to the diamond market, for ‘If wore ground is
thrown open o the diggers they will go for the best patches and
got cut the diamonds as quickly as possible without any regard
for market conditions.’2® with the Syndicate Financially
propping up the warket by absorbing the surplus preduction, the
local diamond buyers confidently asserted that all the

' so far had been and
appealad to the digging communiky to fight for an unrestricted
ocutput. The Transvasl Alluvial Dismend Buyers Union thus tied
their colowrs firmly to the mast of the alluvial industry: ‘Who
could tell (they asked) exactly how many diamonds conld be

2lrpe piamond Pields Advertiser 9 July 1927.
22p59.

23444,

24pps s62 ¥5/73, 'Conference’, p.34.

255s 953, F5/251, ‘Alluvial Diamond Production. Control

of’, Memorandum Government Mining Engineer to Minister of
Finance, 'Alluvial Production 1926’, 12 January 1927.




absorbed per annum?t?6

The Diaond Syndicate was not, however, an entity separate
from the rest of the diamond industry. Joel and Oppenheiner had
1arge haldings in the mining companies which wers being foreed
to shoulder the burden of their purchasing policy. As praducers,
the Conference com: anies wanted the government either to limit
the number of new alluvial proclamations, or to impose a quota
on the production of alluvial diamonds within the Union. The
mining companies had raised this issue in 1924, which had caused
the of the T of that year
because the four companies refused to cut their production
quotas. The propused cuts, they asserted, meant in affect that
they would be paying for the government's palitical programme of
supporting the alluvial digging community. Their proposal was
that the Pact restrict the output of the alluvial diggings.
Replying to this jon, the Private Yy to General
Hertzog wrote: 'My Minister is of the clear opinion that it
wold e politically most dangerous and in every way inadvisable
o consider the Glosing of the alluvial fields in response to
whe Syndizate's pressure.'?’The Diamond Control Act resulted
£rom the breskdown of thess negotiations, as the memhers of

whe the through their
representation on the mining company beards, tried to bring
pressure to bear on the Pact to control the output and
proclanation of new alluvial diggings within the Union. The
Lichtenburg discoveries, to 2dd insult to injuxy, coincided with
a yorldwide dianond boom but 'any incresse there might have been

26mpne Gtar 12 February 1526,

27pgs 862, F5/73, 'Conference!, Private Secretary of the
Prive mm&ste: ko Secretary for Mines, 10 November 19247
Secretary of Mines, ‘Memorandum on the Results of the Diamond
Ctmference, 3rd and 4th November 1924', 6 November 1924.
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for the conference producers over and above the original £8
millien velume of trade fixed for 1926, has gone to the alluvial
diggings'.2®

I the Syndicate and its member companies weve in rouble
because of the Lichtenburg production, so was the Pact. The
cutting of the replacement quotas of the mining companies
directly affected the revenue which the state devived from
taxation of the diamond industry. In private, officials and

cther state 3 jes warned the of the financial
implxcatmns to the Union and South West Africa of the
of i alluvial diamonds.

Uncontrolled production from the altavisl fielas might encourage
the extra-Union alluvial producers to break their agreements
with the Syndicate, for 'they can hardly be expected to meekly
sccept this sestriction the mexnwhile sssing an encrmous
to or perhaps exceeding
that of the four big producers of the Union who have already
such a prepondersting share of the world's valune of the diamand
trade’.?5This would result in the break-up of the monopoly
cantxal. of the diamond trade which the Pack had in fact cemented
by means of the Diamond Control Act.

Closer to home, financial pressure would be brought to bear
more directly on the Union treasury because of the Syndicate's
decision o cut the weplacenent,for the 'Control of the Union's
alluvial production seems to be essential nnless the Government
is prepared o ru the risk of 2 sericus setback in the diamond
market, the effect of which would fall most heavily on the

2Bygs 862, $5/73, ‘Conference’, Secretary for Mines to
Minister of Mines, 're Diamond Positicn‘ 4 December 1924,

?%rES 862, F5/73, 'Conference!, Secretary of Mines to
Minister of Mines, 're Diamend Position!, 4 December 1824,
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in vhose i the is most deeply
interested in, ie. the Premisr and South West Africa‘.’OThe
Lichtenbury stones were in direct competition with the Premier
and CDM which produced sc-called ‘small stuff'. Almost the
entire budget for the Administration of SWA was drawn from the
€DM and the alluvial preduction by the Union's diggers
threatened the economic independence of this territory.’lrhis
dangex was given added emphasis because South West Africa was
locked to as a territory to which the Unlon could export some of
its poor whites as settlers.

A similar financial argument underlay the importance of the
four diamond companies to the Treasury. The Premier paid a 60
per cent profits tax, whil the other producing companies paid
nearly 26 per cert, but the alluvial producers were effectively
taxed only 10 per cent on their profits.:’zl’hus the bulk of
state revenue in yespect of the diamond industry came from the
diamond mines and not from the alluvial producers.?3when in
December 1926 the replacement was cut to £5,5 million, the !
Premier company in which the state held a half interest, bore '
the brunt of the reduction.’Again in June 1927 the Conference .
Producers agreed to limit the quota to £5,5 miilion for the . >

30rgs 953, F5/251, Alluvial Diamond Production!, G.M.R. '

B Minister of Pinance, 'Alluvial Production 1926, 12 January 1‘
1927,

I

3lpia.

3%1Es 953, F5/251, *Alluvial Diamond Production’, G.M.R.
to Minister of Finance, 'Alluvial Production 1926', 12 January
1927,

331Es 953, Fo/251, 'Alluvial Diamond Production’, A.B,
McLaughton, Commissloner for Inland Revenue, ko Secrefary for
Finance, Ref R14/29, 'Revenue Estimates 1927/28: Diamond ; .
Mining', 11 December 1926,

347ES 862, F5/73, 'Conference!, p.10.
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remaining six month period.35This revenue was extremely
important to the Pact's budget, for in 1928 over cne-eighth of
‘the total state revenue came from the dlamond industry.

The response of the mining companies themselves to the
Lichtenbury discoveries vas mited until November 1926, when De
Beers passed a resolution to the effect that it was essential to
watch the alluvial development and that the company should from
time to time 'buy up farms in likely areas in oxder to prevent
as far as possible a recurrence of the Lichtenburg finds!,38
But the major incentive to follow this new policy came fxom the
announcement by Dr H. Merensky of the discovery of the alluvial
deposits at Alexander Bay in Namagualand in late 1926, which
were ‘the richest alluvial £3nds in dizmond history'.3?
Prospecting work carried out by the discoverers resulted in a
parcel of stones weighing 12 240 carets, with an average weight
per damond of £wo carats, the entire parcel being valued at
£184 000.38

By December 1926 the mining companies had been rapidly
brought into line by the Diamond Syndicate's replacement offer
and now Joined in a chorus of disapproval at the irrespensible
manner in which the Pact government was administrating the
resources of the state by its alluvial policy. This campaign
began symbolically with the arrival of Sir David Harris, six
Srneost Oppenhelmér and Solly Joel in cape Town abeard th¥
Arundel Castie in late November. The diamond magnates
embrojdered on their thewe of the ixresponsible handling of the

3510, p.26.

36y, Gregory, Ernest Qopenheimer, pp.168~169.
37, Gregory, Exnest Oppenheimer, pp.168-169.
8pia.
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broader interests oi U2 state and public, Solly Jeel stating
that he rould not understand the government 'being so fealish as
o allow these indiscrininate proclemations which were only
damaging their parmanent. industry and encouraging a floating
population which in a very short tine must be on the poor lists
and practically starving'.3? sir David Harris beat the same
arum: '0ur Govarnment seems to have encouraged overproduction,
and that will have a serious effect, not only on the ailuvial
producers, but on everybody, particularly South West
AfricaOThis campaign played skilfully on the fact that tha
alluviz) diggings were Attracting ‘poor whites' in large numbers
to Lichtenbury, and the claim that this was exacerbating the
'poor white preblen'. The Pact, for its part, was unwilling to
commit political suicide by bowing to the demands of
‘Hoggenheines! and friends for what amountad to direct state
interference to limit the output of the diggers. Similar
arguments advanced in 1924 and 1925 had fafled and there was no
xeason tu suspect in late 1926 that Hertzog and his cabinet
wauld change their minds.

Oppenheimer resolved upon meore direct action to Limit the
growth of the diggings. He sent the geclogist Dr P.F.W. Bestz to
Lichtenburg to ascertain the extent of the deposits.dl Acting
on his advice, Joel in with an
offer to acguire a number of farms which lay along the line of
the Treasura Trove/Gracfontein gravel run, For £100 000
Oppenheimer and Joel personally acquired, with mineral righte,
five farms lying to the east of Uitgevonden and Grasfoitein -
Christinas Home No.324, Kaalbult Wo.7, Leadpan No0.392, Diephaits

3%The gtar 30 November 1926.
40phe gtax 23 December 1926.
4ln, Gregory, Ernest Oppenheimer, pp.176-178. -
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No.176 and Doomplaat No.305 - and two of tha many subdivided
partions of Grasfontein, the Lewis and Marks~owned farm. To
conceal their tracks, they foxmez a company, the High Level
Gravels Limited, to these and one
af their auditors to act as itu director on their behalf. These
alluvial acquisitions were never worked; they were closed off
from the public by the new landowners who would pot give
permission for prospectors to put a spade to the ground.A?

In the sphers of markering Oppenheimer also cilled in his
wmarkers. David Russell, the Chairman of the Treasure Trove
Diamond Company who purchased Uitgevonden in 1926 and who made
heavy investments in the Grasfontein subaivisions, began to
channe] the results of digging and prospecting on his Reserve
Qaims through the Syndicate. He was Oppenheimer's aianend buyer
on the Vaal River diggings during the early 1920's.%? Russell
was also instrumental in selling portions of Grasfontein to the
High Level Gravels, and it was suggested that his purchases
there were funded by Oppenhaimer to keep the Reserve claims fram
being worked. This assertion was given substance by the failure
of the Treasure Trave Company &0 work their Reserve claims on
Grastontein until late in 1927.4% Little is known of the
manner in which Lewis and Marks disposed of their production
from their farms. But in January 1927 Oppenheimer noted that
Lewis and Marks wexe antagonistic to Syndicate approaches to
=211 their cutput ¢o thawdTHowever by May 1927 it seems as if

434N 985, mnl654/39, B.A. Rives to F.W. Reyers, 'Private
and Confidential', 25 June 1929,

44N 985, mn1654/29, P.A. Rivas to F.W. Beyers, 'Private
and Confidential!, 25 June 1529,

457, Gregory, Ernest Oppenheimer, p.177.
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they had overcome their dislike of the Syndicate, for Lewis and
Marks began markeling their diamonds through the new Alluvial
Combine set up by Oppenheimer and Joel for the specific purpose
of funding purchases of alluvial diamonds.%§

The last two months of 1926 were of crucial importance in
Qiceating the Ireton and Thom initlative, for some intervention
was Tequired to break the ensuing log~jam. While the diggers
enjoyed a financisl windfall, the governmant was drawn in two
dirsctions: it felt the need to honour its promises to the
community by allowing more digging, whilst being hard-pressed to
protect its yevenue saurces by limiting Qigging. Oppenheimer, on
the sther hand, was finding it extremely difficult to combat the
effects of the Li
wmarket, as wa can see from the staggering amounts of working
capital the Syndicate was tying up to absorb the Lichtenbury
production. November and December 1926 were crucial manths foy
the diamond magnates, and the cbvious reluctance of the Pact to
intervene signalled the nead for a new strategy.

ional

on the

For the pact things were looking equally blesk. Hertzog and
his cabinet colleagues may have been in a position to ride the
crisis untit jon from Li 'naturally' declined in
volume and value. They were not to be 50 fortunate. In December
1926 news of the Namaqualand discoveries was released, once
again raising tha spsctre of the imminent collapse of the
international diamond market through the emergence of yet
ancther uncortrolied zlluvisl deposit ab which the diggers cast
thair envious eyes. The overproduction problem thus proved most
intractable. As Oppenheimer pointed out to Beyers, the Minister
of Mines in February 1927, there was always the chance of new
discoveries and for this eventuality the state needed to have

e e e st
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powers for thyowing open the groand, or allocating it by lots,
ar working it themselves'. It also needed to have the pawer to
limit alluvial production to a defined percentage of the mine
productionA7ihis was the signal for the Ireton and Thom
initiative.

The !_Agvocates: Ireton and Thom

It needs to be stressed that Ireton and Thom were nat merely
the shadovs of their principals, nor, as future incidents were
clearly to demonstrate, their dupes. The funding which
Oppenheiner and Joel provided this partnership with in December
1926 was apparently «'ven with little clarification and with no
exchange of guarantess. The netivation vas probably little more
than o prevens: Irefon @l Thom from falling into the pay of the
local diamond buyers, who were quick to spot the advantages of
intervening in local community politics. Nor did this funding
give the wiamord magnates much purchase over thelr activities,
which were always self-interested. Many af Ireton and Thom's
activities in the next twenty-four months were only peripherally
related ko the i of their But u the
money was well spert, Irston and Thom did gain the ear of the
Gavernment by putting themselves forward as the representatives
cf the small diggers. They maintained their public legitimacy in
the face of attewpts by other class representatives to discredit
thady standing, Finally, through their public campaign in the
interests of the bona fide diggers, and through their legal
actions, they shaped the form of the Precious Stones Bill
introduced by the Pact in 1327 in ways which served the
interests of their backers. This was achieved by agitating for
the exclusion of the landowners of alluvial farms from the

47MNw 886, mns25/25, 'Conments!, E. Oppenhelmex to F.%.
Beyers, Private and C iall, 7 February 1927.
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sphere of production, the elimination of private companies and
syndi and the iati of their sl ¥y on the
Reserve claims (which they claimed by right of subdivision)
through retrospective legislation. All this was said to be in
the interests of the small man, the bona £ide digger, for whose
use the proclaimed diggings were now exclusively reserved. Yet
on a more level the Act the principle of
control over the production of alluvial diamonds, and thus
brought this independent community within the community of
dianond producars - an cutcome thet vas in the economis interest
of the Diamond Syndicate and the established Cornference
Producers. The interests of monopoly were thus asserted by the
Pact through this piece of controversial legislation, at the
expense of the interests of local capitalists, and the

independent producers.

Ireton and Thom were not initially associated with the early
signe of popular protest on the alluvial fields and were
herefore Nk the authors of such protest, although they had
prospected at Bakers from the inception of digging in the
district in June 1926.*% Nor vere they the sole authors of
popular protest in the following two years. There was a well
established tradition of protest which these two opportunists
skilfully manjpulated to their own political advantage. One of
traditions was the illegal rush, by which diggers expressed
displsasure at the owners of farms and their prospectors in
working out large aress of gravel prior to proclamation. In May
1926, for example, diggers at Roodepan in the district illegally
rushed the farm when the mining officials delaysd the
proclamation in defiance of the lew in this regard.® Diggers

48The star 9 Now mber 1926.
49The Star 17 May 1926, 19 June 192a.
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threatened to do the same on the Lichterburg fields prior to the
Elandsputte proclamation.®lsimilar rumours - now pinned on
Ireton and Thom - were moocted in October 1926, prier to the
Witklip and Wondergat proclamations. In the same month Ireton
and Thom were the intitistors of an illegal rush of the trading
Reserves at Bakexs, which many diggers felt had been unfairly
allocsted to the owner of the farm.5' Farly in November 1926
they were pinpointed by officials as the source of rumours that
the ions of Witklip and had been issued with
the aim of distracting the public from the Grastontein
subdivisions of that month.5%They also championed the cause of
the small, under-capitalised digger, stratided through financial
stringency on the public areas of the farms, who considered
themselves the victims of unscrupulous landawners and
prospectors who had moncpalised the best deposits prior to the
proclamation of these two farms.

TIreton and Thom did not explicitly direct their attention ta
the subdivision of Grasfontein until popular protest gained
momemtuw in late october and early November 1926. This
spontannous popular reaction at the A&E subdivision of
Grasfontein was a vesult of a combination of disappointment at
the digging results on the public areas of Witklip and
Wondergat, and, exaggerated rumours about the richness of the
Grasfontein reserve claims. On 2 November 1926 a meeting of the
Lichtenburg Diggers Committee was broken up by a group of

507he Stay 19 June 1926.
Slthe star 2 June 1927.

523us 430, 3/148/27, 'Police report on Diamond Diggings-
Zrston, Thom and van der Hexwe', A.E. Trigyer, Divisional
Criminal Officer, pivision to Deputy
Commissicner, S.A.P. Witwatersrand Division, Ref. 1695123, re:
Agitators on Diamond Diggings - Ireton, Thom and van der Merves,
7 February 1927.
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dissenting diggers who accused the largely well-off committee
menbers of being 'fast asleep! in protecting the property rights
of the diggers on Grasfontein.3? fThe following day an
enormous open air meeting of over 5000 diggers at Bakers
declared their indignation at the evasion of the spirit of tha
law by the ASE, and elscted a two man delegation to =<2 the
Minister of Mines in this regard. These two delegates were
Treton and Thom, and their message to the Minister was that the
diggers intended to rush Grasfontein unless steps vere taken by
the Government to test thr validity of the subdivisions.54

¥o clues are given &5 to how Irston and Thom were delegated,
but from this paint they put themselves forward as the small
diggers' representatives. They were, of course, not the only
candidates for this honour and their activities were always
tlercely contested by the members of the legally constituted
Diggers Committee, who considered that all diggers should raise
any grievances with them. Their legitimacy was constantly called
into quertion by the representatives of the companies and the
simdicates, and by the government officials. For example, men
‘well connected! in mining circles regarded their work,
interestingly enough, as that of 'two agitators who were
well-known for their malevolent propaganda during the Rand
Revalution of 1922'.55 colonel J. van Eyssen, Manager of the
A&E properties at Lichtenburg, declared that Ireton and Thom
theix agitation was simply mischievous: 'There is not the
slightest. Goubt that the subdivision of Grasfontein in spite of
the outcry it arcused proved a real blessing to the diggers as a

foreign element on the diggings’, and that
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vhale,' wrote van Eyssen.’® He was also convinced that 'these
two men.. were invited to meet the Magistrate at Lichtenburg in
private' whers they were warned that they were being closely
followed by the authorities, that their speeches were being
reported, and that they should ‘cease their aisturbing
propaganda’ in spite of Thom's denials that this mesting ever
occurred.7

The idea of rushing Grasfontein held little attraction to
many diggers. Although there was 'general disappointment
reganding the subdivisions, very faw diggers ‘would participate
in any fllegal rush or would support lesders who advocated
vidlence... and unless something illegal had been done by the
aumers in sub~dividing the farns they vere going to respect the
owners’ rights'.5® Many commentators expressed their
@isapproval st this radical solution in terns of the nation of
‘respectability a syndicate digger stated, for instance, that
*the thres: to rush Grasfontein did not represent the opinion of
any responsible men on the fields', and that the éiggers'
Qdeputation to Pretoris 'was not financed by the respactable
diggers'.5? Gavernment officials offered similar opinions:
officials of the Mines Department stated that the diggers were a
‘qecant crowd!, and that they were law-abiding and would not

with ) tellows who wanted to
make an illegal rush.§®
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The brief moments of Ireton and Them at the helm of the
unsteady and stormy bridge of digger poiitics Gepended upon
their pepular support. They embarked vgon a programme of public
action to test the validity of the subdivision policy of the
local capitalist entrepreneurs on the fiolds, who were seen to
monopolise large areas of the gromd with the help of the mining
officials, These capitalists were new interests in the alluvial
game, stated Thom in March 1927, and as a result it was
necessary for diggers, who had always promptly obeyed orders
given by the officials, to challenge the mining
requlations.5! This resulted in the alveady mentioned threat
to rush Grasfontein unless steps were taken to restore the
lawfully guaranteed rights of the public on this alluvial farm.

on behalf of al. diggers Ireton and Thom applied for a
Supreme Court interdict ing the in subdivision:
on the grounds that the whole farm had been prospected by an
employse of ASE in June 1926 and therefore that the cwners could
not subdivide the farm. This interdict was rejected on 4 March
1927, the day on which Grasfontetn was proclaimed, hecause ‘the
applicants had waited until the eleventh hour and fifty-ninth
second before asking for an interdict'.52 on 24 March 1927
Thom pegged trading sites on portion L2 of Grasfontein, a
subdivided portion of the farm owned by the Carylg piamond

Syndicate, for the purpose of testing the legality of thelr .

exciusion from public pegging.3 After an intial conviction,
the Supreme Court ovarruled the decision of the magistrate in
Thom's favour. The result was a minor rush on all the
Lichtanbury farws, as diggers pegged clains on other trading

Slphe Star 24 March 1937.
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Reserves which had been specifically set aside from public
pegging by the Mining Commissioner. 'The provisions of the
Ordinance of 1903, stated Justice S. Krause of the Supreme
Court in regard to this case, 'as to the rights acquired by the
public vere very distinct. The word ‘administration' could not
be held te imply a power to establish rights independently of
the provisicns of the Statute.'54 The Supreme Court thus held
that *public rights' had been illegally given away to private
interests and these should be restored to the public, On 25 May
1927 Thom pegged claims on the owners' Reserve on portion Ll of
Grasfontaln, to test whether the Supreme Court would once again
hold that the rights of the public ¢n the farm had been ignored
by fhe owners but his test case in this regard failed.55 Two
days before this Thom pegged a machine site on the Reserve area
©f Ponaldson and Carlis's property on Welverdiend, claiming that
this area had beer illegally set aside from public pegging and
in this case the Supreme Court upheld his claim.5%In early
November 1927, in anticipation of the passage of the Precious
Stanes Act, Thom pegged claims on the Owners' Reserve at
glving as 1 ‘the 1 of the
Government to press for the passing of the retrospective
clauses, especially as they apply to the limitation of the
ownex's yeserves to 250 claims', thereby anticipeting the
government's determination to restore to the diggers their
public rights,57
. "
From at least early in March 1527, Ireton and Thom were
acting for backers other than Oppenheimer and Joel. Their
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pegying of the trading weserves at Grasfontein in March 1927 and '
the subsequent Supreme Court fest case was funded by some local 1
storekeepers on the diggings who did not want to pay the .
exorbitant rents charged by the landowners of the farms. Neither

were their activities in the latter part of 1927 in the |
interests of oppenheimer and Joel, for their illegal pegging of ;
the Reserve claims on Grasfontein in November took place on
clains which Oppenheiner and Joel had purchased through the High t ,
Level Gravel, and through David Russell cof Treasure Trove. There
is no evidence available which links Oppenheimer to Treton and
Thont from March 1927. The test cases they initiated were meant
only to give them legitimacy as the defenders of the rights of
the public and they became popularly known as the 'diggers'
advocates’, This status gave them great opportunities for ~

private gain, and they accumulated 50 reserve claims on Verlies, .
and 12 on Welverdiend, valued collectively at some £20 000.58

The test cases on their own Were insufficient to generate
puklic support for Ireton and Thom and, as We have noted, their
Tise to public prominence was contested by others who claimed to
be serving the same ends. The threst to rush Grasfontein was not
& step to be taken lightly, nor were diggers uniformly accepting
of this threat to subvert the lav. Some limitations on the form . oo
of popular protest nesd therefare to be mentioned. It seems that i . .
the politics of the diggings community was bound up with some .
notien of the rule of law, and the legitimacy of publie ackiene *' ..,
was deternined largely by popular conceptions of legality. We
can trace this theme through most popular protest on the !
diggings in these months, Discontent at the Elandsputte .
proclamation in June 1926 was aimed at the illegal distribution '
of dlggers' licences to those newcomers who applied for them
after the explry of the two week deadline. The Mines Department

687pe star 14 August 1928,
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ateicials were also blawed £or nok enforcing the law with regard
to aiggers who yushed without licences.S® At the Roodepan 1
mish diggers were prepared to justify their illegal action "
‘havause of the delay in the publication of the official

announcenent proclaiming the farm as public diguings'. At the .
‘Preasure Trove proclamation in August 1926, the most notable
feature was the lack of supervision and the presence of the [

121,70 The threat to rush Grasfontein was also expressed in .
terms of legality: 'there is grave dissatisfaction at the
procedure adopted by the owners of the farm which the owners
completely justify.'’! The diggers’ deputation to the
Minister in that month was entrusted to carry the message that
the threat of the illegal rush was only intended to force the
government to reconsider the legality of the procedure of Q
swhdivision and to have it altersd in law.”?In response to the
advice of the Minister of Mines 'to cbey the law', Ireton and ]
Thom instructed thelr lawyers, Advocate A.S. van Hees and Oswald !
Pirow, to take action in the Supreme Court to test the validity
of the owners' subdivision of the farm into 15 portions.”3

Thus all the public actions taken by Iyxeton and Thom in 1927 N
had the ostensible purpose of protecting the public rights of
diggers through the courts. One of the limitations on white
Popular protest within the Union in this period was therefore i ' i
that, within the beundaries of an electoral system, there was a
need ta legitimate profect within the Luundaries of the law. In ;
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the case of Ireton and Thom this was achieved through thelr
skilful menipalation of the concept of public rights ostensibly
alxeady guarantesd by law and parliament. This brings us to
another limitation facing white popular protest and its
initiators. Ireton and Thow felt, more keenly than coservers
realised, the need o stay within the boundaries of the law, for
their witimate end, as they had stated in November, was to gain
entry into public office on the diggers' vote, in the Provincial
Council elections of March 1927. A further limitation needs to
be mentioned and this was thelr need to align themselves at
Jeast Formally with the policies of the Pact government, for the
diggers’ constituencies in the western Transvaal had
consistently voted for the National Party from its advent in
1915, and the Pact was therefore 'their government!. All their
public appearances in this period were undertaken under the
banner and protection of the Natiomal Party.

At thelr public meetings on the Qiggings Ireton and Thom
fully articulated their particular package of anti-monopelist
and small man populist demands, These highly emotive and
action-packed public meetinga were the means by which they
delivered their messages to the diggers and they in twm were
instructed by their constituency. The use of the opem-air
mesting was their response to the many challenges to prove their
bona fides as the diggers' representatives, The first of such
meetings, held on 10 Mevanber 1926, i a good exumple of this.
They were challenged by the Minister of Mines to prove their
legitimacy. At this open-air meseting at Grasfontein some 7000
aiggers to elect the part as the
diggers' representatives, 'with the power t> take any action
they deemed necessary' to protect the rights of the diggers. At
this meeting Thom and Ireton reported back on the resction of
the Minister to their demands for the reversal of the
subdivisions policy on that farm. Thom's speech had two central
thetes: the need to stay within the Iaw, and the need to look. to
the government for support. 'We have heard a lot about our
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taking the law into our own hands and rushing Grasfontein (he
stated), but we are not going to do it. The Government has said
that we must not hresk the law but must bring the matter before
the Supreme Court.... we must behave ourselves. We must have the
Govexmment with us; we must stand by the Government, for =o long
35 we are falr to the Government so will the Government be fair
t0 us.' Telmen Recs, Chadrman of the Transvaal National Party
and M.P. for Lichtenburg, had declared that the subdivisions
vere intended to 'bend and evade the law'. Follcwing this tacit
support from an influential Nationalist minister, and with a
promise by the Minister of Mines, F.W. Jsyers, to introduce the
legislation which would rectify the watter, the diggers rounaly
applauded the deputation and gave them a mandate to collect
subscriptions 'so that the diggers could fight for their
rights'.74

The plotholders were described at this meeting as the
‘capitalist termites'. Lewis and Marks, explained Ireton, in
'pre Boer War days had got 2 grip on the country and had secured
75 per cent of the farms. Now they were not satisfied and wanted
more. Were they to waste for nothing that blood and sweat they
'nad shed in the war? Ireton's performance was followed by that
of Genexal ‘Manie' Maritz, the ‘Nationalist lion!, who agreed
that tne diggers needed to support the government. “The real
enemy of the digger,’ declared Marits, 'was not the Government
buk the capitalists. It in the bloudsuckers who are cutting up
the ground. They ere car masters,” Maritz slipped easily from
this theme to that of the Jewish conspivacy': ‘Who is the
bicgsst bloadsuckar in the country?* he asked, and in the same
reath replied, 'The Jaws ave coming into the country, the Boex
country, by the thousands. Jerusalenm is here alveady.' Maritz's
outburst struck a popular note at the meeting, though not with
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Ireton and Thom and not with the govermment, whose views Maritz
was expscted to present at the meeting.”®

The usefulness of the agitation of Ireton and Thom ta
Oppenheiner and Joel emerges very clearly at this eventful
Publs meeting, Yhe audience made repeated reference to the Fact
that it was the companies and syndicates and the landowners

on in who were ible for the rapidly
escalating conflict, because they were stealing the rights of
the pebiic, This ai ion with the was, s we

have explored earlier, only one aspect of Oppereluer's strategy
to curtsil the diamond production from these diggings. The cthex
was his euppert for a the swall digger sgainst the lecal

of in this latter alliance
was Opperheimer’s explicit support for the ‘white labour' pelicy
of Ireton and Thom. If white labour only were allowed en an
alluvial claim, he reasoned, the explojtation of the deposits
would be less intensive, and this would discourage the
investment of capital in digging operations by investors, This
weuld result in the permanent strangling of diamond produztion
from the alluvial diggings which would prevent overproduction
and therefore competition with the established diamond
companies.’®

Ivonically, the details of tris white labour policy were
worked out by the vexy producers who, in the lohg run, would be
so detrimentally affected, The working ont of these details
began on 23 December 1926 at a meeting held at Bakers, thet was

757he Star 11 November 1926, 6 November 1926, 13 November
1926.
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called to debaie what action was necessary to speed up
government initiatives on the subdivision guestion. The
plathalders wexe maligned 'as the enemies of the nation and of
the pecple’. The companiss and syndicates were singled out as
baing responsible for the exclusfon of diggers from the rich
gravel an Grasfontein, for the overproduction scare and for the
40 per cent decline in the price of rough diamonds. It was the
plsthalders 'who hed bought the plats to keep their fellow-men
off the farms fand) It was the duty of the Government to ook
aftar the bona~tide digger and (if) had been promised that this
woula be done as soon as the necassary legislation had been
passed. Meantive it was a scandal hefore God that the digger was
being kept off the farm... They &id not want to start a
revedution and did not inkend o, but with tha help of the
Government they wewld put the digger in his rightful place.’?
This was very familar rhetoric, but then Thom and Irston,
probably acting as promotors £or the owner of a neighbouring
farn, Verlies (who desired to prospect his farm and werk his
Reserve claims immediztely), announced that a deal had been
struck between them and the government that the farm would be
cpened to prospecting if the work there would be undertaken by
white labour only: 'only white men will be allowed to work
there. That will give us all work for the six or seven months
that 1iti ton will be ing.*7Brearty
applause greeted this announcement fyom the crowd.

This policy, which had now been so clearly endorsed by the
diggers, revealed which digyers wera supporting Ireton and Thom.
They were the mew chums’, those amateur diggers who had jaft
‘the cities and the farms in the hope of waking sudden fortunes

"Trhe Star 24 becember 1926.
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and who, because they lacked sufficient capital would not be
taken on by the large i ises as and
tribute workers to work the Reserve claims. Some of them had
been disappointed at the Bakers, Wondergat and Witklip
proclamations. Others with no capital to work the deep areas, or
%o purchase Reserve claims, were also prominent in their
canp.?® The demands of these diggevs reflected their class
position rather closely. They demanded that all diggers
(prospectors and tributore) on the subdivided portions of the
farms {on Reserve clains) be taxed on the same scale as the
existing diamond mines; that the subdivisions be declared nuil
and void; that diggers' licences be Limited to those Europesns
Who eamed thelr living through digging only - and that rich
feamers, speculators and othe~ “oneyed eléments be excluded from
algging altogether. They also demanded that any further
prospecting be carried cut by white labour enly, with & minimum
of & 'native labourers’, and only ome ~lain for each
aigger.8¢

All these demands were taken up in the Precious Stones Bill
introduced by Beyers, the Minister of Mines, to the House of
Resenbly in January 1927. They had not appeared in any of the
draft alluvial diamond legislation introduced by the Pact
between 1924 and 1926, and were clearly taken up by them only
when their value became apparent in late 1926, The ugitation so
skilfully sngincersd by Ireton and Thom therefore provided the

with -~ the 'capifalist pestst -
for the i ion of this i islation. These
were the local capitalists who had invested in the farms as
landowners, or who had purchased Reserve claims on the

79The star 12 November 1926.
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subdivided portions of Grasfortein and Welverdiend. From this
point, the Pact justified its alluvial diamond policy as being
in the interests of the small man. Superficially this appeared
o be so. Numerous letters to the Minister of Mines throughout
1927 bear vitness to the widely held bellaf amongst diggers that
the Pact was, by this policy, the small
man £rom the ‘capitalists’. Just whose i were

policy become clearer only once the pravisions of the Precious
Stones Act were implemented after November 1927.

Conclusion

The alluvial diggings, now the Utopia of the small man,
v i i from pitalist

the nesds of monapoly capital from a number of angles. First, as
early as 1924 Oppenheimer stated that ane of the ways of
contralling the output from the alluvial fields was Zor the
government to take the power through legisiation to restrict the
use of 'caloursd labour' an the alluvial areas, rather than to
tackle the private rights of landowners head-on. The effect
would be that only whites woud Pe employed, and instead of the
use of large gengs of labourers on the better-paying concerns on
the alluvial diggings, a few whites might be employed by the
more enterprising diggers, and the recovery would probably be
wery much reduced’®!

The policy of one-man one~claim; the restriction of the use
of black labour, and the elimination of the companies and
syndicates formed the core of both the diggers' demands and the
needs of monapaly capital at this particular juncture. This

Blps gaz, F5/73, G
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intersection meshad rather neatly with the political needs of
the Pact, masquerading as the vehicle for the aspirations of the
small wen in his struggle against the capitalists. It was the
locsl capitalists on the fialds - both the owners of the Reserve
claine on the various subdivided portions of the farmé and the

and larg digging who were the
victing of the pupulist policies of the Pact. We must not lose
sight: of the fact, hovever, that in pursuit of this policy, the
Pact vas not: selflessly supporting the small man, but ensuring
the dominance of wonopoly capital in the sphere of diamond
production. Tn this piece of legislation therefore, the Pact was
working *hand $n hand® with the diamond magnates, and as D.F.
Braslin asserted, the provisions of the Precious Stones Act were
in favour of the 'big interests' and ’to bh... with the small
spratst.®2The bonds which were forged in this period of crisis
between the South African state and the diamond magnates grew
more strong, and their fnterest wove common over time. This
particular incident seems to underline the belief of R.
Milliband that whenevey the modern state jntervenes there 'in an
exceptionally stvong position compared with other groups, will
businesswen be found to influence and to determine the nature of
that intervention'.8®

B2uNw 886, mm525/27, 'Comments!, C.D.F. Braslin to F.W.
Beyers, Minister of Mines, 4 June 1927.
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Chapter Four

COMMUNITY POLITICS ON THE LICHTENBURG :
FIELDS, 3826-192% i

e urducky cne, the ignorant and the oppressed have anly
cre oo concl.usmn o come to, and that is that they have been

the paor dxqqr\r has been beaten so often
that he Bes st £aith in anyining being run straight for
his benefit. He has been beaten from forming amall
sy i be has besn beaten from obtaining employment
£rom small companies; he has been besten from obtaining
financial support from the buyers who are mostly on the spot
slmost daily; and last, but not least, he has been beaten
from participating in one of the richest known alluvial
#ields in the world - namely Nanagealand - on the ground
that o have 2 lat of poor diggers thete wowld make

orse than betox and cause grestor starvasiin
Than at present axist

Introduction.

This chapter exanines digger politics between December 1927,
when the contyoversia) Precious Stones Bill becane law, and the
June 1839 general elact In that election a relativel |
unknown i AJ. the is of the Digyers'
Union of South Africa (DU, a Lichtenburg resident and diamond
buyer on the diggings, won the Lichtenburg seat for the NP. He
had no political credentials before he arrived on the diggings i
after resigning his commission with the SADF in 1926, and kept a
low profile in lacal politics until his election to the ¢ =
executive of the U in April 1928. He was elected President of
the DU in August 1328, In July 1928 a meeting of Nationalist
dalegates on the diggings resclved to nominate him ta appose
Tielman Roos, the 'Wationalist Lion' and long-standing Wational
Party (NP) member for Lichtenburg (14 years), leader of the

lrhe star 3 ootober 1928.
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Transvaal NP and Minister of Justice in the Pact cabinet,
because of the treatment of the digging community by the NP. In
October 1928 Ruos, using all his political muscle, narrowly
secured the official nomination for his Lichtenburg seat.
Swanepoel, however, refused to capitulate and announced his
intention to stand as an Nationalist candidats: 'He
vas a staunch ist but (he) that an
had a better chance than a party of criticising the WP
1 'In 1928 Roos the District
Committee of the NP and withdrew his candidacy for the
Lichtenbury sest. His decision, he said, vas 'to give the
diggers a chance to have their own representative in
8 vas then nomi by the NP district
committes and in June 2929 he won the seat for the NP in a
three-cornered contest,?

Tnis exciting rural political battle in a western Transvaal
constituency in the late 1920's allows us to examine the local
political of the for the
rationalisation of the alluvial diawond digging industry. This
rationalisation was acoomplished through the agency of the
Precious Stones Act. As @ result of this policy the digging
communiky was tyansformed: their former rights were severely
ciroapscrived, indluding the right to produce as many diumonds
as they could sell, and to have unfettered access to new
deposits of gravel within the Unjon. As a privileged community
of white thay this pelicy
change to be a betrayal because they depended upon a close
relationship with the state for the survival of these rights.

“This paragraph on A.J. Swanepoel is gleaned irmn the

seurces: . Reitz (ed.) Die Nas: 39;@ e _Boek, Pretoria,
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This relationship defined the content of their political
ideclogy which stressed their antipathy to the 'money-bags'
whose centralising snd ising proclivities

their priviledged access to 'public! property. It also defined
thelxr racial atbitudes towards 'persons of colour! who were
simply seen {and used) as labourers, without the legal might to
oum calus or to handle dlamonds. Indeed for sowe diggers even
this was too nuch, and they wished for z strict vhite labour
policy to be followed on the dlygings.

The support and patyonage of the state is of central
importance in understending the politics of this community. From
1924 their relationship with the Pact government was very close.
Almost 85 per cent of the white diggings population were
Afrikaners, nearly 70 per cent came from the rural areas of the
Transvasl, and the majority of them had voted for the NP in the
1924 election.® Indeed the NP saw the digging community in the
south-westarn districts of the Transvasl as an importent section
of thetr yural support and promised continued state protection
o them, extended and continucus proclamations of more alluvial
gravel, and the eventual throwing cpen of the Native Reserves to
prospecting (which the SAP had always opposed). The four westerm

. o . o
and Wolmaransstad formed the hub of the NP support in the
Transvaal platteland, and it was in these western districts that

the digging community was centred.® In ancther nine
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constituencies in the Union the digging community vas sald to
have had an important impact.® This wekes the relationship
between the digging community and the Pact an important area of
analysis. The Pact's relationship with this community was
severaly skrained by the passing of the Precious Stones Act in
Decenber 1927, This chapter examines the political effects of
this on the NP and its support on the Lichtenbury diggings.

Diggers were cbviously not passive political actors in this
pericd, as has been asserted by some historians, Because the
digging community was represented pelitically by Tielman Roos
until 1929, and thereatter by a candidate who stood as a
Nationalist, it was assuned that the diggers had a harmonious
palitical relationship with the NP leadership.® Contemporaries
had a Qiffevent view: they did note political activity amangst
the diggers but characterised any political deviance from the NP
party Mne as South Afrivan Party (SAF) propaganda. Independent
candidates who stood for 'diggers' interests were alsc Seen as
Gaing so because of SAP propaganda. Tislmen Recs warned diggers
that 'through the influence of the SA? vide we shall again hear
the Independent candidates who desire to represent certain
sections.... The duty of the WP is plain - vote for the
Nationalist candidate where there is one put up, but if there is
na i vete for the i of the Laboux
party.?  ¥et the SAP's involvement in politics on the
dggings was minimal, as Smuts acknowledged In 1929, and the SAP
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never seriously contemplated gaining the allegiance of the
d.igg‘et.s ® mhus when NP spokesmen placed the blame for digger
on 5AP local digger politicians
denied the charge as crude attenpts by the party to explain away
genuine local political grievances against the Pact government,
This conflict between the party and s pupular base thus tells
us much about this anbivalent relstionship and of the political
consaicusness of the digging ity, said to have 1
of 'poor whites' who hed ittle pover of their own to determine
their political fortunes.?

Palitical developments on the diggings before December 1927
Clearly revealed the vulnerability of the NP on the question of
their popular legitimacy and the gemuineness of their desire to
protect the small man. An example of this was the response of
‘the NP to the popular movement associated with Ireton and

om, 3% In 1927 the NP wes outreached by the demends of this
local diggers' movement which sought a vishble political and
economic programme for the marginalised digging community.
Initially, popular support for this wovement was iimited to
spontanecus demonstrations for wore ground and dissatisfaction
with govermnment officials on the diggings. Soon more ambitious
demands were made for the stete to interfere in the free market
by expropriating the Reserve claims of local capitalists, and
establishing a 'small man's 4iggings' for white Qiggers only.
These demands were made within the ambit of the Pact's political
and econemic which to serve the i
©F the 'poor white', Al these schemes of the diggers were

Record and Western 1 Newg 25

B7he K
trtoper 1929,
Sgee for exampl& R. Davies,
Lebour in South Africa, 1900-1960, snghton, 1979
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dependent upon the patronage of the state and the support of the
Pact, and this clearly limitnd their wenceuvrability, Because of
this Unitation Ireton and Thow could not furn their popular
rhetoric inte a viahle political programme, and were, therefors,
not: able to enter into the realm of party politics. And despite
froquent cuggestisns ixom disidusioncd diggers, Ireton and Thom
aid not jettisen tneir alleglance to the NP until late 1927.

Once the ramifications of the now alluvial policy became
clear, many diggers threatened to follaw their own class
Interests outside of the NP, which they €elt was unsympathetic
to their needs.hese themes bacame especially important
fallowing the pe
2927. This chapter therafore bugins with an examination of the
Ampsct: of the Act on the Lichtonburg digging community. It then
examines its effects for the nature of digging politics, and
finally it ewomines the political implications for tha NE.

o of the Prowins Stones Act in Deceuber

‘The Precious Stonas Act was the NP's political statement to
the digging y. It clearly a
te control the worst excesses of local capitalist
entxeprenurship, and o bring the small, bona fide digger under
the patronage of the state. the price pald for this was heavy -
total state contrel of tho nature, seope and form of alluvial
Qigying within the Union. The extent and nature of this control
wos only yevealed afver the Bill became law, when the betrayal
of the digging community by the Pact became clear.

Even while the Act was being quided over its last hurdle at
the Joint Sitting of the Heuses of Parliament early in November
1927, impoverished diggers, driven by hunger for more ground,
{nsisted on what they saw as their public right to dly on the
Reserve clams an the fichtenburg farms. on 4 November Thawm
addressed 'the Lawyent yothering that has been saen-on
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Grasfontein': because Minister Beyers had given his word that
the Precious Stones Bill would be passed without any amendment,
the diggers, he announced to the cansternation of the mining .
officials, could peg the ground on the ownexs' Reserves on

Portions 5, T, and U of Grasfontein in anticipation of the Act
throwing the ground open to the public, ™With a cheer resembling >'
that at the start of a great rush, the meeting broke up and
diggers sped for the portions named.' This display of popular K
Justice horrifisd Beyers, the Minister of Mines: 'the pegging of N
the owner's and discoverer's claims on §, T, and U of the farm
was altogether illegal and when the new Bill was passed pegging
would still be illegal,’ he stated. It was only with the
greatest of Qifficulty that diggers were persuaded to refrain
f£rom digging on their newly acyuired clains on the Reserves of
Grasfontein. Beyers was not popular, 'The Minister... had sent
50 many messages that they did not know where they stood!, and
because of this, stated Thom, he would refuse to pull up his
pegs.1l

More bad news was to follow. The Regulations published under
the new Act revealed the full extent of the government's design
fundanentally to alter the character of alluvial digging. First, '
although the Act eliminated the activities of loval capitalists, . LA
Beyers, for fear of encouraging digging, made no provision to
throw their Reserve claims open to public pegging. Second, he .
prohibited all prospecting in the Union for a period of one o
year. Finally, he announced that the Namaqualand deposits would i
be withdrawn from public pegging and natlonalised. They would be
worked by 'poor Namagualanders' for wages in a state-run
enterprise. Thus at one stroke Beyers brought this independent
industry to an abrupt halt, and dashed all hopes that the rich
deposits of alluvial gravel at Lichtenburg and on the coast of

llmhe gtar 4 November 1927.
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Namagualand would be thrown open to the diggers, and that
further prospecting would open up new deposits throughout the
Undon for them. He furthermore decided strictly to control the
numbers of new diggers, by liniting the issue of new licences,
and restricting the scale of digging cperations allowed on a
public alluvial digging: 'There are too many diggers,' he said,
'and there must be Fewer' and new regulations would help to
limit and scatter the diggers.l?

Thom was outraged. At thé eleventh hour the Minister had
betrayed the poor diggers and made a present of the diggings to
the capitalists. The Minister, he stated, had made a big mistake
and ‘they were tired of the word of a member of the Government.
wno did not carry it out'. The Precious Stones Act, the
testament of good will to the small digger, was now ‘the most
laughable in the history of the country as it was intended to
help Mr Solly Joel, Sir Ernest oppenheimer and the diamond
magnates'. Thoms's sentiments were echoed by other local leaders
because on this issue of more ground all diggers were for once
united in opposition. Beyers intended to cut down the number of
diggers by limiting the availability of new ground, and this
touched the digging community as a whole. The ‘new Mussolini!,
Beyers, the Minister of Mines, was blamed for this state of
affalrs and resclutions were passed at various meetings
throughout the diggings calling for an explanation from the
Minister, or for his resignation.t? '

This betrayal was the result of 'broken promises' by the
Pact, and not mere neglect of duty, as critiss had pexceived the

‘The Star 13 192/, For see the

12,
folloving: The Star 12 Octcber 1927, 3 December 1927, 20
December 1927, 21 December 1927.

13rhe star 12 November 1927.
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treatwent of the digging community in the previcus 18 months to
be. Tha tenar of digging palitics was altered by this barrage of
regw'~+ons: "Bombshell for the Diggers’, ran one headline and
“Des, . ition and Indignation” another.** Nonplussed at the
intentions of the Act, and incensed at the 'Mussolini-typs'
attitude struck by Hinister Beyers, the diggers exploded into
political activity, This ranged from the proponents of direct
action, 1° ceatened to seiza more ground before Christmas,
and who ' . wlished a 'Committee of Action' to do s, to the
more moderate stylists of the deputation and the patition.l®
In contrast to earlier protest, this betrayal of trust resulted
in vholesale disuffection of diggers towards the NP. Diggers
without ground, or working in partnerships and shares with cthex
diggers on the exhausted public areas of the fields, felt this
betxayal very keenly. Tne restrictions, xan one report, created
a welter of privation, and the poverty was incrs sing daily:

The pesple are 1 :thout food: hundreds of families have
had a bad tine diring Clristmas and are in a state of
absolute depression at the outlook for the New Year...

Nationalists, of whom there are thousands on the fields
are blaming themselves for being such fools as to
accept: the that

e quarantess that the interests of the small
man Would be lockss after and that there would be no
Purther Before the

to
Diamond Bill wan tent through these men placed 50 much
reliance cn the sincerity of the Government that they
accepted the promises made to them by Minister
Bayers... that they passed @ vote of confidsnce in him,
and the Gavemmentl but today they realised that the
bread is being taken qut of their mouths and that they
have been bluffed.

Y4ghe gtar 14 bacember 1927.

1°me Stay 39 November 1927, 3 December 1927, 13 December
1927, 20 December 1927.

167he Star 31 Dacember 1927.
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AJ. van der Merwe, a professional digger and
captured these feelings neatly in December 1927: 'T am an old
Nationalist!, he said, 'and always thought that when a

the poor man would get his

Halionalist Sovernaad e Lo pos
rights.! Instead he foced the possibility of becoming a ‘white
haffir - that was to say, a peor white'. The NP had betrayed
the peer for an alliance with the nining capitalists, and this
was shewn by the estaklishment of the state diggings in
want o stote dig,ings,’ it was stated

Namypals
> tas wa are not going to work
¢ 4% on the railways. If these fields
: hall have to vork as slaves,

IR

and the profi! ped by the foreigners.'}® Clearly
then, these marginalised diggers felt that the Pact, or

specifically the NP, had betrayed their trust.

The arrival cf the
igy:
actizn, and the go

5 in Docerbey

alled the proponents of direct
a vital olow for law and order

koticn against Thom for his role
rdiend in November 1927. Thoms'

it the cancellatien ~f his digger's certificate
snburg diggings.l® Yet this
At that they were not prepared to

‘.‘.slem eroakle-makers
ied of political activity which posed a more fundamental

ushered in a new, rether mora complex,

0 Decembor 1927,

mxw o,

cnburg. Grasfontein
o it l’w[\u 4 for Interview with Minister
i eemmection. with rents’, nmutn, Mining Commissioner
Klernsd- , 30 Hovember 1927
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challenge to the political hegemony of the NP than had the
inchoate efforts of the opportunists.

The Diguers' Union of South Africa

The Diggers' Unicn of Scuth Africa was launched on the
Lichterbury diggings in Augusk. 1927. The eaxly history of this
popular ion is stormy and ing. Tt was launched
after the statutory jve bady, the
irtee s arelis because of 1-ars that it was
1t Aiggers in May 1927.2% The Dy
ocates of direct act in the
1o Of the Preciclu Stones Act in

Diggers' C
being taken over ky ‘ra

vas evershadowed by the ad
menths which preceded the 1o
December 1527.

The DU was injtially enly supported by claimholders, about
cno-quarter of the total diggers in November 1927.21 It called
for an crderly pregranne of new praclamations and for 'more!
govecnent ¢n the dig
fur mere attractive to the marinalised diggers at this time and
wators of local political life,
gs were broken up by Thom

i message of direct action wus

205w 479, nn;ea/z7, 'Lichtenburg Diggers' Committee.
hsrye of Extortion and Aolicien, 1927, Report by G. Borcher,
gusxocary for the Buard of control'for Mlluvial Diaond
‘Ingpestion Report of Offices of Digger's Committee,
Lichtenburq district!, 15 March 1927; C. Jack, Acting Mining
Commis: er to Under Secretazy for Mines, Ref. mced7/27, 'In
cennection with Momdrations for eloction of Lishtenburg Digger's
Commitkeer, 11 May 192 2 November 1926, 11 November
1526, 28 Hay 1927.

2lunw 898, mm2332/27, 'Roport of meeting Mining
Commissioner Klerksdorp. Guestion of Proclamation of new
Grouna, Wotes of 4 meating hold in the Minstaris otfice
between £ the Digger's and the
Feroursble Minister for iines on e esday 23 November 1937 at
pm
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and his supporters, or by some other advocate of dicect
action.?? Following Thom's untimely political demise in
December 1927, the DU was i on a more sy

basis, collections of membership fees began, branches were set
up on the local :ugqmgs and a constitution was drawn up.2?
Tts now the i of the
swall man, because the Minister had capitulated to the interests
of the diamond magnates by closing Namagualand, disallowing
prospecting and by attempting to disperse the dj /gers.

The new President of the DU was F.J. Rheedurs, a former
member of the cld Orange Free State volksraad and well-known
farmer-digger at Lichtenburg, who saw the nead for diggers to
speak with one voloe in order to obtain redress: 'If we approach
Nr Beyers as one man’, he stated, 'he must listen to us.’
“Therefore, he said, ‘let us form a big body in order that we may
make our influence felt.'"*% The DU's programme called for the
proclamation of more ground and the reversal of the decision to
decl re the Namaqualand fields - the richest alluvial fields in
the world - out of bounds to the diggers, and this vas its
dravcard. By late Dacember the Diggers Union was 'on the eve of
great changes' s digger politics were reorganised in the wake
of the governments breach of promise.®

225ea 1ANW £98, mN2332/27, Report of Meeting', J. Senekal,
President Delvers Unie to Minister for Mines, 17 November 1927
HNW 392, nnlsse/2i, ‘Discension of Diggers' Comwittee/Union
October 1927 over deputation to Minister of Mines', "Memorandum
of Interview with Mr 2.0. Senekal, House of Assembly, 18 Octobar
1927, Ref. mmct811/27; The Star 3 December 1927, 12 October
1927.

23The Star 29 December 1927.
241nia.

2Sppig.
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The DU's rise to political prominence in 1928 resulted
divectly from the callous treatment of the digging community by
Beyers, and the Pact cabinet, Theix responses to the digging
community read as a combination of bad timing and a comedy of
political errors. The DU initially stuck to its constitution,
and kept its nose out of party politics, although the majority
of its members vere Nationalists, or had supported the NP at the
last election.?® The DU was therefore an organisation of
producers drawn together by common interests, and therefore ‘all
diggers were members of the Diggers' Party'.?” In the first
few months of 1228 it seemed as if the community would treat
thedr betrayal as a purely ‘domestic concern’. This was neatly
illustrated at a DU mecting held at Potchefstroom in February
1928. The Chairman, J.P. Nel, was a Nationalist supporter who
stated that the diggers must not be afraid to criticise the
government even if they were Nationalists: 'If they saw
injustice being done to the Pecple of South Africa it was their
duty no matter what their Party to air their grievances.'28
These discussions then centred on the person of the Minister of
Mines, rather than the NP in general and moves were scon afoot
in Nationalist circles to 'upset My Beyers' apple cart’, for the
Minister was 'too buckram and tnbending' in the attitude he had
taken up towards the diggings.??

The 'buckram’ Minister proved a most difficult opponent. A
veritable flood of deputstions wes despatched to plead with him
o reverse his decision to declare Namaqualand a state diggings.
The DU was particularly vocal. Early in December 1927 a

28The Potohefstyoom Herald 28 February 1928.
27the Star 29 December 1927.

287ne potchefsirocm Herald 28 February 1928.
2°rhe Potchefstroom Herald 6 March 1928.
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£rom the DU ing 10 000 dlggers was sent to
see the Minister: "Providencs (had) indicated a solution to the
poor white problen in the discovery of diawonds in Namagualand,’
stated the petitioners, and 'They were the property of the State
and the public.'¥0 Bheeders, president of the DU, warnad
Beyers that if he went ahead there 'would be trouble!. Beyers
agreed to lay the matter before the Cabinet and promised to open
new ground for diggers before the New Year. These promises were
vague and the delegates were not satisfied.’) A meeting of the
Union at Welverdiend on 20 December demanded that Beyers 'visit
the diggings and thereb became parsonally acquainted with the
poverty and distress prevailing'. In the event of the Minister
refusing ‘the meeting resolved that the diggers should proceed
to Pretoria in mass to interview him'.?2 The opinion of the
meeting was that ‘Mr Beyers seems determined to exterminate us'
and that ‘the poor white problem has been dropped in the
interests of the millionajres'.’? Anather stated that 'In the
Bill there was far toc much power vested in one man - the
Minister of Mines.'?® The meeting scnt a telegram to the
Minister: 'Mass meeting of Diggers urgently requests you to
appoint a Commission to inquire into the one sided application
of the diamond lav as the result of which serious consequences
way follow and staxvation unworthy of any government.'35

On 24 February the Cabinet officielly rejected the DU's

*rpig.
32The gtar 20 December 1827.

33The gtar 22 December 1927.
31big.
357pia,
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demands, but announced that within three weeks certain areas on
Grasfontein would be proclaimed as a restricted alluvial
digging.3¢ Five days later the Department of Mines closed down
the last remaining company on the Lichtenburg diggings,
sen diggers out of wage

welverdiond Blamends, throwing at lea
work.3? Max Thounissen, chairman of the DU Relief Committee,
ascribed the increase in poverty on the diggings directly to the
government's palicy: I canno: rofrain from expressing the view
{he said) that the sawe policy of drift, which was attributed to
the Smuts Gvt (sic), particularly in regard to the 1922 strike,
is now being worthily carried out by the present Government,
through the mediun of the Minister of Mines.'38 It was freely
stated that 'as Minister Beyers op dic delwerye durf verskyn, hy
verskeer sal word... Die gevoel is cor die algemeen baie

verbittend want die mense redencer dat die Regering die
delverye will dood druk deur dia delwers uit te honger.’® a

wave of anti i grew and ‘large
gatherings were practically unanimous in their desire to
averthrow the present Government',%® Avowed Nationalists were
loudest in their cendemnation and were detormined to *throw all

€unw g98, mn2232/27, 'Report of Meeting', Telegram,
Minister for Mines to H.C. Brink and F.J. Rheeders (President,
By, 24 \‘cbxu.\x/ 1

7

%01, mmz525/27, ‘Secretary Native Affairs re
Application of Scction 73(2) P/S Act 44/27', Commissioner of

Police to Sccretary of Mines, Rel. SAPY/179/27, 'Preclous Stones
Act No.44 of 1927, 29 rmruary 1928; @ Potche: erald
30 tarch 1928

%07 918, Tma96/28, ‘Lichtenbury Diggings (Poverty on the
Diggings)!, ¥, Theunissen, Chairman, Relief Committee, to the
Yichtenburg Magistrate, 're Pauper Leliefr, 29 February 1928.

3%pie Bupger 1 Harch Loz,

49che_pakche

1d 9 March 1928.




108

their political influence into the scale against what they saw
2s a policy of spoliation'. The DU urged that membe: s of the
House of Assembly representing digging comunities should resign
notwithstanding the fact that their erganisation was purportedly
apolitical.tt

The Transvaal Nationalist MP's ware reported to be behind the
eire-pulling!, and they stated that Beyers ought to be replaced
by 'Mr Rocs {who) is the only Minister who has the patience,
tact and courage' to settle the digging problem.*? adve. ate
A.S. Van Hees, a high-ranking official in the Transvaal NP,
visited all the evil on the %“iwwer of Mines, whe, he urged,

should resign if he fajls “e ban on prospecting.43
The Transvaal Natisnaliste «ore concerned when the
Delimitation Commission rep.. “he digging population in
he western Transvaa) was includea vithin seversl constituencies
and not a single compact M In the L

constituency diggers constituted (2 per cent of the total number
of voters, The digging question lay 'Like a Pall over
| stated the Herald in March 1928.45

There were local ripples of this discontent as well. In
Ventersdorp the snortage of alluvial gravel ut the Droogepan and
Reismiexbuit divgings resulted in the Jocal branch of the NP
indulging in some ‘vigorous oriticism' of the Minister of Mines
and hic xeotrictive policy. This vocal cbjection Was Laken up by

A1y,
“2phe potchefstroom Herald 6 March 1928.
43 sdorn Record and Western 1 News 3
February 1928,
447pe potchafstroom Hexald 11 May 1928.

“Sthe potchefstroon Herald 6 March 1928.
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the Potchefstroom Town Council, which expressed similar
sentiments.4® A deputation from these diggings, led by Mrs
H.H. Steyn, ‘the most prominent leader of the Women's lfational
Party in the ) was to see the

Minister, bearing a petition which appealed for move ground and
signed by 90 per cent of the claimholders on the diggings. Other
western Transvaal local branches began to sponsor their own
progranues for the alleviation of distress occesioned by the
policies of the Minister. The Klerksdorp branch of the NP also
‘requested Minister Beyers to repeal the restrictions regarding
prospecting of private farms, as also the restrictions on pecple
who may legally dig'.47?

Bayers was unbending, The proclamation of parts of
Grasfontein in Karch 1928 os a 'Restricted! digging was a dismal
fallure. Mora than 4000 'deserving’ diggers took part in the
lottery for claims, and only a 1000 were succesful. Despite
this, and the scale of depriviation which was highlighted, at
the close of Morch 1928 Beyers reiterated his government's
intention not to reconsider their Namagualand policy.!® The
political results of this policy, he felt, would be negligible
and he was wanvinced that the diggers would always vote for the
NP: ‘It would be an act of folly on the part of the diggers to
vete for (the SAP), a party to which the Diamond Syndicate owed
alleglance.... The Agers would therefore always oppose the
12

Oppenheiner party. Beyers was correct in thinking that

“SIho gtar @ May 1925, 10 May 1928, 15 May 1928, 10 oy
1923,19 Hay 1028, 22 slay 1928; The Potghefstroom Herald 15 May
1928,

“"ha Klerksdorn Record and Wostern Transvaal News § April
1928,

49phe Potchefstroon Harald 30 March 1928,
4%The Diamand Fields Advertiser 14 Juna 1928.
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the Potchefstroom Town Council, which expressed similar
sentiments,%6 A deputation from these diggings, led by Mre
H.H. Steyn, ‘the most prominent leader af the Wowen's Hational
Party in the , was to see the

Minister, bearing a petition which appealed for more ground and
signed by 90 per cent of the claimholders on the diggings. Other
westarn Transvaal local branches began to sponsor their own
programmes for the alleviation of distress occasioned by the
policies of the Minister, The Klerksdorp branch of the NP alsc
\rec-ested Minister Beyers to repeal the restrictions regarding
prospecting of private farms, as also the restrictions on people
whe may legally digt.47

Beyers was unbending. The proclamation of parts of
Grasfontein in March 1928 as a 'Restricted' digging was a dismal
failure. More than 4000 'deserving' diggers took part in the
lottery for claims, and only & 1000 were succesful. Despite
this, and the scale of depriviation which was highlighted, st
the Close of March 1928 Beyers reiterated his government's

not to ider their policy.?8 The
pailirical yesults of this policy, he felt, would be negligible
and he vas convinced that the diggers would always vete for the
NP: It would be an act of folly on the part of the diggers to
vote for (the SAP), a party to which the Diamond Syndicate owed
altegiance.... The diggers would therefore always oppose the
oppenhatner party.**® Beysis was correct in thinking that

6rhe star 8 may 1328, 10 May 1928, 3 Way 1028 18 May
1923,19 May 1928, 22 May 1928; The Botcherutroon Herald 15 May

A7pe Record and Western Naws 5 April
1928.

48pne_potchefstroon Herald 30 March 1928.

4®rhe piagond Fields Advertiser 14 June 1928,
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diggers would not support the SAP; but his caloulations did not
include the possibility that diggers would abandon the NP.

That the dlggers' plight was growing desperate in the middle
months of 1928 was lllustrated by avents leading to the Kadalie
Stxike in June 1928, invelving 35 000 African labourers across
the entire length of the diggings.5® on Friday 15 June a
smesting of the DU resclved that because of the falling price of
diamonds, due they stated to competition from the state diggings
in Namaqualand, a blanket reduction in the wages paid to claim
workers was in order,5! on Monday 18 June some 5000 workers on
Grasfontein came out on Strike in protest against this, the
ultinate cost-cutting alternative of the marginalised digger. on
Tuesday the movement spread spontanecusly to other sectlons of
the fields, and by Wednesday the entire area of the diggings was
idle. Rapid consultabion between the Director of Native Labour,
Hajor H.5. Cook, tha DU, and the Industrial and Commercial
Workers Union followed in an effort to resolve the crisis. on
Friday the DU rescinded their desision of a previous week and
the strike was terminated, but it had raised a number o”
important. ssues. The marginalised diggers could hardly afford
to pay ‘living wages' in a declining market, argued the DU,
without the prospect of gakting more ground.’? Many of the
diggers, although not 2ll, wera not in a pesition to pay any
wages on a regular basls, and cne of the complaints of the

. 4,

3

50xys 421, File No. 3/978/26, 'Faction Fight at Alluvial
0igging Transvaal 1926, Native Strike at Diggings (June 1928),
‘Report of Meeting held in South African Police Office,
Elandsputte’, 20 June 1928, See also H. Bradfcrd, "The
Industzial and Comnersial Workers Union of Africa in the South
cuntryside, 1924-1930" Bh.D. thesis, University of the
Witwatersrand 1965, pp.239-24

Slphe gtar 18 gune 1328,
S2pne piamond Fields Advertiser 2 June 1928,
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strikers was that the wajority of employers failed to pay wages
in months when no finds were recorded. All the blame Zor the
strike was placed on the diggers by the authorities.5? The pu
for its paxt blamed the alluvial policy of the Minister of Mines
who vearvlered the pn mation of new ground and marketed the
Namagualand diawonds in on with the Li

whon the for the restrictive policy was
averprodustion.5t

At the end of July 1928 the diggers presented a patition to

the " NP Annual Con that ‘Govi and if
necessary Parliament, close the Namagualand diggings and
prohibit the export of ml , and

that their policy was leading to poverty and destitution for the
digging community which Supported at least 40 000 whites (whilst
the mining companies, which were benefiting from this policy,
emplayed fewor than 7000 white workers).3® The Congress was
unsympathetie, and Roos‘s veaction was particularly
disheartening: 'The Namaqualand fields had been proclaimed for
the sole reason of enabling the poor whites there to obtain
employment,' he state® and he diggers' representatives
tearetully considered! their objections to this policy their
grievances 'vould be dissipated:3®

Matters began to move rather rapidly from this peint. In
August 1828 the DU held its firse Annval Conference and elected
a now Executive. M. Swancpoel was nominated as the new

53508 421, File No, 397820, 'Faction Fight!, 'Report of
Heeting', 20 Junws 1928,

rar 19 June 1903, 2% June 1938,

Pabelef ot panm flerald 24 July 1928,

SEAT 8 Augn it 1ala,
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President of the D057 The DU,' commented the press, 'has now
put its house in oxder, and the election of Mr AJJ. Swanepoel as
Presigent: is an indication that the Union is as active as ever,
and is likely to make its presence felt in the near future.'>8
Swanepocl geclared his political testament at this meeting: T
am a Nationalist.. and one of the workers who placed the party
in power. Teday I am still in favour of the principles of the
party, but T an no worshipper of persons. The diggers, he
continued, had @ duty to remove any wheel in the party machinery
that was loose, and if they ald not remove the present
#inistexi.  sstruction then the capitalists would reign over
the swall man. Their remedy, he concluded, lay in the ballot
box. 'Away with Bayers,' agread the Congress. 'Away with the
Government, and away with the whole of the National Party.!59
#fhese sentiments were widely held, and immediately follewing the

plans to get in Parlizment were

announced by members of the DU.SO

At lcast three membors of the DU executive announced plans to
stand as Independent candidates. One of them, Captsin Max
Theunissen, chairman of the DU Relief Committee, reasoned this
way: Why shouldn't the diggers, who represent one-twentisth of
the population, not be representca by their awn man, who wowld
not be bound ‘hand and foot! by the decisions of a caucus? 'Mr
Bayers, Hx Roos, the Cabinet, and the whole of the Natjunalist
Party wern resprnsinle f5¢ the plight of tha digging communily,’

37rhe gtar 2 Angunt 1928.

5stj§
& July 1928. See also The Star 2 Auqust 1928,
Auquvt 1925, [ Septombt.r 1928 for further confirmation of thas
feelings,
501pig,
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fe continued. ‘The party had not come up to the mark' and it was
time for a change.5l M.C. Brink, the second DU candidate, put
this decision In context. If the diggers could establish an
Independent Diggers Party in the Western Transvaal and in
Namagualand they could have the pelitical muscle to swing some
15 constituencies, which number would be sufficient to *turn the
scales' on digging questions in Parliamsnt itself. Brink was an
SAP man, and his decision to stand as an Independent biggexr
candidate was brought about by Smits’s refusal to commit himself
0 supporting the Namagualand digging scheme which Brink saw as
the sclution to the 'puor white question!. A.T. Swaneposl, in
contrast to these o men, was a Committed Nationalist:

(Mx Swanepoel) is A good Nationalist and a staunch
rikander, and above all, he is not an attomey or an
advocate - the past has proved thet we have 95 parcent
oo many of these pecple representing the voters. What
we want in Parliament are practical men - men who place
the interest and welfare of the people and the country
bafore that of henour and position. I am sure that Mr
Swanepoel is that stamp of man. His being a resident of
Lichtenpurg means o lot. I have always agvocated local
1t is so ridi that a constituen:
should be represented by a man because he is a good
speaker and advecate. As things are today, and hging
governed by a caucus, we want a local man.

Swanepoel's decision to stand as ar Independent Nationalist was

only arrived ok because the vistrict Committee of tha NP®

resclved to renominate Tieluan Roas for the Lichtenburg
seat.53 getveen August and November 1928 Roos and the NP waged
 strang campaign to recapture the political support of the

Slpne star 6 September 1928,
$2phe gtar 10 august 1928,
S3Ihe star 8 August 1928, 16 August 1928, 17 August 1928.
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digging ity. But was i by the NP
branches on the diggings as their candidate for the
constituency.54 This move caused a 'political sensation’
because the Lichtenbury constituency was almost entirely merged
in the diggings.%® 'This means (an observer noted) that if My
Swanepoel's name is included in the purely party nomination

(sit) there is every possibility of the Nationalists voting in R
his favour imstead of for Mr Roos.'®6 mhe political v

IS
ramifications of this were manifold. The possibility of Roos N

falling foul' of the diggers would be 'most undignified’ for {
such a senior member of the party and a severe blow to the party
prestige.57 on the other hand, Swanepoel was determined to

stand for the seat even should the NP District Comwittee not
nominate him: ‘he proposes to contest the seat as an Independent
Hationalist, as he does not intend that the decision of the
caucus shall be binding on him....'%8
0os and the di N

Every effort was thrown behind Roos's campaign to recapture
the diggers’ vote. Beyers, the untortunate Minister of Mines,
was summararily retired, and Roos vas rifointed Acting Minister
in his stead, With the personality of Beyers thus conveniently
excised from the public eye, Roos hoped that he could assume the
mantle of the savicur . the digging ?u\mumty. His campaign was

S4Tne gtar 22 November 1928.

65phe gtar 2 August 1928, 16 August 1928,
“®rne star 22 November 1928

671m1q.

S8rha Star 2 August 1928.
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summed up by one simple headline: 'Mxr Roos's Pot of Honey'.5?
He arrived at Lichtensurg in August 1928 bearing metaphorical
gifts for the diggers whom he thought could be easily bought, by
promises of new ground and a relaxation of the 'Tzar-like'
attituds of Bayers. The DU, which met with the Minister,
presented a memorandum of 13 points and Reos agreed to all
points without any reservation.”® He agreed te proclaim 19

imed portions of in formerly held by the local
capitai.sts. 'When I was in Cape Town,’ commented Swanepoel
sourly, 'Mr Beyers said that any further proclamations at
Welverdiend were impossible.! Now it vas miraculously achieved
in a single momert. 'Yes (he continued) the electicn is drawing
near.'’ Roos also readily agreed to the throwing open of
Goedgedacht and Holfontein farms in th: Ventersdorp district for
digge. 5 on the Roodepan diggings who had been agitating
furiously for the opening of more ground in the area to relieve
their distress. He agreed to investigate the problem of
tremoving undesirables' from the locations on the diggings and a
more stringent application of the pass law on the diggings.”2
And with a final flourish he stated that so impressed was he
with the 'schemes of reorganisation of the Diggers' Union' that
he would consider an official allowance to the Union for the
good werk they had done.’? He also had gifts for his
constituents vho were not diggers. He temporarily dazzled the
Lichtenburg Town Council and the Chamber of Commerce by

promising to supporl o scheme for the proclamation of the

S%Tne star 20 September 1928.
7O9he Star 10 August 1925,
Tizpid.

727he star 20 September 1928.
737he Star 20 September 1928.
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Townlands {which had been prospected nearly 18 months before),
thereby hoping to satisfy the local retailing and commercial
D who had ive interests in
the digging 74 fhese capitalist i one of
the fastest growing sections of the local economy and thelr
continued prosperity was closely tied to the fortunes of the
diggexs on the more i i of the
Namagualand scheme and of state control of production, hovever,
Roos was deathly silent.

Rocs's silences wera omincus for the future of the digging
community. His ‘pet of heney' effersd no long term sclutions,
for the government had declared itself in favour of monopoly
control of the diamond industry. As one digger put it, ‘the
riches are being Kkept for the Government and the
capitalists.'?® The government's policy, it was clear, was 'to
close all the Transvaal diggings', and to visit the costs of
contral on the poor diggers.’® This underlying hidden agenda
became clearer towards the conclusion of 1928. The much-vaunted
Welverdiend proclamation was a total fiasco: the area of ground
available was insufficient for the thousands of diggers who took
part in the ballet for clains, and diggers who drev claims were
offered up to £300 for their claims.”? At Goedgedacht and
Holfonteln there were similar problems. Roos's promises to the
DU that the state's diamond production from Namaqualand would
not affact the ruling price for Lichtenburg e
a drop in price of local stones of between ten and twenty per

was belied by

74rhe stay 18 August 1928,
75The Star 16 August 1928.
761nid.

77Che stay ¢ August 1928,
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cent in November 1928.7% Theunissen, one of the Independent
Digger candidates, declared that the diggers were 'hluffed into
the recent vote of confidence in Roos ‘by promises which would
never be fulfilled, and by the slaughter of a few fat oxen,
vhich provided a meal for hundreds of hungry diggers, who became
Roos's supporters for the day.' 'Now!, he continued, 'they are
hungry again and not one of the Minister's promises has
naterislised, and as soon as the Lion is nowinated for
Lichtenburg they will probably vanish in smoke.'7®

Swanepoel was also unimpressed with the Minister's promises.
Roos, he stated, had only made these concessions because the DU
had hammered him repeatedly on these issues.®? As for the
Pact's comnitment to the poor white, they were determined to
turn the diggers into 'white kaffirs’ - workers on relief
schemes on starvation wages ~ such as those poor Namaqualanders
an the state diggings. 'We want ground,' he added. 'We don't
want to work 1ike kaffirs.. We want to be

1Elhe i had
failed to desl sdequately with the question of poor whites, for
sihen tha Pact came to power in 1924 there were an estimated 120
000 poor whites and of these only 25 000 had been employed on
the rallways but 'at such a wage that they and their off-spring
82 1f the Caucus of the NP
voted for Roos, stated Swanepoel, he would stand as an

Indepsndent Nationalist: T want you to vote for the man who can

would remain poor whites forever

78rne star 6 November 1928.
79%ne Star 6 September 1928.
80ghe star 20 September 1028.
8lppia.
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Qo his best in the interests of the digging community".8? In
November rumours swept the diggings of the formation of a new
party, the South African Workers Party, and Swanepoel was
mentioned as its initiator.8% He had presented a memorandum of
the diggers' grisvances to the SALP earlier in the year which
gave substance to the yumours that he would meld the 'National
Council gzoup of the Labour Party’ with 'working class
Nationalists' to form the basis of this new party.85This
raised the possibility that 3 working
class Natlonalists would make gains in constituencies where the
workers vote predominated.

When the SAP advised diggers at Lichtenbury to support the
Independent candidates, Roos felt obliged ta reconsider his
nomination o the seat. His decision was certainly also coloured
by events jn Namagualand at this juncture. A group of 'Radical
Lichtenburgers!, 1ad by the now notorious Thom of Grasfontein
fane, had varicsly decanped from the Lichbenbury fiels to Port
Hollcth, the nearest to the state diggings. There
they agitated and protested against the NP's poliny, threatening
to 'storn’ the diggings unless a hearing were given them®¢ an
Independent Nationalist, the Reverend D.P. Steenkamp, announced
his candidacy there as an Indspendent Nationalist for
Nemaqualand at a stormy meeting at the port town, declaring
himself entirely disilusioned with the NP and the standing
Yationalist 4P for Namegualand, The meeting 'not only ‘passedia

83phe star 20 September 1928.

Aone star 2 November 1928,

85South  African Labour Party Collection, Annual
Conferences, KR19, Special Conference, 8 July 1928, 'Address by
Fraternal Délagate Swaneposl (DU The Star 2 November 1925.

86phe Star 31 December 1928, § January 1929, 7 January
1929, 8 Jannary 1929,

U

BN




119

vote of no coni in the but... that
the Gavernment resign'.8? Clearly then, the digging guestion
was proving a real embarrassment tc the NP, and was having
severe palitical ramifications, The government took the diggers'
threats seriously, and police reinforcements in the form of the
Natal Mcbile Calumn were speedily despatched to Port Nolloth to
foreitall direct action.

In December 1928 Roos conceded the seat.8¥ The diggers, he
stated, cught to have their own representative in Parliament.
Roos himself was offered the - 'hal ssat, and Swanepcel was
nominated and then elected by a lsi e majority to stand in the
elections as the NP candidate for the .

Conglusion

Rocs's withdrawal from the Lichtenburg seat which he held for
an unbroken pericd of 14 yoars was thus highly significent for
the fortunes of the NP on the diggings. Popular digger sentiment
which had forced Reos's withdrawal in favour of the president of
the DU was vindicated by Swanepoel's victory in the general
election of June 1929. He was elected with a majority of 743
votes over his nearest rival as M.P. for the Lichtenburg
constituency.8? His victory clearly signalled the strength of
the DU as a vehicle of political mobilisation. The NP's
capituwla = peffpler was thus reluctant and
fraught with problems, and Afrikaners on the diggings were
wobilised by 'bread-and-butber! issues, as much as by ideology.

o the woice of

87The stax 1 January 1929.
88he star 22 December 1928.
8%1ne results of the slection were: AJ. Swanepoel (NP},

1421 votes; Taljaard (SAP), 678 votes; M.C. Brink (Independent
Diggers' c:mdidata), 632 (The §tax 14 June 1929).
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This episcde in the 1920 general alection campaign qualifies
our understanding of the nature of NP political support in the
Transvaal countryside. Swanepoel stcod injtally as an
Iependent Digger! canaidate snd he was prepared to stand a3 an
90rhe NP took this threat
sericusly enough to press for Roos's nomination for a seat
elseyhere, in ordsi to retain the allegiances of the diggers.
This is important, as it has been accepted that Roos's
withdrawal from the Lichtenburg seat, a seat he had held
continually from 1915, was due to non-political reasons, rather
than to political pressures from within his constituency.®l

ination and election reveals a degree
of dissatisfaction with Roor, the leader of the Transvaal NP,
and by implication, with the entire NP, at an extremely crucial
palitical juncture. Impoverished white voters in this rural
constituency translated thedr economic grievances into political
grievances vith a great dezl of sophistication and insight. The
NP's appeal as the ‘traditional' vehicle of the Afrikaner poor
was brought into guostion by the dlggers, who were quite
prepared to support an Independent candidate, and it seems
therefore that the NP was not the unqualified politicel howe of
the Afrikaner poor, during the period of the Pact government.
The NP, in its unfamiliar role as the ruling party, entered into
a public compromise with the represer.atives of monopoly

i and tha i of the 'Ang tsht

9%%ne Star 30 August 1928,

11t is unclear as to why this incident is treated so
briskly by Brits in his study of Tielamn Rovs. He fails to
mention the opposition of the diggers to Roos's candidature as
being a factor in his decision to stand for Bethal, and he
aceounts for Roos's change of heart in terms of iliness only.
See J.p, Brits, Tielman Roos, pp.232-234.
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class.The local effects of this allisnce were immediate and
manifoud, and it was this popular discontent which the DU, and
its President, A.J, Swancpoel mobilised and drew upon, Firmly
yootad in the economic and social roalities of the diggings, the
DU provided the machinery and infrastructure for political
recruitment and mobilisation of diggers. The 'voica of the
people’ was on oocasions powarful and did not respect persons or
parties.

924.G. Garson, “fhe 1924 Goneral Elestion: a turning point in
South African history?', papor prosented at the African Studies
Assoaiation of Austzalia and the Pacific wid the Australian
Historical Ausociat fon heldl ab the tivew. Ly of Sydnoy on

8 Rugust 1962,
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Chapter Five

DIGEMNG YOUR WAY INTO THE WORKING CTASS; UNEMPTOYMENT AND
CONSCIOUSNESS AMONGST THE AFRIKANER POOR.

'...experience over many years has proved that the
non-professional digger is not prepared to exchange an
indclent, carefres ce for one demanding regular work
under supervision.'

"The General (Smuts) stated that the Government's treatment
of the alluvial diggers had been brutal and callous in the
extrene. The Government had pased as the poor man's friend
and as champion of the small diggers; in fact they had made
his lot harder than it had been under tha SAP
Government....! 2

Introduction

Afrikaner proletarianisation has prompted a uumber of studies
on the diggers at Lichtenburg. ? The creation of a dependent

;

 ywN .., file no. sw78/1, 'Alluvial Diamend Digdings.
Removal o. Diggers from the Diggings'. Meworandum by
Under-Secrotary for Sccial Welfare to Secrstary for Social
Welfare, 'On Memorandum prepared for Cabinet re' removal of
Diggers from the Diggings', 23 October 194u.

2 1Ny 935, of Precious
Stones Ack Nod of 1927, Famphlet "Tha 10 and the Ailavies
Diggings (Extract of a speech deliveved ! . feneral Smuts at
ventersdorp 21 May 1520)', § June 1929, uitegee deur Louls
Esselen, General Secretary 5SAP, 183 F:ctoria, Printed by
Wallach's P. & P, Co. Ltd., Andries sireet, Pretoria.

<=ion on The Poor
it *llenbosch, Pro

3 gee for example the Report of the &
White Problem in South Africs, 5 volum s .
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