


The fa rm  lab ou r scandal recently 
uncovered in C ourt cases and the 

p ress shocked South A frica  and the 
w orld. H ere w as exposed a sy stem  o f 

forced labou r on the fa rm s  operated 
jo intly  by G overnm ent departm en ts, the 

police force and priv ate  fa rm e rs, which 
resu lted  in m any thousan ds o f  A frican s who 

fell foul o f  p a ss  law restriction s being sh ang­
h aied  aw ay from  their fam ilie s and out o f  the 
towns to do en forced labou r on farm s.

F ir st  the G overnm ent strenuously  resisted  
any enquiry  into the scandal. Then in  m id- 
Jun e 1959 it suddenly cap itu lated , tem porarily  
suspended the schem e and announced that 
two com m ission s would investigate it.

We w ere a la rm e d  before at the evils o f  the 
fa rm  labou r schem e. We are  still m ore 
a la rm e d  now.

The two com m ission s appointed to enquire 
into the schem e a re  representative only o f 
G overnm ent and b ig  farm ing^ interests, and 
these have been the evil genius behind the 
schem e since 1947 an d  p artn ers in operating it.

T h is booklet p roduces the facts to prove th is: 
tells you the h istory  o f  the schem e and how it 
w as exposed. And it w arn s th at there will be 
forced labou r in South A frica  a s  long a s  wages 
and w orking and liv ing conditions on the fa rm s 
rem ain  scan d alous, the p a ss  law s a re  used 
a s  a  m echan ism  for the forced, cheap labour 
sy stem  and A frican s in the countryside rem ain  
poverty-stricken  and hungry fo r land.

The fa rm  lab ou r scan d al is not an  isolated 
evil. It b rin gs to  the fore  som e o f  the w orst 
featu res o f  the aparth eid , cheap labou r state 
an d  gives them  a  m ore hideous form .



A Jaw[\t Cd&cffiedple,
We were driving away from the Nigel Farm  Labour Bureau. In the car were two 

Africans, one newly released from a farm in the Eastern Transvaal, his clothes in tatters, 
his eyes staring, his hands calloused, the bones around his neck protruding gauntly from 
under his skin. His friend heard his story o f conditions on the farm, eyed him sadly and 
then said with a shake o f the head:

“ A i, it’ s a jumble sale o f people.”

“ H E H A S B E E N  SO LD  TO  A F A R M E R ”  is the phrase the African people use. 
Husbands, sons, fathers, neighbours set off in the morning and do not return at night. 
Wives and relatives make the rounds of the police stations, the jails, the hospitals, the 
mortuary.

Some lose all trace o f their menfolk for months, even longer.
Others know to go to the offices of the Labour Bureau in Market Street, at Wynberg, 

or in Kliptown where, i f  they are lucky, they will find a clerk who will tell them the man 
they are searching for “ has gone to a farm” .

These men are arrested by the police for being out after 
curfew hour, for forgetting their pass books in a jacket back 
home, for failing to report to a labour bureau within 72 
hours if  they lose their jobs, for being in arrears with their 
taxes, for being in the city without a permit.

A fter their a rre st the m en a re  not brought to 
court; they do not ap p ear before any m ag istra te ; m>~
they a re  given no chance to defend them selves, to 
explain , to p lead  “ not guilty” , to pay a  fine. And 
the m ax im u m  fine fo r these offences is a  pound or 
two.



The “ O ffe r”
Instead they are “ offered”  work on a farm. Paul Anthony, a Coloured man sent to a 

Leslie farm, described in a court statement the so-called “ offer” :
“ Shortly after 2 o’clock on the same day, I, together with many others, was brought 
before a European official whose office is near the Wynberg Police Station. The 
official separated us into two groups and said that the one group was to go to prison 
and the other to the farms. I was placed in the group that was to go to the farms, 
apparently on the ground that I was not in possession of a pass. I protested and told 
this official that I was a Coloured and that I did not carry a pass. He told me to 
shut up and he said that as I had shown that I was not capable o f keeping quiet, I 
was to be given greater punishment than the others and that I was to be sent to the 
farms for 12  months instead of six.
The official then commenced writing on a certain paper and said to me, looking at 
me angrily, “ You get 12  months” .
A Native Policeman caught me by the arm and placed my thumbprint on that piece 
of paper.
We were returned to the cells and kept in custody until the next day, when I and 23 
others were called and instructed to get on to a lorry. We got on to the lorry and it 
then proceeded in an easterly direction.”

The 15 Y ea r O ld
There was the case of a 15 year old African, Moses, returned on demand from a 

farm where he had been digging potatoes.
He had still been at school, but was told that he was 15 and so should leave and apply 

for a pass.
He was given a temporary document which he lost and as a result found himself 
arrested and taken to Court. According to Moses he was classified as a juvenile and 
sent to “ S ”  Court, Johannesburg Magistrates Court where he waited all day without 
appearing and was then given four cuts and sent home.
He walked to Alexandra.
After a few days, during which he recovered from his cuts, Moses reported to the 
peri-urban authorities to try his luck again for a “ pass” . (He was too young for a 
reference book, apparently).
The peri-urban official sent him home to get his sister to vouch that he was bom in 
Alexandra, but before he could get his sister to the pass office he was visited in his 
home by a Non-European policeman. For the second time within a week Moses 
found himself in handcuffs and on his way to a police cell.
At the police station a European police sergeant told him he was too young for farm 
labour and would have to go to “ S ”  Court again. A  little later a Non-European 
policeman told him that the White sergeant was talking nonsense and that he had 
been “ sold”  to a farmer.
He never appeared in Court and protested that he did not want to go to the farm. 
He was placed in an open-air “ cage”  and eventually his name was called out.
“ I told the White official (not a policeman this time) that I did not want to go to the 
farm. I cried. But he said I must go. He did not tell me to which farm or which 
district or how much I would be paid.
Later that day I was taken away with seven others under the guard o f bossboys” .

Steady S tream  of Cases
These were am on g the steady stre am  o f  cases that cam e before T ran svaa l 

S u p re m e  C ou rts during 1959 alleging that m en a rre sted  fo r petty breaches o f 
the law were being forced into fa rm  lab o u r — that even m en in steady  jobs were 
being shanghaied on to fa rm s ; th at N ative A ffairs D epartm en t officials, with 
the forces o f  the law behind them , were puttin g p ressu re  on frightened m en to 
p lace their th u m bp rin ts on fa rm  con tracts an d  — m ore than  a ll th is — that the 
conditions on m any o f  these fa rm s are  akin  to slavery.

. G ruesom e, b lood-chilling sto rie s have been w ritten into court affidavits 
in  one case a fte r  another, alleging forced  lab o u r and b ru tal beatings; deaths 
a fte r  a ssa u lts ; daily  beatings in the fields; locked com pounds and arm ed  gu ards; 
foul com poun ds infested with lice and ra ts.



. Tales of M isery
“ After fh adbeennat S s s O f f i c e  fo'r ^  conditi° ™  « *  farm,
in a locked prison van we were Wef * ’ 1 was taken to N.gel
waiting outside The fa rm e r  rhn«P th • . woul d be sold to a farmer who was

on ^ en tran c^ ’ ran ri^ d i^ o f'^ d M r^ c o n jtru c te d ^  t3^en t0 ah bri" k b i d i n g  with only 
were barred with iron. ’ from iron bars, and all the windows

boys* who j'av'e "m e^ s a ^  ̂ n d ^ to ld ^ ^ to^ ear^ it5*15 by ° ne ° f  the boss‘

b efore » „ o f , h e w o ; k „ ,  S i K S r ^ K J S / X J U S  , f ' i  d r r  ™  fin i!h cd  to get water e y  e were allowed only about 15 minutes

i s J S s . ’ s s i s i E

and they were infefted with inTect, and sm elled  % £ T  t  1. bl.oods«ins

. ■ U n d e r Guard  
bybo?sboyswhoW^ r r ird  S k e r r i e s 6 T h ^ ’ ™  ^  conti— >V yarded

H uddled in the rain 
under sacks these 
w o rk e rs  w ait to  go  into 

the fields.



th ere  ap p eared  to  be n o reason e^ [ s° ^ r ^ ° r O fte n T h ^ b o T sb o y s^ w o u ld  assau lt

p iU i. s ;x °m ?S S e fS ^ S S
a n d  oth er va lu ab les . T h e s e  assa ts w ere w ork ers  T h e  hoes w ere  u su a lly  used  to 

r n j ^ f t h e ^ w T y  ^ v e d V o T k e ^ s  fe e t, in  o rd er to m ake it  m ore d ifficu lt fo r h im  to

Sgtta oth er w o rk ers , I  rece ived  w o u n d s on  the h ead  an d  elsew h ere  on  m y  b o d y , 

an d  I still b ear th e  scars  o f  these w o u n d s. fa rm e r a nd a s  we go to p ress
tS £  thye C ourts in A ugust when the m atter

o f  costs will be argued.)

A  H erba lis t
T h e  p etitio n  to  cou rt fo r the releas** o f  the
“ I t  i s a  m atter o f  a lm o st com m o n  k n o w led ge  that co n d m o n s o n m a j  ^
o n  w h ich  fo rce d  la b o u r  takes p lace  are^a that the fo o d  is  inad eq u ate and
g u a r d e d  b y  d a y  in many cases and locked P J  ?  moreover no proper supervision
the la b o u re rs  are n ot p r o p e r l y  h o u s e d  J ohr” erslsar^ ° r̂ te" 0 f oPr ced  to w o rk  un til 
o f  the con d ition s w ith  th e irefu llt 1  ^  u n d e rfed  in  ord er that th ey  w ill spend  the
alm o st exh au sted  an d  are o ften  deliD erate y  m ain ta in ed  at the said  fa rm s,
m eagre  fe w  sh illin gs that th ey  ea rn  o n  fo o d  at th e ^ to re s  m aim  to
in  o rd er to  keep  b o d y  an d  so u l to g e th e r  I n ,o m e  « S m e w o r K  *  h o pe o f  com .

. I d  . . c  completely los, ,o ,hel, f.m ily  «nd t o d .

S t j S  p I S ' o S S .  “ d» S £
fact the w ork ers  are o n ly  p aid  fo r  ev ery  30  d ay s  w u r*cu  
a l l o w  th e m lo  le ave  u n til 18 0  d ays h ave  been  w ork ed .

N o  Force of Law

Successful court ^  r f  U ”
la b o u r  sch em e to  be n ot o n ly  a SCJ ™  o f f i c i a i s  an d fa rm e rs  denied knowledge

S S S S s *  “  " y l ” !  “
• hrUK V g 7 r!p” '‘J ^ c T , ™  Wyn°be,S N .A e  c U «  * U  .he C o ™ , during

Iw .'SST S. - ■*< w
on' pre,° “  “ “

“ 0W.^ ^ 4 L ” )S  ■” « » ~
H a s  ‘C u A  A fr ic a  ever  k n o w n  a C a b in e t M in is te r  so ign o ran t o f  h is ow n  D ep artm e n t 

an d  its  w ork in gs ? . . .  u p f ™  rr>urt ch a rg in g  ju st this illega lity
o f  t h ^ h ^ n d X e  N ^ A  D  . ^ ^ n o t  try T o  d efen d  these cases bu t p aid  the lega l costs o f

th em .



And
A s this booklet shows, the fa rm  lab o u r schem e was devised by officials o f  
th is D eputy M in ister’s own departm en t; is  re ferred  to repeatedly in the 
rep o rts o f  the D ep artm en t o f  N ative' A ffairs from  1947 onw ards: and was 
op erated  by the officials o f  the D epartm ent.

The Big B lu ff
. . .  T o  ,show how ignorant and misinformed the Deputy-Minister is, n  days after the 
M inister s bare-faced denial, his superior, the Minister o f Bantu Administration, Mr.

D e W e t N el, said the farm labour system would be suspended tem ­
p orarily , because it was “ technically wrong”  to place Africans 
arrested by the police in cells before they were taken to officials to be 
placed in employment.

I f  YOU are  a rre sted  fo r a p a ss  offence:
0  in sist on being taken before a M agistrate  

fo r a  p ro p er tr ia l;
•  do not sign  any docum ent you do not 

u n d erstan d ;
•  do not put your th u m bp rin t to any 

docum en t you do not understand;
•  do not en ter into any contract that has not 

been fully  explained to you;
•  in sist on your righ ts before the law.

Midday meal is "mealie-pap”  eaten off 
a sack on the ground.



A R R K T tP !______ _ one- street 
c\eanev', broom in his hand j

The story goes back two years to Ju ly 
1957 when Nelson Langa, a street cleaner in 
the employ o f the Johannesburg City Council, 
disappeared one afternoon. His clothes were 
in the municipal compound at Springfield. 
His brother began a search for him and 
eventually was told by the District Labour 
Bureau that he was working on a farm in 
Bethal. Yes, said the farmer, when approached 
by the attorney for the Langa brothers, 
Nelson Langa was on his farm. He was one 
o f a batch of labourers he had obtained from 
the Native Affairs Department on the day of 
the month when he was allocated his labour.

The Judge and Langa
A n application was made to court for 

the production of Nelson Langa, and on the 
duly appointed day he was brought to court 
by the farmer and questioned by the Judge. 

M r. Justice Rum pff: You have just 
come from a farm in the Bethal district ?
— Yes.
Can you tell me when did you arrive on 
this farm ? — This is the third week since 
1 got to this farm —  this week — the 
present week.
How did you arrive at this farm, how were 
you brought there ? —  By one of these 
big troop carriers.
Before that you have been living in 
Johannesburg ? — I was working in 
Johannesburg before that.
What were you doing ? — I was sweeping. 
Sweeping where ? — In the streets.
Were you working for the Municipality ?
— Yes.
What happened to you ? — At about 3 
o’clock when I was about to knock off work 
some members of the police that were, 
dressed in private clothes came to me 
They said to me “ Pass” .
Where were you when they came to you ?
—  I was in the street on my way to the 
compound where I live after I knock off 
work.
They asked for your pass ? —  Yes, I said 
to them * 1 have not the pass on me. 
We don’ t carry the passes when we work. 
They said ‘We are arresting you.’ 1 said 
‘Here is my badge with the number of 
my work and here is the broom that I use 
in my work’ . They said ‘We have nothing 
to do with that. Get on the lorry. I 
got on to the lorry. . . .
What happened to you? — The lorry 
continued with the lot o f us that were in

SACKS —  The farm 
"uniform ".



the lorry through the streets arresting people in the same way I was arrested and put 
on to the lorry and that night we slept in Regents Park. Next morning we were 
taken to Johannesburg. I had left my broom which I had used at Regents Park. 
We were taken to the Old Pass Office in Johannesburg. There each one was called 
out by name and after the names were called out we were told that we were going 
to be given some Work. I then spoke and said ‘ I don’t want to be given work because 
I am working.’ They said ‘We have nothing to do with that. You are going to be 
given work.’
Who said that ? —  There was a clerk who took down our names, he said so. Our 
names were taken down, we were told we were going to be given work and on 
Thursday we were put on to some vehicle and taken to Bethal.
The Judge: T ell Nelson that he is released. He can go home.
It transpired later that Langa showed the policeman who arrested him the notebook 

he had which contained the ’phone number of his employer, and begged him to telephone 
his employer. The policeman told him to “ voetsak.”

When brought to Court Langa was still wearing his belt with the Johannesburg 
Municipality badge on it numbered C E D  10729, stamped “ City of Johannesburg”  with 
the crest.

The Regents Park Police Station roll showed that Langa had been arrested under 
the Urban Areas Act for failure to produce a pass. The maximum fine is £ 1 .

A  “ V o lun tee r”
The Native Commissioner insisted that Langa had been a volunteer. The registra­

tion card filled in for Langa at the Labour Bureau showed under the item ‘Present 
Address: Municipal Compound, Springfield, and the judgment of the court said:

“ I am satisfied that some official must have known he was employed by the Munici­
pality and what satisfied me was the production at a very late stage of the card filled 
in showing his address as ‘Municipal Compound, Springfield’ and under the heading 
‘former work’ appears ‘Municipal Labourer.’ Langa should never have been sent 
away. . . . ”
It w as during this court action  that the official c ircu lar for the Schem e for 

the Em ploym ent o f  Petty  O ffenders in N on -P rescribed  A reas cam e to light.

The Blue-p/irff for Tô cM Ubou/ J
The official directive titled “ SC H E M E  F O R  T H E  EM PLO Y M EN T O F P E T T Y  

O F F E N D E R S IN N O N -P R E SC R IB E D  A R E A S”  was issued on June 14th, 1954, 
by the Department o f Native Affairs, together with the Secretary o f Justice and the 
Commissioner o f Police. It was General Circular No. 23 and was sent to all Native 
Commissioners and Magistrates.

Its language was clear and unmistakable:
“ It is com m on knowledge that large  n um bers o f  N atives a re  daily being 
arre sted  and prosecuted fo r contraventions o f  a  purely  technical nature. 
These a rre sts cost the S ta te  large  su m s o f  m oney and serve no useful purpose. 
Th e D epartm ent o f  Ju stice , the South  A frican  Police an d  th is D epartm ent 
(Native A ffairs) have therefore held consultation  on the p rob lem  and have 
evolved a  schem e, the object o f  which is  to induce unem ployed N atives now 
ro am in g  the streets in the variou s u rban  a re a s to accept em ploym ent out­
side such u rban  a re a s .”
The circu lar lays down:
“ When contravention o f  two o f  the sections o f  the N atives T axation  Act, 1925, 
two sections o f  the N atives (U rban  A reas) A ct, 1945, and certain  regulations 
under this Act, and o f  the L ab ou r B u reau  R egulations a re  alleged —
N atives a rrested  between 2 p .m . on Sunday  and 2 p .m . on F rid ay  a re  not 
ch arged im m ediate ly  a fter  a rre st , but m erely  detained by the police.



such em ploym ent a s  is ava ilab le  in n on-prescribed  (rural) a reas. n  y 

S l v e s V h o ^ o n L c o u n t ^ o f »  declining to accept em ploym ent, are not

Breach of Duty
I t  is a b re ach  o f  the p o lice m a n ’ s d u ty  not to  b rin g  a m an  to cou rt withini 48 h o w 's

a v a l i d c o ^ a ^ H e ^ s  no ^ ^ Topedy explained t0 the men. Touching a pencil 
in the hand of an official, placing a thumbprint on the contract sheet are regarded as signing

o n ' rr-i _rp . . . i j  th at th ev  are s ig n in g  con tracts fo r s ix  m o n th s, b u t in practice
„ e  w S i n g V ,  -  * * *  «  e ,e n  eigh t tn o n th ,, d ep en din g

“  . 1 *  m om en t o f  th e ir  a r g t .
T h e y  a r s ^ iv e n  n o ch a n ce  to  con tact th e ii  f .m i l i e ,  o r  e m p lo y e r ., to  fe tch  th .tr  c lo th es, 

to  put th eir affa irs  in ord er.

“ Pass!" demands the policeman. 
Is the next step forced labour on 

the farms’



Abuses
The schem e is wide open to abuse. M en trap p ed  in the net o f  the p ass laws 

a re  m ade to believe they have no option but to sign them selves aw ay to fa rm s 
fo r  six m onths. O thers are  led to believe that i f  they serve a  period  on a  farm  
they will have their p asses “ fixed up”  a t  the end o f  the contract period  and be 
allow ed to rem ain  in the city a fter  that.

After he is signed on the “ volunteer’ remains in custody. In many cases wives or 
relatives who come to pay fines for them are told they are too late.

The labourer is now the property o f the farmer and in a matter o f hours, the next 
morning or in a day or two the truck o f the farmer is at the door of the pass office or labour 
bureau ready to load the batch o f labourers.

The police, the p ass offices, the fa rm  lab ou r bu reau x  and the fa rm e rs have 
becom e p artn ers in a vast labou r recru itin g business.

Every day hundreds of Africans are arrested for pass offences. In 1957 alone, one- 
and-a-quarter-million Africans came before the courts for these petty crimes. The number 
o f arrests gets higher every year and as they mount so, too, do the numbers o f men sent 
to the farms under this farm labour scheme. Every male African in the cities can expect 
to be run in by the police at least once a year and it is from among the ranks of these men 
who have fallen foul o f the scores o f pass law and control regulations that the farmers get 
their labour.

F arm e rs have com e to have a  vested interest in the p ass law s. The m ore 
a r re sts  fo r petty offences, the m ore labou r fo r them .

The farmers do not have to pay a penny recruiting fee for this labour. This is one 
o f the reasons farmers prefer to get labour from the authorities: they have to pay a fee 
for every worker contracted through a private recruiting organisation, but from the farm 
labour bureaux they get labour merely for the asking. A  recommendation from the local 
magistrate that he be placed on the list at the offices of the farm labour bureaux, a weekly or 
monthly telephone call from the official to the farmer to fetch his labour, and the farmer is 
assured of a regular stock o f workers. It has been estimated that half the farmers in the 
maize triangle in the Eastern Transvaal, employ a labour force of from five to thirty 
Africans arrested for technical offences.

Tafmefe as Jailers!
From  the time the farmer calls at the pass office or farm labour bureau to fetch his 

batch o f workers, he takes the place o f the policeman and becomes the jailer.
It is because these workers are not volunteers but unwilling and unhappy conscripts 

o f the pass laws that farmers have to devise ways o f keeping their workers prisoner.
It has become the practice for many farmers, their foremen or “ indunas”  to collect 

and keep the reference books o f labourers to prevent their escape, though th is is illegal. 
(A reference book is by law to remain in the possession o f the holder.)

The Sack U n ifo rm
On some farms the moment the labourer arrives, he is ordered to strip and hand over 

his clothing and possessions, and he is handed out the farm “ uniform” : a rough sack with 
holes scooped out for head and arms.

But these are only first steps to anchor the worker to the farm.
The farms in the Eastern Transvaal which draw so heavily for their labour on the 

N .A .D . and police farm labour scheme are notorious for the methods used over the years 
to prevent labour from running away.

These are  the fa rm s o f  the locked com pounds and the a rm e d  gu ard s, o f  
b ru talised  “ indun as”  o r boss-boys who use te rro r  m ethods to b reak  the sp ir it  — 
an d  too often the lim bs too — o f  the contracted  w orkers.

Black Record
These are not blind charges levelled to blacken the name of fanners in this part o f 

the country, and these abuses and cruelties do not date from this month or last, this year 
or 1958 only.



Court records show that the assaults on labourers and the system of locking them up 
to keeD them on the farms has been going on since the 1920’s.

Every few years there has been an exposure of the shocking conditions of this farm 
compound system, there has been a public outcry, and then the evils have been hushed 
up or forgotten — till the next public exposure.

The N afte  Case
Wide publicity was given to the ill-treatment o f Africans in the Bethal area when the 

case of Rex v. Nafte was heard by the Circuit Court at Bethal in 1929. In this case a 
farmer was sentenced to a term o f imprisonment for the murder of a labourer in his employ. 

In ^944 the Diosesan Synod of the Anglican Church sent a lengthy memorandum
to the Native Affairs Department: . , _

“ T he contract labourers are shared out among the farmers in lots o f 10 or 20 according 
to the size of the farms. They are housed in any farm building available and the 
area is fenced and policed by indunas. There they remain and except when they 
go to work are never let out unaccompanied by indunas. Contract labourers move 
only at the will o f the employer, weekdays and Sundays alike. They cannot get to

I n ^ T a m T y e a ^ M r  JustireM aritz tried a case (Rex versus Isaac Sotetshi) in which 
a labourer Franz Marie had been flogged to death for trying to escape. The compound 
system was something quite new to him in South Africa s agricultural economy, said the 
Judge It was not so much the accused induna who was to blame for the killing, he 
commented, but the system which subjected him and those in his charge to such conditions.

“ A k in  to S la ve ry ”
Three years later the Bethal newspaper De Echo, reported the case in which a farm 

foreman, Johannes Brenkman, was tried for setting dogs on deserters and having them 
beaten with sjamboks. After the assaults, the evidence revealed, the labourers were 
chained together with donkey chains and were taken to the compound where they slept 
naked and chained together. The conditions disclosed in this case , said the magistrate, 
a r e  t a n t a m o u n t  to slave driving. On a farm of 400 morgen 251 labourers were 
employed and were driven to work by means o f a sjambok It is akin to slavery. . . .  

y  -  I t  was in 1947 that Bethal farm conditions
became a national scandal and the then Minister 
o f Justice, M r. H. Lawrence, said in a Durban 
speech:

“ What is immediately imperative is a complete 
investigation of the so-called compound system 
on some farms, as that aspect o f the matter 
seems to be the root o f all complaints.
Far from a complete investigation being ordered, 

it was a departmental commission that was set to

W h ip  aloft, the “ bossboy”  herds the workers



work to single out the worst abuses and to whitewash the general system of farm labour 
in the district. By the time Minister o f Justice Lawrence came to Bethal to address a 
crowded farmers’ meeting in the Town Hall, he had changed his tune. The police 
investigation had completely vindicated the large majority o f farmers, he said.

Yet at the same meeting an outspoken farmer let the cat out o f the bag. Labour 
desertions were as high as 25, even 50, in every 100 workers, he said and matters had got 
so bad that farmers no longer bothered even to report deserters to the police. “ After all 
i f  a farmer is lucky enough to catch “ Natives”  who had deserted and who had cost him a’ 
lot o f money there was provocation to give them a cuff (klap)” . (Applause from the 
assembled farmers.)

The compound system still continues in this district, and so do the desertions. 
Farmers go to enormous lengths to get workers and to try to chain them to the farms 
but they still suffer from a shortage o f labour.

K I A D .  a n d  T a m i e r s

put tbeif hiads together j
This severe shortage o f farm labour has caused the Native Affairs Department 

“ constant anxiety” , in the words o f the Department’s annual official reports.

Farm ers’ Pressure
During the war in 1942 and 1943 farmers’ organisations pressed the Department to 

pass an emergency regulation that would compel African squatters who lost their plots 
on farms to work as labourers on farms short o f workers. Farmers also demanded that the 
government take steps to remove “ redundant”  Africans from the towns. The N .A .D . 
dug its heels in. “ While keenly sympathetic with the farmers in their difficulties and most 
anxious to help in the production of food”  the Department felt that a measure to force 
squatters into wage labourers would amount to conscription o f labour . . . and though it was 
war time, no other section o f the community was being conscripted. And as for a surplus 
o f labour in the towns, said the Department, “ there does not appear to be any surplus 
o f the type which would be suitable for employment on the farms. (The contrast between 
this attitude o f the N .A .D . 17  years ago shows how even the N .A .D . — never a friend of 
the African people —  has changed for the worse under the Nationalists.

Still the farmers’ bodies made representations for more labour, so the N .A .D . made 
approaches to the government o f Portuguese East Africa for those Mozambique Africans 
rejected as unfit for mine work to be diverted to farm work, but this scheme was not agreed 
to —  even by the government, which does a yearly deal in human labour with the Union.

Then the N .A .D . set up Native Labour Advisory Boards in various districts through­
out the Union, consisting o f the local magistrate as chairman, with N .A .D . officials and 
farmers as members. These boards were meant to discuss steps for the improvement of 
the conditions of employment o f farms workers.

The Sm it C ircu la r
It was at this time that the N .A .D . sent out the Smit Circular on Farm Labour: 
“ The fact o f the matter and one which must be faced squarely by all is that relative to 
labour in towns and industry, farm labour is generally not popular. As was pointed 
out by the Farm labour Committee, further restrictive measures (of which there are 
already a considerable number) will only make farm labour still more unpopular. 
As one poet aptly put it ‘One may take a horse to water, twenty cannot make him drink’ . 
“ While farm labour is generally unpopular, there is ample evidence that on many 
farms conditions are very satisfactory and that on these, labour is normally sufficient 
and reasonably efficient. When abnormal circumstances arise, the farms on which 
conditions are satisfactory suffer because of the general unpopularity o f farm labour, 
particularly when distant areas are the sources of supply.
“ The first essential is  therefore to create on all fa rm s certain  m i n i m u m  
conditions so that no em ployer m ay  affect the reputation  o f  any district, 
o r the farm in g  industry  a s  a  whole, an d  so th at when the N ative is recruited



for fa rm  labour he h as som e assu ran ce in regard  to the treatm en t he m ay
expect.”
On the Smit circular, the N .A .D . reports “ Replies from farmers were not helpful.”  

Though 80 Farm Labour Committees were set up, the Department recorded “ They have 
achieved very little and in many cases have ceased to function.”

Then the Department and the farmers (a special committee of the S.A . Agricultural 
Union worked with government officials) devised a scheme for the Government to take 
control o f all non-Union Africans and distribute them among the farmers.

From March 1st, 1947, all illegal immigrants were to be diverted to the farms. 
The police started intensive round ups of Rhodesian and Nyasa Africans, imprisoned 
them in special depots and gave them the “ choice”  o f signing a farm labour contract 
for at least 180 days or being put over the border and sent home.

The schem e w as a  costly  failu re.
In 1947 6,032 non-Union Africans were arrested, but only 502 (8 in every 100) 

agreed to work on the farms. The following year, in 1948, 3,474 men were detained, 
1,254 signed on for work in coal and manganese mines, 1,566 were sent back to their 
home countries and only 95 (three in every 100 arrested) accepted work on farms. The 
schem e had cost the country £20,000 but non-Union A frican s knew fa rm  condi­
tions too well to fa ll in with this schem e.

TtaTartu labmi pool i* started
It was Johannesburg’s Native Commissioner who hit on the Farm Labour Scheme 

which was the direct fore-runner of the present scheme operated by the Department of 
and Native Affairs and the Prisons.

In Septem ber, 1947, the N ative C om m ission er’s  C ourt in F ord sbu rg, 
Johannesburg, introduced a  schem e whereby m en arre sted  fo r  contravening 
the U rban  A reas A ct (the p ass laws) were to ld  they would not be prosecuted 
i f  they accepted work on the farm s.

In the first year of its operation this scheme supplied farmers with 3,086 men, in the 
second year the figure was 3,636.

Here at last was a scheme that served both government and farmer alike.



The men are loaded into a locked 
on the back of a truck.

N ew  Zeal
With the Nationalist Government in office from 1948 onwards the N .A .D . set to work 

with new zeal and vigour to force a steady supply o f labour on to the farms.
N .A .D . reports are brimfull o f phrases like “ the effective control o f the system of 

labour canalisation” . Labour bureaux have been set up throughout the Union, and it is 
compulsory for every African workseeker to report to a bureau. “ It is the main function 
o f the regional and district labour bureaux controlled by the N .A .D . to meet the labour 
requirements o f rural employers and especially o f the farmers”  admits the government.

H arvesting  Team s
In 1952, 21,823 urban Africans were placed on the farms.
In 1953 the number was 32,582. That year also the N .A .D . organised harvesting 

teams and arranged for farmers to get 20,000 Africans on contract during the harvesting 
season.

The N .A .D . made no bones about its scheme. Its bluebook for 1954-54 explains 
its aims very plainly. A frican s who contravene the labour bu reau  regulations 
and enter an  u rban  are a  to look fo r work w ithout the n ecessary  perm ission , are 
not prosecuted but work in a  n on-prescribed  a re a  (ru ra l area) is offered to them .

Yet the Deputy Minister o f this Department, M r. Mentz, could tell Parliament he 
knows nothing o f this scheme!

It is# because the N.A.D., working hand in glove with farm in g interests, 
is the evil genius behind the fa rm  lab ou r schem e that the two enquiries ordered 
by the M in ister since the exposure during A pril, M ay and Jun e 1959 o f  the farm  
scandal, will be w orse than useless fo r  putting w rongs right. (The officials serving 
on the Departmental Committees are the very officials responsible for the operation o f the 
scheme. They are being asked to investigate their own side-stepping o f the law, their 
own misuse of their powers.

T he second Commission is composed of a Nationalist member o f Parliament who 
is a member o f the Native Affairs Commission, the Chief Bantu-Commissioner of King- 
williamstown and the Director o f Bantu Agriculture. Members o f the South African 
Agricultural Union will also be drawn into this enquiry.



Only Governm ent and farm in g  interests are  represented on the C om ­
m issions. They will try  to cover up the scandals, not rem ove th eir causes. They 
will try  to tighten up the operation  o f  the system  fo r the supply  o f  fa rm  labour, to 
seal the system  off from  scrutiny and public exam ination , to c lear  the nam e o f 
the governm ent and yet devise ways o f  giving the fa rm e rs even m ore forced 
labour.

£ o v \ V \ c %  l a b o u r '  t o o !

The Director of Prisons made a speech at Riversdale, in the Cape, in February of 
this year when he said “ Lack o f labour is the farmers’ greatest problem. The D epartm ent 
o f Prisons h as becom e the focal point fo r the fa rm e r, fro m  the L im popo to the 
C ape. They all want labour from us but we cannot supply it all, but we are doing every­
thing in our power to meet the emergency.”

“ N ationa l Em ergency”
This Government classes the supply of forced labour to the farms as a national 

em ereency, and strains every nerve to meet this emergency.
The scheme under which African short-term prisoners were contracted out as labour 

to farmers started as far back as 1932. In those days it was known as the “ 6d. a day 
scheme” . Prisoners sent to prison for less than three months were handed over to farmers 
to serve their sentences on the farms and the farmer paid the jail 6d. a day for every day 
worked by every prisoner.

The scheme was compulsory, the prisoner was not asked if  he wished to work his 
sentence out on a farm, and he lost his remission privileges which would have reduced 
his sentence by one quarter if  he remained in jail.

A bo lition  Urged
In 1947 the Landsdow ne C om m ission  strongly  criticised  the schem e and 

recom m ended its im m ediate  term in ation . Evidence showed, they reported, that 
prisoners deserted and on return to jail reported bad conditions o f employment and 
treatment. When a prisoner’ s fine was paid at the jail there was often a delay in contact 
being made with the farmer and the prisoner released. This meant that prisoners were 
being illegally detained after fines had been paid in at the prison.

The scheme was abolished in 1947 but, says the Director o f Prisons Report for 1952, 
“ within a very short while num erous representations by influential bodies 
were m ade to the then M in ister o f  Justice  for the re-introduction  o f  the schem e” .

“ Influential bodies!”  Farmers’ bodies no doubt, so in no time the scheme was back 
in full swing again.

T o  save face the Prisons Department brought in some changes:
1. The prisoner must be asked for his consent to work on a farm.
2. The 6d. a day scheme became the 9d. a day scheme, the amount payable to the 

prisoner on his release.
3. Prisoners sent to farmers had to get the benefit o f their remissions.
There is evidence that m any a  prison er is never asked i f  he is  agreeab le  

to working on a fa rm  but sim ply  finds h im self one o f  a  work team  sent out from  
the ja il to the p latteland , never knowing that he h as any choice in the m atter .

The Prisons Department annually pats itself on the back and calls this scheme a 
great success. No doubt it is — for the farmers. In 19 5 1 persons sentenced to terms of 
imprisonment up to four months were included in the scheme. In 1952 some 40,553 
prisoners went to work on farms, whereas the numbers in earlier years had been in the 
region of 25,000 and 30,000. For the two years 1953 and 1954 the number was 100,000. 
D uring 1957-58, 199,312 A frican  m en were sent from  ja ils  to work on fa rm s. 
A ll 165 ja ils in the Union are  operating this schem e.





The Department of Prisons claims to keep a black list o f bad farmers, but there 
appears to be only one farmer on this list!

Apart from this scheme for prisoners sentenced to short term?, long-term prisoners 
also end up as farm labour. Sixteen farm jail outposts in the Union built by farmers’ 
unions and then handed over to the Prisons Department supply regular labour spans 
sent out to weed, plant and harvest farmers’ fields under guard.

A Peal fW Fafm tVoKki&j
. In some Parts o f South Africa farmers are going back to the ways o f slavery. On 

the land the farmer is the master, the overseer, the policeman, the judge. The labourer 
is not owned bodily as were the slaves o f old, but the wretched wage paid him for his 
m l  a T  work barely distinguishes him from a slave, and he is no freer than a slave 
to leave the farm and look for work elsewhere.
rl„ „ ^ ere are undoubtedly farmers who do not use forced labour and practice these 
near-slavery methods, but over the years Bethal and Trichardt, Leslie and Heidelberg, 
districts' ° SS have earned a fearful rePutation for the conditions on farms in these

its ch a ra c te r*6 ° f  P“ SS laWS to force m en into forced labou r that gives the sy stem

Inside a farm compound. S l |



I.L .O . Condem nation
The International Labour Organisation has branded this as forced labour. Its 1953 

reports said:
“ T he state through the operation of this legislation is in a position to exert pressure 
upon the native population which might create conditions of indirect compulsion 
similar in its effects to a system o f forced labour for economic purposes.
T he legislation’s effect is to channel the bulk of the indigenous inhabitants into 
agricultural and manual work thus to create a permanent, abundant and cheap 
labour force.”
For 300 years South African farmers have been trying to increase their supply of 

labour with a series o f restrictive measures. More and greater restrictions, is the cry of 
the farmers.

T h e G overnm ent F a rm  L ab o u r C om m ittee  that sa t from  1937 to 1939 was 
convinced that m ore com pulsion  on A frican s to accept fa rm  work would m ake 
fa rm  lab ou r even m ore unpopular than  it was.

W re tch ed  Lo t
T he farm worker has a wretched lot, even those not doomed to the life of a contract 

labourer on an Eastern Transvaal compound.



His working hours are from sunrise to sunset; he and his family are ill-fed and
f  ^  h.e ‘ s a [abour tenant or a squatter, his children start work herding

rn rhp farmp1/  agr  reight’ 1118 W1£e’ his sons> his daughters are all bound to give service
hV. ,C0^ aC \ are V al and m 3 dispute the African labourer invariably

™  ' k Thef lab? ur tenant may work a small plot o f land in return for 90 or
he hanHpH h-ay«t u0Ur °> 5  faF?ler’ but he has no security o f tenure and any day may be handed his trek pass”  and told to move off

Many agricultural workers receive no cash wages at all, merely rations and grazing
African fam'i^v aSJ he farmer pleases' The cash income of a n e n t " !African family on a White farm has been variously estimated as £ 30  a year U d. per head

^ 5I 3 year'<-.j J° UrCrs m some districts get 20s. and 25s. a month; daily 
paid workers is. or 2s. 6d. a day. Rations are small, housing appalling. Farm aboures 
are sunk in poverty and ignorance. 6 c b
,,m,iT ,hf , PaSSi *aWS’ Maste,r and Servant regulations and influx control prevent the farm 

•it , f™  § one district for another in search o f better work and higher pay

or h ^ g / : QT f X rrk beforeaythSatPr0bably  “  bettCr ° ff th a“  Ws fath er bef° ~  h im
The ambition o f every son of every farm worker is to strike away from this miserv •
IneW h a Af:- father dld; i.° desT  the poverty of the farm for a chance to 1  better 

A frica as anyw here else there is only one way to a ttrac t  a  flow o f 
willing labour to the fa rm s and that is to pay  fa rm  w orkers a  liv ing w a g ^  to 
provide conditions f i t  fo r hum an  beings and incentives to m en to do fa rm  work

Any other method to reduce the labour shortage is doomed to failure.
, Ut,a iesf  ?  e, Present forced labour debase those who use such methods

and create a store of hatred, resentment and bitterness that must inevitably threaten the 
security and happiness o f all who live in this country.

Nationalist apartheid policies and repression of the African people are plunging this
1 disaster. The Nationalist Party is the political wing o f the farming group and 

those employers o f labour in other spheres who demand that the whole machinery o f the 
state be used to turn all Africans into cheap unskilled labourers, giving them no choice but 
to work where the Government orders them and for the wage the farmer deades

H ypocrisy
XI . "There can be no more dishonest and blatant hypocrisy than the justification the 
Nationalist Government trots out for its labour control and farm labour schemes.

In every community a small percentage of people is found who are unwilling to 
earn a living by honest work”  says the N .A .D . report, and 

The inajor-problem o f native administration is to control the surplus in the towns.”  
. .  . Nationalists talk as though the drift to the towns is unique to South Africa or a 

habit only of Africans.
The growth o f  industry  needs a flow o f w orkers to the towns an d  this m ig ra ­

tion o f  population  from  ru ra l to u rban  are as h as happened in every country 
o f  the w orld that h as becom e in dustrialised .

One law after another has been passed in the Union to push the African off his land, 
to impoverish him and compel him to offer himself as a labourer in gold or coal mines, 
iron and steel foundaries, factories or mills.

N o  Land
f  I u e Lan1  Act ° f  1?.I,3 robbed him o f all but 13  per cent o f the land; the poll tax 
lorced him to leave his village to go the mines or towns to earn a cash wage to be able to 
pay the tax collecter; the Land and Trust Acts threw squatters and labour tenants off 
farms without giving them any other home on the land. Over the years hundreds of 
thousands o f families became wanderers, without land, homes or work in the countryside, 
hrom being the owners of their own fields and grazing lands they became hirelings and 
dispossessed servants of the new owners.

T h e  en clo sure acts in  B rita in  at the tim e o f  the in d u str ia l revo lu tio n  fo rc ib ly  ex - 
propnated the peasants o f that day from their land and then made vagrancy a crime 
punishable by public whipping, brandings, imprisonment or deportation to an overseas



The Nationalists are trying to turn South Africa back 250 years.
The fa rm  lab o u r scandal is not an  iso lated  evil. It brings together som e 

o f  the w orst featu res o f the aparth eid , cheap labou r state  and gives them  a new 
and m ore hideous form .

Th ere will be poverty  in the countryside till the reserve system  is scrapped 
an d  A frican s have the right to own and fa rm  land freely. M en will try  to find 
work in the towns as long a s  they a re  starv in g  in the ru ra l slum s. Men will 
have to be kidnapped, shanghaied and driven to work on the fa rm s as long a s  
fa rm  lab ou rers have no wage increase , no im proved  conditions and no rights.



A  new deal for farm labourers must guarantee them the right to organise for better 
conditions; for national wage legislation; for minimum housing standards, health services, 
schools for their children and social services.

A  new life for farm labourers is bound up with the need for a changed rural economy 
for South Africa. This involves a re-distribution o f the land and the effective use o f the 
country’s land and labour resources.

No other country with a comparable degree o f industrialisation exists on a semi- 
slave labour force in the rural areas, with the state acting as a recruiting force for bad 
farmers who cannot attract labour by normal means.

South Africa’ s farm labour force is inefficient because a farm worker, like any other 
worker, needs a stake in his job and incentive to labour.

South A frica  needs free w orking m en, not h a lf  slaves. South A frica  will 
not have fa rm  w orkers with a  love and knowledge o f  their work and a  w illingness 
to labour, till the fa rm  w orker is ensured a  liv ing w age, adequ ate  food, housing 
education, leisure and security  — and above all the freedom  to enjoy the fullness 
o f  life.



In this space should have been the picture that 
appeared in T H E  G U A R D IA N  on Thursday, 
June 2, 1949. It showed Africans detained for 
pass offences being guarded by policemen in a 
wired-in yard at the Native Commissioner’s 
Court in Fordsburg, Johannesburg. W e  printed 
this picture 10 years ago but we cannot publish 
it today because the Nationalist Government 
put the Prisons Act through the 1959 parlia­
mentary session to make it an offence (which 
is punishable by a fine of £100 or one year in 
prison) to “ photograph any prison, portion of a 

prison, prisoner or group of prisoners, whether 

within or outside any prison . . **

This is the way the Nationalists try to 
keep the ugly facts of forced and 
convict labour hidden from the public
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