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    PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


    My father, the oldest son in an eastern Cape family of seven children, joined the South African Police during the Great Depression. In the early 1950s, after two decades of highly successful service, the incoming Afrikaner Nationalist government decided that there was no room in the force for career policemen who did not subscribe to their political vision. His career came to an abrupt end and he left the police. He then found employment in the estates division of one of the smaller Rand mining houses, and spent the next twenty years of his life as stand-in landlord for the company, overseeing several large properties in the southwestern Transvaal and northern Orange Free State. Much of my childhood and all of my adolescence was spent in small mining towns—mere industrial islands set amidst seas of green maize that were ruled by bands of rugged Afrikaner farmers. To the extent that I have roots anywhere, I am a son of the South African highveld.


    I know that there are other, more attractive, verdant, and densely settled parts of the country. South Africa has a narrow, fairly well-watered east coast littoral where thick bush and occasional forest is the historic home of indigenous Nguni-speakers such as the Xhosa and the Zulu and many nineteenth-century European settlers. But an escarpment, which curls from north to south divides this ‘wet’ eastern third of the country from the dry western two-thirds, and behind this lies the highveld—-the elevated plateau that dominates the interior. Between five and six thousand feet above sea level and tilting gently towards the distant Atlantic, the highveld’s scattered acacia bush and thin grasslands eventually concede defeat to a demanding climate and make way for the Kalahari Desert. These hot, dry and expansive plains of the subcontinent provide the country with its most characteristic landscape, and a distinctive terminology which singles out for special attention any geomorphological feature which so much as hints at either height or water. Koppie, krans, pan, platteland, rand, sloot, spruit, vlakte, and vlei—are all Afrikaans words that defy easy translation and which have been incorporated holus-bolus into the vocabulary of all urban South Africans. They are quintessentially highveld words; words that give life to the ways in which one senses and experiences much of what it is to be South African.


    The highveld has, for more than a century, also been the site of some of the most intense, intimate and searing interactions between Afrikaner landlords and their predominantly Sotho-speaking labour tenants and farm labourers. Bitter-sweet relationships born of paternalism and unending rural hardship have seen the emergence of peculiar quasi-kinship terms such as outa (venerable father) and ousie (older sister)—nouns that are as embedded in the modern SeTswana lexicon as they are in Afrikaans. When an authentic South African identity eventually emerges from this troubled country it will, in large part, have come from painful shared experiences on the highveld.
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      1 South Africa, relief

    


    Only twenty-five years ago most South Africans still lived and laboured in the countryside. Now noisy, young, mass-schooled, semi-literate urban insiders dominate the political order and pointedly ignore our rural origins, the lingering ideologies of the highveld, and experiences that moulded an often silent, bemused and largely illiterate older generation. Those intent on building our future around industry may do well to pause and reflect on the fact that we live in times when the field has barely given way to the factory, the peasant to the proletarian, and the patriarch to his family.


    This book—a work of biography—seeks to establish some of the deepseated personal, psychological, social and structural reasons that underlay one family’s gradual move away from the highveld into the twilight world of labour migrancy, peri-urban space and industry. It does so knowing, as the German historian Meinecke warned us more than half a century ago, that ‘behind the search for causalities there always lies, directly or indirectly, the search for values.’ Contemporary South African values evoke hope and despair in equal measure. Perhaps there could be no other way for we are in the adolescence of our nationhood.


    I have explored some of the factors that govern the attitudes, beliefs, cultural practices and values of South Africa’s highveld inhabitants elsewhere—notably in essays which appeared in The American Historical Review (1990) and in the Journal of Historical Sociology (1992). Readers interested in the theoretical issues that underpin this narrative of Kas Maine’s life, such as the ideology of paternalism, are invited to consult these articles. Likewise, those wishing to engage with the hidden methodological assumptions that inform this study as well as the real and imagined limitations of oral history as a research technique might turn to The Journal of Peasant Studies (1993). But writing articles and writing a book—especially a rather lengthy book—are two very different exercises.


    *


    We live in an era dominated by the state, big business and the mass media. They are, we are told, great supporters of the arts and social sciences. Maybe. In my experience, however, statutory funding agencies serve the government of the day far too zealously, and large corporations often hire narrow eyes and silky tongues to protect their ‘social responsibility’ budgets from academic projects with unpredictable outcomes. Historians could do with a few of the monarchs, monks and madmen of yesteryear to patronise the pursuit of ideas. Progress has its down side. But I have been lucky. This book has been generously supported by many foundations, institutions and their intermediaries.


    Back in 1979 Michael O’Dowd and the Anglo American & De Beers’ Chairman’s Fund provided seed-money for a research programme in oral history. Jean Copans and the Centre D’Etudes Africaines at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales gave me time and space to work through some ideas with colleagues in Paris in 1991. When it wasn’t always easy, Bill Carmichael and the Ford Foundation were willing to be associated with a white man in a city that abounded with more politically correct causes. The Social Science Research Council and the American Council of Learned Societies’ Joint Committee on African Studies came to my rescue when all work on this project had ground to a halt. And the managers of the Smuts Memorial Fund in Cambridge, England, helped in the most generous way possible. They underwrote an Overseas Visiting Fellowship for me during 1989–90; Michael Allen at Churchill College and John Lonsdale of Trinity made my stay in Cambridge as pleasant as it was productive.


    Institutions pay the bills; people do the work. I have been spurred on by a group of remarkably warm and supportive colleagues. Celeste Emmanuel, Arlene Harris, Paul la Hausse, Jeanette Kruger, Steve Lebelo, Nita Lelyveld, Hosea Mahlobane, Ephraim Msimango, and Karin Shapiro all helped in ways too numerous to mention. David Goldblatt and Santu Mofokeng do not need me to sing their praises, for their photographs speak for themselves. I value the friendship, professionalism and support of all these people more than they can imagine. My only regret is that two others—the late Thomas Matsetela and Moss Molepo—brother historians lost amidst the mindless battles of a bloody society, did not live to see the conclusion of this project. I like to think that they would have approved of why I want to single out Thomas Nkadimeng for special praise. Historical research is for stayers rather than sprinters. For fourteen years Thomas Nkadimeng lent me his eyes and his ears. He never hesitated to crisscross the Transvaal in search of data that might have struck him as boring, crass, irrelevant, insensitive, repetitive, vague or plain stupid. On one occasion during South Africa’s long undeclared civil war, he was woken by a nervous landlord prodding him in the head with a double-barreled shotgun. It is my hope that, through our efforts in bad times, we may just have created something of value that our grandchildren can share in better times.


    Family-centred research is both intrusive and interactive. At a turbulent time in their own lives and in South African history, the Maines answered a knock, opened their doors, and allowed strangers to wander round their homes at will. Those who possess least in material terms often give most by way of friendship, hospitality and kindness; but the Maine miracle surpasses what one expects of good hosts. Their courage, honesty and commitment to the pursuit of historical knowledge through all its painful twists and turns are all extraordinary. Sons and daughters of a formidable father, they acted in the tradition of Kas, who once observed, ‘I have always differed in spirit from others insofar as I wanted to preserve knowledge, values and wisdom.’


    I would also like to thank the many doctors, farmers, labour tenants, landlords, lawyers, magistrates, politicians, sharecroppers, shopkeepers and traders from Bloemhof, Schweizer-Reneke and Wolmaransstad who assisted me in the research for this book. The Triangle is part of South Africa’s Deep South. Its Asians, blacks, coloureds and whites all had complex reasons for fearing the changes in South African society that were only just becoming apparent when this project was coming to fruition. They, too, took me in and willingly shared insights that sharpened my understanding of their lives between the two world wars. If any of the characters in this work shake themselves free of the word-shackles that bind them to the page and walk three-dimensionally into the reader’s mind, it is a tribute to the story-telling abilities of these informants. Oom Schalk Lourens and his friends remain amongst the best social historians in South Africa.


    The task of writing biography—history without boundaries—is a daunting one. In consequence my debts to friends and family have grown out of all proportion during the composition of this book. Stanley Trapido’s ability to read societies comparatively, stand back, and then ask wonderful questions about South African history is, in my experience, without parallel. His answers are models of clarity and professionalism, while his ear for accents of person, place and moment makes him the most persuasive historian I know. This book is dedicated to him. ‘Without his encouragement, friendship, support and vision this project would simply never have come to fruition. He and the ever-generous Barbara—along with Anna and Joe—have made Southmoor Road and Oxford a refuge. This book, like its precursors, was talked through in the Trapido kitchen long before it was written.


    I am also indebted to another historian. Shula Marks, whose vision pierces the mists of historical obscurity better than most of ours, has always actively encouraged an interest in topics that lie on the margins of the discipline. She, along with Stanley Trapido, set the standards for the history writing I aspire to.


    Stanley Greenberg is the only one in my circle who had the wit to abandon universities completely, set up a business, and further the interests of his family. He retains a residual sympathy for those of us remaining in academe, and has always had the enviable knack of knowing what would appeal to me even before I realised it. He eased me into the world of Nate Shaw and, by so doing, unwittingly set me on a road that led to Kas Maine. American historians know more about sharecropping than I ever will, and I am grateful for the advice, guidance and encouragement of Paul Gaston, Eugene D. Genovese, George Frederickson and Theodore Rosengarten.


    Several people were good enough to read all or parts of the manuscript prior to publication or to help in other important ways. Josie Adler, Keith Beavon, Jim Campbell, Anthony Costa, Peter Delius, Hermann Giliomee, Georgina Hamilton, Phyllis Lewsen, Bruce Murray, Graham Neame, Richard Rathbone, Phillip Stickler, Tony Traill and Gavin Williams all made valiant efforts to save me from myself. Ivan Vladislavi´c was smarter and tried to save the readers; giving incisive written comment early on, and suggesting dozens of ways in which I might ease the readers’ burden. I am also indebted to Eve Horwitz and—especially—Pat Tucker. My friend Joseph Lelyveld did a wonderful thing by introducing me to Elisabeth Sifton. She just has to be the best editor in the business. Her understanding of what I was trying to achieve was total, her ability to bring out clearly the cadences buried deep beneath my stilted prose, unerring.


    I made extraordinary demands on three other friends whom I asked to comment on early drafts, a task that tests friendship to breaking point. They are still my friends and I want to emphasise how much I value their support. Helen Bradford asks unnerving questions about interpretation I cannot answer. I have agonised over her criticisms and observations and tried to incorporate my muttered ‘replies’ in the text.


    Ian Phimister understands my terror of the black dog and has often given me a safe haven in Cape Town. He is also as fine a historian and as honest a reader as an author is ever likely to encounter. His forthright answers to embarrassing questions and his unwavering attention to detail helped me to avoid many self-indulgent interpretations or unnecessary errors.


    South Africa is an awful setting for anyone in search of academic peace. Visions of ivory towers are, for the most part, the by-products of executive business lunches or of the smoking habits of students. In order to survive intellectually one has to find a star to steer by, and follow the direction of one’s choice. The social injustices of apartheid have left their mark on university life, and there are always more ‘relevant’ things to do than write.


    Tim Couzens is a star. His dedication to creative research and writing of the highest standard is absolute. Whenever my own commitment wavered, he reminded me of my initial choice. Offering me more than good advice, he has taken on scores of tasks that should have fallen to me so that I might have more time to write—and this at a time when he had work of his own to do.


    If research and writing is hard on friends, it can be positively destructive when it comes to families. Belinda Bozzoli holds our family together and somehow combines that with a demanding career of her own. As an historian I recommend marriage to a sceptical sociologist with a formidable intellect. ‘The more sociological history becomes, and the more historical sociology becomes,’ E. H. Carr once observed, ‘the better for both.’ I don’t know that this is what he had in mind, but I could not have asked for a better, more loyal, or tolerant tutor.


    Gareth, Jessica and Matthew—children of the late twentieth century who will live out most of their lives in the twenty-first—have long puzzled over my obsession with Kas Maine. Let me make one last attempt at providing them with an answer by quoting Tacitus. ‘It seems to me,’ he argued, that ‘a historian’s foremost duty is to ensure that merit is recorded, and to confront evil deeds and words with the fear of posterity’s denunciations.’ It is my hope that in the story of the life and times of Kas, they will see an attempt by one historian to accommodate that dictum.


    C. v. O.


    Pretoria


    October 2002

  


  
    


    INTRODUCTION


    This is a biography of a man who, if one went by the official record alone, never was. It is the story of a family who have no documentary existence, of farming folk who lived out their lives in a part of South Africa that few people loved, in a century that the country will always want to forget. The State Archives, supposedly the mainspring of the nation’s memory, has but one line referring to Kas Maine. The Register of the Periodic Criminal Court at Makwassie records that on 8 September 1931, a thirty-four-year-old ‘labourer’ from Kareepoort named ‘Kas Tau’ appeared before the magistrate for contravening Section Two, Paragraph One of Act 23 of 1907. A heavy bound volume reveals that ‘Tau,’ resident of Police District No. 41, was fined five shillings for being unable to produce a dog licence. Other than that, we know nothing of the man.


    Life transcends bureaucratic notation and legal formulations, however. Words—no matter how precisely chosen—mislead, phrases obscure, and sentences deceive. The man’s name was Ramabonela Maine. But depending on when and where you met him in a life that spanned ninety-one years, he was—without ever wishing to deceive—also Kasianyane Maine, Phillip Maine, Kas Deeu, Kas Teeu, Kas Teu or just ‘Old Kas.’ Born in 1894 into a BaSotho family that had emigrated to the Transvaal a decade earlier, he had been raised amongst SeTswana-speakers on farmland belonging to white landlords who, depending on the protagonist’s agenda, were described variously as ‘Afrikaners,’ ‘Boers’ or ‘Dutchmen.’ By culture part-MoSotho, part-MoTswana, part-Afrikaner, the one thing that Maine most certainly was not was a ‘labourer.’ With the exception of some casual work undertaken as a young man he never ‘laboured’ for anyone. In an industrialising state founded on mineral wealth, which for the first fifty years of its existence devoted most of its effort to rendering African labour cheap, docile and plentiful, Kas Maine retained his economic independence. Kas worked for no man—black or white.


    It was never easy. At the time of his arrest at Kareepoort in 1931 he seemed to be a relatively well-off tenant farmer. A fine of five shillings did not tax him unduly. Twenty-four months later, the Great Depression had reduced him to the point where ‘I was starving, my cattle were starving,’ and ‘the horse and the children ate from the same last half-bag of grain.’ From this low point in his career he used his skills as blacksmith, cobbler, grain farmer, herbalist, leather-worker, tailor, thatcher and livestock speculator to lift him to the position where in 1948—the year that the Afrikaners’ National Party gained political ascendancy in South Africa—he, a landless black sharecropper in the country of his birth, reaped a thousand bags of sorghum and five hundred and seventy bags of maize. A harvest on this scale conjured up from poor soil in an area of low rainfall was a spectacular achievement.


    But in racist societies, where dominant groups greeted failure with silent satisfaction because they fitted stereotypes, success, too, could be fatal for a black man. In South Africa a misplaced emphasis on the supposed ‘failures’ of blacks perpetuated a vision of Africans as victims. But while the tribulations of the vulnerable in the face of oppression cry out for sympathy—a response of the heart—the state’s capacity to propagate evil can be better understood by demonstrating how it destroyed the strong and the resilient. A family like the Maines—Kas, two wives, three sons, and six daughters—was condemned by a racist state for its economic achievements rather than its supposed social shortcomings. Along with thousands of other sharecropping families on the Transvaal highveld in the years between the world wars, the Maines had the misfortune of reaching the zenith of their productive powers at a critical historical juncture, namely at that point where old-world paternalism and the social proximity of master and servant on white farms were giving way to virulent forms of racism associated with pseudo-science, physical distance and technological progress.


    Old and new social forces, contested in surprising ways in the day-to-day interactions between black and white folk who lived in the Transvaal, lie at the core of this book. Currents of anger, betrayal, hatred and humiliation surge through many accounts of modern South Africa’s race relations, but what analysts sometimes fail to understand is that without prior compassion, dignity, love or a feeling of trust—no matter how small, poorly, or unevenly developed—there could have been no anger, betrayal, hatred or humiliation. The troubled relationship of black and white South Africans cannot be fully understood by focusing on what tore them apart and ignoring what held them together. The history of a marriage, even an unhappy one, is inscribed in the wedding banns as well as the divorce notice.
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      2 South Africa, politcal

    


    *


    For most South Africans, let alone for people drawn from farther afield, the Triangle of land between the small southwestern Transvaal towns of Bloemhof, Schweizer-Reneke and Wolmaransstad forms part of a nondescript expanse reaching westward to the Kalahari Desert. As a resentful reporter sent there by an editor of a national daily noted recently, ‘towns don’t come more unremarkable than Bloemhof.’1 Situated half-way between the gold mines of Johannesburg to the north and the diamond fields of Kimberley to the south, these country towns—platteland dorps—represent little more than names on a map fleetingly encountered out of the corner of an eye in the course of an uncomfortable car journey. As small farming centres on the periphery of the bigger maize-producing country to the south and east, the three towns figure almost as poorly in South African history books as they do in travel guides. Yet for hundreds of black sharecropping families, the hot dusty plains of the Triangle formed the very centre of their universe between the two world wars. Sharecropping had its origins in the industrial revolution triggered by diamond discoveries in the northwestern Cape Colony in the late 1860s. White landlords and black tenants entered into verbal agreements to share harvests in proportion to the economic inputs they made to the farms. The emergence of Kimberley as a mining centre meant that for the first time black peasants and white farmers on the highveld had easy access to a rapidly expanding market for their products. Among those quick to respond to new opportunities and expand their production were the SeSotho-speakers of the Maluti Mountains and the better-watered plains a long way east of Kimberley. By the 1870s, Basutoland—now Lesotho—was said to be the ‘granary of the Free State and parts of the Cape Colony.’2 For various reasons—including land dispossession in the upper reaches of the Caledon River, the arrival of the railroad, the importation of cheaper grain from the United States of America and an economic recession—BaSotho agricultural production declined in the mid 1880s. Then, just as grain prices reached their lowest point, the discovery of gold on the far off Witwatersrand in 1886 ensured the development of an even larger urban market to the north and west.3 With interest in the established but sluggish Cape markets waning, the new opportunities north of the Vaal River attracted first the white farmers in the areas of higher rainfall of the eastern Orange Free State and then the Boer newcomers in the drier northwestern regions of the highveld plateau. But while conquest made the white farmers rich in land, they were less well endowed with the capital, draught oxen, harrows, labour, and ploughs necessary to expand grain production. At about the same time, land-hungry black peasants from western Basutoland, the northern Cape Colony and the northwestern Transkei sought new pastures for their livestock and were looking for places to put their farming skills and equipment to work. This great historic meeting between landless blacks and property-owning whites led to the first significant inter-racial sharecropping contracts on the platteland.


    As elsewhere in the world, details of these agreements varied over time and from place to place. Stated crudely, the chances of the crop being shared equally between landlord and tenant were greatest where the resources and needs of the two parties were most evenly matched—that is, where the white landlord’s need for labour was balanced by the black peasant’s need for access to land. But as agricultural economists and development experts have often noted, the risks in sharecropping contracts do not devolve equally on the partners. In the long run insecurities weigh more heavily on landless tenants than they do on property-owning farmers, and this increases rather than decreases inequalities; in time the landlord gains the upper hand and, when it comes to renegotiating agreements, he tends to press more heavily on the tenants, either demanding a larger share of the crop or insisting on ever-greater labour inputs from the peasant family.


    In South Africa the economic distance between landlord and tenant was widened by the racial and political inequities that came first with conquest, then with segregation, later still with the policy of apartheid. Unequal access to state resources such as credit from the Land Bank, deepened the divide between landlord and tenant and hastened the decline of sharecropping as an institution. In the countryside, the interaction of these class forces made for a sharecropping frontier that shifted steadily westward. As white landlords in the ‘wet’ east slowly accumulated capital and put on the economic muscle that enabled them to mechanise production and expand the areas under cultivation, so black tenants were pressured into accepting wage labour; when they refused they were evicted, and in a renewed search for land-rich but labour-poor white landlords, they were driven farther north and west into drier areas where grain farming was less dependable.


    By the late nineteenth century this market-driven northwesterly movement of black tenants was already well advanced and, by the first decade of the twentieth, the institution of sharecropping itself had outlived its usefulness in economically progressive grain-producing regions. Indeed, South Africa’s infamous Natives Land Act of 1913 not only restricted the black peasantry’s access to land by preventing African acquisition of property outside designated areas, but expressly forbade sharecropping (‘farming-on-the-halves’) in the agricultural heartland of the highveld.


    Relatively well-off BaSotho, BaTswana or Xhosa sharecroppers could hardly be legislated out of existence, however. Unwilling to abandon their role as agricultural producers and step down the economic ladder to become labour tenants or wage labourers, they continued to move westward, crossed the Vaal River and moved into the sparsely populated areas of the southwestern Transvaal. There they sought out white landlords even less well capitalised than those in the Orange Free State and, entering into a new round of sharecropping agreements, tried to earn a living on some of the driest, most extensive maize- and sorghum-producing properties in South Africa.


    Verbal sharecropping contracts binding these reasonably affluent black tenants to rather poor white landowners in geographically isolated regions of the highveld were widespread for nearly half a century after they were officially outlawed by the Natives Land Act. Their stubborn persistence gave rise to some unforeseen consequences. Farming-on-the-halves facilitated inter-racial social practices that transcended the clauses of the economic contract binding the parties together. With no great economic distance separating them, and with both parties far from their more densely populated cultural hinterlands, white landlords and black sharecroppers developed a modus vivendi embracing shared ideas about dress, health, justice, language, production, recreation and religious life. Poor Afrikaners emerged from the comparative seclusion of this shared experience far more ‘Africanised’ than their protestations would lead one to believe, while better-off Africans were far more ‘Afrikanerised’ than cultural purists are willing to concede. Class stroked away at the fibres of the emerging culture until it, like the fur on the cat, was best reconciled with the underlying shape. In the Triangle the passion of inter-war nationalist political rhetoric of economic advancement—black and white alike—was, in part, a public disavowal of private practices. The fur occasionally got ruffled, but the underlying profile was unmistakably paternalistic and rural.


    In the twentieth-century western Transvaal, no less than in the nineteenth-century Orange Free State, such emerging social practices were always vulnerable to erosion by the encroaching tide of capitalism. In the Triangle a swelling wave of mechanisation between the mid-l930s and the mid-l950s undercut the security and well-being of the black tenantry. The introduction of petrol-driven tractors, along with the Marketing Act of 1937, which guaranteed white farmers a minimum price for their grain, made landlords less dependent on tenants’ draught oxen at precisely the moment they were seeking to extend the proportion of land devoted to maize and sorghum production. Black sharecroppers, confronted by the growing obsolescence of their production techniques and by declining access to land on which to raise crops or graze cattle, were being forced to choose between labour tenancy, wage-labour agreements and abandoning white-owned properties altogether. With the sharecropping frontier pushing up against the outer limits of the Kalahari Desert, black families with ageing agricultural equipment had few new vistas to conquer. Sharecroppers were diverted into pools of cheap labour on white farms or made to undertake the last and most painful journey of all—the move into the crowded ‘native reserves.’ Racist legislation in 1913 and 1936 had designated these areas for the sole occupation of blacks, thereby relegating 80 percent of South Africa’s population to 13 percent of the land.4


    *


    With the benefit of hindsight, then, we can see that, between the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries, the emerging South African state engaged in a hundred year war to seal off the sharecropping frontier so as to deliver to politically privileged white landlords a black labour force that capitalist agriculture demanded. It is within the context of this long march north and west that we must situate our understanding of those black farmers and white landlords whose whispered verbal agreements remain muffled to this day by the sigh of the highveld breeze. Only when we place the strivings of the Maines in this broad context can we make sense of the limited options they could exercise when forced to choose between ‘right’ and ‘wrong,’ ‘good’ and ‘evil.’ Kas Maine’s odyssey was but a moment in a tiny corner of a wider world that thousands of black South African sharecropping families came to know on a journey to nowhere.


    The ‘family,’ let alone the ‘sharecropping family,’ is a problematic category. Indeed, as we know, the black family constantly changes ideological shape and size to occupy the spaces opened by economic, political or social opportunity—now huddling in near-nuclear profile at the ‘western industrial’ end of the spectrum, the next spreading itself at the end marked ‘traditional farming,’ and more often than not, simply straddling the nondescript socioeconomic terrain in the middle.


    As should be apparent from the travails of the Maines, the black family was a dynamic, mutating, tempestuous and vibrant social form forever in the process of adaptation—both to the economic demands imposed upon it by the institution of sharecropping itself, and to the more elusive inner processes of social transformation that came through the subterranean structures of kinship. These latter changes, which accompany the establishment, growth, maturation, rise and eventual decline of the family as a social entity and which anthropologists refer to as the ‘developmental cycle,’ pose yet another challenge for those who are eager to penetrate the hidden universe of a patriarch like Kas Maine.


    As with all families, sharecropping families move through both historical and cyclical time. What makes the sharecropping family unlike others, however, is that it is, at one and the same time, a unit of economic production and a social entity. With the Maines, we must be sensitive to the way in which the logic of their ‘cyclical time’ was in or out of phase with ‘historical time’ and the processes of agricultural production. Seen through social lenses, the sharecropping family profile constantly modifies by age, gender, and size so as to bear on production processes that are themselves responsive to externally induced changes. This changing profile is a weakness as well as a strength. On the one hand, it makes for economic flexibility, because labour power drawn from within the family can be adjusted and readjusted to meet different combinations of mechanised technology. On the other, as the family grows, matures and then declines, any number of cultural arguments—predicated on age, gender or sibling order—can be advanced by family members to contest or reject the economic role allocated them.


    The latter tendency—the willingness of daughters, sons and wives to question the places assigned to them in the production process—lies at the centre of the storms that rage around the sharecropping family as it moves through ‘cyclical’ and ‘historical’ time. And at the very eye of this storm stands the head of the household. Janus-faced, the black patriarch is called upon to look inward—in on his family, to mobilise indigenous customs and practices for productive purposes in accordance with African ‘tradition’—and to look outward to negotiate the demands of a changing economic dispensation in the ‘modern’ idiom of his European landlord’s alien culture. As Kas Maine once put it, successful negotiation of the economic and social intricacies of Triangle life demanded that he sometimes play at being ‘a chameleon amongst the Boers.’


    A bifurcated existence in a colonial order calls for great social dexterity, formidable inter-personal skills and a positive mastery of the codes and practices of patriarchy and paternalism. Between the orbits of two planets, the one ‘black,’ the other ‘white,’ lies the greatest challenge for those wishing to understand the inner complexities of a black sharecropper’s life. Like other African tenants, Kas Maine oscillated between two fields of gravity that were constantly shifting, now closer, then farther apart, now attracting, then repelling, at one moment overlapping to produce a challenging new cultural synthesis, at another separating out so as to be light years apart. If the lives of South Africa’s sharecroppers are forever lost to official memory in the shape of documentary archives, then the inner sanctuaries of black family life and the secret anguish of members trying to cope with a modernising society are even more difficult to retrieve. It takes men and women of rare ability, courage, dedication and vision to dredge through their public and private memories and then lay them out for the critical scrutiny of outsiders. The well-known inadequacies of the spoken word make the production of a body of historically verifiable facts based on oral evidence an exercise fraught with difficulty.


    Kas Maine, more than any other member of his family, was equal to that task. From that moment in 1979 when a fieldworker from the Oral History Project at the University of the Witwatersrand first met him in one of South Africa’s notorious resettlement camps, he astounded with his ability to recall, in sequence, the names of more than a dozen of his former landlords as well as the nature and size of each of the harvests they had shared. Over the six years that followed until his death in 1985, he never once ceased to amaze with the accuracy, depth and extent of his insights into the social, political and economic structures that dominated the southwestern Transvaal. He proved that in an industrialising society characterised by a high level of illiteracy, history lives on in the minds of its people far more powerfully than the cracked parchment of its officialdom might know.


    Using Kas’s life as the inner core of a carefully structured programme of interviewing, fieldworkers took more than a decade to add layers of evidence gathered from his wives, children and grandchildren to supplement and verify his testimony. The material was strengthened further by inserting it into the broader context of evidence provided by scores of other black sharecroppers, labour tenants, local traders, white landlords and lawyers. Finally, wherever possible, the oral evidence was checked against documentary evidence held by agricultural co-operatives, the Land Bank, the office of the Registrar of Deeds, official meteorological records, state crop reports and last, but by no means least, the five hundred or more scraps of paper which Kas Maine himself had been careful to preserve.5


    From these resources—oral and written—it has been possible to set right a historic wrong, to recreate the life of a man who deserves to be remembered for far more than his failure to produce a dog licence in 1931. Kas Maine, the members of his family, and thousands like them were central to the building, feeding and shaping of this tortured country as it struggled to brush aside the racial goblins that guarded entry to the modern world.


    The Maines’ story is one of great complexity and infinite subtlety, filled with those ambiguities, complexities, ironies and paradoxes that always chase but never quite catch the fleeing spectre of wisdom. Kas Maine was simultaneously a very ordinary man and an extraordinary countryman. Those who are small of stature will seek to appropriate his searing experiences for political ends. Others, who pay obeisance to Queen History, will stand back, admire his achievements, share in his pain, and reflect on a life that often tells us as much about ourselves as it does about Kas.

  


  
    PART ONE


    CHILDHOOD


    *


    ‘The South African history which is really significant is that which tells us about the every day life of the people, how they lived, what they thought, and what they worked at, when they did think and work, what they produced and what and where they marketed, and the whole of their social organisation. Such a history of South Africa remains to be written.’


    W. H. MACMILLAN,


    The South African Problem and its Historical Development, 1919

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    Origins


    c. 1780–1902


    Lethebe Maine, so it was said, was the oldest of the ancestors. It was he who at some point during the eighteenth century established the family at Sekameng, on the eastern extremity of the highveld, where only the distant foothills of the Maluti Mountains suggested the great southern African escarpment beyond. There, on the open plains that rose gently from the upper reaches of the Caledon River, much game was still to be had. Indeed, Makaoteng, the name of the area in which Chief Theko of the BaSotho granted Lethebe a place of refuge, meant ‘the place of the people who live by hunting.’ Lethebe was a skilled hunter and a man known for his ability to prepare the leather hides that shielded his family from the unforgiving wintry blasts of the snow-clad Malutis.1


    Sekameng, which lies in the Mafeteng district of modern-day Lesotho, had other claims to fame. As a ‘place of ilmenite,’ it was popular for its deposits of shiny black crystalline sekama, a mineral that was crushed into powder and mixed with fat for cosmetic purposes. Makaoteng itself was even more famous for the sandstone mountain named Kolo that peered down over the village. There, under the shadow of the mountain, at a time when there was still sufficient game to feed a growing family, Lethebe fathered a son, Seonya.2


    Young Seonya walked in the footsteps of his MoSotho father, but by the time he came to take a wife, the economy of the open plains (Mabalane, as the BaSotho called it) had already changed. It seems likely that when he married the Maines were already firmly wedded to the soil, because his son was named Hwai—‘one who cultivates much and well.’ But the boy was born in troubled times, and it was difficult to translate the promise of his name into practice. By the 1820s, disturbances that emanated from deep within the troubled Nguni-speaking kingdoms, which lay beyond the escarpment and nearer the coast, were starting to decant bands of marauding refugees into the region of the Caledon River headwaters. The plains farther south where BaSotho groupings were settled were particularly vulnerable, and the resulting armed incursions by Zulu-speakers gave rise to what became known widely as The Scattering, or difaqane.3


    Whether because of the difaqane or because of a famine that it helped to bring down on the people of the plains is unclear, but at some point before 1825, Seonya and his family abandoned Sekameng and made their way to the distant safety of kinsmen who lived on the northwestern perimeter of the highveld. Seonya led his family north for almost three hundred miles, along the cultural trails left by his forebears, across the Vaal River and then west toward Molote, near the present-day town of Rustenburg. There, Chief Mathope of the BaKubung—an offshoot of the culturally diverse Hoja grouping that clustered towards the Tswana end of the great Sotho-Tswana continuum spanning southern Africa—took in the Maines.4


    The family’s new-found security was soon threatened by ominous political rumblings. When Chief Mathope died the Maines sided with his pregnant wife, Madubane, endorsing the claim that any male child of hers would have on the throne. But when the claim of the child, Lesele, was effectively denied by the late chief’s brothers, she and a group of her supporters abandoned the BaKubung for her ancestral home amongst yet other Tswana-speakers, the BaHurutshe. This exodus left the late Chief Mathope’s remaining clients, including the Maines, without any obvious source of political patronage or protection.5


    The sense of unease that this squabble engendered in the family gave way to outright terror when the outer waves of the difaqane threatened BaKubung society as a whole. With the family now vulnerable from both within and without, Seonya decided to uncouple what remaining links they had to his hosts and to return to the Malutis, where the greatest Sotho-speaking chief of all, Moshweshwe, was drawing together the strands of the emerging BaSotho nation. For the newly ascendant faction of the BaKubung, however, Seonya’s decision to leave amounted only to treachery compounded; it took a hundred and twenty years for them to forgive the Maines.


    With the outlines of what were eventually to become the Boer Republics just beginning to emerge, the Maines went back across a thinly populated central highveld that seemed to belong to all who were willing to consider southern Africa their home, crossed the Caledon River, and reestablished themselves at Sekameng. The worst of the violence unleashed by the difaqane had abated, and, under the umbrella of political protection afforded them by Moshweshwe’s astute diplomacy, the plains once again seemed to offer opportunities to settled agriculturalists. This time the young Hwai could live up to his name.


    Scurrying around the hem of Kola’s skirts, Hwai acquired the basic knowledge that rural society demanded of a boy working with his father’s livestock and plough. The great sandstone mountain that loomed above the village and its even more impressive kinsmen—the mighty Malutis that rose to meet the sky in the east—had many skills to bestow on favoured children. Shepherding, the command and love of mountain ponies, and an enviable ability to dress stone and build with it all fell to any young man willing to learn. Grafted on to this was undoubtedly the greatest gift of all—the knowledge of herbal medicine that made Hwai a traditional doctor, a ngaka. By the time his father died Hwai was a fully fledged adult, a MoSotho, and the Maines’ earlier experience amongst the far-off BaKubung was no more than a distant memory.6


    Hwai’s talents blossomed at a propitious moment. As early as 1863 the Lesotho lowlands were described in official documents as constituting ‘the granary of the Free State and parts of the Cape Colony.’ The prosperity of the plains was further enhanced when, four years later, diamonds were discovered at Kimberley and yet more new markets opened to the grain farmers of the interior. By 1873 the BaSotho were considered to be a ‘thriving and well-ordered people’; that year they exported 100,000 bags of grain—maize, sorghum and wheat—as well as 2,000 bags of wool to adjacent territories which were themselves starting to attract a growing number of commercial farmers of European descent. The highveld proper, which had seemed so open to all in the immediate wake of the difaqane, was becoming a patchwork quilt of white-owned farms where boundary pegs divided off the promise of the earth as a whole into that legal thing referred to as ‘property.’7


    The Maines shared in much of the early BaSotho prosperity. In the two decades 1850–1870, Hwai contracted four marriages which between them yielded at least a dozen children. The first of these, to Modiehi, was an especially felicitous union from which issued three sons, Tshilo, Mpoko and Sekwala. Like their father and grandfather before them, each of the boys acquired the traditional craft skills of a MoSotho male. Perhaps at least as importantly, they were all socialised in an era when the power of an expanding market was opening unprecedented horizons for southern Africa’s black peasants.8


    But in an economic cycle, as in life, the apex of a trajectory is by definition also the start of a downturn. In the mid-l860s the BaSotho became embroiled in a long and debilitating war with the burghers of the neighbouring Orange Free State, and shortly after it ended, the founder of the nation, Moshweshwe, died. By 1875, 15,000 of the younger men in a population of 130,000 had been drawn into the cash nexus of migrant labour on the highveld, and by 1884 the number was said to have doubled. Peasant societies that bleed manpower haemorrhage away their life blood; just as Hwai and his family had profited from the upturn in the market, so they were now called upon to share in the decline of the plains economy.9


    In the late 1880s Kolo, who had for so long looked down benignly on the Maines, seemed to lose her smile. Whether it was the death of Modiehi, the strain of feeding a growing family or simply the capriciousness of a climate that produced one of its periodic famines is unknown but, at some point after 1889, Hwai, too, decided to abandon Makaoteng. Unlike his father before him, however, Hwai did not want to risk severing all links with Sekameng and therefore sought out a location that would ensure the family continued access to the cultural headwaters of Sotho society. Making his way up the valley of the Caledon River and then beyond it into the broken country that shied away from the Malutis, he eventually found a place on a farm at Mequatling, in the eastern Orange Free State. The choice of Mequatling, meaning ‘I am at home in the hills,’ proved to be a wise one.


    Formerly an out-station of the Paris Evangelical Mission Society, a French Protestant grouping that had been active in Basutoland since the 1830s, and proclaimed as a farm only in 1874, Mequatling occupied a spectacular setting in the hills not far from the village named Clocolan. Here Hwai negotiated favourable terms as a tenant with a young white man named Max Woldmann, then in his late twenties. Woldmann, who had made a fortune during the previous three years by buying horses cheaply in the Free State and then selling them at a profit on the newly opened Witwatersrand goldfields, had acquired the property in March 1889. Having secured the farm of his choice, Woldmann required the services of several BaSotho men who had a knowledge of horses in order to allow him to undertake a journey home, where he hoped to re-establish contact with his family in Germany.10


    Hwai and his sons seemed like especially attractive labour tenants, and their stay at Mequatling was most profitable. Family tradition has it that the Maines arrived at the farm with only a few pack-oxen but left with a large number of horses. Hwai certainly garnered sufficient resources during their stay for him to send at least one of his unmarried sons, Sekwala, back to Sekameng to secure a bride of the family’s choice. Unfortunately this young woman died during childbirth soon after her arrival at the farm; almost immediately thereafter, Hwai decided to cut short the family’s stay at Mequatling. This time he moved them about fifty miles northwest, onto a grain farm owned by a certain Dolf Brits in the district of Winburg.11


    But in the early 1890s the commercial farmers around Winburg were riding the crest of a wave, and white landlords pressed hard on their black tenants. The Maines spent even less time on Brits’s farm than they had at Mequatling. Away from the mountains and back on the highveld proper, Hwai now heard a tale which, if true, would help the family in its search for a permanent home and free them from some of the uncertainties associated with working for European landlords. Local blacks spoke of how a number of BaKubung families who had been dispersed by the difaqane and who had until fairly recently been living in the Heilbron district of the northern Free State, had departed for Molote, in the western Transvaal, where they had purchased farms of their own with the assistance of a well-disposed white missionary. The possibilities that this held for the Maines must have seemed all the more exciting when Hwai learned that Lesele, the very boy whose cause Seonya had unsuccessfully championed in the chieftaincy struggle more than fifty years earlier, was said to preside over the BaKubung and their farm.12
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      3 Major movements of the Maine family, c. 1780–1902

    


    The long and arduous trek north to the Rustenburg district was fuelled by optimism, but it ended in disappointment. On reaching Molote Hwai discovered that Lesele had indeed governed the BaKubung but only until 1884 when, in a recurrence of the old succession dispute, he had been ousted by a commoner drawn from amongst Free State emigrants. Denied his role for a second time, Lesele had left with a small group of loyal followers to seek out sharecropping possibilities amongst surrounding white farmers. The new chief, in essence a descendant of the same group which Seonya had run foul of a half-century before, was quick to remind Hwai of his father’s desertion of the BaKubung in their hour of need and refused his request for land.


    Stranded in the Transvaal and responsible for the well-being of a family comprising at least thirty members as well as their horses and livestock, Hwai was confronted with a difficult choice: either to return to the mountains, defeated like Seonya before him, or to make one last effort at conquering the highveld. Hoping somehow to weave weakness into strength, he opted for the latter. Drawing on the precedent set by Lesele’s mother at the time of her expulsion from the BaKubung and seeking to capitalise on his father’s erstwhile loyalty to her, Hwai and his family set off in a westerly direction, toward the desert, hoping to find refuge amongst the people of Lehurutshe, whose totem, like that of the Maines, derived from the delicate moisture of phoka, or dew.13


    As the family soon discovered, however, such limited prospects as there were for settlement in the early 1890s lay farther south and west, around Mafeking, where elements of the southern Tswana had recently been dispossessed of land between the upper reaches of the Setlagole and Maritsane Rivers. There, amidst the political uncertainties of the Setlagole reserve, Hwai and his entourage were taken in at the small village of Vryhof.14


    Soon the Maines started to put down roots—roots that at least partially helped consolidate the family’s tenuous hold on the highveld’s thin unyielding soil. While looking round for a spouse to replace the wife whom Sekwala had lost, Hwai was steered in the direction of the Mokawane family, who formed part of a small community of immigrant BaSotho at a nearby village. These Mokawanes, who had fallen under the sway of the Methodism that dominated the region, boasted twin daughters of marriageable age. Despite his misgivings about Christians, Hwai was of the opinion that either of these women would make Sekwala an admirable wife, help to restore his flagging spirits, and assist the family in forging new links in what, for them, was still an unfamiliar society.15


    In the end Hwai decided on the one named Motheba, and after the customary negotiations between the families had been satisfactorily concluded, the marriage was celebrated. When almost immediately thereafter the couple produced a son whom they named Mphaka, Hwai considered his choice of daughter-in-law vindicated. But though Sekwala was now at one with himself and the rest of the family was more settled than it had been for some time, the Maines continued to feel economically vulnerable because the area around the reserve was relatively densely inhabited and characterised by much livestock theft and fierce competition for limited grazing.16


    Unease gave way to unhappiness when, shortly after Sekwala’s marriage, the family lost its horses to a group of white rustlers who took the animals across the border to Bechuanaland and sold them. This loss, which stripped the family of the principal asset that it had acquired during the course of the long trek across the subcontinent, prompted Hwai to scan the horizon yet again. He had to restock, for this was essentially cattle country, and he had to keep his family intact. Once again he was forced to consider becoming a labour tenant for a white farmer. The nearest opportunities lay south, around Mmamusa, the former stronghold of a powerful Koranna chief which the Boers had over-run and renamed Schweizer-Reneke when they established a permanent presence there in 1888.17


    Back in the early 1880s the dry, dusty and demanding region between the Vaal and Harts Rivers had been the site of considerable competition for grazing and firewood between the indigenous Korannas of Mossweu, based at Mmamusa, and the BaThlaping of Mankurwane, centred on Taung to the southwest. In the ensuing war both parties enlisted the help of white mercenaries, an arrangement that on the Koranna side necessitated payments in land and culminated in the establishment of the short-lived Boer Republic of Stellaland. Following this, and the subsequent defeat of Mossweu by the forces of the South African Republic under President S. J. P. Kruger in 1885, a number of white farmers entrenched themselves in the area around Schweizer-Reneke but they lacked access to a supply of cheap black labour. It was against this broad background that Hwai moved his family into the district in late 1892 or early 1893.18


    At the farm Rietput, on the banks of the Harts River and within sight of the ruins of Mossweu’s former stronghold on a nearby flat-topped hillock, or koppie, Hwai negotiated terms with an elderly white farmer named Reyneke. Each of Hwai’s three sons would pledge their labour for a year and, in return, be rewarded with a heifer and the right to graze their livestock on the property. In addition, the Maines would provide the services of a young girl to assist with the customary tasks in and around the farmhouse. This contract, typical of those entered into by black labour tenants at the time, suited the needs of both parties, albeit unequally.19


    Jacobus Cornelius Reyneke, who was by then almost sixty years old, had been born in the Cradock district of the Cape Colony in May 1834. As a young man he, like so many others in his cohort, had moved north into the Rouxville district of the Orange Free State, where he had married and subsequently become a reasonably successful sheep farmer. In 1888, shortly after the discovery of gold in the Transvaal had shifted the country’s centre of economic gravity even farther north, he and his family crossed the Vaal and purchased Rietput.20


    On taking possession of his new property, however, Jacobus Reyneke was distressed to find that the village of Schweizer-Reneke lacked a church where he and other followers of the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk could worship. A devout Christian, he set about organising a committee to erect a suitable building and, with the help of two Italian stonemasons by the name of Scribante, arranged for sandstone to be brought in from across the Vaal River by ox wagon. Not long thereafter he was instrumental in arranging for Reverend George Faustman to take up the first ministry in Schweizer-Reneke.21


    Reyneke’s enthusiasm for religion was not confined to a weekly journey into Schweizer-Reneke, however, and his tenant’s children later recalled how he often arranged for ministers drawn from denominations other than his own to hold services on the property, where the Maines and another family of BaSotho immigrants, the Mashodis, were joined by several of the local Korannas. For Motheba Maine these gatherings merely served to supplement her more regular attendance at the Methodist Church in Schweizer-Reneke where, so it was said, the congregation was even more racially integrated than that at farmhouse gatherings.22


    At first the Maines enjoyed steady economic progress under ‘Ou Koos’ Reyneke. They acquired cattle, just as grandfather Hwai had hoped for, and subsisted by making use of hand-hoes to plant maize and sorghum. These modest gains were further consolidated when the patriarch acquired a cheap imported American plough with a single share and a wooden beam. Hwai’s acquisition of the ‘75’ plough enabled the family to increase the area under cultivation and thus to accumulate surplus grain, which they stored in specially woven grass baskets, or disiu.23


    In a setting where family size and the ability to mobilise labour were at least as important as agricultural equipment, Hwai detected other signs of progress. All his older children saw significant additions to their families during their stay at Rietput, and Sekwala and his new wife were especially well blessed when it came to sons. In addition to Mphaka, the boy born soon after the marriage in Setlagole, Motheba had produced another son, Phitise, shortly before the family’s arrival at Mmamusa. In late 1894 the couple had yet another son. In accordance with custom, the boy was given a BaSotho name, Ramabonela, but in deference to the social dominance of the Koranna around Schweizer-Reneke in general and the redoubtable Mossweu in particular, the boy’s praise poem came to reflect not only his immediate ancestry but the importance of those who had once been the overlords in the area around his place of birth.


    I am Ramabonela of the place of Kasianyane, perfectly black, Son of Shield and Plough, from the wife of Phokane of the Ndebele.


    MmaPhokane, return the knobkerrie [stick] and continue the fight on your knees. Return the Red Bull to your home, return it to your father, Son of the Maines.24


    As might have been expected, praise poetry that referred to Kasianyane, Mossweu’s redoubt on the koppie, went down well amongst Sekwala’s Koranna friends, and it was not long before the baby was so often being called Kasianyane that his real name fell into disuse even with his parents. Perhaps even more significantly, the word ‘Kasianyane’ was so eponymous with the Dutch ‘Casper’—especially its abbreviated form, ‘Cas’—that the landlord and other Afrikaans-speakers slid naturally into the practice of referring to the child as ‘Kas.’ Thus it was that the very name accorded Sekwala’s third son was a form of adaptation to the wider BaSotho, Koranna and Boer society in which he found himself.


    Despite his daughter-in-law’s admirable ability to produce a string of male grandchildren, Hwai cherished the hope that one day Sekwala would have a wife in keeping with tradition, drawn from BaSotho kin rather than from amongst the BaKwena of the highveld. To this end he sent an emissary to instruct a younger brother living in the eastern Free State to find a cousin for Sekwala to marry. This search culminated in Sekwala’s marriage to Maleshwane, his third wife, who, besides being a MoFokeng traditionalist, had the added advantage of being about seven years younger than Motheba.25


    The Maine family continued to make steady social and economic progress and, not long after the birth of Kas, Hwai was invited to move to a neighbouring property by a local notable who was on the lookout for labour tenants. A land and store owner who hailed from the Christiana district, Gerrit van Niekerk had played a leading role in the war of dispossession between Mossweu and Mankurwane and had subsequently become the president of the Stellaland Republic. In compensation for his loss of political standing when the Republic collapsed, the Land Commission of 1886 had awarded him ‘four and a half farms.’ Two of these, Niekerksrust and Zorgvliet, lay on the Harts River some ten miles southwest of Schweizer-Reneke, but the grant was so tied up in red tape that it was not until the mid-1890s that he was able to take possession of them. The prospect of gaining access to virtually unrestricted grazing appealed to Hwai, and at some point in 1895 the Maine family moved across to Zorgvliet.26


    But Zorgvliet was never to fulfill its promise. In 1896 it and neighbouring farms were ravaged by the rinderpest epidemic which carried before it 90 percent of the western Transvaal’s cattle. In a matter of days the disease consumed the labour of years and the hard-won gains of Rietput lay rotting on the banks of the Harts River. Yet, despite their losses, the Maines left van Niekerk’s farm relieved that the disease—which they knew as bolawane—had taken only their cattle and not one of their children. In the midst of the rinderpest, fever-ridden cattle had bellowed and stampeded their way through the homestead threatening to trample underfoot a stranded toddler. While the men stood transfixed, Motheba, showing the same sort of courage that marked her spiritual commitment, darted through the oncoming animals to sweep little Kas to safety.27


    The family’s retreat to Rietput was, as before, both congenial and profitable. Kas, as a small boy, spent much of his time playing with the half dozen cousins who were closest to him in age. His most constant companion was his Uncle Mpoko’s son whose name was Sempane but whom the Boers had been quick to rename Champagne. They and the other boys on the farm spent their time herding kids and playing along the banks of the Harts which, according to the local Koranna children, harboured kganyapa—fearsome water-snakes that emitted a strange glowing light once darkness settled over the river.28


    As Kas made the transition from looking after the kids to being responsible for the goats, his father continued to labour for Reyneke and restock his herd so as to make good the losses sustained at Zorgvliet. Although trek oxen remained in short supply after the rinderpest epidemic, Sekwala did manage to acquire a few other animals: one he was particularly proud of, a black cow called Flower, Blom. He also raised the money for a wagon which, he hoped, would enable him to undertake the transport-riding that could, in turn, generate a modest cash income.29


    As the men in the Maine family understood only too well, even this modest aspiration, if it were to be pursued seriously, would require more freedom from ploughing and harvesting than their landlord would grant them. As had happened once before, Hwai and his sons used Rietput as a base to find their feet and then, having made the necessary gains, debated the need to move on in search of yet more economic space. Like any other white farmer, Old Koos Reyneke, in the final analysis gave priority to his own needs over those of his tenants. This time a solution was closer at hand on the neighbouring property of Holpan.


    Holpan, like several farms in the district, was an established property that had fallen into the hands of an ‘English’ land and mineral speculator after the discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand in 1886. By the mid-l890s its owner, disillusioned with its mineral-bearing potential, sold it to a company which he controlled, Henderson Consolidated. But the corporation, although better placed than an individual owner, was no more capable than he of digesting this tract of dry southwestern Transvaal land and in the end did as most such companies did and leased the property out to an undercapitalised Afrikaner farmer. The Boer, in turn, raised the rent as best he could and turned to what was commonly known as ‘kaffir farming.’ Thus it was that in 1898 Hwai and his family ‘jumped the fence’ and joined Sarel Niewoudt as rent-paying tenants at Holpan.30


    Sekwala and Motheba celebrated their arrival on the property by producing their first daughter, Moselantja, who joined her brothers Mphaka, Phitise and Kas in a rapidly expanding family. Another daughter, Motlakamang, died a year or so later. Under the circumstances Kas’s mother was grateful for the assistance that not only her kin but the many other black families living at Holpan could give her.


    Motheba was not alone in benefiting from the warmth and generosity of the inhabitants of the village, or stadt, that developed on the Henderson property. Nor was such help confined to the ranks of blacks for, at some point just prior to the arrival of the Maines, Sarel Niewoudt had given permission to a destitute widow, Mrs. Swanepoel and her children, to live on the property. Mrs. Swanepoel, like the Reynekes, had originally come from the Rouxville district of the Orange Free State but, having lost her tenant-farmer husband nearly twenty years earlier, had been forced to move from farm to farm as a ‘poor white’ in an attempt to find a place for her family.31


    The drought, disease and locust invasions that were such a marked feature of the 1890s pressed especially hard on the widow, and during this acute rural distress she and her oldest son had become more and more dependent on the assistance of well-disposed black neighbours. By the time Sekwala got to Holpan, Mrs. Swanepoel and her youngsters had long been in the care of one of the most prosperous black tenants on the property.32


    A man of substance, Thinyane Nthimule had the distinction of owning a full span of draught oxen in the post-rinderpest period, and it was to him that Sekwala turned for assistance when the time came to plough. While hiring Nthimule’s oxen he was introduced to Hendrik Swanepoel, the oldest of the widow’s sons. Sekwala, a staunch traditionalist, took an immediate liking to this thirty-year-old SeSotho-speaking white, who had been strongly influenced by black culture during the years that he and his family had spent wandering across the highveld. The two became firm friends and, shortly thereafter, started a transport-riding business that specialised in ferrying grain to the small railhead established at Vryburg in 1890.33


    The close business ties and village intimacy that linked his MoSotho father to his partly deracinated Afrikaner partner meant that for the young Kas white men held few terrors. As a boy much of his time was spent clambering about his father’s wagon going from farm to farm, watching the men labouring together and then interacting as social equals during the long journey to Vryburg. Besides priming the boy’s entrepreneurial skills, these excursions gave Kas a self-confidence when dealing with Afrikaans and Afrikaners that never quite left him.34


    If in one small and isolated corner of the highveld, the late 1890s were marked by this slightly unusual example of inter-racial co-operation between an Afrikaner, a black man and his child, the same was hardly true of the broader politics emerging in southern Africa. Indeed, ever since gold had been discovered on the Witwatersrand in the mid-1880s the British government had watched the development of the Boer Republics with a mixture of awe and apprehension; it nurtured a deep suspicion that a self-sufficient Afrikaner state beyond the Vaal River would pose a long-term challenge to the existing pattern of international trade as well as to British hegemony in the region.


    It was precisely these fears which prompted official British connivance in the ill-fated Jameson Raid of 1895. A small group of mine owners on the Witwatersrand, with the tacit approval of Chamberlain, Secretary of State for the Colonies, triggered an armed insurrection which they hoped would lead to the overthrow of President Kruger’s government. Although the raid failed, it did succeed in causing such a serious deterioration in Anglo-Boer relations that the entire subcontinent was set on a course for war. Somewhat mistakenly, or so it later transpired, this was not a prospect the British government or its principal agent in the Cape Colony, Lord Alfred Milner, baulked at.35


    Out at Holpan, where they were busy bringing in the harvest in the autumn of 1899, the political tremors emanating from the distant Witwatersrand goldfields were only faintly detectable. During the transport-riding season that followed, however, it became clear to Sekwala that his family’s future was being threatened by forces over which not even the neighbouring landlords had control. By mid-1899 anxious Boers were talking openly about the coming war with the British. When these disturbing prophecies had still not materialised by the end of winter, Sekwala ploughed the soil as usual in the mistaken belief that he was a servant of the seasons rather than of distant white politicians. But no sooner had the October rains arrived than war was declared, and within days one of Ou Koos Reyneke’s grandsons appeared on the farm brandishing a piece of paper. Both Sarel Niewoudt and Hendrik Swanepoel were told to join the commando, and the reluctant Sekwala was instructed to accompany them as one of many black agterryers (auxiliary troops) who would assist the Boer forces with the supply of ammunition, food and transport. This was hardly the ‘white man’s war’ that the Boer and British propagandists proudly proclaimed it to be.36


    Men drawn from the Schweizer-Reneke district formed part of the Bloemhof Commando under Commandant Tallie de Beer, and in the weeks that followed moved steadily southwestward, to beyond Kimberley, in order to assist General Piet Cronje’s forces in intercepting British troops moving north under Lord Methuen. They first saw action at the Madder and Riet Rivers in late November 1899, but it was the events in the fortnight that followed at Magersfontein that imprinted themselves on Sekwala’s mind most vividly. At Scholtznek he and thousands of other commandeered blacks dug the trenches that featured so prominently in the much-vaunted Boer resistance, while British officers hovered overhead in three enormous balloons designed to facilitate aerial reconnaissance. When, nearly two months later, Piet Cronje and his forces eventually abandoned the earthworks at Magersfontein and moved east, there were yet more trenches to be dug, this time at Paardeberg Drift. On this occasion Boer resistance was short-lived and, after the first major British victory in the war, General Cronje’s forces surrendered to Lord Roberts on 19 February 1900.37


    Stranded behind the British lines and cut off from his kin at Holpan, Sekwala decided to seek refuge at the home of his Uncle Mokentsa, in the Orange Free State. A few months later he was joined by his youngest wife, Maleshwane, who had fled from the conflict in the western Transvaal and made her way back to her parents’ home. The couple set up a temporary home and, not long thereafter, Maleshwane was pregnant—a welcome development since back at Schweizer-Reneke she had already lost two baby daughters, each dying shortly after birth. In 1901 she gave birth to a boy, and Sekwala, in a conscious effort to shake off the bad luck that had been dogging their footsteps, broke with tradition and gave the child the distinctive name of ‘Balloon,’ a tribute befitting a veteran who, along with the Boers, had survived the great Battle of Magersfontein.38


    Once the road to the north was effectively open, British forces methodically extended their occupation of the Boer Republics and, early in 1900, swung through the western Transvaal, pursuing a scorched-earth policy designed to dry up Boer supplies in the rapidly developing guerilla war. When they eventually reached Holpan, the ‘Tommies’ put the grain stores and huts to the torch and then offered to escort the destitute black tenants and their livestock to a distant place of safety; Hwai and the rest of the Maines were marched off in a westerly direction. These events left an understandably vivid impression on the five-year-old Kas.39


    Sekwala’s youngsters were put in charge of their father’s cattle, but as the column wound its way through the streets of Schweizer-Reneke, Kas and the others were distressed to see Blom break ranks and head back in the direction of Holpan, where, in the hasty retreat from the farm, her calf had been left tethered to a stake. The panic this caused was soon forgotten, though Motheba, struggling to keep her family together amidst the constantly swelling ranks of black refugees, became separated from her oldest boy. By the time the troops and their unhappy charges entered the village of Vryburg, several days later, nine-year-old Mphaka as well as several other members of the family were well and truly lost in the clouds of dust and confusion enveloping everything.40


    Within hours of their arrival at Vryburg, Hwai, Motheba and the children were joined by yet more refugees before they were confined to a makeshift camp in a ‘location’ situated on the outskirts of the white village. Reluctant to abandon the small measure of safety offered by this British umbrella, and unwilling to risk allowing the boys to take the remaining cattle out to graze beyond the confines of the common, Motheba and Hwai soon came up against the realities of a dwindling food supply. Fortunately the camp was not far from Motheba’s home, and she arranged for a message to be sent to her family at Setlagole. The people in and around Mafeking were experiencing their own distinctive taste of a supposedly ‘white man’s war,’ however, and, within a matter of weeks she was having to feed Kas and Phitise as well as the infant Moselantja porridge made from such ground barley as the troops’ horses could be deprived of. Starvation was a real possibility. But one of Motheba’s brothers, who happened to be serving with the British, put in an unexpected appearance.41


    Mofubathi Mokawane’s job as scout for the British was one of which his family’s highveld hosts at Vryhof wholeheartedly approved since the rival Rapulana BaRolong had used the opportunity of the war to settle an old score with their neighbours by siding with the Boers. These wartime complications in Tswana society greatly increased the dangers of any journey between Vryburg and Mafeking. But Motheba, still tortured by the disappearance of her son Mphaka and the thought of what awaited his siblings if they were forced to stay in the camp, was determined to reach the sanctuary of her parents’ home at Setlagole. After bidding grandfather Hwai and the remaining Maines farewell, she and her three youngest children set off for Mafeking with her brother.42


    The long move to the Setlagole reserve was successfully accomplished only by avoiding all the main roads and moving at night. At Madibogo, where the hungry small boys were struck by the relative abundance of cattle and milk, Mofubathi placed his sister and her family in the care of their brother, Ngwanapudi, and the little group could spend time with Motheba’s parents and recover from the ordeal of the Vryburg camp, before moving even farther north to Maritsane, where yet another brother, Musi Mokawane, took them in for the remainder of the war. Young Kas never forgot the Maines’ stay at his Uncle Musi’s home because, on at least one memorable occasion, he was soundly thrashed for having neglected his herding duties.43 


    The war ground slowly to a halt. When the Peace of Vereeniging was eventually signed in May 1902, both the Boers and the British could look back on one of the bloodiest and most costly wars of all time. But they could also look forward with a measure of guarded optimism, for in differing degrees they remained masters of their own destinies in a country of infinite promise. For Hwai, however, the war meant more long journeys during which his family was dispersed and impoverished by a conflict not of their making; a son and a grandson were reported missing, and now they all faced the prospect of homelessness in what the authorities promised would be a new South Africa.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    Foundations


    1902–13


    Early in 1902 Sekwala left the greenery of the eastern Orange Free State and returned to that dry and dusty part of the southwestern Transvaal which, before the war, had looked as if it might one day offer the Maines a permanent home. If truth be told, this ugly extended plain was not the most promising part of the country that the family had encountered in its decade-long withdrawal from Makaoteng. The rainfall was infrequent, only about twenty inches a year, and extremely unreliable: when the rains did come, in torrential thunderstorms between October and March, the water rushed away along dry watercourses, percolated down into the belly of the Kalahari sands or stood about in pans of shallow brackish water that taunted man and beast. The thin topsoil, often broken by unsightly veins of protruding white limestone, seldom sustained more than a modest covering of summer grass and struggled to host the tough little acacias that clustered together in occasional pockets of clay. The challenge that this and the accompanying heat presented was enough to make any man yearn for the long cool shadows of the distant Maluti Mountains.


    But there was more to making a living from the soil. Viewed by a landless black family several rungs down the social ladder, the barren triangle that lay between the towns of Schweizer-Reneke, Bloemhof and Wolmaransstad held some promise. On the periphery of the great Kimberley diamond fields, which lay some way off to the southwest, and even more distant from the large agricultural markets of the Witwatersrand goldfields to the northeast, the region was something of an economic backwater. True, several large land companies had bought up farms in anticipation of eventual speculative gains, but the area had shown limited potential for mining and now it was dominated by vulnerable Boer tenants unable to pursue agricultural profit with any sustained vigour or absentee landlords who ‘farmed kaffirs’ for rent. Where white landlords were weakest, black tenants stood to gain most.


    Sekwala hoped to pick up the reins of his life at the place where he had been forced to put them down, in the small community at Holpan. But when he got there he found the stadt in ruins and he searched in vain for any member of his family. A few old men of Hwai’s age told him that most of Sarel Niewoudt’s tenants had moved off with the British as refugees during the turbulent months of early 1900. Many of these exiled families had since returned to regroup on various farms in the Triangle, in some cases on properties that appeared to have been abandoned by their Boer landlords. A search of the district uncovered a marvellous settlement prospect on one such abandoned farm, Mahemspanne, but failed to reveal any trace of his wife or children. The only thing left to Sekwala was to go back to Setlagole.1


    The long, painful trudge north was worth it when he was reunited with Motheba, Phitise, Kas and the smallest child, Moselantja, whom he had never seen before. The joy of this reunion was complete when, not long thereafter, they learned that Mphaka had been found unharmed and living at Taung, where Motheba’s twin sister had taken him in, having spotted the child at a nearby camp.


    Still, they were disheartened whenever they thought of Hwai and those whom they had left behind at Vryburg two years earlier. Motheba’s younger brother came to their assistance once again. Making use of contacts within the British army, Mofubathi Mokawane established that Hwai and others had been moved to a concentration camp at Thaba Nchu, a small town hundreds of miles away in the Orange River Colony, and then gave Sekwala a horse to fetch them. Weeks later they were all reunited in the Setlagole reserve. Sekwala started singing the praises of the deserted farm deep in the heart of Boer country.2


    Mahemspanne, which means ‘the pans of the crowned cranes,’ was one of two properties at the very heart of the Bloemhof–Schweizer-Reneke–Wolmaransstad Triangle that had caught the eye of the descendants of the legendary Voortrekker leader Andries Pretorius. While an older son, the distinguished state president of the South African Republic, Marthinus Wessel Pretorius, had acquired another farm, Soutpan, in 1870, a less distinguished kinsman, Matthys Wynand Pretorius, had been granted the much smaller property at Mahemspanne, which he quickly sold after being given title to it in 1871. Mahemspanne had never qualified as a much-loved ‘family farm.’3


    In the next two decades, the property passed through the hands of several land speculators and companies until William Pope acquired it in 1890. He, in turn, let the farm to a Boer tenant who was said to have died during the war. Pope, a man of greater means than his predecessors and blessed with that tolerance which comes more readily to the wealthy than to the poor, took little interest in the farm thereafter, beyond asking W. E. Wood, a Bloemhof agent who had acted for several of the larger companies, to keep an eye on it. Purely by chance the Maines and a half dozen other families, including the Ramotswaholes and the Kutoanes, had chosen a place where neither the owner nor his agent at first showed any inclination to collect rent from a self-selected tenantry.4


    Pope’s lack of economic appetite was especially appreciated by the Maines, when food was still at a premium. Without grain reserves to fall back on or small livestock to tide them over, Sekwala and his family were forced back into the most basic of survival strategies—hunting and food gathering. Their meagre new diet came as a shock to Motheba’s youngsters, who had grown accustomed to the more traditional and generous fare offered them by their mother’s people at Madibogo. Resident BaTswana, drawing on a seemingly inexhaustible fund of knowledge about indigenous plants, taught the women and the children which roots and berries were edible while Sekwala and his brothers used hunting dogs to flush meercats, springhares and antbears. Likewise, the old Koranna technique—digging large pits into which springbok were driven before being speared to death—provided them with meat.5


    But right from their very first day on the property, Sekwala knew he would have to acquire livestock if the Maines were to free themselves from the hazardous existence offered by hunting and the gathering of veldkos. But to acquire cattle or goats, it would be necessary first to accept a lengthy period of employment with one of the local farmers, leaving his family while it was still economically vulnerable. This idea was especially unattractive since Maleshwane was pregnant and Motheba had just given birth to a fourth son, Sebubudi.6 Under the circumstances he had little choice but to send the older boys out to work as cattle herders amongst the Boers.


    Initially, most of this burden was placed on the shoulders of Mphaka, then aged eleven. Sekwala found him a position as herdboy on a neighbouring farm, Hartsfontein, where, in return for a year’s labour, he was promised a splendid brown and white calf named Skilder.7 This agreement with the proprietor, Gert Meyer, appealed to the boy’s mother because it meant that although Mphaka left the house at sunrise, he could return at sunset and spend his nights at home. This first rather tentative venture was followed by a less successful experience the following year when the boy was sent to work for old Sam Elliot on yet another neighbouring property, Langverwacht. There, Mphaka, already endowed with a fiery temper, got involved in a fist fight with some of the young Elliot boys who, blacks and whites alike agreed, were known to be ‘very wild.’8 After this unfortunate incident he was sent back to work at Hartsfontein where he was less likely to be called upon to interact with whites because Gert Meyer tended to spend most of his time on a more favoured family farm, Rietfontein, some twenty miles away on the banks of the Vaal.


    In due course, when they were old enough to herd cattle, Phitise and Kas followed in the footsteps of their older brother, and by 1908 three of the four Maine boys were at work on the Meyer property, each earning either a goat a month or a calf a year for their labours. All these animals found their way into their father’s kraal.9 Stock thus acquired, and the fact that he still had not been called upon to pay rent, meant that Sekwala could expand production. Skilder, the cow that Mphaka had brought back from Hartsfontein, was soon supplemented by a second which he managed to acquire by trading goats with a Boer. When these two animals calved shortly thereafter, their offspring were promptly traded for two burly oxen named Goudman and Swartman. This small herd not only provided the children with much-needed milk, but allowed for a ploughing team; soon the harvests far transcended those from fields worked only with hand-hoes. Sekwala made a forty-mile round trip to Schweizer-Reneke, where the Stirling Brothers, remembering him from Rietput days, extended him credit for a small 75 plough; he used the four beasts as collateral. The spirit of enterprise, born on the plains of Makaoteng at the height of BaSotho prosperity in the late nineteenth century was being transplanted into a new and even more challenging environment.10


    With its single share and wonderfully light wooden beam, the Nkakatlele, or ‘Balance Me’ plough, was ideally suited to the needs of the Maines at a time when they owned only a few livestock and could not call on the labour of the two oldest boys, who were at Hartsfontein. With Motheba at the helm and either Kas or Moselantja leading the team, Sekwala was free to use the whip on the hard-worked oxen. Indeed, the 75 was so light that even little Moselantja could cope with it if Motheba were called away to attend to the infant Sebubudi. The plough appears to have paid for itself fairly rapidly, because not very long after its acquisition Sekwala set his sights even higher.11


    During a visit to Bloemhof in the winter of 1907 he called in at a new general dealers store, Gabbe’s, where a plough much larger than the 75 caught his eye. The Star was a heavy two-share metal plough that needed at least twelve oxen to draw it. It was also an unwieldy thing that would readily topple over unless held firmly, and the blades had to be set precisely if it was to work at anything approaching maximum efficiency. It left him in a quandary: on the one hand it would require a much greater investment in animal and human muscle power and would stretch the family’s newly acquired resources to their utmost; on the other, if the rains did come, the plough could help produce a truly bumper crop. So much had been won during the preceding seasons that it seemed to be a chance worth taking.


    A few days later Daniel Gabbe, a tall bespectacled Jew from Riga, in Latvia, arrived at the farm. Sekwala and the boys helped him unload the plough, then stack the twenty bags of grain that Sekwala had pledged to him onto the back of his wagon. Gabbe left, but when the plough was removed from its crate, the boys watched as their father’s brow slowly furrowed. Unlike the model in the store, the one before them came in bits and pieces and needed skilful assembly. As he stood contemplating the bewildering array of parts before him, all the old reservations about the cost and size of the Star again surged through Sekwala’s mind until he consciously steadied himself and resolved to look around for help. He knew to whom to turn.


    In the spring of 1906 Sekwala had resumed his friendship with Hendrik Swanepoel when his former transport-riding partner had bought a portion of the farm Koppie Alleen, which lay immediately south of Mahemspanne, from one of the most notable landowners in the district, Leopold Stern.12 Swanepoel’s return to the district (after a lengthy spell in a British prisoner of war camp in Bermuda) was welcomed by the Maine menfolk, who were hampered by the absence of a sympathetic white who could act as broker in a colonial society, especially when they needed written passes to move about the district. Swanepoel was bound to know how to assemble the plough.


    Indeed, Swanepoel not only taught Sekwala how to use the plough but willingly lent him the additional animals needed to draw it. The Star, true to name, helped to produce bigger and better crops. Turning two furrows rather than one, Sekwala managed to increase the area under cultivation with only marginally more effort. Being considerably heavier than the old 75, the new plough cut deeper into the soil and helped to preserve more of the life-giving spring moisture that made for higher yields. Perhaps it was the Star’s efficiency at soil-breaking that gave Mahemspanne its SeSotho praise name of Thubang, meaning ‘to break.’ The resulting increase in acreage planted with grain meant mobilising more family labour at harvest time, but it brought its own reward once the crop had been threshed, which was done by having it trampled underfoot by the cattle or horses. The surplus of sorghum that the new plough helped produce was loaded onto Hendrik Swanepoel’s wagon by the boys and taken into Bloemhof, where it was traded at Gabbe’s store.13


    Prosperity based on grain farming, supplemented by four or five seasons of reasonable rainfall, was expressed in the Maines’ rapidly expanding herd of cattle. In name at least, this was presided over by Hwai, patriarch of all the Maines. By the end of the decade it was said that the old man, his twelve sons, and their numerous children controlled no less than two hundred cattle—and that at a time when the total livestock holdings of blacks throughout the district numbered little more than two thousand. Far from being a collection of mere scrub cattle, this herd was serviced by four quality bulls named Hartman, Kruisman, Lapa and Rooilan. Rooilan, an enormous Afrikander bull, was especially admired by the local Boers and so assiduously pursued by Gert Meyer that the Maines eventually accepted one of his best oxen in exchange for it. From its new home at Hartsfontein the bull then found its way to the herds of many other prominent white farmers in the Bloemhof district.14


    The task of looking after these cattle—a demanding assignment, since most properties were unfenced and animals were likely to invade neighbouring fields or get lost—fell to Hwai’s grandsons. A generation of ten- to fifteen-year-old cousins, with the inseparable Kas and Sempane at its core, spent most of their early years at Mahemspanne undergoing an apprenticeship as herdboys. Some of this instruction occurred around the fire at night, when the elders taught the boys how to count or recall small differences among similar objects by playing traditional games such as molatadiane (‘the follower’) or phupwe-ka-lefeng (‘where is the stone?’). Most of the instruction, however, was more practical, involving everything from milking goats and cows to the skills associated with stick and stone fighting. And, as in all schools, at least part of supposedly productive time was spent simply in testing the limits of authority by indulging in activities expressly forbidden by the elders, such as mounting and racing cattle, or arranging for the most formidable bulls to fight each other.15


    Sekwala’s boys were also offered more personalised tuition in specialist skills. A mild-mannered man with great reservoirs of patience, Sekwala spent most of the off-season working cattle and game hides into yokes, harnesses, bellows, shoes or karosses, activities that attracted the attention of Phitise and young Kas. While virtually all the children were fascinated by the forging and sharpening of the short handheld hoes, called petlwane, Mphaka and Phitise were keen to help with the arduous tasks of dressing stone, building and thatching—operations in which the hard-working Sekwala became increasingly involved as the family settled in at Mahemspanne.16


    Ironically, at just this point new and challenging developments that might jeopardise their future were being set in motion elsewhere in the district, unleashing shockwaves that could undermine the emerging social and economic structures at Mahemspanne and, in the long term, do much to destroy the quality of life for rural blacks throughout the southwestern Transvaal. The unlikely epicentre of this upheaval lay some twenty miles south, in the unassuming little village where Sekwala did most of his grain trading, Bloemhof.


    After the monopolisation of the Kimberley diamond fields by the giant De Beers’ Corporation in the 1880s, undercapitalised independent diggers had worked their way along the course of the Vaal River and thicker deposits of gravel close to its banks. By 1906, the diggers had reached as far north as Christiana, where they experienced some success with the thinner deposits of gravel lying a little way from the river. These ‘dry diggings,’ sometimes more extensive than their riverine counterparts, were often less well endowed and tended to enjoy a limited economic life. When the Christiana diggings faltered after a year or two, the diggers, many of them so-called poor whites, continued to go north, and by 1908 members of the advance guard were already at work in the vicinity of Bloemhof.17


    In 1909, the Bloemhof diamond fields yielded a mere 783 carats valued at £2,886. From this very modest base, production doubled over the following twelve months. Such a gentle tap on the shoulder produced but few stirrings in an economic body that had previously slumbered. A positively rude awakening followed, however, when a far more extensive field was discovered at Mooifontein, about fifteen miles northwest of Bloemhof, in 1911. The proclamation of this field attracted close on 5,000 people, while a further 1,200 fortune-seekers made their way to the diggings on the Bloemhof ‘townlands.’ By the end of 1911, the new fields had yielded more than 37,000 carats valued at close on £200,000, and this development was sustained over the following two years.18


    Wrinkled and weather-beaten old Bloemhof, which had languished in the enervating western Transvaal sun ever since 1866, when it had come into being as an outgrowth of a convenient drift over the Vaal, was suddenly attracting younger friends from near and far. An influx of attorneys, traders and storekeepers soon found their commercial activities underwritten by branches of Rand banks, while at least a dozen diamond buyers representing the largest houses in London made a weekly visit to the new industrial centre. A brewery, several liquor stores, two hotels, the erection of the Palace Theatre, regular visits from Pagel’s Circus and the establishment of a newspaper, The Diggers’ Friend, all testified to this newfound vitality. The town was accorded the right to run its affairs through a Health Committee, and by 1912 many of its leading inhabitants were of the opinion that it should be accorded full municipal status.19


    All these developments were carefully observed by Bloemhof’s Resident Justice of the Peace, Matthew Wood. Wood, a tall man and one of the many postwar British ‘settlers’ in the district, lived on the outskirts of the town on a farm, Kareefontein, which he hired from different land companies before eventually purchasing it in 1922. From his vantage point he was well placed to assess the effect which the new industry was having on both the town and the surrounding countryside, and not all of it met with his approval. Shortly after the first major discovery of diamonds in the district, he became involved in an acrimonious dispute that developed between the townsfolk and the diggers regarding grazing rights on the Bloemhof common.20 Likewise, by 1911, his own personal experience made it superfluous for the local magistrate to inform him that ‘native labour was badly wanted by the farmers’ and that ‘the diamond diggings were paying such high wages that the farmers were deprived of all their farm hands.’21 A shortage of labour was something Wood had had to struggle with for years before it became a widespread complaint.


    Kareefontein, bordering the Vaal and straddling the road from Bloemhof to Christiana, was poorly situated for any struggle revolving around black labour since it lay directly in the path of diggers advancing up the river. Certainly by 1907–8 Wood felt the effects of this growing competition for unskilled labour; he suddenly did not have enough labour to run his farm. When he happened to mention this problem to his brother, W. E. Wood the land agent, he first heard of the community of independent blacks at Mahemspanne.


    Matthew Wood arrived at Mahemspanne on horseback, introduced himself to Sekwala as the ‘magistrate’ from Bloemhof who was empowered to inspect abandoned properties, asked how long the Maines had been living on the farm and inquired how much rent they paid. When he was told that to date no landlord had ever appeared to ask for rent, Wood suggested that they best find work on neighbouring farms if they wished to continue living on the property and remarked that he needed two workers to assist him at Kareefontein. Sekwala reluctantly agreed to the proposition that his two oldest sons would each undertake a spell of labour on the ‘magistrate’s’ farm in return for the Maines’ right to stay on the property.22


    This arrangement held little appeal for the family, which in 1907 had acquired an additional mouth to feed when Motheba had been delivered of a third daughter, Sellwane. Sekwala lost the services of two of his most valued helpers at the very moment that he was poised to make most use of the Star, and Motheba, given her wartime trauma, was reluctant to lose sight of the children under any circumstances. In addition, Mphaka, now sixteen and newly graduated from a traditional circumcision school overseen by his grandfather Hwai, was wanting to acquire stock of his own and did not like to work in exchange for something as intangible as rent. Yet, despite their misgivings, Mphaka and Phitise dutifully laboured at Wood’s farm for six months, during which time they were taken under the wing of yet another family of BaSotho labour tenants, the Masihus, whose origins lay in far-off Taung.23 Afterward, the boys assisted Sekwala with the harvest at Mahemspanne; although not as large as hoped for, it nevertheless yielded enough resources to rekindle Sekwala’s enthusiasm for a venture he had been planning for some months.


    The time had come for the ageing and sickly Hwai to go on a visit to Makaoteng, so that he could take final leave of the kin whom they had left behind at Sekameng some twenty years earlier. In the spring of 1908, after the first rains and the planting of the crop, Sekwala helped Hwai mount the grey mare and, with him relying on shanks’s pony, they set out for the distant Malutis.24


    Throughout the long hot months of 1909 Mphaka and his brothers attended to the fields at Mahemspanne on their own. Summer crawled slowly by and the days were already noticeably shorter when, late one afternoon, they heard the familiar strains of Maine praise poetry being recited in the distance:


    The moon rose very early in the morning,


    Raphoolo was born very early in the morning,


    Rasehai scattered the dawn and the feet,


    The round one of fame, a MoFokeng.


    This one belongs to the gorges, he is a


    black wildebees of Majara’s.


    The round beast of fame, a MoFokeng.


    He is an insect which continues to buzz.


    They say he is ‘Mmamohohojoe.’


    The moon came very early in the morning at Raseaheng’s,


    It came with the dawn and bent the darkness.


    The round beast of fame, a MoFokeng.


    He belongs to Legotho-wa-Dipudungwana-Majara.25


    It was Sekwala, seated on a new grey named Bloutjie, accompanied by Hwai and two distant kinsmen from Makaoteng, who had come to see where these wandering Maines were attempting to take root.26


    In the cold winter months that followed, the family neither saw nor heard of the ‘magistrate’ from Bloemhof. Rather optimistically, Sekwala hoped that they had perhaps seen the last of the tall Englishman on horseback and that the boys could spend the coming season at Mahemspanne. But when spring came and Wood reappeared with his familiar ‘suggestion,’ Sekwala realised that the family was probably coming to the end of an era. Some months earlier Hwai had already taken part of the herd and re-established himself on the farm Soutpan, and, if Sekwala and his sons were ever to free themselves of their newly acquired master, then they too would probably have to find a new home. The 1909–10 season’s crop was again planted without the assistance of the two older boys, as the services of Mphaka and Phitise were commandeered by Matthew Wood.27


    By the time Halley’s comet appeared the following year, Wood was no longer alone scouring the district for independent labour bottled up on the properties of absentee landlords. Just as Mphaka and Phitise were completing what was their final spell of duty at Kareefontein in 1910, Wood’s counterpart at Schweizer-Reneke, Thomas McLetchie, Resident Justice of the Peace, telegraphed the Secretary of Native Affairs in Pretoria urgently requesting the ‘“application of the Squatters Law to this Ward to distribute Native Labour. Companies (sic) farms are full, some farmers have more than they need, others have none.”’28


    This appeal to officialdom produced a survey of all properties in the Bloemhof, Christiana and Schweizer-Reneke wards occupied by five or more black families, the number allowed for by the provisions of the Squatters’ Law of 1887, ‘whose explicit purpose was to redistribute African households.’ Thus, by June 1910 the authorities knew that McLetchie had eight extended families living on his farm at Zandfontein, that Norman Anderson had seven residing at Mooilaagte, that W. K. Jelliman had six at Niekerk’s Rust, and that at least two large established black households were still farming at Mahemspanne.29


    Despite the prevailing drought, The Year of the Star, Naledi, saw reasonable rain at Mahemspanne, and by the time that Sekwala and his family were told to relocate themselves on a farm under a white landlord, the crops were already stretching out toward the sun. While Sekwala did the rounds looking for a new home, his wives and children brought in a bumper harvest which, after provision of twenty bags had been made for the insecure year in the offing, left them with a handsome surplus. The Maines had exceeded themselves, and when he returned from his tour Sekwala used his old friend Hendrik Swanepoel’s wagon to take thirty bags of sorghum to Bloemhof.30


    He returned home from Gabbe’s store that year laden with gifts. As an expression of pleasure at the size of the harvest and in recognition of what had been achieved during their eight-year stay on the property, Sekwala gave distinctively marked blankets to his wives and their older sons, each one in keeping with tradition, and appropriate to the recipient’s status. The Maines left Mahemspanne at the end of winter in 1910 with the dignity and style that befitted a BaSotho family of substance, Sekwala mounted on Bloutjie, Motheba and Maleshwane each wearing the red, yellow and black Rope Sa Motswetse blankets portraying their standing as married women with children, Mphaka and Phitise each clad in the black and white stripes of Konyana, which told the world that they were unmarried men, and fifteen-year-old Kas—a mere uncircumcised boy—wearing his red blanket, Qidi.31


    *


    Although their destination, the farm Vaalboschfontein, lay only seven miles north, Sekwala had chosen the new location with more than mere convenience in mind. Makgalo, as Vaalboschfontein was more commonly known amongst SeTswana-speakers, was an enormous and largely undeveloped property of more than 5,700 morgen—at least three and a half times the size of Mahemspanne. Land on this scale held out the promise of unrestricted grazing as well as more than enough space in which to do maize or sorghum farming. Moreover, while it was true that the farm was overseen by a ‘Boer’ supervisor, it was said that the new owner was an ‘Englishman’ from Johannesburg who was seldom seen on the property. Like most tenants, Sekwala was of the opinion that the best landlord was the one least encountered.


    In fact the new owner was not an ‘Englishman’ at all but the thirty-eight-year-old son of a Swedish sea captain, Olaf Lindbergh, who had settled in Wales during the late nineteenth century. In 1892, Albert Victor Lindbergh had given up being a school teacher and gone to South Africa, where he worked in the publishing department of The Star newspaper before moving on to establish the Central News Agency. This modest enterprise made spectacular progress in the immediate postwar period, when both the Argus Printing and Publishing Company and the Cape Times decided to place all their publishing contracts with the C.N.A. By 1904, A. V. Lindbergh was well enough established to be involved with the mining magnate Abe Bailey and others in taking over the Rand Daily Mail, and two years later he became a part owner of the even more successful Sunday Times.32


    This meteoric rise thrust Johannesburg’s new press baron into elevated social circles; by 1908, Victor Lindbergh, like several other Randlords, was looking to underline his arrival amongst the gentry by acquiring the accoutrements necessary for country life. At this Edwardian juncture—only a matter of months before the diamond discoveries triggered an increase in land prices and the arrival of less elevated elements into the southwestern Transvaal—Lindbergh acquired Vaalboschfontein in the knowledge that it could house a game lodge for shooting parties, and be a stud farm for his race horses and pedigree cattle.33


    But in Wolmaransstad no less than in Wales, a gentleman’s farm required steady hands at reasonable rates, and by the time that Lindbergh was recruiting a workforce, the diggings were siphoning off local labour at an alarming rate. These underlying forces, at least as much as the landlord’s undoubted generosity, enabled Sekwala to extract favourable terms from Lindbergh’s intermediary on the estate, Hendrik van der Walt.34


    Unlike the local Afrikaner farmers, who were mostly hopelessly undercapitalised and reliant on labour tenants, the foreman at Vaalboschfontein was in the fortunate position of being able to pay monthly wages in hard cash. In return for grazing rights and access to fields, Van der Walt wanted a guarantee that at least two of Sekwala’s older sons would work on the estate at any one time; in addition to ten shillings a month for herding or stable duties the Maine boys were to get a weekly ration of half a bag of mealie meal. In accordance with custom they, like all the other workers on the estate, would also be eligible to remove the meat of any animal that died on the farm—an important perquisite on a property where sheep and cattle were plentiful.35


    This accord suited Sekwala well since it left Kas and Sebubudi free to tend the fifty cattle they had brought to Makgalo (most of the family herd remained with Hwai and the others at Soutpan). But for all that the future did not necessarily belong to cattle farming: in the next few months, Sekwala noticed that farmers were expanding their sheep holdings, for the price of wool was rising steadily. With his access to virtually unlimited grazing at Makgalo, he followed the market trend and bought sheep to supplement the few Angora goats they had brought from Mahemspanne.36 (It so happened that this diversification came at a good time. Gal-lamziekte, a form of virulent animal paralysis, took a very heavy toll amongst the cattle of the district in 1911.)


    In spring, once he had seen the last of the frost, Sekwala set about teaching Motheba’s boys how to shear sheep, a skill they soon mastered, earning an enviable reputation amongst white farmers for miles around. But the reward for all this effort—which came only after most of the wool had been baled, transported to Vryburg by cart, and forwarded by rail to a Port Elizabeth merchant—proved to be rather small, since the price for both wool and mohair slumped badly in late 1911. But not even this setback could dampen the business spirits of young Kas who, showing the same sharp entrepreneurial eye that characterised his father and grandfather, used the remaining mohair to knit skull-caps, which he sold to workers on the estate.37


    This new-found enthusiasm for sheep was not without cost, for as Sekwala’s interest in sheep farming grew, so the family’s involvement in grain production decreased. An adequate supply of fresh meat and milk as well as an assured ration of mealie meal from van der Walt meant that Sekwala could afford, for the first time in years, to avert his eyes from the merchants in Bloemhof and Schweizer-Reneke. He continued to use the Star for planting sorghum and supplemented it with a new Chain Plough, but the Maines both sowed and reaped less at Vaalboschfontein than they had at Mahemspanne.38


    Somewhat paradoxically, this move away from arable farming occurred when they were becoming more involved in the traditional social rituals normally associated with grain planting. There was a sizeable village at Makgalo with many strangers in it, and this necessitated taking precautions against witchcraft which, if left unchecked, could lead to disturbing variations in the size of the harvest. Prior to the spring planting each year, Sekwala and all the other heads of household on the property appeared before the village headman and presented him with a selection of the seeds intended for use in the forthcoming season. These samples were pooled and the resulting mixture, called mosuelo, treated with a traditional potion such as phetola which was said to hasten the ripening of the grain. All the participants in the ceremony would then be given a small quantity of the communally generated mosuelo which, on their return home, would be re-integrated into the bulk of their supplies, thereby minimising the risk of antisocial behaviour.


    The passing of the seasons also nudged other rituals to the fore that helped strengthen the bonds among the black families on the estate.39 Once he was through with ploughing and planting and the footsore oxen had been released into the fields to recover their strength, Sekwala and the others would call upon their wives to brew beer from the excess sorghum so that everyone in the village could join in ‘drinking the cattle’s legs,’ ho noa maoto a dikgomo. Likewise, if the rains held off for too long, the men and boys would assemble for a traditional communal hunt, or molutsoane, which, so the elders said, had never yet failed to bring on a storm. More predictably perhaps, the agricultural year would end with a round of ‘work parties’ where a liberal provision of beer ensured that bringing in the harvest remained the most memorable of all occasions. Social activities such as these undoubtedly helped to integrate extended families into the wider community at Vaalboschfontein, but they were less successful at preventing a small but worrying crack from developing within Sekwala’s own household. A short, mild-mannered man with a marked dislike for any form of open confrontation, Sekwala had for some time shown a preference for the company of his second wife, Maleshwane. The precise reason for this was difficult to determine—perhaps the more pressing demands of the junior house, a greater social compatibility between an avowed traditionalist and a pagan wife, or simply the sexual advantage that age bestowed on the younger woman.40


    This development did not escape the notice of the tall woman of the senior house, who could, as her children well knew, manifest a truly explosive temper when provoked. Kas, for example, recalled an occasion at Mahemspanne when Motheba had snatched a stick from the cooking pot and struck out at him so powerfully that he had fallen to the ground unconscious. Motheba, who for a horrible moment believed she had killed her child, was instantly chastened. Although fiercely independent when challenged, she normally carried herself with a quiet dignity that could be traced to her deeply held religious beliefs. These same convictions, strengthened by her new allegiance to the then rapidly expanding African Methodist Episcopal Church, gave her the strength to tolerate Sekwala’s declining interest in their marriage, and she steadfastly refused to make an issue of it. Instead, she devoted herself to her children and, in so doing, drew them closer not only to herself but to her church.41


    Although it took four or five years to become fully manifest, the effects of this gradual realignment within the extended family had first become apparent at Mahemspanne when Sekwala’s absence had caused Motheba’s oldest son to take on a more paternal and responsible role within the senior house; Mphaka became something of a father to his sisters Moselantja and Sellwane and wielded more power over his three younger brothers than might otherwise have been the case. A short-tempered disciplinarian who set demanding standards for any form of agricultural labour, he made certain that the gentle psychological heat which Motheba kindled within the household was not allowed to dissipate out in the fields. But by the time the Maines got to Vaalboschfontein, Mphaka was finding it hard to play this supportive role to the full. As a man of twenty he knew he would have to get out and earn more cash than he was getting from van der Walt if he were to raise the bridewealth that would enable him to start a family of his own. He had managed to acquire a few beasts after a spell of labour on railway construction sites a few years earlier, animals which Sekwala held in trust for him, but he knew that there was still insufficient bohadi for a wife. Eager for wage labour, but at the same time bound by his sense of duty to his mother, Mphaka compromised and sought work close to home.42


    In 1912, the small general dealer’s store situated on the western border of the Lindbergh estate at Hessie had been taken over by Norman Anderson and William Hambly, two settlers who, having completed their service with the British Imperial forces in the South African War of 1899–1902, had chosen to stay on and establish themselves in the Schweizer-Reneke district. Anderson, a New Zealander, had for some years been a farmer at Mooilaagte while Hambly, an Australian, had been Secretary to the Wolmaransstad School Board before he, too, had turned to farming at Vaalboschbult. Earlier that year Hambly had met and taken a liking to Sekwala, so when he and Anderson started looking around for an intelligent young man whom they could put in charge of a horse and cart to make deliveries to the surrounding farms, they knew whom to approach. Sekwala steered them toward Mphaka.43


    Although a full-time commitment at Hambly’s store met Mphaka’s needs admirably, it gave rise to a problem back at the estate: van der Walt was quick to point out to Sekwala that the terms of their contract specified that he had to ensure the services of two of his sons, not just one. Sekwala had to rearrange the duties of the three remaining boys so that Kas could join Phitise on the estate, and Sebubudi could join his halfbrothers in looking after the family’s livestock. For the seventeen-year-old Kas, it was his first exposure to the rigours of wage labour under direct ‘European’ or white supervision, and, from the accounts which his father received, the young man appeared to revel in the experience.


    Initially, Kas assisted the other unskilled labourers in fencing the farm’s perimeter and dividing it into camps. Although largely a response to the requirements of the Fencing Act of 1912, this effort would also have helped Lindbergh in the management of his pedigreed livestock and in warding off the unwanted attention of poachers. When this work ended the foreman called Kas aside and outlined his new duties. Van der Walt had noticed that the young MoSotho had a special talent with horses and he assigned him to the stables, where the man in charge, ‘Maarman’ Mokomela, helped the lad to extend and refine the skills that came with the cleaning, grooming and exercising of a dozen or more highly temperamental race horses.44


    Kas soon established himself as the best stable hand on the property, and, not long thereafter, when Albert Lindbergh acquired Sam—the first race horse to be imported from Australia—he was entrusted with sole care of the new stallion. This exposure to pedigreed animals increased his love of horses, and this enthusiasm, in turn, reawakened his father’s interest in the animals that had helped the Maines to get their first position under Woldmann back at Mequatling thirty years earlier. With one eye on his son’s developing skills and the other on the market, Sekwala invested in several additional horses.45


    The father’s delight at his son’s achievements was matched by his pleasure at other signs indicating the emergence of a well-rounded young man. Shortly after Mphaka had started working at Hambly’s, Sekwala and his brothers had requested the foreman to be allowed to convene a circumcision school for the boys on the farm who were coming of age. Van der Walt, eager to accommodate the wishes of the community and quick to appreciate that graduates from an initiation lodge would help swell the pool of labour available on the farm, had readily granted them permission to hold what his BaSotho tenants somewhat misleadingly persisted in referring to as a ‘Mountain School.’ For seven months centring on the winter of 1912, Hwai and his older sons instructed twelve young Maine cousins and fifteen of their BaKwena and BaRolong peers in the mysteries and responsibilities of manhood. Kas emerged from this exacting exercise with great honour and a significantly enhanced respect for the richness and complexity of his native BaSotho culture.46


    Motheba, in keeping with her pragmatic philosophy, raised no objection to her sons having this traditional initiation. Instead, as an avid Bible reader, she endorsed her children’s search for literacy by encouraging them to attend the conventional classes that were, for a short period, a feature of life at Vaalboschfontein. In the evenings Motshwarateu Pholwana, the oldest son of one of the more prosperous BaRolong tenants on the property, would, for a shilling a month and the provision of the paraffin for the lamps, teach young and old alike to read and write. Although not excelling, in this too Kas made enough progress to enable him to cope with the normal exigencies of farm life, while his rapidly growing proficiency in the Afrikaans language benefited from his casual interaction with van der Walt’s three children.47


    The work in the stables did not always leave him with as much time for recreation as he would have liked, but Kas did find moments to take advantage of his recent change in social status. Some of these precious hours were squandered on adolescent peers, as when he and the herdboys experimented by smoking dagga obtained from the marijuana plants which some of the more adventurous tenants at Vaalboschfontein cultivated between their rows of sorghum. But most of this valuable free time was jealously guarded and spent in the company of his cousin Sempane. The two of them often disappeared on short hunting expeditions to the far comers of the estate, or else mounted specially trained cattle for more leisurely visits to the girls in some of the nearby villages.48


    *


    By 1913, Sekwala found himself under increasing pressure, both as patriarch and as labour tenant. Having found a cousin for Mphaka to marry, he made the painful discovery that, if the price in bridewealth cattle was to be met in full, the balance between milch and draught animals in the Maine herd would be seriously disturbed. He could extricate himself from this potentially embarrassing situation only by persuading Kas to allow a few of his cows, rather than all of Mphaka’s trained oxen, to be used as part of the bohadi settlement. But no sooner had this difficulty been overcome than he was confronted by a new and even more serious problem.49


    In 1912 the spring rains had failed to materialise and, by the summer of 1913, the whole country was in the grip of one of the most serious droughts in decades. Even Vaalboschfontein’s extensive fields were not enough to provide all the animals on the estate with grazing, and it soon became apparent that, if the landlord’s game and pedigreed stock were to survive, the tenants’ livestock would have to be culled. Sekwala was in no hurry to respond when Hendrik van der Walt requested that the tenants reduce their cattle, and van der Walt, valuing the Maines’s labour, was reluctant to press for an answer. But the resulting silence placed Sekwala on the defensive, and when the normally mild-mannered Kas became involved in a clash with the foreman, he found his space to manoeuvre restricted.50


    At dawn one morning, Kas and Sempane started the day as usual by separating the calves from the cows, isolating the two sections of the herd in different camps and then reporting back to the stable for duty. In midmorning they paused for a break and were busy having their breakfast when van der Walt burst in on them to tell them that the calves had somehow managed to get out of their camp and to suckle from the cows before the milking had commenced. As he spoke, the foreman took out a leather strap from his pocket and lashed out at them. The cousins leapt to their feet and fled the room, but when van der Walt ran after them, still wielding the belt, Kas stopped, picked up a stone and threatened to retaliate. This unexpected challenge stopped the foreman in his tracks; apparently regaining his composure, he told them to finish their meal before returning to their chores.


    But van der Walt had no intention of allowing a klein kaffer to question the authority of a white man, and he waited for a suitable moment to complete the business he had started. That evening, when the oxen were being returned to the kraal next to the farmhouse, the foreman lured Kas within his reach, caught hold of him by the arm and then—while he and the stable-hand danced the disciplinary jig—called for his wife to remove the leather strap that he had hidden in his back pocket. Before the lady could oblige, Kas, inspired by the need for improvisation in a novel social setting, sank his teeth into a conveniently situated white finger, which promptly spurted enough blood to elicit a chorus of shouting and swearing from a clearly impressed Mrs. van der Walt. A half-dozen blacks, suspecting that oaths and cries on such a scale could only be a summons for their services, suddenly appeared from nowhere to witness some deeply concerned Maine kinsmen persuading Kas to release the hapless foreman’s finger.51


    This potentially serious altercation had no immediate sequel. In the days that followed van der Walt made no further overt attempt to discipline the ‘little kaffir.’ He stalked his quarry so surreptitiously that it took several weeks before it became apparent from which direction he was approaching. The young Maine’s duties around the farm gradually, at first almost imperceptibly, increased; as the weeks and months passed Kas became aware of the progressive erosion of his leisure time. But the son of a labour tenant, caught in the vice of a quasi-feudal relationship where he was accountable to father and foreman alike, found it almost impossible to mount a counterchallenge that did not jeopardise his family’s position on the estate. Instead, he spoke to his father, who on more than one occasion remonstrated with the foreman about what he considered to be his son’s unrealistic work load. Despite this attempt at paternal mediation, the relationship between foreman and worker continued to deteriorate.52


    Matters came to a head at an awkward moment which—like the ragged line between loyalty to the family and wage labour—was poised uncertainly between the hours of work and leisure. One Sunday an ox in a herd grazing on a distant part of the farm sickened and died. When the foreman was told of this, he accused Kas, on duty around the farmhouse that afternoon, of being so obsessed with doing the social rounds that he had failed to keep track of the livestock. Kas pointed out that others were supposedly responsible for animals kept at a distance from the homestead and asked for a clearer definition of his own duties; at that point van der Walt moved to occupy the space he had opened up during the preceding months. He insisted on holding Kas responsible for the death of the ox, the exchange became heated, and it ended only when Kas demanded to be released from all his duties. The foreman, seizing the chance to ease his cattle-culling problems and simultaneously end the dispute with his independent-minded stable-hand, readily agreed, pausing only to remind him that this meant all the Maines must leave Vaalboschfontein.53


    Sekwala was now trapped between an unstated appeal for loyalty from his son on the one hand, and the need to ensure access to grazing for their cattle on the other, and he realised that the problem had marched on beyond the reach of mere diplomacy. A devastating drought, the danger of having the herd culled and a son who had become a man—all became concatenated in such a way as to leave him without choice. How was he to find a place large enough to accommodate all his family and all their cattle at a time when grazing was at a premium? He discussed the matter with Mphaka, and between them they struck on the idea of temporarily splitting the family along the cleavage line that had been developing between the patriarch and his two wives and seeking a home on not one, but two farms.


    Late in the summer of 1913 Sekwala, Maleshwane and their children rounded up most of the livestock and went to Hessie, a farm that bordered Vaalboschfontein, to become sharecroppers under William Hambly; it was a property which ancient BaThlaping calling it Mphaku, had singled out for its fertility. Motheba and her children, along with Mphaka and his young wife, Elisa, collected the remaining cattle and the Angora goats and took them about twelve miles farther north, to a property on the main road between Schweizer-Reneke to the west and Wolmaransstad to the east. There, still under Mphaka’s tutelage, they became labour tenants of Hendrik Koekemoer, who had hired the farm Doornhoek to supplement his grazing during the great drought.54

  


  
    PART TWO


    YOUTH


    *


    ‘After all that has been said on these more tangible matters of human contact, there still remains a part essential to a proper description of the South which it is difficult to describe or fix in terms easily understood by strangers. It is, in fine, the atmosphere of the land, the thought and feeling, the thousand and one little actions which go to make up life. In·any community or nation it is these little things which are most elusive to the grasp and yet most essential to any clear conception of the group life taken as a whole. What is thus true of all communities is peculiarly true of the South, where, outside of written history and outside of printed law, there has been going on for a generation as deep a storm and stress of human souls, as intense a ferment of feeling, as intricate a writhing of spirit, as ever a people experienced. Within and without the sombre veil of color vast social forces have been at work—efforts for human betterment, movements toward disintegration and despair, tragedies and comedies in social and economic life, and a swaying and lifting and sinking of human hearts which have made this land a land of mingled sorrow and joy, of change and excitement and unrest.’


    W. E. B. DU BOIS,


    1896

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    Preparation


    1913–21


    Doornhoek was an exceptionally large property traversed not only by the Schweizer-Reneke–Wolmaransstad road but by several other minor roads, notably the one linking an adjacent farm, Katbosfontein, with the nearby hamlet of Claudina and then, farther north, the village of Migdal. The self-confident manner in which these upstart country tracks strode across the property testified to the fact that the farm did not lie close to anybody’s heart. In an area notorious for its vulnerability to drought, Doornhoek had a distinctive reputation as a place without water.


    Through most of late summer and early winter 1913, the younger Maine brothers tended Hendrik Koekemoer’s livestock and their own under the watchful eye of the formidable Mphaka—a demanding task, for the stock had lost condition and had to be driven over long distances to get water on neighbouring properties. Kas, accustomed to the varied duties and richer social life of Vaalboschfontein, found life at Doornhoek tedious and, after several months of unrelieved herding, was waiting for a new challenge to present itself when the rural tracks that crisscrossed the property suddenly dumped an unexpected opportunity at the family doorstep.


    On a midwinter afternoon, a small gang of BaHurutshe roadworkers in search of off-duty company and sorghum beer were directed to Mphaka’s homestead. During the conversation that followed, it emerged that they were BaKwena who not only shared Motheba’s crocodile totem but, like her immediate family at Setlagole, had placed themselves under BaRolong jurisdiction and therefore qualified as distant kinsmen. ‘Charlie,’ the oldest of the men and leader of the party, sensing Kas’s interest in the group’s wanderings, suggested that he join it as a labourer on road construction works that would take them on a sweep through the southwestern Transvaal.1


    The idea appealed to Kas: he could shake off the dust of Doornhoek and earn cash for a few more cattle and sheep of his own. Mphaka, who had met the family’s immediate obligations to Koekemoer and already deputed Phitise to assist the landlord during the corning season, foresaw no problem, and Motheba, mollified by the presence of BaKwena guardians, raised no objection. It was to be expected that a young man newly graduated from the Mountain School would want to go out into the world to gain experience.


    Kas joined the road gang at Katbosfontein as an unskilled labourer loading gravel into Scotch carts for ten shillings a month. For a while the contractor, an Englishman named Ellis who hailed from the Orange Free State, deployed the team near Doornhoek, and Kas managed to see something of the family over weekends. But a few weeks later the gang moved out toward Wolmaransstad, where they embarked on a longer-term project to improve the road linking the rail siding at Makwassie with Bothaville, just across the Vaal River.2


    Bothaville was on the fringes of the most capital-intensive maize producing region in the country, and it was while Kas was at work on the roads around the district that the journalist Solomon Plaatje passed through the area and recorded the effects of one of the great rural spasms associated with South Africa’s uneven transformation into an industrial society. Designed to eventually confine 80 percent of the country’s population to the ownership or occupancy of about 13 percent of the land, the racially discriminatory clauses of the Natives Land Act of 1913 made provision for the state to prohibit white landlords and black tenants from farming-on-the-halves or sharecropping in regions where agricultural producers were said to be in the greatest need of wage labour.3


    When these repressive measures were enforced in the northern Orange Free State the same year, they resulted in the eviction of hundreds of black families who then either had desperately to search the province for new homes, or had to cross the river into the drier southwestern Transvaal, where they sought out land-rich but undercapitalised white farmers who might need labour tenants. Neither the passing of the law nor its sequel escaped Kas’s attention, and nearly seven decades later, he could clearly recall ‘the law passed by the Boers which stipulated that we should no longer farm-on-the-halves but work on the farms as wage labourers.’ ‘But,’ he went on to note, ‘sharecropping continued because many white farmers could not afford to pay their labourers cash wages.’4


    By December 1913, the road gang was at work on the banks of the Vaal in the vicinity of Kommandodrif when Kas returned briefly to Doornhoek to re-establish contact with his family. But by then water had become so scarce at Hendrik Koekemoer’s cattle outpost that Mphaka and the others had decided to link up with Hwai at Soutpan, the farm to which he had moved in 1909 when he left Mahemspanne. Around Bloemhof there were yet more signs of displaced tenants moving into the district from south of the river, and Kas found the Maines, including members of his father’s family regrouping on a large property which, it was said, belonged to an Englishman whose name, they thought, was ‘Ou Stories.’ As had happened with the first wages he had earned in the stables at Makgalo, Kas handed his earnings to his father, secure in the knowledge that Sekwala would invest it in livestock which he would find waiting when he returned from his travels.5


    On rejoining Ellis and his team, Kas was assigned the role of cook, a task less strenuous than the heavy manual labour to which he had become accustomed and, at thirty shillings a month, better paid. For several months he rose before dawn to light the fires, prepare the relish and cook the drums full of mealie meal that the workers were served in midmorning and late afternoon. His culinary efforts were clearly appreciated by his BaKwena kinsmen since there was an outcry when for a brief period he was seconded to look after the oxen and a replacement was taken on as cook.6


    Kas continued to remit money to Sekwala via trustworthy intermediaries whenever he could, but he did not get the chance to visit the farm in person for more than eight months. His younger brother, Sebubudi, teasingly suggested he had joined the ranks of the lekgolwa—migrant labourers so satisfied with their lot that they saw no reason to communicate with their families. But Kas was not in danger of becoming permanently reconciled to life on the road, and nor were others in the construction team. In winter 1914, as they approached Bothaville, he noticed signs of growing unease amongst Afrikaners in the party, who talked about a gathering conflict between the British and the Germans and the need to return to their families.7


    When war between Britain and Germany was declared in August 1914, Ellis dismissed his remaining employees, suggesting that they, too, go home. But neither Kas nor Motsoko, a young MoHurutshe, could see the need for heeding the advice, though it held obvious appeal for the married men in the party. Instead the two bachelors went back across the Vaal and set out for the small town of Leeudoringstad, where they hoped to get work on the railway line linking the two great mining centres of Kimberley and Johannesburg.


    The thirty-mile hike back to the heart of the western Transvaal was rewarded with one shilling and sixpence worth of wage labour that lasted for exactly a day. On the second morning the resident subcontractor appeared on site and, eager to avoid the practical problems and instability that came with employing young casual labourers, promptly dismissed them when he discovered that they had nowhere to live and no wives to cook for them. Caught in a world which for a brief moment seemed obsessed with a man’s marital status, Kas remembered that there was one place where the appetite for the labour of single young black men seemed insatiable, the Bloemhof diamond diggings.8


    But Kas had been gone for a long time, and the local demand for black labour had changed radically. The most promising of the diggings, at the farm Mooifontein, had been virtually worked out during the previous year, and he and Motsoko were forced to go farther north—to the new discoveries at London, not far from Vaalboschfontein. Even there conditions were not as buoyant as they had been when he had left Doornhoek. With the advent of war the demand for diamonds had dropped, and as a consequence the always moody economy of the southwestern Transvaal, already stressed by several seasons of drought, was plunged into a full-scale recession that lasted for most of 1915. The resulting reduction in wages made hard manual work on the diggings even less attractive than usual, and after only a few weeks Kas left his long-time MoHurutshe companion and went back to Soutpan.9


    Soutpan, it will be recalled, had belonged to the Voortrekker leader and state president of the South African Republic, M. W. Pretorius, in the 1870s. The property had then passed through the hands of two other owners before Hendrik Pistorius acquired it in 1898. But the new landlord found a 5,500-morgen property to be much larger than he needed and had therefore let out sizeable portions to less well-endowed Boers established in the district.


    When he rejoined his extended family in October 1914, Kas found that his father had entered into a labour tenancy agreement with one of Pistorius’s Afrikaans-speaking tenants named ‘Leeu’ (‘Lion’) Badenhorst. This verbal contract specified that, in return for access to grazing for his animals and the right to plough a field or two, Sekwala would ensure that Badenhorst got year-round access to the labour of at least one of his sons. In practice, this obligation had to be met by his unmarried sons, who were expected to relieve each other at six-month intervals. Kas, having been exempted from family labour for virtually a year, was now called on to take over Phitise’s duties.10


    Despite his forbidding name and towering frame, ‘Lion’ Badenhorst was a phlegmatic man who had married Christina, the daughter of ‘Ou Koos’ Barnard, from Rietpan, the neighbouring property. She, by contrast, was a highly irascible woman with little respect for or patience with her husband’s black tenants, and she spent most of her day concerned with a simple-minded son, Hendrik, and a daughter, Miemie. The gentle ‘Leeu’ was usually called on to restore the peace whenever Christina had cause to interact with the farm labourers. This was a largely thankless task which earned him his wife’s swift rebuke: ‘Ja, jou lang ding. Jy is mos al agter die kaffers aan, die kaffers maak soos hulle wil met jou!’ ‘Yes, you misery. You curry favour with the kaffirs, and they do as they please with you!’11 With the events in the stable at Vaalboschfontein still very much in his mind, Kas was pleased that his new duties centred on the livestock and kept him well away from the farmhouse.


    There are things in the world more formidable than a woman’s temper, and by late 1914 Kas could detect the distant thunder of a storm that threatened to engulf all of the southwestern Transvaal. The initial rumblings of discontent echoed sentiments he had first heard expressed on the road to Bothaville, and quite unexpectedly, Soutpan itself now seemed to lie directly in the path of the approaching tempest.


    *


    Following the declaration of war in August 1914, Britain had requested that South African government forces invade the neighbouring German colony of South West Africa. Whilst this request commanded a sympathetic hearing from those in high office, notably Prime Minister Louis Botha and his minister of defence, J. C. Smuts, it evoked far more equivocal responses from Afrikaners who did not have direct access to the levers of power. Veterans of the South African War, amongst them Generals J. H. de la Rey, C. R. de Wet and S. G. Maritz, either hankered for a restoration of the Boer Republics or felt unable to assist Britain in a struggle against their former political ally. Many of these reservations were shared by the Commander of the newly formed Active Citizen Force, General C. F. Beyers, and yet others by another high-ranking officer, General J. C. G. Kemp. These custodians of Afrikaner political independence tried to profit from the British plight by instigating an armed rebellion.


    In the Orange Free State and southwestern Transvaal the fires of revolt ignited by the generals were soon stoked by mystics and desperate Afrikaner farmers who, in addition to simply drawing comfort from the heat, wished to bum off the miseries of drought and debt. Within days of the announcement of war, there was an excited republican demonstration in Lichtenburg, while in neighbouring Wolmaransstad, a famous local ‘prophet,’ Nicholas van Rensburg, or ‘Siener,’ as he was more popularly known, had a vision that gave succour to rural radicals accustomed to drawing on the idiom of the Old Testament for their inspiration. Within three months several thousand armed and mounted rebels were being pursued by government forces who, in addition to horses, had the advantage of access to motorised transport and the expanding South African railway system.12


    At Soutpan, where the owner of the property was an English-speaker, the first signs of conflict became apparent when two of the tenants, Leeu Badenhorst and Andries Holloway, left to join the Citizen Force based at Makwassie. Most of the Afrikaners in the district, on the other hand, chose to join the rebels under P. J. K. van Vuuren, a Veld-Kornet or district officer from the farm Vaalbank in the Lichtenburg district who had pledged his allegiance to General Kemp. This sudden exodus of Boers occasioned a strange lull in activity at a time when preparations for the new season were usually in full swing. The departure of Badenhorst caused the Maines no immediate hardship, although a prohibition on movement by night made it hard for them to arrange Phitise’s marriage.13


    The unnatural spring calm was broken on 1 November when van Vuuren and three rebels swept into Soutpan, rode up to the farmhouse and called out the waspish Christina Badenhorst. They issued her with a receipt for a half-dozen sheep which they intended commandeering as part of the supplies needed for General Kemp’s men, who were on their way to Schweizer-Reneke. There, they would rendezvous with General Beyers and his followers before pushing on to South West Africa, where they hoped to link up with the forces under the command of General Manie Maritz. A campaign on this scale, over what was some of the most testing terrain in the country, required dozens of mounts, and having determined where Kas had taken the sheep to graze, the Veld-Kornet started looking around for any horses they could use.14


    But the sturdiest horses had long since been pressed into service by Badenhorst and Holloway, and the remaining animals belonged to the tenants. In what was held to be yet another ‘white man’s war,’ this disposed of the need to issue any further receipts, and van Vuuren and his men simply ‘exchanged’ their injured white horse for two other animals, a brown one belonging to RaMofasiwa and a white-faced one owned by RaKolobe, before moving out into the fields at the far end of the farm to collect sheep. The four armed men had already isolated part of the flock when they were challenged by a surprised Kas who, when he dared question them, was dismissed with a perfunctory, ‘Kaffer, hou jou bek!’ ‘Kaffir, shut your mouth!’15


    He and another tenant ran to the farmhouse where an angry Christina Badenhorst shouted at them to follow van Vuuren and his men even if it meant coming under fire. Reluctantly, they traced the rebels to an isolated part of the farm where, from a hiding place, they witnessed the arrival of yet more armed men. The Veld-Kornet issued an order that six rams be slaughtered and roasted, and while this meal was still in progress scouts arrived to report that a detachment of the Citizen Force had been seen in the vicinity. Before van Vuuren could arrange for his troops’ withdrawal, the government forces—which included Leeu Badenhorst, Holloway and several friends—arrived on the scene and engaged the rebels, who, forced to take shelter behind a kraal wall, returned fire before disappearing in a northwesterly direction, hotly pursued by the Citizen Force.16


    Meanwhile Motheba and Sellwane were on their way to Kommissierust, where they hoped to collect Phitise’s bride-to-be and escort her home. On their trip they were overtaken by the thunder of horses carrying men in the direction of Schweizer-Reneke. But the rebels did the women no harm, and when Kas appeared with his companion some time later they could only point them in the right direction. By late that afternoon, they had lost both contact with the rebels and any remaining enthusiasm for a rather pointless chase. They left the rebels near the farm Makouskop and returned to Soutpan, where they recovered the skins of the slaughtered rams before turning to face the almost inevitable wrath of Christina Badenhorst.17


    Van Vuuren and his supporters spent the night in the bush near Mooistroom before going to Vleeskraal, where, on 2 November, more than two thousand rebels were addressed by Generals Beyers and Kemp, the Reverend H. D. van Broekhuizen and the visionary ‘Siener’ van Rensburg.18 After the meeting General Kemp and his followers occupied Schweizer-Reneke and wounded two policemen before abandoning the town and setting out to join Maritz’s forces in South West Africa. Van Vuuren and his party linked up with the men under the command of General Beyers and rode south to the farm Kareepan, adjoining Soutpan, before moving on to the rail siding at Kingswood where they were involved in a skirmish with government forces.


    This flurry of military activity around Soutpan was followed by weeks of relative calm until another small band of men, this time under the command of General de Wet, passed through the district and went to the farm Vleeskraal, where, on 24 November, they too clashed with units of the Citizen Force. Two weeks later General Beyers, hotly pursued by government forces, was drowned while attempting to cross the Vaal on horseback near Makwassie: gradually the government forces acquired the upper hand. By January 1915, the rebellion was over, and the southwestern Transvaal slowly eased its way back into the more sedate rhythms of the countryside.19


    The Maines had watched the unfolding spectacle of Boer against Boer, where one was ‘a government supporter and his brother a rebel,’ with mixed feelings. Kas’s thoughts mirrored some of the tenants’ confused and wishful thinking about the rebels’ failure to overthrow the government. On the one hand he, along with the rest of the peasantry, had long since lost faith in the capacity of the British Empire to force the Boers to improve the lot of blacks on white farms, and, although he knew the rebels’ German allies had an unenviable reputation for cruelty, he nevertheless hoped that as a new imperial authority they would somehow preside over a more enlightened regime and usher in an era of material prosperity for rural folk. On the other hand, like the vast majority of blacks in the district, he found it difficult to see white rebels in the role of liberators, and joined in reciting some of the mock ‘praise poetry’ that accompanied the death of the hapless General Beyers:


    Beyers, you were a real man! You were clumsy and fell into the water with your trousers and jacket on, and a black horse jumped over your head. Your darkened blood mingled with the water and flowed to the ships until it reached a white woman—an Englishwoman—because it was a black horse that overturned Beyers the man!20


    Black society, although lacking a ‘Siener’ van Rensburg, was not without resources when it came to drawing out a deeper, more symbolic explanation for the unfortunate events that had played themselves out in the river at Makwassie.21


    ‘Whatever the cause of Beyers’s death, the rebellion severely disrupted production in the 1914–15 season in a district where one in three farms was already heavily bonded to the Land Bank. This, coupled with a slump in the price of diamonds, released rank vapours of pessimism that soon enveloped town and countryside alike, and in professional banking circles it was officially reported that ‘An air of poverty and little business prevails in Bloemhof .’ At Soutpan, where Sekwala correctly interpreted the signals of a recession, the family turned its back on the market and contracted their agricultural efforts to mere subsistence levels. Indeed, they produced so little maize that they decided to sell off the flock of Angora goats which, besides requiring a great deal of mollycoddling in the cold highveld winters, needed a grain supplement to keep them in peak condition.22


    With the markets for grain and stock equally depressed, the Maines unpacked some of their other skills and set to work generating a flow of cash that would see them through the hard winter of 1915. Sekwala and Hendrik Swanepoel, as they had done so often before, got together to do some transport-riding, but the poor harvests made it one of their less successful seasons. When Swanepoel returned to his home at Koppie Alleen, Sekwala and Mphaka moved across to the de Lange family at Kareebosfontein, who ran an off-season contracting business, and helped erect rondavels, wagon sheds or kraal walls, for the wealthier whites in the district. And when Phitise returned from his six-month spell on the diamond diggings to meet the family’s obligations to Leeu Badenhorst, Kas engaged in some casual labour on neighbouring properties at one shilling and sixpence a day before moving back to the diggings for a few months.23


    Despite this great effort, one member of the family did not see out the winter. Hwai, by then well into his eighties—repository of the BaSotho folklore, convenor of the initiation schools, and skilled ngaka—sensed the moment of his departure and called Sekwala, to hand over his divining bones to him. Shortly thereafter the freezing east wind that swept down from the Malutis arrived to remind him for the last time of the call of Kolo and the mountains of Sekameng. The old man was laid to rest by Sekwala and his brothers in the characteristically aligned east-west grave reserved for a true MoFokeng—the first of three generations of Maines to be buried at Soutpan. Kas and his siblings mourned the departure of their grandfather who, despite his advanced years, had been a familiar figure as he moved about the property on Skammoi, the horse which he praised to his last days as the animal that had carried him back to the Makaoteng of his youth.24


    Hwai’s death left more than an emotional imprint on the family. The departure of the patriarch uncoupled what had undoubtedly been the family’s strongest personal link to the owner of Soutpan. Perhaps it was because of this, or the presence of the old man’s grave, or simply because Sekwala had always seen the move to Doornhoek and Soutpan as an expedient response to the demands of the drought, that shortly after the burial they decided to abandon the Pistorius property and seek alternative pastures. Spring saw most of the Maines back at Vaalboschfontein.


    *


    The return to the Lindbergh estate at what was supposed to be the advent of the new rainy season was not auspicious. Nor was the rest of that summer. Indeed, the whole of 1916 saw only fifteen inches of rain recorded at Bloemhof, and a few miles west of the town the Vaal River, showing the cumulative effect of three years of cloudless skies, stopped flowing for several months. Withering beneath the hostile glare of the sun, land in the district lost between 12 and 15 percent of its value, and farmers scurried to replace cattle with sheep in the hope that the wartime rise in the price of wool would compensate for the ravages of gal-lamziekte and drought.25


    Sekwala, who had eyes only for the extensive grazing that Makgalo could offer the family herd, either did not see this switch to sheep farming or concluded that ‘blue-tongue’ and ‘wireworm’ posed at least as many problems for wool farmers as did gal-lamziekte for cattle keepers. Enthusiastically, he set out to renew the family’s labour tenancy agreement with Hendrik van der Walt—the same man who had been in charge of the property two years earlier. The foreman was still appreciative of the Maines’ skills, and seemed willing to re-enter into a contract with them despite his earlier collision with Kas.


    The resulting accord gave Sekwala access to a limited amount of arable land but, more importantly, once again guaranteed unlimited grazing for the cattle in return for the labour of two of his sons, who would also be eligible for the generous cash wages and rations that distinguished Vaalboschfontein from most of the surrounding properties. Any remaining tension between the parties was dissipated when Kas, in keeping with the niceties of the paternalistic ideology that dominated rural race relations, issued van der Walt a timely, albeit highly political apology for his earlier behaviour. What was interesting about this almost ritualised form of submission was the confidence of the nominally subordinate partner that his ‘apology’ would be accepted.26


    Van der Walt lost no time in assigning his former adversary to the stables. Kas and Maarman Mokomelo once again did the routine chores, mucking out and grooming, in addition to occasionally helping the farrier, a local Boer called ‘Ou Mapogo,’ to shoe the horses. Given his skill at handling animals, it was not long before Kas was put in charge of breaking in and exercising the growing number of race horses at Vaalboschfontein, and when toward the end of the war Lindbergh imported yet another stallion, this time from Europe, he was entrusted with taking delivery of the animal at the Kingswood siding and escorting it back to the estate. He managed this admirably, despite having picked up a very severe bout of ‘flu’ somewhere along the way.27


    Like most highly trained animals, the race horses on the Lindbergh estate were often nervous and temperamental, but any demands they made were well within the reach of the young Kas Maine, who had matured into a truly excellent all-round horseman. In addition to his skill as a groom and largely as a result of his exposure to his father and Hendrik Swanepoel’s off-season transport-riding ventures, he had also developed the knack of working with horse and cart. This too was a useful qualification, and the foreman soon put it to the test.


    In 1914, the forty-two-year-old A. V. Lindbergh, happy in the knowledge of having established himself as ‘the W. H. Smith of South Africa,’ had taken Gladys St. Leger, the daughter of a prominent Capetonian, as his wife. Gladys Lindbergh’s arrival at his residence at Parktown, in Johannesburg, led to certain changes in his lifestyle, some of which filtered down to his estate in the southwestern Transvaal. Whereas Vaalboschfontein had once served largely as a game farm to provide sport for the owner and friends like Abe Bailey, it now became more of a family farm, and the Lindberghs used it as a seasonal retreat. Their year-end excursions to the countryside soon came to be marked by an annual Christmas party at which they generously hosted some of the less privileged children from surrounding properties, including the numerous offspring of the Dauth and Swanepoel families. Although primarily exercises in good neighbourliness, these gestures were open to other interpretations: for politically sensitive Afrikaners still smarting in the aftermath of their failed rebellion, such as the Niemans of Hartsfontein, the Lindberghs’ Christmas parties came to epitomise the patronage of local ‘poor whites’ by a class-bound, city-based English-speaking gentry whose liberalism was anathema to their own nationalist project. Further evidence of the outsiders’ capacity to undermine the rural social order and breach its unwritten codes of racial etiquette arose when Hendrik van der Walt asked Kas to take Mrs. Lindbergh on her shopping expeditions to Paradise Bros. Store in Wolmaransstad. 28


    These twenty-mile round trips into town by horse and cart were a revelation to Kas, whose previous experience of interacting with white women had been confined to chance meetings around the farmhouse with the shrewish Christina Badenhorst. Unlike Boer women, who were reluctant to travel with a black man unless escorted by their husbands, Mrs. Lindbergh did not baulk at the prospect of being taken into town by a black servant. Not only did she prattle away in Afrikaans during these long journeys, but she openly flaunted convention by joining him on the front of the cart, a practice that prompted comment in town and countryside alike. In addition, on their return home Mrs. Lindbergh, on more than one occasion, showed herself willing to assist by helping him return the horses to the stables. Kas attributed this social flexibility to cultural considerations rather than class, and thought that this derived from her being ‘English’ and the fact that ‘she did not care’ rather than from any confidence she might have acquired from lifelong exposure to black servants.29


    But so marked was the hardship in the countryside after the drought and the rebellion that not everyone was willing to wait for Gladys Lindbergh’s Christmas shopping expeditions to gain access to the fruits of Vaalboschfontein. As 1915 drew to a close it was noticed that there was a small but steady loss of sheep from the estate, and since Kas was responsible both for driving the sheep out into the fields at first light and for bringing them home at dusk, van der Walt’s suspicions began to centre on him. Kas thought these thinly veiled accusations were inspired largely by racial antipathy and resolved to be extra vigilant by checking on the flock during the day.


    One morning shortly before Christmas he took Davis, one of the work horses, and set out to check on sheep he had left grazing in a remote and wooded part of the estate. As he approached the copse, he heard what he took to be the crack of an enormous stock whip. On drawing closer, he was surprised to see the son of a neighbouring farmer running off into the bush. He dismounted and ran off into the thicket after him, only to stumble across the boy’s father who—having fired the shot Kas had heard, which had killed one of the sheep—grabbed his rifle and also bolted. Reluctant to follow an armed white man, Kas picked up the carcass, slung it across the front of his saddle and took it back to the farmhouse, where van der Walt scribbled him a note and dispatched him to Makwassie to summon the police.


    As Kas and a policeman returned to Vaalboschfontein they turned off the road before reaching the estate boundary, and went down a smaller and even dustier track that led to a tumbledown brick structure belonging to Klaas Verster. Verster, a bywoner whom the drought and the collapse of the diamond market had reduced to repairing chicken runs and kraal walls, was clearly in desperate straits. Unable to feed his family, and on the brink of starvation, he had taken to poaching sheep from Lindbergh; confronted with the evidence, he made a ready confession. The constable arrested him and took him to Wolmaransstad where, so Kas was later told, the magistrate sentenced him to a month’s imprisonment.30


    Vindicated by these unfortunate events, twenty-year-old Kas nevertheless saw in Verster’s plight a timely reminder of the need to increase his own security by acquiring livestock in addition to that which his father already held in trust for him. His older brothers Mphaka and Phitise were both married men, and if he too were to take on the responsibility of raising a family, he would have to earn money for bohadi by doing more wage labour. When autumn set in and the pace around the farm slackened, he asked his father and the foreman to release him from his duties: armed with a pass signed by Hendrik van der Walt, he set out for the nearest diamond diggings, which lay twenty miles northwest of Vaalboschfontein. 31


    Although it lacked a Piccadilly Circus and was a trifle more modest in size than its famous namesake, London, even in 1916, was not without landmarks of its own. Dominated by the offices of the London Diamond & Estate Company, registered in 1911, this stretch of veld astride the main Bloemhof-Schweizer-Reneke road had blossomed in the period before World War I when the price of diamonds escalated. The boom had attracted hundreds of diggers, given shape to a small but tidy core of white settlement and then spewed out the surrounding sprawl of corrugated-iron shacks that housed the mass of black workers. But in the desert even the plainest flowers somehow succeed in getting pollinated, and the London diggings already displayed, albeit in outline form only, the typical profile of a southwestern Transvaal hamlet. The Half-way Hotel and Bottle Store, reserved for the exclusive patronage of whites, helped slake the European diggers’ unquenchable thirst, four or five Asian-owned stores catered for the day-to-day needs of poor folk of all colours, while a Kaffir Eating House disgorged the coarser fare that thousands of black migrant labourers were forced to rely on for sustenance.32


    But much of this precocious economic development had been checked by a collapse in the price of diamonds in 1914–15. In February 1914, it had been proposed that the holding company be sold and, although this proved unnecessary, the directors of London Diamond & Estate were forced to find new ways of supplementing the company’s income. One consequence of this was that L.D. & E., which already laid claim to 10 percent of the value of all the diggers’ finds, leased the sole water rights on the property to a concessionaire named Nicholas in return for a third of his gross profits. The monopolist levied a charge of thruppence a barrel of water, an unavoidable cost for the diggers who required large quantities of water for gravel washing. Not content with this, the company tried to increase its income even further by imposing a grazing fee on the diggers’ livestock.33


    The diggers, for the most part already badly undercapitalised, buckled beneath the weight of these additional costs. Those who did not collapse outright and end up as unskilled wage labourers working for their better-off white brothers tried to steady themselves by rearranging the cost structure of their already modest enterprises. For many, this meant cutting the wages paid to their black workers and, for a time during the war, wages fell to the previously unheard-of level of five shillings a week.34 Others, but one shaky step away from economic ruin, dispensed with paying cash wages altogether and entered into illegal partnerships with their black labourers by promising to share with them the value of any diamonds they recovered. This arrangement met with opposition from better-off diggers, who believed that it encouraged theft and the flow of diamonds from their own underpaid wage labourers to more independent black ‘partners’ on adjacent claims.35


    By the time Kas reached the diggings in the winter of 1916, the price of diamonds had started to stabilise, although most of the diggers were still very hard pressed and complaints about the number of inter-racial partnerships between poor whites and blacks were increasing. This diamond-sharing, or mohlathe system, at first glance the industrial analogue of equally illegitimate rural sharecropping agreements that bridged the racial divide on white-owned properties, must have held a certain attraction for the sons of black peasants who were accustomed to living out the economic lies of the southwestern Transvaal.


    But Kas, along with the sons of most local sharecroppers, understood the important differences between the two systems. Thus, while the agents of the state made no effort to penetrate or police the domestic arrangements of tempestuous Afrikaner Nationalists—who after all had only recently been deeply implicated in an armed rebellion against the government in an area of marginal agricultural importance—active and intrusive government inspectors did make it their business to invade the crowded, more cosmopolitan diamond diggings, where they could actively help keep up the price of an industrial commodity that significantly contributed to the national economy. Moreover, as always in South Africa, a racial double standard was applied to any infringement of the law; in the case of the mohlathe system, Kas heard that ‘whites would just receive light sentences but blacks were given jail sentences ranging from seven to ten years.’ Under these circumstances he chose to restrict his own involvement to orthodox wage labour and was merely an interested onlooker when white diggers coached their black partners in the lines they would have to recite before the government inspectors.36


    Given the shortage of cheap labour, it did not take long for Kas to find work with a digger by the name of Davids, a Johannesburg Jew who, it is said, dragged around a paunch of memorable proportions. With the assistance of Maphale, an older MoSotho worker who took a paternalistic interest in his well-being, Kas laboured for some weeks at digging, washing and sorting. Then early one morning the police suddenly arrived at the claim, turned the workers out of their tents and corrugated-iron shacks, ordered them to form a queue and demanded to see their passes. Maphale, sensing a tax raid and anticipating the sequel, drew his country cousin aside and advised him to flee the diggings until he had obtained the necessary documents. Kas, who like his brothers had never before been requested to produce anything other than a tatty bit of paper signed by a local farmer in order to move about a farming district, gingerly returned to Vaalboschfontein, where he called on the assistance of Hendrik van der Walt.37


    A week later, after the foreman had paid his poll tax and got him an official pass in Wolmaransstad, Kas returned to London, with greater confidence. He found the reassuring figure of Maphale at Davids’s claim and soon settled into the monotonous rhythms of uninterrupted heavy manual labour. Work commenced at seven in the morning and continued without pause until midmorning; then, after a break for a meal, resumed until late afternoon. Despite the quasi-urban setting, this was a rural work pattern; diggers—some of whom were more comfortable with an industrial day built around three meals—had to accept it if they wished to retain their black workers. Cultural realities meant that in diamond mining no less than in sharecropping, white employers sometimes had to meet their black employees half-way along the road that led migrants out of the peasantry and into the modern world.


    For eight to nine hours a day, Davids would sit atop a strategically sited gravel dump and keep watch over the workers, never once taking his eyes off them, and rewarding any unnatural break in their rhythm with an accurately thrown stone. At midday on Saturday this energy sapping effort would be rewarded with a payment of five shillings.38


    Their meagre income was, of necessity, mostly spent on food. Each evening after work Kas, along with other workers on the diggings, would go to the Kaffir Eating House. There, the proprietor, a small Jew whom the whites with customary flair had nicknamed ‘Shorty’ but whom the blacks saw as RreWabanana, since he seemed capable of fathering only daughters, served up plates full of mealie meal costing a ‘tickey’ (thruppence) or sixpence. Sometimes these generous portions of dry crumbed maize porridge were made more palatable by a tin of fish which, for the outlay of a further sixpence, gave the staple some badly needed relish.39


    But since it required only two or three meals on this lavish scale to deplete his five shillings’ wage, Kas was forced into looking around for even cheaper food. Following the example of hard-pressed mohlathe workers who were expected to live on only a shilling a week until their ship came in, he developed a nose for the bargains available at the local butcher shop. A sheep’s head, if properly prepared and shared amongst several workers, could go a long way and cost only eighteen pence. Smaller bits of offal were even cheaper, and if one was lucky enough to be around when Willem Greef slaughtered animals, sheep legs could be picked up at no cost at all. Most of these offcuts were cooked on a fire that was kept burning outside the butchery; with a plate of RreWabanana’s mealie meal, they made for a tasty and reasonably nutritious repast.40


    After six months of this frugal existence Kas was delighted to return to the bounty of Vaalboschfontein, where he handed Sekwala his savings to purchase additional bohadi livestock. Then, without pausing for rest, he went back into harness, in the belief that the advent of the new season would give him the chance to meet his share of the family’s commitment to Hendrik van der Walt as well as allow his tired body a chance to recover from the deprivations of the diggings. It did neither.


    In 1917 Victor Lindbergh, for reasons that can only be speculated on, decided that the foreman no longer met the needs of the estate. Perhaps van der Walt, an untutored son of the western Transvaal, lacked the social graces necessary to survive on a property that was changing from male game lodge to family retreat, or, just as likely, he had not mastered the modern farming practices that would have appealed to a businessman like Lindbergh, who was by then pursuing a passion for breeding Herefords. Whatever the reason, that summer saw the departure of the foreman and, with him, the demise of the old order with which most of the black tenants were familiar and the arrival of a new English-speaking ‘manager’ from Johannesburg.41


    The changing of the guard at Vaalboschfontein was greeted with deep dismay amongst the tenantry.
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