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While Duncan Money’s article presents an intriguing account of the connectivity
between Cumberland and Johannesburg, it also mirrors other similarities that extend
beyond the global North and United Kingdom. It sheds light on a similar situation that
played out among other migrants in the shadows of the Witwatersrand mining
headgear, having consequences that rebounded far beyond the mineral mecca in
South Africa.

As Money indicates, cross continental migration became increasingly common
during the nineteenth century. This migration extended outside of the north-south
longitudinal United Kingdom-South Africa line, to an east-west latitudinal China-
South Africaline as well as across the longitudinal and latitudinal lines of the southern
half of the African continent. However, in these latter cases it was not the skilled
miners that were migrating with experience in mining, but rather unskilled labour that
was vital to the success of the Witwatersrand deep-level gold mining industry. As |
have indicated elsewhere, ‘black labour’ was contemporarily regarded as the
cornerstone of the gold mining industry, while ‘yellow labour’ was seen as the
scaffold.! Both contracted African and indentured Chinese labour were labelled as
‘non-white’ and ‘ultra-cheap’,? they were also exploitable and subjected to a plethora
of restrictive regulations. Regardless of geographies and occupations, Money’s
important point that ‘connections made by these migrants caused changes in a very
localized way’ and that the ‘same argument applies to other times and places’ is
pertinent to this response. Money also delineates four ways in which these
connections brought such changes: ‘work, household formation, politics and disease’,
and also makes the point, referencing Elaine Katz, that ‘the pervasive racial
segregation that developed in South Africa has obscured the similarities that many
of the groups who migrated to the Rand had’. It is to this latter point regarding
similarities across the racial divide and the four change aspects delineated by Money,
that this response turns.

Work

The Witwatersrand gold mines represented an opportunity for access to work as well
as a potential source of higher wages. This was a pull factor for both the Cumberland
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miners as well as those from Africa and China. African labourers were drawn to this
source of money primarily to pay taxes, buy guns and as well as tools,®> while for the
Chinese it was the remittance of monthly allotments to a designated family back in
China to pay debts and provide food.* Thus, just as in the case of the Cumberland
miners who dispatched substantial amounts of money as remittances, so too did the
African and Chinese miners. In both cases, the significance and later dependence on
the wages, injected the resources of the mining industry into the peasant economies
of these far-flung communities in Africa and China,”> as well as the middle class in
Cumberland.

One noteworthy point of contrast was that unlike the skilled miners who
emanated from Cumberland, the African and Chinese labourers did not have mining
experience nor did they have detailed information about the nature of the work on
the Rand. Both recruitment agencies - the Witwatersrand Labour Association
(WNLA) and its sister company, the Chamber of Mines Labour Importation Agency
(CMLIA) - enlisted labourers who often did not realise that the mining was deep-
level,® let alone the stringent regulations and unfair conditions they would be
subjected to on the mines.

What is however apparent, is that the work opportunities the Witwatersrand
gold mines afforded the men from Cumberland, Africa and China, had transformative
impacts. Yet while Money is in a position to report in detail on some of these benefits
for particular Cumberland individuals given the archival and other records, the same
cannot be said for African and Chinese individuals because the record remains
relatively silent on their experiences, other than that the labourers persisted in
coming to ‘Egoli’ and ‘Kum Saan’ for work.

Household formation

The second change Money highlights that these mining connections brought about
was the impact on households. Similar to the Cumberland mining relocation, African
and Chinese migration was also male dominated. While Money indicates that
Johannesburg witnessed a ‘huge gender imbalance’, both the African and Chinese on
the Witwatersrand were in an overtly male environment and were relegated to all-
male compounds.” In both cases, the immigration of women was not encouraged nor
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accommodated. The impact of this male migration in Cumberland, as well as in Africa
and China, was the emergence and later common-place prevalence of female-headed
households back home. Due to the lengthy labour contracts ranging from six to
eighteen months for African labour and three years for Chinese indenture, men were
absent from households and tribal and clan responsibilities for extended periods of
time. As Money states in the context of Cumberland, these men were not only absent,
but sometimes never returned at all, as was the case in both Africa and China.?

Luli Callinicos has depicted this African phenomenon of the absence of men
on the Rand gold mines as a ‘circle of poverty’ that extended their continued return
to the mines.” The men departed for the mines leaving women in the reserves to
cope with the family and the failing crops with the result that they became more
reliant on the stores in the reserves - creating a situation that has perpetuated into
the twenty-first century.l® Robert Ross, on the other hand, points to the role of
women in maintaining the home and land in the rural village as a place for the man to
retire to and therefore the migrant men were obliged to contribute towards the wife’s
subsistence. Not unlike the Cumberland experience where the miners’ remitted
wages allowed women to establish boarding houses and men to buy small businesses,
there was evidence to support how the African migrant earnings were ‘literally
ploughed back into the agriculture economy of the reserves’'® revealing massive
increases in cattle ownership and maize production. Here again the archive remains
silent as to the exact impact of the Witwatersrand Chinese indenture on the ancestral
homes of these Chinese - other than the significant dependence of the household in
China on the money remitted home.*?

Politics
In the context of political change, Money attests to the stance of Cumberland miners

being made apparent in both their local town as well as across the Rand. He uses as an
example the anti-Chinese lobby which became a ‘key election issue’ in the 1906
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Cumberland general election. The anti-Chinese sentiment became a rallying point in
the Liberal Party’s manifesto and was regarded as a main contributor to their ultimate
victory.r® This issue also featured in the elections held in both the Transvaal and Cape
Colonies within that same decade. The introduction of Chinese featured in the Cape
Colony election of 1903-1904, while the anti-Chinese stance of the Het Volk Party in
the 1907 Transvaal election garnered widespread support contributing to their
victory.'* The political stance of the African and Chinese, however, remains relatively
silent other than in the form of sporadic resistance and reactions that occurred across
the Rand.’® These political positions remain embedded in alternate archives that are
yet to be discovered and probed.

Disease

The fourth and final change Money refers to in his micro-study of historical
connections relates to disease. Much sickness was incurred on the mines primarily as
a result of the unhealthy underground conditions, such as silicosis, tuberculosis and
pneumonia. The dust caused by the drills of deep-level mining led to the death of
many rock-drillers, blasters, trammers and lashers.’* Moreover, health ailments and
death also resulted from the unsafe nature of deep-level mining. It was not only white
Cumberland miners who became incapacitated or died, but African and Chinese
miners likewise succumbed to these health and safety adversities endemic to the gold
mining sector. The difference is the former were generally enumerated, while few of
the African and Chinese labourers’ injuries and deaths were tallied, particularly as
many died once they were home.

This brief overview of the African and Chinese miners aligns well with and
corroborates Money’s claim that ‘pervasive racial segregation’ has obscured the
similarities between the many groups who migrated to the Rand. It also highlights
how this pervasive racial segregation permeates the customary archive with ‘written
sources’ privileging certain kinds of connections. This leaves many still in the shadows
of the mining headgear that warrants further research through an alternative archive.
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