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We are all familiar with the method of comparative history, pioneered for South
Africa by scholars such as George Fredrickson, John Cell and Stanley Greenburg, and
which has been much developed since then.! But, as Shula Marks emphasised many
years ago at an international conference on race and class in Oxford, we should be
alive not just to comparison but to connection.?2 Duncan Money’s piece reminds us
of the importance of Marks’s point. For his study illuminates, not by comparing
mining on the Rand and in Kimberley with that in Cumberland, but by demonstrating
how and why these areas were linked - and intensely so - for a time. And his detailed
tracing of the connections unearths the contrasting economic histories of the regions
that were central to forging the connection. In effect, the decline of iron mining in
Cumberland - which deprived miners there of livelihoods - was coincident with the
rise of the giant mining industry on the Rand which drew these iron miners, with their
crucial skills, from the north of England to the Witwatersrand.

We are all familiar with the famous connection of Cornish tin miners to the
Rand. Until Money’s piece, very few of us - Charles van Onselen is one of the
exceptions — knew that there was a connection to the iron mining towns of
Cumberland as well.> What remains striking about Money’s project is that it was
initiated so serendipitously: he encountered in a piece about Kimberley a stray
reference to a Cumberland newspaper, a publication produced not far from where he
grew up; this piqued his interest and led to the discovery that the newspaper was
actually sold at one time in the principal South African mining towns. Following the
links then opened up a lost world. How many other lost worlds of this kind are there,

1. G. Fredrickson, White Supremacy: A Comparative Study in American and South
African History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981); J. Cell, The Highest Stage
of White Supremacy: The Origins of Segregation in South Africa and the American
South (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982); S. Greenberg, Race and State in
Capitalist Development: South Africa in Comparative Perspective (New Haven: Yale
University Press and Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1980). More recent comparative
analyses include, for example, the set of articles comparing aspects of South African
and US history in the Journal of Southern African Studies, 30, 1 (2004) and |. Evans,
Cultures of Violence. Lynching and Racial Killing in South Africa and the American
South (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2009).
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Labour and Difference in Africa, the United States and Britain’, held at St Antony’s
College, Oxford, in 1997.
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awaiting historians whose biographies alert them to incidental references others
would pass over? No doubt as more of these lost worlds become known and are
tracked in the kind of detail Money provides, our sense of the web of connections
with the Rand in its heyday will became ever denser and more complex. It will help us
to understand why crises on the Rand - notably in the run-up to the South African
War and after it — had the ability to resonate with an international public: they could
reach into small mining towns in a place like Cumberland, precisely because of their
connections to these international migrant workers. Indeed, Jon Hyslop has
emphasised that the famous Shakespearean scholar A.L. Rowse, born to a working-
class family in Cornwall, noted that what was happening in South Africa in the early
twentieth century was in some sense more immediate to the Cornish folk he grew up
amongst than developments in England.*

Money’s evocation also alerts us to the astonishing fact that remittances from
South Africa to Britain - some of which found their way to Cumberland - were by far
the greatest single source of remittances to Britain from the settler colonies in at least
one period of the early-twentieth century. And his demonstration of how these
remittances helped families in Cumberland tide themselves over — in some cases by
establishing businesses of some kind - while they adapted to the decline of iron
mining reminds us of a crucial fact: mining on the Rand left its legacy in places such
as Cumberland and Cornwall not merely in the graves of silicosis victims but in
successful strategies of socio-economic survival and, even, transformation. It is a
commonplace that the Rand was linked to the wealth of shareholders abroad; we are
much less alert to how it was connected to the economic lives in Britain itself of the
families of the international migrants. Here lies a potentially important source of the
popularity of imperialism amongst the British working class: it was not merely that
imperialism was ideologically a fount of patriotism and pride, or that the Empire
provided opportunities abroad for those who were economically-straitened; it was
also a means by which families in depressed areas such as the iron towns of
Cumberland, could benefit from steady financial infusions.

If, in these ways, Money’s micro-historical analysis intrigues and illuminates, it
might be remarked that it leaves unexplored the fate of the migrants who chose not
to return to Cumberland but who remained on the Rand itself. The late-nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, as William Beinart has reminded us, was a period in
which the level of white migration to South Africa was great enough to alter
permanently the demographic weight of the white population in South Africa as a

4, Note the reference to Rowse in J. Hyslop, ‘The Imperial Working Class Makes ltself
White: White Labourism in Britain, Australia, and South Africa before the First World
War’, Journal of Historical Sociology, 12, 4 (1999).
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whole.> And, as Charles van Onselen has demonstrated, the early twentieth century
was also the period on the Rand that saw something of a shift in the nature of white
working class accommodation - from boarding establishments to residential homes
- which reflected the growing number of family-based households amongst the white
working class.® In other words, increasing numbers of migrants were committing
themselves to a life in South Africa. Money is largely silent about the lives of the
Cumberland men who chose to stay in South Africa, or of those who may have
brought family members out to join them. As such, the framework of his microhistory
of regional connection — and what caused its breaks — remains incomplete.

Finally, while the issue of the introduction of the Chinese indentured workers
to the Transvaal is shown to have agitated the Cumberland electorate, there is no
exploration of other key events that affected white miners and how these were
received by their families in Britain. The bitter strikes of 1907 and 1913, for example,
strikes that saw repressive force deployed against white mineworkers in the
Transvaal, remain unremarked in the paper. And even on the issue of the Chinese
indentured workers, one feels that more needs to be done in order to convey just how
complex the issue was. After all, the way it was cast and received in England was not
quite how it ultimately came to be approached in South Africa. For, as Dagmar
Engelken has shown, substantial numbers of white mineworkers on the Rand - in
contrast to some of the union leaders — came to acquiesce in, or even to support, the
temporary introduction of the Chinese. In the context of the severe African labour
shortages of the time, it was feared that — without the Chinese — mining operations
would be constrained, thereby reducing the employment opportunities of the white
workers.’

If some of the points above suggest just how difficult it is to write the history
of far-flung but connected regions - tracking the lives of Cumberland workers who
remained in South Africa will be no easy task - they also point to just how fruitful the
angles thrown up by such a project are. We can only hope that Duncan Money, having
tantalised us with his insights and revelation of a little-known connection, will
commit himself to a more detailed recovery of the Cumberland-Rand nexus.

L R & 4
5. W. Beinart South Africa in the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2001), 74.
6. Van Onselen, New Babylon, New Nineveh, 214-15.
7. See D. Engelken, ‘A White Man’s Country? The Chinese Labor Controversy in the

Transvaal’, in Wages of Whiteness and Racist Symbolic Capital eds W. Hund, J. Krikler
and D. Roediger (Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2010).

21



