CHINESE INDENTURED WORKERS ON THE RAND – 1904 to 1910
AIM
This exhibit intends to give an overview of the of a short-lived experiment of Chinese Indentured Mineworkers on the gold mines on the Witwatersrand and Johannesburg early in the 20th century.
ABSTRACT
Gold was discovered on the Witwatersrand in 1886, seeing the eventual founding of Johannesburg. The gold mines of Johannesburg, or rather the greed of gold, is generally accepted as an interrelated factor leading to
the Anglo-Boer War (1899 to 1902).
As the Boer War loomed in 1899, there was a mass exodus of labour from the mines on the Witwatersrand, both white and black. Almost all the 120 000 black migrant workers at the time were repatriated to their villages.
As a result, all the mines on the Rand were shut down for the duration of the hostilities. At the end of the war in 1902, both the mine owners and the new British Administration in the Transvaal were desperate to get the
mines back in production as quick as possible.
Mines were trying to catch up on lost production of the idle years and everybody was awaiting and expecting a boom. Reality was that Johannesburg was filled with unemployment and most mines remained closed.
Black workers were understandably reluctant to return to their old jobs and a shortage of unskilled workers emerged. Numerous futile attempts were made to lure
unskilled workers to the Rand and mining companies were loud in their complaints about the shortage of labour.
It was in this context that the mine houses seek to be allowed to recruit indentured Chinese workers to meet their labour needs.
The Transvaal British Administration accepted the experiment after an agreement was reached between China and Britain in May 1904 for importation of indentured
laborer’s as unskilled workers to the Witwatersrand.
Recruitment could commence under the following conditions:
• Three-year indenture after which an application for an additional 2-year contract could be made to the Chamber of Mines
• Confined to unskilled labour in the Witwatersrand mines
• Compulsory repatriation
Plans of compounds had to be submitted, approved, and inspected before a licence could be granted to a mine to introduce Chinese labour. Contracts stipulated
a daily allowance of food which included rice, fish or meat, fresh vegetables, salt, sugar, tea.
Strict restrictions were stated in their contracts and they had to contend with oppressive labour practices, restrictive living conditions and manifestations of violence.
Their movement were restricted to the premises of the mining company employing them and they could only leave with a permit. However, even with a permit, they
were not permitted to leave the Witwatersrand magisterial district.
Effectively the Chinese Indentured workers was a “captive workforce” who was forced to complete a 3-year contract, unless they could get the money to pay back
their employer for all recruiting expenses.
By 1906 some 60 000 Chinese workers were employed and the experiment proved to be successful. These workers helped to revive the ailing gold mining industry,
increasing the production of gold and transferring skills to other unskilled (black) workers.
Several factors, such as an increasing fear of the Rand community against the Chinese workers because of regular outrages, as well as humanitarian claims against
slave labour combined to end the Indenture experiment.
All issues related to Chinese labour were effectively used in the election campaigns of the Liberal Party in Britain in 1906, and the Het Volk party in the Transvaal
in 1907 to win political elections in the two countries.
SCOPE
The exhibit presents a recollection of the live and times of the Chinese Indentured workers on the Rand. It observes their recruitment and importation processes,
environments, recreation, and factors that lead to end the system and their repatriation.
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Material:
In my experience a limited number of these Postcards survived the test of time
and are not easily found.
The Chinese Indenture Experiment forms a valuable and essential part in both
the general and mining history of South Africa. In the end, they played a major
role in rebuilding the gold mine industry after the Boer War.
Abbreviations:
UB – Undivided back
DB – Divided Back

* The words “coolie” and “native” was commonly used in South Africa and other countries to refer to the Indian and Black African workers.
Today it is regarded as an insult and most derogatory of which, using the word in South Africa, may result in criminal action

Caricature type card, empathetic to the broader Chinese
Indentured worker’s question. Raphael Tuck & Sons
“Write Away” series 1735, Chromographed in Saxony. Art
Publishers to Their Majesties the King & Queen. DB in
brown, used in Johannesburg, 1905
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