
Introduction
No country in the whole of  southern Africa is more dependent than Lesotho
on the export of  labour to South Africa. Hundreds of  thousands of  Basotho
men oscillate between their homes and South African mines for work. By
the 1980s, the earnings of  these migrant workers were estimated at $3 for
every $4 produced in Lesotho. However, this dependency, or the migrant
labour system itself, is primarily a human experience. It is for this reason that
an historical study of  labour migrancy should focus on human agency; on
how ordinary men and women, most of  them often voiceless and faceless in
official and written accounts, experienced the socio-economic transforma-
tion of  their country and their migration to the labour centres. This ap-
proach from ‘below’ allows one to discern nuances in the processes in ques-
tion, and transcend elite interpretations and representations of  the experiences
and the ‘world’ of  the subalterns. Migrants, Basotho in this case, drawn from
the poorer and the least privileged strata of  their society as it were, were not
passive victims of  the forces of  history. At all times, they tried to master and
appropriate their ‘world’ to their own advantage; be it at ‘home’, on the road
to the labour centres, or at ‘work’. They devised complex responses and
strategies which enabled them to cope against all odds. These responses and
strategies are the main focus of this book.

This book is indeed inspired by a growing literature on the social and
cultural history of  labour migrancy in southern Africa. But unlike some of
the recent works which are discussed in the next section, this work attempts
to examine the ‘everyday’, cultural aspects of  labour migrancy and life on the
mines with a conscious and clear recognition of the ultimate primacy of
matter over social consciousness. With the exception of  the two opening
background chapters, this book devotes its pages to demonstrating the cen-
trality of  culture as a resource from which Basotho migrants drew to devise
their own responses and strategies, yet it tries to do so without reifying cul-
ture and the experiences of  individual migrants. My focus is on the forma-
tive period spanning from immediately after the discovery of  gold on the
Witwatersrand in 1886 to the eve of  the outbreak of  the Second World War.
This period not only saw Lesotho decline from her position as a granary of
South Africa to become its labour reserve; it was also during these five dec-
ades that the Basotho social fabric collapsed in the face of a series of eco-
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nomic crises and measures undertaken by the British colonial government. In
the process, many of  the social ills facing Lesotho today emerged. The
Basutoland of  the 1930s was qualitatively different from that of  the 1890s.

Historiography

The centrality of  labour migration in Lesotho is reflected in the amount of
attention the subject has attracted since independence in 1966. Development
economists, sociologists and anthropologists, are among those who have stud-
ied this phenomenon.1

Remarkably, however, there has never been an in-depth historical study of
labour migrancy in Lesotho. Colonial reports, and no less the missionary and
the colonial anthropological literature – notably the 1935 report of  Sir Allen
Pim2 and Hugh Ashton's The Basuto3 (an anthropological study based on his
mid-1930s fieldwork in Lesotho) – paid only scant attention to migrant la-
bour. Pim's primary concern was with the financial and economic position of
Basutoland, of  the 1930s; while Ashton's functionalist approach prevented
his anthropological work from capturing the dynamism of  Basotho society.
Even then, labour migrancy, or Basotho's sale of  their labour, was seen as
part of  the ‘civilising’ project.4

Nor did the works of  Colin Murray5, Judy Kimble6 and Elizabeth Eldredge7

effectively address this lacuna. The much-cited introduction to Murray's Fami-
lies Divided was a background to what was an anthropological study of  labour
migrancy and marital relations in Lesotho during the 1970s. Kimble's struc-
tural reductionist study of  the political economy of  labour migrancy in nine-
teenth century Lesotho, while it allowed her to go beyond the then dominant
tendency to celebrate the statesmanship and ingenuity of  Moshoeshoe8

(founder of the Basotho nation-state) and locate the process of the Basotho
nation-state formation within the context of  exploitation and surplus extrac-
tion, led her to reduce a complex process such as labour migrancy itself  and
the accumulation of  guns by Basotho migrants and their chiefs to a con-
spiracy of  the Koena dominant lineage group. Eldredge in her study of  the
economic history of  nineteenth century Lesotho went a long way towards
addressing the shortcomings of  structural reductionism, but there is a power-
ful sense in which her reliance on a ‘pursuit of  security’ model and ‘rational
choice’ theory leads her back to precisely the problem of  personality cult
which Kimble had saved us from. No less problematic is her short chapter on
migrant labour which is weakened by its reliance on the proceedings of  the
1903–05 South African Native Commission.

Eldredge's work is part of  a slowly growing field of  social history in Lesotho,
associated in particular with Phil Bonner, Jeff  Guy and Motlatsi Thabane,
and David Coplan. Bonner's urban social history has made a great contribu-
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tion to our understanding of  the ‘undesirable’ Basotho women and gangs on
the Witwatersrand.9 Guy and Thabane, for their part, working from oral inter-
views, paid attention to the interplay between labour migrancy and mine work,
and Basotho ethnic identity.10 The purpose of  Coplan's collection and an-
thropological-textual analysis of  Basotho migrants' songs (called lifela tsa liparola
naha: ‘songs of  travellers’) is, as he puts it, ‘to persuade social scientists and
historians that performance was a rich, even indispensable, resource for un-
derstanding the role of  consciousness and agency in the interplay of  south-
ern African forces, structures, processes, and events’.11 These lifela reveal
Basotho migrants' interpretation of  their own experiences and sense of  identity.

These developments in the academic study of  Lesotho's past were part of
several historiographical shifts in African studies in the course of  the last
three decades. Very few historians today will accept, without reservation, the
dependency and world-system schools' theorisation of  the processes of  inte-
grating the ‘periphery’ into the world economy. Many researchers have con-
vincingly demonstrated that the incorporation of  the ‘periphery’ into the world
system was mediated by processes and dynamics already at play within the
countries in question. It might be added that popular perceptions and ideas
of  the self  and the ‘world’ within the ‘periphery’ were also important mediat-
ing factors. Nor did the political economy school, with its emphasis on state,
capital, labour, and the repression/control/resistance model,12 survive attacks
from the ‘history from below’ movement which rescued agency and the hu-
man ‘voice’ from those overarching analytical categories which gave little re-
gard to human feelings and personal histories. This historiographical shift
from emphasis on structure to ‘voices’ of  the subalterns necessitated a re-
vamping of  the methodological, epistemological and thematic basis on which
previous scholarship was based.13 As part of  the process, emphasis also turned
to less obvious and formal forms of  protest to ‘everyday’ forms of  resist-
ance.14 However, the problem with this ‘old’ social history is now well-known;
the multiplication of  micro-studies was at the expense of  the consideration
of  much broader processes and key centres of  power, notably the state.15

The impact of  the ‘cultural’ and ‘Iinguistic’ turns taking place in Europe
and North American academy is being felt in Africa. Bogumil Jewsiewicki, in
his comment on the future of  social history in Africa, was convinced that ‘the
1990s will accord a place – perhaps even a central one – to intellectual his-
tory’.16 This new direction in social history not only allows for an interdiscipli-
nary approach – especially the rapprochement of  history and anthropology –
in the study of  history, but also singles out ‘consciousness’ (including iden-
tity) and culture as key areas of  research. Historians are beginning to enter
fields which hitherto had been reserved for anthropologists; not to mention
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the creative and effective use by these scholars of  the ‘invisible’ forces (espe-
cially the supernatural and rituals) at play in African societies.17

In his comparative study of  the historiography of  South Africa18 and the
United States of  America, Colin Bundy could still ponder: ‘Is there, in South
African radical history, a retreat from Politics, and an over-privileging of  ex-
perience and culture at the expense of  more rigorous class analysis?’19 His
response was, of  course, negative because South African historians (including
South Africanists), and social scientists in general, could not but recognise the
reality of  class and racial tensions in their country. But the post-apartheid
transition, and not least the general collapse of  the hegemony of  radical dis-
courses internationally and the establishment of  a unipolar ‘new international
order, has created ground for some South African historians to ‘descend into
discourse’.20

The works of  Dunbar Moodie and Patrick Harries are the best examples,
in the context of  my study at least, of  the ‘cultural’ turn taking place among
social historians working on South Africa. Moodie's historical sociological
study is ‘about character, about the practical integrity of  black South African
migrant miners’.21 Though acknowledging the role of  structural factors in his
study of  black migrants' lives in the mine compounds, Moodie, however, fo-
cuses on ‘experiences’ without systematically relating them to material and
historical factors.22

Harries' historical cultural study of  labour migrancy in Mozambique and
Shangaan migrants’ experiences23 is, of  course, historiographically an impor-
tant development beyond the works of  Allan Jeeves and others whose ap-
proach to labour migrancy in southern Africa was institutional, focusing on
mine and government personalities and the infrastructure of  labour recruit-
ment and mining.24 Cultural history brings together postmodernism and sym-
bolic-interpretative anthropology (as espoused by Clifford Geertz).25 Histori-
cism and ‘grand narratives’ are renounced. It is argued that the external world
is accessible to us only in a discursive form; and that rather than trying to
establish a law and pattern in history, historians should study the genealogy
of  these discourses. Culture is seen as a system of  symbols with little regard
to material factors; the focus is on interpreting these symbols to reach the
‘meanings’ that are entangled in them. ‘Local knowledge’, or the meaning that
a particular people make out of  the world, can be accessed through the ‘read-
ing’ of  these symbols.

The importance of  the rapprochement between history and anthropology
has long been noted.26 Anthropological knowledge is obviously important in
understanding the impact of  labour migrancy on kinship structures and mari-
tal relations, the significance of  the use of  charms, symbols and certain ritual
performances, as well as the formation of  various forms of  social conscious-
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ness and identity. But the approach in my study is informed by a materialist
conception of  culture. I do not privilege witches, zombies and ghosts. Cul-
ture is best understood when located within material and social structures,
and especially historical processes. Rather than seeing the rural background
of  African migrants as fixed and static as Moodie tends to do, I emphasise the
flexibility and sophistication of  these men. Their rural heritage was not only
made up of  aspects of  their pre-industrial society, but was also marked by
decades of  colonial, mercantile and missionary encounters. There was no one-
way, linear relation between their rural and urban ‘worlds’. Not only were
Basotho migrants aware of  the dynamics of  the ‘whiteman's world’ and its
difference to their own, but they also developed a whole variety of  complex,
creative ways of  dealing with their experiences.

Additionally, I employ the notion of  ‘life strategy’ to ‘read’ the conscious-
ness of  Basotho miners, a notion put to effective use by Guy and Thabane,
and Belinda Bozzoli.27 This notion, as opposed to culturalists' obsession with
‘webs of  meanings’ and exoticism, allows one to see Africans as ‘real’ agents
intervening actively in their lives in an effort to get access to basic necessities
such as jobs, food, shelter, clothing, education, and health facilities; and to
confront misfortunes such as sickness, death and destitution. At the same
time, ‘life strategy’ is inadequate as an analytical tool if  it presupposes that all
aspects of  human action are a product of  a conscious strategy. The simple
truth is that human beings need not have an explanation for everything they
do.

The conceptual context of  this book, organised thematically as it is, fol-
lows the intinerary of  a Mosotho migrant from ‘home’ (Part I), to ‘work’
(Part II), and back to ‘home’ (Part III). I examine the dynamics of  colonial
Lesotho’s dependency on the export of  its men to South African mines; and
the experiences and life strategies of  these Basotho migrants. Chapter One
examines the processes leading to the concentration of Basotho on the Rand
gold mines as opposed to other possible employment frontiers. The weaken-
ing of  the bargaining power of  Basotho migrants and their dependency on
the gold mines are traced to the worsening economic situation in Lesotho in
the course of  the 1920s–1930s. Chapter Two discusses the implications of
dependency on migrants’ earnings by focusing on struggles within the Basotho
homesteads and between chiefs and the colonial state on the one hand, and
migrants on the other. Chapter Three puts migrants at the centre of  the nar-
rative, showing how these Basotho men travelled to the labour centres and
the cultural responses they developed in the process. Part II (Chapters Four
to Six), informed by the fact that by the late 1920s most Basotho men spent a
significant part of  their lives on the mines, focuses on the mine compounds.
The dynamics of  leisure activities and religion in the compounds are dis-
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cussed in Chapters Four and Five. Chapter Six examines the various ways that
Basotho migrants handled death and grief  in the mine compounds. Part III
(Chapter Seven) returns the book's focus to Lesotho, showing how the com-
bination of  economic collapse and dependency on labour migrancy pushed a
number of  Basotho women to opt for commercial beer-brewing and prosti-
tution; and how the latter phenomena became an essential part of  migrants'
lives. All in all, this book is an attempt to go beyond both the political economy
school and cultural studies, by focusing on labour migrancy as a human expe-
rience but without disappearing into the labyrinth of  discourse analysis.

The period covered in this study, c. 1890–1940, was chosen because, firstly,
my contribution builds on the works of  Kimble and Eldredge whose study of
the preceding decades provides insight into Basotho's migrancy to South Af-
rica. Secondly, it was during this period, especially the 1920s–1930s, that
Lesotho degenerated from being a granary of  South Africa to becoming a
labour reserve. And finally, the Second World War and the opening of  the
Orange Free State gold mines from the 1950s, impacted on the pattern of
Basotho's migrancy to South Africa and their distribution on the mines, and
therefore made the post-1940 years more complex. The period from the 1950s
is significantly different from the preceding five decades which are examined
in this book.

Context

The chapters that constitute this study require some understanding of  the
political, social and economic context within which the system of  labour
migrancy operated in Lesotho. This context is necessary in order for one to
account for the pattern that labour migrancy took in Lesotho. For that mat-
ter, as Belinda Bozzoli and Cheryll Walker argue,28 it cannot be taken for granted
that it was men – and not women – who migrated. On the contrary, it was the
subordination of  women in Basotho pre-colonial society that made male
migrancy possible. Nor can the ‘underdevelopment’ of  Lesotho be explained
only by reference to external factors as the dependency and world-system
schools have tended to do. There is a need for a dialectical approach that has
as a starting point the internal dynamics of  Lesotho to show how its people
contested and negotiated the terms of  their integration into the world capital-
ist system. This approach helps us to see how stratification within Basotho
society shaped capitalism's uneven impact.

Pre-colonial Lesotho as a political and an economic unit was a product of
the socio-political upheavals in the Transorangia in the 1820s which led to the
disruption of  normal life and the migration of  populations.29 In the course
of  this, Moshoeshoe of  the Mokoteli lineage – from his mountain fortress at
Thaba Bosiu near modern Maseru – attracted people around himself  and
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subjugated his neighbours, thus laying the basis for the emergence of  a Basotho
nation-state. The geographical unit which was to become British Basutoland
in 1868 was, for its part, a product of  the 1850s–1860s struggles over land in
the Transorangia between the Basotho people and trekboers from the Cape
Colony. In the process, the borders of  Lesotho were defined and finally fixed
in the 1860s, with the Basotho losing 70 percent of  their arable land to the
Orange Free State Boers. British Basutoland, however, was handed over to
the Cape colonial government in 1871, but was later taken back by the Impe-
rial government in 1884 after the failure of  the Cape's direct rule policies
which had sparked the Gun War (1880–81). Basutoland was then divided into
seven districts ultimately controlled by a Resident Commissioner (himself
answerable to the High Commissioner based in Cape Town). Central to this
British system of  government was the use made of  the structures of  chieftaincy.
This involved dissolving, conserving and reconstructing certain elements of
key Basotho institutions. But Basutoland was run as an appendage of  South
Africa, with little attention paid to the development of  the colony. It was
indeed under British rule that Lesotho lost its position as the granary of
South Africa and became a labour reserve.

The turning of  Lesotho into a ‘native reserve’ was, however, not the initial
objective of  colonial rule, but the result of  the failure of  the Cape govern-
ment's attempts to implement its direct rule policies which included disarm-
ing Basotho and opening Quthing (in the south) to white settlement. As al-
ready indicated, these attempts sparked the Gun War which forced the British
government to take direct responsibility for the running of  the colony. Had
Basotho given in to the Cape government, white settlement and the imple-
mentation of  the provisions of  the 1894 Glen Grey Act would have been
among future possibilities. This would have resulted, among others, in land
dispossession, the introduction of  the individual land tenure system, and the
undermining of  the position of  the chiefs.30

Indeed, the first British Resident Commissioner, Colonel Marshall Clark,
and his successor, Godfrey Lagden, did not tamper with the Basotho com-
munal land tenure system nor consider white settlement. This policy was sup-
ported by Alfred Milner who became High Commissioner in 1897.31 Basotho
strength and capacity to resist colonial rule was also reflected in the failure of
attempts to open Lesotho to mineral prospectors. Clark and Lagden turned
down a number of  applications for the prospecting of  minerals, as they avoided
implementing any measure which could be seen as an encroachment on
Basotho's land and sovereignty.32

The Basotho also maintained the powers of  their chiefs more successfully
than their counterparts in South Africa. Unlike South Africa where the chiefs’
power was dismantled and reconstructed with the use of  magistrates – be it in
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Map 2: Topography of  Basutoland
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9Introduction

the form of  Natal's Shepstonian or the Transkeian Glen Grey systems33 –
after their defeat of  the Cape government in the Gun War, Basotho chiefs, as
already pointed out, were incorporated into the British indirect rule system.
Even by comparison with other High Commission Territories, Basotho chiefs
fared better. Chiefs in the Bechuanaland Protectorate were weakened by their
numbers and the British recognition of  more than one paramount chief. In
Swaziland, dynastic squabbles, and the presence of  white settlers and conces-
sionaries, seriously undermined the monarchy.34 But, paradoxically, Basotho
chiefs’ retention of  most of  their powers was their weakest point as the Brit-
ish modeled chieftainship according to the imperatives of  colonial rule. All in
all, the success of  Basotho in keeping their arms, preventing white settlement
and mineral prospecting, ironically helped lay the basis for their country to be
turned into a South African labour reserve.

As schemes for white settlement and mineral prospecting were not imple-
mented, and Basutoland increasingly came to be seen as a ‘native reserve’, it
became the objective of  the colonial government to transform the country
into a labour-exporting economy. In 1898 Lagden made it clear when ad-
dressing the Basutoland Chamber of Commerce of white traders that ‘the
government policy was to induce labour by all reasonable means’.35 It was his
belief  that more Basotho should rely on wage labour as this was important
for the business of white traders:

The land should produce as much as possible, but if  it were overstocked with
cultivation [sic] the remedy was to teach the surplus population to be less depend-
ent upon it (applause). Last year over 30,000 men received passes for labour only. If
each returned safely with a few months’ wages, the benefit to commerce must be
considerable (cheers).36

Lagden's commitment to this position can be seen from the hut tax increase
(from 10s to £1) he announced at the November 1898 pitso (the Basotho
popular assembly), even though the country was going through a severe drought
and the people were recovering from the effects of  a civil war between Chief
Masupha (the principal chief  in Berea) and his nephew, Paramount Chief
Lerotholi. In fact, when the latter approached Lagden at the peak of  the No-
vember 1898 drought about the fate of  men who were unable to leave as
migrant workers because of  their age, health and disabilities, the Resident
Commissioner, according to the Friend of  the Free State and Bloemfontein Gazette,
‘expressed himself  as opposed to afford help to men who are able to work,
and has announced that should it become necessary to assist such persons, he
can only recommend that grain in small quantity be issued to them as wages
for labour rendered on some kind of  relief  works’.37
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But colonial policy on its own was not sufficient to turn Lesotho into a
labour reserve. Other conditions and factors were necessary. In fact, the pe-
riod leading to the end of  the last century was characterised by economic
prosperity for the majority of  Basotho. Grain exports from Lesotho had been
reaching the markets of  the Cape Colony as early as the 1840s, and by the
1860s Orange Free State farmers were said to be dependent on Basotho wheat
and maize as their economy was based on hunting and pastoralism. The dis-
covery of  diamonds near Kimberley in the late 1860s expanded the Basotho
grain export market. Grain exports increased from some 72,000 bags in 1871
to 100,000 in 1873, as wagons full of  grain left Lesotho for the Free State and
Kimberley. The dramatic increase in the number of  ploughs and wagons be-
tween 1875 and 1904 in Lesotho shows the extent of  this booming grain
trade, as what were formerly small gardens were transformed into big fields.
In this way, a section of  Basotho society was able to resist proletarianisation
as it paid the imposed 10s tax from the proceeds of  the grain exports, rather
than having to turn to labour migration.38

Naturally, Boer farmers, some of  whom had turned to cultivation after the
discovery of  gold on the Witwatersrand, saw Basotho peasants as a threat.
Consequently, the South African Republic imposed a tariff  on Basotho grain
imported into the Transvaal, preventing these peasants from reaping the fruits
of  the growing gold-mining industry. The arrival of  the Cape railway line in
Johannesburg in 1893, for its part, flooded the Witwatersrand market with
Australian and American wheat and maize. It was reported in the 1893–94
Basutoland annual colonial report that trade had stagnated during the year
due to both the Transvaal tariff  and the railway line. In 1894 the Orange Free
State also imposed an import duty on Basotho wheat.39

These efforts aimed at undermining the competitive position of  Basotho
peasants did not produce immediate results. First of  all, the Free State farm-
ers took time to turn to cultivation, and as late as the early 1890s many of
them continued to rely on Basotho produce. Kimberley was still ‘largely sup-
plied from Basutoland’ into the 1890s, as traders in Lesotho exported grain to
that place and the Transvaal at high prices. There were also many Basotho
who regularly crossed the border to exchange their grain for manufactured
goods at the Free State borderline stores. Though the Free State grain could
enter the Transvaal duty-free under the 1889 Potchetstroom Convention –
with about 60 percent of  the grain sold in the Transvaal in the 1890s coming
from the Free State – much of  this produce in fact came from Lesotho. Wag-
ons were also moving from the Transvaal to purchase Basotho grain. It was in
this context that the Free State farmers opposed the 1893–94 proposal to
construct a railway-line extension to the eastern part of  the republic as this
would benefit Basotho peasants. Many Free State farmers also petitioned their
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government during this period against the selling of  Basotho produce as Free
State grain in the Transvaal.40

However, besides manoeuvres by the Free State and Transvaal Boers, other
factors also contributed to undermining the Basotho economy and turning
Lesotho into a labour reserve. Firstly, natural disasters played a role in under-
mining the Basotho self-sufficiency, especially from the 1890s.41 More critical
in this regard was the rinderpest epidemic which attacked the country be-
tween November 1896 and August 1897, killing 80 percent of  Basotho cattle
stock. The impact of  these natural disasters was exacerbated by the outbreak
of  a four-week civil war in January 1898 between Masupha and the Para-
mount Chief  Lerotholi. And as if  rinderpest and civil war were not enough,
the population was then ravaged by smallpox, typhoid fever and dysentery.42

The impact of  diseases, war and drought, indeed put colonial Lesotho in
its worst crisis since the civil war that had followed the Gun War. But many
Basotho fought back, even releasing more men to seek formal employment in
order to restock and rebuild the economy. This Basotho resistence to pres-
sure on their economy was also facilitated by the British demand for their
horses and labour during the South African War (1899–1920), and the good
harvest of  1900–02.43 Thanks to these efforts and factors, one trader based in
Maseru could testify to the South African Native Affairs Commission in 1903
that ‘the principal source [of  income for Basotho] is agriculture, but other
sources are cattle-raising, horse-breeding, wool and mohair. They have a good
many strings to their bow. They are not bound to one source.’44 This suggests
that by the turn of  the century most Basotho still relied on the produce of
their land for subsistence and tax payment. It is this factor that made the
recruitment of  Basotho for mine work and their subordination to the exigen-
cies of  migrant labour such a protracted struggle (see Chapter One).

Nonetheless, pressure on the Basotho economy intensified. A severe
drought attacked the country again in 1903 and, for the first time, large quan-
tities of  food had to be imported. For the majority of  Basotho, the response
was to release more of  their men again; hence the number of  migrant work-
ers leaving the country exceeded that of  the 1898 crisis. This drought contin-
ued until 1906, but another one attacked the country in 1912–13, killing stock,
and large quantities of  grain had to be imported again. These years were
followed by a period of  gradual recovery which culminated in 1928, for many
Basotho a year of  prosperity.45

The 1929 economic depression followed by a severe drought in 1932–33,
radically reversed the situation. The depression affected the price of  Basotho
exports; and drought led to quantities of  grain being imported. So serious
was this crisis that many Basotho were obliged to sell their cattle.46 Following
these years of  hardship and disaster, Lesotho was unable to return to her
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previous position as South Africa's granary. Labour migrancy ceased to be a
strategy for survival during times of  distress but became a necessity for the
subsistence of  homesteads (see Chapters One and Two).

By this period, it was an accepted practice among many Basotho that a
man should go to the mines at least once in his lifetime, and boys were social-
ised accordingly. David Coplan has suggested on the basis of  his anthropo-
logical research in Lesotho that lebollo (the initiation school), which was in
decline in the 1930s, came to play the role of  preparing young men for the
mines.47 Moreover, Ashton observed in the mid-1930s that ‘curiosity, a spirit
of  adventure, and admiration for returned miners with their airy, glamorous
stories and enviable successes with local girls, encouraged youngsters to go
out to work, and a spell of  work in the mines has almost come to be regarded
as an essential part of  education, as a sort of  initiation to manhood’.48

But much of  the poorer Basotho migrants' earnings were commonly in-
vested in cattle and bohali (bridewealth). As late as 1933, according to Pim, ‘the
Basuto prides himself  on the numbers of  his cattle. His constant endeavour
is towards increase’.49 Samples of  bohali transactions collected by Colin Murray
in the 1970s in Lesotho show that the use of  cash in bohali began to feature
prominently only in the late 1950s.50 Even my informants who married in the
1930s indicated that they used their wage-earnings to purchase bohali cattle
instead of  paying their in-laws directly in cash.51 Therefore, unlike southern
Mozambique,52 Basotho  managed to maintain the value of  their cattle and
pastoralism at least until the outbreak of  the Second World War, despite the
monetisation of  exchange in their society.53

However, cadets’ independent access to cattle affected the practice of  ar-
ranged marriages. Gone were the days when fathers used to pay bohali for
their sons.54 Nor did parental control over migrants' earnings survive all these
developments. One contemporary observer noted that ‘until recent years, when
a man returned home from the mines, his wages were handed over to his
parents. Nowadays, he often contents himself  by presenting them with one
or two blankets’.55 And, according to Ashton,

formerly bachelors and women... were regarded as minors and therefore were not
entitled to own or administer any property other than a few personal
effects...Popular opinion in this matter is changing and unmarried men and women
are now often allowed by their parents to keep private earnings and even their
wages from continuous employment as domestic servants, school-teachers or mine-
workers.56

But this practice had no legal sanction according to codified customary law,
and some parents successfully gained access to the earnings of  their sons
through the courts. Consequently, more and more cadets preferred to remit
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their money to friends who would buy cattle for them while they were away.57

The struggles around the control of  migrants' earnings are discussed in Chapter
Three.

While dependency on labour migrancy was the result of  the deteriorating
position of  the economy, the prolonged absence of  men in turn further un-
dermined the Basotho material base and patriarchal social structure.58 The
impact of  Basotho men's extended absence on agricultural production and
women (a subject of  Chapter Seven) was captured in Azael Makara's 1936
poem (“I, the mother of  the children feel the pain”). The poem is about the
cry of  distress of  a Mosotho mother whose three sons and husband had
abandoned her for work on the mines and for staying with prostitutes in
Lesotho:

I have nobody to plough for me, I am suffering!
Poor women who are left alone in Lesotho,
They are crying, their cry is a touching one!
There is no food, there are no children at home!
Who is [moreover] to give a woman a child
While her husband lives with prostitutes?
I, the mother of  the children feel the pain!

The poem then continued:

I go out to milk the cow,
Every drop goes to the ground,
There are no kids [to breast-feed], this milk is burning my breasts!
Our chief  Letlama is done
He is left alone with few men,
Old men of  old tunes,
People who sit on their knees;
Tsoalla, Schlahlo and Maele, where have they gone to?
They live underground in the shafts,
The Boer is stamping and kicking!
I, the mother of  the children feel the pain!59

Indeed, many Basotho women and especially wives of  absent migrants, as
Chapter Seven shows, turned to commercial beer-brewing and prostitution to
close the gap in the income for their homesteads.

A Note on Sources

Most historians are acutely aware of  the limitations of  their source material,
but in the case of  this book, a number of  critical comments about its sources
are particularly necessary. Firstly and most importantly, the extremely poor
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state of  the government archives housed at the National University of  Lesotho
in Roma is a matter of  grave concern, not least because they lack a trained
archivist. Most of  the files for the 1920s and subsequent years are missing,
except for those of  Leribe which were found by chance in the 1970s by David
Ambrose. Researchers have to work in these archives without any profes-
sional assistance whatsoever. Furthermore, large parts of  the archives are not
well referenced, and some files mentioned in the catalogue are missing on the
shelves. Where files do exist, their contents are often damaged and already
incomplete. On some documents dates are missing, while on others, refer-
ence tags have been removed. It is for these reasons that in the bibliography I
have file names without their codes, and some references which are unavoid-
ably incomplete. I should mention, however, that the relationship that I man-
aged to develop with caretakers of  these archives gave me an opportunity to
explore the shelves and find documents which probably no researcher ever
used before.

The Proceedings of  the Basutoland National Council (BNC) of  chiefs, or
Litaba tsa Lekhotla la Sechaba, are also a valuable source. The report for the
1903  BNC, that is, the very first one, is in the archives; and one or two gaps
aside, the series is complete. All of  them were published in Sesotho, with
some sections in English. Up to 1927, however, the reports are extremely
time-consuming to read because they neither have a table of  contents nor an
index. Nonetheless, they repay careful study. People would approach their
chiefs with the issues they wanted raised at the BNC, and these were sent to
the Resident Commissioner before the sitting of  the Council. These griev-
ances are preserved, as are the debates among the chiefs, all of  which provide
insight and some sense of  how issues were taking shape in villages. They also
reveal areas of  contestation between chiefs and commoners on the one hand,
and the former and the colonial government on the other.

Missionary sources, preserved in journals and archives (generally in French),
have proved to be extremely useful for migrant labour studies. Chapter Five
of  this book, on religion and conversion in the compounds, is based on such
material, especially on the microfilmed records of  the Paris Evangelical Mis-
sionary Society.

Letters, advertisements, reports, and articles in Sesotho newspapers, as
well as Sesotho novels and songs, were very useful; not to mention the fact
that these sources have hitherto been little exploited. The newspaper Leselinyana
la Lesotho (‘Little Light of  Lesotho’) was established in 1863, from its incep-
tion being owned by the French missionaries.60 The letters' section is full of
reports by miners about various events and themes in the compounds and
elsewhere. Naledi ea Lesotho (‘The Star of  Lesotho’) and Mochochonono (‘The
Comet’) which were owned by middle-class Basotho, balance the views ex-
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pressed in Leselinyana which tended to be used as an evangelising tool by the
missionaries. Unfortunately, though, unlike Leselinyana which was bound and
kept in the Morija Archives, most issues of  Naledi and Mochochonono are miss-
ing, and I was unable to locate complete sets. The Chamber of  Mines news-
paper Umteteli wa Bantu (‘The Voice of  the People’) established in 1922, also
published a number of  letters from Basotho workers. It should be kept in
mind, of  course, that all of  these newspapers tended to reflect the view-point
of  literate, male Basotho; though in some instances miners commissioned
their literate mates to write letters on issues that affected them in order to
reach the attention of  the colonial authorities and chiefs. These newspapers,
notwithstanding the problem with the authenticity of  their ‘voice’, go a long
way towards providing one with a resource to circumvent the difficulty of
finding adequate oral sources.

Indeed, oral sources have been put to great use by Jeff  Guy and Motlatsi
Thabane. I also conducted interviews in Basotho villages, meeting old miners.
An insurmountable obstacle, however, is the fact that most men who are still
alive only began their migrant careers in the 1930s, by which time the system
had been standardised and the majority of  Basotho men were going to the
mines now out of  necessity rather than discretion. Most old Basotho men are
also notoriously suspicious, always concerned about their nationalist ‘image’,
and tend to be protective especially about their chiefs. Others, who had suf-
fered from mine accidents and had never been compensated, saw an inter-
viewer's presence as an opportunity to make their case for claiming money
owed to them. All too often, they tend to glorify mine work, pretending that
they had no problems prior to the accident in question. I also met men who
had fought in the Second World War and were never compensated. On more
than one occasion, I found a group of  veterans, often with the wives of
deceased ex-soldiers, waiting for me, thinking that I was there to investigate
their cases. And finally, I must emphasise, especially with Chapter Seven in
mind, that I was unable to find female informants for the period covered by
this book. This was probably because almost all of  the women who were the
subjects of  this study left Lesotho to settle permanently in South African
towns.

I should admit that each category of  sources outlined above has its own
weaknesses. Official sources tend to suppress the ‘rebel’; written sources can
silence the illiterate; and oral sources can be self-praising accounts. The task is
to balance these sources, and exploit their different advantages accordingly.
This is what the following study strives to do. But at all stages, the prime aim
will be to look at labour migrancy from ‘below’.
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