
Chapter 9

Education and Southern Rhodesia’s 
poor whites, 1890-1930

Bob Challiss

A considerable percentage of children were receiving no education at 
all. It was exceedingly important in this country, where they had a black 
population and an inferior race side by side with them, that the white 
children should have some sort of education. They saw the results of the 
neglect of giving white children education in the Union at the present 
time. In the Union they had a considerable population known as poor 
whites —  they were unemployed and unemployable. It was a penny wise 
and pound foolish policy for this country in any way to starve the educa
tion vote at present. They would only be laying up for themselves very 
great trouble in the future (B. I. Collings, MLC, 20 May 1914. Southern 
Rhodesia, Debates in the Legislative Council. First Session of the Sixth 
Council, 15th to 17th April, 4th to 26th May, 8th to 10th June and 5th to 
22nd October, 1914, p. 455).

In 1897, the Administrator of Mashonaland bluntly outlined colonial policy for 
the region: ‘Where white man and black man had to live side by side, it was 
necessary for every government to ensure the supremacy of the former.’1 To 
achieve this aim, successive Southern Rhodesian governments relied on 
armed force, white settler privilege in the occupational structure of the territory 
and a racially segregated educational system which greatly favoured whites. 
Difficulties encountered in the implementation of this educational policy soon 
gave rise to fears about the emergence of a large class of poor whites. These 
fears exerted increasingly powerful influences on the nature of the white settler 
educational system by 1930, when it was at long last possible to enforce 
compulsory attendance at school of all white children between seven and 
fifteen years of age.2 Largely as a result of the nature of this white settler 
educational system, it was necessary to impose constraints upon the educa
tion of blacks which retarded their social, political and economic progress.
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Educational policy, 1890-1930
Thanks largely to the vigorous efforts made by the numerous Christian relig
ious bodies that were encouraged by Rhodes to participate in the conquest 
and white settlement of Southern Rhodesia during the 1890s, remarkably swift 
progress was made in the establishment of schools for all races in the territory. 
Under the Education Ordinances of 1899 and 1903, state expenditure was 
channelled almost entirely to schools under the management of the religious 
bodies. White settler education received the lion’s share of state aid.3

Large contributions made by blacks to the public revenues of the territory 
promoted missionary criticism of the racial inequity of government expendi
ture on education. However, in 1901 the superintending Inspector of Schools, 
George Duthie, defended the policy on the grounds that the education of 
blacks in the territory had been ‘much more looked after than the education of 
whites’ largely as a result of philanthropic endowment, mainly by overseas 
benefactors. Consequently, although the government was not ‘against educat
ing the natives’, it felt obliged to do as much as it could to assist with the 
education of whites. This was considered to be particularly necessary if further 
white immigration and the development of the territory was to be encouraged.4 
Of course, when overseas philanthropic benefaction of black education dim
inished particularly after the First World War, it became much clearer that white 
supremacism was the chief purpose of persistence with racially discriminatory 
public expenditure on education.

Racially differentiated curricula also functioned to serve the white supremacist 
aim. Schools for whites were expected to offer primary and secondary courses 
directed at university entrance. Schools for coloureds and Asians had to place 
less emphasis on the academic side and greater attention to practical subjects 
like needlework, sewing and carpentry. As for black pupils, the small minority 
of them in attendance at schools where whites gave instruction could obtain 
an almost complete primary education, although the government encouraged 
instruction in spoken rather than written English. These pupils were also 
required to receive at least two hours of industrial training daily. It was to be a 
‘simple’ kind that could not result in competition with skilled white artisans, but 
which emphasised the inculcation of ‘habits of discipline and cleanliness’. 
State aid was only granted to schools which fell into line with these expecta
tions. The great majority of black pupils, however, attended single-teacher 
kraal schools where instruction by very elementarily educated black catechists 
was confined to the three R's in the vernacular.5

In the first decade of the twentieth century news of the poor white problems of 
the Cape began prompting fears that, for want of adequate education, many
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while settler children in Southern Rhodesia might become socially undesirable 
and politically dangerous. At that time only about 600 of the 1 406 white settler 
children aged between five and fifteen years attended schools.6 An important 
reason for this situation was that private bodies could no longer cater for the 
educational needs of a white settler population that had begun to change 
rather rapidly in its nature at the turn of the century.

The rapidly changing nature of white settlement,
1890-1930
It became evident during the pioneer decade that Southern Rhodesia was not 
another Eldorado. Consequently, the Chartered Company (BSAC), anxious to 
obtain quick returns on its considerable investment, sold exclusive mineral 
concessions and extensive areas of land to large mining and development 
companies. When it became clear that these companies had acquired their 
assets mainly for speculative rather than development purposes, the BSAC 
began to pay greater attention to the stimulation of immigration of individual 
farmers, prospectors and small mining investors who were likely to get on with 
the job of exploiting the economic resources of the territory more rapidly.7

Although the majority of white settlers resided in towns during the pioneer 
decade, the new impetus given to immigration at the turn of the century, but 
particularly after the South African War had ended, soon resulted in a much 
greater proportion of white settlement in rural areas. The number of whites 
working on the territory’s scattered mines rose from 949 in 1904 to 2 255 in 
1911. Similarly the white farmer population rose steadily. In 1897, only 250 
farms were actually occupied. In 1904, the figure had risen to 900 farms and 
by 1914 to about 2 000.8

By 1921 it was estimated that 27 per cent of the white working population was 
engaged in agriculture, whereas commerce accounted for 16 per cent, mining 
15 per cent, railways and communications 12 per cent, public services 12 per 
cent, industry 11 per cent, commercial services 4 per cent and the professions 
3 per cent.9

Afrikaner ‘apathy’ about education
The proliferation of white settler children on distant, widely dispersed mines 
and farms, and the roving nature of the population during the early years of 
rural white settlement, led to low school attendance before 1905. However, 
there were also special reasons why in these early and even in subsequent 
years, Afrikaners were conspicuous amongst those who either failed to attend 
school at all or did so only very briefly. Although Afrikaners never constituted
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much more than 20 per cent of the white populace, and probably less than this 
at the turn of the century, they usually came to the territory in larae family units 
and with generally more children than settlers of British stock. 1crMore import
antly, many Afrikaners, but particularly those who trekked to the territory 
during the pioneer decade to acquire farms at virtually no cost, were 
Trekboers, frontier folk, who placed very little value on the formal education of 
their children.

Described by Duthie in 1904 as being-'far from industrious and ... content to 
subsist on mealies and game’,11 the Trekboers felt that the acquisition of 
sufficient knowledge of Dutch required for confirmation in the Dutch Reformed 
Church (DRC) and elementary literacy in die taal (Afrikaans) sufficed for the 
educational needs of their children. Fiercely independent in their outlook, 
Trekboers feared that too much formal education might inspire their children 
with yearnings for a town rather than a farming life. Moreover, school attend
ance prevented the utilisation of child labour on family farms, particularly when 
adult males were engaged in transport riding in order to raise a bit of money.12

In 1895 the Rev. P A. Strasheim, a Predikant acting on behalf of the Cape 
Synod of the DRC, with the encouragement of Sir Cecil J. Rhodes made an 
agreement with Dr (later Sir) Leander Starr Jameson whereby the BSAC 
offered grants towards the salaries of teachers and building costs for schools 
conducted by the DRC. This agreement lapsed in 1902, when DRC schools 
were expected to conform with other bodies for state aid under the Education 
Ordinance, 1899. However, even before this happened, attendance at the DRC 
schools was all too often brief and far from universal.13 Matters were aggra
vated by the advent of the South African War and a requirement under the 
Education Ordinance that English should be the sole medium of instruction in 
state-aided schools. This requirement was retained under the Education Or
dinance, 1903, because white settlers felt that they formed an essentially 
‘English community and as such should be assisted’. Indicative of Afrikaner 
resentment of this was the fact that in 1906 only one of the five schools under 
DRC direction in the territory qualified for state aid. In the others, Afrikaans was 
the medium of instruction. However, many Afrikaner children also failed to 
attend school at all, simply because of the ‘deplorable apathy of parents, 
especially in the case of farmers of Dutch origin’. 4

Mindful of how the poor white problem was being dealt with at the Cape and 
keen to create conditions likely to stimulate white farmer immigration, the 
BSAC decided in 1906 to introduce a system of farm and mine primary 
schools.15 The government appointed and paid the salary of a teacher wher
ever parents provided him or her with suitable board and lodging for rental, 
erected a schoolroom and gathered together a minimum number of ten
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fee-paying pupils. English was retained as the sole medium of instruction in 
these schools, a requirement that the Resident Commissioner, after consult
ation with the High Commissioner for South Africa, Lord Selborne, regarded 
as 'absolutely essential’, for Afrikaner children spoke only die taal at home, so 
would otherwise be 'handicapped for life’ if they did not learn the official 
language of the country at school. However, the Resident Commissioner also 
recommended that any inducement that might have the effect of persuading 
Afrikaners to accept this view of the matter was ‘evidently desirable'. Various 
inducements, such as some Dutch-medium instruction and school fee re
mission, were offered to encourage DRC schools to come into the government 
system. By 1911, all DRC schools had joined the government farm and mine 
system.16

White settler agitation and educational progress,
190&-1914
It was not so much the plight of the rural uneducated but the nature of 
educational facilities in towns that engaged the closest attentions of the 
majority of white settlers in 1906. Of special importance in this regard was 
growing dissatisfaction with continued reliance upon mainly religious bodies 
for the voluntary establishment and conduct of schools for whites.

In Bulawayo, the Roman Catholics and Anglican Church authorities shared a 
virtual monopoly of primary and secondary school provision. American and 
Wesleyan Methodists respectively enjoyed similar positions in Umtali. There 
was a government school for whites in Salisbury, but many parents objected 
to it because it was co-educational, had an unfortunate history of unsuitable 
teacher appointments, and gave free tuition to pupils of inferior social status.

White Rhodesians also complained of declining government expenditure on 
education in the post South African War depression (1906). Agitation for 
reform originated in Bulawayo but soon spread to other main centres. An 
education committee representing the main centres argued that prolonged 
failure by the BSAC administration to rectify matters warranted Imperial gov
ernment intervention. Eventually, the Legislative Assembly decided to appoint 
a public committee of enquiry into white settler education. In the meantime 
Alfred Beit, financier and close friend of Rhodes, had died, leaving a large 
endowment to white settler education.17

Government accepted the 1908 recommendations of the Committee of En
quiry to transform education from a voluntary to a state system. With better 
funding, intervention rapidly achieved results. By 1911 only 935 of the 2 262 
white children between seven and fourteen years of age failed to attend
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school,18 a situation that compared favourably with the one that had arisen 
when reforms were demanded in 1906. However, a variety of difficulties soon 
strengthened rather than weakened fears that, for want of adequate education, 
a large class of poor whites might soon emerge in the territory. Most import
antly, anxieties were to be aroused by rapidly increasing numbers of blacks in 
attendance at mission schools.

After the suppression of the Ndebele-Shona risings (1896-1897), blacks 
began to attend mission schools in steadily increasing numbers. By 1914, 
when over 21 000 black but only 3 000 whites attended schools, the fact that 
many white settler children still grew up with little of no education at all became 
a special cause for concern.19 It was considered to be a matter of the ‘highest 
importance’ that all white settler children, ‘brought upas they were, in the midst 
of uncivilized natives, should have the best possible education’. Whites could 
retain power only 'by maintaining the distance ahead which divided them from 
the native races’.20

In 1913 Duthie found it particularly deplorable that even in Salisbury, where 
there was no excuse for non-attendance at school, there were children who 
could ‘hardly avoid the ultimate destiny of adding to the criminal classes’. In 
one such instance a white girl was ‘daily employed along with natives’ by her 
parents. In another case, Duthie suspected that the parents lived on the 
immoral earnings of their daughter. But the problem was most pronounced in 
rural areas where Duthie knew of white girls ‘clad more or less like natives’ and 
‘quite at home’ amongst them. Uneducated whites, Duthie lamented, ‘tended 
rapidly to the status of the native’ which was 'not good for the white race or the 
future of Rhodesia’ and hindered quests for ‘a solution to the difficult native 
problem’.21

By 1914 government was responding more purposefully to the perceived need 
for a state-controlled education system. All voluntary schools, except for four 
Roman Catholic schools (three of which were state-aided), were either taken 
over or closed down. Government schools increased in number to 58 in 1914. 
Over half of these were farm or mine schools.22

Rural white settler agitation for reform and compulsory 
education
By 1914, in the context of growing anxieties about the capacity of white settlers 
to maintain their supremacy, particularly in the face of increasingly positive 
black responses to mission education, the BSAC and settler leaders were in 
agreement about the vital need to introduce compulsory education as quickly 
as possible.23 However, there were two major impediments to the immediate
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achievement of this objective. The British majority of farmers baulked at 
compulsory education because of dissatisfaction with the existing structure of 
the white settler educational system and the Afrikaner minority of farmers 
became increasingly averse to the anglicising influences of government 
schools.

The British farmers wanted their children to have the 'best possible’ education, 
but the quality of instruction given in the small, usually single-teacher farm and 
mine schools rarely matched what was offered by their larger urban counter
parts. There was also a rapid turnover of farm and mine school teachers, 
mainly because they were usually single woman who soon married and gave 
up teaching. Well qualified teachers prepared to face the rigours of rural life 
were hard to find. Afrikaner farm life was often particularly primitive, to the 
extent that one school mistress complained of having to subsist on only 'dry 
bread, biltong and coffee’.24

Farmers were particularly disadvantaged with regard to secondary education. 
Many of them were struggling to establish themselves and were financially far 
less well-off than the majority of white settlers resident in towns. This meant 
that it was often impossible for farmers, even with state aid, to undertake the 
relatively heavy expenditure on travel and boarding costs necessary to send 
their children to the centralised high schools. Consequently, it was observed 
in the Legislative Assembly in 1915 that if ‘the younger sons of well-to-do 
families and men of Public School education’ were to be attracted to the 
territory as farmers, they should not have to face the tragedy of seeing their 
children ‘growing up in ignorance’; a tragedy all the ‘greater’ in the case of 'a 
public school man’.

The Administrator of Rhodesia, W. H. (later Sir William) Milton, was not always 
very sympathetic to the high educational aspirations of rural parents. His own 
children attended expensive English public schools. He castigated govern
ment expenditure on boarding grants to assist rural white pupils to attend high 
schools as ‘excrescences on national education’.26

Origins of Afrikaner nationalist opposition to the state 
system of schools
Although Afrikaners constituted a minority in rural areas, they nevertheless 
contributed to the rapid increase in white settlement after the turn of the 
century. Consequently, in 1920, when Afrikaners retained majorities in the 
Melsetter, Chipinga and Enkeldoorn constituencies, they also formed large 
minorities in the rural Marandellas, Salisbury, Victoria and Western District 
constituencies. The substantial increase in the numbers of children attending
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school by 1911 resulted largely from the success of efforts made by the 
government to induce Afrikaners to participate in the farm and mine school 
system from 1906 onwards. However, Afrikaners were again conspicuous 
when the numbers of children who failed to attend school began to rise again 
after 1911. An explanation for this deterioration in the situation can be found 
largely in the relaxation of strictures imposed upon Afrikaner immigration and 
influences exerted in the territory by Afrikaner nationalists from South Africa.27

By 1914, the fact that many of the Afrikaner children tended to receive little or 
no education at all gave rise to fears about more than merely the emergence 
of a large class of poor whites. With reference to the Afrikaner nationalist 
rebellion of that year in South Africa, the warning was given in the Legislative 
Assembly that ‘a large proportion of the future white settler population of 
Southern Rhodesia might be supplied by those very people who, through 
ignorance and misleading’, had been persuaded to take part in that rebellion.28

The direct influence of South African Afrikaner nationalist agitation in Southern 
Rhodesia would appear to have begun when the future Nationalist Party 
premier, Dr D. F. Malan, visited the territory in 1911. When he returned to the 
Cape he published criticism of allegedly widespread neglect of Dutch instruc
tion in Southern Rhodesia to the extent that most Afrikaner children were 
growing up without any knowledge of the official language of their church. In 
July 1913, the Rev. C. R. Kotze, who had recently left the Cape to take up the 
post of DRC Predikant in Salisbury, led Afrikaner delegates from Melsetter, 
Umtali, Felixburg, Headlands, Somabula, Marandellas, Bulawayo, Salisbury 
and the Charter District, to present the Administrator, Milton, with petitions that 
they had gathered. They demanded the use of the mother tongue as the 
medium of instruction in schools, the teaching of Dutch in the ordinary 
curriculum, and local control of schools by parental committees with full 
powers of appointing teachers. Rejection of these demands prompted Kotze 
to embark upon the establishment in the territory of a separatist system of 
schools of the kind favoured by the Christian National movement in South 
Africa. Pending the establishment of separatist schools in some areas, some 
parents did not send their children to school at all.29

The Education Commission, 1917
Growing anxiety about problems affecting white settler education was re
vealed at the biennial conferences of the Rhodesia Agricultural Union, and in 
prolonged Legislative Assembly debates on education in 1914 and particularly 
in 1915. Eventually, the government commissioned a second public enquiry 
into white settler education in 1916, whose main concern was the fact that over
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a third of white settler children between seven and fourteen years of age failed 
to attend school. The commissioners had to ask whether primary education 
should be made compulsory, and if so, how this should be implemented, 
particularly with regard to costs and the special difficulties of parents in rural

'V)
areas

The commissioners recommended that compulsory education should apply 
to all white settler children between seven and fifteen years of age, for only by 
'the education of all [white] children within the territory’ could The present 
danger be averted of a large number of poor whites growing up uneducated’.31 
However, it was felt that fees should continue to be charged, except in 
necessitous cases, for the majority of white settlers, most of them resident in 
towns, could easily afford to pay them. Small as the total contribution of fees 
was to the cost of white settler education, they helped to maximise funds 
available for expansion.

Special recommendations for the improvement of rural educational facilities 
included increases in the number of boarding schools in smaller centres of 
settlement, better salaries for farm and mine school teachers, insistence upon 
improvements in their living conditions, and where insufficient numbers could 
be assembled for farm and mine schools, the appointment of governesses by 
the government for the instruction of small numbers of very young children in 
their own homes.32

Action on recommendations made by the commissioners was confined largely 
to the appointment of governesses. Compulsory education could not be 
adopted mainly because of unexpectedly strong Afrikaner nationalist opposi
tion to the government system of schools and the inability of the government 
to raise funds necessary to build additional classrooms and hostels. By 1923 
both of these obstacles were in large measure removed, but it is necessary to 
closely examine what happened between 1914 and 1923 because prolonged 
obstruction of educational efforts to avert the creation of a large class of poor 
whites resulted in important changes in white settler attitudes to education.

Afrikaner nationalist opposition to the state system of 
schools, 1914-1922
Kotze relied heavily on Afrikaner nationalists in South Africa for financial 
support and teacher supplies, but this source was greatly reduced after the 
failure of the South African rebellion of 1914. Only a handful of rather small 
separatist schools had been established in various remote parts of Southern 
Rhodesia when the education commissioners confidently reported in 1916 that 
the separatist movement would soon collapse completely. However, a visit to
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the territory by another South African Afrikaner nationalist leader, the Rev. R S. 
van Heerden of the Orange Free State, was followed by a vigorous revival of 
the separatist movement in 1917.33 By 1921 eight separatist schools catered 
for 240 pupils. The largest school was in Salisbury, where 100 pupils were 
enrolled, 40 of them boarders. Some pupils defected from government 
schools, as did at least one teacher. In Melsetter, where a local Predikant was 
a particularly ardent supporter of the separatists, defections from local govern
ment schools eventually led to the closure of the government school hostel in 
1922. By then, however, financial difficblties and an undertaking that Afrikaans 
would soon be taught in all government schools tended to weaken the 
separatist cause.34

Certain prominent Afrikaner leaders, notably the Rev. Liebenberg of Enkel- 
doorn and Louw of Morgenster Mission, always remained steadfast in there 
co-operation with the government in white settler educational affairs. Another 
influential leader, the Rev. A. J. Botha, who was in charge of the DRC orphan
age which he had transferred from Bulawayo to Daisyfield in 1915, wavered in 
his allegiances. To help retain his loyalty the Department of Education invited 
him to assist with the experimental teaching of Afrikaans at the government 
school attended by the orphans in 1919. In 1921 Afrikaans replaced Dutch, 
which had been accepted as an alternative to French in the normal school 
curriculum of government schools in 1918.35

In 1921 the separatists appealed as far afield as Holland for financial aid. This 
alarmed the Colonial Secretary, Churchill, who had succeeded Milner in that 
year. Evidently he feared that they might prejudice his and Smuts’s plans for 
the incorporation of Southern Rhodesia with South Africa.36 A number of 
Southern Rhodesian Afrikaners were likely to share in such trepidation. On the 
eve of the Referendum in 1922 the separatists agreed, after some months of 
negotiations, to let the government assume responsibility for their schools in 
the following year. The agreement included an undertaking by government to 
retain the services of the separatist schools teachers and hostel matron, who 
wished to remain at their posts.

Financial obstructions to the introduction of compulsory 
education for whites
Lack of funds was the major obstacle to the implementation of compulsory 
education in 1917. Legal difficulties continued to prevent the full use of the Beit 
bequest until 1922. Normally, the BSAC might have assisted with building 
loans, as it did in 1910, but it baulked at doing so after 1915 because of a 
dispute with white settlers over the ownership of unalienated land in the
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territory. When a judicial committee declared in favour of Crown ownership of 
the land in 1918, the company felt even less generously disposed towards the 
settlers.37 Consequently, a policy of persuasion instead of compulsion was 
adopted. Large increases in public expenditure from the annual revenues 
catered for the expansion that resulted from this policy and the influx of white 
settler children after the end of the First World War. However, the reservation 
of many skilled occupations for only a limited number of white settler artisans 
aggravated difficulties by greatly inflating building costs. Indeed, inability to 
erect a sufficient number of buildings during and shortly after the.war meant 
that the Department of Education had to hire private premises, mainly for 
additional hostel accommodation at the high schools in Bulawayo and Salis
bury.

As a result of special pleas made by elected members of the Legislative 
Assembly early in 1920 the Colonial Secretary recommended that the Imperial 
government should break with colonial policy precedent by authorising the 
granting of loans for public building needs in Southern Rhodesia, which would 
be repaid after the advent of responsible government in 1923. When Churchill 
succeeded Milner in 1921, he delayed granting these loans in order to sharpen 
white settler awareness of the financial advantages likely to be derived from 
Union with South Africa. Only when Churchill was made fully aware of the 
difficulties faced by many white settlers, and particularly the struggling far
mers, as a result of economic recession in the early 1920s and stagnation in 
the development of public amenities generally, did he finally relent. Conse
quently, the 'Milner loans’ were not utilised before 1922, when the lion’s share 
of their first instalment was devoted to the erection of mainly white settler 
school buildings and the provision of costly teaching equipment.38

The Milner loans and cessation of active Afrikaner nationalist opposition 
allowed the white settler system of schools to enjoy unprecedented progress 
from 1922 onwards. By 1928, only 591 of the 8 647 white settler children 
between six and fifteen years of age failed to attend school.39 However, 
anxieties arising from prolonged inability to deal effectively with the problem 
of inadequate school enrolments from 1914 onwards would appear to have 
exercised important influences on white settler educational policy and atti
tudes. The animosities between Boers and Britons, which had so strongly 
informed policy before 1914, tended to diminish in strength, mainly as a result 
of sharpened white settler perceptions of their collective interests in the racial 
context.
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Anxieties about poor whites and trends towards the 
creation of an egalitarian system of white schools
An important element in changing white settler attitudes to education was the 
fact that the majority of them were socially ‘on a fairly general level’ and 
financially ‘in medium circumstances’.40 Really poor whites were found mainly 
in rural areas, particularly amongst Afrikaners. Although many white farmers of 
British stock could be counted amongst the ranks of the rural poor, they 
usually had more positive attitudes to education than did their Afrikaner 
counterparts in general. These struggling, rather than poor, white farmers had 
largely accounted for the rising tide of dissatisfaction that led to the public 
enquiry into white settler education in 1916. Their plight subsequently did 
much to prompt egalitarian trends amongst white settlers.

The struggling farmers were often prepared to make considerable sacrifices in 
order to send their children to the distant high schools. However, they strongly 
resented the 'stigma of pauperism’ associated with the declarations of poverty 
that had to be made, usually before local magistrates, in order to qualify for the 
award of boarding grants and remission of tuition fees. Also, there arose a 
growing resentment amongst settlers in town and country alike of the ‘invid
ious distinction’41 made between free and fee-paying schools in Bulawayo and 
Salisbury.

Poverty amongst white settlers became particularly acute after the First World 
War when the territory was afflicted by the influenza pandemic (1919), drought 
and economic recession. Farmers were particularly hard hit. Many of them 
resorted to the indignity of signing 'promissory notes’ in lieu of fee payments 
in order to avoid the premature withdrawal of their children from boarding 
schools. Pupils at these schools often had only tattered clothes on a scale that 
sometimes necessitated the special employment of seamstresses to supple
ment the duties of hostel matrons. It was not the sunshine but poverty that 
promoted some white pupils to go shoeless to school.

The advent of war and the influenza pandemic certainly helped to draw the 
small white settler community closer together, but white settler egalitarian 
trends were even more strongly promoted by consciousness of a privileged 
status amidst a vast majority of blacks. Prolonged difficulty affecting white 
settler education tended to arouse extreme aspirations in the racial context. It 
began to be felt that white settler children should not merely receive the 'best 
possible education’, but that this should be ‘at least in every case’ superior to 
that received by the ‘inferior race’. Schools should help to mould ‘the peoples 
of Rhodesia into one united race’, but in doing so, aim at the development of 
‘a good type of child’.42 Such children should not rely on ‘a purely artificial’
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difference between the races, but genuinely be worthy of their membership of 
the white community of 'aristocrats'. Only if these educational objectives were 
achieved could ‘white civilization' hope ‘to hold its own' in Southern Rhode
sia.43

Egalitarian trends amongst white settlers of British stock soon had to embrace 
the by no means insignificant minority of Afrikaners. If dominance in the 
territory by the white racial minority was to be sustained, class and ethnic 
divisions would also have to be removed with regard to the educational 
opportunities of Afrikaner children. The Afrikaners could not realistically expect 
acceptance of bilingualism and Christian National principles of education in a 
community of predominantly British settlers. Even so, government inflexibility 
on the language question provided ample opportunity for South African Afri
kaner nationalist exploitation of the situation in Southern Rhodesia. Persist
ence of Afrikaner dissidence after the war rendered recognition of the need for 
rapprochement between Boers and Britons in the territory increasingly evi
dent. Afrikaners who had always been loyal to the government undoubtedly 
facilitated this rapprochement by winning the confidence and respect of white 
settler leaders.

In the end only compulsory and free education could overcome the intran
sigence of a small number of usually poor but stubbornly backward Afrikaners 
who could not be persuaded, even by their own DRC ministers, to have their 
children properly educated. In 1921 a case involving two Afrikaner girls aged 
twelve and fifteen years who were found guilty of sexually seducing blacks 
underlined what was perhaps the most compelling reason why the formal 
education of all Afrikaner children had become a matter of supreme import
ance in the eyes of white settler leaders by 1930. The girls did not attend school 
and their parents were admonished from the bench as follows:

Mr Justice Tredgold ... remarked that the cases were the most scandalous 
he had heard during the course of his career as an advocate. ‘You people,’ 
he said, 'by the way you neglect your children, not only disgrace your race 
[sic] but bring the whole of the white people into disrepute. Two cases 
have been dealt with of attempted rape on white women, and I am 
confident that the cases are connected. If girls allow themselves to ao with 
Kaffirs, then Kaffirs will try to take advantage of other White girls.’

Poor whites and curriculum development in white settler 
education
Educational strategies for the prevention of the emergence of a large class of 
poor whites were for long confined almost entirely to securing better attend
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ance at schools. It became evident, however, that a mere primary school 
education could hardly suffice in a situation where there was little or no scope 
'for the white labourer as such as there was in other countries’.45 After the turn 
of the century uneducated Trekboers could no longer freely acquire farms, and 
cheap black labour quickly replaced white labour in all spheres of menial 
employment. With few exceptions, notably where railway workshops engaged 
a small number of apprentices, white youngsters who left school after learning 
little more than the three R’s had little opportunity to obtain on-the-job training 
Most of these youngsters had attended farm and mine schools, but hardly any 
farmers could afford to take them on as learner-assistants. Consequently, it 
was recommended by Duthie in 1914 that the government should establish 
farm and trade schools for the post-primary vocational training of rural white 
youngsters.46

The First World War and financial stringency prevented the implementation of 
the farm and trade school scheme before 1922. In that year the Primary School 
of Agriculture was established on the Matopos Estate bequeated to the nation 
by Rhodes. The school aimed to provide at small cost to poorer rural parents 
a practical training for a ‘civilized life’ and 'earning a living on the land’ for 
youths from farm and mine schools.47 A second farm and trade school was 
founded by the DRC orphanage authorities at Daisyfield in 1924. The Matopos 
school closed down in 1930, mainly because the introduction of compulsory 
education in that year meant that free tuition could now be obtained at the 
more prestigious high schools. The DRC school eventually developed into a 
private high school for Afrikaners who favoured the education of their children 
under DRC influences.

More sophisticated vocational training was offered at the Technical High 
School established in Bulawayo by the government in 1927. The school was 
intended for pupils unsuited to the academic education given at ordinary high 
schools where, with the exception of certain commercial subjects, the curricu
lum was restricted to English, French or Afrikaans, Latin, Geography, History, 
Mathematics and the General Sciences. Evening classes were also offered at 
the Technical High School for the large number of pupils who left high schools 
prematurely to take up 'dead end occupations'45 as clerks, shop assistants 
and the like. It was lamented in 1925 that many of these 'untrained youngsters 
[were] able to command very considerable salaries and in consequence they 
[did] not see the need for binding themselves down to work hard at nights’.45 
In this regard, matters were evidently rectified to some extent, at least in 
Bulawayo, for by 1930 there were 250 pupils in attendance at the Technical 
High School evening classes. However, only 100 pupils were in daily attend
ance at the school.
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Egalitarian trends tended to have adverse effects on efforts made to broaden 
the scope of the curriculum. Many parents were averse to the low level of 
training that was offered at the Primary School of Agriculture and were sensi
tive even to the association of the institution’s name with the Bulawayo 
Primary, or free, school. For similar reasons, the Technical School in Bulawayo 
was poorly attended. Parents were wary of premature vocational training and 
feared that the general educational value of the school would be inferior to 
what was imparted at the ordinary high schools. As members of the white 
settler aristocratic elite, parents tended to be strongly prejudiced in favour of 
the high schools that had for long been held in great esteem. Many parents 
were unwilling to believe that their children might not be suited to the academic 
curriculum offered in the schools. However, for many years very few pupils 
remained long enough at the schools to sit for the South African matriculation 
examinations. Among the reasons were the lack of aptitude and ability of 
pupils, the financial straits of parents and the ease with which white youngsters 
could obtain well paid jobs even without completing their secondary educa
tion. The performances of those who did sit for the examinations was not 
always very good. In 1928, for instance, only 25 of the 52 candidates were 
awarded certificates.50

The 1929 Education Commission
Of course, mere attendance at primary schools of virtually all white settler 
children went only part of the way towards averting the emergence of a large 
class of poor whites. Mere attendance at high schools by many pupils who 
failed to obtain certificates hardly augured well for the future of white supre
macy in the territory. Growing concern about needs to maximise the effective
ness of white settler education and the large sum of money now available for 
expenditure upon it, prompted a decision to appoint yet another public en
quiry. Under the Chairmanship of an eminent educationist of international 
repute, Frank Tate, the Education Commission of 1929 was concerned mainly 
with the curriculum and general nature of white settler education instead of the 
ways and means of ensuring that all children attended schools. Indeed, in the 
words of a Southern Rhodesian MR the Tate Commission enquired into what 
was 'perhaps the most important question ever considered in [the] country, 
namely the education of future citizens, legislators, and even ... the future 
Premier’.51

The Tate Commission strongly criticised the academic bias and recommended 
the establishment of a decentralised system of junior high schools where 
special attention should be given to the individual aptitudes of pupils and local 
needs. However, the decentralised system of primary and secondary schools
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advocated in 1916 had already begun to make way for a more equitable 
distribution of educational facilities between town and country. Despite efforts 
made to widen the scope of the curriculum in these schools, parental pressure 
and preference tended to restrict it to rather narrowly academic lines. More
over, the very high standard of white settler education that was to be a much 
vaunted feature of later years developed slowly.52 Favourable climatic condi
tions, the nature of white rule, particularly with regard to leisure time afforded 
by domestic servants, and the recruitment of teachers from English public 
schools, meant that athleticism, the attractions of outdoor life in the wilds and 
militarism in the form of compulsory cadet corps training distracted attention 
from studies and the pursuit of academic excellence. Whites were often slow 
to heed the words of their premier, Huggins: ‘I ... admit that although our youth 
may be able to play Ruby Football and to preserve their white skins with rifles 
and differential legislation ... if they survive, it will be nothing except by superior 
education.’53

The key to success: black education and the poor white 
problem in the 1920s
It was not the creation of a particularly superior system of white settler schools 
so much as the retardation of progress in the education of blacks that most 
effectively helped to prevent the emergence of a large class of poor whites in 
Southern Rhodesia. In 1920 it was asserted in the Legislative Assembly that:

They had heard a great deal of race supremacy, and the only means they 
had of retaining race supremacy was not by keeping the native in ignor
ance, but by efficiently educating the white. (Hear, hear.) They could not 
afford to leave that great asset, the native, undeveloped, and certainly, 
they could not afford to allow that great asset, the white child, to remain 
undeveloped in such a way that he was not able to maintain the directive 
pow er... He had never heard it contradicted that there were 30 per cent 
of white children who were illiterate. Under these conditions they had no

54claim to call themselves a civilised country.

For long, as Huggins had lamented, whites were not ‘efficiently’ educated. 
Indeed, only the protection afforded by such measures as land apportionment 
and job reservation saved many whites of average and below average abilities 
from having to compete for their livelihoods on equal terms with blacks. In the 
1920s an educational policy was to be devised for blacks that, in essence, had 
the effect of ‘keeping the native in ignorance’, and thereby greatly serving the 
purpose of those other racially discriminatory measures that helped to en
trench white settler power and privilege. Indeed, implementation of the new
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policy of the education of blacks by 1930 was to have the effect of greatly 
delaying the emergence of skilled and well-educated blacks in sufficient 
numbers likely to threaten white settler dominance. It is necessary to consider 
this new policy on the education of blacks in some detail, for, although it greatly 
assisted with the prevention of the emergence of a large class of poor whites 
in Southern Rhodesia, its formulation and implementation was as much the 
responsibility of the Imperial government and Anglo-American missionary and 
philanthropic bodies as it was the result of any white settler and Southern 
Rhodesian government initiatives.

Policy on the education of blacks in southern Rhodesia was for long under
taken entirely by Christian missionaries55 along lines that loosely conformed 
with what Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth had advocated on behalf of the Imperial 
government in 1847 in his memorandum entitled 'Practical suggestions as to 
day schools of industry, model farm schools and normal farm schools, for 
coloured races of the British colonies’.56 Inter-denominational competition for 
black converts, and limited missionary resources for the establishment of 
large, mainly white-staffed normal and industrial training centres of the kind 
advocated by Shuttleworth, resulted instead in a proliferation of small kraal 
schools. To raise standards in these humble schools, the Department of 
Education encouraged missionary teacher education centres, mainly by 
means of increased state aid between 1903 and 1921.

However, by 1914, the Department of Native Affairs had become particularly 
alarmed by fears that the widely dispersed, weakly supervised proliferation of 
kraal schools might all too easily allow for the dissemination of subversive 
ideas. Rapid progress in teacher education, it was feared, would soon create 
a class of potentially troublesome black intellectuals. The Chief Native Com
missioner, H. (later Sir Herbert) Taylor, felt that kraal schools should be reduced 
in number and that greater emphasis should be placed on the establishment 
of well-equipped industrial training centres for the stimulation of economic, 
and particularly agricultural, development in native reserves. The Director of 
Education, L. M. Foggin, strongly opposed this policy. He felt that the kraal 
schools constituted a vital element in the sound development of a universal 
educational system for blacks. Foggin also believed that emphasis on indus
trial training instead of teacher education constituted confusion between 
educational and general economic development.57

The policy favoured by Taylor began to prevail by 1920, mainly because it 
conformed with Imperial government views on how to handle race relations in 
Southern Africa. Very influential in this regard was the Director of Native 
Education in Natal, Dr C. T. Loram. In his book The education of the South 
African native, published in 1917, Loram argued that blacks were a backward
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race who needed special protection in the context of escalating racial friction. 
Loram opposed white ‘repressionists’ who wished simply to exploit blacks as 
cheap, unskilled labourers, and rejected as impractical and undesirable the 
view of 'equalists’ who felt that well-educated blacks should be fully integrated 
with whites on a basis of racial equality. Instead, Loram favoured the views of 
‘segregationists’ who believed that competition for jobs between whites and 
blacks should be minimised by trying to encourage blacks to develop grad
ually 'along their own lines' in native reserves 58

The reports of the Phelps-Stokes Commissions in 1922 and 1924, sponsored 
by American philanthropic bodies and keenly supported by the Imperial 
government and the International Missionary Conference, strongly endorsed 
racially segregated development in Africa The Phelps-Stokesists, propagan
dist rather than investigative in their work, were mainly inspired by the apparent 
success of the late black leader Booker T. Washington in his promotion of 
racially differentiated education for separate development in the southern 
United States. The Phelps-Stokesists claimed that this should serve as the 
model for black African education and development.59

A Native Commissioner and apostle of Phelps-Stokesism, H. S. Keigwin, 
spearheaded implementation of the policy on the African continent in 1920 by 
establishing the first government schools for blacks in Southern Rhodesia at 
Domboshawa. Industrial training based on the development of agriculture and 
traditional African craftsmanship rather than skilled artisan work and low-level 
instruction was undertaken at Domboshawa and at a similar centre founded 
by Keigwin at Tjolotjolo in 1921. The aim was to produce blacks capable of 
promoting schemes for the general economic and social development of 
recently re-constituted native reserves.60

After official endorsement of Phelps-Stokesism by the Imperial government for 
adoption in all parts of British Tropical Africa in 1925,61 the policy was vigor
ously promoted in Southern Rhodesia. A keen Phelps-Stokesist, Harold Jowitt, 
was recruited from Natal to take charge of a newly created Department of 
Native Education in 1927. The proliferation of kraal schools was immediately 
curbed in favour of the establishment of industrial training centres. The training 
was on traditional lines for the promotion of development in native reserves, 
instead of skilled training likely to result in black competition with white artisans 
in towns. State aid to missionaries was devoted mainly to industrial training 
instead of raising literary standards in teacher education.62

The trends towards white racial solidarity were greatly strengthened by the 
‘liberal’ Anglo-American educational policy for the promotion of separate black 
development in native reserves. Phelps-Stokesism gave what amounted to an
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international seal of approval for white racial privilege and power. Indeed, the 
widely applauded Chairman of the Phelps-Stokes Commissions, Dr Thomas 
Jesse Jones, even recommended that special efforts should be made to 
increase the rate of white settler population growth for the promotion of 
general progress under white settler control in Africa. Delayed black educa
tional development, particularly after the introduction of Phelps-Stokesism 
from 1920 onwards, provided time for the rectification of matters with regard 
to the inadequate education of white settler children.63

Conclusion
An important consequence of locally devised educational strategies for the 
prevention of the emergence of a large class of poor whites in Southern 
Rhodesia is to be found in their contribution to white settler solidarity. The 
authoritarian basis of this solidarity and its contribution to the estrangement 
between the races greatly helps to explain the inclination and ability of Ian 
Smith and his Rhodesian Front government to command strong white settler 
support for defiance against the world in the 1960s. Ethnic solidarity was 
particularly significant. For a long time educational disputes of the kind that 
characterised tensions between Afrikaners and the state before 1920 tended 
to persist.64 However, by the 1950s, when Afrikaners shared in the general 
prosperity enjoyed by whites, particularly in the farming sector, and when 
Afrikaners had generally adopted more positive attitudes towards the formal 
education of their children, ethnic animosities began rapidly to subside. Whites 
in Southern Rhodesia and South Africa also began to acquire a closer identity 
of interests in the face of the rising tide of African nationalism and British 
government policies on the ‘winds of change.’ The Rhodesian Front govern
ment was more widely representative of all sections of white settler society, but 
Afrikaners were disproportionately well represented in Parliament.65

In addition to the white solidarity trend, niggardly government expenditure on 
the education of blacks can also largely be explained by prolonged fears about 
the emergence of a large class of poor whites in Southern Rhodesia. Although 
the adoption of Phelps-Stokesist policy in the 1920s involved a comparatively 
large increase in public expenditure on the education of blacks in the 1920s, 
the restrictive nature of this policy gave rise to little cause for concern amongst 
white settlers. However, the decision by Milner to depart from colonial policy 
precedent by offering Imperial government loans before the advent of respon
sible government would also appear to have partly explained white settler 
acceptance of increased expenditure on the education of blacks.
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The adoption of Phelps-Stokesism was probably the most significant aspect 
of what happened in the period up to 1930. The policy undoubtedly provided 
ready relief with regard to problems arising from prolonged difficulties affecting 
white settler education. Even so, Phelps-Stokesism was informed as much by 
internationally prevalent white racial prejudices about blacks as it was by any 
particular local interest and concerns of whites in Southern Rhodesia. White 
settler educational problems and fears about poor whites, therefore, provided 
only an incidental explanation for the adoption and consequences of re
pressive policy on the education of blacks from 1920 onwards.

In 1938, Professor W. M. Macmillan warned with specific reference to increas
ingly well-informed black opinion and aspirations generally in Africa that it was 
‘dangerous political expediency to try to check the process of “detribaliza- 
tion,” or to even give the appearance of seeking to put the clock back'.66 
However, this was precisely what the Phelps-Stokesists had being trying to do 
for nearly two decades in Southern Rhodesia and elsewhere in British Tropical 
Africa. By 1930 all white settler children were granted considerable opportunity 
to obtain the best possible educational preparation for whatever their choice 
of career might be. Under Phelps-Stokesism, on the other hand, the numbers 
of blacks in receipt of a formal education was, for a short while in the early 
thirties, actually reduced. At the same time, the curriculum in schools for 
blacks was confined to what whites considered to be most appropriate for the 
gradual and orderly process of blacks ‘along their own lines’. Consequently, 
deliberate steps were taken to retard the development of secondary, technical 
and tertiary education for blacks.67 Ultimately, then, white education could not 
be separated from black education.
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Chapter 2: The Orange Free State and the Rebellion of 
1914: the influence of industrialisation, poverty and 
poor whiteism
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The locusts and the drought 
are thick upon our land 
and what will result 
is beyond my comprehension

Money is also so scarce
and the coffee has become so expensive
The foreign banks rule us
and their 'interest' consumes like fire
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Chapter 3: ‘God het ons arm mense die houtjies gegee’: 
poor white woodcutters in the southern Cape forest 
area, c. 1900-1939

Abbreviations
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FOR -  Department of Forestry Archives

LDE -  Department of Lands Archives

SC -  Select Committee

UOD -  Unie Onderwys Departement Argiewe

UWL -  University of the Witwatersrand Library
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