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The South African Economy at War, 1914-1918 

14 July 2022, Dr Anne Samson 

The South African home front in World War 1 has over the years received very little attention, 

except for the 1914 rebellion. Some studies have been undertaken on KZN and more recently in 

2020, Cape Town. Today, we’re going to look at the war’s influence on the Union’s economy. There 

are various specialist articles on aspects of the South African war economy with the most general 

overview being Bill Nasson’s summary on the Encyclopaedia 1914-18 website. I’m going to expand 

on this and consider how the economy and the military aspects linked. 

The war saw a temporary move away from supply and demand determining the economy to state 

regulation and rationing of some produce. The war coming so soon after Union in 1910, although 

disruptive on many fronts, especially social and political, provided the young government with 

opportunities to organise and bureaucratise far more rapidly than if war had not occurred. Consider 

the delay in setting up the Union Defence Force before the war as an example. While information on 

the early years of the war is rather haphazard, as the war progressed, with more effective systems in 

place and various committees investigating concerns, better information is available. For the young 

developing Union, the war provided a golden chalice for kick-starting the country on its way to self-

reliance. 

As we know, South Africa was far removed from the battle fronts so did not have to contend with 

total mobilisation as Britain and the other major powers did. The military exceptions were the 1914 

rebellion and South West Africa which it invaded. However, because of the Union’s position in the 

British Empire and its physical location on the major shipping routes, the economy was more 

crucially affected. While mining and the role of the mining magnates through their involvement in 

the Unionist Party seemed to dominate economic discussions, there was more to the South African 

economy. 

[SLIDE] Overall, the South African economy grew. Between 1915/6 and 1919/20, the number of 

industrial establishments and employees in South Africa increased by 73%. In real terms, industrial 

establishments increased from 4,777 in 1916/7 to 6,077 in 1920/1 and then only to 6,182 by 

1924/5.1 This slow down was the result of easier imports to the Union, reducing the impetus for local 

manufacture. It was the resultant post-war decline in the internal economy and 4% of the white 

population becoming unemployed that was behind some of the unrest in the 1920s.2 At the time 

farming contributed 30% of the Union’s economic output, while manufacturing and mining 

accounted for 16%, trade 11% and government service 8%. 

During the war, some industries suffered. Fruit and ostrich feather exports stopped, the latter 

industry virtually collapsing. Other industries such as wattle bark suffered immediately on the 

outbreak of war as Germany was the main recipient but improved when Britain realised the value of 

wattle bark in the tanning process. With the German markets closing, some of that country’s trade 

partners such as Scandinavia and Russia started to trade directly with the Union, as did Japan which 

was Britain’s ally. While fruit exports slowed down, the dried fruit industry soared. Businesses 

started, some well-known today, while others saw marked changes in how they operated.  With the 

 
1 Hobart Houghton & Jenifer Dagut, Source material on the South African economy: 1860-1970, vol 2 1899-199, 
p186; JC Dos Santos, The Development of the Witwatersrand clothing industry: A historical perspective on the 
role of entrepreneurs in the industry, 1925-55 (2008), p26 
2 Hobart Houghton & Jenifer Dagut, Source material on the South African economy: 1860-1970, vol 2 1899-199, 
p186; JC Dos Santos, The Development of the Witwatersrand clothing industry: A historical perspective on the 
role of entrepreneurs in the industry, 1925-55 (2008), p26 
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increase in exports, and the reliance by Britain on imported produce, South African quality control 

improved which was to stand the country in good stead for when trade returned to supply and 

demand. 

[SLIDE] So, let’s start with gold,3 often regarded as the base of South Africa’s economy at the time, 

for some the cause of the Anglo-Boer War and of much internal unrest in the early decades of the 

twentieth century.  

Gold was an important commodity for funding the war – both for South Africa and the wider British 

empire. At the time, the world’s economy centred on the gold standard which 59 countries adhered 

to – this meant that a country’s currency was fixed to the value of gold – it included the gold content 

within coins and that paper money could be guaranteed by a country’s gold reserves. However, all 

this collapsed on the outbreak of war as countries restricted the import and export of gold and the 

exchange relationship between gold and paper money was removed. To ensure trade could continue 

though, Britain officially remained on the gold standard linking with the USA Dollar at the pre-war 

rate as the latter still allowed gold exchange. The importance of gold was therefore its international 

acceptance as currency and one of the aims of the countries at war was to stop the enemy obtaining 

gold thereby curtailing its ability to fight. Apart from the direct impact of restricting gold flow to 

enemy countries, it was an important aspect of the propaganda (winning friends) war – the more 

stable a country’s economy, the greater its financial strength which helped with credit amongst 

neutral countries. 

To ensure the British empire’s financial security as far as possible, at the start of the war, Britain 

commandeered all the empire’s gold. However, because of the strong anti-British feeling amongst a 

significant number of South Africans and the fact that South Africa effectively contributed two-thirds 

of the empire’s gold, Britain was aware that in South Africa this commandeering had to be perceived 

as a voluntary action. As a result, on 14 August 1914, the Bank of England offered to buy all South 

Africa’s gold output during the war for a fixed official rate  

[£13 17s 9d per ounce or R16,385 (£819.25) in 2017, the equivalent of 42 days’ wages for a UK 

skilled tradesman in 1915. For anyone interested, on 2 July 2022, an ounce of gold cost 

R29,308.64]. 

Before the war, South African mines would send a weekly shipment of gold to Britain where it would 

be refined, often in Canada, and then offered for sale on the open market. Any unsold gold was 

bought by the Bank of England. The war meant these weekly shipments could no longer take place – 

there was insufficient shipping as well as increased insurance and freight costs, the latter trebling. 

Until the gold actually arrived at the Bank of England, all risks were covered by the gold producers. 

The Bank of England would pay 97% upfront and the remaining 3% on receipt of the gold. 

[Freight increased from 4.34 pence or R236 per fine ounce to 12.72 pence or R708.00 (£11.80 

to £35.40) in 2017, a trebling of costs.] 

By 1918, the South African gold mines were starting to run at a loss, the cost of labour and materials 

as well as most of the quality gold having been mined before the war. A loss of nearly 20% was 

expected. In May 1918, the Union government started to consider mining concerns in relation to 

profits suggesting to Britain that it, Britain, had a duty to support the mines given the importance it 

placed on South African gold. If something was not done, between 16 and 31 mines would be closed 

 
3 Russell Ally, War and Gold – The Bank of England, the London Gold Market and South Africa’s Gold, 1914-
1919 in Journal of Southern African Studies, Jun 1991, 17:2, pp221-238  
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with the loss of around 88,000 black and 12,000 white jobs.4  Britain failed to see this as its concern 

and it took the mining companies until 8 months after the war ended to get Britain to release them 

from the wartime agreement and for South African gold to be sold on the open market again. It was 

not only Britain’s buying of gold at a fixed price which caused the financial issues with gold mining. 

Although gold mines had paid a fixed tax before the war, from 1916 they were to pay a special war 

levy too. The Spanish flu, flooding of the mines and an explosives shortage in 1918 all impacted on 

mining output. 

The mine owners, however, did what they could to ameliorate the situation. During the war, they 

paid a war bonus to men who were earning less than £4 10s or R285.20 per week (£14.26) in 2017.  

[The South African minimum wage on 1 March 2022 is R23.19 an hour which works out at 

R1043.55 for a 45 hour week, while the British minimum wage is £9.50 or R190 per hour].  

In addition, when the Union Defence Force was unable to obtain sufficient labour for the South West 

Africa campaign, the mine owners agreed to mine labour filling the void – newly contracted mine 

workers would spend six months working for the government and the remainder of their term on 

the mines. To help reduce internal running costs during the war, the gold mines started to produce 

their own bread which contained more mealie meal than wheat, resulting in a lower protein base 

and the bread becoming sour within 24 hours. More housing for black labour was introduced, 

including married quarters which, while increasing the number of people on mine property no doubt 

helped reduce mine overheads as wives could work and look after their menfolk. 

Other changes in gold mining also occurred during the war. Ernest Oppenheimer, a naturalised 

British subject who on the outbreak of war was mayor of Kimberley, had taken his family to Britain 

after his house was attacked following the anti-German riots in 1915. Missing the country he 

returned to the Union in 1916 to investigate new mining opportunities. These were on the Far East 

Rand which saw new mines open during the war years. While most shareholders and debenture 

holders had been outside of South Africa, these new mining ventures saw shares bought by South 

Africans to the extent that half the dividends from South African gold mines were going to South 

Africans.5 This is quite significant when one considers that around 60% of mine profits had previously 

left the Union when the British born population in South Africa amounted to 15% of the total white 

community. The mining income was ‘little more than half the income from farming’. No doubt, in 

reaction to Britain’s intransigence concerning the August 1914 Agreement over gold, Oppenheimer 

developed links with United States of America mining interests which resulted in the formation of 

Anglo-America being set up in 1917 and its purchase of the diamond mines in South West Africa 

soon after the war ended. Another consequence of South Africa’s war-time gold experience was the 

Chamber of Mines creating Rand Refinery in Germiston on 27 November 1920. The South African 

Mint, which although started under Paul Kruger was suspended after the defeat of the Boer Republic 

at the turn of the century, until 1919 when legislation was passed approving the establishment of 

the Royal Mint in Pretoria and in 1923 the first gold pound was struck.6 

The restriction on imports led to other minerals in the Union being mined. Tin mining began in 1917 

but was to end in 1921 when ‘normal’ trade resumed. However, Corundum crystal mining which 

started in 1914 has continued. This is apparently the third hardest stone after diamonds and is used 

as an abrasive amongst other things in industry. Diamond mining which had terminated on the 

 
4 Matthew John Smith, Working in the grave: the development of a health and safety system on the 
Witwatersrand gold mines, 1900-1939, MA Dissertation Rhodes University, 1993, p22 
5 Economy vol 2, p221 
6 The history of the South African Mint, www.southcapecoins.co.za 
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outbreak of war as the cutting centres in Europe closed, reopened in January 1916 although it took 

until 1928 for the first diamond cutting factory to open in the Union. Overall, mining could not have 

done too badly during the war years given the patriotic support of the many British mining magnates 

and their personal contribution to the war – Abe Bailey’s funding of the South African military 

hospital in Richmond, London; the involvement of the mining magnates and their wives in the 

Officers’ Club in Grosvenor Square and Ernest Oppenheimer’s financial support of survivors of the SS 

Galway Castle which was sunk on 12 September 1918. 

In Natal, the coal mines were less organised than the gold which meant they struggled with supply 

during the war years. Until 1915, there were more Indians, including 122 women, employed on 

South Africa’s coal mines than black labour. The women worked on the picking belts. The change in 

population group on the coal mines was the result of indentured contracts expiring. This resulted in 

there being only 100 indentured Indians on the mines in 1918. To keep the mines functioning as coal 

was needed for shipping, the mines were forced to offer better conditions than the local sugar 

plantations to induce workers to work underground.7 

Coal needed to be moved from the main mines at Dundee and Newcastle to Durban and Cape Town 

where although some mechanisation had occurred from 1907 as a result of developments in 

Portuguese East Africa, it was not enough to cope with the demands of war. The number of men 

needed to work on the docks to load coal and supplies was huge, however, it was only after the war 

that large scale mechanisation occurred, when electricity was introduced. To ensure the ships were 

coaled and goods loaded etc, hundreds of black labourers were employed on the docks and railways. 

In Durban they were encamped in what was known as Jacob’s Camp and Congella. In the Cape, at 

Maitland. Additional labour was needed to support commercial shipping which relocated to East 

London and Port Elizabeth for the duration of the war.  

[SLIDE] The military traffic through the ports was an important balance to the loss of passenger 

transport. Durban passenger travel dropped from 30,340 arrivals in 1910 to 5,516 in 1914 and to 

2,680 in 1918 while departures dropped from 20,332 in 1910 to 11,898 in 1914 and 8,210 in 1918. 

No doubt a number of these departures were men finding their own way to Europe to participate in 

the fighting. Gross tonnage rose from 37.3 per cent in 1914 to 51.9 per cent in 1918 while overseas 

cargo decreased from 75.4 per cent in 1914 to 67.5 per cent in 1918. 

Harbour development was necessary all around the coast, however, as we discover at Kalk Bay, a 

shortage of concrete brought construction to a standstill. That is until South Africa started 

manufacturing its own concrete. Linking the harbour or port centres to the production areas were 

the railways which had been earmarked for electrification in 1914. Again, this was put on hold until 

after the war, 1919, although new lines were built such as that between Johannesburg and Durban 

which eased the pressure of transporting goods rapidly for export as the existing line was able to 

cater for passenger transport. By the end of 1916, there were 9,419 miles or 15,158km of line had 

been laid in the Union. The increased employment of labour in economic centres and along the 

railway lines being laid led to a corresponding increase in trade giving local economies a boost, as did 

the arrival of foreign troops in transit. 

This effectively covers the main national or government-concerned aspects of the economy, 

although it would be remiss not to mention cotton, sugarcane and wool. In the pre-war years, there 

had been an interest in growing cotton throughout the British empire, this was to reduce the price of 

raw cotton being processed by the British mills. South Africa was not to be excluded from this 

 
7 Commercial coal mining in Natal: A centennial appraisal, in Natalia, 1998, 18 
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initiative with the result that cotton cultivation increased from 250 acres to 500 in 1918 and 4000 in 

1919 in Zululand. Sugar cane cultivation, which had been in process for much longer, expanded from 

2,000 acres in 1908 to over 10,000 in 1917 with 200,000 tons of sugar being produced in 1919 only 

to suffer the following year as there was an overproduction of sugar internationally.8 The situation 

regarding wool in the Union was similar to that of gold. Because of its importance for clothing, 

Britain had entered into a similar contract with wool producers as it had with gold. However, unlike 

gold where South Africa dominated the market, for wool it was Australia. This resulted in large 

quantities of South African wool not being bought until 1917, sales to the USA and Japan were 

agreed with Britain’s consent. Wool, unlike gold, did not pose the same threat to Britain’s status as 

an international financial hub. 

While some sectors of the South African economy were struggling, others seemed to thrive or start 

given the opportunities provided by import restrictions. Before the war, manufacturing comprised 

repairs and services: blacksmiths, mechanical engineering, furriers, jewellers, printers, dressmakers, 

tailors and carpenters. This was to expand during the war. According to JC dos Santos, the only 

capital goods manufactured in the Union were carts and wagons. Whilst mine and railway machinery 

was imported, only assembly and servicing took place in-country.9 The stumbling block was a 

shortage of technical expertise and skilled craftsmen. It had been cheaper and easier to import.  

Where goods could be imported, there were additional costs to be added to the price of the goods. 

Rice which had to be imported as none was grown in the Union cost 10.4 rupees or £1 4d (roughly 

R800 in 2017) in 1917 on the Calcutta market. It then incurred wharfage of 4d, duty of 8d and 

landing fee of 5d; cartage and insurance were added on arrival in Durban. Typically, it cost £1.11s.7d 

or R1,863.20 (£93.16) to import a bag while the retail price varied from £0.37s.6d or R2,212.20 

(£110.61) to £2 or R2,359.60 (£117.98 in 2017). There was the added challenge of getting the 

supplier in India paid as gold was restricted and there were other currency transfer challenges to be 

overcome. As a result, in September 1917 the merchants, white and Indian, informed the 

government Food Controller that they would be looking to stabilise the price of rice – they looked to 

10% profit. However, the government appointed an advisory committee which in 1918, fixed the 

price at 38s or R2,241.80 (£112.09) per bag, well below the retail value.10 It was estimated that the 

additional charges on imports, irrespective of the item or trading country concerned, increased by 

10-13% over the war years.  

[SLIDE] Boots, shoes, jams, soap, beverages and blankets became more locally produced as a result 

of the trade restrictions. In particular, Indian traders in Natal experienced a boom in retail and 

wholesale trade between 1914 and 1918. This was stimulated by the continual movement of foreign 

troops through the port at Durban. Some retailers, white and Indian, took the opportunity of 

increasing prices as imports were limited thereby reducing competition. War conditions provided a 

plausible reason or excuse for raising prices even if there had been no increase in the base product, 

such as cotton. The economic growth was such that by 1917, Indians owned 30 brand new cars 

worth £200 (£11,798.44 in 2017) each in Durban. This was compared with one second hand car 

before the war.11 The first motorised car had arrived in South Africa in 1896 taking to the road in 

 
8 Matthew A Schnurr, The Boom and Bust of Zululand cotton, 1910-1933, in Journal of Southern African 
Studies, March 2011, 31:1, pp119-134 
9 JC Dos Santos, The Development of the Witwatersrand clothing industry: A historical perspective on the role of 
entrepreneurs in the industry, 1925-55 (2008) 
10 Hiralal, The impact of the First World War on the Indian Commercial Class 
11 Kalpana Hiralal, The impact of the First World War on the Indian Commercial Class, in Historia, Nov 2001, 
46:2, pp426-40 
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1897 and by 1910 there were approximately 7,000 motorised or horseless-driven cars in the Union. 

This allowed DH Saker & Co to make a loan of cars to the Union Defence Force in its struggle against 

the rebels in 1914. They formed No 2 Special Motor Car Contingent. When petrol shortages hit, 

there was a return to the slower horse and cart. The first motorised ambulance arrived in 

Pietermaritzburg in 1918.  

Trade and retail growth was stimulated by credit and loans, spurred on by the banks who had 

entered into intense competition for certain accounts. However, in June 1918 when credit bills fell 

due and were not paid, the banks ceased credit facilities which in turn caused panic. 

[SLIDE] With the cost of clothing increasing, especially wool based products, shops such as 

Ackermans opened in 1916 – a partnership between Gustave Ackerman, Sam Kirsch and Leon Segar. 

Their aim was to provide affordable clothing for all. Later, Gustave’s son Raymond was to start Pick 

‘n Pay and Checkers. Other start-ups included Eskort Farmers’ Co-operative Bacon Factory in August 

1917, officially opened by Louis Botha on 6 June 1918 and in 1919, the first bacon exports occurred. 

Other co-operatives began during the war providing a better bargaining base on the international 

markets.  

There was, as always, a dark side to business when people with a German sounding name were 

attacked for being the enemy. At the start of the war, this led to many being interned, first in 

Pretoria and then at Fort Napier. In 1915 with the sinking of the Lusitania, riots broke out across the 

country causing much damage to businesses and residences. Many women and children ended up 

homeless living on Durban’s beaches in order to be close to their husbands and because they’d been 

evicted for being German. Some were lucky, in that they could leave the country or find other means 

of protection. Others changed their name to something less Germanic. One such was L Baumann 

who changed his name to Baker and in 1915, his bakery founded as L Baumann & Co in Durban in 

1881, became a limited company under the name Bakers Ltd.12  

By the end of the war, South Africa was effectively self-sufficient in cheese and eggs, producing 

enough for export. Where shipping was available, beef was exported. Less jam, wheat and 

condensed milk was being imported – between 1914 and 1917 imports had halved. South African 

agriculture had received a boost. 

[SLIDE] The demands of war led to an increase in the need for labour of all kinds, a situation 

exacerbated by 10% of the population directly participating in the war (today 1% of the population). 

Although not a huge proportion of the population, many of those who enlisted or served were 

actively involved in the economy meaning they had to be replaced. The huge number of civil 

servants enlisting in 1914 led to Louis Botha restricting the practice to enable government 

departments to continue functioning. Despite the skills shortage already present in the Union, it 

does not appear that other jobs were designated ‘essential’ at the time. The South African Railways 

& Harbours, along with the mines, seconded men to the armed services thus creating a gap for more 

labour to fill. While in Britain and other countries, this saw the movement of women into many 

aspects of the labour economy outside of the home, in South Africa it was on a small scale and in 

specific industries – those mostly linked with the home such as jam making, fish canning, clothing 

manufacture etc. Most women tended to be involved in looking after the troops making comforts or 

supplying refreshments and entertainment to transiting troops. Just under 500 South African women 

 
12 Len Baumann, Some interesting facts about two famous South African bakers, Heritage Portal, 12 August 
2021; Baumann - the Durban Bakers, Facts about Durban, https://www.fad.co.za/2021/03/20/baumann-the-
durban-bakers/; How Bakers became the number one biscuit manufacturer in South Africa, 
https://entrepreneurhubsa.co.za/how-bakers-became-the-number-one-biscuit-manufacturer-in-south-africa/ 
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were to serve as nurses in the various armed forces. The reason why so few women moved into the 

active economic sector was the large available cheap black labour pool, spurred on by the 

restrictions of the 1913 Land Act on their continuing a more subsistence lifestyle and the need to 

earn money to pay taxes. This was to later lead to other challenges as the mines further developed 

their recruiting arrangements with neighbouring countries for labour who were prepared to work 

underground, something black South Africans of the day were reluctant to do.  

Back to tax though… World War One was responsible for defining how South Africans pay tax. At the 

start of the war, it was only the mining houses which paid a tax, although it had been agreed in the 

April 1914 budget that a personal tax would be introduced for the first time. The aim was to reduce 

the indirect tax burden on the poorest in the country. In 1915, the need to balance the war books, 

meant that the tax threshold was reduced forcing more people to pay tax but in 1916 following a 

war levy on the mines as well as increased income from customs duties, income tax remained 

unchanged. However, successful businesses earning more than £2,500 or R2,949,610 (£147,480.50) 

in 2017 had to pay a super tax. A diamond tax was introduced in 1918, as was a progressive tax 

system for individuals.  In 1919, married couples could request separate assessments if the total 

amount to be paid was not less than what it would have been jointly. The variations of income into 

the treasury during the war years had allowed the government space to experiment, finding the 

most workable tax system.13 

Despite all this and the conclusion on 28 August 1916 of the chair of the 1916 committee 

investigating the increased cost of living that: ‘I am of the opinion that South Africa cannot be said to 

have suffered any material inconvenience or hardship owing to the upheaval caused by this world 

war...' there was a real concern amongst government regarding cost of living. While prices rose by 

50% between 1917 and 1920, black mine wages increased by 13% while white mine wages went up 

about 50%.14 There were variations in other sectors. In November 1917, the Union government 

initiated another enquiry into the cost of living, this time investigating over 550 firms. The report 

was issued in 1919 showing that some firms had made ‘undue profits’ over the war, and some price 

regulation was recommended.15 

The mass movement of people into organised work systems and the increased cost of living whilst 

wages generally remained low, led to strikes and other forms of industrial action during the war 

years in pursuit of better conditions.16 The police went on strike in Cape Town and Grahamstown, as 

did the Rikshaw drivers in Durban. Workers Unions were formed to create a better bargaining 

position. Only 1915 seemed to pass without at least one strike somewhere in the Union, the 1914 

strikes having been before the outbreak of war. 1916 was to see the first of the war-time strikes 

when the Cape Tramway Company struck. However, the strikers soon capitulated as the number 

striking was insufficient to bring the transport system to a halt. The year 1918 experienced the most 

severe strikes when the bucket boys or sanitary workers in Johannesburg went on strike for five days 

in May, followed by the railway workers and others. The rush of strikes and complaints in the 

country led to the first Industrial Act being passed in 1919 regulating working hours, especially for 

women and children, public holidays and introducing basic health and safety measures. 

 
13 (Peter Geoffrey Surtees, An historical perspective of Income Tax legislation in South Africa, 1914 to 1925 
(1985) 
14 Smith, Working in the grave, p57 
15 Hiralal, The impact of the First World War on the Indian Commercial Class 
16 Ralph Frans Callebert, Livelihood strategies of dock workers in Durban c1900-1959, PhD Queen’s University, 
Kingston, Ontario, Canada 2011 
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The range of strikes however, gives an insight into the range of industry and person involved: In 

1917, the SA Typographical Union (SATU) saw the first strike where the majority of participants were 

female. In 1918, Mary “Pickhandle” Fitzgerald formed the Women’s Industrial League which 

attracted waitresses, laundry workers and those at the Pretoria Mint, all white. The multi-racial 

Garment Workers Union (GWU) was formed in 1918 where most of the members were young 

Afrikaans women who often found themselves working alongside black employees. In Natal, the 

Indian Printers Union and the Indian Workers Union were started17 In Bloemfontein, Charlotte 

Maxeke led a three-year protest against black women having to carry passes and obtain permission 

to move around. She was successful in 1918. Charlotte went onto form the Bantu Women’s League 

later the ANC Women’s League. While black male movement was regulated for economic reasons, 

this was not the case for women allowing them freedom to move to cities where they could take up 

domestic employment replacing white males. This growing unrest amongst all groups of the South 

African population was to play out in the 1920s with various violent outbreaks: the 1922 miners 

strike and Bondelswart uprising to name but two. In both, military force was used to quell the 

unrest. 

And talking of the military, it would be remiss not to mention the impact of the economy on the 

South African armed forces. While South Africa picked up the cost of the German South West Africa 

campaign, the outbreak of the rebellion in 1914 and the National Party’s continued objections to 

paying for Britain’s war and the price of wool, the decision was made that the South African troops 

enlisting to serve in Europe, East Africa and other theatres, would be paid for by Britain as Imperial 

Service Troops. To encourage enlistment into Imperial Service, the troops would be paid the Union 

rate of pay, 3s per day for a private, instead of the Imperial rate of 1s. The Union would pay the 

difference. The Governor General, Sidney Buxton had pushed this through the Colonial Office as he 

was worried Louis Botha and the South Africa Party would lose the election if South Africa had to pay 

everything. In the end, depending on when one enlisted and for which theatre determined how 

much one was paid, which resulted in a very messy accounting situation. While South Africa 

contributed towards military wages and paid for the South African troops whilst in the Union, Britain 

was charged for rail and other associated military costs for troops transiting via the Union. After the 

war, pensions and disability allowances had to be paid. Whilst Britain was responsible for these, it 

was down to the South African government to administer the payments for those in the Union. The 

large numbers of returned disabled soldiers, from all sectors of the economy, again impacted on the 

post-war situation. However, South Africans who had been through the hospital in Richmond, 

London having lost a limb or having some other hidden permanent disability were trained in a craft 

as part of their treatment, Abe Bailey having funded a vocational training school. At least some men, 

if they could not obtain employment in the formal economic sector would be able to fend for 

themselves in the post-war world. 

South Africa came out of World War One a very different country to what it had been at the start. 

While some sectors benefited from the war and others suffered, leaving a balanced view overall, in 

reality, the ground was set for the country to become self-reliant in future years and become a 

leading producer of minerals, gold, diamonds, uranium, platinum being the most prominent, and 

renowned for its quality fruit and wine exports. As a corollary, the war was also to lay the 

foundations for collective action through trade unions and give government a greater hold over the 

economy. 

 
17 Evangelos A Mantzaris, Labour Struggles in South Africa: The forgotten pages 1903-1921; Elsabe Brink, The 
Afrikaner women of Garment Workers Union, 1918-39, MA Wits University (1986) 

https://www.sahistory.org.za/archive/chapter-5-indian-tobacco-workers-strike-1920-socio-historical-investigation-evangelos

