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[SLIDE] Whilst it was anticipated that there would be a war in the early 20th century, and more so 

following the response in Europe to the assassination of the archduke in Sarajevo, the actual 

outbreak of war seemed to take a few by surprise. Not least South Africa. 

A few days before Britain declared war on Germany, David Graaff in London sent a secret message 

to the Union suggesting that Louis Botha change his route home from Central Africa as the boat he 

was due to travel on was German and he could be made a prisoner if still on board when the war 

started.1 He seemed to have been the only foreign leader in this position. He returned to the Union 

overland, in time to deal with Britain’s request that South Africa take on the destruction of the two 

wireless stations in German South West Africa. 

Other South Africans were not so lucky and found themselves in enemy territory on 5 August 1914. 

Two of mining magnate JB Robinson’s daughters were in Germany and had to smuggle their way out. 

Closer to home, in German South West Africa, approximately 1,500 Cape Coloureds employed in the 

territory were stranded.2 They were allowed to return to the Union following negotiations but had 

trouble converting their pay, in Deutschmark, into Pound Sterling as there was no guarantee the 

banks would honour the German currency. Some, such as James Arnoldla Guma chose to stay on the 

diamond diggings in Kolmanskop where he had been working from 1910. In 1918 he organised a 

strike against the poor working conditions and in 1921 set up a branch of the newly formed 

Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU) in Luderitz.3 Others were not so lucky. Joseph 

Ntwanambi, aged 38, was to spend the war years in a German camp in Ruhleben when the ship he 

was working on as boilermaker fell into German hands. His life story was recorded by a group of 

scientists working at the camp.4 

[SLIDE] Within the Union, too, people found themselves caught away from home unable easily to 

return. It seems that on the declaration of war, everything froze in anticipation of what was to come. 

Excitement and uncertainty ruled. The newly formed Cape Town orchestra found itself stuck in 

Durban from 4 August where it was touring. People were too preoccupied so did not attend the 

concerts causing the orchestra to suffer a financial loss. By the time they came to leave, there were 

no trains available as they had needed for moving troops. All was not lost though as the Mayor of 

Durban placed the City Hall at their disposal for a week and with a new programme they were able 

to recoup some of their losses. No doubt, the reaction to the outbreak of war was similar to that of 

the early days of lockdown in 2020 – it took a while for people to adjust to the new circumstances. 

The orchestra was able to hold a concert in Cape Town in September 1914 but as the war 

progressed, they reduced in size as members who enlisted could not be replaced. Nineteen enlisted 

for service in East Africa, where Herbert Fellowes died in 1917, and France, which claimed the life of 
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Rowland Hill in 1916. On the first anniversary of the orchestra, in February 1915, it performed a 

piece specially written called Botha’s Boys based on an old Afrikaans tune.5 [play piece?] 

The circus too was affected, albeit in a slightly different way. Boswell’s Circus was was performing at 

Beaconsfield in Kimberley when war broke out and on the Friday evening a policeman arrived with 

the news that the Boswell Circus Band, consisting of 7 German musicians rescued off the streets of 

Johannesburg in 1912, had to be incarcerated. After some sweet talking, the band was allowed to 

perform the Friday and Saturday night and on Sunday they were taken by train to an internment 

camp. The Boswells never saw their band again. In 1916, Boswells dropped the Royal from their 

name (they had performed for Queen Victoria in years gone by), presumably to appeal more to the 

non-Empire supporting South African population, and became known as Boswell Brothers Circus and 

Menagerie, later Boswell’s Circus. During the war years, they performed on stage rather than in the 

big top, struggling to get performers into the country and those within either imprisoned or in great 

demand. At the end of the war, in 1919, Boswell’s first performance was in Durban, billed as a Peace 

Week attraction.6 

The Royal Italian Circus, also performed during the war years. Interestingly, this circus left Tilbury in 

the UK on SS Dover Castle for South Africa on 5 November 1914. Their equipment sailed on SS Runic 

on 13 November, a day late because of the presence of a German submarine in the Mersey. They 

arrived safely in Cape Town, suffering ferocious storms, after 22 days and were to open their show in 

Cape Town on 14 December. It was reported that he circus was ‘an instantaneous success…we had 

four excellent weeks which is quite a long stop in a town of 85,000’. They went onto Wynberg for a 

week and then to another location 54 miles by rail, having to return to Cape Town to rescue the 

elephant which had escaped and gone back to the original camp. In March 1915, they moved after a 

two-week stay in Pretoria to a month in Johannesburg, the vast auditorium at Wanderer’s Grounds 

having every seat ‘filled’ on 16 April 1915. However, in 1915 it was a different story. A return to Cape 

Town with a different line up found it was ‘impossible to enthuse people’. They were in no mood for 

amusements and were ‘gripped with war fever’.  The Union Defence Force was operating in German 

South West Africa with talk of troops going to Europe and East Africa. In the Orange Free State, it 

was noted that ‘only the actually loyal subjects frequent the circus, but most of these were away on 

military service in German East Africa and West Africa. Those that remained are not kindly disposed 

towards Britain and her Allies.’ As a result, they were changing their tour to Mafeking, Salisbury, 

Bulawayo and Livingstone in the hope of recouping losses. The attempt to move the circus to 

Australia proved difficult because it was going from South Africa and not direct from England – no 

doubt, it was the fear of animals carrying diseases which lay behind this issue. With shipping to 

England being too expensive, and no one prepared to buy the circus stock in South Africa, after 

various challenges such as ships being commandeered by the British Admiralty, in December 1915, 

they finally got to India where they found it best to perform indoors rather than the tent.  

It was also reported that some performers worked under different names to attract audiences, 

although it seems they performed the same pieces. The circus experience sheds a fascinating light 

on society’s reaction to the war – the divide between pro-empire and anti-empire supporters. The 

Italian circus suffering more from attendance as Italy drew nearer to supporting Britain than 

Germany. Charles Ricketts, writing about Boswell’s Circus, noted that the elders of the Dutch 

Reformed Church were not sure what to make of the circus and would peer from outside the tent 

flaps so as not to been seen by their congregations. And from attendance reports, one can get an 
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idea of the ebb and flow of reaction to the wider war, the impact on the economy and the need for 

distraction and entertainment. 

[SLIDE] It was not only the orchestra and circus which suffered the loss of skilled members. Many 

industries did too as men rushed to enlist before the war was over by Christmas. Travel to Britain 

became more of a challenge as ships were taken over by the Admiralty to transport troops and war 

materiel. It is unknown how many South Africans paid their own way to Britain and served in British 

units during the war. Their jobs as well as those of men who enlisted in the Union Defence Force 

which served in German South West Africa and the Rebellion, had to be filled, a situation made more 

difficult as the war progressed. This had a major impact on government, local and national, services 

being undertaken as there were insufficient inspectors and supervisors. While planned building 

works or developments came to a halt as a result of limited manpower, other projects went ahead 

especially in the early days as it was believed the war would soon be over and therefore there was 

no reason to stop work. Other places such as the Railways and Harbour workshop in Salt River 

changed their function turning to make munitions, in particular they mounted artillery and produced 

shell fuses and rifle racks.  

Dynamite was produced at three factories across the country: Modderfontein, Somerset West and 

from 1908, Umbogintwini which was managed by Kynoch (a Birmingham fertiliser firm). The latter 

supplied the Natal coalfields. However, during the war, all the firms suffered a staff shortage as the 

factory managers and technical staff were loaned to the British government to advise on factory 

plans, plant design and technical information. It is said that the Gretna Green explosives factory was 

modelled on that of Somerset West. The material was shipped in ‘the wet state’ in ‘wooden boxes 

lined with rubber-coated cloth sealed with rubber solution.’ In 1924, the three factories came under 

unified control of African Explosives and Industries Ltd, in Johannesburg, the shares held by De Beers 

and Imperial Chemical Industries. Despite this staff shortage, between 1905 and 1915, the output of 

dynamite increased from 423,327 cases of 50lb net to 826,006 and to 962,548 in 1925. The latter 

figure only produced by Modderfontein and Somerset West. Until 1919 the detonators for the 

dynamite had been imported, new production being spurred by lessons learnt elsewhere and new 

markets opening.7 

Where war-time production continued in South Africa, such as at Umbogintwini, 10,000 tons of 

nitrocotton and guncotton were produced for the Ministry of Munitions. This was at the cotton 

ginning factory which had been set up to process the South African produced cotton. However, they 

could not meet the quantity of cotton linters needed and so imported cotton from Belgian Congo 

and the USA.8 

In Somerset West, a glycerine distilling plant had been set up in 1914 which ‘distilled crude glycerine 

for explosives’. This was a by-product of the soap and candle making industry, but was insufficient to 

satisfy the explosive need meaning glycerine had to be imported too. However, the shortage of 

glycerine during the war resulted in attempts to find explosives with lower nitro-glycerine content. 

This was achieved with ammonium nitrate being introduced which also resulted in improved safety 

in the industry. The extent of labour required can be seen after the war when mechanisation meant 
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the work of 6 unskilled (black) workers to hand wrap the cartridges was replaced. While this 

impacted on increased unemployment, safety increased.9 

It is not known at this stage how many people were employed by the explosives industry during the 

war, but by 1936, there were 1,350 whites and 3,500 other population groups employed in the 

industry producing 1,735,920 cases of explosives.10  

The production of steel from scrap (that no longer needed by the railways) was started in the 

Transvaal in 1915 by the Union Steel Corporation in Vereeniging, and Dunswart, although it was only 

in 1920 that the South African Iron and Steel Corporation (ISCOR) was formed.11 They were able to 

supply some, but not all, of the mine and railways war-time steel requirements. 

[SLIDE] Matthew Marwick has calculated that of the 8,551 white South Africans who died in the war, 

around 1,300 were from 17 schools. This shows how concentrated support for the war effort was.12 

At the end of 1913, there were 29,710 white miners of all nationalities serving on the mines. In 1915, 

this figure was 26,329 and by the end of 1918, there were 28,722 white men working on the mines. 

The number who served in the war was therefore a significant proportion. 

The total mine employment in December 1915 was said to be 299,673 of whom 82.4% were in gold 

mining and of whom only 47.9% were South African, the remainder being foreign labour, such as 

Mozambicans. The total number of deaths on the mines in 1915 was 811 with 2,340 injuries.13 

A total of 9,757 women were employed in private industry in 1915. Of those, it is known that 122 

Indian women worked in the coal industry on the sorting belts. However, no mention of women has 

been found in relation to the explosive, iron and steel or munitions factories in South Africa. This 

was because most of the unskilled roles were filled by even cheaper black labour. Women tended to 

be employed in unskilled jobs that were more closely associated with the home such as fish canning, 

jam making, clothing manufacture and so forth. It was only with the increased mechanisation after 

the war that greater numbers of women were to be found in the workplace, it being easier to 

accommodate them. 

No doubt the war years brought home the necessity of a skilled workforce and for that, education 

was needed. In 1910, in the Cape, it was estimated that there were 61,000 white children not at 

school, whilst 81,773 were receiving education. In all, 185,700 students were being educated in the 

Cape in 1910. Over the next years, the number of white children attending school increased by 

about 5,000 each year with a sudden increase of about 9,000 in 1917. 1919 was to see the numbers 

stagnate, probably due to the end of the war and the impact of the Spanish flu. Across the 

population groups, in 1914, there were 233,312 pupils in Cape schools increasing to 271,895 in 1918 

followed by a drop to 267,603 in 1919. Accompanying the increase in student numbers was an 

increase in teachers. What the gender divide was has not yet been determined, although it is known 

that there were girls boarding schools available. The extent to which the increase in education was 

impacted by the war is still to be determined – while it could as part of an initiative to South Africa 
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becoming more self-reliant, the lengthy process to open schools and train teachers suggests this was 

already in train before the war. If anything, the war reinforced the need for education across the 

board and numerous schools were opened, the question over language of instruction being a major 

issue debated in parliament. 

The main war work undertaken by women in South Africa was around looking after the troops. They 

knitted and baked, making comforts for those on the front and to supply refreshments to those 

passing through. Some formed concert groups which performed for the men in camps. Tea was 

made and Soldiers’ Homes managed. There were also fund-raising events for the Governor General’s 

Fund and the Prince of Wales Fund. The Red Cross also accepted cash donations. The SA Railway and 

Harbours journal during the war gives one of the best insights into the world of women during the 

war. Although it is noticeable from photographs taken at different times during the war that skirt 

lengths shortened, it does not appear that the wearing of trousers became as fashionable or 

acceptable as it did in Britain. A perusal of the fashion magazines or adverts of the day are for items 

imported from Britain, not locally made. To counteract the increased price of imported clothing, 

shops like Ackermans were started in 1916 with the express aim of providing affordable clothing for 

all. 

The war provided opportunities for those with initiative and backing to start new businesses and 

make a profit. Some industries such as wattle forestry increased in production especially once Britain 

realised the value of wattle bark for the tanning process. British purchases replaced those lost when 

the German market closed on the outbreak of war. Other industries, such as ostrich feather exports, 

were forced to close because of the sudden drop in demand. Many labourers moved from the 

ostrich farms to work in boot and shoe factories which started to meet the increased demand, other 

leather goods were also manufactured in the Union.  

In similar vein, when the diamond mines closed in 1914 on the outbreak of war, many labourers 

moved to the gold mines as the skill set required was similar. This meant a further adjustment in 

1916 when diamond mining resumed in the Union. There seemed to be a fair amount of labour 

movement across the Union during the war. 

What about local defence though? South Africa had undertaken on the outbreak of war to look after 

its own defence, thereby releasing the Imperial Garrison troops for service in Europe. This negatively 

impacted the local economies where the garrison troops were resident such as Pietermaritzburg, 

Pretoria and Cape Town. Troops passing through helped redress some of the situation but it was not 

to the pre-war level. 

[SLIDE] Protecting the Union was a priority for the Union government. On this front, the first line of 

defence was the coast – to protect against possible German invasion by sea. For this, the Royal Naval 

Volunteer Reserve was called into action. The 12 officers and 267 ratings under command of Admiral 

King-Hall were put on alert on 31 July 1914, mobilised on 2 August and on 5 August ordered to 

protect the harbours, impounding any German ships. By the end of the war, South Africa had 65 

prize ships under consideration. The Ludwig Wiener which had been taken in Luderitzbucht on being 

awarded to the Union became the Afrikander.14 
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The Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve however did not only serve in South Africa. C Company from 

Durban accompanied Louis Botha to German South West Africa on Armadale Castle where they 

supported the loading of troops and equipment. By the end of the campaign, they had completed at 

least 140 trips between the German colony and Cape Town. In March 1915, when South African 

troops were being sent to Nyasaland, 29 RNVR under commander Ambler were sent to Zanzibar and 

Mombasa. This suggests the threat to the Union’s coast had declined considerably following the 

defeat of German South West Africa. In all, 159 South African RNVR served overseas, 102 with the 

Royal Navy. 

Supporting the RNVR were the South African Water Police, more commonly referred to as the 

‘Water Rats’ who also had a Naval Cadet Unit. Their role was to monitor the movement of people in 

the harbours and to locate those in bars who should have been onboard ship. By 1917, the Water 

Police consisted of 30 regulars, 30 special constables and 60 native and Indian ratings. 

Interestingly, while Britain and other European places had blackouts where lighting had to be 

curtailed at night and windows and car headlights blacked out, in South Africa there was no such 

measure. Cape Town was recorded as being ablaze with light as ships moved in. Similarly, the 22 

lighthouses in operation before the war continued to do their work with new lighthouses being built. 

The one at Cape Point, felt to be too high was rebuilt during the war years, starting operations in 

1919, as did the one at Kommetjie, Slangkop (although it had been working since 1917 according to 

HMS Himalaya). As a result of the works at Cape Point, a path was created for tourists to visit the old 

lighthouse, today a popular visitor attraction. The lighthouses did not require large numbers of staff, 

and one, in a remote spot, Durmford, near Richards Bay was manned by a Zulu who reported weekly 

to a shopkeeper at Umlhatuzi who in turn reported to Durban.15 

Martial law was only introduced into the Union after the outbreak of the Boer Rebellion on 12 

October 1914. Before that, there had been a curfew in operation but only in the black residential 

areas. By March 1915, it was reported that 117 arrests had been made for breaking the curfew. The 

regulation was extended in 1918, presumably following the string of strikes and uprisings across the 

country by all population groups. In the UK, there was DORA – the Defence of the Realm Act – which 

allowed government interference in social and economic life. In the Union, it was the South African 

Public Welfare and Moratorium Act which saw large meetings banned, curfews implemented and 

censorship. The only publication to be censored was The War on War Gazette, none of the National 

Party newspapers despite their anti-Empire statements in response to the reporting of the rebellion 

trials, nor the black press were censored. However, Pixley Seme was given a warning on one 

occasion for having accidentally published an anti-war statement.16 

The main aim of censorship was to stop the flow of sensitive information to the enemy. This had 

been a particular bug-bear of Smuts against the Portuguese, but as the latter were allies of Britain, 

South Africa could not check mail passing through to Portuguese East Africa. Further, providing 

specific permissions were obtained and processes followed, scientific and academic material from 

enemy countries could be obtained. In this way, the government veterinary research station at 

Onderstepoort was able to obtain German publications. Despite the work undertaken at 

Onderstepoort in managing animal diseases etc, little information could be disseminated to farmers 
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during the war years because the local publications in which farmers shared experiences and cures 

was no longer circulated. It does not appear this was due to a paper shortage as newspapers 

continued circulating, but rather due to fewer bodies able to gather and edit information.17  

The vets at Onderstepoort were working to capacity on reduced staff in order to ensure animals 

were for military service were vaccinated and that there was sufficient serum for use in the field. To 

this extent, they inoculated 2,000 horses before they shipped to German East Africa and produced 

hector-litres of serum. This focus on protecting animals for overseas service meant that local farmers 

were deprived of treatments for their animals with the consequent results. It is commonly believed 

that the South Africans did not look after their horses and other draught animals in East Africa, 

allowing them to succumb to tsetse fly. However, the Onderstepoort records suggest it was staggers 

that affected animals which saw in the last two months of 1917 10,000 horses, 10,000 mules, 11,000 

oxen ad 2,500 donkeys die. It appears this was a reaction to the inoculation given to the animals 

when they came into contact with something in East Africa, the reaction not having occurred in the 

Union. How this all works, I’m not sure as apparently staggers is caused by animals eating a 

poisonous herb, matricaria nigellafolia or staggers weed. The disease also seems to be known as 

Pushing Disease in Natal. Another set back for Onderstepoort was the failure to inoculate against 

Ganders which resulted in thousands of horses having to be put down at Swakopmund when the 

ship, British Prince, carrying the vaccine was wrecked, so not really the fault of the veterinary crew at 

Onderstepoort. On the positive side, they effectively had rinderpest under control. 

Apart from its work in trying to reduce animal diseases and assist farmers, Onderstepoort was also 

to unwittingly assist the rebels in 1914, when some mules were stolen for the cause. They were no 

match for the motorised vehicles the government had at its disposal, courtesy of DH Saker, later to 

become Lindsay Saker. 

Essentially, the Union was in an ideal space to develop during the war, which it did on numerous 

fronts. However, the tensions within the country between different population groups was to see 

the biggest disruption and impact on society. 

[SLIDE] At the start of the war, the black and coloured populations put their struggle for a voice and 

better conditions on hold to support the British king in his struggle against the Kaiser. It was not to 

support the Union government. The hope was, that at the end of the war, their loyalty and 

responsibility would be recognised in being rewarded with a political voice. The Indian community 

continued as before, all three population groups offering to raise units to serve alongside the UDF 

and sending messages pledging allegiance and fundraising to support the war effort.  

In contrast, it was the white population which saw the most disruption in the early years of the war. 

In February 1914, Smuts had called the army in to quell a miners’ strike, illegally deporting the 

leaders to Britain. Tensions were already high.  Then in September 1914, following the government’s 

decision to send troops into South West Africa, some 11,472 men took to their horses and guns in 

opposition to the decision. By the end of the year, the rebellion was over, 190 rebels killed, 5,729 

captured, 3,885 surrendering either during or after the amnesty which was proclaimed on 21 

November 1914. In total, only 281 rebels were prosecuted for leading the rebellion. There had been 

other arrests during the time as well, future South African president Blackie Swart who was a 

teacher in Ficksburg at the time was arrested on suspicion of espionage and intent to join the rebels. 

He was imprisoned for a time and then released into house arrest but allowed to continue teaching.  
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On 7 June 1915, the trial of the 281 rebel leaders started in the Supreme Court in Bloemfontein. This 

led to increased tensions in the country as the papers reported on progress. The trial and 

subsequent fines imposed on the men resulted in the Afrikaner women forming a support group 

called Helpmekaar which fundraised to pay the fines and provide specific support. They were also to 

set up the Afrikaanse Christelike Vroue Vereeniging or ACVV which worked to counter white poverty. 

Around the time that the trial was underway, 3,000 Afrikaans women gathered in Pretoria to 

petition the Governor General to release the rebels. Later, in 1916, at the 16 December Day of the 

Vow celebrations in Senekal in the Free State, the focus was on the Afrikaans woman giving support 

to this quiet forceful section of the population.18 

In January 1916, all the rebels had been released, much to the annoyance of English speakers such 

as JX Merriman, but also amongst the black community as expressed in Abantu-Batho on 20 January 

1916 as the action made the government appear weak.  

[SLLIDE] Alongside the rebellion, there was the internment of German citizens and others with 

foreign sounding names, even if they were naturalised British citizens or of neutral countries. The 

fear of spies and sabotage was great. In Britain, there had been an onslaught of novels published 

from the late 1890s highlighting the danger of German spies in a future war with Britain. How much 

the works of William le Queux, Erskine Childers and Roger Pocock amongst others influenced spy-

fever in South Africa has not yet been determined but it was prevalent. As with the Anglo-Boer War, 

families and friends turned on each other because of a person’s perceived background and 

allegiance. In the Union, only men were interned across 9 camps. The largest was in Natal at Fort 

Napier where at one time there were 2,500 inhabitants. Over 1,055 had been moved from Pretoria 

on 24 and 25 October 1914 as it was feared they would attempt to break out and join the rebels. 

Natal, which did not get involved in the rebellion other than units of the Durban Light Infantry being 

used to keep the peace in Harrismith, was seen as a safe haven. In the early days of internment, the 

show grounds in Johannesburg and at Wanderers had been used, the 1,055 moved to Roberts 

Heights on 11 September 1914 had been overseen by 150 special police, a mix of old soldiers, police 

and volunteers. Those in Pietermaritzburg, and no doubt at other camps, turned to crafts to keep 

themselves occupied, making to order and selling their products to earn money.19  

Meanwhile, their wives suffered too, shunned by their communities. Some were evicted, resorting 

to a life amongst Durban’s sand dunes as they could not find accommodation elsewhere, the 

government allowance of 1 shilling and 6 pence per day per child not being enough to cover costs. 

Following the sinking of the Lusitania on 7 May 1915, a new wave of anti-German feeling ran 

through the country with looting and destruction taking place over the weekend of 13 May. At least 

51 shops were destroyed in Johannesburg with numerous others in Durban and elsewhere. As a 

result, more people were interned. In contrast to the numbers arrested for rebelling, only 32 people, 

including 2 women, were arrested summonsed for the anti-German violence in 1915. 

While the Union did not intern women, there were women prisoners in the Union. 520 came from 

Luderitz, 9 from the Congo, 134 from German East Africa and an unknown few from Bechuanaland, 

Lesotho and Rhodesia. 
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There was no accounting for who ended up in an internment camp. It seemed random, and I wonder 

how many saw the inside of a camp because of a neighbour’s jealousy. We know this was at play in 

South West Africa when it came to repatriating half the German population after the war. Back to 

the Union, where some, such as the Oppenheimers, naturalised British citizens, were able to leave 

the country for safety, while others changed their name, or the name of their company such as 

Baumann to Bakers, which was enough to prevent retaliation.  

It was estimated by a German pastor living in Port Elizabeth that there were between 30-40,000 

Germans in the Union when war broke out. Of these, between 10 and 12,000 lived in the cities and 

did not have strong ties to the Union, while the rest lived in rural areas where they were well-

integrated and part of their communities. How long it took for the communities to reintegrate and 

trust each other after the war hasn’t been discovered, but it seems to have been more easily 

achieved than the pro- and anti-British empire factions. 

[SLIDE] As the war progressed, so the factional social discord changed to industrial discontent. From 

1916 there was a growing number of strikes across the Union, the most occurring in 1918. In 

Grahamstown and Cape Town the police went on strike, in Johannesburg in 1918, the sanitation 

workers went on strike for 5 days followed by other sectors of the economy. The issues were pay 

and poor working conditions. The unrest was instigated by the formation of trade union 

organisations. These had become more feasible and easy to manage with the increased numbers of 

people in employment. Some achieved their goal whilst other strikes, such as the Cape Town tram 

workers, collapsed when insufficient numbers went on strike. This wave of unrest was to continue 

into the 1920s when the government reacted with force. Returning soldiers and the arrival of the 

Spanish flu not helping the situation. 

The flu of 1918 had a major impact on South Africa. Despite attempts to contain its spread by 

keeping returning military forces in quarantine for two weeks, the disease broke out after their 

release ad spread rapidly through the country. Its impact is discernible in the significant drop in 

employment and school enrolment figures for 1919. A consequence of the flu and the fear of other 

diseases spreading was a continuation of the town planning trend where the different population 

groups were assigned to specific areas as their cultural habits differed. The war years saw plans put 

in place for better sewage systems, replacing the bucket system, and reservoirs to move water into 

towns. The Rand Water Board, set up in 1903, saw the Vaal Barrage started in 1916 and finished in 

1923, the war having caused the delay in starting. Slowly dysentery and typhoid were dealt with as 

health systems improved. However, natural disasters such as flooding played their part in delaying 

improvements. South Africa saw massive floods in 1915 and 1917 which washed away infrastructure 

and saw the deaths of numerous people.20  

There are still a lot of unanswered questions about South Africa’s home front experience of the war, 

but hopefully this short overview as well as one I did earlier in the month on the economics of the 

war go some way to showing how involved the Union was in the conflict and how the conflict 

impacted on the Union and relationships between the different groups within. It is not known how 

many thousands of people, black and white, were involved in the peripheral war effort – cleaning, 

cooking, producing food, supporting transport, looking after and entertaining those in official 
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military employment. While the war showed what working together could achieve, and was to spur 

South Africa on to becoming more economically independent, the war was also to widen the cracks 

of division which Botha and Smuts, amongst others, had been working to heal and to set the 

population groups of the Union on separate nationalist paths. But to end on a positive, what the 

Union of South Africa achieved during the 1914-1918 war would not have been possible had it not 

been for those, irrespective of background, working together. Known and unknown, they are 

remembered and their contribution to trying to make their world, and ours, a slightly better place, 

valued. 


