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INTRODUCTION 

In an influential article on the evolution of Afro-American society on 

the British mainland of North America, written in 1980, Ira Berlin 

charged slave historians with having ''produced an essentially static 

vision of Afro-American life. From Stanley Elkins' Sambo to John 

W.Blassingame's Nat-Sambo-Jack typology, scholars of all persuasions 

have held time constant and ignored the influence of place"l. Contrary 

to the monolithic presentations of the slave experience in the 

existing literature, Berlin maintains that at least three regionally 

distinct North American slave systems emerged in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries: a Northern nonplantation system and two Southern 

plantation systems (centred respectively on the Carolina/Georgia 

lowcountry and the Chesapeake). Regional variations in economic and 

demographic patterns (i.e. the demands of particular staples, the 

various configurations of whites and blacks, and variations in 

African-creole ratios) are shown to have underpinned the evolution of 

distinctive socio-cultural patterns in these three areas. Furthermore, 

Berlin demonstrates how temporal changes (specifically with regard to 

the differential impact of the slave trade in the mid-eighteenth 

century) superimposed themselves upon existing regional variations in 

shaping the North American slave experience - or, more accurately, 

experiences. Thus: "no matter how complete recent studies of black 

life appear, they are limited to the extent that they provide a static 

and singular vision of a dynamic and complex society"2. 

1. I.Berlin, 'Time, Space and the Evolution of Afro-American Society 
on the British Mainland of North America', American Historical Review, 
85, 1980, p. 44 
2. ibid., p. 78 
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Just as Berlin's article seeks to compel closer attention to time and 

space, "the usual boundaries of historical inquiry"3, in studies of 

American slavery, so this thesis is essentially a rallying call for 

greater period- and region-specificity in the far more poorly 

researched field of Cape slavery4. The existing literature has shown a 

firm, indeed almost exclusive, bias towards the peculiar institution 

in its rural form. From the pioneering challenges to the "mildness 

thesis" by Ross and Worden to Rayner's more recent analysis of the 

wine boom and Mason's ongoing work on the Slave Office and the role of 

the Guardian, Cape slave historiography has remained consistent in its 

geographical focus on the Cape countryside, and particularly on the 

arable rural south-western districts of the Cape Colony5. The lack of 

3 . ibid. , p. 4 4 
4. Cape slavery remains an underresearched field by comparison not 
only with other slave societies, but with other areas of the South 
African past. With the heavy revisionist bias towards the post-1870s, 
pre-industrial South African history has suffered an arrested 
development. Despite a recent burgeoning of interest in the field (as 
gauged by an August 1989 conference at the University of Cape Town and 
a forthcoming edition on slavery and its legacy entitled ·Breaking the 
Chains'), the historiography of the pre-industrial Cape remains in the 
early phases of construction. In slave studies, in particular, it was 
only in the 1980s that the first substantial challenges were made by 
Ross and Worden to the dry standard accounts of Cape slavery compiled 
over three decades earlier by De Kock and Edwards. As Ken Smith 
observes: "One gap in recent historiography is that those who have 
been working on the period of industrialisation following upon the 
first discovery of minerals in the late 1860s, have failed to link up 
their findings to the pre-industrial period in the Cape and Natal, to 
see what influence social relations in the colonies had on the way 
capitalist South Africa developed". (K.Smith, The Changing Past, 
Johannesburg, 1988, p. 201) 
5. R.Ross, The Cape of Torments, (London, 1983); N.Worden, Slavery in 
Dutch South Africa, (Cambridge, 1985); M.Rayner, ·wine and Slaves: The 
Failure of an Export Economy and the Ending of Slavery in the Cape 
Colony, South Africa, 1806-1834' (Ph.D., Duke University, 1986); 
J.Mason, ·aendrik Albertus and his ex-slave Mey', (Paper presented at 
the · slavery and After' Conference at the University of Cape Town, 
1989); J.Mason, · slaveholder Resistance to the Amelioration of Slavery 
at the Cape', (Paper presented at the · Roots and Realities' Conference 
at the University of the Western Cape). Shell's Ph.D thesis is far 
more difficult to place in regional terms. Apart from motivating a 
broad shift away from the frontier in South African history and 
towards the south-western districts of the Cape Colony (and slavery), 
Shell's study lacks any clear sense of a regional base; it seems to be 
neither specifically urban- nor specifically rural-centred. The level 
of regional generalisation in this work is perhaps a function of the 
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lacuna in Cape slave studies6. 
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This gap is perhaps all the more conspicuous in view of the 

recognition of the significance of place in the shaping of 

contemporary South African society. In their analysis of intergroup 

relations in the Dutch colonial period, Elphick and Shell argue that 

distinct regionalism (and the urban-rural divide was fundamental here) 

had emerged by the late eighteenth century with regard to conversion, 

miscegenation, manumission, the history of free blacks, and cultural 

change. They insist that the "evidence of regional variations intrudes 

on all sides, and the cumulative case for a regional analysis is 

compelling"?. The specific divergences and convergences between urban 

and rural slavery (through closer attention to the slave experience -in 

Cape Town) warrant far more detailed investigation in giving further . 
empirical and theoretical substance to an understanding of the pre

industrial Cape and its heritage. 

The peculiarities of slavery in Cape Town derived, in the first 

instance, from the very nature of city life. By definition cities are 

places of high population density, sites on which people are brought 

into close proximity with one another. As observed by one of the 

leading practitioners and founding fathers of urban history, Jim Dyas, 

temporal focus on formative decades of colonial slavery at the Cape, 
when urban-rural differences were ostensibly less significant than in 
later periods. (R.Shell, ·slavery at the Cape of Good Hope 1680-1731', 
Ph.D., Yale University, 1986) 
6. R.Ross' contribution on 'The Occupations of the Slaves in 
Eighteenth Century Cape Town' remains the single limited exception. 
(Studies in the History of Cape Town, 2, 1984) Generally, the absence 
of any comprehensive study of slavery in Cape Town pre-1800 makes it 
difficult to disentangle period- and region-specific features in the 
early nineteenth century urban slave experience. 
7. Elphick and Shell, 'Intergroup Relations' in R.Elphick & 
H.Giliomee, eds., The Shaping of South African Society, 1652-1840, 
(Cape Town, 1989), p. 230 
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"the massing of physical structures and the social massing of people 

were the most self-evident products of the urban process"8. Returns 

for population registration record that there were an average of over 

two thousand inhabitants per square mile in Cape Town in the 1830s (as 

opposed to a mere six in the Stellenbosch District; four in the Cape 

District; and less than one in both Worcester and Clanwilliam)9. This 

urban demographic concentration facilitated extensive and inevitable 

contact between slaves and slaves, and between slaves and free 

inhabitants of the city. The small average size of urban slaveholdings 

(probably between six and seven slaves per unit)lO was more than 

compensated for by the day-to-day "rubbing of shoulders" in the work 

and leisure routine of city lifell. 

The evolution of slavery in Cape Town derived, secondly, from the 

specific class structure of the city12. As will be argued in chapter 

two, the city's dominant class was economically, ethnically and 

8. Dyas cited in D.Cannadine & D.Reeder, Exploring the Urban Past: 
Essays in Urban History by H.J.Dyos, (Cambridge, 1982), p. xv 
9. CCP, 9/1, Cape of Good Hope Population Return, 1838. The 
discrepancy between urban and rural population concentration was 
doubtless even greater in earlier decades, since the city's population 
remained fairly stable between 1800 and 1840 (see later discussion), 
whereas the population in the rural hinterland swelled over these 
decades. 
10. The average size of slaveholdings for Cape Town and the Cape 
District was around ten over the 1816-34 period (see appendix three). 
Yet this figure is something of an exaggeration given the static 
nature of the sample. 
11. Slave contacts at the work place and cultural interaction between 
slaves and other members of the city's underclass will be documented 
in chapters one and three respectively. 
12. The understanding of class that informs this study is 
predominantly 'culturalist' in orientation. The emphasis will be on 
struggle (i.e. class in its relational aspect) and experience rather 
than structure; on class as a dynamic concept rather than a static, 
frozen category. As E.P.Thompson has written in his much quoted 
preface to The Making of the English Working Class (Middlesex, 1963): 
"I do not see class as a 'structure', nor even a 'category', but as 
something which in fact happens (and can be shown to have happened) in 
human relationships. The notion of class entails the notion of 
historical relationship. Like any other relationship, it is a fluency 
which evades analysis if we attempt to stop it dead at any given 
moment and anatomize its structure". (p.8) 
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ideologically fragmenting over the 1806-34 period. The lack of 

cohesion among the urban elite exacerbated problems of social control 

and accommodated the emergence of a vibrant slave/underclass culture 

in the city. From the perspective of the dominated13, it will be 

suggested that Cape Town slaves were not a self-contained class (in 

the sense that Genovese has referred to the slaves on antebellum 

Southern plantations as a class)14, but were rather a legally defined 

subset of the city's subordinate class, which also included Khoi, free 

blacks, · Prize Negroes' and European apprentices15. The economic and 

socio-cultural absorption of slaves into an urban underclass will be 

shown to have had a decisive impact in the shaping of slavery in Cape 

Town. 

Class divisions were not, of course, the only societal divisions in 

early nineteenth century Cape Town. As Ross explains, the city's 

inhabitants "classified themselves and each other in terms of gender, 

colour, class, occupation, legal status and ethnicity, to give a by no 

means exhaustive list 11 l6. However, the complexity of stratification in 

the urban context does not imply that all such divisions were equally 

fundamental in the structuring of urban society. Along with other 

analvses of nineteenth century Cape Town (those of Elks, Judges and, 

most notably, Bickford-Smithl7), this thesis views distinctions 

13. The approach towards slavery adopted in this thesis is very much a 
slave-centred one. Following the tradition (in spirit at least) of 
Genovese, Blassingame, Karasch, Craton and many other scholars in 
recent decades, this study seeks to analyse the institution of slavery 
by taking slaves themselves as historical subjects. 
14. E.D.Genovese, The Political Economy of Slavery, (New York, 1965) 
and subsequent works. 
15. These are the various categories listed in the census returns. 
16. R.Ross, · structure and Culture in Pre-industrial Cape Town: A 
Survey of Knowledge and Ignorance', (Paper presented at the ·Roots and 
Realities' Conference at Western Cape University, 1986), p. 14 
17. In her study of crime and policing in Cape Town during the second 
quarter of the nineteenth century, Elks writes that "the divisions and 
tensions in Cape Town were predominantly those of class (dominant and 
under classes)". (K.Elks, ·crime, Community and Police in Cape Town, 
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according to gender, occupation, legal status, race and ethnicity as 

secondary to those of class. 

The uniqueness of the city (both in terms of its spatial concentration 

and its social structure) can, however, only be adequately understood 

within a broader regional and global framework18. As Fields has 

insisted in her discussion of slavery in ante-bellum Baltimore: "It is 

unrealistic to abstract a city from its context ... A city by itself 

is not a meaningful unit of &nalysis. The fate of slavery in a 

particular urban area depends, not merely on the fact of urbanisation, 

but on the precise character of the urban area in question and on the 

nature of its integration into its surroundings"19. In the early 

nineteenth century Cape context the bonds between the port city and 

her hinterland were particularly close. In economic terms, town and 

country were tied through the extensive marketing and sale of rural 

produce in the city both for domestic consumption and for export, and 

through the renting out and purchase of city slaves by rural 

slaveowners; in social terms, there was regular contact between 

members of the city's underclasses (both slave and free) and rural 

slaves accompanying their masters or mistresses in to town; in terms 

1825-1850', M.A., University of Cape Town, 1986, p. 92). Similarly, 
Judges maintains that "class, not race, divisions were fundamental in 
Cape Town's society in the 1830s". (S.Judges, ' Poverty, Living 
Conditions and Social Relations - Aspects of Life in Cape Town in the 
1830s', M.A., University of Cape Town, p. 129) For the late nineteenth 
century, Bickford-Smith has argued that Cape Town's social structure 
changed in the 1880s from one based primarily on class with ethnic 
undertones to a more clearly racially structured capitalism. 
CV.Bickford-Smith, · commerce, Class and Ethnicity in Cape Town, 1875 
to 1902', Ph.D., Cambridge University, 1988) 
18. In this regard, Reeder points out that cities are both independent 
and dependent variables. (D.Cannadine & D.Reeder, eds., Exploring the 
Urban Past, p. xiii). In so far as they have a specific sense of 
place, a specific social structure etc. they are independent 
variables; in so far as they are embedded in wider social and economic 
structures, they are dependent variables. 
19. B.J.Fields, Slavery and Freedom on the Middle Ground, (New Haven, 
1985), p. 51 
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of resistance, city slaves fled into the country and rural fugitives 

often harboured themselves in the city; and, in ideological terms, 

details about the changing legal status of the enslaved at the time of 

amelioration and later news of emancipation spread outwards from the 

city transforming the consciousness of rural slaves20. 

on a wider level both city and hinterland were structurally embedded 

within the world system. Colonial port cities, as Ross and Telcamp 

explain with general reference, "gained their prominence from their 

intermediary position between the colonised society and the colonial 

metropolis 11 21. The early nineteenth century saw Cape Town assume a far 

more active role as go-between than hitherto. This was reflected in 

the strengthening of economic links between the Cape and Europe, as 

indexed by the vast increase in the scale of trade post-1806; the 

associated rise to social prominence of an English-speaking merchant 

strata in the port city; the restructuring of local government and the 

direct intervention in social relations by the British state, 

especially in the sphere of labour. 

The city and the institution of urban slavery is further 

contextualised in this thesis through the use of comparative 

literature. Comparative methodology, as a means of drawing out the 

similarities and uniquenesses in different slave societies, assumes an 

added importance in a study of urban slavery within an almost 

exclusively rural-based literature. In so far as the existing 

literature is both underdeveloped and regionally partial, a 

comparative perspective (both explicit and implicit) of slavery in 

Cape Town is not only desirable, but almost unavoidable. As regards 

20. These aspects will all be taken up at greater length in subsequent 
chapters. 
21. R.Ross & G.J.Telcamp, Colonial Cities, (Dordrecht, 1985), p. 3 
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comparisons with other slave societies, it is felt that these are most 

fruitfully sought in the colonial context (i.e. within the context of 

a world economic system). In other words, the broader comparative 

framework will primarily encompass the Caribbean, Latin America and 

North America in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries rather than 

slavery in precolonial Africa or classical antiquity. 

Quite as fundamental as urban-rural divisions in the Cape slave 

experience (assessed within the wider regional, global and comparative 

contexts) were temporal differences between Dutch colonial slavery and 

British colonial slavery post-1806. In the existing literature the 

eighteenth century slave experience has all too often been 

overgeneralised and marched forward unchanged and unqualified into the 

1 early nineteenth century22. Thus Ross maintains: "The nature of Cape 

slave resistance must be explained, in the first instance, by the 

nature of the slave community, which was so atomised, that it could 

scarcely be called a community11 23. Or again: "As I read the evidence, 

there are no signs that there were any institutions, norms or values 

that were specific to the slaves (other than the very fact of their 

bondage, of course) 11 24. Thus Elphick and Giliomee view "racial mixture 

between members of different status groups, the manumission of slaves, 

and the economic advancement of members of lower status groups 11 25 as 

having no more than "marginal" social significance colony-wide right 

up to around 1840. Even Rayner, whose study is directly located in the 

22. E.Miller & E.D.Genovese's comment regarding slave studies the 
North American context are equally applicable to Cape slave studies: 
"Our understanding of the social history of the Old South and the 
slave regime remains severely circumscribed by the level of 
generalisation on which we have been working". (Plantation, Town and 
County, Chicago, 1974, p. 2) 
23. Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 117 
24. Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 16 
25. R.Elphick & H.Giliomee, ' European Dominance at the Cape, 1652-
c.1840' in The Shaping of South African Society, p. 530 
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British colonial period, opines that: "High mortality and low 

fertility rates plagued [Cape] slave society throughout the eighteenth 

and nineteenth century 11 26. In the chapters that follow such wide 

ranging projections of Dutch colonial slavery onto the British 

colonial period with regard to demographic configurations, rates and 

patterns of resistance, the cultural world of the enslaved, and the 

access of slaves to freedom, will be brought into question through a 

closer analysis of temporal-specificity and temporal change in Cape 

slavery. 

In so far as the uniqueness of the early nineteenth century slave 

experience has been recognised, the focus has fallen quite 

specifically on the impact of the wine boom and the significance of 

ameliorative legislation in the late 1820s and early 1830s27. Yet 

assessments of period-specific change in these areas have remained 

uneven and incomplete. On the one hand, Rayner's analysis of early 

nineteenth century developments in the Western Cape wine industry28 is 

strangely unbalanced in view of its overly economistic approach and 

its heavy preoccupation with the colonial elite. ·wine and Slaves' 

provides very little insight into the nature of the rural slave 

experience outside of the economic sphere. Slave resistance patterns 

are reduced to an almost exclusive function of economic demand 

(according to the equation, greater work demands at a time of 

productive boom imply higher levels of resistance)29; while discussion 

of the socio-cultural world of the enslaved is conspicuous in its 

26. Rayner, ·wine and Slaves', p. 38 
27. Though very clearly located in the 1820s and early 1830s, Watson's 
recent study of the antislavery movement at the Cape looks directly at 
the ruling classes and ruling class ideology rather than the 
underclasses or, more specifically, slaves. (R.Watson, The Slave 
Question: Liberty and Property in South Africa, Hanover, 1991) 
28. M.Rayner, ·wine and Slaves' 
29. ibid., p. 143 
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absence (thus implicitly endorsing Ross' eighteenth century-based 

assumptions regarding the lack of culture and community among Cape 

slaves). 

On the other hand, analyses of the impact of amelioration on the slave 

experience have centred rather too narrowly on the Guardian's Office 

and the new rights of slaves as witnesses in law courts30. The effects 

of ameliorative clauses in other areas have qenerally been 

underestimated. So, for example, the extent to which amelioration 

strengthened familial ties in the late slave period is downplayed, 

while the radical transformation in manumission patterns as a direct 

result of Ordinance 19 is completely overlooked. 

What is perhaps most surprising in the existing literature is that the 

effects of the abolition of the slave trade on Cape slavery have been 

obl{quely addressed, if at a1131. This is particularly striking in 

view of the fact that comparative slave studies of another of 

Britain's early nineteenth century imperial possessions, Jamaica, have 

universally highlighted the abolition of the slave trade as a major 

demographic, economic, cultural and social turning point in the 

island's history32. It is a central premise of this thesis that the 

30. M.Rayner, 'slaves, Slaveowners and the British State: The Cape 
Colony, 1806-1834', (Collected Papers of the London Institute for 
Commonwealth Studies, 12, 1981); J.E.Mason, 'slaveholder Resistance to 
the Amelioration of Slavery at the Cape'; W.Dooling, ·slaves, 
Slaveowners and Amelioration in Graaff-Reinet, 1823-30', (B.A. Hons., 
University of Cape Town, 1989). 
31. The single major exception here is Newton-King. But her 
contribution on the labour market of the Cape Colony between 1807 and 
1828 deals only with changes in the economic sphere and does not focus 
specifically on slaves. (S.Newton-King, 'The Labour Market of the Cape 
Colony, 1807-28' in A.Atmore & S.Marks, eds., London, 1980) 
32. In demographic terms, "the equalisation of the sex ratio with its 
consequent stabilisation of sexual relationships and the elimination 
of the African-born, which helped Jamaican negroes establish 
themselves as a stable indigenous society represent the most important 
trends in this period of Jamaican history". (M.Craton, ·Jamaican Slave 
Mortality: Fresh Light from Worthy Park, Longville and the Tharp 
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cutting off of the external trade in slaves to the Cape shortly after 

(and as a direct consequence of) the Second British Occupation marked 

an equally fundamental watershed at the Cape33. 

It was in the demographic sphere that the effects of the abolition of 

the slave trade were the most direct and immediately discernable. 

Between 1806 and 1834 the shape of the slave population34 at the Cape, 

and in Cape Town, was decisively remoulded. Firstly, there was a 

marked trend towards creolisation. The foreign-born dominated pattern 

that characterised the Cape slave population throughout the voe 

period35 gave way to a predominantly native-born slave population in 

the early nineteenth century. The sudden cutting off of the external 

supply of slaves in 1808 naturally saw a steady rise in the proportion 

of creole slaves. Calculations based on the slave registers reveal 

Estates', Journal of Caribbean History, 3, 1971, p. 10) In economic 
terms, the post-1808 period saw a marked diversification in the local 
Jamaican economy as plantation owners increasingly aimed at self
sufficiency; the rapid growth of a black peasant sector was directly 
related to this shift. (B.Higman, Slave Population and Economy in 
Jamaica, 1807-1834, New York, 1976, pp. 15-35) In terms of slave 
resistance, the massive 1831 Christmas uprising reflected Genovese's 
transition from rebellion to revolution; the creole-led Baptist War 
challenged the existing structures far more directly than any of its 
precursors (like the more separatist Maroon Wars of the eighteenth 
century). In cultural terms, abolition saw a shift from a firmly 
African-based slave culture to more creolised and europeanised forms. 
The rise of carnival as the major expression of creole slaves was one 
reflection of this development. (E.Brathwaite, Creole Society in 
Jamaica, 1770-1820, Oxford, 1971, p. 226-231) 
33. The emphasis will thus be on the discontinuities rather than the 
continuities between Dutch and British colonial slavery. 
34. Here, as in the rest of this study, the focus falls exclusively on 
privately owned slaves. Company (later called government) slaves were 
not only a specific and unusual sample; they were numerically marginal 
by the early nineteenth century. Armstrong and Worden indicate that 
the government slave population had dwindled to 283 around the time of 
the second British takeover of the Cape and only 171 just prior to 
their emancipation in 1827. (J.Armstrong & N.Worden, 'The Slaves, 
1652-1834' in The Shaping of South African Society, pp. 128-9). In 
other words, they consistently represented little more than 3% of the 
urban slave population throughout the pre-emancipation decades. 
35. As will be noted in later chapters, the ethnic heterogeneity of 
the slave population in the Dutch colonial period has been one of the 
struts of the "no culture, no community, only individualised 
resistance" picture of Cape slavery presented by Worden and Ross. 
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that locally-born slaves comprised over 70% of the slave population of 

Cape Town and Cape District over the 1816-34 period (see appendix one 

for details). And Rayner indicates that the slave ~opulations in the 

Stellenbosch and Tulbagh Districts were likewise creole-dominated 

around the time of the wine boom36. The colony-wide shift from a slave 

population drawn extensively from a "wide sweep of the Indian Ocean"37 

to a creolised (and thus far more homogeneous) slave population was 

the most significant demographic shift in the wake of 1808. 

Secondly, the abolition of the slave trade was directly responsible 

for the move towards more balanced gender ratios in the decades 

leading up to emancipation. The highly skewed ratios of slave males to 

slave females in the Dutch colonial period - cited as 7:1 in the first 

decade of the eighteenth century38 and still over 4:1 by mid-century39 

- rapidly evened out in the early nineteenth century. As demonstrated 

in appendix two, the percentage of females in the slave population 

increased between 1806 and 1827 from 22.9 to 34.4 in the Cape 

District; from 31.2 to 39.4 in the Stellenbosch District; and from 

36.5 to 46.4 in Cape Town itself. Indeed, Armstrong and Worden 

indicate that the number of male slaves per female slave at the Cape 

stood at just 1.18 at the time of emancipation40. Once the male

dominated export trade had been cut off and the slave population was 

left to its own natural resources, there was a noticeable colony-wide 

trend towards the equalisation of sex ratios at the Cape41. 

36. Rayner, ·wine and Slaves', p. 64. Her study makes little attempt 
to follow up the social and cultural implications of creolisation. 
37. Ross, 'The Last Years of the Slave Trade to the Cape Colony', 
Slavery and Abolition, 9 (3), 1988, p. 210 
38. Shell, · slavery at the Cape of Good Hope, 1680-1731', p. 75 
39. Ross, ·sexuality and Slavery at the Cape in the Eighteenth 
Century', (Collected Papers of the London Institute for Commonwealth 
Studies, 8, 1978-9), p. 22 
40. See Armstrong and Worden, 'The Slaves, 1652-1834', table 3.5 
41. It is noteworthy that gender ratios were more balanced in the city 
than in the rural Cape. See the above figures. 
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The third and related demographic development post-1808 was the shift 

from natural decrease to natural increase in the Cape slave 

population. Between 1806 and 1834 the overall slave population of the 

Cape Colony rose from under 30000 to close on 4000042. Since the 

supply of slave immigrants was no longer a demographic variable in 

this period43, this annual average increase of over 1% per annum was 

evidently a purely natural one. Computations based on the Slave Office 

registers indicate that the number of slave births in Cape Town and 

the Cape District over the 1816-34 period exceeded the number of slave 

deaths by well over a thousand44. In other words, the natural 

reproduction of the slave population in the pre-emancipation decades 

was characteristic of Cape slavery in both its urban and rural 

aspects. 

The above trend was underpinned by ra?idly rising fertility rates 

among slave mothers at a time when the rates of slave mortality were 

not unduly high45. According to scattered data presented by Armstrong 

42. There were 29861 slaves in the Colony in 1806 (Van Zyl, 'Die Slaaf 
in die Ekonomiese Lewe van die Westelike Distrikte van die Kaap 
Kolonie, 1795-1834', South African Historical Journal, 10, 1978, p. 7) 
and roughly 39021 by 1834. (C.C.Crais, ·slavery and Freedom along a 
Frontier: The Eastern Cape, South Africa, 1770-1838', Slavery and 
Abolition, 11 (2), 1990, p. 192) 
43. The appreciable numbers of East African slaves captured en route 
to the New World post-1808 entered the colony as apprentices ('Prize 
Negroes') rather than as slaves. For further discussion of the 'Prize 
Negro' imports see chapter one. 
44. See appendix 3 for details. 
45. Armstrong and Worden note that in 1825 the death rate among Cape 
slaves was 2.1%, while that among burghers stood at 1.6%. ('The 
Slaves, 1652-1834', p.134) They use this data, rather surprisingly, to 
suggest that slave mortality rates were still high in the early 
nineteenth century. However, these figures point to a very minor 
discrepancy between the death rates of slave and free and therefore 
suggest, on the contrary, that rates of mortality were not unduly high 
in the late slave period. Furthermore, comparative literature on 
Jamaican slave mortality indicates that rates of slave mortality on 
the Caribbean island (i.e. excluding casualties on the voyage across 
the Atlantic) were once as high as 6% per annum and never decreased to 
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and Worden, the average number of children per adult slave mother shot 

up from dismally low rates throughout the 1680-1800 period (often 

little more than 0.5) to a rate of around 1.5 children per adult 

female over the 1815-25 decade46. Statistics computed from the slave 

registers for Cape Town and the Cape District confirm this impression 

and suggest that slave fertility rates continued to rise as 

emancipation drew nearer. For this regional sample over the 1816-34 

years, the number of children per slave mother averaged an impressive 

2.65 (see appendix three). 

The fundamental post-abolition shifts in the shape of the Colony's 

slave population - the move towards creolisation, the balancing of 

gender ratios, and the reversal to natural increase - were accompanied 

by major changes outside the sphere of demography. Indeed, it was 

largely as a result of the stabilising demographic trends outlined 

above that patterns of slave resistance and culture underwent a 

dramatic period of transition between abolition and emancipation. 

Though impossible to chart with statistical precision, qualitative 

changes in the nature of the slave experience were quite as evident as 

demographic shifts. Chapters three and four respectively document the 

emergence of a vibrant sense of community and culture among urban 

slaves (and other members of the city's underclass), and demonstrate a 

move towards increasingly collective and overt patterns of urban slave 

resistance in the early nineteenth century. While the focus is largely 

much below 3%, even post-abolition. (M.Craton, 'Jamaican Slave 
Mortality•, p. 5) 
46. See table 3.5 in Armstrong & Worden, ' The Slaves, 1806-1834', p. 
131. These authors make a direct link between creolisation and the 
rising fertility rates of slave women: "There is some evidence that 
the fertility level of locally-born women at the Cape was higher than 
that for imported females. This may explain the rising fertility 
levels during the nineteenth century when an increasingly high 
proportion of the female slave population was born in the colony''. 
( "The Slaves, 1652-1834', p. 133) 



confined to ca~e Town, there are very strong indications of major 

social and cultural changes in the Cape countryside as we1147. 
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With more particular regard to period-specific demographic patterns in 

Cape Town itself, it is noteworthy that the early nineteenth century 

was a period of overall stability in the size of the urban population. 

The number of residents in the city, excluding the floating population 

of soldiers and sailors, consistently numbered between 17000 and 19000 

in the three decades preceding emancipation (see appendix four). The 

geography of Cape Town reflected this demographic stability. As a 

comparison of the below street maps reveals, the spatial boundaries of 

the city expanded but slightly between 1810 and 1833. 

Beneath this surface stability, however, there were major changes in 

the composition of the urban underclass. The city's slave population 

shrunk noticeably and fairly rapidly in size48 from 9367 in 1806 to 

8451 in 1812; 7498 in 1817; 7160 in 1822; 6222 in 1827; and only 5583 

by 193449. At the colony-wide level the proportion .of urban slaves to 

the total plummetted from around 33% at the time of the abolition of 

the slave trade to under 15% by the time of emancipation. This decline 

was not, as Ross maintains, due to an inability of the slave 

population to reproduce itself50. On the contrary, the moves towards 

47. The 1808 and 1825 slave rebellions were certainly the most 
striking indicators of such change in the Cape countryside. But, as 
later discussion will aim to show, these shifts were equally evident 
in the cultural sphere. 
48. Despite the colony-wide increase at an average rate of over 1% per 
annum (see above discussion). 
49. See appendix four for more detail on the changing composition of 
the urban population broken down into the categories of · slaves'; 
·christians'; ·Negro Apprentices'; ·Hottentots' and ·Free Blacks'. 
50. In explaining the decrease in Cape Town's slave population post-
1806 (after a marked increase in the last quarter of the eighteenth 
century), Ross writes: "Since the sex ratio of the slave population 
had always been wildly out of balance, it had never been able to 
reproduce itself, and, with the ending of the slave imports after 
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** Source: Ml/60 Burchell's Street Map of Cape Town in 1810 

** Source: M/1382 Plan of Cape Town and Environs, 1833 
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more equal gender ratios and the rising fertility rates of slave 

mothers facilitated the natural increase in the Cape slave population 

(both urban and rural) described above. In chapters one and five the 

dwindling size of the city's slave labour force will be explained with 

recourse to the extensive scale of urban-rural sales around the time 

of the wine boom and the soaring rates of slave manumissions at the 

Cape in the early nineteenth century. 

Comparative studies of urban slavery have identified the numerical 

decline of slaves in antebellum Southern cities (especially during the 

1850s) as a symptom of a more general erosion of urban slavery in the 

Old South51. In an analogous way, this thesis will argue that urban 

slavery at the Cape was also experiencing a fundamental and 

irreversible disintegration in the late slave period. In drawing out 

period- and region-specificity, the chapters that follow aim to show 

that the demographic decrease in the slave population of early 

nineteenth century Cape Town was just one aspect of the overall 

erosion of the peculiar institution in the city. 

Finally, as regards the use of primary source material, the early 

nineteenth century offers certain major advantages to the slave 

historian. The Colony's pioneering newspapers, the first of which was 

established in 1800, afford glimpses (mostly in the form of adverts) 

into the ideology of the master class and the lives of the enslaved. 

Even more significantly, the Slave Office records provide an 

invaluable and unique source for the last two decades of slavery at 

1807, a steady decrease set in". ('Cape Town, 1750-1850: Synthesis in 
the ~ialectic of Continents', p. 108) 
51. R.C.Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South, 1820-60, (New York, 
1964), chapter 9; B.J.Fields, Slavery and Freedom on the Middle 
Ground, pp. 54-57. Refer to the conclusion for an exposition of their 
arguments. 
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the Cape. The complete regional slave registers (spanning 1816 to 

1834) detail the name, sex, birthplace, age and occupation of each 

individual slave in the Colony. The Cape Town and Cape District 

inventory52 has been used extensively in this study in providing 

quantitative material on slave economic roles and demographic 

patterns53. Slave Office deeds of manumission facilitated in depth 

analysis, again largely quantitative54, of rates and patterns of 

manumission in pre-emancipation Cape Town. 

On a more qualitative note, Slave Office complaint cases before the 

Guardian opened up a window into the world of slave resistance and 

slave/ underclass culture in Cape Town. Contemporary art works55, 

especially those of D'Oyly56, and archival records from both higher 

and lower courts helped to fill in some of the pieces that make up the 

52. Unfortunately, there is no separate register for Cape Town alone. 
_However, see appendix 3A for some indication of how this problem was 
dealt with. 
53. See appendices 1, 3, 3A, 6, 7 and 8. The figures in these 
appendices should neither be treated as final nor exact, since there 
are a . few missing registers (all those for Mand the final volumes for 
B, Sand W). However, given the fact that only four or five volumes 
are missing and twenty-four have been consulted, there is little 
reason to assume that the absent documents would have altered the 
statistical ratios in any significant way. 
54. The attitude towards quantification adopted here is well summed up 
by Genovese and Fox-Genovese: "Like every other method, the 
quantitative remains just that - a method". (cited in R.Floud, 
·Quantitative History and People's History', History Workshop, 17, 
1984, p. 122) 
55. It was Karasch's imaginative use of contempo~ary art, particularly 
the paintings of Debret, in her study of slave life in early-mid 
nineteenth century Rio that opened up this exciting new resource. 
(M.Karasch, Slave Life in Rio de Janeiro, Princeton, 1987) 
56. Like written sources, pictorial records (which have been used 
extensively in this thesis and included as plates in the text) have to 
be examined critically . . As middle class British observers, 
contemporary artists like D'Oyly were often prone to stereotype: hence 
drunken people in his sketches are ·coloured', vegetable sellers wear 
conical hats etc. Despite such shortcomings, however, his sketches 
provide fairly naturalistic presentations of daily scenes in early 
nineteenth century Cape Town and bring ~o light aspects of slave life 
which remain obfuscated in the official record. 
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picture of the socio-cultural lives of the enslaved presented in this 

thesis. 
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CHAPTER ONE: SLAVES AND THE URBAN ECONOMY 

Slavery was, above all, a system of production, a means of labour 

extraction and exploitation. The rationale behind its establishment 

and functioning was primarily economic. This was no less true of the 

non-plantation Cape countryside than of the Southern or Caribbean 

plantations; no less true of Cape Town than ot its rural hinterland. 

An analysis of the economic mechanisms of slavery is thus the logical 

starting point for a broader understanding of the wo~kings of a slave 

system. More specifically, the analysis of the economic roles of 

slaves in early nineteenth century Cape Town presented in this chapter 

will lay the groundwork for an exploration of the social and cultural 

world of slaves in the city in later chapters. 

The discussion that follows may be broadly divided into three parts. 

The initial sections attempt to locate the economy of pre-emancipation 

Cape Town in global and regional perspective, and to analyse the shape 

of the urban labour market by assessing how the various component 

"groupings"l - ·Prize Negroes', free blacks, European immigrants, Khoi 

and slaves - fitted into that c~anging structure. This general 

analysis sets the framework for a more detailed and specific 

recreation of the economic roles of urban slaves in the second part of 

the chapter. The emphasis here will be on the distinctive 

characteristics of the working experience of the enslaved in early 

nineteenth century Cape Town and the degree to which slaves were 

stratified along the lines of economic function, residence, age, 

gender and ethnicity. The third and final part centres on the 

functioning of the hiring out system in order to deepen understanding 

1. These groupings are categorised in accordance with the census 
returns. 
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of the pre-emancipation economic transition (outlined in part one) and 

the role of slaves within that transition. 

Cape Town and the World Economy 

As the Cape Colony's only major port, Cape Town was the point of 

contact between the domestic and the world economy from the birth of 

colonial slavery at the Cape in the 1650s until its formal extinction 

in the 1830s. The importation of human cargo in the form of slaves 

from the earliest decades of European settlement and the exportation 

of grain and later wine in the eighteenth century2 enmeshed the Cape 

in wider economic networks. These ties were greatly strengthened in 

1806 when the colonial economy was harnessed to one of the world's 

most advanced industrial powers with an imperial system "vastly larger 

and more dynamic than that of the voc 11 3. The marked increase in the 

scale of trade was a salient index of the growing external orientation 

of the Cape economy. In t:he decade of prosperity4 following the Second 

British Occupation the value of Cape exports increased exponentially 

from 180000 rixdollars in 1807 to 1320000 rixctollars in 1815 and over 

3000000 rixdollars at the height of the wine boom in 18175. Likewise, 

the value of imports (largely European manufactured goods) rose to 

above 2000000 rixdollars in 1813 and reached nearly 5000000 rixdollars 

in 1817 and 18186. As Bundy has elegantly put it, ''the British trade 

2. See Ross and Van Duin, ' The Economy of the Cape Colony in the 
Eighteenth Century', Intercontinenta, 7, 1987 
3. Freund, ·The Cape Under Transitional Governments, 1795-1814' in 
R.Elphick & H.Giliomee, eds., The Shaping of South African Society, 
1652-1840, p. 328 
4. Following Schumann, Meltzer characterises the 1806-15 decade as one 
of economic boom. This upturn directly linked to the arrival of the 
British and the inflation of paper money. (L.Meltzer, 'The Growth of 
Cape Town Commerce and the Role of John Fairbairn's 'Advertiser', 
1835-59', M.A., University of Cape Town, 1989, p. 28) 
5. Kantor cited in Freund, 'The Cape Under Transitional Governments, 
1795-1814', pp. 329, 354 
6. Kantor cited in Freund, ·The Cape Under Transitional Governments, 
1795-1814', p. 354, footnote 12. As these figures reflect, the balance 
of trade was consistently negative over the 1806-34 period. In fact, 
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connection was in itself a potent new factor in the Cape economy. Once 

plugqed into the more extensive imperial circuit, the Colony pulsed to 

the energy unleashed by the Industrial Revolution"?. 

The quickening of the Cape economy and the vast expansion of 

international trade post-1806 underpinned the growth of an indigenous 

merchant strata in Cape Town society whose sons and grandsons were to 

remain at the forefront of the colonial economy throughout the 

nineteenth century. In the Dutch colonial period mercantile activities 

had been the exclusive preserve of the voe to the extent that 

"private, specialist or full-time trading activities, wholesale or 

retail, remained in basic contradiction to the Company's own 

commercial needs and practices"8. The near complete overlap between 

merchant and governmental interests in the eighteenth century gave way 

by the second decade of the nineteenth century to the emergence of a 

local, autonomous and increasingly self-conscious merchant strata at 

the forefront of the urban economy9. As Meltzer demonstrates, the 

massive (and largely unacknowledged) growth of commercial capital in 

the preindustrial South African context had firm roots well before the 

formal ending of slavery in 183410. 

Ross indicates that exports only exceeded imports for three years over 
these decades. (R.Ross, ·The Cape and the World Economy, 1652-1835' in 
R.Elphick & H.Giliomee, eds., The Shaping of South African Society, 
1652-1840, p. 257) 
7. C.Bundy, Re-Making the Past: New Perspectives in South African 
History, University of Cape Town Centre for African Studies, 1986, p. 
29 
8. Meltzer, ·The Growth of Cape Town Commerce and the Role of John 
Fairbairn's ·Advertiser', 1835-59', p. 19 
9. ibid. , p. 3 3 
10. ibid., chapter one. Though, of course, as her study documents, it 
was in the post-abolition decades that merchant capital totally 
changed the tempo of commercial life at the Cape. 
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The economic ascendancy of a Janus-faced, but arguably predominant l Y 

forward-looking, merchant capital at the Capell and the social 

ascendancy of an entrenched, English-dominated merchant elite hera J.dcd 

the beginnings of a new socio-economic order in Cape Town. It is i n 

the context of the transition towards this new urban order from tht 

perspective of capital and the city's dominant class that changes 1 11 

the structure of the labour market and the shaping of a new urban 

underclass (discussed later in this chapter) are to be assessed. 

Cape Town in Regional Perspective 

Inextricably linked to her function as a pivot between the colonia l 

and metropolitan economies was Cape Town's role as the locus of the 

Colony's domestic market. The city acted as the centre for the buy l 11<J 

and selling (as well as the consumption) of grain, stock and wine 

farmed in the arable districts of the south-western Cape and beyond. 

The economic bonds between city and countryside were particularly 

strong at a time when the urban economy was gearinq itself towards 

increased exportation (post-1806) and the local wine industry was 

enjoyi ng an unprecedented period of growth ( 1809-25) 12. Indeed, Rayt1<'r 

11. Taking her cue from Genovese and Fox-Genovese (Fruits of Mercht1!lJ.. 
Capital, New York, 1983), Meltzer powerfully demonstrates that 
merchant capital at the Cape, as in the antebellum South, was Janu~:
faced (both forward- and backward-looking) by nature. In so far as It 
attached itself to a pre-existent mode of production (i.e. slavery) Lt 
was conservative or backward-looking; in so far as it laid the 
preconditions for the emergence of productive capital it was 
progressive or forward-looking. Yet merchant capital at the Cape 
arguably diverged from that of the Old South in that the progressivt• 
function was the norm in the South African context, whereas the 
conservative function was the norm in the North American context. 
While accepting the dependencies of merchant capital on the pre
capitalist system of production, Meltzer's study serves primarily to 
highl i ght "merchant capital's achievements in the sphere of market .- ,11d 
commodi ty expansion, in laying the general basis for capitalist ma r l(ct 
relati ons". (Meltzer, ' The Growth of Cape Town Commerce and the Ro J<' 
of John Fairbairn's ' Advertiser', 1835-59', p. 207) 
12. M.Rayner, ·wine and Slaves', chapter one, ·of Wine and Work'. 
Rayner indicates that the output on the major wine farms in the so11t Ii 
western Cape expanded by no less than 83% between 1809 and 1825. BY 
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indicates that from- the early years of the wine boom onwards no less 

than 70% of the total amount of wine produced in the Cape and 

Stellenbosch Districts was transported to the urban market for sale to 

merchants or local retailers13. 

Apart from the interlocking of the rural and urban economies through 

the cycle of production and sale of produce, early nineteenth century 
/ 

Cape Town was economically tied to its hinterland through the regular 

hirinq out and extensive sale of urban slaves to rural owners 

(especially at the height of the wine boom). As Newton-King suggests 

in her study on the structure of the Cape labour market between 1807 

and 1828, "the Colony during these years increasingly came to 

constitute a single economic system 11 14 ~ The closely-knit ties between 

city and countryside at the level of circulation and labour 

mobilisation provide the broad regional framework in which to assess 

the mechanisms of the urban labour market and the position of slaves 

within that structure. 

The Structure of the Urban Labour Market 

Just as the early nineteenth century saw profound changes in the 

structure of capital, so too labour underwent a phase of dramatic 

transition between 1806 and 1834. The city's century-and-a-half-old 

reliance on slaves as direct producers and on slavery as the dominant 

system of production began to erode well before the passing of the 

Emancipation Act. The late ~lave period witnessed a firm urban 

economic trend away from slave labour and towards wage labour. Slaves 

1820 wine exports represented over half of the total value of exports 
from the Cape. (p. 31) 
13. M.Rayner, ·wine and Slaves', p. 17. The remaining 30% was 
apparently retained for consumption on the farms. 
14. S.Newton-King, ·The Labour Market of the Cape Colony, 1807-1828', 
p. 171 
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in early nineteenth- century Cape Town were members of an urban 

underclass and were not a class in themselves as in Genovese's 

Southern plantation context. The economic integration of slaves into 

an underclass (as a legally defined subset) will be shown in later 

chapters to have vitally important implications in non-economic 

spheres. The discussion here thus not only provides the backdrop 

against which to view a more detailed recreation of the economic roles 
I 

of slaves in Cape Town, but sets the framework within which to assess 

the overall slave experience (not just the working experience of 

slaves) in early nineteeth century Cape Town. 

The central point in substantiating the slavery to wage labour 

argument is that the number of slaves in Cape Town declined markedly 

between abolition and emancipation. Throughout the Dutch colonial 

period the size of the urban slave population had grown in proportion 

with the overall population of the city. By 1806 slaves represented 

over half of the total number of resident urban dewellers listed, 

excluding troops, and probably well over 80% of the city's total work 

force. At the time of emancipation, however, slaves accounted for 

little more than a quarter of the total number of resident urban 

dwellers listed, again excluding troops, and well under half of the 

city's total work force (see appendix four). As a ratio both of the 

overall urban population and of the city's labour force, the 

percentage of slaves had thus halved between 1806 and 1834. 

As a proportion of the productive working population of the city, the 

demographic decline of slaves was even more pronounced. At the Cape, 

as in the Americas, the slave trade was heavily weighted in favour of 

able-bodied adults. This was directly reflected in the composition of 

the local slave population: according to computations based on the 
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1800 "opqaaf" returns, over three-quarters of Cape Town's slave 

population were adult at the turn of the centurylS. The sudden cutting 

off of the exported slave labour supply in 1808 had a noticeable 

impact on the age structure of the Cape slave population. Left to its 

own natural resources, the proportion of productive slave adults 

declined, while the proportion of aged slaves and slave children rose 

accordingly. A Slave Ofjice census taken in August 1833 reveals that 

over 35% of the slave population of Cape Town and the Cape District 

were under the age of 1816 and fully 20% of slaves listed were 50 

years and older (i.e. well beyond their most economically productive 

years)17. In Cape Town and its hinterland the noticeable drop in the 

proportion of slaves in the productive 18-50 year age category 

represented the most significant shift in the slave age pyramid 

between abolition and emancipation. 

If the abolition of the slave trade was the major reason for the 

declininq perceutage of able-bodied adults in the urban slave 

population, then urban-rural slave sales help to account for the 

striking overall demographic decrease in the pre-emancipation urban 

slave population18. The urgent demand for rural labour at a time of 

15. In the 1800 "opgaaf" for Cape Town there were 5228 slave men 
listed; 1958 slave women; 1214 slave boys; and 1076 slave girls. 
(Figures computed from J37, ·cape Town, List of Permanent Residents, 
1800') The total of 9476 is seemingly fairly accurate given that the 
~rban slave population numbered 9367 according to the 1806 census. 
16. As noted in the introduction, the early nineteenth century was a 
period of relatively high fertility rates and natural population 
increase in Cape Town and the Cape countryside. The unusually high 
proportion of children in the slave population (at a time of colony
wide labour shortage) forced slaveowners to employ child labour; there 
are numerous examples in the registers of slaves with stated 
occupations being in their early teens. 
17. See appendix five for details. 
18. As noted in the introduction, the urban demographic decline did 
not occur because of any natural population decrease, but rather in 
spite of a natural growth in Cape Town's population. 
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?reductive boom in the wine industry19, the possibilities of 

substitute labour in the city in the form of free blacks, 'Prize 

Negroes' and European apprentices20, and the significant rise in early 

nineteenth century slave prices (especially in the decade following 

abolition21i all combined to encourage urban slaveowners to sell off 

their human property to wine producers in the city's hinterland22. In 

the two decades between the establishment of the Slave Registry (in 

1816) and the formal ending of slavery in 1834 a total of 2894 slaves 

from Cape Town and the Cape District were sold and transferred outside 

of that region (most commonly to Stellenbosch owners)23. The extent of 

urban-rural sales peaked towards the end of the wine boom .with the 

number of slaves being sold off into the country rising from 183 in 

1816 to 679 in 192424. Thus the nature of economic ties between Cape 

Town and the surrounding countryside, and the mechanisms of the 

19. As Rayner suggests, it was highly ironical that the passing of 
British protective tariffs on wine in order to stimulate production in 
the Colony artificially came in the wake of their suppression of the 
slave trade, which precipitated an intense labour shortage, especially 
in the most productive wine-growing regions. (M.Rayner, ·wine and 
Slaves', p. 34) 
20. This issue will be addressed at greater length later in the 
discussion that follows. 
21. According to Bigge, the value of slaves increased from L60 to L150 
between 1806 and the early 1820s. (G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape 
Colony, vol. 35, p. 370) 
22. The argument presented here is directly analogous to Goldin's 
analysis of demographic decline in the Old South between 1850 and 
1860. Goldin suggests that the increase in the world demand for 
Southern agricultural products and therefcre the rising demand for 
rural labour in the 1850s, the significant rise in the value of slaves 
over that decade and the elasticity of labour in the cities (i.e. the 
fact that siave labour in the city could more readily be substituted 
by other labour forms than in the countryside) all underpinned the 
selling off of city slaves to rural areas in the decade preceding the 
Civil War. (C.D.Goldin, Urban Slavery in the American South, 1820-
1860, Chicago, 1976, pp. 123-127) 
23. Computations based on the Slave Office registers for Cape Town and 
the Cape District, s.o. 6/12-6/35. This represents an average figure 
of around 150 sales per annum. Unfortunately the registers do not 
afford any indication as to the numbers of slaves transferred from 
Cape Town to the surrounding Cape District. 
24. J.T.Bigge, ·Report upon the Slaves and the State of Slavery at the 
Cape of Good Hope in 1831' in G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, 
vol. 35, p. 374) 



domestic economy partially explain the trend towards demographic 

decrease in the urban slave population in the early nineteenth 

century25. 

27 

The rapid decline in the size of the urban slave population post-1808 

generated acute labour problems in the city. As Newton-King so 

adequately demonstrates in her study of the labour market of the Cape 

Colony between 1807 and 1828, labour shortage was a generalised 

feature of the colonial economy in the wake of the abolition of the 

slave trade. In direct response to problems of supply, the colonial 

state adopted an increasingly interventionist stance towards labour 

relations: ''From the time of the Second British Occupation in 1806, 

the influence of a strong colonial state, both willing and able to 

intervene in the colonial economy in order to foster productivity, 

became a powerful unifying factor 11 26. 

In its regulation of labour relations the colonial state adopted a 

two-pronged attack. On the one hand, it attempted to use the existing 

labour supply (in specific Khoi labour) more effectively. In this 

regard, Newton-King interprets Ordinances 49 and 50 primarily as 

attempts to relieve the colonial labour shortage by increasing the 

mobility of Khoi labour. Thus the abolition of the slave trade in 1807 

and the promulgation of the 1828 ordinances are viewed as "points 

along a continuum, landmarks in the early history of labour at the 

Cape 11 27. However, the effects of the new regulations were far greater 

in the rural Cape, and especially the Eastern Cape, than in Cape Town. 

25. The accompanying drain on the urban slave population in the form 
of manumissions (most noticeably in the final decade of slavery's 
existence) will be directly addressed in chapter five. 
26. S.Newton-King, ' The Labour Market of the Cape Colony, 1807-28', 
p.171 
27. ibi d., p. 172 
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In the urban context Khoi labourers were demographically, socially and 

economically the most marqinalised strata. Throughout the 1806-34 

period there were seldom more than 500 Khoi living in the port city 

(see appendix four) and, as Judges notes in her study of poverty and 

living conditions in Cape Town in the 1830s, "the bottom rung of the 

urban socio-economic ladder was occupied, not by the slaves, but by 

the lighter skinned Hottentots 11 28. 

On the other hand, the colonia~ state initiated various schemes for 

the importation of 'free' labour to the Colony. In the years 
' -

immediately following the abolition of the slave trade, the British 

naval patrol embarked on a vigorous hunt for a new labour supply in 

the form of illegal shipments of slaves en route to the Americas29. 

Between 1808 and 1816 they intercepted no fewer than twenty-seven 

ships, bearing over two thousand slaves. The majority of these 

labourers forcibly redirected to the Cape - some 1750 - were 

apprenticed to private individuals in the Colony for periods of 

fourteen years30. From the 1822 census it ls evident that well over 

half of the listed number of "Negro apprentices" 1.ived and worked in 

Caoe Town itself31. Apart from their numerical significance in the 

city, the age and gender composition of the immigrants rendered them 

alL th~ more valuable as a manual work force. As a fairly 

28. S.Judges, ·Poverty, Living Conditions and Social Relations -
Aspects of Life in Cape Town in the 1830s', p.125 
29. The second such scheme also came, significantly enough, at a time 
of labour paranoia among the dominant classes at the Cape; 1838 was 
the expiry date of the four-year apprenticeship term for slaves. (See 
C.Saunders, "Prize Negroes" at the Cape of Good Hope', Paper 
presented at the Cape Town History Workshop, 1979) 
30. C.Saunders, · 11 Prize Negroes" at the Cape of Good Hope', p. 28. Of 
the remainder, 111 were consigned to the army, 108 to the navy and 151 
worked for the colonial government. 
31. The earliest census to give accurate and separate figures for the 
number of ·Negro apprentices' in Cape Town, the Cape District and 
Stellenbosch was taken in 1822. According to this inventory there were 
only 1323 ·Negro apprentices' in these districts; of these 833 or 63% 
were entered as Cape Town residents. 
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representative sample of ens.Laved Africans, the "Negro apprentices" 

listed in the 1822 Cape Town census were predominantly able-bodied, 

adult males32. Thus, as Saunders claims, "the importation of ' Prize 

Negroes', and it is perhaps siqnificant that they were so commonly 

called this at the Cape, instead of · liberated Africans', helped ease 

the transition for the white colonist to a new economic order 11 33. 

In addition to the forced appropriation of "Prize Negro" captives, the 

British government encouraged the voluntary immigration of European 

indentured labour_ to the Cape. In 1817 a group of about 200-strong led 

by Beniamin Moodie came to the Cape Colony from Britain and in 1823 a 

further 60 indentured Europeans arrived under one Mr. Ingram. Though 

relatively small in size, these parties of immigrants had a noticeable 

impact on the urban economy, both because they mostly settled in the 

port city itself, and because (unlike their fellows immigrants, the 

·Prize Negroes') they were typically skilled. In evidence given to the 

Commissioners of Inquiry in 1824, Moodie testified that some three

quarters of the 200 labourers in his party were "mechanics", mainly 

blacksmiths, carpenters, coopers and masons34. He went on to suggest, 

not without an air of self-importance, that "the arrival of Europeans 

has encreased [sicJ the business in Cape Town by enabling inhabitants 

to provide themselves with many articles which they formerly imported 

or dispensed with altogether 11 35. By all accounts the wages paid to 

free Europeans in Cape Town were on average higher than those paid to 

32. The 1822 census reveals that 509 of the 833 urban 'Negro 
apprentices' listed were male; and 595 were adults. (G.M.Theal, 
Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 15, pp. 198-9) 
33. c.saunders, · "Prize Negroes' at the Cape of Good Hope', p. 35 
34. Skilled artisans were likewise predominant in the smaller party 
shipped to the Cape in 1823 - Mr. William- Reeves, a journeyman 
shoemaker, interviewed by the same Commission was typical of their 
number. (G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 18, p. 266) 
35. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 18, p. 261 
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slave or free black artisans36; adverts for the hiring of European 

artisans in contemporary newspapers suggest that from the 1820s 

onwards members of the city's dominant class sometimes hired European 

artisans to oversee their slave craftsmen37. The indentured craftsmen 

shipped over from Europe seemingly fitted in among the upper echelons 

of the craft hierarchy in Cape Town in the late slave period38. 

A further scheme for the introduction of European immigrant labour was 

implemented, significantly enough, around the time of emancipation. 

The so-called ''Children's Friend Schemen was intended to rid England 

of unwanted population, primarily juvenile delinquents, while 

simultaneously providing Cape employers with a substitute for slave 

labour39. In the seven years of its operation between 1833 and 1839 no 

fewer than 700 children, mostly boys of 14 years and younger, boosted 

the apprenticed labour force at the Cape40. The prospects faced by 

these immigrant children were evidently a good deal bleaker than those 

of their adult counterparts; according to Bradlow's assessment this 

36. See interviews with Benjamin Moodie; Hermanus Schutte; John 
Cannon; and William Mackrill. For more details on wages and 
hierarchies in Cape Town in the early nineteenth century, see the 
section on hiring out later in this chapter. 
37. This resulted in a diffusion of owner control over slaves and 
served to undermine the absolute authority of masters over their human 
property. As Shell suggests for the rural Cape in a much earlier 
period of Cape slavery, overseers occupied an ambiguous intermediate 
position between the dominant and subordinated classes; between slaves 
and masters. 
38. Indeed, Moodie maintains that: "An European will refuse to work 
under the direction of a man of colour". (G.M.Theal, Records of the 
Cape Colony, vol. 18, p. 263) However, the evidence on this issue is 
somewhat ambiguous. Van Rensburg writes: "Teen 1820 het daar 
uitlanders met ander insigte op die arbeidsmark gekom. 'n Paar van die 
nuwe aankommelinge wat ambagte moes aanleer, het onder slawe gaan 
werk". (A.J.van Rensburg, ·oie Toestand van die Slawe aan die Kaap, 
1806-34', M.A., Stellenbosch University, 1935, p. 40) 
39. E.Bradlow, ·The Children's Friend Societv at the Cape of Good 
Hope', Victorian Studies, 27, 1984, p. 165 
40. ibid., p. 159 
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scheme "perpetuated pauper apprenticeship, which had long since been 

abolished in Britain11 41. 

In terms of indigenous (as opposed to immigrant) population growth, 

the ' free' labour force of Cape Town registered a vast increase in the 

pre-emancipation decades. As a direct result of high manumission 

rates, the number of free blacks in Cape Town multiplied from 1134 in 

1806 to over 4000 by 1834. On the eve of emancipation therefore the 

urban free black population was rapidly gaining ground on the urban 

slave population. Chapter five will document in some detail the socio

economic profile of the burgeoning free black community in . the late 

slave period. For the purposes of this discussion, suffice it to say 

that free blacks emerged as a prominent intermediate grouping in the 

structure of the urban labour market well before the formal ending of 

slavery at the Cape. 

In the liqht of the above, it is evident that the demographic decline 

in the urban slave population was complemented by a massive increase 

in the size of the ' free' labour force in Cape Town between 1806 and 

1834. These decades saw the influx of a substantial number of 'Prize 
I 

Negroes' 1nto the Colony, the immigration of parties of English 

artisans to Cape Town in 1817 and 1823, the arrival of shiploads of 

English children from August 1833 onwards, the emergence of a large 

free black community in the port city and the continued existence of a 

strata of Khoi labourers at the base of the urban labour hierarchy. 

The extensive immigration of ' free' labour and the growth of a 

sizeable indiqenous non-slave labour force collectively contributed to 

41. ibid., p. 177 



32 

the shaping of a far more flexible urban labour market in the early 

decades of the nineteenth century42. 

The remaining prop of the slavery to wage labour argument relates to 

the hiring out of slaves. It was not only that slave and free labour 

coexisted in early nineteenth century Cape Town (with a marked decline 

in the number of slaves and an equally marked growth in the size of 

the free labour force between 1806 and 1834), but that urban slaves 

were increasingly working alongside free labourers as hirelings, 
I 

earning comparable wages at comparable rates of produccivity43. 

Adverts in contemporary newspapers suggest that slave and free labour 

in the city were often interchangeable by the late slave period; the 

following are a representative sample: "Wanted. Six or Eight Tailor

Boys, Slave or Free, to whom will be given 30 Rds. per month each; if 

required, they can be engaged by the Year and paid by the Month. Apply 

to J.M.T.Brown, Ready-made Clothes Warehouse, No. 2 Short-Market 

Street·" (2 July 1830)44; "To Shoemakers. Wanted. Four or Five good 

Sh~emakers, to whom liberal wages will be given. No objection to 

slaves, if of good character" (26 February- 1826)45; "Requested for 

hire, A Man Servant. A Free Black or Slave of Good Character would be 

preferred ... " (25 February 1831)46; "Wanted, an able Confectioner, 

either a Christian [i.e. European] or a Slave - Apply to No. 29 Plein

Street. G.C.Greffrath" (12 August 1831)47. The scale of labour 

42. The high elasticity of labour in the city due to the ready 
availability of substitutes for slave labour did much to set urban 
slavery apart. The rural south-western districts continued to rely 
overwhelminqly on siaves as the direct producers up until 
emancipation. 
43. In an interview during the mid-1820s, master builder, John Cannon, 
maintained that "Common European Labourers, if hired as such, get no 
more than a ' Slave; nor Mechanics if the two are equallv good". 
(G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 460) 
44. De Zuid-Afrikaan, 2 July 1830 
45. South African Commercial Advertiser, 26 February 1826 
46. De Zuid-Afrikaan, 25 February 1831 
47. De Zuid-Afrikaan, 12 August 1831 
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mobilisation in such cases could be impressive: the urban master 

builder, John Cannon, claimed in the mid-1820s that he employed as 

many as seventy "slaves and free people" at one time48. Clearly then, 

by the 1820s and early 1830s at least, slave hirelings were reqularly 

being employed in the city alongside and in competition with free 

labourers (both Euro~ean and free black) on an urban wage labour 

market49. 

The Economic Roles of Urban Slaves 

It is precisely because of the extensive overlap between slave and 

' free' labour in early nineteenth century Cape Town that an analysis 

of slave economic roles reflects the broader occupational spectrum in 

the city. Thus the second part of this chapter serves both as a means 

of exploring the working lives of urban slaves50 and, more broadly, as 

a means of probing the general mechanisms of the urban economy. This 

section will be based largely on statistics drawn from the Slave 

Office registers for Cape Town and the Cape District for the 1816 to 

1834 period, which yield detailed information on the range of slave 

occupations in the city and their relative prominence (see appendix 

six)51. 

48. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 463 
49. The spread of the hiring out of slaves, the growing independence 
of slave hirelings, slave wages and changing ~evels of productivity 
will all be discussed in looking more directly at the mechanisms of 
the hiring out system in the third part of this chapter. 
50. For a more specific and more narrowly detailed analysis of the 
occupational roles of urban slaves in the pre-emancipation decades, 
see A.Bank, ' The Role of Slaves in the Economy of Early Nineteenth 
Century Cape Town', (Paper Presented at the ·slavery and After' 
Conference at the University of Cape Town, 1989) 
51. Slave Office registers for Cape Town and the Cape District, S.O. 
6/12-6/35. This, it must be emphasised, is a static sample spanning 
two decades. It does not therefore describe the occupational breakdown 
at one specific time. Hence the number of productive slaves with 
stated urban occupations is a good deal greater than the number of 
ab1e-bodied adults enumerated in any single census over the 1816-34 
period. 
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Rather than categorising slave occupations according to levels of 

skill, it is felt that a functional breakdown provides the most useful 

way into analysinq the role of slaves within the city's economic 

structure52. Accordingly, the urban occupations in the sample53 are 

broadly divided into services and production. Service occupations are 

defined as those in which slave labour is used to meet the basic needs 

of the city's ruling class - whether related to transportation, the 

domestic unit etc. Such labour, and this is the telling point, differs 

from production in so far as it involves no transformation or 

processing of raw materia154. 

For the Dutch colonial period the urban economy was strongly service

orientated and as the city's primary work force slave labourers were 

overwhelmingly engaged in service capacities. Although an accurate 

recreation of the relative prominence of services and production is 

52. Apart from the limited analytical value of a simple 
skilled/unskilled classification, such a division presents major 
practi ca~ problems in so far as single occupations would have demanded 
great l y differing levels of skill . 

. 53. Because of the unfortunate inclusion of the Cape District in the 
regional registry for Cape Town, about one-third of the stated 
occupations in our sample were distinctively rural by nature. (See 
given pie diagrams) Furthermore, a smali but indeterminable percentage 
of those entered under urban categories would have been rural workers. 
This goes not only for service occupations, like house servants, 
gardeners or cooks, but also for craft production. Adverts in the 
Colony's pioneerinq newspapers reveal that a fraction of the artisinal 
slave labour force worked outside of the port city. For example, a 
December 1822 edition of the Cape Town Gazette ~dvertised for "A 
Carpenter . to Work in the Country - a Man who understands the business 
of a Wheelwright, as well as makir.g Agricultural implements". It was 
evidently not only carpenters who plied their trades in the city's 
hinterland; a Cape District tanner used the local press in order to 
"recommend himself to Country People, particularly Saddlers and 
Shoemakers". (Cape Town Gazette, 6 January 1816). 
54. This definition has Marxist roots. Production in the Marxist 
schema is defined accordinq to the processing of raw material and raw 
material is defined in terms of the productive process. Thus G.A.Cohen 
explains: "Something is raw material in a labour process if and only 
if it is the purpose of the process to transform it". (Karl Marx's 
Theory of History: A Defence, Oxford, J.978, p. 39) 
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impossible in terms of the available source materia155, it is fair to 

assume that the scale of artisanal activity remained fairly 

circumscribed throughout the voe period. Urban slave artisans may have 

come to dominate craft production in eighteenth century Cape Town, as 

Ross sug~ests56, but there is little reason to suspect that they 

emerged in any numerically substantial form in this era. 

In the early nineteenth century, however, under the dual impact of 

population growth and economic diversification, craft production was 

transformed into a significant sector of the urban economy, in 

numerical as well as functional terms. In the sample for c_ape Town and 

the Cape District in the two decades preceding emancipation, the 

number of listed slave artisans stood at 1606 (the vast majority of 

whom lived and worked in the port city itself)57. As the diagram below 

illustrates, this figure represents some 25% of the total urban slave 

labour force registered. Admittedly, the majority of urban slaves in 

this period continued to perform service functions; but it could 

certainly no longer be said (as Worden has claimed for the Dutch 

colonial period) that slaves in early nineteenth century Cape Town 

were "used for services rather than prod11ction" 58. The service

dominated urban economy of early Cape Town was increasingly firing on 

two engines by the late slave period. 

55. In his article on the occupational roles of slaves in eighteenth 
century Cape Town, Ross indicates that no inventory exists giving the 
occupations of privately owned urban slaves. The only such listing, on 
which he relies heavily in his article, was an inventory of government 
slaves record~d in 1795. ( ·The Occupations of Slaves in Eiqhteenth 
Century Cape Town', pp. 2-5) 
56. See Ross, ·The Occupations of Slaves in Eighteenth Century Cape 
Town', pp. 9-10. Ross devotes a single paragraph to slaves involved in 
productive activities. 
57. This assessment is based both on the fact that the slave 
population of Cape Town was around double that of the Cape District in 
the 1806-34 decades and that the urban economy was the locus of craft 
production in the colony. 
58. Worden, Slavery in Dutch South Africa, p. 4 
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The pie diagrams below schematise the service-production divide (see 

appendix seven for a more detailed graphic breakdown) and the relative 

prominence of the various subdivisions within the service and 

productive sectors in the 1816-34 Cape Town and Cape District sample: 

Diagram 1.1 The Occupations of the Slaves. Cape Town and Cape 
District, 1816-1834 

DOMESTIC 4196 

RETAIL_261 

SERVICES 4865 

PRODUCTION 1606 

THING 737 

** Source: S.O. 6/12-6/35. 'Slave Registers' 
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As illustrated above, Cape Town's service sector in the late slave 

period was subdivided into retail, transport and domestic services in 

order of increasing numerical importance. There were over four 

thousand urban slaves in the sample working in domestic capacities 

I/over these decades, accounting for some 65% of the city's total slave 

work force59. Slaves in this occu~ational category were spread over 

many households60 and included house"maids", house"boys", cooks and 

scullions; wash"maids", wash"boys" and laundresses; nurses and 

nursery"maids"; gardeners and a garden".maid"; butlers and 

billiardmarkers; and even a few musicians. 

In addition to those slaves exclusively serving the domestic needs of 

their owners or eroployers, an appreciable proportion of house slaves 

worked in the city's many lodging houses, designed to cater for a 

large floating population61. In eighteenth century Cape Town, 

according to Ross, lodging-house keeping was one of "the two main 

activities" of the burgher population (along with trading)62. If 

anything, the importance of accommodation is likely to have increased 

in the British period with the strengthening of ties between the Cape 

economy and the world market. Naturally, the more ships that called in 

at Table Bay, the greater the number of potential customers for local 

lodging-houses. 

59. Comparative literature suggests that domestic service featured 
prominently among slave occupations elsewhere as well. For example, 
Wade argues that "throughout the (antebellum] urban South owners 
customarily used their slaves in the first instance in the home". 
(R.C.Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South, 1820-60, p. 32) 
60. Large-scale holdings seldom had more than three or four house 
slaves and even in the smallest units there were usually at least one 
or two "housemaids" or "houseboys" listed. 
61. Butlers and billiard-markers had particularly specialised 
functions in the accommodation sector. 
62. Ross, ·The Occupations of the Slaves in Eighteenth Century Cape 
Town', p. 1 
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comparative studies of both urban and plantation slavery in the 

Americas suqqest that domestic slaves lived in a special relationship 

with centres of authority. Thus in their respective works on slavery 

in the colonial and antebellum Southern plantation contexts, Mullin 

and Genovese have argued that the close physical proximity of house 

slaves with masters and mistresses was translated into social terms: 

relations between slave and owner in the domestic context were seen to 

be characterised by far greater paternalism and claustrophobia than 

owner-field slave relations63. So too in her study of slavery in Rio 

in the first half of the nineteenth century, Karasch highlights the 

strict ?hysical and social confines within which urban domestic slaves 

were forced to operate. Cariocan house slaves in this period were seen 

as fettered to the domestic unit, "the houses and courtyards of the 

city's households often [being] the boundaries of their existence 11 64. 

The picture of social and physical mobility that emerges in the 

context of early nineteenth century Cape Town is a very different one. 

Domestic slaves in the South African port citv seemingly , enjoyed a far 

qreater degree of social space and freedom from owner surveillance 

than their Rio or Snuthern plantation counterparts. The boundaries of 

the existence of Cape Town house slaves characteristically extended 

beyond the domestic unit - into the streets of the city or even onto 

the slopes of Table Mountain. House"maids" and house"boys" typically 

ran errands about the town for their owners; as in the case of 

63. G.W.Mullin, Flight and Rebellion, (New York, 1972); Genovese, 
Roll, Jordan, Roll, (New York, 1974), pp. 325-63. Thus Genovese 
writes: "Life in the Big House, with all its affection and hatreds, 
its interracial attachments and intolerance, its extraordinary 
kindnesses and uncontrollable violence, represented in all of these 
contradictions paternalism in its most heightened form". (p. 363) 
64. Karasch, Slave Llfe in Rio de Janeiro, p. 59 
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candasa, they were "often sent out [by their owners] to the baker and 

the butcher and for other articles required for the house 11 65. 

The carrying of water was another essential daily function performed 

by domestic slaves, which took them outside household perimeters. The 

dozens of water pum?s and fountains situated along the Heerengracht66 

were regular scenes of social interaction for the city's slaves. 

Contemporary artists, like D'Oyly, De Meillon and later Bowler, all 

chose these water sources as artistic subject materia167. In the 

accompanving plate D'Oyly depicts a slave water-carrier with the 

customary stick and suspended vessels queueing to use the water 

resources at the top of the Heerengracht. As Shell notes in an article 

on De Meillon's art works of the 1820s: "In all pre-industrial 

communities, the place where water is fetched is a traditional 

gathering spot. At the Cape, courtships, bargaining and arguments were 

frequently carried on at such spots to such an extent that 'plakkaats' 

were issued to prohibit · the dawdling of diverse elements of knechts 

and slaves at such places 111 68. With respect to such legislative 

clauEes, it is revealing that by the late slave period the statute 

books still stipulated that any slave "found gambling near the public 

water pump will be immediately tied to a pole erected there for that 

purpose, and flogged by the constables 11 69. 

65. Com?laint case of Candasa, s.o. 3/5, ·Report of the Guardian of 
the Slaves for the Half-Year, December 1829 to June 1830' 
66. There were as many as 63 pumps and fountains in Cape Town in the 
early 1830s. (Ross, · cape Town 1750-1850: Synthesis in the Dialectic 
of Continents',?· 110) 
67. Shell notes that while "Bowler frequently showed the sociable side 
of the water-pump, De Meillon shows watercarriers intent on their 
business". (R.Shell, De Meillon's People of Colour, Johannesburg, 
1978, p. 11) 
68. Shell, ·De Meillon's People of Colour', p. 11 
69. · statement of the Laws of the Colony of the Cape of Good Hope 
regarding Slavery, March 1813', clause 61, G.M.Theal, Records of the 
Cape Colony, vol. 9, p. 156 
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Plate 1.1 

** Source: C.Pama, Tmm, p. 25 
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Of all domestic chores, it was perhaps the washing of clothes that 

offered urban domestic slaves the greatest potential for physical 

mobility70. In his "General View of Cape Town and Table Bay" (below) 

D'Oyly depicts groups of slave washerwomen laying their clothes out to 

dry on streamside rocks on the slopes of Table Mountain. The trickle 

of women dotted all the way down the mountain suggests that this 

stream on the eastern borders of the city (where District Six sprang 

up many decades later) was a popular, and at times fairly populous, 

spot for slaye washerwomen. This sketch is particularly evocative in 

recreating a sense of the spatial mobility and freedom from owner 

surveillance enjoyed by some of the city's slaves. The conventional 

divide between indoor and outdoor slave occupations was evidently by 

no means clear-cut in early nineteenth century Cape Town. 

The second qroup of slaves identified within the service category were 

those involved in transportation, whether of people or of things. 

Included in this category are boatmen, porters, horsekeepers, 

woodcutters, caulkers and waggoners. Although relatively small 

numerically - there were only 409 slaves or just over 6% of the urban 

sample engaged in such occupations - these slaves were indispensable 

to the functioning of the urban economy. The activities of boatmen and 

porters (otherwise known as "cooleys") were centred on the harbour, 

where they transported people and Cdrgo to and from the ships that 

docked daily in Table Bay. Bowler's picture of Table Bay in the 1840s 

(below), showing large numbers of boats ferrying goods ashore from 

newly arrived ships, could just as well have been painted two decades 

earlier. Slave woodcutters in Cape Town were responsible for gathering 

and transporting wood from the nearby mountains or as far afield as 

70. This is, of course, not to suggest that such work was light or 
pleasant. 
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Plate 1. 2 

** Source: C.Pama, Re~ency Cape Town, pp. 12-13 
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Plate 1.3 

. ~ 

** Source: T.R.Bowler, Pictorial Album of Cape Town 
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Hout Bay back to the houses of their urban masters and mistresses for 

domestic use or for sale71. Arduous as such work was, these highly 

mobile urban bondsmen enjoyed relatively little supervision in the 

outdoor routine of their working days 72. 

The third and final service category delineated consists of the small 

but diverse group of slaves (261) directly involved in retail. At the 

most specialised end of the spectrum were the handful of clerks, 

florists and tobacconists working in some of the city's many shops. 

The immediate involvement of urban slaves in such specific avenues of 

retail was evidently· a symptom of an increasingly diverse urban 

economy by the late slave period. At the least specialised, but 

certainly the most mobile, end of the retail spectrum were the 

numerous slave hawkers vending their goods in the market places and 

streets of the city. It was precisely because of their extensive 

mobility and high visibility that urban slave hawkers frequently 

captured the eye of contemporary artists. Many of D'Oyly's daily 
' 

street scenes of life in Cape Town in the 1820s and early 1830s 

feature slave hawkers going about their business. In some sketches 

they are shown to be selling foodstuffs - whether fruit, vegetables or 

~ish7l; in others they are vendlng baskets or Cape malt. 

71. As the -city's main source of fuel, wood was sorely needed by her 
inhabitants for cooking and heating. 
72. This is not to say that such slaves were totally free of social 
control. As Ross suggests for the eighteenth century, slave 
woodcutters may well have been punished by their owners if they 
arrived too late or with too small a load. ( ' The Occupations of Slaves 
in Eighteenth Century Cape Town', o. 9) However, the extent of spatial 
mobility enjoyed by urban slaves in outdoor occupations did allow for 
extensive daily freedom from direct owner supervision. 
73. Slave fishermen not only procured their food from the sea, but 
also sold their catches in the streets of the city . . They were thus 
involved in a combination of production and retail, but have been 
categorised alongside hawkers in this analysis. 
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Like services, the productive sector of the urban economy has been 

subdivided into three categories; in this instance, the building 

industry, the manufacture of clothing and other diverse craft 

production. Close to half of the total number of slave artisans in 

pre-emancipation Cape Town (737) were involved in the manufacture of 

garments, as tailors, seamstresses, shoemakers, knittingmaids and 

hatters74. The items of clothing produced by these slaves had symbolic 

as well as purely practical value. DrP.ss was a crucially important 

mark of social status and social identity at the Cape during the slave 

era, as in later periods. As Ross explains in his article on the top 

hat in South African history: "All articles of apparel carry strong 

symbolic meanings. It has been said that ·the least significant motive 

underlying the selection and wearing of certain items of clothing is 

protection from the elements'"75. 

As a branch of craft production, the clothing industry had established 

ties with wider economic networks. For the eighteenth century Ross and 

Van Duin point to the extensive trade in textiles between the East and 

the Cape Colony, indicating that Indian cotton cloths were by far the 

largest single commodity imported to the Cape76. In the early 

nineteenth century, as has been argued earlier, British shipping 

quickly came to dominate Cape commerce in a period of feverish 

mercantile activity. As a direct consequence of the shift in the locus 

0£ -~he ~xterP-~l tr~de fr0~ the Indian .to the Atlantic world, British 

74. See diagrams above. The prominence of this branch of production 
continued well into the post-slave era. Indeed Bickford-Smith 
indicates that clothing was the dominant area of fledgeling industrial 
activity in Cape Town in 1875. (V.Bickford-Smith, · class, Colour and 
Production in Cape Town on the Eve of the Mineral Revolution, c. 
1875', Social Dynamics, 13 (2), 1987, p. 34) 
75. R.Ross, ·The Top-Hat in South African History: The Changing 
Significance of an Article of Material Culture', Social Dynamics, 16 
(1), 1990, p. 90 
76. Ross and Van Duin, 'The Economy of the Cape Colony in the 
Eighteenth Century', p. 82 
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cotton manufactures rated as the most prominent import item from 1813 

onwards 77. 

Though numerically the least significant sector of the urban craft 

economy from the perspective of slave labour, the building industry 

was certainly no less important than any other in functional terms. 

New generations of people had to be accommodated in new generations of 

buildings. Martin Hall indicates that the arrival of the British at 

the Cape ushered in fundamental changes in colonial material culture. 

In terms of house form the British replaced the ornate Dutch baroque 

with clean nee-classical lines fashionable in England78. These changes 

were most evident in the city itself, where the British influence was 

strongest. So, for example, the Commercial Exchange, constructed in 

the inner city in 1818 as a- symbol of the increasing ascendance of the 

urban commercial bourgeoisie, is described by Meltzer as "an edifice 

of nee-Classical splendour 11 79. 

The reshaping of the architecture of the Cape in the early nineteenth, 

as in the late seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries, depended 

heavily on the labour of skilled slave craftsmen. Most prominent in 

this artisanal category were the 265 slave masons80; brickmakers and 

miners were responsible for producing the materials with which masons 

worked, while thatchers, painters and glaziers were concerned with the 

building industry in its post-construction phases. 

77. Freund, 'The Cape under the Transitional Governments, 1795-1814', 
p. 329 
78. M.Hall, 'Building Power: The British Colonisation of the Cape of 
Good Hope after 1795', (Seminar paper presented at the University of 
Cape Town, 1989), p. 4 
79. L.Meltzer, 'The Growth of Cape Town Commerce and the Role of John 
Fairbairn's 'Advertiser' (1835-59)', p. 30 
80. The role of slave craftsmen in shaping the architecture of the 
early Cape has been widely acknowledged. For example, see Ross, 'The 
Occupations of Slaves in Eighteenth Century Cape Town', p. 10 
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The remaining subcategory within the growing urban craft sector was 

certainly the most amorphous. Like their counterparts in the clothing 

and building industries, the 500-plus slaves grouped in various other 

branches of craft production were typically skilled and specialised. 

Included in this diverse subsector were those artisans working with 

wood (carpenters, cabinetmakers and basketmakers); metals 

(blacksmiths, coppersmiths, tinsmiths, goldsmiths, lockrnakers, 

gunrnakers, watchmakers and jewellers); both wood and metal (coopers, 

turners and waggonrnakers); leather (saddlers and tanners); and tallow 

(soapboilers and tallowchandlers). The diversity in the raw ~aterials 

with which they worked was more than matched by variations in the 

products of their labour, ranging in size from watches, jewels and 

guns to cabinets, barrels and waggons. 

The discussion of slave occupations in the preceding section has 

sought to highlight the distinctiveness of the working experience of 
\ 

slaves in early nineteenth century Cape Town. Slave labour in the city 

was characterised by extreme occupational diversity: there were over 

seventy listed urban occupations in the regional sample as opposed to 

no more than ten distinctively rural occupations (see appendix seven). 

Closely associated with economic diversification was the high level of 

specialisation among urban slaves. Many of the listed occupations -

from basketmakers to billiardmarkers, from sailmakers to silversmiths, 

from habitmakers to hatters, from watchmakers to waggonrnakers -

describe highly specific and highly skilled economic functions. This 

was particularly true of the expanding craft sector. Perhaps the most 

striking and significant characteristic of the working lives of urban 

slaves was their extensive physical mobility. Even domestic slaves 

enjoyed a fair degree of mobility in and around the city. Spatial 
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mobility generally meant greater freedom from direct owner 

surveillance and enhanced possibilities for contacts outside of the 

slave-owner relationship. As will be documented in later chapters, 

these urban-rural differences at the level of labour were reflected in 

other spheres of the slave experience at the Cape81. 

Stratifications in tbe Slave Labour Force 

This section attempts to explore diviEions within the slave population 

of Cape Town that cross-cut the occupational categories analysed 

above. The importance of age and the changing age pyramid in the city, 

and the distinct urban-rural occupational regionalism at the Cape have 

been touched on already. The focus here will be on the overlap between 

occupations and gender, on the one hand, and between occupations and 

ethnicity, on the other. 

It has been argued for the formative period of colonial slavery at the 

Cape that there was a close connection between the occupations of 

slaves and their ethnicity. In his study of slavery at the Cape of 

Good Hope between 1680 and 1731 1 Shell maintains that the division of 

labour was strongly based on perceived ethnic and racial attributes in 

every sector of the economy82. He insists that the naming of slaves by 

origin was more than an everyday convenience for dealing with 

individual slaves; it was a means whereby "officials ascribed group -

even ·national' - attributes"83. Labour skills were naturally the most 

important such attribute and specific skills are seen to have been 

clearly regionally associated over these decades84. 

81. These differences were reflected most clearly in patterns of slave 
resistance and the socio-cultural world of the enslaved. 
82. Shell, ·slavery at the Cape of Good Hope, 1680-1731', pp. 123-45 
83. ibid., p. 141 
84. ibid., p. 144 
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In the view of early nineteenth century commentators this evidently 

remained a characteristic of slave labour a century later. For 

instance, in describing the economic structure of Cape Town in the 

early 1820s Bird alleged that: "Negroes from Madagascar or Mozambique 

are chiefly hewers and carriers of wood, porters, drawers of water, 

agricultural labourers; Malay slaves are coachmen, tailors, painters, 

shoemakers, carpenters and fishermen; African-born slaves tend to be 

engaged in domestic se~vice or work in a store or warehouse 11 85. 

In assessing this supposed correlation between labour functions and 

the ethnic origins of slaves in the pre-emancipation period, it is 

essential to take account of the overall ethnic shape of the urban 

slave population. As outlined in the introduction, the abolition of 

the slave trade in 1808 precipitated a rapid trend towards 

creolisation to the extent that over 70% of Ca?e Town and Cape 

District slaves listed from 1816 onwards were native-born86. Not 

surprisinglv~ as the urban slave population became increasingly 

creolised so Cape-born slaves were used in all sectors of the economy 

and not just in retail and domestic service as Bird maintains. Indeed, 

it is evident from the registers that creoles were aiso well 

represented in the outdoor service and productive sectors of the urban 

economy. For example, close on two hundred slave tailors, one hundred 

and fifty waggoners, a hundred carpenters, and scores of shoemakers 

were born locally87. 

85. W.W.Bird, State of the Cape of Good Hope in 1822, (Cape Town, 
1966) p. 74 
86. Though somewhat lower, the proportion of Cape-born slaves with 
stated occupations was probably still over half (especially in view of 
the extensive use of slave children as labourers). 
87. s.o. 6/12-6/35, Slave Office registers for Cape Town and the Cape 
District, 1816-34. 
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Furthermore, with regard to the skilled-unskilled division between 

Eastern and East African slaves proposed by Bird, it is clear from the 

registers that the attribution of labour functions to foreign-born 

slaves was by no means uniform. Thus the number of Eastern-born 

labourers (251) was rem~rkably consistent with their overall 

demographic proportions (around 10% of the total in both ~ases). This 

evidence is dll the more striking in view of the numerical marginality 

of Eastern slaves. As a direct product of the shifting pattern of 

imports from Asia to Africa in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries88, Eastern-born slaves were becoming increasingly 

scarce in the late slave period. Under such circumstances the 

correlation between ethnicity and occup1ation was really put to the 

test; in the case of Asian (as with native-born) slaves it appears to 

have been incomplete at best. It seems therefore that the rigid 

skilled/unskilled division between "Malay" and Madagascan/Mozambican 

slaves proposed by Bird was more a product of ethnic stereotyping than 

of economic reality89. 

The stratification of the slave labour force by gender was far more 

explicit than divisions along ethnic lines. With the exception of work 

done by seamstresses and knitti.ngmaids in the clothing industry, male 

slaves totally monopolised the craft sector of the urban economy. 

88. This trend was the combined product of a 1767 prohibition against 
the importation of Asian slaves into the Cape on Company ships and a 
great increase in the number of foreign slavers calling in to Table 
Bay. (R.Ross, ' The Last Years of the Slave Trade to the Cape Colony', 
pp. 210-1) 
89. Even for the 1680-1731 period, it should be mentioned, the 
connection between ethnicity and occupations was not quite as obvious 
as Shell suggests. Indeed, the fact that "Indian slaves comprised 
nearly 40% of service slaves, but only 27% of the agricultural work 
force" (R.Shell, · slavery at the Cape of Good Hope, 1680-1731', p. 
204) points to an overlap that was no more than partial. To argue from 
such premises that the division of labour among privately owned slaves 
was firmly based on oerceived ethnic and racial attributes is less 
than convincing. 
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Coopers, tanners, tailors, masons, painters, smiths, carpenters etc. 

were exclusively males. Service functions in the retail and 

transportation sectors were likewise overwhelmingly male-dominated: 

woodcutters, boatmen, waqgoners, horsekeepers, bakers, butchers etc. 

were all males. It was only really within the female-dominated 

domestic sphere that there was any substantial functional overlap 

between the labour of men and the labour of women slaves90~ Slave 

"housemaids" performed the same kinds of tasks as slave "houseboys", 

and cooks were both male and female. In terms of economic function and 

skill, it is thus evident that the urban slave population was quite 

rigidly divided along gender lines. 

A Slave Office complaint case in September 1833 reveals something of 

elite (and slave) attitudes towards gender and occupational roles. In 

the wake of ameliorative legislation, which served to progressively 

lighten the economic burdens owners could legally place on their 

female property91, a io year-old Cape Town slave, Mariana, complained 

to the Guardian that ''-she was obliged to perform the labour expected 

from a male slave 11 92. In his defense, her owner, Johannes George 

Frederick van Sittert, testified that ''no work unsuitable to the 

complainant's sex was required of her"93. In the perceptions of both 

owners and slaves there was evidently a clear distlnction between what 

could be expected from a male slave and what could be ex?ected from a 

90. Outside of clothinq manufacture and domestic service, hawking was 
the only area in which there was any gender overlap. An advert in 
December 1806 hints that female slaves were also involved as vendors 
selling in the streets of the city: "For sale, some excellent Men and 
Women slaves among whom are qood gardeners and vegetable sellers" 
(Cape Town Gazette, 13 December 1806). 
91. Owners were prohibited from whipping their female property in 
early 1830. See chapter two for more direct discussion on the changing 
legal status of slaves. 
92. This was not the first such case to come in the wake of 
ameliorative legislation. Most other such instances were rural. 
93. 18 September 1833, Mariana vs. Johannes van Sittert, s.o. 3/12 
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female slave. The div~sion made by Mariana and her owner was between 

heavier and lighter unskilled labour (Mariana was a domestic slave) 94 ; 

as noted above·, there was also a fundamental gender division between 

skilled and unskilled sLave labour with the artisanal trades being 

stronqly male-dominated. 

Eli~e perceptions of how labour should be distributed and the 

mobilisation of slave labour in practice were mutually reinforcing and 

self-perpetuating. That is, it was precisely because they mentally 

separated '~men's work" and "women's work" that slaveowners used their 

slave labour in "men's capacities" and "women's capacities". On the 

other hand, in continually being exposed to men performing certain 

tasks and women performing different tasks slaveowner ideology and 

preconception was merely reinforced. 

The Hiring Out System 

Apart from distinctions according to age, occupation, gender etc., the 

urban slave population was also divided into hirelings and non

hirelings. Hiring out was a system of slave labour mobilisation that 

was particularly widespread in Cape Town during the late slave period. 

Most weekly editions of local newspapers from 1806 onwards contained 

adverts requestkng or offering slaves for hire (usually the former)95. 

Indeed, newspaper sources suggest that the hiring out of urban slaves 

was almost as common-place as the buying and selling of human property 

94. It appears that slaveowner attitudes towards gender were similar, 
probably even more rigid, in the Cape countryside. When asked by the 
Council for the Slave Tax in late 1826 as to how many slaves he owned, . 
William Duckitt, a grain farmer in Klaver Valley, Cape District 
responded: "About eleven: five only being able-bodied Labourers; the 
rest ~omen and Children". (G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 
29, p. 450) In the view of Duckitt at least, slave women could not be 
defined as "able-bodied". 
95. The fact that many more adverts requested rather than offered 
slaves for hire was another lndex of the coronial labour shortage in 
the wake of the abolition of the slave trade. 
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in the city. A letter written by Major General Bourke to the 

Commissioners of Inquiry into a proposed slave tax gives a concrete 

indication as to the extent of this economic system in the mid-1820s. 

He estimated "the number of slaves let out by their owners either to 

work for hire with others, or permitted to work for themselves on 

P,aying a proportion of their qains to the owners at two thousand" 96. 

When it is considered that the vast majority of these hirelings would 

have been urban slaves and that the slave population of the city only 

numbered between six and seven thousand at this time, it will be 

appreciated just how prominently hirelinas featured in the city. 

The importance of the hLrina out system in early nineteenth century 

Cape ~own was a product of economic features both general and 

structurally-specific. Firstly, at the most universal level, the 

population density of cities97 implied a concentration of an available 

pool of labour to be hired out to locally-based employers. 

Transporting labour to capital (i.e. slaves to prospective employers) 

therefore posed little problem. This was among the major reasons why 

the hiring out of slaves was a common characterististic in urban slave 

societies as diverse as those of ancient Rome and Greece98, early 

nineteenth century Latin America99, and the colonial and antebellum 

SouthlOO. Secondly, and more particularly in the early modern slave 

context, the qrowing economic diversity of cities called for more 

96. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 81. In terms of 
the available source material, it is unfortunately impossible to 
establish exact or even approximate figures in other years. This makes 
it difficult to pinpoint trends or fluctuations in the scale of the 
hirinq out system between abolition and emancipation. 
97. Refer back to the introduction for further discussion on the 
population density of cities in general and of Cape Town in specific. 
98. a.Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, (Massachusetts, 1982), p. 
175 
99. Karasch, Slave Life in Rio de Janeiro, p. 186 
100. See especially Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South, 1820-60, 
pp. 30-54 
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flexible means of exploiting the labour supply. It has been argued 

above that economic diversification was a demonstrable feature of the 

economy of pre-emancipation Ca~e Town. Hiring out therefore served as 

a convenient means of adaptation to an increasingly complex urban 

economy; it was, as Wade claims, "an attempt to adjust slavery to the 

demands of urban life"lOl. Thirdly, on a more region-specific and 

period-specific note, the acute colonial labour shortage in Cape Town 

and its hinterland post-1808 necessitated certain adjustments in the 

structure of the urban labour market. The importation of free labour 

was one form of adaptation; the attempt to spread existing slave 

labour power and expertise more widely through the hiring out of 

slaves was another. Finally, ·in a period of rapid urban economic 

growth under the aegis of the rising merchant ellte, would-be 

employers in the citv could offer employees far more attractive wages 

than could their rural competitors. As Moodie explained in his 

interview by the Commissioners of Inquiry into the Proposed Slave Tax 

in the mid-1820s, "in Cape Town, unlike in the countryside, there 

(was] capital to support labour 11 102. 

As a form of labour mobilisation both widespread and flexible, the 

hiring out system operated in various different ways and is perhaps 

best be understood in terms of a spectrum. At the most dependent 

extreme were contractual agreements between owners and employers where 

slaves received little, if any, financial benefits under the new 

working arrangement. In such cases the renting out of slaves was 

little different from the renting out of a horse, an ox, or a mill, 

101. ibid., p. 54 
102. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 18, p. 261. Moodie 
testified that farmers in the Cape countryside were finding it 
increasingly difficult (towards the end of the wine boom) to meet wage 
payments, although there was still a "considerable" demand for labour 
in rural areas. 



52 

since slaves were merely being used as instruments in the process of 

production. For the slave these agreements meant little change in 

their social and economic prospects; they were merel~ fed, clothed and 

sheltered by a different authority figure103. Contracts of this nature 

were rare in Cape Town, but probably quite common in rural areas (from 

the early eighteenth through to the early nineteenth century). The 

annual practice- whereby "wine farmers [in the Cape and Stellenbosch 

Districts] bound their slaves to corn farmers at harvest time 11 104 

operated on this restrictive basis. 

In the intermediate range of the hiring out spectrum were those 

contracts where slaves received regular earnings from owners and/or 

employers, but had no say in the drawing up of the labour agreement. 

Sections from an interview with urban master builder, Mr. Hermanus 

Schutte, help to illuminate the operations of this form of hiring out 

in Cape Town in the mid-1820s: "Question: What is the usual pay for a . 

good mason? Reply: I pay one rixdollar and a half to the owner for the 

best. I do not find their food. Question: Do you give any gratuity to 

the slave, besides what you pay to the master? Reply: Yes, according 

to their work; some three, some four, some five rixdollars per month. 

Question: Do you know if the master gives any part of the wages to the 

slave? Reply: I believe there are some who do so 11 105. Evidently, under 

these terms, slaves were sent by their owners to work for an employer, 

like Schutte, and were able to earn small "gratuity" payments from the 

employer and sometimes a cut of the wage paid to the owners as well. 

103. Employers could be quite as harsh as owners in their treatment of 
slaves (often harsher, since they had no capital investment in the 
slave). Quite a number of slave complaints of ill-treatment brought 
before. the Guardian were djrected at employers rather than owners. 
104. Interview with P.L.Cloete by Council for the Slave Tax, 
G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 440 
105. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 29, pp. 457-8 
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At the most independent extreme of the spectrum were those slave 

hirelings who both reaped part of the fruits of their labour and had 

the freedom to choose their own employers. Slaveowners were paid a 

fixed proportion of the earnings for allowing their slaves this 

indulgence. This "free" form of the hiring out system was becoming 

increasingly prominent (perhaps typical) in Cape Town by the late 

slave period. In explaining the contemporary mechanisms of hiring out, 

Burchell highlighted the characteristic independence of slave 

hirelings: "Sometimes a slave is permitted to hire himself; that is, 

to work for whatever master he chooses provided he bring home every 

night a certain stipulated sum of money 11 106. 

In the light of the serious dearth of labour in the colony post-1808, 

such work was seemingly not difficult to find. Slave Office complaint 

cases provide glimpses into the lives of thls prominent and relatively 

independent group of hirelings. In the early months of 1830 one Mr. 

Haupt, owner of the urban sldve Gerrit, explained to the Guardian 

that: "It was at the request of Gerrit himself that I got a ·coolie 

ticket' for him. , He gains by it at the rate of two rixdollars .per day 

out of which he should have paid 6 skillings per day to me but is now 

considerably . in arrears 11 107. Even had he met his master's 

requirements, Gerrit would still have been paying less than half of 

his earnings to his owner. The fact that he was able to retain more 

than his share of the commission reveals that under this labour 

agreement the wages were passing directly from employer to employee. 

106. W.J.Burchell, Travels in the Interlor of Southern Africa, 
(London, 1953), p.29 
107. S.O. 3/5, Report of the Protector for the Western Division, 29 
December 1829 to 28 June 1830 
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Though the onus was on the slave to produce a regular income for the 

master, this system offered slaves unique poss~bilities for capital 

accumulation. In this regard there is even evidence of urban slaves 

subhiring the labour of fellow slaves in the city. In an October 1832 

complaint case a 42-year old ~Cape Town mason, Salie, belonging to the 

Widow Horak, claimed that Mr. Henry Hewitt owed him 28 rixdollars. In 

his defence Mr. Hewitt declared that "Salie had not complied with his 

agreement in sending the regular number of masons to perform his work 

and consequently that he is only entitled to 20 rixdollars 11 108 (which 

sum Salie consented to accept). As a building subcontractor, Salie 

appears to have been a fairly successful and large-scale operator. A 

year later, he used the Slave Office courts to retrieve a 150 

· rixdollar debt from a member of the well known Cloete family109. 

Slaves contracting their own labour frequently lived outside of their 

owner's property in accommodation commercially rented in town. In 

another Slave Office case the Widow Dreyer complained to the Guardian 

that her male house slave, Constant, had repeatedly failed to bring up 

his hire money. She claimed to have "told Constant that if he had no 

employ he had to come home, but .which he did not choose to do. He 

earned 35 rixdollars monthly out of which he was supposed to pay 20 

rixdollars to her••llO. It was to slaves like Constant that John Cannon 

was referring when he testified before the Commissioners of Inquiry in 

1826 that "it was common practice to let slaves dispose of their own 

labour, provided they pay a certain sum to their owners. These men 

108. 
. 
Half-Yearly Report of the Guardian of the Slaves, June to 

December 1832', s.o. 3/10 
109. Half-Yearly Report of the Guardian of the Slaves, June to 
December 1833 I I s.o. 3/12 
110. 2 April 18,2, s.o. 3/5, Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for 
the Half-Year, December 1829 to June 1830' 



generally ... live in houses hired by themselves. When they hire 

themselves the owner is not consulted11 lll. 
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As a symptom of their relatively "free" social and economic status in 

the pre-emancipation decades, it is evident that urban slave hirelings 

were beginning to assume the consciousness of wage labourers. In his 

brilliant article on "Time, Work Discipline and Industrial 

Capitalism", E.P.Thompson makes a direct link between changing work 

habits and the restructuring of inward notions of time. He traces a 

fundamental shift in time-sense from task-orientated pre-capitalist 

notions to the time-thrifty sensibility associated with the emergence 

of capitalism and regulated labour~12. Evidence from contemporary 

interviews suggests that, in the changing economic context of the 

early nineteenth century, Cape Town slave hirelings were beginning to 

absorb the type of market-dictated ethic associated with capitalism 

rather than the seasonal ethic associated with pre-capitalist forms of 

production. Thus John Cannon noted that the emergence of a more 

competitive labour market in the 1820s, particularly with the 

introduction of immigrant artisans, had "stimulated slave mechanics 

... the value of the labour improving greatly11 113. He further 

explained that: "A [slave] labourer does double the work now [that 

free labourers have been introduced]. We can make slaves work for fear 

of being discharged 11 114. These observations both point to the growing 

elasticity of the urban labour market (i.e. the degree to which slave 

111. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 463 
112. E.P.Thompson, "Time, Work Discipline and Industrial Capitalism" 
in A.Giddens & D.Held, eds., Classes, Power and Conflict, (London, 
1982), pp. 299-309 
113. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 460 
114. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 461 



labour could be substituted by other labour forms) and hint at 

transformations in the consciousness of slave hirelingsllS. 
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In terms of their position in the wage labour market it appears that 

slave hirelings in the city were far from economically marginalised. 

The average wages earned by urban slaves were considerably greater 

than those of Khoi and usually greater than those of "Prize Negroes" 

as well; the wages of slave hirelings and free blacks in the city were 

similar (though, of course, slaves had to rellnquish a proportion of 

their earnings to their owners); thus immigrant European artisans were 

the only strata of the labour force to earn more on average than 

slaves. An interview with William John Mackrill throws some light on 

' · the urban wage hierarchy in the late 1820s: "Question: Are Negro 

apprentices generally hired out at the same rates as slaves? Reply: 

Sometimes at the same rates and often far less than slaves, as the 

practice was not considered allowable. Question: Have you generally 

found that the wages demanded by free servant$ have been higher than 

the rates demanded for the hire of slaves? Reply: In all instances the 

rates of hire of Hottentots as servants are less than for slaves, and 

when .the contracts are made with them for a term of years, 

considerably less than slaves. The best Hottentot can be hired in Cape 

Town (where they are dearer than in the country) for four or five 

rixdollars a month ... European emigrants generally demand higher 

wages than are paid to slaves on account of their superior industry 

and intelligence 11 ll6. 

115. Although Cannon refers specifically to changing attitudes towards 
productivity, work-rate is obviously inextricably related to time
sense. 
116. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 30, pp. 406-7. In the 
remoter districts, Mackrill indicated, "Hotentots" sometimes received 
no wages at all. (p. 407) 
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The references to "average slave wages" should not be seen to imply 

that the earning capacity of all slave hirelings was uniform. For 

example, Hermanus Schutte was willinq ,to pay a daily wage of one 

rixdollar and a half for a "good slave mason", but hired "ordinary 

labourers" at only six skillings a dayl17. More generally, P.M.Brink 

of the Burgher Senate observed that "the usual rate of hire for a 

slave labourer is not more than eighteen rixdollars per month", 

whereas the rate for slave craftsmen fluctuated between "twenty-:-five 

and forty rixdollars 11 ll8. Evidently skilled slaves had far greater 

earning potential (and therefore greater opportunity for capital 

accumulation) than their unskilled fellows. 

It is this enhanced earning potential that explains the proportional 

bias towards the letting out of artisans (and therefore males) in pre

emancipation Cape Town. While slaves in the productive sector of the 

urban economy constituted a quarter of the total sample of urban 

occupations (see diagram 1.1 above), they represented an estimated 40% 

of slave hirelings119. 

As a direct result of growing competition on the labour market and 

increased slave productivity, the wages of hirelings rose noticeably 

between 1817 and the mid-1820s. When asked in 1826 whether or not 

slave wages had increased in the previous decade, Mr. John Cannon 

replied: "Considerably; and those of mechanics especially. But they do 

much more work now, as they are stimulated by competition with the 

Europeans; they have become both more handy and more industrious ... 

Ten ye~rs aqo I could hire carpenters for two rixdollars, I now pay 

117. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 457 
118. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 473 
119. This impression is based predominantly on occupational 
specifications in contemporary newspaper adverts for the hiring out of 
slaves. 
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three rixdollars and a half for them 11 120. In discussing changing 

patterns of emancipation in chapter five, it will be argued that this 

increase in the wages of hirelings, and particularly of skilled 

hirelings, by the mid-1820s helps to account for the soaring rates of 

manumission by purchase in the final decade of urban slavery. 

In the light of the above discussion it is apparent that there was a 

qrowing contradiction between the legal and the economic status of 

urban slave hirelings in pre-emancipation Cape Town. In legal terms 

these slaves were still defined as property; they were still 

theoretically characterised by a "radical assimilation to the means of 

production 11 121. In economic terms, -ho~ever, urban slave hirelings 

worked alongside free labourers on a wage labour market, increasingly 

contracted their own labour (and sometim..es even subcontracted labour) 

and were beginning to assume the consciousness of a free labour force 

well before the formal extinction of slavery. In the case of 

hirelings, the essential economic difference between slave and wage 

labourer - viz. that "the slave owns none of his labour power, whereas 

the proletarian owns all of his labour power 11 122 - was evidently 

eroding. 

120. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 462 
121. In his searching and laroely theoretical critique of Ross' 
article on ·The Origins of Capitalist Agriculture in the Cape Colony', 
Krikler insists that slaves cannot be described as proletarians (as 
Ross labels them): "They [Slaves] are not defined by an alienation 
from the means of production, but by a radical assimilation to them. 
Slaves are means of production, unlike proletarians whose labour 
power, not their persons are such". (J.Krikler, · Putting a Plough to 
the Ground: A Critique', Journal of Southern African Studies, 
forthcoming) In general terms Krikler's criticisms are both valid and 
incisive. Slave hirelings in pre-emancipation Cape Town were the 
exception rather than the rule. 
122. G.A.Cohen, Karl Marx's Theory of History, p. 72 
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Conclusion 

The period between 1806 and 1834 was one of fundamental transition in 

the economy of Cape Town. The harnessing of the Cape economy to that 

of Britain in 1806 and the dramatic expansion of trade in the decades 

that followed underpinned the rise of merchant capital in the city. In 

the sense that relations of exchange acted as the historical 

forerunners to relations of production, the indigenous growth of 

mercantilism heralded the roots of a new economic order in Cape Town. 

Likewise, at the level of labour the origins of capitalism were to be 

located in the pre-emancipation decades. The notable demographic 

decline in the urban slave population, the marked growth and changing 

shape of the "free" labour force in the city, and the practice of 

hiring out were all significant indexes of the move from slave to wage 

labour, signposts on the road from slavery to capitalism. 

The reshaping of labour and capital in the pre-emancipation decades 

was reflected in class terms. From the dominant perspective, a self

conscious, English mercantile elite emerged at the forefront of Cape 

Town's economy and remained entrenched at the apex of the social 

structure throughout the nineteenth centurv. From a subordinate 

perspective, slaves were increasingly integrated into an urban 

underclass, what may be described as a "proletariat in formation". 

In looking more specifically at the economic roles of city slaves in 

the second part of the chapter, it was argued that the early 

nineteenth century saw a shift from a firmly service-based to a more 

dual-based economy with the spread of crafts in the city. The 

relatively high levels of skill among urban slaves, the high degree of 

specialisation and the extensive diversification of slave occupations 

were all symptoms of that shift. The working experience of urban 
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slaves was also shown to be characterised by fairly extensive physical 

mobility. This mobility afforded frequent opportunities for 

interaction with fellow slaves or free urban dwellers outside of the 

owner-slave relationship and beyond the household unit. 

Cross-cutting and overlapping with the functional divisions within the 

urban slave work force was a fairly rigid stratification along the 

lines of gender. Contrary to the claims of early nineteenth century 

commentators, it was the sexual identity of city slaves rather than 

their ethnicity that showed the closest correlation with occupation. 

The third and final part of the ch~pter analysed the mechanisms of the 

hiring out system within the framework of a diverse transitionary 

urban economy experiencing a severe labour shortage. Hiring out was 

seen to have emerged in the early nineteenth as an increasingly 

flexible, widespread and independent form of labour mobilisation, 

which offered slaves (and especially artisans) unique opportunities 

for capital accumulation. Thus urban slave hirelings in the late slave 

period were at once individual embodiments of the trend from slavery 

towards capitalism and an essential element of - that transition. 

The structural features of the urban economy - the coexistence of 

slave and free labour, the extensive physical mobility of city slaves 

and the practice of hiring out - all contributed to an acute crisis of 

control in pre-emancipation Cape Town. This crisis of control and the 

( 

attempts of the city's dominant class to maintain a _social, 

psychological and cultural hold over slaves (and other members of the 

urban underclass) forms the subject of focus in chapter two. 
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CHAPTER TWO: SOCIAL CONTROL 

''A romantic view of the slaves or workers that denies a reciprocal 
influence with their oppressors in effect denies the history they 
actuaJly lived: it obscures, if not eliminates, the social relations 
central to class society, and virtually by implicit definitiGn, the 
existence of class altogether". - E.Genovese & E.Fox-Genovese1 

As is evident from the above quotation, class is inherently dialectic; 

it is, by definition, a social relationship. Under the extreme 

conditions of social and economic oppression that characterised the 

institution of slavery the social relationship between slaveowner and 

slave was binding in an absolute sense (and is thus fundamental to an 

understanding of the slave experience). The reciprocal influence of 

urban slaves with their oppressors will be considered here from the 

master side of the equation; in other words, the analysis centres on 

the constraints within which slaves, as a legally defined subset of 

the urban underclass2, were forced to operate. The discussion thus 

attempts to deepen understanding of the social structure of early 

nineteenth century Cape Town, and more specifically the position of 

slaves within that structure, through a direct focus on the 

dialectical (i.e. "subjective") aspects of class within the economic 

(i.e. "objective") framework set out in chapter one. 

The chapter begins by outlining the general problems of slave 

discipline in urban areas and their applicability to slavery in Cape 

Town. The focus then centres on the complex of coercive and consensual 

mechanisms of control employed by the dominant class in Cape Town in 

attempting to assert control over slaves and the extent to which these 

1. E.Genovese & E.Fox-Genovese, Fruits of Merchant Capital, p. 198 
2. On the one hand, the economic integration of slaves into an urban 
underclass meant that mechanisms of owner control were directed at 
free blacks, European apprentices, ·Prize Negroes' etc. as well as 
slaves. On the other hand, the distinct legal status of slaves as 
property, i.e. their total subordination in legislative terms, implied 
that relations of domination between owners and slaves took on a 
unique aspect. 
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mechanisms were successful. Comparisons and contrasts will constantly 

be drawn between urban and rural slavery, and between British slavery 

and its Dutch predecessor in order to emphasise the regional and 

temporal specificities of modes of master domination over slaves in 

Cape Town between 1806 and 1834. 

Urban Slavery: The Problem of Discipline 

The pioneering historian of urban slavery in the United States, 

R.C.Wade, maintained that the problem of slave discipline in 

antebellum Southern cities was so fundamental that it precipitated the 

disintegration, both demoqraphiq and social, of the urban institution 

in the decades leading up to the Civil War. In Wade's view, the very 

nature of urban life gradually but quite perceptibly gnawed away at 

the fabric of the peculiar institution .in Southern cities. In so far 

as the city "threw people together"3, it was seen to eroae the order 

and discipline essential to slavery. Thus Wade argues: "Urban 

conditions so augmented the points of human contact that regul~tions 

·and ordinances could not keep people apart"4. And again: "It was the 

total environment rather than industrial or commercial employment 

which eroded slavery in the cities. The problem was not what happened 

in the factory or shop but what happened in the back street, the 

church, the grocery store, the rented room, and the out-of-the-way 

house"S. In short, Wade sees the demise of urban slavery in the 

antebellum South. as arising out of a fundamental contradiction between 

the dynamics of urban life and the dynamics of the institution of 

slavery. 

3. R.C.Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South, 1820-1860, p. 89 
4. ibid. , p. 9 0 
5. ibid., p. 246 



As in antebellum Southern cities, the concentration of large numbers 

of people within a constricted space generated problems of social 

control for slaveowners in preemancipation Cape Town6. In the cities 

social relations between owners and their human property were diluted 

by the regular and inevitable day-to-day contacts between slaves and 

other urban dwellers. City slaves had far greater opportunity to 

interact outside of the slaveholdinq unit than did their rural 

counterparts. Writing of Cape Town in the first decade of the 

nineteenth century, Semple gives a strong sense of the daily scenes of 

interaction that set urban slavery apart: "The portico of the 

Stadthouse in [Green] Market Square may be called the slave's portico: 

for here when unemployed, especially in rainy weather, or towards the 

close of summer evenings, they assemble together in groups and talk 

over the hardships of a life in slavery"?: later Semple describes 

Green Market Square as "the great place of resort for the slaves, who 

assemble sometimes in such numbers - as to fill a great part of the 

Square"8. The works of contemporary artists substantiate the 

impressions of early nineteenth century commentators. D'Oyly.'s lively 

sketches of the 1820s and early 1830s evoke the more sociable side of 

slavery in Cape Town9. The city squares, particularly Greenmarket 

Square, the fish market, the Heerengracht and the Grand Parade are all 

depicted as hubs of human activity; slaves are poLtrayed mingling 

freely with other inhabitants of the city 1 both slave and free. 

It was not only in their unemployed or leisure hours that slaves in 

early nineteenth century Cape Town interacted outside of the domestic 

6. Refer to the introduction (p. 4) for more on the geographical 
density of Cape Town. 
7. R.Semple, Walks and Sketches at the Cape of Good Hope, (London: 
C.&R.Baldwin, 1953), p. 18 
8 . ibid. , p. 21 
9. C.Pama, Regency Cape Town, (Cape Town: Tafelberg, 1975) 
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context. As documented in chapter one, the working lives of many urban 

slaves drew them beyond the perimeters of the household. The 

occupations of slaves in both service and productive sectors of the 

urban economy took them off their owner's property and into direct 

contact with slaves belonging to other masters or with free 

inhabi tants of the city. The outdoor occupations of service slaves 

involved in the transportation of people or of things, viz. coachmen, 

porters, watercarriers, woodcutters, boatmen or hawkers; as well as 

the occupations of slaves involved in production in the building line, 

viz. masons, brickmakers, miners, thatchers and painters, allowed for 

an enhanced degree of physical mobility and social space free from 

owner surveillance. Even domestic slaves, conventionally seen by 

historians of slavery as fettered to the household unit, had frequent 

opportunities to socialise outside of the master-slave relationship. 

Wade identifies hiring out as a largely urban-based form of labour 

mobilisation which undermined social control in the antebellum 

Southern cities. The same was true of slavery in Cape Town between 

abolition and emancipation. In chapter one it was argued that the 

hiring out system was both widespread in preemancipation Cape Town and 

particularly well adapted to meet the needs of the urban economy given 

its greater diversity and the ,greater need for skilled slave labour in 

the cities. As a system of labour which took slaves ' away from their 

owner's property, hiring out minimised the extent of supervision of 

masters over their bondsmen and -women. By letting th~ir slaves to 

employers on a wage labour basis owners were forced to relinquish much 

of their power over their subjects. Whatever the nature of the labour 

agreements between owners, employers and slaveslO, hiring out entailed 

10. Refer back to the discussion on the hiring out spectrum for more 
details. 
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a diffusion of owner authority and allowed slaves a greater degree of 

social and economic autonomy. 

Furthermore, in a context in which slaves were employed alongside free 

blacks, ' Prize Negroes', Khoi and European apprentices, the hiring out 

system facilitated extensive contact at the work place between slaves 

and free inhabitants of the city. Such contacts were all the more 

frequent in 1arger scale work units and, as noted in chapter one, the 

scale of urban labour mobilisation was sometimes impressivell. 

The effects of hiring out in eroding social control in Cape Town, as 

in the Southern cities, were compounded by the regular practice of 

living out. The connection between hiring out and living out was often 

quite direct, since many slave hirelings were permitted to rent their 

own accommodationl2. The relative economic independence of that most 

privileged strata of hire11ngs, those who contracted their own 

agreements, often went hand in hand with far greater social 

independence. By a Proclamation of the 15th July 1800 legislation had 

been passed to the effect that "[n]o slave may rent a house or room on 

pain of corporal punishment, besides the penalties of the owner and 

the landlord of the house or room who may transgress this order 11 13. 

The numerous references to slaves living apart from their masters in 

the court and Slave Office records indicate that this statute was a 

de~d letter in the period between abolition and emancipationl4. That 

11. To cite another such example, the merchant firm of Marsh and 
Cadogan advertised for the hire of "One Hundred Labourers or Coolies" 
in October 1819. (Cape Town Gazette). 
12. See John Cannon's testimony cited in chapter one. 
13. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 9, p. 155. The general 
issue regarding the effectiveness of legislation as an institutional 
form of social control will be addressed later in this chapter. 
14. For example, in a mid-1817 case of collective theft, the accused, 
Onverwaght, slave of Cape Town owner Albrecht Herhold, "lived on his 
own account with hls concubine, a bastaard named Mina". (C.J. 810, 
·court of Justice, Criminal Sentences, 1817') 
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most notable of all Cape Town slave criminals, Louis of Mauritius, the 

insti gator and major moving force behind the 1808 rebellion, both 

worked as a tailor on his own account and lived apart from his 

owner15. 

Living out was not only confined to slave hirelings who rented their 

own accommodation. Many slaves slept outside the bounds of their 

owner ' s property on a more temporary basis, usually at the houses or 

in the rooms of their common-law wives (or "concubines" as the court 

clerks customarily referred to them). Sometimes these practices had 

the consent of owners, like Jacob van Reenen, living in Green Point, 

who "had been in the habit of allowing November (his slave) to go and 

sleep in town with his wife, who is a free women"16. On other 

occasions, slaves took matters into their own hands. In a complaint 

brought before the Slave Office in the early 1830s the master of 

Adonis, an urban domestic slave, testified that the complainant 

"continually entered the house of his concubine's owner and remained 

there at night without a pass or permission"17. A further case that 

was particularly instructive in revealing the extent of social space 

permitted by urban owners and gained by urban slaves came before the 

Guardian of the Slaves in July 1830. The defendant J.G.Richter, owner 

of a slave blacksmith, Hector, maintained that ''the complainant is 

allowed to go and see his wife almost every night and now and then to 

sleep with her, but I cannot allow it every night as I might be in 

want of his services 11 l8. For Hector these terms were evidently too 

15. Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 97 
16. S.O. 3/5, ·Report of the Protector of the Slaves for the Half
Year, 29 December 1829 to 28 June 1830' 
17. S.O. 3/10, · Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half
Year, 25 June to 24 December 1832' 
18. It is possible that owners sometimes gave exaggerated accounts of 
the degree of freedom they granted their slaves in order to lend 
credence to their arguments. However, the Guardian also heard the 
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harsh, since he brought forward the complaint that "he was not 

permitted to visit his wife and child whenever he pleased 11 19. Through 

the Guardian's mediation an aqreement was reached whereby Hector would 

be given leave to sleep with his wife twice a week20. 

From the above discussion it appears that there were direct 

similarities between antebellum Southern cities and early nineteenth 

century Cape Town regarding the problem of slave discipline. Apart 

from the obvious fact that they wer~ both cities and city life offered 

multiple opportunities for social contact, the system of hiring out 

and. the regular practice of living out, on a permanent and a temporary 

basis, characterised urban slavery _in both areas. In Cape Town the 

very nature of slave occupations and the economic integration of 

slaves into an underclass rendered the problem of social control all 

the more acute. The .sections which follow look at the attempts of the 

urban ruling class, and ,especially slaveowners, to combat the pressing 

problems of slave discipline in pre-emancipation Cape Town. 

Mechanisms of Control: A Framework 

Social control and the anatomy of power relations are approached here 

from within a paradigm set out by Orlando Patterson. As the point of 

departure for his overview of slaveholding societies from antiquity up 

to the present century, Patterson pr~sents a model according to which 

power relat~ons are seen to have three facets: firstly, the social 

aspect involving the use or threat of violence; secondly, the 

psychnlogic~l 3Spect defined as "the capacity to persuade another 

testimony of the· slaves and the overall impressions of the Slave 
Office cases point to living out as a comrnon practice. 
19. This case also hints at evidence of slave family life in 
preemancipation Cape Town. The issue of the slave family will be 
addressed in the following chapter. 
20. s.o. 3/6, Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half-Year, 
25 June 1830 to 24 December 1830' 
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µerson to change the way he perceives his interests and his 

circumstances"; and, thirdly, - the cultural aspect, that is, "the means 

of transforming force into right and obedience into duty which, 

according to J.J.Rousseau, the powerful find necessary to ensure them 

continual mastership'i21. This typology is particularly useful in 

emphasising the complexity of authority structures under slavery by 

highlighting the extent to which slaveowners used non-brute force as 

well as brute force methods to legitimate, buttress and extend the 

sway they held over their slaves. 

The Social Facet of Power 

In the rural-centred historiography of Cape slavery there has been 

some disagreement as to the im?ortance of violence and the threat of 

violence as a mode of social control. On the one hand, Ross and 

Worden, in their desire to upturn the contemporary and historical 

picture of Cape slavery as a "mild" institution, have emphasised the 

brutality inherent in social relations in the eighteenth century Cape 

countryside22. As formulated by Ross: "The machine of production 

required to be oiled by the blood flogged out of the slaves' backs 11 23. 

-This view of violence as the central control mechanism of rural 

slavery has been carried forward into the nineteenth century by 

Rayner. The central thesis of her study is that slavery in the Cape 

countryside became all the more brutal in the early nineteenth century 

as the wine boom spurred rural slaveowners on to drive their slaves 

harder24. On the other hand, Shell has quite rightly argued that 

psychological modes of control have received inadequate attention by 

21. a.Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, (Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1982), pp. 1-2 
22. See N.Worden, Slavery in Dutch South Africa and R.Ross, Cape of 
Torments 
23. R.Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 5 
24. M.Rayner, ·wine and Slaves' 
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historians of slavery at the Cape25. However, in emphasising this 

neglect he has tended to state his position in terms which are far too 

stark and oppositional. Thus he expresses the conviction that 

"[p]hysical coercion ... so indelibly associated with slavery in the 

popular culture, provides little in the way of ex?laining how slavery 

worked at the Cap,e 11 26. Or, stated more provocatively: "To believe in 

the naive abolitionist view, as some still do, that Cape slavery 

depended mainly on whips and chains, is unsatisfactory"27. 

In opposition to Shell's viewpoint on the issue of coercion, there are 

two major points to be made. The first is that to view violence and 

·?sychological mechanisms of coritrol (the family mode in Shell's case) 

in either/or terms is oversim?listic. Slaveowners in all slaveowning 

societies employed whatever mechanisms of control they could, and 

these included the simultaneous use of coercive and consensual modes, 

to assert their domination over slaves. In particular, high levels of 

violence towards slaves, that is, within the broader ·familia' were a 

feature of Cape slavery from lts inception. 

Secondly, the arguments Shell uses to downplay the importance of 

coercion are highly dubious. The fact that masters were empowered to 

punish slaves and kin equally in no way implies that they did. The 

records for the early nineteenth century provide scant evidence of 

•:iclence b~ slaveowners directed at other family members28 (family 

25. The issue of psychological mechanisms of control employed by 
owners in early nineteenth century Cape Town will be addressed later 
in the chapter. 
26. R.Shell, ' The Family and Slavery at the Cape, 1680-1808' in 
W.G.James & M.Simons, eds., The Angry Divide, (Cape Town: David 
Philip, 1989), p. 20 q,s 

27. ibid., p. 20. Worden's Slaverv in Dutch South Africa is cited a 
work upholding the "naive abolitionist view". I\ 

28. Granted, evidence of this nature would be kept private to a large 
extent. However, there is nothing to suggest that owner violence 
towards their wives and children was nearly as harsh or as frequent as 
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being used here in the genetic sense, not in the wider sense of the 

· familia' ), but throw up abundant evidence of acts of owner violence 

against slaves. There were no doubt instances of wife-beating and 

child-beating within Cape slaveholding families in the early 

nineteenth century and before, but the acts of violence committed by 

owners towards slaves were of a different magnitude to those inflicted 

on family members. To be sure, there are no recorded cases of 

interfamilial violence amongst slaveowners to rival the brutality of 

masters like Gebhard or De Villiers towards their slaves29. Likewise, 

Shell's arqument that coercion fails to explain how slavery worked at 

the Cape, since ~unishments were also meted out to free labourers is 

also subiect to question. The punishments, both private and 

institutional, suffered by slaves tended to be harsher than those 

administered to free labourers30. As W.S.Van Ryneveld explained in 

replying to questions posed by the Earl Macartney in 1797: "The 

special 1aws for the preservation of order ~nd dlscipline among the 

slaves are different from sucn common laws as are adopted in respect 

of £re£ persons. All irregularities committed by slaves are corrected 

with a great deal of severity"31. More fundamentally, the fact that 

free labourers were also subjected to brutality does not provide 

adequate grounds for denying the significance of brute force and the 

threat of brute force as a fundamental mechanism of social control in 

the slave context. 

the domestic punishment (or "correction" as it is usually referred to 
in the master-biassed historical records) of their slaves. 
29. See Rayner, ·wine and Slaves', pp. 139-142 for cases of excessive 
ill-treatment by masters on the wine farms of the Cape and 
Stellenbosch Districts. 
30. Admittedly, this is truer of the urban than the rural context. 
Punishments meted out to Khoi labourers in the Cape countryside 
sometimes rivalled the violence of masters towrds slaves. In the early 
nineteenth century urban context free labourers - comprised mainly of 
free blacks, European servants and apprentices, and Prize Negroes -
were seldom subiected to the same degree of punishment as slaves. 
31. W.S.Van Ryneveld, · Replies to Questions on the Importation of 
Slaves ' , (1797), p. 4 



71 

In his general discussion of the "idiom of power" in a slave context, 

Patterson insists that "there is no known slaveholding society where 

the whip was not considered a fundamental instrument 11 32. Contrary to 

what Shell asserts, the Cape was no exception in this regard. The 

evidence from court records and Slave Office complaint cases indicates 

that slaveowners in Cape Town between 1806 and 1834 made frequent use 

of the lash in disciplining their labour force. Only a proportion of 

the cases of domestic correction surface in the records through slave 

complaints of illtreatment put before the Guardian. Nonetheless, it 

remains evident that slavery in Cape Town shared the universal 

characteristic of being "a relation of domination"33 that ultimately 

rested on the use and threat of force. 

Apart from cases of domestic correction privately administered, urban 

owners relied (to an even greater extent than rural -owners) on 

institutional means of control in the form of the courts in order to 

sanction the disciplining of their slaves. In the antebellum Southern 

cities Waae highlights the diffusion of power in the urban context: 

"Authority, so clearly focused on the master in the country, would at 

least be shared, if . not dominated, by a public tribunal [in the 

cities]"34. The municipal courts in early nineteenth century Cape Town 

functioned as the institutional counteroarts of the public tribunals 

in the antebellum South. Even in the final de~ade of slavery at the 

32. a.Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p. 190. In Patterson, as 
elsewhere, violence is considered a defining feature of slavery. He 
defines slavery as "the permanent, violent domination of natally 
alienated and generally dishonored persons". (p. 13) To claim that 
violence was not fundamental to slavery at the Cape flies in the face 
of the very definition of slavery. 
33. The conception of slavery as "a relation of domination" in which 
violence played a peculiar and heightened role was introduced by Marx. 
(see Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p. 2) 
34. Wade, Slavery in the Cities, p. 105 
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Cape, at a time when legislation was being passed to ameliorate the 

living conditions of slaves35, court sentences remained extremely 

harsh, especially in cases against slaves. In cases brought before the 

lower courts in the · late 1820s owners were regularly given sanction to 

administer private lashinqs. Despite the stipulations of Ordinance 19 

that it shall "henceforth be illegal for any Proprietor, or any Person 

employed by him or on his b~half, to inflict any Punishment on a Male 

Slave beyond Twenty-five Stripes 11 36, the courts often passed sentences 

authorising private whippings of male slaves far in excess of that 

number. For example, in, a February 1829 ·case an urban slave, Napoleon, 

who had been apprehended after. a year's desertion, was sentenced to 

receive a private whipping of sixty lashes for his crime37. In other 

instances, slaves suffered the added humiliation of having their 

punishments administered publicly38. So, for example, in November 1828 

Isaac, slave of H.A. van Niekerk, was sentenced to fifty lashes in the 

market place for theft and desertion39. In .order to maximise the 

psychological impact of punishment as a deterrent to other slaves, the 

city's ruling ciass ensured a maximum visibility venue for public 

lashings. The market place was an ideal site ln that regard. 

35. This is not to deny that amelioration helped to cushion the blows 
of slavery throuqh minimising the extent of violence owners were 
legally empowered to exercise over their slaves. It certainly did 
improve · conditions for slaves, in practice as well as in theory. 
36. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 27, p. 474 
37. 1/CT, 6/15, "court Cases before the Judge of Police and Resident 
Magistrate of Cape Town, 1829' · 
38. In attempting to unmask the layered masks of the male slave 
psyche, Wyatt-Brown argues that even the most knowledgeable historians 
of slavery have underestimated the psychological effects of 
punishment. He explains that "punishment degraded the victim, shut 
down normal communications and compelled victims to repress the 
inevitable anger felt towards those responsible for pain and 
disgrace". (B.Wyatt-Brown, ·Tne Mask of Obedience: Male Slave 
Psychology in the Old South', American Historical Review, vol. 91, 
1988, p. 1249) In the case of public punishments, the consequent pain, 
anger, repression and degradation were all the more acutely felt. 
39. 1/CT, 6/14, · court Cases before the Judge of Police and Resident 
Magistrate of Cape Town, 1828' 
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The brutality of the law was not just confined to cases of a municipal 

nature. The more serious cases, those brought before the Court of 

Justice, were often administered with an unwarranted degree of 

severity. Scourgings, brandings and years of hard labour in irons were 

the typical verdicts in cases that ranaed from assaults and burglaries 

to desertion and theft. To cite but one example of the harshness of 

corporal punishment, Anthony of Madagascar, having been found guilty 

in 1809 of desertion for over a year and of lightly wounding a 

constable in the arm with a knife in his attempts to evade capture, 

was condemned to be scourged with rods, branded and put in . irons for 

life40. 

In the early nineteenth century, as in the· Dutch colonial period, the 

higher courts used capital punishment as a "system of legal terror ... 

to maintain order over the subject population 11 41. Death sentences were 

administered in different degrees according to the nature of the 

crime. For wilfully plotting and executing the murder of their 

mistress in August 1814 three male slaves were given the most 

barbarous of all sentences in the nineteenth century armoury of the 

Court of Justice: "to be hanged by the neck till they are dead; their 

bodies to be taken down from the Gallows, and being placed on a Block 

to have their heads severed the~efrom with an Axe and thereupon to be 

stuck upon a Pale and exposed to Public View as an Example to others, 

till that they shall be consumed by time and by the Birds of the 

Air 11 42. The Guardian's comment that the execution and dissection of 

bodies was "a process of which all the coloured tribes have a 

40. C.J. 803, ·court of Justice, Criminal Sentences, 1809-10' 
41. R.Ross, ·The Rule of Law at the Cape of Good Hope in the 
Eighteenth Century', Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 1, 
1980, p. 13 
42. C.J. 806, 'court of Jus~ice, Criminal Sentences, 1814' 
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particular distaste and horror 11 43 comes as little surprise. The 

brutality of the law left deep scars on the consciousness of slaves. 

And it was meant to do so. Court of Justice sentences were designed as 

much to make the criminals suffer as befitted their misdemeanours, as 

to prevent others from doing likewise. Accordingly, before each 

sentence was entered in the higher court records, it was laid down 

that "such crime should be rigorously punished as an example and to 

deter others from doing the like". 

Having identified coercion and threat as the quintessential modes of 

social control relied upon by the ruling class in preemancipation Cape 

Town, it is necessary to qualify this argument in both regional and 

temporal terms. The records leave absolutely no doubt that levels of 

violence in the rural Cape were far higher than those in Cape Town. 

Social control in the urban Cape context differed from the Cape 

countryside in so far as authority in the city was more evenly divided 

between owners/employers and the courts. The comparative lack of 

diffusion of owner control in the countryside, a direct function of 

the distance of slaveholdings from local authority structures, spawned 

high levels of brutality in the ru=al Cape. As · the Guardian admitted 

in the first of his biannual reports in 1827: "It will be seen that 

complaints of ill-treatment have been most prevalent in the country 

districts. This difference may be attributed ~o local causes ... [A]s 

many of the farms are situate [sic] at a very considerable distance 

from the residence· of the Landdrost, in whom the executive power is 

vested on such occasions, domestic correction is resorted to, and it 

consequently happens that the bounds of moderation are exceeded11 44. 

43. S.O. 3/11, ·Report of the Protector of the Slaves for the Half
Year, December 1832 to June 1833' 
44. s.o. 3/20A, · confidential Reports of the Protector of the Slaves, 
1829-34' 
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There were lnvariably a disproportionate number of rural slave 

complaints coming before the Guardian. In the half-year between 

December 1829 and June 1830 the Stellenbosch District alone accounted 

for almost three-quarters of the 107 slave complaints of ill-treatment 

or claims to freedom45. The more extreme cases of ill-treatment, those 

brought before the Court of Justice, showed an even stronger rurai 

bias and were almost without exception against slaveowners living 

outside of the city. In general, the more intensive nature of 

production, the larger size of slaveholdings and the greater isolation 

of production units in the Cape countryside combined to produce a 

highly concentrated authority structure, which heightened levels of 

master brutality towards their slaves. 

Slaves in Cape Town between abolition and emancipation were not only 

better off than their country fellows, they were better off than their 

seventeenth and eighteenth century urban predecessors. A series of 

legal changes implemented by the British served to erode the coercive 

powers of the ruling class over the underclass and, more specifically, 

of s1aveowners over slaves. The general edding up of the Cape legal 

svstem began durinq the First British Occupation with the outlawing of 

the barbaric eiqpteenth century punlshments of impalement up the anus 

ana breaking allve on the wheel, along with the practlce and necessity 

of extracting confessions through torture46. More changes followed 

during the Second British Occupation: ln 1808 rights of appeal were 

permitted, in 1811 a circuit court was established to extend powers of 

legal jurisdiction, in 1813 court proceedings were opened to the 

public and, most fundamentally, the colony's legal structure was 

45. S.O. 3/5, · Report of the Protector of the Slaves for the Half
Year, 29 December 1829 to 28 June 1830' 
46. R.Ross, ·The Rule of Law at the Cape of Good Hope in the 
Eighteenth Century', p. 13 
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totally overhauled in the late 1820s. The professional and anglicised 

Supreme Court system, created in 1828, was firmly based on legal 

equality, regardless of status or race47. This marked a decisive 

institutional' break · from the Roman-Dutch system where "status 

determined the iustice one got [and hence] inequality before the law 

was the guiding principle"48. 

With direct regard to slave-s?ecific legislation, the abolition of the 

slave trade in 1808 had a positive impact on "slave treatment" in the 

narrower sense of the t~rm49. Once the supply of slaves had been cut 

off, slave prices rose markedly and owners were faced with a growing 

labour shortage in the Colony50. Henceforth slaves were no longer 

cheap and easily replaceable commodities. As Chief Justice Truter 

explained in a letter to Sir John Cradock in September 1812: ''By the 

abolition of the slave trade, and the increase of industry and 

agriculture, the value of a slave here has .become so great that it is 

now an essential object to the master ... This certainly ls important 

for the state of the slaves, the master is thereby obliged to treat 

them well, to feed and clothe them properly, and to pay attention to 

them in sickness 11 51. The effects of abolition on owner attitudes to 

47. See H.B.Fine, ' The History of the Cape Supreme Court', (University 
of Cape Town, Ph.D., 1986) 
48. R.L.Watson, The Slave Question, p. 14 
49. An analysis of "slave treatment" in Genovese's broader use of the 
term - including aspects like culture and manurqissions as well as 
conditions of labour, housing; food, clothing etc. - will be reserved 
for the conclusion. (E.D.Genovese cited in N.Fleurs, 'A Comparative 
Study of the Treatment of Slaves at the Cape and ln the West Indies, • 
1806-1834', M.A., University of South Africa, 1984, p. 83) 
50. See chapter one for details on the colony's labour shortage and 
its effect on the structure of the labour market. 
51. G~M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 8, p. 491. This 
comment does need to be taken from whence it came: Truter, as a Cape 
slaveowner and adherent of a "mild" view of Cape slavery, was keen to 
demonstrate that "slavery here is at present little more than a name" 
and thus tended to overgeneralise his point. There were enough cases 
of maltreatment by owners after 1808 to suggest that the positive 
impact of abolition (from the slaves' point of view) on the psyche of 



their slave property and the consequent improvement in slave 

"treatment" by masters in Cape Town were not counteracted by the 

negative impact of the wine boom, as in the rural south-western 

districts. For slaves in the city the post-abolition decades were 

clearly characterised by improved conditions of life and work. 
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The effects of abolition in reducing levels of coercion in the owner

slave relationship were reinforced b~ ameliorative legislation, 

introduced in the 1820s and early 18~0s. The number of lashes 

slaveowners were empowered to administer domestically decreased from 

39 by a Governor's Order in 1813 to 25 through Somerset's Proclamation 

of 1823 down to 15 by an Order-in-Council in 1831. The passing of 

Ordinance 19 of 1826 prohibited the public flogging of female slaves; 

in the early 1830s all domestic whippings of female slaves were 

outlawed. From 1823 onwards slaveowners were under leaal obligation to 

supply their slaves with "sufficient and wholesome food" ·and with 

"good and sufficient clothing". The bounds of slave working hours were 

fixed at ten hours per day in the winter and twelve hours per ,day in 

the sununer52. Even given a degree of disiuncture between the 

theoretical import of these measures and how, through filtering their 

way down local duthority structures, they worked themselves out in 

practice, ameliorative legislation undoubtedly served to exercise a 

restraining influence on owners by diminishing their legal power over 

slaves53. 

slaveowners was not universal. However, the overall connection between 
abolition and improved slave "treatment" by masters remains valid. 
52. More rigid notions of time were part of the free labour 
ideological baggage. As E.P.Thompson indicates, industrial capitalist 
societies, like early nineteenth century Britain, were marked by time
thrift and a clear demarcation of ·1ife' and work'. ( "Time, Work
Discipline and Industrial Capitalism', p. 307) 
53. The diminution of the coercive powers of owners was one aspect of 
ameliorative legislation. More generally, amelioration expanded the 
rights of slaves as persons in preparing for the transition from 
chattel slavery to free labour. The contradiction in Roman Law between 
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The Psychological Facet of Power 

The central and universal importance of violence (if in a somewhat 

moderated form in early nineteenth century Cape Town) in maintaining 

the sway slaveowners held over their human property should not obscure 

the simultaneous significance of non-violent modes of control in slave 

societies. In their analysis of relations of domination historians of 

Cape slavery (other than Shell, of course) have hitherto relied too 

heavily on the social facet of power at the expense of psychological 

and cultural mechanisms of control. Using the "mildness" thesis as 

their point of departure, the pioneering revisionists - Greenstein, 

and later in more depth, Ross and Worden - concentrated too 

exclusively on violence in their analyses of social control in the 

Cape slave context54. Likewise, Rayner spotlights brute force as the 

pivot of rural social relations in the early nineteenth century, but 

says little to illuminate how non-violent modes of control operated at 

the same time as coercive mechanisms to enforce ruling class 

the "laws of nature" and the "laws of nations", the former contrary to 
slavery and the latter sanctioning slavery, was legally embodied in 
the contradiction between the sixth and seventh clauses of the 
statutes regarding slavery at the Cape of Good Hope as they stood in 
1813. The sixth clause stated that "slaves are the property of their 
owners and consequently they stand under the voluntary command of 
their masters, can be alienated at pleasure, and on the death of the 
owner devolve in property to the legal successor"; the seventh clause 
decreed that "the laws which allow slavery do not however allow that 
we are to discontinue to consider slaves as our fellow creatures". As 
D.B.Davis points out: "The inherent contradiction of slavery lay not 
in its cruelty or economic exploitation; but in the underlying 
conception of man as a conveyable possession with no more autonomy of 
will and consciousness than a domestic animal". In the 1806-1834 
period at the Cape, the legal tension between slaves as property and 
slaves as persons shifted firmly in the direction of slaves of 
persons. 
54. L.J.Greenstein, · slave and Citizen: The South African Case', Race, 
15 (1), 1973, pp. 25-46; R.Ross, Cape of Torments (1983); N.Worden, 
Slavery in Dutch South Africa (1985). As will be noted later, 
subsequent articles by Ross have been compelled greater attention to 
other facets of power relations and. in this sense, represent a major 

advance from his 1983 work. 
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domination55. In probing the psychological (and later the cultural) 

facet of power relations the sections below seek to provide a more 

balanced account of the anatomy of power in the Cape slave context. 

In the private domain threat of sale operated dS the most powerful 

mechanism of psychological domination available to slaveowners. In 

describing the disciplinary importance and psycholoqical impact of 

this form of social control, Patterson writes: "Nothing comes across 

more dramatically from the hundreds of interviews with American ex

slaves than the fear of separation. Peter Clifton, an 89-year-old ex

slave from South Carolina, was typical when he said: · Master Biggers 

believe in whippln' and workin' his slaves long and hard; then a man 

was scared all de time of being sold away from his wife and chillun'. 

Isiah Butler, another South Carolina ex-slave observed: ·oey'd whip 

'em, and dey'd sell 'em. Every slave know what "I'll put you in my 

pocket, sir" mean'"56. The fears expressed by Peter Clifton and Isiah 

Butler were shared by many slaves in early nineteenth century Cape 

Town. The Guardian's Office was beset with complaints of pending sale 

brouqht forward by urban slaves in the final decade preceding 

emancipation; often such complaints were motivated by a desire to 

cling on to established bonds of intimacy57. To cite but one such 

example, the female slave. Salia, belonging to Michiel van Breda, 

\complained in February 1834 of her master's intention to "dispose of 

her into the country which she considered very harsh as she would be 

separated from the rest of her family''. Her efforts were of no avail 

as her owner insisted on selling her to a Caledon dweller ''on grounds 

of mi.scondu.ct 11 58. 

55. M.Rayner, ·wine and Slaves', (1986) 
56. a.Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p. 6 
57. For details on slave family life, see chapter three. 
58. s.o. 3/13, ·Report of the Guardian uf the Slaves for the Half
Year, December 1833 to June 1834' 
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In the context of Cape Town during the late slave period, the threat 

of sale was more than just the threat of disrupting slave family life. 

The intensive nature of production in the countryside, especially at 

the time of the wine boom, and the heightened brutality of rural 

social relations (see above) made urban slaves all the more fearful of 

discipline through domestic sale. The Bokkeveld and Roggeveld regions 

were especially notorious in the Dutch colonial period for their 

brutality and the threat of selling a slave ·over the mountains' was 

lrequently used by owners in Cape Town and the more settled arable 

regions59. By the early nineteenth century the fear of sale upcountry, 
' 

the Cape equivalent of the Southern practice of · selling down 

river'60, had become even more entrenched in the collective 

consciousness of Cape Town slaves. As described in chapter one, the 

period between abolition and emancipation saw thousands of slaves 

being sold out of Cape Town and rates among the major reasons for the 

notable urban demographic decline over this period. 

Arguably, it was in the publlc domain, at the level of symbol, that 

the psychological facet of power under slavery operated most 

forcefully. In his study of slavery in the colonial South, Rhys Isaac 

provides an intriguing account of the way in which material culture 

served symbolically to reinforce the social order on plantations61. He 

demonstrates how the major rural frames of reference - the geography 

of settlement, the lines of property and, above all, the style of 

huusing - ~ef~ected social reality in eighteenth century Virginia. As 

59. J.Armstrong & N.Worden, ·The Slaves, 1652-1834', p. 153 
60. R.Shell, ·The Functions, Structure and Social Effects of the 
Domestic Slave Market at the Cape', (Paper presented at the ·Roots and 
Realities' Conference, University of Western Cape, 1986), p. 7 
61. R.Isaac, The Transformation of Virginia, 1740-1790, (North 
Carolina: University of North Carolina, 1982), Chapter Two, "Shapes in 
the Landscape" 



81 

Isaacs himself so eloquently puts it: "A society necessarily leaves 

marks of use on the terrain it occupies. These marks are meaningful 

siqns not only of the particular relation of a people to environment 

but also of the distribution and control to essential resources. 

Incised upon a society's living space appears a text for the 

inhabitants of social relations in their world"62. 

In the demographically denser urban context the marks of use, the 

inscribed text, were equally crucial reflections of the social 

relations of inhabitants to their world. At a spatial level pre

emancipation Cape Town was primarily structured, not around economic 

patterns (as was characteristic of capitalist cities)63, but around 

the demonstration of social power by the ruling elite. Slaves ·in Cape 

Town were constantly reminded of their subordination by the visible 

symbols of ruling class power in the city. It was not only the public 

legal punishments - the whippings in the central market place or 

Greenmarket Square, and the hangings at the place of execution near 

the outskirts of town - that served as constant and forceful messages 

that the balance of power lay firmly with the master class. More 

subtle psychological symbols loomed large in the city in the physical 

f0r~ of ~h~ prison, the barr2cks, the churches, the Stadthouse, the 

62. i.bid., p. 19 
63. In his structuralist analysis of the organisation of space in 
cities, Castells maintains that "in a society in which the capitalist 
mode of production is dominant, the economic system is the dominant 
svstem of the social structure and, therefore, the production element 
is the basis of the organisation of space". (M.Castells, The Urban 
Question: A Marxist Approach, London, Edward Arnold Ltd.,p. 130) 
Engels' model for the geographical lay-out of Manchester in the throes 
of the Industrial Revolution provides a striking, if somewhat crudely 
formulated, instance of the economic organisation of space under 
capitalism. According to his model, the city consisted of a series of 
concentric circles gravitating around the central pole of business and 
industry. The distance Manchurians lived from industry was a direct 
reflection of their socio-economic status. Thus the city's poorest 
inhabitants lived closest to the factories and the affluent lived 
further away. (F.Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England 
in 1844, London, 1892, pp. 46-8) 
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castle, and the ships in the bay. Such symbols feature prominently in 

the works of contemporary artists, like D'Oyly and Knyvett (see plates 

2.3, 2.4, 2.5 and 2.6 below). From whatever perspective one viewed the 

city, middle class British observer or urban slave, its most visible 

structures in a purely physical sense were those that reflected a 

social reality64. 

Symbols of urban ruling class power were expressed in ritualistic as 

well as architectural forms. The constant reenactment of traditional 

practices served to buttress inner rule with outer show; thus Ross 

comments: "Certainly at the Cape symbolic displays of authority were 

regular and on a grand scale. The official diarist [in the voe period] 

only became truly eloquent when describing the annual visits of the 

admiral of the return and outbound fleets, with a full description of 

parades and salutes fired"65. If anything, the social significance of 

military ritual is likely to have increased during the early 

nineteenth century as the garrison swelled from around 2000 to over 

4000 in the years following the Second British takeover. As D'Oyly's 

sketch of "Sunday evening on the parade" reveals (see plate 2.7), the 

weekly parade rituals performed by the British miLitary were popular 

events. Here the official military bands trumpetted forth their 

position in the social hierarchy to slave and free alike. So too 

Knyvett's depiction of "Drill at the Grand Parade" (see plate 2.8) 

bears testimony to the discipline and self-consciously flaunted 

strength of the British military in the pre-emancipation decades. 

64. This was equally true of early-mid nineteenth century Rio, where 
"slaves observed the symbols of their owners' power each day: the 
powerful forts that guarded the city, the ships in the bay, the 
soldiers on parade''. (M.Karasch, Slave Life in Rio de Janeiro, p. 55) 
65. R.Ross, ·structure and Culture in Pre-industrial Cape Town: A 
Survey of Knowledge and Ignorance' in W.G.James & M.Simons, eds., The 
Angry Divide, p. 41 



,-,, 

,.-"t,.- .····1·tf · ... ._ 
. ' . -

'=: l 

' ... . 

. ., 

Plate 2.3 

. , 
l.•" 

·.-· r , . 

' ,, ,. 

Caledon SqU11Te and t~~ ·b:,;;;~; • 

** Source: c.Pama, Be{lencu Can"' 'l' -1- __ .,.c; awn, p. 

Plate 2.4 

·!~·11t~':': 
I • •• 0 .~ • 

** Source C.Pama, Regency Cape 'l' awn, p. 

82A 

15 

59 



828 
Plate 2.5 

Ships in front of Gore Lodge 

** Source: C.Pama, Be~ency Cape Town, p. 9 

Plate 2.6 

Lutheran church, Strand Street 

** Source: C.Pama, Regency Cape Town, p. 31 
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Sunday evening on the Grand Parade. Promenade and military bands 

** Source: C.Pama, Re~ency Cape Town, p. 46 
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Drill at the Grand Parade (Knyvett) 

** Source C.Pama, Regency Cape Town, p. 50 
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Plate 2.9 

Public auction in the Heerengracht 

** Source: C.Pama, Regency Cape Town, 55 
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With more specific regard to slaveowners and slaves, the regular 

auction rituals functioned as constant public reaffirmations of the 

honour of owners and the dishonour of slaves66. Sales were not only 

psychologically threatening to slaves, they were an economic and 

physical reality that symbolised their status as property. Thus Shell 

has written of the early eiqhteenth century: "The probability of sale 

was most marked in Cape Town where slaves would be sold almost every 

week, by all accounts, a visible, well-attended and humiliating 

spectacle. Everybody at the Cape had some acquaintance with the 

symbolism of the auction block!1 67. The accompanying plate by D'Oyly 

suggests that public auctions in the city remained visible, popular 

and (in cases of slave auctions) humiliating rituals throughout the 

slave era at the Cape. In a sense the auction fused the psychological 

aspect of power in its private and public manifestations. It was, at 

once, the concrete realisation of slave fears of sale and the 

ritualistic civic expression of the power of slaveowners. 

The Cultural Facet of Power 

The cultural idiom was both the most collective and the most 

consensual facet of power relations in slave societies. Cultural 

control was essential to ensure the continuity of domination by making 

slaves themselves accomplices in their own subordination. This section 

gauges the extent to which slaveowners ·in early nineteenth century 

Cape Town were able - through the family, paternalism, religion and 

66. This motif comes through most strongly in Patterson; he insists 
that "in his powerlessness, the slave became an extension of his 
mast~r's power. He was a human surrogate recreated by his master". 
(Slavery and Social Death, p. 4) 
61. R.Shell, 

0

The Functions, Structure and Social Effects of the 
Domestic Slave Market at the Cape', p. 38 
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other means of ideological control - to transform "force into right 

and obedience into duty 11 68. 

In addressing the issue of social control at the Cape, Shell isolates 

the slave family as the central form of master domination between 1680 

and 180869. The Cape family is seen to have functioned in the same way 

as the Roman ' familia', drawing all members of the household, 

including slaves, into a single cultural unit. Through forcing slaves 

to acculturate vertically, he argues, the incorporation of the 

enslaved into the ·familia' provided a very direct and successful 

means of owner control at the Cape. As evidence for the wiaespread 

incorporation of slaves into a patriarchal family unit, Shell points 

to the use of slaves as wet-nurses, the mingling of slave children 

with the children of the owner, the marriage of ex-slaves by owners, 

the infantilisation of slaves, and, perhaps most importantly, the 

constraints of space on slaveholding units (both urban and rural), 

which forced slaves "by reason of space, to be under the broad thumbs 

of the master and his family, and to share their domestic culture"70. 

Thus D.B.Davis' observation that the family in seventeenth and 

eighteenth century Europe was ''the prime agent for socialisation and 

the source for later concepts of authority, subordination, security, 

rebellion and ident_ity" is seen to have been just as true for the 

68. See the earlier definition of the cultural facet of power 
relations taken from Patterson. 
69. R.Shell, · The Family and Slavery at the Cape, 1680-1808', p. 21 
70. ibid., p. 26. In the case of the antebellum South, Wade likewise 
argues that material culture was used as a powerful means of urban 
master control. The high, foot-thick walls in Southern cities were 
designed to seal slaves off from outside contact, the only entrance 
and exit being through the master's house. The contrast Wade draws on 
is that between urban and plantation spatial patterns in the Old 
South. On plantations, unlike in the cities, slave quarters were often 
auite far removed from the main house. In the Cape context there were 
far greater similarities between domestic spatial arrangements in Cape 
Town and those of the rural Cape. 
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cape, if not more so, since other social institutions (secular and 

ecclesiastical) tended to be undeveloped and weak in the colonies 71. 

In assessing the applicability of these arguments to the early 

nineteenth century urban context, the evidence suggests that the 

incorporation of slaves into the owner's family had a clear regional 

dimension and was far less successful as a form of social control than 

in earlier periods of Cape slavery72. To be sure, there is still much 

evidence (urban and rural) of slave women being "incorporated" into 

the owner's family as wet nurses and of the infantilisation of slave 

adults, customarily referred to as "boys" and "girls" in contemporary 

newspapers, court records and elsewhere. But slave incorporation into 

the ·familia' could certainly not be described as a pervasive and 

dominant mode of social control in pre-emancipation Cape Town. The 

emergence of a dynamic slave ·culture by the early nineteenth century, 

and in particular the ~trengthening of slave family life73, provided 

ample opportunities for slaves to acculturate horizontally, that is; 

with other slaves or members of the city's subordinate class, and 

undermined the ability of the master class to force their slaves to 

acculturate vertically. \The family mode of control was far more 

tenuous in Cape Town than in the rural Cape74 for the simple reason 

that slaves in the city were better able to fo~m other attachments, 

71. Shell, ·The Family and Slavery at the Cape, 1680-1808', p. 23 
72. The family as a mode of social control was probably most pervasive 
in the 1680-17,31 decades, the period covered by Shell's doctoral 
thesis when he initially formulated his arguments. When slaveholding 
units were still small and the structure of Cape society remained 
relatively simple, it is fair to assume that the family as a social 
institution would have been at its strongest. 
73. These aspects will be analysed in detail in the following chapter. 
74. There is definite evidence in the Slave Office records pointing to 
the continuing integration of rural slaves into the master family, at 
least in the perceptions of owners. In their testimony before the 
Guardian numerous rural owners made reference to "slaves in the 
family" or to "chastising their slaves as they chastised their own 
children". Such evidence is more sparse in urban cases. 
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both of a religious nature (through Islam) and of a secular nature 

(partly through the very nature of city life), outside of the owner's 

family. Urban slaves, especially in the pre-emancipation period, had 

alternatives to vertical acculturation; the relative isolation of 

slaveholdings in the rural Cape mi l itated against this. 

The extent to which the family could be used as a means of social 

control by the ruling classes was further eroded by changes in 

arrangements of space in the households af Cape slaveowners between 

the seventeenth/early eiahteenth and the nineteenth century. In the 

period sp~nned by Shell's doctoral thesis, 1680-1731, when European 

settlement at the Cape was still in its infancy, domestic spatial 

configurations remained simple and slaves usually slept in very close 

proximity to their owners. However, a century later, most urban and 

rural slaves were no longer constrained by spatial arrangements "to be 

under the broad thumbs" of their owners. Spatial patterns in early 

nineteenth century Cape Town were more complex and less congested than 

they had been in the late seventeenth century. For one thing the 

average number of rooms per house increased steadily throughout the 

slave period. In a study of the archaeology of probate inventories, 

Antonia Malan demonstrates that Cape houses expanded in both city and 

countryside. Between the early and late eighteenth century the average 

number of rooms per house grew from 3.9 to 5.0 in the country and from 

4.5 to 6.0 in Cape Town itself75. 

Moreover, slave accommodation was frequently physically removed from 

the slaveowner's house. As "Semple noted in 1805: "With respect to the 

75. A.Malan, ·The Archaeology of Probate Inventories', Social 
Dynamics, 16 (1), 1990, pp. 1-10. The fact that the sample was taken 
over as many as 570 houses suggests that these findinqs are a fairly 
accurate reflection of spatial patterns on the ground. 
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slaves, they are lodged sometimes in the house, but most generally in 

small apartments connected with, or slightly separated from the main 

building; their mode of living is left to themselves"76 [emphasis 

added]. Certainly patterns of material culture varied and there were 

instances of slaves in both town and countryside sleeping under the 

same roof as their owners, as in the case of Spasie of Mozambique, 

belonging to a slaveowner in the Stellenbosch District, who slept with 

her husband in the kitchen??, or in the case of Lena, a Cape Town 

slave, who slept together with another slave women in her master's 

pantry78. Yet it seems from other sources that Semple was accurate in 

characterising the separation of the living quarters of urban slaves 

from the rooms of their owners as the most representative spatial 

pattern in Cape Town. For instance, the testimony in a late 1830 

murder trial revealed that "the deceased (Amilie, slave of the widow 

Bolleurs] with her th~ee children slept in the outside room upstairs, 

as did the witness Rachel. Many slaves belonging to their mistress, 

family and others, came there to see them"79. Or, as advertised in an 

April 1828 edition the Cape Town Gazette: "To let, on reasonable 

terms, the house, No. 24 Castle-Street, containing 3 large lower and 7 

upper rooms; likewise 2 stables, coach-houses, forage lofts, slave 

apartments and various other out offices" [emphasis addedl. The court 

records for the 1806-34 period contain numerous references to urban 

and rural "slave houses" and support the impression that arrangements 

of space in the early nineteenth century were far less claustrophobic 

and less amenable to direct owner control than Shell has suggested for 

an earlier period. 

76. Semple, Walks and Sketches of the Cape of Good Hope, p. 34 
77. C.J. 805, "court of Justice, Criminal Sentences, 1812-3' 
78. 1/CT, 6/15, · court Cases before the Judge of Police and Resident 
Magistrate of Cape Town, 1829' 
79. S.O. 3/6, ·Report of the Protector of the Slaves for the Half
Year, 25 June 1830 to 24 December 1830' 
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Closely linked to the notion of family incorporation as a mode of 

social control is the notion of paternalism as a pervasive form of 

owner domination. In his work on slavery in the Old South, Genovese 

views paternalism as the ·hegemonic' concept of Southern society80. He 

indicates that this central element of Southern owner ideology was a 

double-edged sword. On the one hand, paternalism held protection and 

security for slaves and came to be perceived in terms of reciprocal 

obligations by both masters and slaves; in this sense, Genovese 

maintains that "slave and master confronted each other in an almost 

feudal idiom of lord and dependent 11 8l. On the other hand, paternalism 

acted as a direct and immediate form of social control, qiving slaves 

little opportunity to detach themselves from dominant class culture 

and ideology82. Genovese's concept of paternalism has recently been 

used by historians of the Cape in exploring relations of domination in 

the early nineteenth century rural context. As in the Old South, Mason 

demonstrates that master paternalism at the Cape acted as a form of 

class domination83; likewise, . Rayner -argues that the ideology of 

80. The notion of ' hegemony' was lnitially formulated by Gramsci, 
whose work strongly influenced Genovese. In an article "On Antonio 
Gramsci'' Genovese cites Gwynn Williams' definition of ' hegemony' as 
''an order in which a certain way of life and . thought is dominant, in 
which one concept of reality is diffused throughout society in all its 
institutional and private manifesttions, informing with its spirit all 
taste, morality, customs, reliqious ana political principles, and all 
social relations, particularly in their intellectual and moral 
connotations". (E.O.Genovese, In Red and Black, New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1971, p. 406) This definition hints at just how fundamental the 
concept of paternalism was to Genovese's understanding of Southern 
slavery. ' 
81. Genovese, The World the Slaveholders Made, p. viii. As 
Abercrombie, Hill and Turner indicate in their Dictionary of 
Sociology: "Paternalism differs from conventional capitalist 
relations: (1) it assumes inequality of power (2) the diffuse 
involvement of subordination contrasts with the typical capitalist 
employment relationship". (pp. 154-5) 
82. E.D.Genovese, The World the Slaveholders Made; E.D.Genovese, Roll, 
Jordan' Roll 
83. Mason, ·s1aveowner Resistance to the Amelioration of Slavery at 
the Cape', (Paper Presented at the ·Roots and Realities' Conference at 
the University of Western Cape, 1986), p. 3 
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paternalis1n was carried forward from the Dutch to the British colonial 

period primarily as a means of slaveowner control ln the rural Cape. 

Incisive and pathbreaking ·as Genovese's use of paternalism has been in 

deepening understanding of relations of domination under slavery, as 

critics like Siegel alleqe, Genovese's use of the concept tends to be 

too static84. Not only does his discussion of Southern paternalism 

fail to explore the origins of this mode of domination, but, more 

seriously, Genovese limits the utility of the concept by failing to 

infuse it with any regional dimension85. The same criticism is true of 

the more weakly developed Cape slave literature: as in other spheres 

it remains almost exclusively rural in orientation and thus lacks any 

sense of how paternalism in Cape Town differed from· that in -the Cape 

countryside. 

As a mode of cultural control oaternalism in the city was far more 

fragile than in the rural Cape. The widespread and largely urban

centred practices of hiring out and living out tended to undercut a 

form of ideological domination that was premised on constant and 

immediate social contact between owner and slave. In the more 

economicdlly flexible urban environment wage labour operated alongside 

slavery~ and free blacks and European apprentices worked alongside 

slaves. The very structure of the labour market served to diffuse 

owner control ~nd thereby undermined the effectiveness of paternalism. 

Furthermore, from the 1820s onwards the paternalist ideology of Cape 

slaveowners came under increasing challenge from liberalism and free 

labour ideology in the urban context thro11gh the rise of an English 

84. F.Siegel, ·Parameters for Paternalism', Radical History Review, 3, 
1976, pp. 60-67 
es. His analysis is specifically plantation-based and his sources are 
drawn overwhelminq~y from South Carolind, Georgia and their Sea 
Islands. (F.Siegel, · Parameters for Paternalism', p. 60) 
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merchant strata at the Cape and the strengtheninq of economic and 

ideological ties with Britain86. As a form of ruling class control 

which reinforced precapitalist social relations, paterndlism was in 

ideological competition with the liberal, laissez faire ideology that 

emerged in a rapidly industrialising Britain and was transplanted into 

the Cape Colony in the early nineteenth century via the urban-based 

merchant grouping87. 

If urban slaveowners met with limited success in using paternalism as 

an ideoloqical mechanism of control, we need to inquire whether 

religion acted as an effective means of cultural domination over 

slaves. Inscribed in black and white in the laws of tfie Cape Colony 

was a clause to the effect that "[t]he masters beinq Christi-ans are 

obliged to brinq up their slaves in the Christi~n fdith, to catechize 

and have them baptized provided they can be brought thereto without 

making use of absolute means of constraint"88. Here the views of Cape 

slaveowners intersected with those of the British state; ameliorative 

'"' legislation was formulated with this goal directly~mind. The preamble 

of both the 1823 Proclamation and Ordinance ,19 expressed the 

conviction that "the propagation of Christianity amongst slaves will 

tend, beyond any other measure, to promote morality amongst them, and 

to improve their condition and conduct"89. It was therefore envisaged 

Lhd t Christianity would essentially function to ~remote order and 

86. See L.Meltzer, 'The Growth of Cape Town Commerce and the Role of 
John Fairbairn's Advertiser', chapter one. 
87. However, Meltzer demonstrates that merchant capital _at the Cape 
was Janus-faced in that it both inhibited and promoted capitalist 
development at the Cape. The opposition between the ideology of Cape 
Town merchants, best expressed in Fairbairn's · Advertiser', and 
precapltalist paternalist ideology was therefore an ambiguous 
opposition. 
88. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 6, p. 147, Statement 
of the Laws of the Colonv of the Cape of Good Hope regarding Slavery', 
clause 10 
89. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 15, ~. 336; vol. 28, 
p. 468 
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discipline amongst slaves in the colony. In this regard Rayner 

indicates that ameliorative legislation in the colonies echoed 

contemporary (and later) measures introduced in Britain for the more 

effective containment of the working class90. Side by side with the 

more obviously economic concerns of nineteenth century British 

Commission Reports and Legislative Acts were provisions for the "moral 

and religious'' training of the subordinate class, which would produce 

"the most valuable workmen, the most regular in their habits"91. 

Drawing on contemporary British ideology, the Slave Amelioration Acts 

were strongly motivated by a desire to effect a moral transformation 

of enslaved workers. 

The designs to encourage the christianisation of Cape slaves. met with 

little enthusiasm from below. The number of sla~e baptisms throughout 

the Cape Colony averaged below six per annum between 1810 and 1824, 

and remained consistently low up until 1834. In Cape Town itself the 

rapid spread of Islam among the underclass in the early nineteenth 

century92 ensured that the new measures aimed to accelerate the 

conversion of slaves to the religion of their masters remained totally 

ineffective. In a report in 1813 the Commission of Circuit for George, 

Uitenhage and Graaff Reinet expressed concern over the religious 

regionalism that was beginning to emerge with growing force: "The 

slaves in the far distant districts may with propriety be considered 

as being more capable of being instructed in the principles of the 

Christian Religion than those in Cape Town and the neig~bouring 

districts, where prejudice against Christianity is very qreat and 

90. M.Rayner, · slaves, Slaveowners and the British State': The Cape 
Colony, 1806-34', (Collected Pa9ers of the London Institute for 
Commonwealth Studies', 8, 1976-7, p. 15 
91. C.Hall cited in M.Rayner, ·slaves, Slaveowners and the British 
State', p. 16 
92. Islam and its impact on slavery will be discussed in detail in the 
following chapter. 
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encreases [sic] to an alarming degree 11 93. In the urban context itself 

Christianity was eclipsed by Islam and the city's dominant class were 

unable to use religion as a tool with which to reshape the 

consciousness of slaves. 

Master attitudes towards slave labour constituted another element of 

the ideological matrix of the city's slaveowning class. Urban 

slaveowners in the preemancipation period had developed a clear idea 

of the kind of slave work force they desired. Apart from "honest" and 

"sober", "steady" was another description commonly used to stipulate 

the requirements of prospective buy~rs or employers of slave labour in 

contemporary newspapers. Masters required their slaves to be both 

obedient and thrifty, as expressed in the following January 1825 

advert: "Wanted to hire or purchase, a slave boy, about 15 years of 

aqe, for a house servant; - none need be offered who cannot be 

recommended as possessing a moderate share of active docility - Apply 

at No. 3, Tuin Street 11 94. The ostensibly contradictory demands for 

"actively docile" slaves encapsulated exactly what owners demanded: 

hard work, but even more importantly, obedience. A slaveowner 

adver~isinq for a cook in an 1819 edition of _ the Cape Town Gazette 

summarised the model slave work force in four carefully chosen 

adjectives: "honest, sober, civil, and industrious 11 95. 

In looking at slave resistance and culture in the following chapter, 

we will see that there was a wide discrepancy between the idealised 

work force slaveowners in Cape Town hoped to shape and how slaves 

actually responded to their bondage. Contrary to master class ideals, 

slave t~efts were common practice, especially in the city; drink and 

93. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 9, p. 71 
94. Cape Town Gazette, 16 January 1825 
95. Cape Town Gazette, 23 January 1819 
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canteens formed the locus of a dynamic urban underclass subculture, of 

which slaves formed an integral part; disobedience and insolence 

marked the behaviour of many slaves in the eyes of their owners; and 

contemporary commentary suggests that levels of slave labour 

productivity were often low. Evidently, the urban elite failed in its 

attempts to mould slaves into the idealised work force it advertised 

for in the colony's pioneering newspapers. 

As the above discussion dramatises, the dominant class in early 

nineteenth century Cape Town was largely unsuccessful in its attempts 

to maintain a cultural hold over slaves in the city. The family mode 

of control, paternalism, Christianity and other elements of owner 

ideology had limited impact in reshaping slave perceptions and values, 

and in serving as consensual modes of control in the city. 

Social Control Reconsidered: Governmental Structure and the Dominant 

Classes 

Regional differences in the degree of social control exercised by 

masters over slaves were a direct function of differences in the 

composition and cohesion of the urban and the rural dominant 

classes96. In rural areas slaves faced a strongly unified dominant 

class with an established monopoly of economic power and a degree of 

access to local ~olitical power. Already by the late eighteenth 

century, Worden argues, the master class in the rural southwestern 

Cape formed a cohesive and culturdlly homogeneous group~ng. He notes 

that the exceptionally high incidence of slave ownership amongst 

arable farmers meant that, unlike in many New World slave societies, 

th~re was relatively littl~ social differentiation amongst farmers in 

96. The term "dominant class" is used quite consciously instead of the 
term "ruling class", for the colonists did not rule directly. (see 
below for a more detailed discussion) 
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the core arable region; the system of partible inheritance and the 

high degree of intermarriage between the main famllies further served 

to unify the ruling class in the Cape countryside97. Ross' article on 

the rise of the Cape gentry paints a similar picture. In support of 

the contention that ''the substantial farmers formed a cohesive and 

dominant group", Ross demonstrates that there was a high degree of 

generational continuity in the family composition of leading Cape 

farmers between the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, despite 

che various . changes of government after 179598. The cementing of a 

Cape Dutch-British alliance during the wine boom (1806-1825) ensured 

that the Cape gentry maintained their hold over economic resources and 

increasingly entrenched themselves in local bureaucratic structures99. 

By contrast with its rural counterpart, the dominant class in early 

nineteenth century Cape Town was economically fragmented. The greater 

specialisation and diversification in the urban economy (documented in 

chapter one) was reflected in the class composition of the city's 

elite. The urban dominant class was heterogeneously comprised of an 

ascendant merchant strata with growing metropolitan links, smaller 

scale retailers amongst whom there were a handful of free blacks, a 

limited number of professionals in the form of doctors, lawyers, 

teachers etc., and a social tail of independent craftsmen (as well as 
' 

the military elite and other members of the apparatus of the colonial 

state)lOO. Superimposed and overlapping with these broad occupational 

divisions were economic differences between slaveowners and non

slaveo~ners, and ethnic rifts between the Dutch and the British. 

97. N.Worden, Slavery in Dutch South Africa, p. 139 
98. R.Ross, ·The Rise of the Cape Gentry', Collected Papers of the 
London Institute for Commonwealth Studies, 12, 1981, p. 7 
99. See M.Rayner, ·wine and Slaves', chapter two 
100. Since the Cape only won Representative Government in 1853, the 
overlap between those in positions of political power and the 
established holders of economic power was, at most, partial. 
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Economic and ethnic heterogeneity within the urban dominant class gave 

rise to dlverse group interests and a divided ideological standpoint. 

The varying and conflictlng positions of the urban ellte towards 

slavery in the 1820s and early 1830s strikingly illustrates the 

fragmentation of their world viewlOl. From Watson's analysis of the 

Cape antislavery movement, it is apparent that urban dominant class 

attitudes could be separated into no less than four camps. Firstly, 

rallying together under the banner of De Zuid-Afrikaan were a group of 

slaveowners "grudgingly sympathetic regarding emancipation but who 

feared losinq the stability of the social order based on slavery11 102. 

Advocates of this conservative position had strong support from the 

mast~r class in the countryside. Secondly, _the middle groQnd was 

occupied by a strata urbanized Dutch, "many of whom were slaveowners 

but who were tied by occupation or a cosmopolltan culture to the 

British"103. Thirdly, there was the Cape Town merchant commur.ity, 

largely nonslaveholding English-speakers, who saw slavery as 

economically irrational and "an obstacle to acquiring full rights as 

British subjects, the principal symbol of which was a representative 

assembly 11 104. These pioneering liberals clustered around John 

Fairbairn and the South African Commercial Advertiser and provided 

much of the impetus behind the founding of the Cape of Good Hope 

Philanthropic Society. Finally, albeit as a voice in the wilderness, 

101. As is implicit in the discussion below, Watson rs "hegemony of 
property" among the Cape ruling classes (see The Slave Question, 
chapter 10) was, at best, "hegemony" in a broad and highly tenuous 
form. Certainly here we cannot be dealing with "an order in which one 
concept of reality is diffused throughout society in all its 
institutional and private manifestatlons" (see Genovese's definition 
borrowed from Williams, cited in footnote 78 above): the concepts of 
reality reflected in the differing and conflicting attitudes towards 
slavery undermine the very unity implicit in such a notion. 
102. R.Watson, The Slave Question: Llberty and Property in South 
Africa, p .. 129 
103. ibid., p. 130 
104. ibid., p. 130 
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there was the explicit and outright condemnation of slavery by the 

government employee, Thomas Miller. His 1831 pamphlet represented the 

only example of a moral and philosophical attack on slavery at the 

Cape (as opposed to the merchant community's objections on the grounds 

of economic inexpedience) and sparked a major public debate in the 

years immediately preceding emancipation105. 

The crisis of power faced by urban slaveowners went beyond their 

integration into an economically, ethnically and ideologicallv divided 

dominant class. It arose out of a fundamental str~ctural problem they 

shared with other colonists: Cape slaveowners lacked direct political 

power. As Ross explains: 11 [T]he main body of slaveowners was 

remarkably powerless. In most European colonies which relied on slave 

labour, the great planters had, at the least, great influence over the 

conduct of government in all its actions. At the Cape their sway did 

not reach the main institution of legislation and iustice. This meant 

that the position of the slave with regard to his master was stronger 

than in many other slave colonies 11 106. 

Problems of political control for Cape slaveowners were exacerbated in 

the early nineteenth century, as the British government came to 

intervene far more directly in colonial social relations than its 

predecessors. The tamperings with the labour market in the form of the 

abolition of the slave trade, the passing of Ordinances 49 and 50 etc. 

w~re described in chapter cne; while the far-reaching changes in the 

105. ibid .. pp. 95-103 
106. R.Ross, 'The Rule of taw at the Cape of Good Hope in the 
Eighteenth Century', p. 7. To illustrate the relatively favourable 
legal position of Cape slaves, Ross compares the Cape with the 
Southern United States: "The opposition to a black giving evidence 
there was so great that to quote Genovese: · rn Louisiana in 1840 the 
ultimate irony occured, when a white man who had incited slaves to 
insurrection had to be acquitted because their confessions could not 
be used against him''. (ibid., p. 8) 
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structure of the Cape legal system were documented in earlier sections 

of this chapter. The introduction of ameliorative legislation from the 

mid-1820s represented the most decisive act of interventionism by the 

British state, and the culmination of conflicts between the colonists 

and the British government. Amelioration finally broke the already 

fragile compact between the politically powerful and the economically 

powerful. As Watson indicates, "the amelioration ordinances imposed on 

the colonies courted the disapproval of slaveholders, most of them 

Dutch, in a colony already divided by Dutch resentment at British 

rule 11 107, Slaveowner resentment towards the colonial state took active 

and concrete form in the Stellenbosch riot in the early 1830s. The 

violence prompted by the attempted introduction of punishment record 

books was, according to Mason, "perhaps the only instance in which 

slaveholders physically attacked the officers and institutions of the 

British empire 11 108. 

It was not just the framing of the law, but the implementation of the 

law that generated problems of social control for the dominant class 

in earlv nineteenth century Cape Town. Political weakness at the level 

of central government was matched by institutional inertia at the 

level of local government. In his December 1833-June 1834 biannual 

report, the Protector deemed it imprudent to emancipate slaves 

immediately given "the want of proper gaols and workhouses" as well as 

"the total absence of ar.y effective police branch 11 109. The lack of 

107. R.L.Watson, The Slave Question, p. 14. Prior to amelioration, he 
later explains, "tariff issues, the transference of the currency from 
rixdollars to sterling, the rowdiness of British troops, decreeing 
that English replace Dutch as the official language, controversies 
over Khoisan labour, and the struggle for freedom of the press all 
created a state of antaqonism". (ibid., p. 190) 
108. J.Mason, ·slaveholder Resistance to the Amelioration of Slavery 
at the Cape', (Paper Presented at the ' Roots and Realities' Conference 
at the University of Western Cape, 1986), p. 28 
109. s.o. 3/13, 'Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half
Year, December 1833 to June 1834' 
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adequate policing in the city was largely a function of the numerical 

weakness of the police force. Between abolition and emancipation Cape 

Town had a population of over 20000, if the garrison is included, but 

its police force consistently numbered less than twenty. In other 

words, the proportion of law enforcers to inhabitants remained in the 

region of one per thousand in a city that did not even have the 

benefit of street lightingllO. 

In writing on crime and policing in Cape Town in. the second quarter of 

the nineteenth century, Elks indicates that it was only in 1840 that 

the colonial government began to upgrade the system of policing in the 

city by attemptinq to remodel it along the lines of the Metropolitan 

system in contemporary Britainlll. Until that date the city's police 

force was not only notorious for its weakness, but also for its 

incompetence. There is much evidence in contemporary records of the 

law enforcers themselves being found guilty of various crimes, usually 

disorderly behaviour. Newspaper notices, such as the following, could 

have done little to instil the urban ruling class with a sense of 

security~ "Two Police Officers, named Coughlan and Digby, were brought 

UQ on a charge of absenting themselves from duty, and being drunk. 

Their offences were aggravated by riotous conduct in the streets 11 112. 

In his social history of the country's earliest police force, 

Hattersley sugqests that constables were not infrequently admitted to 

hospital for excessive alcoholism. Indeed, he recounts that "in 

January 1832 a policeman was reported to have died in the old Somerset 

Hospital from the effects of drinking brandy 11 113. It was in so far as 

policemen were themselves members of the city's underclass that they 

110. Gas lights were introduced in the streets of Cape Town in 1846. 
111. K.Elks, ·crime, Community and Police in Cape Town, 1825-50' ,p. 26 
112. South African Commercial Advertiser, 15 July 1826 
113. A.H.Hattersley, The First South African Detectives, (Cape Town: 
Citadel Press, 1960), p. 23 
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were inappropriate tools for the imposition of elite control over the 

subordinate· class in Cape Town. As Elks suggests, "the limitations to 

police power were in fact considerable, largely because police and the 

·criminals' were of the same class backgrounds and hence had similar 

.interests 11 114. 

Conclusion 

What this chapter has sought to document, above all, is the relative 

weakness of the social control exercised by owners over slaves in 

early nineteenth century Cape Town. The general problems of discipline 

generated by the congested nature of city life, and the diffusion of 

master power through practices like hiring out and living out, were 

compounded in pre-emancipation Cape Town by structurally specific 

features. The fairly extensive occupational mobility enjoyed by slaves 

in the port city and, more fundamentally, their economic integration 

into an urban underclass served to erode the social control of 

slaveowners. 

In their attempts to combat these problems, slaveowners in Cape Town 

relied primarily on the social and psychological aspects of domination 

to maintain their sway over slaves. Heavy as the reliance on coercion 

and threat was in the urban context, the social facet of power 

relations remained considerably weaker in the city than in the 

countryside, and was undermined by period-specific legislative change 

(especially in the form of abolition and amelioration). Moreover, 

coercion and threat mainly operated on an individualised basis and 

thus had serious limitations in serving as a means of asserting 

collective domination over slaves. Hence the urban master class (to a 

greater extent than their counterparts in the Cape countryside) were 

114. K.Elks, ·crime, Community and Police in Cape Town, 1825-50' ,p. 51 
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forced to fall back upon the psychological facet of pcwer, the 

potentiality rather than the actuality, to maintain their hold over 

their subjects. Symbol and ritual acted as the struts of urban 

dominant class control in the public discourse. 

At the all-important cultural level mechanisms of owner control were 

strikingly ineffectlve. The family, paternalism, religion and other 

elements of owner ideology did little to inculcate slaves with the 

values and morality of the urban elite, and therefore failed to serve 

as consensual forms of domination over slaves. The inability of the 

urban dominant class to impose its world view on the underclass was a 

direct function of its economic, ethnic, ideological and political 

fragmentation. The structure of class and the structure of government 

stood as the major obstacles inhibitinq the attempts of urban 

slaveowners to maintain a collective hold over slaves in the city. 

The erosion of urban dominant class · hegemony' over the underclass 

provides the backdro~ against which to view patterns of slave culture 

and resistance ln early nineteenth century Cape Town. The flimsiness 

of cultural mechanisms of domination accommodated the emergence of a 

vibrant, alternative slave/underclass subculture in the city 

(described in chapter three), while the pre-emancipation crisis of 

legitimacy spawned new forms and heightened levels of protest by urban 

slaves (documented in chapter four). 
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CHAPTER THREE: SLAVE CULTURE 

"Culture [must] be viewed from a perspective which ties it 
inextricably to the conflicts between classes; to the attempt by some 
to dominate others; and to the responses of the subordinated to these 
attempts" - B.Bozzolil ' 

As Bozzoli suggests, control and response are opposite sides of the 

same coin. The extent to which master classes were successful or 

unsuccessful in imposing control over tfieir subjects in different 

slave societies was reflected in the degree of success met by slaves 

in developing social and cultural alternatives to the status quo. 

Where owner control was pervasive, the confines of the slave 

experience were narrowly set; where owner control was less pervasive, 

slaves had more freedom to respond creatively in an unfavourable 

environment. This by no means implies that owner control was the sole 

variable in defining the slave experience, but rather expresses an 

awareness that slavery was a form of labour extraction in which the 

terms were heavllv, weighted in favour of the master class2. 

As class weapons, culture and ideology did not operate very forcefully 

in pre-emancipation Cape Town. The inability of the urban elite to 

obtain cultural predominance, that is, to dominate collectively by 

consent, facilitated the development of a flourishing slave/underclass 

culture in the city. The failure of urban masters to integrate their 

slaves into the broader "familia•· encouraged the emergence of 

increasingly stable bonds of kinship between slaves and slaves, and 

between sldves and other members of the city's underclass; the 

fragmented world vie~ of the urban dominant class, and especially 

1. B.Bozzoli, Town and Countryside in the Transvaal, (Johannesburg: 
Ravan Press, 1983), p. 22 
2. It is in this sense that Patterson conceptualises slavery as a 
relation of parasitism. As he explains: "Parasitism emphasises the 
asymmetry of all such unequal relations". (Slavery and Social Death, 
p. 335 
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their inability (or unwillingness) to use Christianity to inculcate 

"obedience" and "morality", allowed for the rapid spread of a distinct 

underclass religion in the form of Islam; the inefficiency of policing 

and weakness of owner ideology accorrunodated the growth of a vibrant 

culture of leisure that spilt over from the canteens into the streets 

of the city. The analysis and critique of the existing literature in 

the section that follows will set the framework for the discussion of 

these three major areas of the urban slave/underclass cultural 

experience: the family, religion and recreation. 

Challenging the Existing Historiography 

The. recent burgeoning of interest in slave culture in the Americas, 

and the Old South in particular3, has made little impression on Cape 

slave historiogra~py. With the single, specific exception of Islam4, 

slave/underclass culture remains a glaring lacuna in the historical 

understanding of Cape slavery. The reason for the silence is a 

straight-forward one: according to the influential pioneering 

revisionist works of Ross and Worden5, the slaves created no world of 

their own. Ethnic heterogeneity, the isolation of farmsteads in the 

rural context and the small average size of slaveholdings so divided 

3. In 1971 Genovese claimed that: "Despite a library full of books on 
slavery, we do not have more than a few fragmentary studies of slave 
life, of the activity ot the quarters, of slave religion, or of 
folklore". (In Red and Black, ' The Influence of the Black Power 
Movement', p. 242) In the last twenty years slave culture has featured 
prominently in the revisionist portrait of Southern slavery. It was 
Genovese's own work, Roll, Jordan, Roll (1974) which was most powerful 
in cornpeilinq scholarly attention to the Afro-American experience in 
the 1970s and 1980s. 
4. Se~ especially R.Shell, ' The Establishment and Spread of Islam at 
the Cape from the Beginning of Company Rule to 1838', (B.A. Hons., 
University of Cape Town, 19.74); and, more recently, A.Bradlow, 
' Exploring the Roots of Islam in Cape Town in the Eighteenth Century: 
State, Hegemony and Tariqa', (Paper Presented at the ·slavery and 
After' . Conference at the University of Cape Town, 1989); A.Davids, 
·The Wo~ds the Slaves Made', (Paper Presented at the ·slavery and 
After' Conference at the University of Cape ~own, 1989). This 
literature will be addressed directly in the later section on Islam. 
5. R.Ross, Cape of Torments; N.Worden, Slavery in Dutch South Africa 
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the slave population that they we.re unable to "acculturate 

horizontally 11 6. Thus, these authors make general claims to the effect 

that "Cape slaves failed to develop a characteristic culture"?; that 

"no specific slave culture ever came into being"8; that the slave 

community "was so atomised that it could scarcely be called a 

community"9; that the slaves "built no mechanisms for incorporating 

newcomers. They had no option but to take on the culture of their 

masters"lO. 

Contrary to these bold assertions, it is (almost needless to say) a 

basic premise of this chapter that Cape slaves did have a culture. In 

the .urban context at least, there is firm evidence to suggest that 

slaves were part of an underclass culture that had botn secular and 

religious dimensions from the late eighteenth century, if not 

beforell. Ironically, details given by Ross himself point quite 

directly to a sense of community among urban slaves. Thus he notes: 

"Only rarely could the Court of Justice penetrate the world of 

·domestic theft and receiving' of Cape Town as the slaves were able to 

finance their pleasure - above all wine and gambling, but also opium-

6. Ross draws a distinction between vertical acculturation, that is, 
to the dominant culture, and horizontal acculturation, that is, to the 
subculture of particular groups in which newcomers found themselves, 
and suggests that the former was the only option available to Cape 
slaves. (Cape of Torments, p. 15) 
7. N.Worden, Slavery in Dutch South Africa, p. 140 
8. R.Ross, Cape of Tor~ents, p. 118 
9. lbid., p. 117 
10. ibid., p. 121 
11., This much has been accepted in more recent literature. Armstrong 
and Worden's updated version of "The Slaves, 1652-1834' (Elphick & 
Giliomee, 1989 edition) represents a major advance in so far as it 
acknowledges the existence of an underclass subculture in Cape Town, 
which included slaves, from the eighteenth century. (pp. 148-9) 
However, their comments are confined to a few paragraphs and thus, 
like Shell's argument concerning ''a rich plethora of [slave] cultures 
- Hindu, Muslim and Christian'' in an earlier period (R.Shel1, ·slavery 
at the Cape of Good Hope, 1680-1731', p. 77), lack firm empirical 
substance. 
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smoking - by stealinq from their masters 11 12. Or, later: "The slaves 

could reacrily drink their coffee and arak in the huts in the ,qardens 

above the town, hold their cockfights or gamble with dice, and 

barbeque fish on the beach of Table Bay"13. So too, at the religious 

level, there is no doubt that there was some sense of community among 

slaves in Cape Town. Already by the late eighteenth century, Islam had 

emerged in a community-based form at the Cape. According to Davids, it 

was in this period that Islam "took root and became essentially the 

religion of slaves in the mother city", a religion that engendered a 

"sense of cultural belonginq among slaves 11 14. 

Apart from its unfruitful and misleading "no culture" starting point, 

revisionist historiography has also been hindered by its search for a 

slave-specific rather than an underclass culture. In a society where 

slaves worked alongside and interacted with non-slave labourers, the 

quest for a set of "norms and values" that were unique to slaves is 

destined to be a frustrating one. Cape slaves in both city and 

countryside were part of a subordinate class and did not represent a 

class ·sui generis' as in the antebellum Southern plantation 

context15. Both in terms of their economic function in society and in 

terms of their social contacts, slaves were integrated into an 

U.'!!d.~rclass that included "free" labourers. In the Cape countryside the 

12. Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 7 
13. Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 22 
14. Davids, ·The Words the Slaves Made', p. 7. The debate over the 
origins of an Islamic community at the Cape will be tackled in some 
detail in looking more specifically at Islam. 
15. The hunt for a "slave bubble" by the first generation of 
revisionists at the Cape arose partly from the use of antebellum 
Southern plantation slavery. as the yardstick against which to judge 
cultural patterns at the Cape. It is even questionable whether the 
antebellum period - the period in which Genovese's work is located -
is the most fruitful context to look for comparisons and contrasts 
with the Dutch colonial period. Historians of rural slavery in the voe 
period should perhaps be looking for evidence of different forms of 
slave culture; those forms more characteristic of colonial slavery in 
the Deep South. 
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non-slave labour force was predominantly comprised of Khoi and, in the 

early nineteenth century, "Negro apprentices" as well. In Cape Town 

itself, as analysed in chapter one, slaves were incorporated into a 

subordinate class which included free blacks, Khoi and later "Negro" 

and European apprentices. The search for a Cape "slave bubble" has 

therefore proved elusive, partly because of absences in the sources16, 

but also largely because revisionists have been looking for the wrong 

cultural indices. 

In other words, in exploring the connections between culture and class 

(which the existing literature has failed to do) it is essential to 

look beyond the structure of the dominant class and elite social 

control mechanisms. The structure of the underclass itself was equally 

fundamental in shaping the socio-cultural experience of the enslaved. 
I 

In the case of early nineteenth century Cape Town, the economic 

position of slaves (some of whom were hirelings and many of whom had 

fairly extensive physical mobility) and their integration into an 

urban underclass, in which wage labour was increasingly predominant 

over slavery, had a decisive impact on patterns of slave/underclass 

culture. 

A further major criticism of the established literature is that slave 

culture, like other areas of the slave experience, has too often been 

treated statically. The blanket assertions regarding the slave 

cultural experience made by Ross and Worden show insufficient 

sensitivity to period-specific factors, which distinguished British 

slavery from its Dutch predecessor. Even studies directly focussed on 

the early nineteenth century have carried forward the ''no culture, no 

16. The Cape lacks the plantation diaries and ex-slaves interviews or 
autobiographies, relied on so heavily by Southern scholars in their 
reconstruction of slave culture. 
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community" picture painted by the pioneering revisionists works. So, 

for example, Rayner's analysis of the rural slave experience in the 

pre-emancipation decades is narrowly confined to resistance17. No 

attempt is made to explore the culturdl alternatives to the status quo 

developed by slaves and Khoi on the wine farms of the south-western 

Cape18. In particular, Rayner fails to assess the impact of economic 

and demographic change (to which she does refer) on the cultural 

sphere. 

At the Cape, as in Jamaical9, the abolition of the slave trade had 

profound cultural consequences. The stabilising demographic trends 

(outlined in the introductory chapter) towards more balanced gender 

ratios, higher fertility rates and, most importantly, a creolised 

slave population underpinned a basic change in the nature of non-elite 

culture. As a direct consequence of the demographic and ethnic shift 

from a heterogeneous foreign-born to a stable and increasingly 

homogeneous Cape-born slave population, the predominantly Eastern

based' slave culture of late eighteenth century Cape Town20 _ was 

17. M.Rayner, ·wine and Slaves', chapter 3 
18. That such alternatives existed in the early nineteenth century 
rural context is hardly subiect to question in the light of 
contemporary court records and Slave Office complaint cases. It is 
noteworthy in this regard that Rayner includes both higher court 
~ecords (C.J. 810-821) and the Slave Office day books (S.O. 5/1-5/2) 
in her bibliography. 
19. Creolisation in Jamaica saw massive slave conversion Christianity, 
especially the non-conformist Baptist sects. Reckord shows that the 
new ideology of· the slaves played a pivotal role in the 1831 "Baptist 
War" as the mission churches served the slaves (and especially creole 
leaders like Sam Sharpe) as a ready-made platform for political 
action. (M.Reckord, ·The Jamaican Slave Revolt of 1831', p. 108) At 
the recreational level, street carnivals rose to prominence post-1808 
as the main cultural expressions of creole slaves. (Brathwaite, Creole 
Society in Jamaica, p. 229) 
20. From what tentative work has been done on urbdn underclass 
cultural patterns in the eighteenth century, it appears that the 
Eastern influence was dominant. Thus Penn maintains that ''the slave 
culture of eighteenth century Cape Town was basically Asiatic'' 
(N.Penn, ·oaily Life in Eighteenth Century Cape Town', CABO, 4 (1), 
1986, p. 7), while Elphick and Shell claim that the culture of Cape 
Town in the Dutch colonial period ''was closer in spirit to Dutch Asia 
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transformed into a creolised and far more vibrant slave/underclass 

culture in the early nineteenth century21. The overall trend was away 

from imported cultural forms towards the development of an indigenous, 

syncretic underclass cultural matrix centred on Cape Town22. 

Moving from the private to the public domain, the remaining sections 

of this chapter attempt to develop the arguments outlined above: that 

the slaves did have a culture; that it was an underclass rather than a 

slave-specific culture; and that this culture flourished in a 

creolised urban form in the period between abolition and emancipation. 

Slave Family Life 

The extent to which slaves in any slaveholding society were able to 

create a community and culture of their own was largely dependent on 

their ability to create stable kinship ties. Historically, kinship 

networks have served dS the building blocks out of which community 

than to the African continent on which it stood". (R.Elphick & 
R.Shell, · Intergroup Relations: Khoikhoi, Settlers, Slaves and Free 
Blacks, 1652-1795' in R.Elphick & H.Giliomee, eds., The Shaping of 
South African Society, p. 194) 
21. To be sure, there is still scattered evidence of directly imported 
cultural traditions right up until the years immediately before 
emancipation. So, for example, an advert appearing in the early 1830s 
announced the desertion of an aged slave, Harlequine of Mozambique, 
"who understands the Mozambique [sic] art of medicine, and hires 
himself out as a free person". (De Zuid-Afrikaan, 14 September 1832) 
However, such cases were highly exceptional. 
22. In recent decades there has been a tension in studies of slave 
culture in the Americas between the focus on separatism and 
integrationism. Strongly anthropologically informed studies - from 
Patterson's early work on The Sociology of Slaverv (1968) right up to 
Stuckey's recent book on Slave Culture (1987) - have laid overwhelming 
emphasis on the African heritage. However, to focus too narrowly on 
imported traditions bravely recultivated in a new environment, as 
these . historians do, to some extent denigrates the culture that the 
slaves themselves made. Indeed, one of the greatest strengths of 
Genovese's Roll, Jordan, Roll (1974) is his emphasis on the duality of 
the African experience, combining both separatist and integrationist 
tenets. Afro-American slave culture, and it is significant that 
Genovese uses the term ·Afro-American', was a culture both rooted in 
Afric~n traditions, but also decisively remoulded in the American 
environment. 
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structures have been created and tnerefore in an important sense 

reflect the wider community in microcosm. Onder conditions of extreme 

servitude, those that defined the institution of slavery, kin assumed 

added importance. It was one of the few channels whereby slaves could 

forge an identity inde?endent of their masters; it was a way in which 

they could express their humanity and self-dignity in societies in 

which they were . legally assigned property status; and, above all, it 

was a means of creating an intimate and partially autonomous world, 

which could offer shelter from the brutality of bondage. 

For the Dutch colonial period the obstacles inhibiting the development 

of a stable slave family life at the Cape were formidable. As a direct 

product of the heavy b1as towards the importation of male slaves to 
' 

the Cape, the gender ratios among the enslaved were highly skewed. The 

proportion of females in the privately owned slave population remained 

consistently under 20% from the early to the mid-eighteenth century23. 

These unnatural qender ratios, Shell plausibly suggests, account for 

the deep-running sexual tensions, "the extreme violence, murder, rape, 

homosexuality and bestiality 11 24 among burgher slaves in this period. 

In the light of the dearth of potential female mates (and the related 

sexual violence), it is hardly surprising that any semblance of stable 

nuclear family life was comparatively rare for slaves in the 

eighteenth century Cape context25. Prior ·to aOolltion, under the 

conti~uing impact of the disruptive export trade, slave family bonds 

23. See ratios taken from Shell and Ross cited in the introductory 
chapter. 
24. Shell, ·slavery at the Cape of Good Hope, 1680-1731', p. 76. See 
also Ross, ·slavery and Sexuality' 
25. Ross, Slavery and Sexuality', p. 22. Ross does qualify this 
statement later in the same article when he writes: "Despite the 
various obstacles placed in th~ir way, many slaves did succeed in 
establishing relatively long-lasting relationships, talking of their 
partner as their mann' or their · vrouw'''· (p. 23) 
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remained tenuous, at best, and underclass sexual relations tended to 

be ~haracterised by violence and promiscuity. 

By the early nineteenth century a very different picture was beginning 

to emerge. Firstly, the abolition of the external trade in slaves had 

been cut off. The high turnover of foreign imports, which had such a 

negative universal impact on ' slave family stability26, no longer 

disrupted bonds of kinship at the Cape post-1808. Secondly, as a 

direct consequence of abolition a far more stable demographic pattern 

began to emerge at the Cape. In particular, the percentage of females 

in the urban slave poQulation (which was consistently higher than the 

percentages in rural areas) rose from 36.5 to 46.4 between 1806 and 

102727. The equalisation of the sex ratios was closely linked to the 

creolisation of the Cape slave population (referred to in the 

preceding section). The more extensive social contacts that came with 

creolisatlon meant that acculturated slaves were better able to 

establish kinship ties than newly arrived slaves28. Thirdly, 

amelioration enhanced the possibilities of the physical reproduction 

of the Cape slave population .by supporting the creation of slave 

26. As Patterson has notea, amongEt others, the demand and' supply of 
slaves (i.e. the slave trade) was one of the major factors determining 
the stability of slave unions in the modern Americas. (Slavery and 
Social Death, p. 189) 
27. For a table of, gender ratios by region, see appendix 2. 
28. Comparative literature highlights the connection between family 
stability and creolisation. In his work on Chesapeake society between 
1680 and 1800, Kulikoff maintains that "Afro-American slaves had a 
more stable family life than their imported African parents''· 
(Kulikoff, Tobacco ana Slaves, North Carolina: North Carolina 
University Press, 1986, p. 358) He suggests that the increase in the 
proportion of native-born slaves in the 1750s, 1760s and 1770s had a 
"remarkable" impact on slave family life. Strenqthened kinship ties in 
these decades are seen as the most fundamental index of a new social 
reality for bondsmen. (ibid., p. 359). Likewise, in the post-abolition 
Caribbean context, Higman makes a connection between creolisation and 
the size and stability of family networks. He argues that extended 
family units in Jamaica were strongly creole-dominated, while the 
majority of slaves without any family ties were foreign-born. 
CB.Higman, Slave Population and Economy in Jamaica, 1807-34, London: 
Cambridge University Press, 1976, pp. 156-8) 
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family units and outlawing the separation of mothers and young 

children through domestic sale. Accordingly, it was stipulated in 

Ordinance 19 of 1826 that all slaves (not just Christians) "may 

intermarry with their Owners' consent; the same is to hold good with 

regard to Slaves of either Sex intermarrying with Free Persons"29 and 

that it was "henceforth illegal to sell any Child or Children, born of 

Slave Women within the Colony, without their Mother, unless such Child 

or Children shall have fully attained the age of Ten Years 11 30. 

Finally, with more specific regard to Cape Town, the weakness of the 

owner ' familia' as a mode of cultural domination accommodated the 

development of "genuine" kinship links among slaves and other members 

of the underclass (as opposed to the incorporation of the slave as the 

"fictlve" kin of their masters). 

The changes brought about throuqh legislation and the failure of owner 

mechanisms of domestic control facilitated a clearly discernable shift 

in the nature of the Cape slave family from instability to greater 

stability. Semple's impression of slave family life shortly .after the 

turn of the century (1805) was far from favourable; he claimed that 

"the husband visits the wife as he can find opportunities and leaves 

her when he pleases to take another 11 31. Given the demographic 

obsta~les faced by slaves while the slave trade remained open, it does 

seem fair to assume that there was some truth in this judgement. 

However, in the case of R.B.Fisher's assessment over a decade later 

that "promiscuous intercourse generally prevails between the sexes 11 32, 

it is far more difficult to draw the line between social reality and 

dominant class overstatement or stereotyping regarding the promiscuity 

29. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 35, p. 479 
30. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 35, p. 479 
31. Semple, Walks and Sketches at the Cape of Good Hope, p.39 
32. Letter written in September 1816, RCC, vol. 11, p. 177 
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of the underclasses. Certainly, there is firm evidence to suggest that 

more stable and secure relations had emerged between male and female 

slaves at the Cape by the 1820s and early 1830s, at. the very latest. 

Slave Office complaint cases point to regular and lasting attachments 

between spouses in the final decade of slavery33. There were dozens of 

complaints from slaves, who were prohibited for various reasons from 

visiting thelr "husbands" or ·"wives", there is much evidence of long

term cohabitations between spouses; many Cape slaves went to visit 

their partners and their children on Sundays; many others protested 

against threats of sale on the grounds that they had relations in 

town34. 

Material from other sources confirms the impression of greater gender 

stability in the late slave period. Rates of sexual violence among the 

slave population were noticeably low; between 1814 and 1825 there were 

no more than two cases of rape, two assaults with intent to commit 

rape and no cases of bestiality committed by slaves in cases tried 

before the Court of Justice in Cape Town} 5. Furthermore, the rates of 

fertility among slave mothers rose steadily throughout the early 

nineteenth century and averaged close to three children per mother in 

the city and its immediate hinterland over the 1816-34 period36. 

Apart from assuming an increasingly stable form, it appears that the 

Cape slave familv was characteristically female-headed. From the Slave 

Office registers for Cape Town and the Cape District, it is evident 

that the majority of slave transfers between 1816 and 1834, perhaps as 

33. Unfortunately, there is no comparable source for the 1806-26 
de-cades. 
14. See complaint cases brought before the Guardian in s.o. 3/1-3/20 
35. Taken from G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 33, pp. 
326-7 
36. See appendix three. 
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many as 80% of cases, saw children being sold with their mothers but 

without their fathers. Newspaµer sources corroborate the prevalence of 

this pattern of sale. In early June 1821 the Cape Town Gazette gave 

notice of the sale of "a young, healthy female slave, about 23, being 

a clever house and nurserymaid, with her 2 children"37; on 8 February 

1823 a certain J.Mulder of No. 2 Kortmarkt Street advertised the sale 

of ''a female slave, named Silvia, laundress and house-maid, with her 

three children"; or in August 1833 one of the weekly editions of De 

Zuid-Afrikaan informed the public that: "At the Sale held by Mr. 

J.Vuurman, on the 22nd and 23rd of this Month, will be sold ... the 

Slave Girl, Marie, about 39 years of Age, Sempstress, and her 

Children"38. 

Yet the matrifocal structure of the typical slave family household39 

and the more direct visibility of mother/child links should not 

obscure the existence of pat~rnal bonds. It is particularly in the 

latter part of the 180E 34 period, when the stabilising demographic 

effects of creolisation and more balanced gender ratios began to 

accommodate more secure family structures, that there are indications 

of strengthening father-child relations among Cape slaves. 

Occasionally, newspaper sources throw up evidence of the existence of 

simple nuclear families, which included slave children and both 

parents. So, for example, an advert appeared in 1818 for the sale of a 

30-year old male slave together "with his Wife and two Children 11 40 and 

in 1813 notice was given of the escape of a Cape-born male slave, 

37. Cape Town Gazette, 2 June 1821 
38. De Zuid-Afrikaan, 16 August 1833 
39. This matrifocal structure was not specific to the early nineteenth 
century Cape. Indeed, Patterson suggests in the broadest terms that 
under slavery the mother-child bond not only tended to be closer than 
the father-child bond, but was often the only parental bond. (Slavery 
and Social Death, p. 263) 
40. Cape Town Gazette, 7 February 1818 
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Albert, his wife and his child41. However, it is through the pictorial 

record that the firmest evidence of nuclear family units among slaves 

emerges. De Meillon's water-colours provide the most suggestive 

glimpses into the family life of Cape Town slaves in the 1820s. In at 

least half a dozen of his paintings (see plates below) slave children 

are depicted alongside their parents42. A typical plate shows an adult 

male slave, presumably a Muslim because he is wearing a ·toedang', and 

a light-skinned female, perhaps also Muslim, holdinq the hand of their 

child, who is walking securely between them43. The paintings are 

vibrant and colourful bringing to light a side of slave culture that 

remains largely obscured in the official record44. So too in D'Oyly's 

sketch explicitly entitled a "Malay Family Meeting" children (perhaps 

slaves) are standing alongside both father and mother. 

As these contemporary sketches and paintings so clearly imply, it was 

partly through Islam that the slave family came together in the pre

emancipation decades. In looking at the religion of the urban 

underclass, it will be emphasised that Islam was spreading rapidly and 

taking on a strongly community-orientated secular as well as a 

spiritual dimension in the pre-emancipation period. Slave converts 

were permitted to marry in the Islamic community and, according to a 

local observer, slave marriages · "were regularly performed by priests 

41. De Zuid-Afrikaan, .15 March 1833 
42. Here as elsewhere, the artistic ~ubjects are identifiable as 
slaves by their bare feet. As Mentzel noted in 1785: "The bare foot is 
the mark of the slave. Hence at the Cape, unlike in ancient Rome, the 
shoe, · not the cap, is the mark of freedom". (cited in De Kock, Those 
in Bondage, London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1950, p. 49) 
43. A.H.Smith, Cape View and Costumes: Water-Colours by H.C.De 
Meillon, plate 29, p. 74. See also plates 31, 33, 36, 59, 69 etc. for 
pictorial evidence of slave family life. 
44. It is striking that Shell's commentary on these paint·1ngs, De 
Meillon's People of Colour, fails to so much as mention the artist's 
portrayal of slave family life. One possible explanation for this 
ommission is that evidence of slave kinship ties runs counter to the 
whole notion of the ·familia' so strongly advocated by Shell for the 
1652-1808 period. 
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Plate 3.1 

** Source: A.H.Smith, Cape Views and Costumes, p. 125 
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** Source: A.H.Smith, Cape Views and Costumes, p. 74 

Plate 3.3 

.. •' .. 
-, .. ·· .,..:"" · ~-: " . ,.., . 
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Plate 3.4 

** Source: A.H.Smith, Cape Views and Costumes, p. 81 
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Plate 3.6 

Malay family meeting 
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of that communion 11 45. Kinship networks among Muslim slaves sometimes 

extended laterally as well. From 1826 onwards when slaves were 

permitted to purchase the manumission of their kin, there were a 

number of cases amonq Muslim fami.lies of free black aunts buying the 

freedom of their enslaved nephews or nieces. Thus according to a 

commission report into policing, by the late 1820s "large and numerous 

families of these persons [slave and free blacks Muslims] were 

accumulating in small inconvenient houses in CaP,e Town 11 46. 

"Large" as slave families were, tnere are no indications that kinship 

structures extended vertically. References to "grand-parents" or 

"grandchildren" are conspicuously absent from the historical record. 

Since this was certainly not a product of low life expectancies (the 

Slave Off~ce registers rev~al that many slaves reached 50, 60 and even 

70 years of age), it points to a lack of generational continuity among 

slave families. The impression of single generation nuclear kinship 

ties reinforces the assessment that the Cape slave family in any 

stable sense only emerged in the final decades of Cape slavery. 

While increasing numbers of urban slaves were able to set up and 

maintain ties of kinship with fellow slaves, many slaves established 

and, i~ some cases, formalised bonds of intimacy with free inhabitants 

of the city47. The ,density of population in the urban context, the 

45. W.Wright, Slaver~ the Cape of Good Hope in 1831, p. 16. Yet 
members of the ruling class were often unwilling to recognise the 
legitimacy of such bonds and the contemporary picture of slave family 
life as promiscuous and unstructured (see Fischer and Semple above) 
must be qualified in the light of elite antagonisms towards Islam. For 
example, Semple noted disdainfully that slaves use "few or no 
ceremonies in their marriages". (Walks and Sketches at the Cape of 
Good Hope, p. 39) 
46. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 35, p. 138 
47. Sexual lia i.sons between masters and female slaves were far more 
characteristic of slavery in the countryside than of slavery in the 
city. Slave requests for the freedom of their children based on claims 
that the master fathered the offspring were almost exclusively rural. 
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extensive spatial mobility of urban slaves and the structural changes 

in shape of the urban labour market in the early nineteenth century 

(outlined in preceding chapters) allowed for fairly extensive 

interaction between slave and free both at the work place and beyond. 

The enhanced opportunities for social contact with free people 

naturally meant that the likelihood of sexual relations between slave 

and free was far greater in the port city than in the countryside. In 

the more economically complex and socially diverse milieu of early 

nineteenth century Cape Town, slaves formed both temporary and more 

permanent attachments with free members of the urban underclass. 

Social ties between slaves and free blacks in early nineteenth century 

Cape Town were typically close48. Ties of sexual intimacy were no 

exception in this regard. One of many such attachments came to a 

tragic end in late 1829 when· the free black, Willem, was sentenced to 

death for the murder of his slave spouse, Philida49. Testimony 

revealed that Willem had cohabited with his lover/wife for over ten 

years and that they had reared three children together. 

The private lives of Cape, Town's slave population straddled boundaries 

of race as well as those of legal status. To cite a well publicised 

exampli of an informal liasson between a European and a slave, the 

wealthy urban slaveowner, J.A.Horak, advertised in June 1831: 

"Absconded, the slave Chissie ... a Female Slave about 20 Years of 

Age; she _has a fair Complexion, and red Hair, she was accompanied by a 

young Englishman, pock-marked, with one eye on which he wears a green 

48. For more detail on the urban free black population, see chapter 
five. 
49. S.O. 3/4, Appendix B. The trial lasted for 27 hours during which 
time 22 witnesses were examined. The conviction was based purely on . 
circumstantial evidence. 
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shade"50. The case of Chissie and the one-eyed Englishman is 

suggestive both of sexual relations between slaves and free Europeans, 

and of miscegenation at the Cape. The description of Chlssie as having 

"a fair complexion" and, even more tellingly, "red hairu reveals that 

she was herself of "mixed" parentage. Since slave/free status was 

maternally inherited at the Cape, it is fair to assume that her father 

was of European origin~ More generally, the early nineteenth century 

newspaper sources provide abundant evidence of the "whitening" of the 

slave population referred to by Elphick and Giliomee51. An 1806 advert 

for a runaway described him as a "white African slave boy"52; in May 

1833 a slaveowner notified the public of the desertion of a slave 

"nearly white 11 53; another advert described a fugitive as "a fine boy 

almost white 11 54. 

Unions between slaves and Europeans sometimes even took on a formal 

aspect. In August 1826 the slave Candace brought forward a complaint 

that her sister (and mistress) threatened to sell her though she "had 

been purchased for the purpose of being made free as soon as she had 

refunded her purchase price ... William Spratt with whom she cohabited 

was willing to pay 500 Rixdollars [part of the remaining debt] for her 

freedom and would then have her christened and marry her". Through the 

Guardi~n's intervention the purchase price was lowered and the couple 

were united55. 

50. Cape Town Gazette, 9 June 1831 
51. R.Elphick and H.Giliomee, 'The Origins and Entrenchment of 
European bominance at the Cape, 1652- c.1840' in R.Elphick and 
H.Giliomee, eds., The Shaping of South African Society, p. 538 
52. Cape Town Gazette, 19 July 1806 
53. Cape of Good Hope Government Gazette, 3 May 1833 
54. Cape Town Gazette, 8 February 1806. In the latter advert there was 
?J.n implicit connection between the "whiteness" and the quality of the 
"boy". Yet, while a lighter skin may have bequeathed additional status 
in the eyes of European owners, as Elphick and Giliomee point out, 
light slaves remained slaves. 
55. s.o. 3/1, ·Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half-Year, 
July to December 1826' 
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Drawing together the above discussion, it appears that the slave 

family came to emerge in an increasingly stable, single generation, 

nuclear, matrifocal form in the early nineteenth century. Legislative 

and related demographic changes, the weakness of the ·familia' and the 

spread of Islam all combined to enhance the possibilities of kinship 

structures in the pre-emancipation decades. Ties of intimacy ware also 

established (on both a formal and informal basis) between slave and 

free. In their contacts with non-slave members of the urban underclass 

slaves were drawn outside of their bondage, in a psychologica156 and 

sometimes a physical sense as we1157. 

Islam: The Religion of the Underclass 

In Patterson's analysis a fundamental aspect of the "social death" of 

slaves - one of his defining characteristics of slavery as an 

institution58 - was that the slave was ''forced to reject his own gods 

and worship those of his master 11 59. Slavery in Cape Town was 

exceptional in this regard. Islam developed as an urban underclass 

religion distinct from the religion of the ruling class. It was not a 

permutation or adaptation of the master religion, as Christianity was 

in the Old South and, perhaps · more supversively, in early nineteenth 

century Jamaica. It was a religion that gave increasing numbers of 

56. The . private perceptions of slaves regarding family and sexual 
relations are extremely difficult to gauge. Yet it does seem fair to 
assume th~t through their intimate ties with free blacks and Europeans 
some slaves were able to break down · (or at least chip away at) the 
1mposing. barriers of legal status and race. 
57. In the case of Candace and William Spratt cited above, the 
psychological refuge from bondage through ties of intimacy with a 
European man received physical expression in the actual manumission of 
the slave through her spouse's financial assistance. 
58. Patterson defines slavery as ''the permanent, violent domination of 
natally alienated and generally dishonoured persons". (Slavery and 
Social Death, p. 13) Natai alienation means social death, according to 
his use of the terms. 
59. Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p~ 62 
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Cape Town slaves access to an alternative world view, supported by 

alternative social and cultural networks. By the late slave period a 

cohesive and rapldly expanding Islamic community had emerged at the 

Cape, offering potential sanctuary from social and ideological 

domination by the master class. 

It was largely because of its very separatism in class (and racial) 

terms that Islam cemented bonds between slave and free black 

adherents. By socially distancing themselves from Europeans and 

Christians (it is no coincidence that these two terms were 

interchangeable in contemporary census returns), Cape Muslims at once 

earmarked their own collective identity. The economic contacts between 

slaves and free blacks at the work place were thus sustained at the 

cultural level. The secular and reliqious networks of Islam (which 

will be outlined below) contributed directly to the erosion of the 

divisions in legal status in early nineteenth century Cape Town60. 

In tracing the origins of a clearly defined Islamic communitv at the 

Cape, Adil Bradlow argues that the roots of the Cape Islamic community 

are to be located in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries. According to his interpretation, it was in this period that 

"slaves and other members of the underclasses, specifically in Cape 

Town, began to express their resistance to the prevailing structure of 

social relations in collective terms, resistance that was eventually 

to take the form of the dramatic spread of Islam amongst the slaves of 

Cape Town 11 6l. Central to Bradlow's argument is the suggestion there 

60. As Davids notes, status· in the Islamic community was largely 
independent of legal definition. Thus in the year before he died, 
1806, Tuan Guru appointed Achmat of Bengal as assistant ·imam' of the 
Dorp Street Mosque, though he was still a slave. (A.Davids, ·The Words 
the Slaves Made', p. 13) 
61. Bradlow, ·Exploring the Roots of Islam ln Cape Town in the 
Eiqhteenth Century: State, Hegemony and Tariqa', p. 3 
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was direct continuity between late seventeenth and late eighteenth 

century Islam (i.e. between Sjech Yussuf and Tuan Guru) in the form of 

mountain-based · Tariqas•62: "From the mountain and forest hideaways 

around Cape Town, a tradition of social practice centred around the 

tennets [sic] of Islam was born that functioned outside the parameters 

of ruling class hegemony"63. These ·Tariqas' acted as the focal points 

of the undercover Islamic community in the early and mid-eighteenth 

century and maintained contact with the city's lower classes64. It was 

precisely because this community operated "outside the parameters of 

ruling class hegemony", Bradlow argues, that the evidence for its 

existence is so scant in the official record. He therefore relies 

extensively on oral tradition and archaelogical sources in the form of 

graves on Signal Hill, Constantia and elsewhere in his reconstruction 

of these bridging social networks65. 

Interesting and imaginative as Bradlow's ·Tariqa' theory is, unless 

more concrete evidence comes to light, it can remain no more than 

hypothetical. The contention that the Islamic community withdrew from 

the city and managed to sustain itself in the "mountains and forests" 

for six or seven decades rests on evidence, which by Bradlow's own 

admission is purely "circumstantial". As he himself concedes: "No 

single set of sources exists that verifies the argument that 

follows"66; and his "marriage of oral traditions to other sources 11 67 

62. Bradlow defines the ·sufi tariqas' as hierarchically organised 
mystical organisations' (ibid., p. 37) and explains the growth of the 
1slamic community in terms of emergence of such networks. 
63. Bradlow, · Exploring the Roots of Islam in Cape Town in the 
Eighteenth Century: State, Hegemony and ~ariqa', p. 4 
64. The occupational mobility of some members of the lower classes 
(e.g. slave woodcutters) made "the surrounding hills and mountains 
the ideal location for such activities''. (ibid., p. 48) These areas 
were sites of regular contacts with slaves, but simultaneously 
remained distant from the hostile centres of authority. 
65. ibid., pp. 43-8 
66. ibid., p. 43 
67. ibid., p. 43 
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remains unconvincing. The very language in which his analysis is 

couched - "ifs", "may haves" and "highly likelys" - suggests that, 

even in the formulation of its major exponent, the · Tariqa' theory 

hovers between possibility and probability. Furthermore, to c~iticise 

his argument from the point of view of the known rather than the 

unknown, the very form Islam came to take in the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries contradicts the notion of the purity of 

spiritualism which the 'Tariqas' generates. Thus Davids · discounts the 

possibility of the · Tariqas' acting as a matrix for the emergence of 

the Cape slave world on the basis of "the syncretic mysticism evident 

in so many of the Cape Muslims' cultural practices"68. 

Contrary · to Bradlow's hypotheses, it appears on evidence that the Cape 

Islamic community has its collective origins in the final decades of 

Dutch colonial slavery. Both Davids and She1169 identify the arrival 

of Tuan Guru in 1770 (corresponding closely with the first written 

account of Muslim religious ceremonies by Thunberg and with 

legislation prohibiting the sale of Christian slaves) as the symbolic 

birth of a clearly defined community among Cape Muslims. Though Shell 

concedes that the political exiles, slaves - and convicts brought from 

the East prior to Tuan Guru's · arrival were "instrumental in the spread 

of Islam", he emphasises that "their influence is not sufficient to 

explain the sudden growth of the religion at the Cape which began in 

68. A. Davids, 'The Words the Slaves Made', p. 30. The practice of 
· calllphat' or 'Ratiep', which will be referred to later, is seen by 
Davids as one clear example of the syncretic mysticism inherent in 
Islam at the Cape. 
69. The interpretatlon here is closest to Shell's, since Shell both 
traces the origins of the Islamic community to the late eighteenth 
century and (contrary to Davids) argues "economic marginality, racial 
exclusion and an exP,ressed need for community identity had as much to 
do with conversion to Islam as did any cognitive factors". ( ' Rites and 
Rebellion', Studies in the History of Cape Town, vol. 5, 1984, p. 1) 
The secular dimension of Islam in early nineteenth century Cape Town 
will be addressed later. 
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1770 and stopped after slavery had ended"70. Since the slave trade had 

been cut off in 1808, the spectacular increase in the number of 

Islamic adherents in the early nineteenth century (from probably 

little over 1000 at the time of abolition to 2000 by 1822 and then 

6492 by 184171) was exclusively· due to lnternal proselytisation rather 

than ·transplantation' from the East72. The spread of Islam in the 

post-abolition period at least should therefore be seen primarily as a 

region-specific response to the social milieu in which slaves and free 

blacks at the Cape found themselves. It is this notion of a firmly 

locally-based religion of the underclasses, which only came to emerge 

in a coherent and collective form in the late eighteenth century, that 

informs the picture of Islam presented in this analysis. 

In its regional distribution, Islam was very much an urban-centred 

religion in the early nineteenth century Cape context. In his 1831 

report on slavery, Bigge noted that there were 846 male and 422 female 

slaves in the Muslim congregation of Cape Town73, but only 42 male and 

16 female slave converts outside of the city74. In other words, there 

70. R.Shell, ·The Establishment and Spread of Islam at the Cape', p. 8 
71. See Shell, ·Rites and Rebellion', figure 1, p. 9. In the early 
1840s Muslims comprised fully one-third of Cape Town's overall 
population. 
72. The notion that Islam's growth at the Cape was due to Muslims 
being ·transplanted' from the Indon~sian Archipelago to the Cape is 
discarded by Shell, on the grounds that considerably fewer Muslims 
were brought to the Cape than was formerly thought and that the Dutch 
succeeded ln restricting the influence of the potentially dangerous 
political exiles. (Sheil, ·The Establishment and Spread of Islam at 
the Cape', p. 14 and p. 25) 
73. It must be remembered that the urban slave population had dropped 
to below 6000 by the early 1830s. In this llght, the 1268 slave 
converts to Islam represented an appreciable proportion. However, the 
number of slave adherents was exceeded by the number of free black 
Muslims, of whom there were probably some 2000 immediately prior to 
emancipation. 
74. J.T.Bigge, 'Report upon the Slaves and State of Slavery at the 
Cape of Good Hope', 5 Aprll 1831 (G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape 
Colony, vol. 35, p. 367) 
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were over twenty urban converts for every convert outside of the city 

in the years immediately preceding emancipation. 

This distinctive religious regionalism had definite socio-economic 

roots. Firstly, as a strongly community orientated religion, the urban 

context of its nature offered a more fertile landscape than the rural 

context in which to sow the seeds of Islam. The population density of 

cities naturally enhanced the possibilities for establishing and 

maintaining religious contact. Secondly, as has been noted earlier, 

the religion of the dominant class served as an ineffective tool in 

imposing ' hegemonic' control in pre-emancipation Cape Town. The 

fragmented ideology of the city's ruling class gave ample scope for 

sub-cultural development (religious and otherwise) among slaves and 

other members of the underclass75. Thirdly, the occupational mobility 

of urban slaves, and especially skllled slaves and hirelings, gave 

them greater opportunities than their rural counterparts to attend 

house meetings, ceremonies or other rituals. In other words, physical 

space and cultural space were closely related. And fourthly, changes 

in the shape of the labour market saw urban slaves increasingly 

"rubbing shoulders" with free inhabitants of the city. Slave-free 

black interaction at the work place allowed for more extensive 

interaction in non-economic spheres as well. 

75. It is noteworthy that the vast expansion of missionary work in 
South Africa post-1795 was concentrated beyond Cape Town and close to 
the frontier. Freund points to the establishment of mission stations 
at Genadendal, Bethelsdorp on the Eastern frontier, at Zuurbraak, 
Hoogekraal and Theopolis. It was only post-1814 that separate missions 
were formed in the south western Cape, at Paarl and Stellenbosch. 
Freund indicates that "mission stations and the mission movement had a 
profound influence on Khoikhoi, society. Between 1795 and 1815 
thousands became Christians". (B.Freund, ' The Cape Under Transitional 
Governments', p. 342) Christianity's impact on slaves was far more 
limited, especially in Cape Town itself. 
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As a firmly urban-centred religion of the underclass, Islam emerged in 

an increasingly syncretic and creolised form post-1808. The cutting 

off of fresh imports from the East enhanced the residency nature of 

Islam at the Cape, as the creole-dominated slave population and 

acculturated free blacks collectively developed syncretic cultural 

practices. The dangerous ritual known as "Ratiep" or "Calliphat"76, 

one of a number of such creolised practices, is described by Davids as 

a synthesis of two distinct cultural components, "Islamic spiritual 

recitation and animistic ritual practices"??. He plausibly suggests 

that, since many slaves came from non-Islamic cultures, "Ratiep" was 

probably used by Cape- Mu~lims to attract non-Muslims into their 

community 78. 

As such ritual practices reflected, the ethnic exclusivity suggested 

by the term "Malay" was not a feature of Islam in the early nineteenth 

century Cape context79. In a letter to Viscount Castlereigh in 1808, 

the Earl of Caledon indicates that Islamic adherents at the Cape were 

African as well as Asian around the time of abolition: ''The imported 

slaves are mostly from Mozambique, arriving here in total ignorance, 

and being permitted to remain in that state, they for the most part 

embrace the Mahomedan [sic] faith"80. Evidently Islam was responsible 

for breaking down barriers of ethnicity as well as legal status, while 

maintaining its racial and class exclusivity. 

76. For evidence of this established ritual gone tragically awry, see 
the 1813 Court of Justice case against the free black, Griep. (C.J. 
805, Criminal Sentences). 
77. Davids, ·The Words the Slaves Made', p. 7 
78. Davids, ·The Words the Slaves Made', p. 7 
79. Along with Shell, it is felt that the term "Malay" has misleading 
ethnic connotations, and the term "Muslim" has thus been used here. 
(Shell, · The Establishment and Spread of Islam at the Cape', p. 3) 
80. G.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 6, p. 271 
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cape Muslims regularly expressed their religious commitments at 

various feasts and festivals throughout the year. By the final decade 

of slavery the Guardian indicates that slave converts had begun to 

insist on certain rights in the practice of their own religion: "By 

far the greater part of the slaves are Mohamedans [sic] with whom 

Sunday is not a day of solemnity ... They have many days in the course 

of the year on which they claim a right by custom to absent themselves 

from whatever service they may be in to attend their places of worship 

and festivals and which it might be imprudent even to attempt to 

prevent" [emphasis added]81. The kind of assertiveness, which the 

Guardian sees to have characterised the behaviour of many Muslim 

slaves, hints at a shift in the nature of master-slave relations in 

the years leading up to emancipation. In discussing rates of 

resistance in the following chapter, it will argued that resistance 

levels were particularly high in the late 1820s and early 1830s with 

slaves alive to the import of ameliorative legislation and the 

prospect of emancipation. 

In the pre-emancipation Cape context, as in almost all other 

slaveholding societies, the burial ritual was undoubtedly the most 

important of all religious ceremonies. Semple provided a detailed 

account of slave burial rituals at the Cape: "As soon as the breath 

has left the body of the sick man, the women who surround the bed, 

burst into tears and lamentations and communicate the infection of 

sorrow to the men. The corpse is dressed out not without much weeping 

and a day is allowed for the assembling of friends to mourn over his 

remains. The Malay expresses his grief by sitting beside his dead 

friend in profound silence, and with downcast and pensive look ... On 

81. s.o. 3/10, Report of the Guardian for the Half-Year, June to 
December 1832' 
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the day of interment, the friends assemble again and follow the bier 

to the place appointed; here the body is committed to the earth. The 

Malays extend their care and seem to cherish their grief. On the 

third, seventh, tenth, fortieth and hundredth day, they again assemble 

round the grave, pour sweet-scented herbs upon it, and strew over it 

the choicest flowers 11 82. Although this description was written in 

1805, before the abolition of the slave trade and at a time when the 

Cape Islamic community was still young, this account does allow for a 

recreation of one fundamental aspect of the religious lives of the 

city's underclass. Some four decades after Semple, the famous Cape 

painter, Thomas Baines, depicted a Muslim funeral procession of 

fifteen- or twenty-strong wending its way up to the burial ground on 

the slopes of signal hill (see below)83. A separate Muslim burial 

ground stood as a symbol of a distinct underclass religious identity 

from slavery through to the post-emancipation period84. 

Muslim support networks, it must be emphasised, went far beyond purely 

religious needs. As noted above, it was partly through' Islam that the 

slave family came together. The religion of the underclass -0ffered 

slaves the opportunity both to meet with fellow slaves and free 

blacks, and to formalise established bonds of intimacy. Islam also 

provided educational facilities for its adherents. According to 

Davids, the Dorp Street school, which had 372 slave and free black 

pupils_ by 1807 and close on 500 by 182585, initiated "a prolific 

82. Semple, Walks and Sketches at the Cape of Good Hope, pp. 41-2 
83. M. and J.Diemont, The Brenthurst Baines, (Johannesburg: Brenthurst 
Press, 1975), p. 38 
84. Exactly when a Muslim burial ground was established in Cape Town 
is difficult to ascertain. However, court records indicate that a 
"Mahometan" burial ground was a physical feature of the city from the 
early 1820s and probably well , before. In the 1824 burglary case of 
D.Dennysen vs Abdul Galie and ten slaves (cited in chapter four) the 
accused planned their collective thefts at the Malay burial ground. 
85. A.Davids, ' The Words the Slaves Made', p. 24. As Davids notes: "If 
we consider that, despite intense missionary activity, only 86 slaves 
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process of literacy among Cape slaves"86. The social support networks 

of Islam even extended to health. A complaint of inadequate provisions 

brought before the Guardian by the Muslim slave, Schiedam, was 

adjudged to be groundless "as he had Medical aid, but he did not like 

to take medicine prescribed by a Christian Doctor. He wished a Malay 

Doctor to attend him"87. 

The secular support system of the Cape Islamic community operated in 

the economic as well as the social sphere. Free black Muslims 

sometimes bought the freedom of slave converts. For example, the 67-

year old Muslim slave, Clarenda, "requested the Protector to offer her 

owner 50 Rixdollars for her freedom, which sum was advanced by her 

priest for that purpose"88. The financial support enjoyed by aged 

slaves, like Clarenda, meant that "Malay [sic] slaves ha.cdly ever 

became burthensome to the Public 11 89. In the chapter five, it will be 

argued that the rate of manumission in the early nineteenth century 

(as in the Dutch colonial period) was many times higher among free 

black slaveowners than their European counterparts. This is partially 

explicable in terms of the fact that some free Muslims were purchasing 

slaves with a view towards manumitting them. 

out of a total population of 35698 in the Cape Colony were baptised 
between 1810 and 1824, the tremendous influence of this school in the 
early years of the nineteenth century on the slave and free black 
community becomes clearly evident". (p. 24) Even more so, when it is 
recognised that this influence had such a regionally concentrated 
nature. 
86. Davids, 'The Words the Slaves Made', p. 28. A number of leading 
members of the Islamic community were specifically assigned full-time 
occupations as teachers. Thus a partial population inventory for Cape 
Town on the eve of abolition lists three "Malay schoolmasters", in 
addition to six "Malay priests". (See De Pama, Regency Cape Town) 
87. s.o. 3/5, · Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half-Year, 
December 1829 to June 1830' 
88. S.O. 3/12, ·Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half
Year, June to December 1833' 
89. s.o. 3/6, · Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half-Year, 
June to December 1830' 



127 

Aside from their attendance of religious ceremonies and their 

involvement (usually as beneficiaries) in secular support networks, 

slaves expressed their affiliations in even more conspicuous ways: 

through the clothes they wore and the words they used. The "toedang", 

a conical straw hat often worn on top of the traditional red 

handkerchief, was a noticeable Eastern import donned by Muslims at the 

Cape90. D'Oyly's sketches of the city and its people in the 1820s and 

early 1830s give a sense of the prominence of the "toedang" in the 

late slave period91. Like the top hat, this headgear self-consciously 

announced a certain position and status within the social hierarchy92. 

So too the language of Muslim slaves clearly labelled their identity. 

According to Davids' analysis, Malayu, as a spoken and written 

language in Arabic script, came to be the lingua franca of Cape 

Muslims in the early nineteenth century93. There is even evidence to 

suggest that ruling class officialdom in preemancipation Cape Town had 

begun to accept the language as legitimate. In the lower court case of 

a Muslim slave, Lafleur, against his Muslim master, Morat, in the late 

1820s, the free black, Hendrik, was "sworn as an interpreter in the 

Malay language 11 94. In numerous other cases slaves and free blacks were 

"sworn on the Alcoran" or "sworn as a Mohametan [sic] 11 95. 

90. See Shell, De Meillon's People of Colour, p. 6 
91. See Pama, Regency Cape Town 
92. In his article on the top hat in South African history, Ross 
explains that articles of apparel carry strong symbolic meanings and 
convey messages such as gender and social status; "the elements of 
clothing at a given time and place are systematically related to each 
other to form codes, and indeed what one might almost call a 
structured discourse in themselves". (R.Ross, ·The Top-Hat in South 
African History: The Changing Significance of an Article of Material 
Culture', p. 91) 
93. Davids, ·The Words the Slaves Made', p. 16 
94. 1/CT, 6/15, Case before the Judge of Police and Resident 
Magistrate of Cape Town, March-April 1829 
q5_ To cite a few examples: in an October 1829 case Jane, a free 
person of colour, was "sworn on the Koran" (1/CT, 6/16); the slave 
Frans of Willem Jan Klerck was sworn on the Alcoran in a May 1829 case 
(1/CT, 6/15); or on 3 September the slave Abdul was sworn in "as a 
Mohametan". ( 1/CT, 6/15) 
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As the above discussion dramatises, Islam permeated into the everyday 

lives of many urban dwellers. In the religious sphere its slave 

adherents (who made up at least one-fifth of the total slave 

population of the city on the eve of emancipation) expressed their 

allegiance by attending and taking part in various locally-based 

feasts, ceremonies and rituals. At the secular level the residency 

nature of Islam was entrenched through kinship, educational, medical 

and financial support networks. D'Oyly's period sketches of "Malays 

going to town"; "Malays drinking coffee" and "A Sunday outing of 

Malays" (see below)96 bear artistic witness to the secular cohesion 

Islam in early nineteenth century Cape Town. It was a religion (both 

ceremonial and secular) that cut across boundaries of status and 

ethnicity, while maintaining those of race and class. In its all

embracing aspect Islam amplified the distance between owner and slave 

so as to separ~te the slave's identity from that of the dominant class 

ideology, and simultaneously drew slaves closer to a particular strata 

of the urban underclass: free blacks. 

96. Pama, Regency Cape Town, pp. 124, 32, 24 and 108 respectively. 
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Culture of Leisure 

Recreation, 1ike religion, had a fairly rigid class dimension in early 

nineteenth century Cape Town. The divide line between popular and 

elite forms of leisure closely followed the economic contours of 

class. The city's dominant strata indulged in outdoor sports, like 

"fox"-hunting ana horse racing, a.nd in the more cerebral indoor 

pursui ts of theatre, opera, concerts and occasional ballets97. Above 

all, it was the home that provided the centre of entertainment for the 

urban elite. Edna Bradlow's observations regarding Cape elitist 

culture in the 1850s are equally applicable to the pre-emancipation 

period: "Replicating English precedents, home and family were at the 

centre of Cape life ... Home was the setting for hospitality and 

recreation ranging from the occasional ball on a grand scale to 

· evenings spent together doinq fancy work, while someone read aloud, 

or listening to music which they made themselves 111 98. 

The clty's subordinate groupings, because of their relative lack of 

private space, were forced to rely far more heavily on public space. 

Their recreational activities revolved around the canteens, smuggling 

houses, pubs and streets of Cape Town. It was a culture of drinking, 

gambling, card-playing, cock-fighting, street brawling, music-making 

and dancing. It was a culture that thrived on the weekends, outside 

the places of work. From the point of view of urban slaves, it was 

part of llfe experience that was independent of the master and took 

place beyond the household unit. As Wade suggests in another 

97. See R.Ross, 'structure and Culture in Pre-industrial Cape Town', 
P ~ 5 and C.Pama, Regency Cape Town, pp. 15-33 
98. E.Bradlow, 'The Culture of a Colonial Elite: The Cape of Good Hope 
ln the 1850s', Victorian Studies, 1986, 29, p. 393 
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context, the world of leisure that emerged "beyond the master's eye" 

directly undermined owner control in the city99. 

In the early nineteenth century the leisure activities of urban slaves 

increasingly merged with those of other members of the city's 

subordinate class. Under the demographic impact of creolisation and 

the economic impact of the trend towards free labour in the city, 

slave recreational activites intersected more closely with those of 

free blacks, ·negro' apprentices, Khoi, sailors and soldiers. 

Contem?orary court records document extensive leisure-time interaction 

between slaves and free inhabitants of Cape ~own in the late slave 

period. Thus in an Auqust 1812 court case, the free European, Paul 

Wolmerans, is described to have been well acquainted with the slave, 

Mey of Batavia, "from gambling and fighting with slaves with whom he 

kept company". On Saturday 23rd August that year Wolmerans, Mey and a 

fellow slave went along to their regular drinking haunt at the wine 

· house of Betje Kannemeyer behind the barracks with the intention of 

robbing the proprietress. In the event Kannemeyer was murdered, but 

the group were forced to disperse before they had time to steal 

anythinglOO. 

A trial brought before the Court of Justice two years later yields 

evidence of urban slaves mixing with Khoi as well as free Europeans. 

On the Saturday night over the weekend of 11-12 December 1814, two 

native-born slaves, Adam and Claas, went drinking with their 

"Hottentot" mates, Hendrik and Booy Alexander. En route to a canteen 

99. Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South, 1820-60, pp. 143-77. See 
also the earlier discussion of "The Problem of Discipline in the City" 
in the chapter 3. 
10,0. C.J. 805, Court of Justice, Criminal Sentences, 1812-3. 
Interestingly, it was only the two slaves who were brought to trial in 
this case; they were both given the death sentence. 



131 

in Krorrune Elleboog Street they met a sailor named Laurence Highwell in 

Market Square, who joined them and later paid for their drinks at the 

wine house. This was evidently not . favour enough for the two slaves 

and two Khoi, for they, proceeded to rob the sailor stealing what 

remained of his money. Highwell's drinking companions paid dearly for 

their ingratitude and were uniformly sentenced to a scourging and five 

years hard labour in ironslOl. 

As the above cases suggest, the racially "mixed" urban culture of 

leisure centred largely around canteens and drink. Dominant class 

observers were acutely aware and usually highly critical of the role 

of drink and drinking-houses in the lives of the city's subordinate 

strata (hence the repeated requests for "sober" workers in the 

colony's newspapers). In his sketch "Effects of Inebriety", D'Oyly 

shows a drunken milkman alongside his spilt pail and a drunken fruit 

vendor alongside upturned baskets102. The underlying lesson is clear: 

drink breeds disorder. More explicitly moralistic is his drawing 

entitled "The South African Besetting Sin", depicting a person of 

colour lying senseless on the roadside from the effects of alcoho1103. 

Contemporary literature reinforces the message of contemporary art; in 

the mid-1830s Fawcett declared from dizzy moral heights: "I had ever 

thought that drunkenness had in India reached the summit of its 

destructiveness, but I had yet to see a still more awful display of 

its alarming, lamentable and debasing effects exhibited in South 

Africa. Here brandy and brandied wine can be obtained almost for the 

asking; and here canteens abound in every town, village-road and by

way"104. 

101 . C.J. 808, Court of Justice, Criminal Sentences, 1815. 
102. Pama, Regency Cape Town, p. 102 
103. Pama, Regency Cape Town, p. 129 
104. Fawcett, Eighteen Months' Residence at the Cape of Good Hope, 
p.8. As Elks indicates, drunkenness was not confined to the lower 



** s · .Pama ource· C 

'E" /fects of ineb . nety' 

** s · .Pama ource· C 

, 

, 

Plate 3.11 

_ge Town Regency Ca , p. 129 

Plate 3.12 

Regency C ape P · 102 

131A 



132 

In the port city itself there were no fewer than sixty licensed liquor 

retailers in 1825, quite apart from the scores of unlicensed outlets, 

known as "smuggling houses 11 105. As Judges notes in her study of 

poverty and living conditions in Cape Town around the time of 

emancipation, alcohol ·was probably more readily available than 

water106. And the availability of liquor in Cape Town was complemented 

by its cheapness. The local production of wine in the south western 

Cape, especially at the time of the wine boom (1809-25), ensured that 

supply was abundant and that prices were relatively low. 

Slave Office complaint cases in the final decade of slavery are 

littered with references to slaves (most of whom were non-Muslim)107 

being turned out of doors in states of "excessive intoxication"; of 

slaves "much addicted to hard drinking"; or of slaves who frequently 

drank "in such excess so as to become delerious". In one of the more 

severe cases of slave alcoholism, Rachel, a 31 year-old "housemaid", 

repeatedly got intoxicated at a locai ' canteen, despite strong medical 

advice against her immoderate drinking habits. When brought before the 

Guardian, her owner promised to send her to be hospitalised in order 

to cure her drinking problem108. 

orders as was popularly believed. "Even the Supreme Court judges were 
described as 'notable bottle men', but since their intoxication was in 
the privacy of their own houses, they were regarded almost indulgently 
rather than with disapproval". (Elks, ·crime, Community and Police in 
Cape Town, 1825-50', p. 138) 
105. K.Elks, ·crime, Community and Police in Cape Town, 1825-50', p. 
134 
106. S.Judges, ' Poverty, Living Conditions and Social Relations -
Aspects of Life in Cape Town in the 1830s', p. 102 
107. As explained in a commissioners report lnto policing in 1828: "Of 
the inferior classes, the Mahommedans [sic] are temperate from the 
tenets of their reliqion forbidding the use of wines spiritous 
liquors". (G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 35. p. 140) 
Though these tenets were not always adhered to, the overlap between 
Islam and the canteen world of Cape Town was no more than partial. 
108. S.O. 3/12, 'Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half
Year, June to December 1833' 
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Slaves were not only indulgent and conspicuous consumers of alcohol in 

early nineteenth century Cape Town, but there is even evidence to 

suggest that a select few distributed liquor as well. In a lower court 

case held on 16 January 1832 the slave, Dorinda, belonging to the 

Widow Smit was fined 225 pounds or alternatively sentenced to three 

months imprisonment for contravening the 8th section of Ordinance 54, 

in lay terms, for the illegal sale of alcohol. This urban slave 

shebeener operated a secret retail business from her own commercially 

rented accommodation. Testimony at the trial revealed that two 

policeman, Lisamore and Digby, illegally purchased drink from 

Dorinda's house on Tuesday 8 January. Digby admitted: "We drank the 

best part of a bottle [of beer] at the defendant's house and brought 

another bottle away 11 109. This case is instructive both in so far as it 

serves as an example of the kind of initiative shown by some urban 

slaves in their attempts to procure capital, and in so far as it 

demonstrates the ineptitude (or even complicity) of the urban police 

force. Law enforcers, like Digby and Lisamore, were evidently quite 

willing to turn a blind eye to the existence of unlicensed liquor 

outlets. As explained in chapter two, this was largely a function of 

their class positionllO. It was precisely because they themselves 

bought liquor from canteens and smuggling houses, and were, more 

broadly, integrated into the underclass culture of leisure in the city 

that they were ineffective as instruments of dominant class 

contro1lll. 

109. 1/CT, 6/19, Case before the Judge of Police and Resident 
Magistrate of Cape Town, Preparatory Examinations, 1828-33 
110. Elks, ·crime, Community and Police ln Cape Town, 1825-50', p. 51 
111. The late nineteenth century saw much more direct police 
interference in the popular street culture of Cape Town. In the early 
industrial period Cape Town's police force was far more effective in 
serving as the "domestic missionaries" of the city's ruling class. 
(This term is borrowed from R.D.Storch, ·The Policeman as Domestic 
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If alcohol was the liquid of leisure for the city's underclass, then 

' dagga' and opium were its drugs of leisure. A visitor to Cape Town, 

J.W.Moodie, commented in the late 1820s, after a decade-long stay in 

the city, that "many Hottentots have a pernicious habit of smoking a 

plant called ·dacha', a kind of wild hemp••ll2. The observation held 

true of slaves as well. In one of his street scenes (see below), De 

Meillon depicts three slaves smoking on a patch of grass, one of whom 

is prostrate from the effects of what is presumably dagga•ll3. 

Opium.was also common currency in Cape Town's underworld. Through the 

direct shipping ties with the East, chiefly in the form of human cargo 

in the seventeenth and eighteenth century., there was ample opportunity 

for smuggling opium into the colony. Thus Ross uncovers the existence 

of a thrivinq 'opium den' in the port city in the 1760s114. In her 

article on the running amok case of the 1770s, Edna Bradlow indicates 

that Scerra Bretto (the protaganist) was under the influence of opium 

when he ran through the city wantonly attacking inhabitantsllS. Ruling 

class concern over the effects of the drug, and in particular the 

connection between opium and the frenzied acts of Scerra Bretto, 

prompted legislation prohibiting the sale of opium, which remained in 

force into the early nineteenth century116. The efforts of the law 

makers notwithstanding, there are indications that this drug remained 

Missionary: Urban Discipline and Popular Culture in Northern England, 
1850-80', Journal of Social History, 9 (4), 1976, pp. 481-509) 
112. J.W.D.Moodie, Ten Years in South Africa, (London: Richard 
Bentley, 1835), p. 41 
113. A.H.Smith, Cape View and Costumes: Water-colours by H.C. De 
Meillon, plate 44, p. 89 
114. Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 32 
115. E.Bradlow, · Mental Illness or a Form of Resistance? The Case of 
Scerra Bretto', (Paper presented at the · slavery and After' Conference 
at th~ University of Cape Town), p. 10 
116. J.Ewart, James Ewart's Journal, (Cape Town: C.Struik Ltd., 1970) 
p. 28 
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a consumer item among the city's underclasses into the post-abolition 

period. In 1809 a free black named Baatjoe was brought to trial for 

plotting and executing the murder of a female slave runaway, Amelia. 

One evening Baatjoe "actually gave the girl a dram of brandy in which 

he had mixed some opium". The effects of the conconction were powerful 

enough to totally "stupify" the victim, who was drowned soon after in 

a darn opposite Roeland Street117. 

Gambling was a more regular and perhaps less dangerous form of urban 

popular leisure than opium smoking. The statute books specifically 

laid down that "no slave is allowed to join gamblers either in the 

houses or in the streets or in' any secret places on pain of being 

flogged 11 ll8. It is evident that this clause, like that prohibiting 

slaves from "drawing liquor in a wine house"119, was a dead letter at 

the Cape. The canteens of the city were the most popular venues for 

gambling in the early nineteenth century. One case that is 

particularly useful in highlighting the extent of gambling in the late 

slave period was that of the King vs. H.Valentyn, the owner of a 

canteen in the city, tried ln the lower courts in the late 1820s. A 

police officer testified that at about seven o'clock one evening and 

again at a quarter past eight he saw six slave "boys" playing on a 

"bagatel" table in the back room of H.Valentyn's beer house. He 

insisted that there was money lyinq on the table ready to exchange 

hands. In his defence, Valentyn testified (and his evidence was 

supported by that of the slaves): "I allow no Gambling at my house. 

Those persons and many others come to my house for Beer and they then 

play for the tot. If allowing this I have transgressed the laws and 

forfeited a penalty, I will pay it, but then all the licensed 

117. C.J. 804, Court of Justice, Criminal Sentences, 1811 
118. G.M.Theal, Recrds of the Cape Colony, vol. 9, p. 156, clause 61 
119. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 9, p. 158, clause 73 
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retailers must be prosecuted for it is carried on in every taphouse" 

[emphasis addedJ 120 . 

As this case suggests, games of chance were one means of financing 

leisure time activities for urban slaves. Theft was another and 

canteens were often a site for the disposal of stolen wares. So, for 

example, the Cape Town slave, Jan belonginq to Anna Heuning, used a 

stolen 100 rixdollar note to pay for drinks at a local wine house. 

This display of opulence aroused the suspicion of the owner who, upon 

inquiry, established that the money was part of 500 rixdollars stolen 

by the said slave121. 

Hiring out was a further means whereby urban slaves acquired enough 

capital to finance thelr pleasures. The rapid spread of the hiring out 

system in the city during the pre-emancipation decades implied that 

many more urban slaves than hitherto had the means to support their 

leisure time pursuits. Moreover, the enhanced spatial freedom enjoyed 

by slave hirelings (some of whom lived out with free spouses) gave 

them ample opportunity to spend their earnings122. 

Music-making and dancing featured prominently alongside drinks, drugs 

and gambling in the slave/underclass subculture of early nineteenth 

century Cape Town. Here again the numerous wine houses of the city 

provided a locus for PO?Ular recreation. So, for instance, the court 

records reveal that on the weekend evening of 9 February 1809 a 

suspicious slave husband, Africa belonging to Johannes Blesser, 

followed his wife/lover into town one evening "in order to see where 

120. 1/CT, 6/14, Case before the Judge of Police and Resident 
Magistrate of Cape Town, 1828 
121. c.s.c. 1/1/1/7, Cape Supreme Court, Criminal Cases, 1834 
122. For an indication of the wages earned by hirelings, refer back to 
chapter one. 



137 

she was going with some soldiers". When he discovered her dancing with 

her military friends in the taphouse of a certain Mr. Timpie, Africa 

became enraged. His jealousy at her "familiarities" with other men, 

prompted him to take an extreme course of action, which cost both the 

life of his lover and, after court sentence, his own life as we11123. 

Popular music and dance took the underclass culture of leisure from 

the canteens out onto the streets of the city. Contemporary observers 

could not fail to notice this conspicuous form of urban leisure. As 

related by the colonial secretary in 1822: "The Sunday dance is 

accompaniea by native music of every description. The slave boys from 

Madagascar and Mozambique bring the stringed instruments from their 

respective tribes and nation, from which they force sounds, which they 

regard as melodious. The love of dancing is a ruling passion 

throughout the Cape slave population in every rank; but music is 

here a passion with the Negro alone 11 124. Bird's sentiments regarding 

the African-based forms of music and dance in Cape Town were far more 

subtle in their criticism and less blatantly eurocentric than Rose's 

commentary on corresponding Eastern-based cultural traditions in the 

city: "We will look at the dance of the poorer slaves, whose 

hideousness renders itself more hideous by the most fantastically ugly 

qarments: the sounds they dance to cannot be termed music, and the 

dance (that which is common throughout the East) which, when performed 

bv bea\:ltY, miqht be voluptuous, is here only disgusting 11 125. 

123. C.J. 803, Court of Justice, Criminal Sentences, 1809-10. Or, to 
cite further evidence of popular cultural activities at canteens, the 
slave David belonging to Gabriel Vos, testified many years later that 
he went to Mr. Griffin's wine-house on a Friday evening "to listen to 
a band playing music". (1/CT, 6/19) 
124. W.Bird, State of the Cape of Good Hope in 1822, p. 166 
125. Rose, Four Years in Southern Africa, (London: Richard Bentley, 
1829), pp. 3-4. Rose's account maintains its almost acerbic tone 
throughout, largely because he is out to prove that "Cape Town is a 
copy of English society, ana~ like most copies, catches little except 
the faults of the original". (p. 2) 
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In his sketch of the "South African Hop'', D' Oyly gives artistic 

substance to this aspect of Cape Town's street culturel26. In this 

drawing, pencilled in May 1833, the artist portrays six or seven slave 

men and women dancing in a circle holding hands. Outside of the ring 

of energetic dancers, a slave women is both dancing and making music. 

She is banging on a thin circular instrument (probably a tambourine) 

held up above her head. The very title of the sketch indicates that 

this dance ha'd come to take on a locally-based flavour in the view of 

the artist. D'Oyly's picture generates a strong sense of community and 

festivity. The unrefined music and wild dancing in the "South African 

Hop" (of course, the term "hop" implies that the style is somewhat 

haphazard) may be seen in direct contrast to D'Oyly's "Musical 

Afternoon at Hopeville 11 127, where smartly dressed members of the 

city's upper strata are playing music on the traditional instruments 

of flute and harp. In these two sketches D'Oyly juxtaposes images of 

elite and popular culture in the city: it is instructive that the 

streets are chosen as the scene for underclass leisure, while the 

pastimes of the ruling class are pursued within the home. Like other 

cultural forms in Cape Town, music and dance drew a clear line of 

distinction between an increasingly creolised underclass and the 

city's elite strata128. 

126. Pama, Regency Cape Town, p. 28 
127. Pama, Regency Cape Town, p. 10 
128. Though very much centred on Cape Town, early nineteenth century 
slave/underclass patterns of recreation were by no means exclusive to 
urban slaves. For one thing runaways and rural bondsmen frequently 
visited the canteens of tne city when they came to town. The city's 
underworld offered unique opportunities for interaction between urban 
slaves and their country fellows, and it was probably through such 
communication networks that rural slaves were able to keep up to date 
with the rapid ideological/legislative shifts in the late slave 
period. Furthermore, the underclass culture of leisure at the Cape 
· radiated out' from the port city into its hinterland and beyond. 
There is clear evidence of the regional spread of Islam and of rural 
slaves .drinking and gambling outside of Cape Town. For evidence of 
Islamic communities in the interior, see S.A.Rochlin, ·origins of 
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Non-elite culture in pre-emancipation Cape Town, though the legacy of 

a Dutch colonial heritage, was arguably predominantly forward-looking. 

Along with the new economic order at the level of labour (see chapter 

one), the early nineteenth century saw the emergence of new popular 

cultural form and content in the port city. As Armstrong and Worden 

indicate, the urban subculture that flourished during the slave era 

provided the roots of working class culture in the late nineteenth 

centuryl29. Court records for the 1890s document a culture of drink, 

dancing and gambling ln the streets and canteens of the city that bore 

a strong resemblance to that of the 1820sl30. Some commentators have 

even suggested that the well-known annual rituals associated with the 

Coon Carnival' have their origins in the pre-emancipation period: 

"Cape Town's Coon Carnival is an isolated happening that has no 

counterpart elsewhere in this country. Its story harks back to the 

slave days, when those in bondage were granted a measure of freedom .at 

New Year, to make merry with music and song. One chronicler of life at 

the Cape in 1823 wrote of bands of slaves parading the streets at the 

dawn of New Year 11 131. 

Conclusion 

In both the private and the public domain culture followed the 

econo1nic contours of class. The urban subculture of the pre-

1slam ln the Eastern Cape', Africana Notes and News, 1956, pp. 21-25; 
and for evidence of the rural culture of leisure, see, for example, 
the 1811 Court of Justice case vs. February of Mozambique, David of 
Bengai and Onverwagt of the Cape. (CJ 804, Crlminal Sentences) 
129. J.Armstrong & N.Worden, ' The Slaves, 1652-1834', p. 138 
130. See A.Bank, · crime, class and gender in Cape Town, 1890-1900', 
(B.A. Hons., University of Cape Town), chapter two, Crime and the 
Working Class'. 
131. G.M.Manuel & B.Franck, District Six, (Cape Town: Longman Press ~ 
1967), p. 111. Unfortunately, there is no primary material from the 
court records to confirm thls statement and these authors fail to cite 
the "chronicler" to whom they refer. 
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emancipation decades was at once a product of the weakness of dominant 

class control at the consensual level, and a function of the structure 

of labour. The economic absorption of slaves into a predominantly free 

urban underclass was reflected at the socio-cultural level. Slaves 

became integrated into an underclass (rather than forming a slave

specific) cultural world through ties of intimacy with Europeans and 

free blacks, through the secular and religious networks of Islam, and, 

most of all, through the multifaceted culture of popular leisure. 

These areas of the slave experience served primarily to break down 

barriers of status, ethnicity, and race (here Islam was the 

segregationist exception to the integrationist norm), while 

simultaneously reinforcing those of class. 

In terms of cultural content, the stabilising demographic trends post-

1808 (i.e. towards more balanced sex ratios and towards creolisation) 

underpinned the emergence of an increasingly vibrant, creolised and . 

forward-looking slave/underclass culture in early nineteenth century 

Cape Town. This period saw the establishment of relatively secure 

slave kinship networks in a nuclear, matrifocal, single generation 

form; the rapid spread of a firmly indigenous urban underclass 

religion with an extensive secular support system; and the burgeoning 

of a culture of leisure that gravitated around the canteens arid 

streets of the city. 

Though primarily alternative rather than oppositional, these urban

centred cultural forms may be interpreted as channels of slave 

resistance. At the very least, through their integration into an 

underclass urban subculture, slaves were resisting their legal 

definition as property and asserting their rights as persons. Cultural 

responses to slavery (although not necessarily as self-consciously 
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oppositional as other forms of underclass resistance, like 

disobedience, desertion or rebellion) transcended simple cause/effect 

models for action132 and were by definition collective. They therefore 

served primarily to separate the identity of slaves from that of their 

masters, and to cement bonds between slaves and other members of the 

subordinate class. 

132. One common example of a cause/effect response by slaves was 
desertion in reaction against punishment by owners. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: SLAVE RESISTANCE 

"Husbands and wives give and take, sometimes; employers and wage 
earners, maybe; masters and slaves, never. What masters and slaves do 
is struggle: sometimes noisily, more often quietly; sometimes 
violently, more often surreptitiously; infrequently with arms, always 
with the weapons of the mind and soul" - O.Pattersonl 

Slave resistance, as the Patterson quotation implies, was a function 

of an historically specific social relationship. The absolute legal 

subordination of slaves (i.e. their status as human property) and the 

high levels of coercion that were a universal characteristic of the 

peculiar institution heightened the intensity of interaction between 

master and slave. On the part of the master, struggle entailed the 

attempts to extend control over slaves in a relationship that was of 

its nature highly unbalanced in their favour. Modes of owner control 

over slaves in early nineteenth century Cape Town formed the subject 

of focus in chapter two. On the part of the slaves, struggle involved 

the attempts to resist coercive and consensual mechanisms of control 

in a relationship where the1 odds were heavily weighted against them. 

While patterns of slave resistance therefore revealed some things 

specific to slavery, they were simultaneously embedded within broader 

societal structures. In the case of pre-emancipation Cape Town, as 

documented in chapters one and three, slaves were both economically 

and culturally integrated into an urban underclass. The interaction 

between slave and free at the work place, at the mosque, in the 

canteens, houses and streets of the city all fed into the "background 

of assumptions which .made acts of resistance both possible and 

likely"2. 

1. O.Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p. 207 
2. This is how Bozzoli defines "culture'. (B.Bozzoli, ' History, 
Experience and Culture' in Town and Countryside in the Transvaal, 
eds., Johannesburg, Ravan Press, 1983, p. 28) 
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Following Bozzoli, the term · resistance' is used here to refer to 

''distinct actions directed at the avoidance, disturbance or 

destruction of one aspect or another of a system of domination"3. In 

analysing the self-consciously oppositional actions of Cape Town 

slaves in the period between abolition and emancipation, the focus of 

discussion falls on overt, active resistance. The spectrum of 

resistance forms will thus be addressed in the following order: Slave 

Office complaint cases; theft and burglary; desertion; and violent 

protest. The final section of the chapter assesses the degree to which 

changing rates of resistance in this period were an index of a 

transforming slave consciousness. 

Slave Office Complaints 

Resistance through the Slave Office courts was both slave-specific and 

period-specific in so far as it emerged out of the changing legal 

status of slaves in the decade preceding emancipation. Ordinance 19 of 

1826 expanded the rights of slaves as witnesses and appointed a 

government official as the Guardian and Protector of those rights: "It 

is hereby enacted, That in all Actions, Suits, and Prosecutions within 

the Colony, wherein any Slave may be charged; or wherein any question 

may arise as to the right of any alleged Slave to Freedom; or wherein 

any Person may be charged with any offence against the person of any 

Slave; or wherein any question may arise respecting the right of any 

Slave to Property then, and in every such case, such Notice shall 

be given to the Registrar and Guardian of the Slaves, or to his 

Assistants in the several Districts as, according to the Law of the 

Colony, would be given to the said Slave if he or she were of Free 

condition; and the Registrar and Guardian of Slaves (or his 

Assistants) is hereby required to attend the Trial or hearing ... and 

3. B.Bozzoli, ' History, Experience and Culture', p. 28 
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interior)14 therefore has to be balanced against the Guardian's 

evidence of many ·comrades or friends' giving false information in 

support of their fellows. 

Theft and Burglary 

Ruling class fears of theft and the repeated demands for an "honest" 

work force in the colony's pioneering newspapers (see chapter two) 

were not purely a product of dominant class stereotyping. Larceny was 

a particularly widespread means whereby slaves and other members of 

the urban underclass attempted to "work the system to their minimum 

disadvantage"15. 

The service-dominated urban economy leant itself readily to theft as a 

form of resistance. The prominence of retail in the port city meant 

that the opportunities for stealing, on whatever scale, were abundant. 

Petty theft by urban slaves was often a response to an immediate 

situation. Such was the case when Anthony of Mozambique was tempted by 

unattended goods exposed for sale on the steep of a house in Plein 

Street. The fact that the court adjudged his theft of a jug, valued at 

a paltry one rixdollar, of serious enough import to warrant a whipping 

of 50 lashes16 in strongly indicative of urban ruling class property 

paranoia. 

The opportunities for theft in a "city of small shops"17 were all the 

more frequent given the occupational roles of urban slaves. The direct 

14. W.Dooling, · slaves, Slaveowners and Amelioration in Graaff-Reinet, 
1823-1830', p. 44 
15. Hobsbawm cited in J.Scott, Weapons of the Weak, p. xv 
16. 1/CT,- 6/15, · cases tried before the Judge of Police and Resident 
Magistrate of Cape Town, 1829' 
17. This is how a contemporary commentator described Cape Town in the 
mid-1830s. (J.Fawcett, Account of an Eighteen Months Residence at the 
Cape of Good Hope in 1835-6, p. 85) 
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involvement of urban slaves in retail as bakers, butchers, florists, 

tobacconists, clerks or hawkers enhanced the chances of pilfering on a 

petty scale. Thus one urban shopkeeper protested to the Guardian that 

his slave was "continually guilty of petty theft and this time she ran 

away because she had filled her pockets with sugar from the store 11 l8; 

another retailer accused his slave assistant of lifting handkerchiefs, 

gloves and other wares from his shelves19. 

It was the occupational mobility of urban slaves working outside of 

the household unit20 - those slaves running messages for their owners, 

those slaves peddling goods about the streets o.f the city, those 

slaves fetching and carrying wood or water, those transporting cargo 

hither and thither around the harbour - that presented unique 

possibilitles for stealing beyond the master's eye. Indeed, port

related theft was of sufficient concern to the urban ruling class to 

motivate leqislation that was preventative in intent. An 1808 

proclamation by the Earl of Caledon was enacted in direct response to 

the "frequent Thefts and other Irregularities committed in Cape Town 

by slaves and free people of colour, who, under the name of coolies or 

porters, ply for Hire at the Wharfs and in the streets 11 21. It was 

explicitly "in order to put a stop to such practices in the . future" 

that porters and coolies were henceforth r~quired to enrol at the 

fiscal's office and wear a numbered ticket "round their Necks as a 

18. s.o. 3/3, ' Report of the Guardian and ' Protector of the Slaves for 
the Half-Year, July to December 1827', Complaint case of the slave, 
Lys 
19. s.o. 3/8, ' Report of the Guardian and Protector of the Slaves for 
the Half-Year, July to December 1831' 
20. Of course, house servants (of which there were many in Cape Town) 
were in a specially favoured position as far as stealing from their 
owners was concerned. But this applied equally to housemaids and 
houseboys in the Cape countryside. 
21 ~ G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 6, p. 466. See, for 
example, the 1807 case against the slave Marthinus of the Cape for 
repeated thefts of money from boats on which he worked. (C.J. 802) 
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Badge of their Employment 11 22. Despite such measures, thefts of cargo 

continued in subsequent decades on a scale that must have alarmed the 

authorities. In one such instance, the slave Razour, who worked as a 

coolie at the docks, was found guilty in August 1828 of stealing all 

of 26 pounds of coffee from a boat in Table Bay23. 

The nature of social control in Cape Town and the cultural contacts of 

slaves in the city made theft all the more viable as a form of urban 

slave resistance. The weakness and inefficiency of the police force in 

Cape Town minimised the chances of detection for underclass thieves, 

smugglers and burglars. Moreover, the thriving black market in the 

city provided an easy avenue for the disposal of stolen goods. Markets 

and canteens were the most frequently chosen sites for the resale of 

stolen wares and, here as elsewhere, patterns of slave resistance 

overlapped with patterns of underclass culture. Throughout the 

preemancipation period members of the city's subordinate class were 

regularly indicted for the receiving of stolen goods in both the lower 

and higher courts. In the Court of Justice alone fifty individuals (11 

Europeans, 17 Khoi, 7 free blacks and 15 slaves) were convicted of 

purchasing stolen goods between 1814 and 182524. Apart from those who 

were caught, there were probably many more ·receivers' who escaped 

detec~ion, given the notoriously secretive. nature of such activity. 

22. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 6, p. 466 
23. c.s.c. 1/1/1/2, Cape Supreme court Criminal Cases, 1829 
24. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 33, p. 328. To cite 
one later such instance, in a Supreme Court case in 1832, two slaves, 
Dollie and Roebyn, and two free blacks, David and Aurora, were found 
guilty of receiving stolen goods knowing them to have been stolen and 
were uniformly given the stringent sentence of three years 
impri~onrnent with hard labour. (C.S.C. 1/1/1/5, Cape Supreme Court 
Criminal Cases, 1832) Here, as elsewhere, the law took a particularly 
dim view of crimes related to property. 
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Acts of petty theft by slaves were almost invariably individualised. 

It was in the urban-specific form of burglary that resistance by 

slaves in Cape Town assumed its most collective expression. On 

average, perhaps one case of underclass burglary was brought before 

the law courts every year between 1806 and 1834; these cases often 

involved numerous burglaries and a degree of group mobilisation that 

was at times spectacular. For example, in a case tried in September 

1813 before the Court of Justice no fewer than thirty-three slaves, 

one Khoi and four free blacks stood accused of involvement, either as 

protaganlsts or as receivers of stolen goods, in break-ins on eight 

different occasions between March and August that year. The stores and 

packhouses of three prominent Cape Town merchants, D.J.Aspeling, 
-

Alfred Johnson and John Bardwell Ebden, served as the targets of these 

burglaries and the value of the goods stolen from Johnson alone was 

estimated at over 12000 rixdollars. The fact that twenty-ni~e of the 

accused belonged to a single urban slaveowner, E.H.Schrader, suggests 

that the connection between collective resistance and the size of 

slaveholding units was sometimes direct. This also partially explains 

how such large-scale larceny could be successfully covered up on so 

many different occasions. In the event, a core group of nine slaves 

and one free black were sentenced to be scourged, branded and put in 

irons for terms varying from five years to . life imprisonment; four 

slaves and one free black were sentenced to a severe flogging by the 

Caffers of Justice; and the remaining defendants, still under 

suspicion, were "provisionally" released from confinement25. 

Partlv because of its more collective nature, burglary involved a far 

greater degree of premeditation than most smaller-scale thefts. At 

times the intentions of underclass burglars appear to have been quite 

25. C.J. 805, Court of Justice, Criminal Sentences, 1812-13 
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self-consciously oppositiona1. · such was the case when ten urban slaves 

and a free black, Abdul Galie, stood trial in 1824. It appeared from 

the records that members of this gang "having been closely connected 

with one another for a considerable time past, formed a Plan at the 

Mahometan burying ground, which was their usual place of meeting, to 

accumulate booty by committing thefts". Following their collective 

decision, from mid-October 1823 onwards the group committed a series 

of burglaries and thefts in the city and its environs. After each such 

incident, the stolen "booty" was brought back to the burial ground and 

divided evenly amongst the protaganists26. The degree of premeditation 

and the long-term goal of "accumulating booty" suggests that these 

burglaries ~ere probably self-consciously perceived as acts of 

resistance against members of the urban ruling class. This impression 

is reinforced by the fact that one of the burglaries was targetted at 

the ex-employer of Abdul Galie and two others at the slaveowning 

family of one of the gang members. 

As the above cases reflect, burglary was a male-dominated form of 

underclass group mobilisation that was very distinctively urban. 

Certainly, there were many instances of collective thefts by deserters 

in the Cape countryside in the early nineteenth century, but these 

diffe~ed from burglary in several significant respects. Firstly, they 

were targetted at sheep and cattle, not at houses and stores; 

secondly, they were invariably perpetrated in immediate response to 

hunger and seldom involved the degree of premeditation of burglaries; 

thirdly and most significantly, the degree of collective mobilisation 

in the Cape countryside, where bands of thieving runaways usually 

26. C.J. 818, Court of Justice, Criminal Sentences, 1824. Eight of the 
eleven accused were sentenced to be scourged, branded and imprisoned 
for upwards of four years; two were adjudged to deserve severe 
floggings and one was discharged. 
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numbered only two or three, was far less impressive than in urban 

cases of burglary27. Thus, as a form of collective resistance by 

slaves (and other members of the underclass), burglary was specific to 

Cape Town in terms of definition, intention and scale of mobilisation. 

As a specifically urban form of resistance which often involved high 

levels of group mobilisation, burglary was a channel of protest that 

emerged with increasing force between aboiition and emancipation. 

Although relatively little is known about patterns of urban crime in 

eighteenth century Cape Town, there are compelling reasons to suggest 

that burglary featured more prominently in the post-abolition decades 

than hitherto. The newly established merchant houses of Cape Town 

offered convenient targets for large-scale theft at a time when an 

emergent slave/underclass community in the city was beginning to 

facilitate group mobilisation against the city's elite. The economic 

and cultural .contacts between free Europeans, free blacks, Khoi and an 

increasingly creolised slave population28 were reflected in the sphere 

of resistance. Underclass burglars (like Abdul Galie and his gang) 

were able to rely on established bonds of friendship in their 

collective attacks on ruling class property. 

Desertion 

At the Cape, as in many other slave societies, desertion was a 

wiaespread and relatively well-documented form of slave resistance. 

The revisionist works of Ross and Worden have highlighted the 

prominence of escape as a slave response to bondage in the eighteenth 

27. For rural cases of burglary and theft see, for example, the 
Landdrost of Stellenbosch vs. Jack of Bengal (C.J. 802) or the 
Landdrost of Stellenbosch vs. Jacob of Mozambique, and the 
"Hottentots", Dirk and Africander (C.J. 808) 
28. It is noteworthy that the vast majority of slave burglars in early 
nineteenth century were creoles. 
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century Cape context29. The popularity of desertion as a form of 

resistance continued into the early' nineteenth century. Most weekly 

editions of the Colony's earliest newspapers had at least one, 

sometimes two or three, reports of slave runaways, offering rewards 

for their recapture. As Peter Wood observed in a different context, 

advertised runaways represent "little more than the tip of an ill

defined iceberg 11 30. 

The lower court and police records give a clearer indication as to how 

?rominently desertion featured in the late slave period. During the 

1820s a handful of runaways were tried weekly before the Justice of 

the Peace31; and police lists for the 1829-34 years indicate that the 

number of underclass deserters notified in the town prison alone 

averaged around 330 per annum32. Of these, the majority were slaves 

most of whom had been taken in within a fortnight (often a couple of 

days) of their escape. The owner of one such urban truant, Sara, 

complained to the Guardian that "she had been in his service only five 

months during which period she had deserted seven times 11 33. Another 

slaveholder alleged in a February 1829 court case that his slave had 

escaped "at least ten times before 11 34. 

29. R~Ross, Cape of Torments, chapters entitled · Hanglip', ·The Slaves 
and the Sailors', ·The Slaves and the Africans'; N.Worden, Slavery in 
Dutch South Africa, p. 120 
30. P.Wood cited in B.Wood, Slavery in Colonial Georgia, (Georgia: 
University of Georgia Press, 1984), p. 171. The fact that some Cape 
slaveowners only advertised for their runaways months or even years 
after the event strongly suggests that there were many cases where 
desertion never became public knowledge. 
31. 1/CT, 7/41-49, ·Indictments in cases brought before the Judge of 
Police, 1828-34' 
32. POC 14, Police Office, Cape Town, Register of Deserters, January 
1829 to December 1836. Exact annual figures will be cited later in the 
chapter. 
33. s.o. 3/9, ·Report of the Guardian and Protector of the Slaves for 
the Half-Year, December 1831 to June 1832' 
34. 1/CT, 6/15, Cases tried before the Judge of Police and Resident 
Magistrate of Cape Town, 1829 
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Truancy implied a measure of accommodation which made it qualitatively 

different from permanent flight35. Desertion as a long-term strategy 

represented a total and outright rejection of the institution of 

slavery( and was among the most active and overt channels of 

resistance open to slaves. As Genovese indicates: "These were the 

slaves who, short of taking the path of insurrection, most clearly 

repudiated the regime"36. The owner of one such slave advertised in De 

Zuidafrikaan: "100 Rixdollars Reward. Absconded for about four years, 

the slave Rotterdam, a mason by trade ... Cape Town, 9 December 

1831 11 37. It is the Rotterdams of Cape slavery, those slaves who fled 

in an attempt to permanently break free of their bondage, who form the 

subjects of discussion in the paragraphs below. 

Desertion, as a direct, overt slave challenge to bondage, took on a 

distinct regional dimension at the Cape. For slaves in the more 

distan~ regions outside of the arable south-western Cape, escape 

beyond the Colony's borders was probably the most popular and viable 

option. George Thompson, a contemporary British adventurer in Southern 

Africa, informed the Commissioners of Inquiry in 1824 that the slaves 

and Khoi on the more remote farms of the Western Cape "often quit 

their masters and seek refuge on the Orange River 11 38. Fleeing north 

beyon4 European settlement to ·caffreland' . was, for obvious reasons, 

most common amongst those slaves who lived closest to the Colony's 

outskirts. Ross' observation that "in the last years of slavery many 

escapers headed north to the Griquas, the 'Kora', and the Na~ibian 

35. Of course, the exact intentions of deserters are extremely 
difficult to pinpoint. Some of those apprehended by the police after 
only .a short period at larqe may well have intended to flee 
permanently. In cases like that of Sara above, however, it is almost 
certain that running away was perceived as a temporary and short-term 
strategy. 
36. E.Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll, p. 657 
37. De Zuidafrikaan, 10 December 1831 
38 ; G.Thompson cited in Rayner, ·wine and Slaves', p. 149 
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Oorlams 11 39 applies far more readily to slaves in the remoter districts 

than to those in the city and its hinterland. 

Deserters from the rural south-western districts of the Cape most 

frequently hid themselves in the Hottentots Holland and Franschhoek 

mountains. As Armstrong and Worden note, "the pattern of escapes in 

the southwestern Cape was strongly influenced by topography 11 40. 

Fleeing to the city was also a regular choice of destination for 

fugitives from the Cape, Stellenbosch or Drakenstein Districts, and 

their chances of success were enhanced by social and cultural contacts 

with the urban underclass established over weekends, holidays or in 

their regular trips to market rural produce in Cape Town41. 

For slaves living in CaP,e Town itself, the choices of destination were 

even more diverse. Some urban escapees joined up with rural runaways 

in the city's hinterland or on the mountain ranges geographically 

separating the arable south-western districts from the rest of the 

Colony. For others, Table Mountain provided a choice of destination 

that was both visible and viable, because of its proximity to the 

town. Increasing numbers of urban slaves were able to harbour 

themselves within the bounds of the city, while the port offered the 

const~nt temptation of exchanging a life in bondage for a life at sea. 

The escape routes in and around CaP,e Town were therefore quite as 

varied as those in and around contemporary Rio, where slaves "could 

hide within the city or with bands of fugitives in the forested hills, 

39. R.Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 81 
40. J.Armstrong & N.Worden, 'The Slaves, 1652-1834', p. 158 
41. This perhaps accounts for the fact that almost half the total 
number of apprehended deserters entered in the police lists (referred 
to above) were rural slaves. 
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could flee by boat, or could make their way into the interior and pass 

themselves off as freedpersons 11 42. 

Temporal changes in patterns of urban desertion at the Cape were quite 

as striking as regional variations and had a direct impact on the 

choi ce of destination taken by Cape Town runaways. In the immediate 

post-1806 years, as in the Dutch colonial perioct43, slave fugitives at 

the Cape were overwhelmingly foreign-born. The reason for this is an 

obvious one: the external slave trade remained open until 1808. The 

volume of human cargo brought to the Cape peaked over the 1795-1808 

period and in the 1806-8 years alone some 500 slaves, predominantly of 

Mozambican origin, were imported44. It was these fresh, unacculturated 

immi grants, who accounted for the particularly high levels of 

desertion in the immediate post-abolition years45. The advert for a 

runaway Mozambican slave "boy" in the early months of 1806, described 

as "yet a novice in the colony", was typica146. Some foreign-born 

slaves absconded regularly. So, for example, an urban slaveowner gave 

notice in an April edition of the Cape Town Gazette of 5 April 1806: 

"Deserted, since the month of January, an African Slave Boy named 

Car l , 24 years old, with an iron ring on his left leg owing to his 

frequent desertion 11 47. 

Patterns of urban desertion in the immediate post-abolition years (and 

before) were not only distinctive in terms of composition, but also in 

42. M.Karasch, Slave Life in Rio de Janeiro, p. 304 
43. Worden indicates that the prevalence of foreign-born, 
unacculturated slaves throughout the voe period was one factor 
accounting for high levels of desertion. (Slavery in Dutch South 
Africa, p. 122) 
44. Worden & Armstrong, ' The Slaves, 1652-1834', p. 120 
45. Rates and changing rates of resistance will be addressed in detail 
later in this chapter. 
46. Cape Town Gazette, 1 February 1806 
47. Cape Town Gazette, 5 April 1806 
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terms of destination. The vast majority of the unskilled, Mozambican 

deserters in first decade of the nineteenth century fled into the 

countryside, sometimes beyond the south-western districts. Thus in 

July 1806 a Cape Town slaveowner had a picture of one of his slaves 

displayed in the Cape Town Gazette with the following inscription: 

"Deserted. East African Slave Boy, 24, reported to be near the 

Oliphants River 11 48. In cases like this, the goals of urban slave 

deserters were primarily introspective and isolationist. Foreign-born 

escapees from earliest settlement at the Cape · aimed primarily at 

withdrawal from an alien society. 

As a direct function of changing demographic ratios and the cutting 

off of the slave trade to the Cape, the pattern of desertion by Cape 

Town slaves changed between 1806 and 1834. The post-abolition 

demoqraphic trend towards creolisation at the Cape underpinned a shift 

towards creole-dominated patterns of urban desertion as emancipation 

drew nearer. The form creole desertions took differed fundamentally 

from the form of Mozambican desertions in the early years of the 

Second British Occupation. Urban creole deserters, who constituted the 

vast majority of fugitives by the 1820s and early 1830s, 

characteristically aimed at integration into Cape Town society rather 

than ~ithdrawal from it; they sought to blend into urban society 

+ather than to physically distance themselves from the city49. 

48 .. Cape Town Gazette, 19 July 1806 
49. The distinction between foreign-born and creole patterns of urban 
desertion at the Cape parallels that made by Mullin in the plantation 
context of the colonial South. In eighteenth century Virginia, Mullin 
argues, skilled slaves and new African immigrants responded 
differently in deserting clearly reflecting their different cultural 
affiliations. Runaways from the North American creole class escaped in 
the hope of integration into Anglo-American society, which their 
artisinal skills and command of English made possible. For new 
immigrant slaves, on the other hand, desertion was a means of 
withdrawal from a hostile and culturally alien environment. (Mullin, 
Flight and Rebellion, New York: Oxford University Press, 1972, pp. 33-
37) 
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By the final decades of slavery at the Cape concealment in Cape Town 

had become a viable option for urban slaves, and especially creoles, 

for a wide variety of reasons. Most fundamentally, the city's overall 

population had grown from 4500 in 1775 to close on 20000 (excluding 

the sizeable garrison and the large floating population of sailors) by 

the 1820s. This multifold increase in the size of the urban population 

(along with the weakness and inefficiency of policing) gave early 

nineteenth century deserters a reasonable chance of escaping detection 

within the city's boundaries. More particularly, the ethnic 

"whitening" of the slave population (see chapter three) and the 

massive growth in the free black community made it increasingly 

difficult to identify escapees by sight. 

The extensive social contacts between acculturated urban slaves and 

free blacks in the city50 meant that urban creole deserters were often 

able to rely on support from friends or kin. Adverts of desertions in 

contemporary newspapers consistently threatened that "those harbouring 

runaways will be prosecuted"; more often than not such threats were 

implicitly directed at free blacks in the city. An urban slaveowner 

advertising in the early 1830s made it quite clear where his 

suspicions lay: "Absconded about one year, the male slave, Achap, a 

smith by trade - He is to all probability detaining himself in one of 

the Malay houses of the Town ... J.A.Holtman, No. 71 Bree Street 11 51. 

More concrete evidence of free blacks harbouring slaves came to light 

in a February 1828 court case where it appeared that the slave, Daniel 

50. Contacts between slaves and free blacks will be addressed more 
closely in the chapter on manumissions. 
51. De Zuidafrikaan, 26 August 1831 
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belonging to Willem Marias, "being pursued .for theft was taken in at a 

Malay house"52. 

The trend in the urban economy towards free labour over the 1806-1834 

period and the growth in the number of hirelings in the city53 over 

these decades made it easier for creole runaways to find casual 

employment on the urban labour market. Many Cape-born deserters in the 

1820s and early 1830s were craftsmen and thus had skills which were 

easily marketable. For instance, a late 1829 edition of the Cape of 

Good Hope Government Gazette advertised the desertion of "the Cape 

slaves, Jacob and Soebo, shoemakers of the Widow Heydenrych, who have 

been absent for a considerable time and very probably harbour 

themselves in this town 11 54. Jacob was evidently a regular absconder as 

he had been sehtenced to receive 45 lashes for "repeated desertion" 

less than a year before this advert appeared. In his testimony at the 

trial, Jacob revealed that he supported his runaway existence by 

working as a hireling in and around the city55. 

In posing as free people and attempting to find urban employment, 

c.reoles were often able to use their superior knowledge of the 

languages of the master classes. Many adverts for urban runaways in 

the latter decades of slavery at the Cape warned would-be employers 

that escapees had an "adequate" or even "fluent" command of English or 

Dutch. One such advert read: "Ran away, about three months ago, from 

the service of Mr. Armstrong, the female slave Diena, speaks English 

well. As she has been several times guilty of this offence, it is 

52. 1/CT, 6/14, Cases tried before the Judge of Police and Resident 
Magistrate of Cape Town, 1828 
J3. See the earlier chapter on slavery and the urban economy. 
54. Cape of Good Hope Government Gazette, 9 October 1829 
55. ~/CT, 6/15, Case tried before the Judge of Police and Resident 
Magistrate of Cape Town, 9 February 1829 
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requested that she may not be detained after this notice, but lodged 

in one of the public prisons. She is also for sale on this account. 

J.W.Stuckeris, 31 Strand-street 11 56. 

Though most typically an individualised mode of slave resistance, 

creole desertions in the late slave period sometimes took on a 

collective aspect. In a superb case of urban underclass group 

mobilisation in the late 1820s two Cape-born slave adolescents, Damon 

(15) belonging to J.P.van Lier and Jacob (14) belonging to C.D.Lotter, 

were sentenced to 25 lashes and six years with hard labour for 

deserting -and stealing meat, money and other articles from the 

butcher's shambles in Cape Town. It appeared in evidence that ''the 

prisoners were part of a gang of young thieves, amounting in all to 

about eleven persons, mostly slaves, who were deserters from their 

owners and were in the habit of associating for the purposes of 

plundering after dark. They secreted themselves in some very large 

wine casks piled up in Caledon Square, where there was a reservoir for 

cleansing them". This unusual hideout was discovered one evening when 

a local police patrol detected movement among the barrels and 

succeeded in apprehending this "gang of juveni:e desperadoes" (as they 

were referred to in the official record)57. 

Turning from running away to stowing away, desertion by sea 

represented an avenue of slave resistance that was of its nature 

urban-specific, or more precisely port-specific. Cape Town, as a port 

city, offered escape routes by water as well as those by land. Indeed, 

Ross maintains that "for slaves living in Cape Town the opportunities 

56. Cape of Good Hope Government Gazette, 1 August 1828 
57. Taken from s.o. 3/4, ·Report of the Guardian and Protector of the 
Slaves for the Half-Year, July to December 1829', Appendix B, Return 
of Prosecutions against slaves in the law courts of the Western 
Divi sion 
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to escape their bondage by water were unrivalled by any others 

elsewhere in the world. Up to 189 ships of a dozen different 

nationalities put into Table Bay in the course of a year 11 58. The 

increase in import-export traffic in the early nineteenth century and 

especially at the time of the wine boom (1809-1825) gave discontented 

urban slaves abundant opportunity for stowing away in this period. 

Exactly how often Cape slaves did escape on ships is impossible to 

determine given that successful stowaways vanished from the knowledge 

of owners and authorities, and therefore from the historical record as 

we1159. However, what is certain is that stowing away (like port

related theft) was of sufficient concern to the urban ruling class to 

prompt the enactment of new legislation. Accordingly, in November 1827 

it was laid down among the clauses of Ordinance 29 that those in 

charge of departing vessels were bound to notify customs officials in 

writing at least two days in advance "in order that sufficient time 

may be given to search for Deserters and Runaway S1aves"60. It was in 

all probability tightened port control which cut short the attempts of 

three urban slaves, Onverwagt, David and Valentyn, to stow away aboard 

the · nuke of Bedford' in November 182861. 

Like theft, stowing away was a form of slave resistance that was 

direc~ly linked to the economy of the town. Apart from the fact that 

growing economic links between metropole and colony during the early 

nineteenth century saw growing numbers of vessels calling in to port, 

it was the occupational capacities and occupational mobility of urban 

58. Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 74 
59. Ross indicates that there were isolated instances of slave 
stowaways caught and returned to the Cape. In one such case a group of 
five slaves reached Cadiz on board a Spanish frigate in 1778, but were 
apprehended and sent back to their bondage. (Cape of Torments, p. 77) 
However, such examples were no doubt exceptional. 
60. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 34, ·p. 153 
61. 1/CT, 7/41, ·statements: Clerk of Police, 1828' 
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slaves that put them in a favourable position to conceal themselves on 

ships. As was argued in an earlier chapter( there were a number of 

urban slaves - porters, coolies, boatmen and fishermen - whose 

occupations were specifically located in or around the harbour. Given 

their consistent reliance on slaves as unskilled labourers carrying 

cargo and passengers to and fro around the port, the Cape authorities 

could not prevent contact between slaves and ships in Table Bay62. 

More generally, the physical mobility and social space enjoyed by many 

other bondsmen in Cape Town afforded ample opportunity for hiding 

aboard ships in the bay. 

Stowing away, like other forms of urban slave resistance, was a 

function not only of slave economic roles, but of underclass cultural 

contacts. The canteen culture of the city provided an arena for 

e~tensive contact between slaves and sailors63. Given these links it 

is likely that many stowaways were assisted by crew members of ships 

that had called to port in Cape Town. Such was certainly evident in 

the following case related by Ross: "Jack [a Cape slave] fell in with 

sailors of the merchant ship ·walker' in the early part of 1806. These 

sailors persuaded him to engage on the ship himself, but his time on 

board the ·walker' was short. Just before the vessel left Table Bay, 

it wa~ visited by a press gang of the British Navy, and Jack, ·together 

with other sailors from the vessel, was forcibly enlisted into His 

Majesty's Marine 11 64. 

As much of the above case material suggests, desertion (like theft) 

was an avenue of urban slave resistance at the Cape that was 

62. Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 74 
63. Ross' chapter on stowing away is appropriately titled · slaves and 
Sailors' in order to emphasise the links between underclass social 
contacts and desertion in this urban-specific form. 
64. Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 78 
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overwhelmingly male-dominated in the 1806-34 period. The gender bias 

in patterns of desertion was by no means unique to Cape Town or to the 

urban context in general. According to Wood's estimate, only 13% of 

colonial Georgia's advertised runaways were female65; from police 

lists for 1826 and 1827 Karasch computes that 85% percent of escapees 

in Rio were male66; and in the antebellum Southern context Genovese 

claims that at least 80% of deserters were able-bodied men67. The 

reasons for the predominance of male runaways in Cape Town, as 

elsewhere, relate to the greater social and occupational mobility of 

slave men. As has been argued in an earlier chapter, outdoor 

occupations in Cape Town, whether classified under services or 

production, were largely the domain of males68. The enhanced spatial 

mobility enjoyed by slave masons, watercarriers, woodcutters, coolies, 

porters, hawkers or general labourers gave male slaves a more detailed 

knowledge of the town, the port and the surrounding mountains than 

their female counterparts, who tended to work in closer proximity to 

the household unit. Socially, the stronger family ties of slave 

females served as a major deterrent to running away. As was argued in 

chapter three, slave family structures in early nineteenth century 

Cape Town were typically female-headed. 

Violent Forms of Protest 

At the most overt, oppositional extreme of the resistance spectrum in 

any slave society were physical acts of violence by slaves towards 

their owners. On an individualised level these acts took the form of 

assault or murder; on the collective level they took the form of 

uprisings. Stampp's observation in the context of Southern plantation 

65. B.Wood, Slavery in Colonial Georgia, p. 172 
66. M.Karasch, Slave Life in Rio de Janeiro, p. 307 
67. E.Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll, p. 648 
68. Washerwomen provided the only major exception in this regard. 
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slavery has universal application: "Violence was the method of 

resistance adopted by the boldest and most discontented slaves. Its 

usual reward, however, was not liberty but death!"69. 

Like other overt forms of resistance, rebellion at the Cape assumed a 

firm period-specific aspect: the only two uprisings to occur in the 

176-year history of Cape slavery took place between abolition and 

emancipation. This phenomena was related to the impact of new British 

legislation - the abolition of the slave trade in 1808 and 

ameliorative legislation in the mid-1820s - on the consciousness of 

Cape slaves. As Ross observes, "rebellions occurred when they did 

because of a perceived change in the coherence and ideology of the 

masters"70. What is far less, if at all, evident from the existing 

historiography is how (or even whether) the 1808 and 1825 rebellions 

related to the major period-specific social and demographic changes 

within the slave populatiun itself. In this analysis, a direct and 

general connection is made between the timing, of the uprisings and the 

trend towards the (socio-cultural as well as demographic) creolisation 

of the Cape slave population after 1808. 

Both the 1808 and 1825 slave rebellions at the Cape were led by well 

accul~urated slaves. Though not locally-born, Louis of Mauritius, the 

leader and major movinq force behind the 1808 uprising, was as well 

acculturated as any Cape-born slave. Louis enjoyed a privileged social 

and economic status among urban slaves: he lived outside of his 

mistress' house in commercially rented accommodation; he had been 

married to a free person; he hired out his time as a skilled 

craftsman; and he even .subcontracted slave labour on his behalf. It is 

69. K.Stampp, The Peculiar Institution, (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1956), p. 132 
70. R.Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 96 
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also noteworthy that Louis' closest fellow in planning and carrying 

out the rebellion, Abraham, was a Cape-born slave, who used his 

fluency in English to act as interpreter between Louis and the two 

Irishmen, Kelly and Hooper71. 

In terms of their creole leadership 1808 and 1825 fitted quite 

directly into the hemispheric pattern of creole-led rebellions in the 

early nineteenth century. In writing of Barbados in 1816, Demerera in 

1823 and the 1831-2 Christmas uprising in Jamaica, Craton emphasises 

that ''these late slave rebellions unequivocally demonstrated the 

growth of a sense of identity and power among the enslaved blacks, 

particularly creoles, and the emergence of a new leader class 11 72. Even 

if the "sense of identity and power among enslaved blacks" was less 

evident at the Cape, the reliance on creole leadership was quite as 

clear. Galant and Louis were the Cape equivalents of Sam Sharpe. 

Apart from being creole-led, or rather partly as a function of being 

creole-led, the 1808 and 1825 uprisings were revolutionary in intent. 

Despite the limited numerical scope of the Galant uprising73, both 

71. Within a different social milieu, Galant, the leader and dynamo 
behind the 1825 uprising, was also an elite slave. In addition to 
being male and Cape-born, Galant was clearly the most favoured of his 
master's bondsmen. (see Ross, Cape of Torments, pp. 107-9) One of the 
greatest strengths of Andre Brink's Chain of Voices is the extent to 
which .the locally-rooted (i.e. creole) nature of Galant's rebellion is 
underscored. Brink describes how Nicholaas and Galant grew up together 
as playmates on Houdenbeck ana Galant's challenge to the existing 
authority structure was a direct and overt challenqe from a slave 
brought UP. within a distinctive farm environment; it was not the 
challenge of a slave thrust into a new and alien society. Galant's 
social links built up on the farm (with Ma Rose in particular) and his 
degree of security and later privilege within a grossly inequitable 
society P.Ut him in a position to question the status quo overtly 
rather than covertly, through confrontation rather than withdrawal. 
72. M.Craton, ·The Late Slave Rebellions', Past and Present, 85, 1979, 
p. 123 
73. Contrary to the impression given by the existinq historiography, 
the 1808 rebellion was not unimpressive numerically. The fact that the 
march on Cape Town was well over 300-strong in a slave population one
tenth of the size of Jamaica's in the early nineteenth century is 
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1808 and 1825 were ldeologically revolutionary, demanding nothing 

short of freedom for all slaves (significantly at dates when this was 

being widely talked about). If the authorities failed to meet his 

demands, Louis aimed "to storm and force the Prison, release the 

Prisoners, and fight for the liberty of the Slaves upon which Louis 

under the title of Governor and Chief of the Blacks was to place 

himself at the head of these Slaves"74. Similarly confrontational in 

intent were Galant's aims to "murder all the Christians and lay waste 

to the country", and to stand with his gun on the Lion's head in Cape 

Town and "face the gentlemen 11 75. 

The 1808 and 1825 uprisings at the Cape fit perfectly into Genovese's 

characterisation of the progression from rebellion to revolution. In 

the restorationist revolts of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, most notably the Maroon Wars in Jamaica, Genovese argues 

that ''slaves drew on the~r own cultural identities and collective 

commitments to reject oppression and to advance alternative social 

norms 11 76. By the end of the eighteenth century, under the impact of 

~etropolitan changes in Europe, there was a decisive shift in the 

nature of slave uprisings "from attempts to secure freedom from 

slavery to attempts to overthrow the slave system11 77. From its 

restorationlst, isolationist course, rebellious intent became 

revolutionary intent as "slaves increasingly aimed not at secession 

from the dominant society, but at joining it on equal terms 11 78. As the 

fairly significant. Indeed, Patterson indicates that the average size 
of Jamaican slave rebellions was 400. (cited in Genovese, From 
Rebellion to Revolution, New York: Random House, 1979, p. ~As a 
yardstick against which to measure the scale of the Cape slave 
rebellions, the 1831 Christmas rising is totally inappropriate. 
74. C.J. 802, Court of Justice, Criminal Sentences, 1807-08 
75. cited in Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 113 
76. Genovese, From Rebellion to Revolution, p. xix 
7 7. ibid. , p. 3 
78. ibid., p. xx 
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above description of the goals of Louis and Galant indicates, the 

uprising~ at the Cape did not seek to draw on foreign (East African or 

Asian) cultural patterns nor did they aim at withdrawal from the 

social system. Instead, they were stronqly locally-rooted and 

confronted Cape slave society head on. What Ross says of 1808 was 

equally true of 1825: "The motives behind the uprising were not local 

and specific. Rather the slaves were trying to change the entire 

structure of the society in which they lived 11 79. The revolutionary 

changes in Europe, which Genovese sees as underpinning the goals in 

which revolts were cast, affected the Cape through the medium of 

British legislation, not throuq~ the French Revolution via Saint

Dominque as in the Americas. The abolition of the slave trade in the 

first decade of the nineteenth century was to the Cape what Saint 

Domingue was to the Americas in the final decade of the eighteenth 

century. 

Despite the local and hemispheric impetus towards rebellion80, slavery 

in Cape Town was marked by an almost complete absence of overt 

violence by slaves against their owners. The court records reveal that 

slaves in the port city were very rarely driven to assault or murder 

their masters or mistresses, let alone rebel against them81. By 

79. Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 100. Though Ross recognises the 
revolutionary aims of the slave uprisings at the Cape, unfortunately 
in attempting to use these incidents as examples of the limits of the 
community of action among Cape slaves, he tends to downplay their 
importance. As has been suggested earlier in this chapter, it is 
untenable to analyse patterns of slave resistance in the early 
nineteenth century · ln the same terms as those for the preceding 
century and a half of slavery at the Cape. 
80. This applies to the urban as well as the rural/p~antation context. 
There were urban uprisings in the Caribbean, Venezuela, Brazil and 
even in New York City. As Genovese remarks: "Revolts occurred in both 
town and country; on the whole, urban centres, like great plantation 
districts, offered especially favourable conditions, but also special 
dangers". (Genovese, From Rebellion to Revolution, p. 14) 
81. It is also noteworthy that there is no evidence of slaves running 
amok in early nineteenth century Cape Town. The Dutch colonial period 
saw occasional acts of wanton violence by urban slaves. As Edna 
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contrast, the rural Cape saw relatively frequent cases of assault and 

murder or attempted murder by slaves on masters or overseers. 

Moreover, the only two slave uprisings in the history of Cape slavery 

(those discussed above) occurred in the countryside. Patterns of 

overt, violent resistance in the early nineteenth century Cape thus 

assumed a regional dimension that was quite as striking, if not more 

so, than the reqionalism with regard to the other forms of resistance 

discussed above. 

Here as elsewhere, the connection between control and response was 

direct. Urban-rural differences in levels of slave violence towards 

owners were a direct function of urban-rural differences in modes of 

social control. In the chapter two it was argued that the nature of 

production and the relative isolation of farmsteads from official 

centres of authority in the rural Cape heightened levels of master 

brutality towards slaves. In the city there was heavier reliance on 

symbol and ritual, the potentiality rather than the actuality, in 

maintaining control over slaves. The "spiral of violence" identified 

by Ross whereby "the masters attempted to control their slaves by the 

exercise of physical violence, but in so doing tended only to incite 

the latter to greater acts of insubordination and resistance 11 82 thus 

had far greater momentum in the countryside than in the city83. 

Furthermore, the economic and social mobility enjoyed by many urban 

slaves meant that they were less likely to resort to desperate acts of 

vi0l~nce against thei~ owners than their rural counterparts. The 

Bradlow shows, the case of Soerra Brotto in the 1770s caused great 
consternation among the urban ruling class. 
82. R.Ross, Cape of Torments, p. 34 
83. Urban desertions were certainly motivated in the vast majority of 
cases by punishment or the threat of punishment. But the anger of 
urban slaves at being lashed was enough to make them run away, but not 
to make them risk death through violently attacking their masters. 
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growing prominence of the hiring out system in this period, the 

widespread practice of living out, and the emergence of an underclass 

culture in the city meant that urban slaves were less marginalised 

than rural slaves. In the more socially and economically stratified 

urban environment, slave and master did not confront each other as 

directly as in the Cape countryside. What Karasch writes of Rio in the 

first half of the nineteenth century is thus equally · true of 

preemancipation Cape Town: "The diversity of choices that the city 

offered tended to encourage individual mobility and escape from 

slavery rather than the overthrow of the system"84. Slaves in Cape 

Town, like those in Rio, had enough to gain by accommodating and 

resisting in less overt forms to convince them not to attack their 

owners or to openly revolt. 

The possibilities for collective violent action by slaves in Cape Town 

were further restricted by the presence of a locally based and 

relatively swollen garrison in the port city. In September 1811 there 

were almost 5000 British soldiers in Cape Town at a time when the 

civil population numbered less than 20000 and the slave population 

stood at no more than 850085. Indeed, for almost the entire 1806 to 

1834 period, there was at least one soldier for every two slaves in 

the city. Moreover, Cape Town slaves were constantly reminded of this 

substantial military presence through visible symbols of ruling class 

power in the form of the barracks, the castle, the ships in the bay or 

the regular rituals on the parade ground. The swift military · 

repression of the 1808 march on Cape Town served as a monument to the 

ext~nsive emergency powers of the colonial state86, In short, slaves 

84. M.Karasch, Slave Life in Rio de Janeiro, p. 325 
85. See the introductory chapter for the background on demographic 
patterns. 
86. On a day-to-day level, as noted in chapter two, institutional 
control in the form of the police force was pitifully inadequate. Yet 
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in Cape Town did not rebel primarily because the balance of power was 

too heavily and too conspicuously weighted against them. 

Rates of Resistance 

Alongside the noticeable changes in forms and patterns of resistance 

(both urban and rural), the 1806 to 1834 decades witnessed an 

acceleration in rates of slave/underclass resistance at the Cape. The 

reasons for heightened levels of protest in the late slave period 

related directly to the cumulative impact of wider political and 

socio-economic shifts on the collective consciousness of the enslaved. 

The regular changes of government in the years leading up to 1806 and 

the abolition of the slave trade gave rise to a ruling class crisis in 

the early years of the Second British Occupation. As noted above, the 

slaves' perceptions of changing structures of control and shifts in 

elite ideology underpinned the creole-led 1808 slave uprising. It 

appears that non-violent modes of protest also intensified in this 

period. In particular, the frequency of newspaper reports of runaways 

suggests that foreign-born slaves were deserting en masse while the 

external trade remained open. Indeed, official concern over desertion 

was such that legislation was promulgated in June 1809 offering 

runaways reprieve if they would return to their owners: "[I]t has been 

represented to me that there are at this time wandering about the 

country several Runaway Slaves, who might be induced to return to 

their duty upon a promise of Pardon being held out to them ... I do 

therefore hereby declare that all such Runaway Slaves who shall either 

surrender themselves to thei~ respective Masters, to his Masjesty's 

Fiscal, or to the Landdrost of the District in which they may be, 

in case of emergency the colonial state could (and did in 1808) draw 
on the British military as a social control reserve. 



171 

shall receive a full pardon, and not be liable to any punishment 

whatever, domestic or otherwise 11 87. This proclamation by Caledon came, 

significantly enough, at a time of acute labour shortage in the 

colony. 

The continued labour shortage at a time of productive boom in the wine 

industry (see chapter one) saw heightened levels of resistance in the 

south-western Cape countryside. Rayner makes a direct connection 

between the increasing workload of slaves during the wine boom (1809-

25) and increasing incentive to resist slavery (especially to prompt 

running away)88. This period is seen to be characterised by growing 

friction between master attempts to squeeze greater profit rates out 

of a "declining number aging slave men 11 89 and slave attempts to resist 

the pressure exerted by the master class. Although Rayner's analysis 

of the slave experience is too narrowly economistic (for example, she 

makes no reference to the impact of cultural developments or changes 

in demographic patterns on slave responses to bondage), the connection 

between rising levels of productivity, brutality and therefore 

resistance in the rural Cape seems tenable. 

It was particularly in the final decade of slavery at the Cape that 

levels of slave resistance soared. The mid-late 1820s and early 1830s 

was a period of ruling class crisis far more serious than the crisis 

of control around 1806. Against the hemispheric background of 

revolutionary uprisings in the Americas and newly introduced 

ameliorative clauses in British colonies, the 1825 Galant revolt 

imprinted itself deeply on the psyche of slaves, slaveowners and 

~~lcnial officials. In March of that year the Chief of Justice wrote 

87. G.M. Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 7, p. 8 
88. M.Rayner, ·wine and Slaves', p. 143 
89. ibid., p. 58 
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to Lord Charles Somerset: "It appeared to the Court from the lately 

terminated trial of Galant, formerly a Slave of the late W.N.van der 

Merve and from subsequent informations received in the Fiscal's 

Office, that an idea and . ex?ectation of a general emancipation has 

spread itself among the slaves in different parts of the country 

The slaves, misled by evil-designing persons, as if a general 

emancipation was intended by the Government, consider themselves as 

having actually acquired a just claim thereto and look upon their 

Masters as the obstacles in the way of their freedom. This naturally 

engenders animosity against them, whereof the consequences are 

incalculable, as leading to insubordination, dissoluteness and actual 

resistance 11 90. In his chapter "The Dagger of Incited Slaves", Watson 

points to owner complaints of a "greater degree of insolence" from 

slaves in the wake of the 1825 revolt. The memory and fear of slave 

uprisings lingered: "As late as 1831 the newspaper De Zuid-Afrikaan 

recalled both Galant's and the 1808 revolt and noted darkly that 

slaves hire persons 'to read the contents of periodical newspapers at 

the present day 111 91. 

The impact of amelioration on the consciousness of Cape slaves was 

nothing short of profound. Apart from its practical import (in terms 

of enhanced rights of witnesses in law courts, diminishing the 

coercive powers of owners, offering greater access to manumission 

etc.), ameliorative legislation made slaves alive to the prospect of 

freedom. The Chief of Justice's comments {above) were corroborated by 

the Guardian of the Slaves. In his June-December 1830 report, Rogers 

claimed that the constant legislative changes made owners "morose and 

less kind to their slaves than formerly, whilst the slaves themselves 

90. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 20, p. 286 
91. R.Watson, The Slave Question, p. 58 
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hearing so much discussion respecting them, believe their emancipation 

is near at hand, and therefore pay less regard to their owners, and in 

short look upon them as their worst enemies and the only impediment to 

their liberation 11 92. A year later, the Guardian reported that the 

slaves "are constantly guilty of those petty neglects and annoyances 

which irritate their owners and the slave and master no longer seem to 

be of one family"93. 

The erosion of the paternalist ethos was a direct function of the 

fragmentation of dominant class ideology. As noted in chapter two, the 

slaveowner riot of 1831 represented the symbolic rupture between the 

politically powerful and the economically powerful, between the 

slaveowners and the government, and between the British and the Dutch. 

Such divisions in a climate of pending emancipation could hardly fail 

to impress themselves on the consciousness of slaves at the Cape. 

The Galant revolt, amelioration, expectations of freedom and the 

fragmentation of dominant class ideology and control all fed into a 

changing and more resistant attitude of Cape slaves towards their 

bondage. Court records point to a rise in slave criminal'ity in the 

years immediately precedinq emancipation94; while police lists 

document a marked growth in rates of slave and underclass desertion. 

The number of underclass deserters apprehended in Cape Town and lodged 

in the town prison rose rapidly from 232 in 1829; 255 in 1830; 348 in 

1831; 384 in 1832; to 423 by 1834. The corresponding figures for 

92. S.O. 3/6, ' Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half-Year, 
June to December 1830' 
93. s.o. 3/8, 'Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half-Year, 
June to December 1831' 
94. See especially c.s.c. 1/1/1/6; c.s.c. 1/1/1/7 
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slaves were 150; 200; 230; 207 and 26095. The flood of complaint cases 

brought before the Guardian from the mid-1820s onwards suggests that 

slaves were making extensive use of new institutionalised channels of 

resistance, as well as the old, in order to challenge the authority of 

the dominant classes. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has sought to locate slave resistance in a wider societal 

context. Acts of slave resistance in early nineteenth century Cape 

Town are seen to have been embedded within the structural matrix of 

the urban underclass. Slaves in the city relied on their economic, 

social and cultural contacts with other members of the subordinate 

class in harbouring themselves in the houses of free blacks, in 

disposing of wares through the city's black market, in their 

collective and overt acts of burglary, in their ties with the floating 

population of sailors, and even (in the case of Louis of Mauritius) in 

the hatching of a plan to rebel against the master class. 

Against the backdrop of class formation and creolisation (understood 

in a social, cultural and a demographic sense), slave resistance in 

Cape Town took on a firmly period-specific aspect. The decades between 

abolition and emancipation saw the rise to prominence of active, 

overt, non-violent patterns of urban slave protest (to draw on 

Bozzoli's definition, protest directed primarily at the disturbance 

rather than the destruction of the system of domination). Ameliorative 

legislation opened up an institutionalised mode of resistance that was 

extensively exploited by urban slaves; the nature of social control 

and slave economic roles enhanced the opportunities for theft in the 

95. These figures are computed from police lists of desertion, POC 14, 
Police Office, Cape Town, Register of Deserters, January 1829 to 
December 1836 
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port city; burglary emerged as an urban-specific form of collective 

mobilisation by slaves and other members of the city's underclass; and 

desertion, as a consistently widespread slave response to bondage, 

took on an increasingly creolised, assimilationist (and sometimes even 

collective) expression as emancipation drew nearer. 

Likewise, rates of resistance saliently indexed a transforming 

collective consciousness among Cape slaves in the pre-emancipation 

decades. Crises in social control in the first decade of the 

nineteenth century and, more acutely, in the late 1820s and the early 

1830s, as well as socio-economic changes at a tlme of productive boom 

in the wine industry heightened levels of slave (and underclass) 

resistance colony-wide. As urban dominant class ideology fragmented 

and structures of owner control buckled, so the challenge to the slave 

system from below became increasingly threatening in elite/official 

perception and in reality. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: Ml\NUMISSIONS 

In his literary analysis of black North American autobiography from 

the mid-eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth century, W.L.Andrews asserts 

that "the unity of black autobiography in the antebellum era is most 

apparent in the pervasive use of journey or quest motifs that 

symbolize the multiple layers of spiritual evolution ... In the slave 

narrative the quest is toward freedom from physical bondage and the 

enlightenment that literacy can offer to the restricted self- and 

social consciousness of the 'slave"l. Andrews goes on to note that "the 

acquisition of literacy, the power to read books and discover one's 

place in the scheme of things, is treated in many slave n~rratives as 

a matter equal in importance to the achievement of physical freedom"2. 

So, for example, in his Narrative of 1845 Frederick Douglass spoke of 

reading as the way he began to define himself in opposition to his 

master and overseer long before his physical escape to New York: "The 

more I read, the more I was led to abhor and detest my enslavers"3. 

The distinction made in these free stories between physical escape 

from bondage in the form of desertion and the inner evolution of 

consciousness through literacy may be taken much further in our 

context. The psychological loosening of the shackles of bondage in the 

minds of Cape Town slaves in the preemancipation period extended far 

beyond knowledge of letters4. In looking at the economic roles of 

1. W.L.Andrews, To Tell a Free Story, (Chicago: Illinois University 
Press, 1986), p. 7 
2. ibid., p. 13 
3. F.Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an 
American Slave, (New York: Viking Penguin Inc., 1982), p. 84 
4. In Douglass' case the psychological journey evidently extended 
beyond literacy as well. His physical resistance against his overseer 
at the age of sixteen is identified as a major stepping stone towards 
his decision to flee slavery: "This battle with Mr. Covey was the 
turning point in my carreer as a slave. It rekindled the few expiring 
embers of freedom ... It recalled the departed self-confidence 1and 
inspired me again with a determination to be free". (ibid., pp. 112-3) 
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urban slaves, modes of owner control, slave culture and slave 

resistance in the preceding chapters, there has been a very clear 

sense in which the consciousness of urban slaves was significantly 

transformed between 1806 and 1834. The fragmented nature of master 

ideology in the city and the failure of consensual mechanisms of owner 

control brought about a recognition that dominant class power was not 

absolute; the widespread economic practice of hiring out5, the regular 

and associated practice of living out and highly mobile urban 
' 

occupational roles made slaves in the city aware of their extensive 

social space outside of their relationship with the owner; as a 

religion of the underclasses distinct from that of the city's dominant 

class, Islam offered a growing number of slaves in Cape Town access to 

alternative social networks and an alternative world yiew; through 

facilitating direct and frequent contact between slaves and free 

inhabitants of the city, the culture of work and the flourishing 

underclass culture of leisure in the city gave slaves a sense of 

identity outside of their bonded status; from the 1820s slaves enjoyed 

enhanced rights in courts and were legally empowered to (and regularly 

did) put their owners on trial before the Guardian; slave resistance 

in both town and countryside reflected a changing consciousness in so 

far as acts of defiance were increasingly expressed in active, overt 

(and sometimes collective) terms; heightened rates of resistance, 

especially in the final decade of slavery, pointed to growing 

confrontation between owners and slaves etc. In short, there is a 

sense in which slaves in pre-emancipation Cape Town had begun to shake 

off the mind-forged manacles of enslavement well before the 

lnstitution was formally abolished. 

5. In chapter one it was argued that there was a trend from slavery 
towards free labour in early nineteenth century Cape Town. This could 
also be interpreted as a journey, in this instance towards the , 
economic liberation of slaves. 
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Psychological travel from slavery to freedom gives way in this chapter 

to the actual journey to freedom in the form of manumission. The 

sections that follow centre on rates of manumission in different slave 

societies, the impact of amelioration on manumission in Cape Town, the 

differing paths towards actual freedom, the variables determining 

which slaves were being freed and which were not, attitudes towards 

freedom and free status and, finally, the quality of freedom and the 

growth of a free black community. 

Rates of Manumission 

The extent of accessibility of the unfree to freedom has generally 

been seen by historians of slavery as one of the key indexes of the 

openness of a slave society. High levels of manumission have been seen 

to point to a relatively high degree of social mobility for slaves, 

whereas low levels of manumission have been seen as indicative of a 

relatively low degree of social mobility. Comparative studies of 

slavery in the New World have used manumission rates as a cornerstone 

for the argument that Latin American slavery was a much more fluid and 

open institution than slavery in the United States and the Caribbean6. 

Historians of slavery at the Cape have used manumission statistics to 

reinforce the impression of a rigid and relatively closed slave 

society during the Dutch colonial period?, thereby emphasising the 

6. See G.Freyre, The Masters and the Slaves; S.Elkins, Slavery, pp. 
72-75; F.Tannenbaum, Slave and Citizen, pp. 50-62. Tannenbaum writes: 
"The law in Spanish and Portuguese America facilitated manumission, 
the tax-gatherer did not oppose it, and the church ranked it among the 
works singularly agreeable to God. A hundred social devices narrowed 
the gap between bondage and liberty, and encouraged the master to 
release his slave". (p. 53) Elkins draws the contrast between Latin 
and North America: "Neither in Brazil not in Spanish America did 
slavery carry with it such precise and irrevocable categories of 
perpetual servitude as in the United States". (p. 72) 
7. See Worden, Slavery in Dutch South Africa, pp. 143-4; Elphick and 
Shell, · rntergoup Relations: Khoikhoi, settlers, slaves and free 
blacks', pp. 204-14; Elphick and Giliomee, · The Origins and ' 
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affinities of the peculiar institution here with that of the United 

States and distancing it from slavery in Brazil and elsewhere in Latin 

America. Thus in their quantitatively based chapter on intergroup 

relations, Elphick and Shell argue that "the manumission rate in South 

Africa was low and remained so. The average rate per year was 0.165 

per cent of the slave force. In colonial Brazil and Peru approximately 

1 per cent of the slaves could expect their freedom each year, a 

figure about six times higher than that at the Cape 11 8. 

In the table below the Elphick and Shell statistics are placed in a 
~ 

broader comparative framework and an update of manumission rates at 

the Cape (and in Cape Town) is provided9: 

Entrenchment of European Dominance at the Cape, 1652-c.1840', pp. 530, 
539; G.M.Fredrickson, White Supremacy, p. 86 
8. Elphick and Shell, ' Intergroup Relations', p. 206 
9. These figures are taken from Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, 
p. 273; computed from Karasch, Slave Life in Rio de Janeiro, pp. 62 
and 330; figures for Cape Colony and Cape Town in the early nineteenth 
century worked out from Slave Office official manumission statistics 
(1808-23), deeds of manumission and census returns in Theal. 
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Table 5.1 Comparative Rates of Manumission 

Place Period Rate p.a. 

U.S. South 1850 0.04% 
Jamaica 1829-33 0.1% 
Rio 1808-29 0.16% 
Cape Colony 1715-91 0.165% 
Cape Colony 1808-34 0.25% 
Buenos Aires 1778 0.4% 
N-E. Brazil 1684-1745 1. 0% 
Cape Town 1815-34 1.2% 
Buenos Aires 1810 1. 3% 
Colombia Checo 1782-1808 3.2% 

The first point that emerges from the above data is that, once located 

in a more general framework, the rate of manumission in the eighteenth 

century Cape context was not quite as low as the unfavourable 

comparison with colonial Brazil and Peru suggests. To be sure, the 

percentage of the Cape slave force liberated annually between 1715 and 

1791 was four times greater than the rate of manumission in the United 

States in 1850 and almost twice that of pre-emancipation Jamaica. 

Secondly, the table reflects a clear increase in the rate of 

manumissions at the Cape between the eighteenth and the early 

nineteenth century. Once translated into overall terms, the 

differential becomes even more apparentlO. Whereas there were little 

over a thousand (1075) manumissions in the last eight decades of Dutch 

slavery in South Africall, in the twenty-seven years between 1808 and 

1834 well over two thousand (2312) slaves received their freedom12. 

Or, considered on a yearly basis, the average number of slaves 

10. This is obviously because the size of the overall slave population 
was much greater in the 1806-34 period than it had been during Dutch 
colonial rule. 
11. Elphick and Shell, · rntergroup Relations', p. 203 
12. The first of these dates, 1808, corresponds with the first date 
for which official statistics for the annual number of manumissions in 
the Colony are available. (S.O. 12/11) The figures for 1824-34 (when 
official statistics are no longer provided) are taken from the Slave 
Office deeds of manumission. (S.O. 12/3-12/7) , 



liberated rose from thirteen per annum between 1715 and 1791 to 

eighty-six per annum in the decades between abolition and 

emancipation. 
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The reasons for the increase in the rate and number of manumissions at 

the Cape in the early nineteenth century relate directly to period

specific legislation. On the one hand, the abolition of the slave 

trade and consequent trend towards creolisation and the equalisation 

of sex ratios had a dual impact in facilitating higher rates of 

manumission, since there was a universal bias in slaveholding 

societies (and the Cape was no exception in this regard) towards the 

liberation of female and of native-born slaves13. On the other hand, 

and more significantly, the removal of a series of legislative 

obstacles deterring owners from manumitting their slaves and the 

opening up of a new escape hatch to freedom via Ordinance 19 was 

responsible for a dramatic increase in the number of manumissions in 

the late 1820s. Much of the analysis in the sections that follow 

centres on the import and impact of ameliorative legislation on 

manumission. 

The third striking feature of table 5.1 above is that manumission 

rates in Cape Town itself were particularly high. In the two decades 

preceding emancipation no less than 1656 urban slaves were 

liberated14. In her chapter on slave manumissions in Rio, Karasch 

indicates that over a somewhat longer timespan, 1807 to 1831, a total 

of 1319 Cariocan slaves received their freedom. Given that the slave 

13. Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, pp. 263-4. A more detailed 
discussion of which Cape slaves were liberated most frequently and why 
is reserved for later in the chapter. 
14. This figure is computed from the Slave Office deeds of manumission 
and the statistics given by Freund in his article on 'The Cape Under 
Transitional Governments'. (p. 338) ' 
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population of Rio numbered over 36000 throughout the 1820s15 and that 

of Cape Town had dwindled to little over 6000 by April 1827, it is 

clear that the ratio of slaves freed as to slaves still in bondage was 

many times higher in the South African port city. Indeed the figure of 

1.2% given on the above table is around eight times the corresponding 

rate cited for contemporary Rio (0.16%). This reversal of the Elphick 

and Shell comparison suggests both that levels of manumission in 

colonial Brazil were not uniformly as high as conventional 

interpretations would have it16, and that levels of manumission in 

early nineteenth century Cape Town were unusually high. 

The "startling regional pattern [of manumissions]" that emerged at the 

Cape in the eighteenth century17 was evidently quite as startling in 

the early nineteenth century. Nine out of every ten slaves freed 

between 1815 and 1834 lived and worked in Cape Town18. And this 

despite the fact that the overall urban slave population represented a 

steadily declining proportion of the slave population colony-wide19. 

The urban bias in manumission patterns was not specific to South 

Africa. In his discussion of manumissions in Slavery and Social Death, 

15. M.Karasch, Slave life in Rio de Janeiro, p. 63 
16. This is precisely what Karasch argues. The central theme of her 
work is summed up at the end· of her chapter "The Letter of Liberty": 

. "What Hoetink calls the ·1egenda Braziliera' of easy upward mobility 
and frequent manumission is just that - a myth. Even in the capital of 
Brazil, slaves seldom had ·easy' mobility or 'frequent' manumission". 
(Slave Life in Rio de Janeiro, p. 369) 
17. Elphick and Shell indicate that of the 609 private owners 
manumitting slaves in their sample, only 29 lived outside the Cape 
district. ('Intergroup Relations', p. 212) Just how many of those Cape 
district owners lived in the city itself is not stated. 
18. Freund indicates that 92% of manumissions over the 1815-30 period 
came from Cape Town. ("The Cape under the Transitional Governments", 
p. 338) For the 1831-34 period the urban-rural ratios were computed 
from the deeds of manumission and reflected a similar trend. 
19. The high rates of manumission for Cape Town slaves over this 
period, and in the 1820s in particular, is obviously one of the 
reasons for the rapid drop in the urban slave population in these 
years. 
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Patterson indicates that "in almost all slaveholding societies there 

is a strong association between urban residence and incidence of 

manumission"20. This observation is shown to be true of modern slavery 

in the Latin American and Jamaican contexts, of Greek and Roman 

classical antiquity, as well as of the Islamic lands outside of sub

Saharan Africa21. The critical factor at work here, Patterson 

explains, was the fact that "the urban areas offered more plentiful 

opportunities for slaves either to acquire skills or to exercise some 

control over the disposal of their earnings - or both 11 22. The analysis 

of the economic roles of urban slaves in chapter one shows that both 

these critical factors were at work in Cape Town: slaves in the city 

generally had far greater skill levels and (in the case of hirelings 

especially) enjoyed much more economic independence than their rural 

counterparts. 

The reasons for the direct correlation between manumission and urban 

residence in the early nineteenth century Cape context extended beyond 

the skill levels and enhanced spending power of urban slaves. The 

social contacts· of urban slaves with free inhabitants of the city 

acted as a crucial variable in determining the access of slaves to 

manumission23. In the wake of Ordinance 19 of August 1826 a growing 

number of urban slaves were able to use their kinship ties to procure 

their freedom. The section that follows describes how an escape hatch 

introduced through amelioration legally empowered them to do so. 

20. O.Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p. 269 
21. ibid., p. 269 
22. ibid., p. 269 
23. This aspect will be examined in more detail later in the c'hapter 

- looking more specifically at bought manumissions. 
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The Legislative Dynamic 

The bureaucratic barriers blocking the access of slaves to freedom 

mounted throughout the eighteenth century24. For the first fifty years 

of colonial slavery at the Cape owners were legally entitled to 

manumit their slaves on their own initiative and on their own terms. 

Then, in 1708 it was ruled that owners could only liberate their 

slaves upon guaranteeing that such slaves would not become charges of 

the Dutch Reformed Church's Poor Fund for a period of ten years. In 

1722 owners were forbidden to free slaves without Company consent and 

the requirement of a guarantee was extended to testamentary 

manumissions. In 1767 it was stipulated that slaveholders had to place 

twenty rixdollars in the Poor Fund before each manumission; a decade 

later this sum was raised to fifty rixdollars. The final legal hurdle 

was erected in 1783 when the period of guarantee was increased from 

ten to twenty years. It was abundantly clear that the Dutch 

authorities sought to deter slaveholders from emancipating their human 

property by burdening manumitting owners with more and more 

institutional dead weight25. 

These restrictive legislative measures remained very much intact in 

the first quarter of the nineteenth century. In bold print in the 

Slave Office deeds of manumission from 1816 (the year that the Slave 

Office was established) up to the mid-1820s is the Guardian's 

certification to the effect that "in obedience to a Resolution of the 

Governor and Council, dated 3d June, 1777, the stipulated Sum of Fifty 

Rixdollars has been paid to the Poor's Fund of the Reformed Church in 

'24. This paragraph relies heavily on secondary material presented by 
Elphick and Shell. ('Intergoup Relations', p. 204) 
25. To some extent they were successful in this endeavour. As the 
table of manumission rates reveals the ratio at the Cape in the 
eighteenth century was fairly low (though perhaps not quite a~ low as 
Elphick and Shell have made out). 
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this Town 11 26. Likewise, the requirement of a guarantee still remained 

in force27. The deeds of manumission in this period explicitly 

demanded that at least two witnesses "bind themselves in solidum, as 

Securities, that the aforesaid emancipated Slave will not, within the 

fixed time of Twenty Years, become burthensome to the Church, nor 

through poverty, be entitled to apply for any alimentation or 

support"28. 

It was only in the 1820s that the eighteenth century trend towards the 

constant tightening of manumission regulations was reversed. The first 

measure to this end was introduced as part of a proclamation by Lord 

Charles Somerset enacted in March 1823. It was declared that 

henceforth "the manumission of a slave who has embraced the Christian 

religion, shall not be subject to the customary payment of fifty 

rixdollars to the reformed church 11 29. In keeping with the other 

measures in Somerset's mildly ameliorative package, these stipulations 

were designed to encourage slaveholders to christianise their slaves. 

However, as earlier chapters document, the inability or unwillingness 

of masters to convert their slaves to Christianity and the resilience 

of slaves to such designs (especially as expressed in their 

oppositional adherence to Islam) ensured that the extent of slave 

christianisation remained minimal. Legislative measures affecting 

converts to the master class religion consequently had but limited 

impact. 

26. See the format of manumission deeds from s.o. 12/3 onwards. 
27. However, it was no longer necessary for the owners themselves to 
stand security. In the vast majority of these cases (1816-26) members 
of Cape Town's free black community pledged themselves as guarantors 
on behalf of slaves. 
28. See the format of the deeds of manumission from s.o. 12/3, onwards. 
29. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 15, p. 237 
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It was three years later, in 1826, that institutional changes were 

implemented which both vastly accelerated the rate and remoulded the 

nature of manumissions at the Cape30. The first major alteration was 

the jettisoning of the fifty rixdollar manumission duty. In the 

cumbersome phraseology of Ordinance 19: "[N]o Duty Tax, or Impost, of 

any nature or kind whatsoever, and no Fee of Office, shall be 

hereafter paid or payable within the said [Cape] Colony, upon, for or 

on account, or in respect of the Manumission of any Slave 11 31. A change 

in the format of manumission deeds after August 1826 indicates that 

the scrapping of the manumission duty was accompanied by the 

discontinuance of the system of securities. The shedding of these 

legal constraints was partially responsible for the marked increase in 

the number of manumissions immediately post-Ordinance 1932. In his 

December 1826-June 1827 biannual report the Guardian explicitly stated 

that the manumission duty and security system had played a direct role 

in reducing the number of manumissions prior to the new enactments. He 

explained that "amongst the number which have been manumitted during 

the last half-year, there are many who have actually been living as 

free persons for several years, but who were withheld from applying 

tor their deeds of emancipation by the restrictions to which I have 

alluded; this has been more particularly the case with the slaves of 

Mahometan [sic] proprietors, who, if their slaves profess the same 

faith, allow them to purchase their freedom at cost price, and for 

30. The reasons for the ameliorative changes regarding manumission in 
August 1826 were directly linked to the ideology of free labour in 
Britain. As Rayner demonstrates, Ordinance 19 aimed to reproduce a 
particular set of social relations, involving the continued 
subordination of the worker, while gradually eliminating the legal 
category of ·chattel slave'. ('slaves, Slaveowners and the British 
State', p. 17) 
31. Ordinance 19, clause 32 cited in Theal, Records of the Cape 
Colonv, vol. 28, p. 482 
32. This is best demonstrated on the graph presented in the following 
section. 
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to act therein in such manner as may be most conducive to the benefit 

and advantage of such Slaves"4. 

In the 1826-34 years the colony's enslaved made extensive use of these 

new institutionally entrenched barqaining powers. There were 

consistently a few hundred complaints (urban and rural) brought 

annually before the Guardian in Cape To~n5. For slaves in the city 

such visits were frequent, especially given the ready accessibility of 

the Slave Office. Local studies have shown that slaves from the 

country districts in both western and eastern divisions of the Colony 

also undertook regular journeys to the courts. 

In his thesis on amelioration in Graaff-Reinet, Dooling suggests that 

the complaints brought by slaves in this distant interior district 

reflected a surprisingly accurate awareness of rights in law. He notes 
I 

that slaves knew that they could not be made to work more than 10 or 

12 hours a day depending on the season; and that they could not be 

compelled to work on Sundays without being paid6. In an article on 

· Hendrik Albertus and his ex-Slave Mey', Mason likewise demonstrates 

that slaves in the arable south-western districts showed an acute 

understanding of the stipulations of ameliorative legislation. In 

particular, Mey successfully complained in_ 1832 of receiving an 

4. G.M.Theal, Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 28, p. 471. As Mary 
Rayner notes, one of the central aims of amelioration was to 
"reproduce a particular set of social relations, while gradually 
eliminating the category of 'chattel slave' in bourgeois law". 
( ' Slaves~ Slaveowners and the British State', p. 17) The shifting 
legal tension between slaves as property and slaves as persons has 
been discussed in chapter two. 
5. The number of recorded complaints was usually around one hundred, 
sometimes many more (for example in one half-year in the late 1820s 
there were 107 complaints). To these must be added the number of 
complaints and applications to freedom which were left unrecorded, by 
the Guardian's account often double the number of recorded cases (see 
S.O. 3/20A, June to December 1833 report). 
6. W.Dooling, ·slaves, Slaveowner and Amelioration in Graaff-Reinet, 
1823-30 If P• 22 
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excessive beating with an illegal instrument (he maintained that the 

cat used by Hendrik jnr. was "a much heavier instrument of punishment 

than a regular cat")7. Through their access to local newspapers and 

networks of underclass communication urban slaves were in a highly 

favourable position to keep up to date regarding ameliorative change. 

Here too slave complaints revealed a detailed perception of their 

legal rights on the eve of emancipation. In a March 1833 case, for 

example, an urban slaveholder, Alexander Logie, claimed that he was 

"quite ignorant of the law prohibiting the punishment of female 

slaves"; evidently his female slave complainant in this case was not 

oblivious of her legal rights8. 

Apart from their general attempts to defend their ameliorative 

privileges regarding limitations on the coercive powers of owners, 

access to manumission, and adequate food and clothing allowances, 

urban slaves used the courts in order to win greater social and 
\ 

economic space. The increasing stability of slave family bonds (both 

formal and informal) was reflected in the attempts of numerous urban 

slaves to negotiate more time with their spouses. To cite one of many 

examples, an urban housemaid, Lotje, brought forward an ungrounded 

complaint in May 1834 as an indirect means of negotiating permission 

for her husband to visit her at night9. In_ Cape Town economic motives 

featured more prominently than elsewhere in slave complaint cases. 

Urban hirelings solicited the Guardian's support in order to retrieve 

debts, and tried to use the courts in order to lower the hire money 

payable to their owners. Thus, in 1833 an urban slave coachmen 

7. J.Mason, ·Hendrik Albertus and his ex-Slave, Mey: A Drama in Three 
Acts', (Paper Presented at the ·slavery and After' Conference held at 
the University of Cape Town, 1989), p. 3 
8. s.o. 3/11, · Report of the Guardian and Protector of the Slaves for 
the Half-Year, December 1832 to June 1833' 
9. S.O. 3/13, ·Report of the Guardian and Protector of the Slaves for 
the Half-Year, December 1833 to June 1834' 
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protested (in vain) that he was hired out at 30 to 40 rixdollars per 

month, but was expected to pay the ·expensive sum' of 20 rixdollars to 

his ownerlO. 

As such cases imply, slaves in Cape Town, like those in Graaff-Reinet 

and Stellenbosch, viewed the courts as independent from the authority 

of their ownersll. Even if the Guardian acted as a second prism of 

paternalism in practicel2, he was a potential ally in the perceptions 

of slaves at least. By offering recourse to an official and, from the 

slaves' viewpoint, 'impartial' authority structure in the form of the 

Guardian and his Assistants, ameliorative legislation undermined 

direct owner control over their human property in both a psychological 

and a physical sense. 

Though very much an individualised form of resistance, Slave Office 

complaint cases did reflect the growing sense of community and culture 

among Cape, and especially Cape Town, slaves in the pre-emancipation 

period. In the first of his bi-annual reports, the Guardian commented 

that: "The desire of assisting a comrade or friend is, I am afraid, a 

powerful inducement to many to advance as true statements which 

further inquiries often prove to be false 11 13. The cases of slaves 

contradicting or opposing the testimony of other slaves (which Dooling 

uses as evidence of the continued atomisation of slaves in the distant 

10. s.o. 3/11, ·Report of the Guardian and Protector of the Slaves for 
the Half-Year, December 1832 to June 1833' 
11. W.Dooling, ·slaves, Slaveowners and Amelioration in Graaff-Reinet, 
1823-1830', p. 88 
12. Mason argues that: ''The Guardian, ironically, served as a second 
source of paternalist authority, sanctioning the routlne violence that 
structured the slave system". ( ·slaveholder Resistance to the 
Amelioration of Slavery at the Cape', p. 27) 
13. s.o. 3/1, ·Report of the Guardian and Protector of the Slaves for 
the Half-Year, July to December 1826' 
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that purpose often permit them to work on their own account 11 33. The 

bondsmen in this privileged, but frustrating, position were slaves in 

name only; the degree of social and economic independence they enjoyed 

in living out permanently and hiring out their time independently 

meant that their life experience was more akin to that of free 

labourers than slaves34. It was only through Ordinance 19 that the 

discrepancy between their legal and their socio-economic status was 

resolved. 

Even more significant than the ameliorative measures designed to 

encourage slaveholders to emancipate their subjects was the legal 

escape hatch opened up for slaves themselves in August 1826. It was 

decreed by Ordinance 19 that slaves could rely on their kin to buy 

their freedom: ''in case any Slave within the said Colony shall be 

desirous to purchase the Freedom of himself, or of his or her Wife or 

Husband, or Child, or Brother, or Sister, it shall and may be 

lawfu1 11 35. Furthermore, slaves wishing to secure freedom by purchase 

no longer required the ·voluntary' consent of their owners36; provided 

the money was lawfully acquired, the manumission was compulsory. In 

cases where the purchase price could not be agreed on by private 

33. S.O. 3/1, · Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half-Year, 
December 1826 to June 1827' 
34. These were no doubt among the slaves to whom master builder, John 
Cannon, was referring in latter months of 1826 when he commented that 
independent hirelings in Cape Town "are generally married, and live in 
houses hired by themselves, sometimes at the house where the wives 
reside ''. (Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 27, p. 463) 
JS. Ordinance 19, clause 33 cited in Theal, Records of the Cape 
Colony, vol. 28, p. 483 
36. Prior to Ordinance 19, the relevant manumission statute read: 
"When an owner has voluntarily agreed that his slave shall be made 
free on the payment of a certain sum of money and that he has actually 
received the stipulated amount from his slave, he is bound to give his 
slave the effect of his agreement". ( ·statement of the Laws of the 
Colony regarding Slavery', clause 88 cited in Theal, Records of the 
Cape Colony, vol. 9, p. 161) 
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arrangement, official appraisers would be appointed for the task37. As 

Bigge notes in his 1831 report, slaves ''had no remedy or appeal 

against an unjust or extravagant estimate of their value" prior to 

Ordinance 1938. By ensuring a fair and just manumission price, 

stipulating that freedom was automatic if the money was legally 

procured and enabling slaves to rely on fam~ly financial support 

networks, the ameliorative changes of August 1826 precipitated a 

massive increase in the number of manumissions at the Cape. 

Changing Rates of Manumission 

The average manumission rate of 0.25% entered for the Cape Colony in 

the early nineteenth century on table 5.1 conceals the extent to which 

manumission levels oscillated between abolition and emancipation. A 

graphic illustration of the annual number of slaves freed at the Cape, 

1808-1834, is given below39: 

37. In the 34th clause of Ordinance 19 it was laid down that "if it 
shall appear that any difference of opinion exists between the 
Registrar and Guardian of the Slaves in this Colony, and the Owner of 
any Slave, respecting his or her Price or Value - then the said Court 
(Court of Justice] shall require the Guardian and the Owner each to 
nominate an Appraiser of his or her Value". (cited in Theal, Records 
of the Cape Colony, vol. 28, p. 484) 
38. Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 35, p. 363 
39. Source: s.o. deeds of manumission, 12/3-12/7 and listing of 
official manumission statistics (1808-23) given in s.o. 12/11. 



Diagram 5.1 Annual Rates of Manumission at the Cape, 1808-1834 
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Broadly speaking, the graph reflects two major cycles of rising and 

falling rates of manumission: the first cycle runs from 1808 to July 

1826 with 1817 as the peak year; the second and far more pronounced 

cycle is concentrated between August 1826 and 1834 with the peak 

coming in 1827. 

During the 1808-July 1826 cycle manumission legislation at the Cape 

remained a fairly constant variable. As was described in the preceding 

section, the only legal change to be made in this period applied 

exclusively to christianised slaves and, since the rate of slave 

conversion to Christianity remained minimal in the early nineteenth 

century, the new clause had little impact. The most viable explanation 

for the cyclical fluctuation in manumission rates between abolition 

and the mid-1820s is an economic one. There seems to be a direct 

correlation between rising manumission rates and a bouyant urban 

economy, on the one hand, and between falling rates of manumission and 
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urban economic depression, on the other40. During the economic growth 

period in Cape Town following the arrival of the British and the 

inflation of paper money (1806-1815) slaveowners could more readily 

afford to manumit their human property and the numbers of slaves freed 

rose. The city's subsequent economic instability (1815-21) and 

depression (1821-26) reversed the trend, as many financially pressured 

slaveholders were more inclined to sell (rather than manumit) their 

capital investment in slaves41. The inflated value of slaves at the 

height of the wine boom (1813-early 1820s)42 made urban owners all the 

more willing to cash in an appreciated asset. As explained in chapter 

one, the extent of urban-rural sales did indeed peak towards the end 

of the wine boom with the number of annual transactions rising to 

nearly seven hundred in 1824. It was, significantly enough, around 

this time that levels of manumission reached their lowest ebb. 

The second and far sharper cycle of rising and falling levels of 

emancipation (August 1826-1834) was a direct and immediate product of 

the ameliorative changes in manumission legislation discussed above. 

The abolition of the manumission duty and the twenty year guarantee, 

the compulsory manumission clause and the novel provisions for 

purchase by kin all combined to produce soaring rates of manumission 

post-Ordinance 19. Thus in the eight years leading up to the formal 

ending of slavery in British colonies, a total of 1202 slaves were 

40. As the vast majority of manumitting owners and manumitted slaves 
were urban, it is to fluctuations in the mercantile economy of the 
city (rather than booms or busts in the wine-farming districts) that 
we must look in seeking to account for oscillations in annual rates of 
manumission. 
41. The economic periodisation of boom (1806-15), instability (1815-
21) and recession (1821-26) is provided by Schumann. (cited in 
Meltzer, ·The Growth of Cape Town Commerce and the Role of John 
Fairbairn's Advertiser', pp. 28-9) 
42. Rayner, ·wine and Slaves', p. 30. Later in this chapter it is 
argued that the marked decrease in slave prices between the early 
1820s and the late 1820s made it far easier for free blacks to meet 
the purchase prices of devalued slave kin. 
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freed at the Cape, an average of 150 manumissions per annum. In 1827 

alone no fewer than 245 slaves were granted their liberty43. Once 

owner consent was no longer required in order to effect manumission 

purchases, the economic prerogatives of urban slaveowners ceased to 

act as the decisive variable in dictating the levels of manumission at 

the Cape. 

Just as legislative shifts were primarily responsible for the 

mushrooming of annual manumission rates post-August 1826, so too 

legislative change may be invoked in explaining the tapering off in 

manumission rates immediately prior to emanci?ation. Legislative 

amendments implemented late in 1830 withdrew the right of slaves to 

rely on financial support from family to assist in manumission 

purchases. Since bought manumissions represented a sizeable proportion 

of the total post-Ordinance 1944, this restriction had a perceptible 

impact in reducing levels of manumission45. The "falling off of 

manumission returns" over the 1832-4 years was further reinforced by 

the reluctance of both slaves and slaveowners to enter into 

arrangements for purchase or sale with emancipation pending46. 

The Nature of Manumissions 

Ordinance 19 marked a decisive break in manumission patterns at the 

Cape in terms that were qualitative as well as quantitative. Along 

43. The freeing of the backlog of slaves in the wake of Ordinance 19, 
who had hitherto been denied their legal freedom by the manumission 
duty and security system, accounts for the dramatic rise in numbers in 
che year following August 1826. 
44. See the following section on the changing nature of manumission 
patterns for details. 
45. Commenting on the decrease in manumission rates in the early 
1830s, the Guardian insisted that the pattern was largely 
"attributable to the serious impediments thrown in the way of 
manumissions by the recent Order of the King in Council". (S.O. 3/8, 

Report of the Guardian of the Slaves', December 1831) 
46. S.O. 3/13, ·Report of the Guardian of the Slaves", December 1833-
June 1834' 
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1820s and early 1830s went changes in the nature of manumissions. 
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Prior to August 1826 testamentary manumissions and those by free gift 

were the most popular modes of slave liberation at the Cape. In as 

many as three out of every four specified cases between 1715 and 

179147 slaves were freed by voluntary grants or through letters of 

liberty48. A similar picture emerges for the 1816-July 1826 period: 

again liberty granted by owners either during their life time or upon 

their death accounted for the vast majority of manumissions colony

wide49. To cite one typical example: in the month of July 1826 

Theresia, a Cape Town house slave in her early thirties, was granted 

emancipation by the will of the late widow Maria Disanot50 . . 

The pie diagram below, centring on the August 1826 to December 1832 

period and on Cape Town and the Cape District, illustrates the extent 

to which Ordinance 19 was a watershed in changing the nature of 

manumissions at the CapeSl. 

47. Fully 48% of cases in the Elphick and Shell sample fell into the 
unspecified category. See table 4.4, · rntergoup Relations', p. 213 
48. Those slaves freed on their owner's departure are included in the 
''voluntary grant" category here. Thus from table 4. 4 in Elphick and 
Shell it is clear that 38.2% of the 52% of specified cases were by 
free gift or by will. (7.6% Humanitarian reasons; 13.1% on the owner's 
departure from the Cape; and 17.5% on the owner's departure from this 
l.ife) 
49. This im?ression is based on the 1816-July 1826 deeds of 
manumission where testamentary emancipation is stipulated and on 
Bigge's observation that there were 175 manumissions effected by 
voluntary grant alone (out of a total of 453 officially recorded and 
opposed to only 17 by purchase) between 1816 and 1822. (Bigge, ·Report 
on the State of Slavery at the Cape of Good Hope, 1831', Records of 
che Cape Colony, vol. 35, p. 361) 
50. s.o. 12/3, Deed 298 
51. Source: s.o. deeds of manumission, 12/4-12/7 
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From representing an estimated 75% of manumissions from the early 

eighteenth through to the first quarter of the nineteenth century, the 

proportion of slaves freed by voluntary grants and by will was halved 

in the post-August 1826 years. This did not represent an overall 

decrease in the number of slaves freed by these means, but rather a 

proportional lack of increase relative to other types of 

manumission52. 

If manumissions by free gift and those by testament fell noticeably 

behind, then the category of manumissions by purchase was the major 

beneficiary post-Ordinance 19. Given the nature of the legislative 

changes in August 1826, it comes as little surprise that the number 

and proportion of bought manumissions rose markedly in the late 1820s 

52. Comparing the 210 manumissions by free gift between late 1826 and 
1832 with the 176 such manumissions between 1816 and 1822 (cf: Bigge, 
Report on the State of Slavery at the Cape of Good Hope, 1831', 

Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 35, p. 361) reveals that the number 
of manumissions by free gift remained fairly constant in the two 
decades preceding emancipation. The nwnber of testamentary 
manumissions before and after Ordinance 19 likewise remained similar. 
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and early 1830s. There were only 131 specified cases of freedom by 

purchase in Elphick and Shell's eighteenth century sample53; and Bigge 

notes that there were just 17 bought manumissions between 1816 and 

182254. Then suddenly, under the impact of the ameliorative 

manumission clauses described earlier, in little more than six years 

the number of manumissions by payment shot up to 337 in Cape Town and 

Cape DistrictS5 alone (excluding the 87 Philanthropic Society 

manumissions in this period), and 410 in the Colony as a whole. As the 

pie diagram above indicates, privately purchased manumissions were the 

most prominent category after August 1826, comprising over a third of 

the sample cases. 

The effects of British legislation on patterns of manumission in the 

colonies was not confined to the Cape context. As part of Britain's 

early nineteenth century slaveholding empire, Jamaica was also 

affected by the ameliorative changes in the late slave period. In his 

firmly quantitative study of Jamaican slavery between 1807 and 1834, 

Higman reveals that the number of manumissions paid for began to 

exceed those granted gratuitously from 1826 onwards56. The reasons for 

this phenomena in Jamaica (which interestingly enough Higman makes no 

attempt to provide) doubtless paralleled those in South Africa. Slaves 

in both slaveholding societies, especially those ln the urban 

contex~S7, were legally empowered to draw on family resources in order 

j3. Elphick and Shell, table 4.4, ·rntergroup Relations', p. 213 
54. Bigge, ·Report on the State of Slavery at the Cape of Good Hope, 
1831', Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 35, p. 361 
S5. Unfortunately, the city and its surrounding district are 
categorised together in the manumission deeds. Yet it is fair to 
assume that over 300 of the 337 cases were from the city itself (given 
that over 90% of the total number of manumissions colony-wide between 
1815 and 1830 were from Cape Town and that urban slaves were in a 
particularly favourable position to benefit from the ameliorative 
manumission clauses post-1826). 
S6. B~Hiqman, Slave Population and Economy in Jamaica, 1807~34, p. 178 
S7. B.Higman indicates that "by the time of emancipation manumission 
Lin Jamaica) was an essentially urban phenomenon". (ibid., p. 178) 
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to purchase their freedom from 1826 onwards, regardless of whether or 

not their owners consented. 

Even more striking than the similarities in the nature of manumissions 

in these two British colonies post-August 1826 is the contrast in 

rates of manumission between the Cape and Jamaica in the final decade 

of slavery. As table 5.1 indicates the annual manumission rate for 

Jamaica even post-Ordinance 19 (1829-32) stood at only 0.1% of the 

island's total slave population58. At the Cape, on the other hand, the 

colony-wide manumission rate had risen to above 0.4% of the overall 

slave population by the late 1820s. This comparison strongly suggests 

that it was the specific nature of slave society at the Cape, or more 

precisely in Cape Town, in the late slave period that put slaves in a 

highly favourable position to use the new "compulsory manumission" 

escape hatch to their best advantage. 

The foremost reason for the momentous impact of Ordinance 19 on 

manumissions, and in particular on bought manumissions, in Cape Town 

relates to the integration of slaves in the city into an urban 

underclass. The previous chapters have documented how the social 

lives, the working experience and especially the leisure time pursuits 

of slave and free increasingly converged in early nineteenth century 

Cape Town. Social ties between slaves and free blacks in the city 

tended to be particularly close and it was often through such bonds of 

intimacy and kinship that slaves were able to secure their freedom. In 

some cases spouses or lovers bouqht the freedom of their partners. 

58. Secondary sources provide no indications as to why the Jamaican 
rate should be so low. Two possible explanations sprin~ to mind: 
firstly, plantation contexts did not lend themselves to high levels of 
emancipation; and secondly the proportion of slaves living in the 
cities (where manumission rates tended to be higher) was probably 
lower in the Caribbean context. 
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Thus the free man, Henry Akields, purchased the freedom of the 16-year 

old slave girl, Hessa, in August 183259, and Jan of Bengal put forward 

a LlOO purchase price on behalf of the 27-year old creole slave women, 

Dina60. In other instances, parents bought the freedom of their 

children. So, for example, shortly after the passing of Ordinance 19 

the mother of an infant slave, Wilhelmina, paid slaveowner and local 

merchant, Hamilton Ross, L15 to ensure that her child did not grow up 

in bondage61. or, in February 1827 the baby female slave, Candasa, 

belonging to slaveholder, Jan Fredrik Serrurier, had her freedom 

bought by her father, Jephta of the Cape62. Less frequently, brothers 

or sisters would purchase the emancipation of their siblings. This was 

perhaps the connection between the adult male slave, Lodewyk, and the 

free black, Welkom of the Cape, who met his L22 purchase price in the 

iate 1820s63. The family connections were clear in a late 1829 case 

when the free black, Jan Bardien, wrote a letter to the Guardian 

requesting his assistance in the purchase of Jan's three sisters, 

slaves of the Widow Peroo64. 

Exactly how often slaves relied on financial support from free black 

kin and how often they paid their own way to freedom is difficult to 

ascertain. On the one hand, the Guardian reports in December 1830 that 

"there are no slaves who possess enough money to purchase their own 

freedo~; all of necessity obtain the amount or some part of it, by 

S9. s.o. 12/7, deed 1479 
60. S.O. 12/7, deed 1492 
61. s.o. 12/4, deed 578 
62. s.o. 12/4, deed 575 
63. s.o. 12/4, deed 614. Unfortunately, the deeds do not usually state 
the kinship relations between the various parties in cases of 
manumissions by purchase. However, inferences can often be made based 
on the age and sex of the slave and the purchaser . 
. 64. S.O. 3/3, ·Report of the Guardian and Protector of the Slaves for 
the Half-Year, December 1828 to June 1829' 
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qift or loan11 65. Certainly slaves in early nineteenth century Cape 

Town were often indebted to free blacks and it is highly likely that 

many bondsmen borrowed from friends and family in order to meet their 

purchase price. On the other hand, there are numerous entries in the 

deeds of manumission to the effect that the slaves being manumitted 

paid the purchase price themselves. In one of numerous such cases it 

is stated that the highly expensive purchase sum of L172 was paid to 

Abdul Wasie by the slave to be emancipated, Soucour, himself66. Given 

the economic opportunities enjoyed by urban slave hirelings, it is 

fair to assume that the independent finances of slaves like Soucour 

served as a major supplement to the "gifts or loans" to which the 

Guardian refers67. 

Apart from the strong social ties of slaves with free blacks in the 

city and the access to independent resources enjoyed by many urban 

slaves, depressed slave prices and rising wages in Cape Town in the 

mid to late 1820s served as further factors encouraging high rates of 

manumission by purchase. On being asked in November 1826 whether the 

value of slaves had increased in the last ten years, Cape Town master 

ouilder and employer of slave labour, John Cannon, replied: "I think 

not, it has rather diminished"68. Cannon's competitor in the building 

field, Hermanus Schutte, confirmed this impression: "It -was very high 

for some time, but has fallen within the last three years"69. This 

oral testimony is borne out by auction records. From an average price 

ti5. s.o. 3/6, 'Report of the Guardian and Protector of the Slaves for 
the Half-Year, June to December 1830', s.o. 3/6 
66. s.o. 12/4, deed 547 
67. The wages of hirelings (in accordance with varying levels of 
skill) and their potential for capital accumulation on a modest scale 
has been discussed in some detail in chapter one. 
68. 'Interviews conducted by the Council for Slave Tax', Records of 
the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 461 
69. "Interviews conducted by the Council for Slave Tax', Records of 
the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 459 
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of sale of L81 per slave in 1823, the value of human capital dropped 

to L62 in 1826, L49 in 1827 and only L39 in 182870. The noticeable 

drop in slave prices post-Ordinance 19 meant that assessments of slave 

value (including prices fixed for manumission purchases) would have 

been lowered accordingly71. 

The downturn in the domestic slave market came, significantly enough, 
I 

at a time of rising wages for hirelings. Over the decade in which the 

value of slaves decreased, wages (for both slaves and free labourers) 

"increased considerably; and those of Mechanics especially"72. Under 

such circumstances the independent resources of hirelings could at 

least go some way towards the purchase of freedom. 

A last point that warrants mention in accounting for the dramatic 

increase in the number of bought manumissions rel~tes to the role of 

the Slave Office and the appointment of a Guardian of the Slaves in 

August 1826. The mediation of the Guardian with owners encouraged the 

rreedom of many slaves. In July 1830 Rogers reported with customary 

self-congratulation and but little exaggeration: "I have been 

instrumental in greatly facilitating the liberation of many Persons 

from Slavery"73. Aside from his role as facilitator anct accelerator in 

70. Computed from auction records given in s.o. 10/17. There was a 
minor recovery in the domestic market in subsequent years; the average 
slave prices for 1829 and 1830 being L54 and L61 respectively. Of 
course, these computations sidestep a whole range of variables 
affecting slave prices: health, sex, age, skill levels (roughly in 
order of importance). However, in taking sizeable yearly samples 
(ranging from around 200 to over 400 slaves in individual years) it is 
assumed that these variables will tend to counteract each other. 
71. _Certainly some slaves had to pay their owners "in consideration of 
the sum for which the said slaves were purchased". (See for example, 
s.o. 12/4, deeds 496, 497) Yet in many other instances the depressed 
domestic market prompted assessors to lower manumission prices. 
72. John Cannon, · rnterviews conducted by the Council for Slave Tax', 
~ecords of the Cape Colony, vol. 29, p. 461 
, 3. S.O. 3/20A, ·Report of the Guardian and Protector of the Slaves, 
December 1829 to June 1830' 
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reaching manumission agreements, there is even evidence of Rogers 

providing direct financial assistance in the manumission of individual 

slaves. In an unusual case in October 1832 the female slave, Carolina, 

was manumitted "in consideration of the sum of 300 rixdollars, 50 paid 

by Carolina herself and 250 rixdollars paid by the Guardian of the 

Slaves"74. 

In addition to the three hundred plus urban slaves whose manumissions 

were effected by private purchase in the slx years following August 

1826, there were a further 87 slaves manumitted by purchase through 

the efforts of the Cape of Good Hope Philanthropic Society. This mode 

of emancipation was specific to the final years of slavery's existence 

at the Cape; the first such manumissions coming in 1828, the year that 

che organisation was founded. The Slave Office registers indicate that 

a total of 121 slaves were bought up by the Philanthropic Society, 109 

of whom had been manumitted by 193475. Thus in the two years after 

December 1832 there were a furtner 22 slave manumissions of this 

nature. 

Apart from being fairly limited numerically76, this category of 

manumissions was also an atypical one ln so far as all the slaves 

freed by the Philanthropic Society were females between the ages of 

three and ten. Through minimising the long term reproductive capacity 

of the slave population, the new organisation optimistically aimed to 

kill slavery off by means both natural and protracted. In discussing 

the ideological undercurrents underlying the formation and practise of 

,74. s.o. 12/7, deed 1487 
75. s.o. register, 6/27. Whether the remaining 12 died or remained 
under apprenticeship post-emancipation is unstated. 
76. The pie diagram above indicates that slaves manumitted through the 
efforts of the Cape of Good Hope Philanthropic Society represented 
only one-tenth of our sample. 
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the Philanthropic Society, Watson emphasises the limitations and 

ambiguity of this early Cape liberalism77. It was largely the 

composition of its support base - almost a quarter of the 

Philanthropic Society's members were merchants who had an obvious 

self-interest in the perpetuation of slavery - that dictated a 

prioritisation of property over liberty78. The very name chosen - "The 

Cape of Good Hope Philanthropic Society for Aiding Deserving Slaves" -

captures an ambivalence and commitment to gradualism rather than any 

more radical opposition to the institution of slavery. 

The final and certainly the most restrictive mode of emancipation of 

privately owned slaves79 was that by condition. This form of 

manumission involved an agreement between a slaveowner and a future 

employer whereby the "freedom" of the slave was purchased by the 

Prospective employer in return for a pledge of labour service on 

oehalf of the slave. The stringency of the conditions varied from 

fixed periods ranging between one and sixteen years to unspecified 

periods terminating in the death of the employer. To cite one such 

instance, in March 1830 an able-bodied female slave, Salassa, was 

granted manumission, but only "on condition that she shall serve 

Daniel Denyssen [her master] and his Family for the period of Ten 

Years from this Date"80. Effectively this type of manumission meant 

that slaves became indentured servants for a lenqthy period of time 

and in practice their living and working conditions would have 

77. R.Watson, · slavery and Ideology: the South African Case' 
i 8 . ibid. , p. 3 7 
79. The above pie diagram indicates that 8.3% of the August 1826-1832 
Cape Town and Cape District sample (i.e. 76 slaves) were freed by 
qovernment order. The decision to free the remaining government slaves 
in the late 1820s was among the reasons for the boosted rate of 
manumission post-Ordinance 19. However, since government slaves have 
been consciously excluded from the focus of this thesis, this category 
of manumissions has been relegated to footnote status. 
80. s.o. 12/6, Deed 1080 
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remained very much unchanged over the short and medium term. However, 

the promise of freedom in the long term was no doubt preferable to 

enslavernent81 and it is striking that only 68 slaves in our post

August 1826 sample were saddled with service conditions. Indeed, the 

fact that well over 90% of slaves were released unconditionally is a 

more revealing index than the freeing of a small minority by condition 

(7.4% of the sample). 

Which Slaves Were Manumitted and Which Were Not 

Listing what he sees as the major factors in different slave societies 

affecting which slaves were released from bondage and which were not, 

Patterson includes sex, status of parent, age, skill, means of 

acquisition, colour and residence82. The effects of these variables on 

manumission in the early nineteenth century Cape context will be the 

sub j ect of discussion in the paragraphs that follow. 

Throughout this chapter it has been emphasised that manumissions took 

on a strong regional dimension at the Cape. With around 90% of slaves 

manumitted between 1816 and 1834 corning from Cape Town alone, urban 

res i dence was undoubtedly the variable showing the closest correlation 

with manumission in the pre-emancipation context. 

The sexual identity of slaves features as the second most weighty 

factor affecting the personal access of the unfree to freedom. Both in 

Cape Town and in the Cape countryside slaveowners showed a preference 

towards the manumission of female slaves. The official statistics 

given for the Colony between 1808 and 1823 reveal that 55% of slaves 

81. This is borne out by the fact that slaves themselves were willing 
to enter into such arrangements. 
82. a.Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p. 263 
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freed over these years were females83. Computations based on the Slave 

Office registers for Cape Town and the Cape District point to an 

almost identical gender proportion in urban manumissions over . the 

1816-34 period84. Given that the percentage of females in Cape Town 

and its hinterland was still little over 40% in 1833, it appears that 

the ratio of females manumitted as to the total number of female 

slaves was nearly twice the corresponding ratio in the case of males. 

The reasons for the gender bias in manumissions are twofold. Firstly, 

as Patterson notes with universal reference, female slaves tended to 

be manumitted at a higher rate than males "because of their frequent 

sexual relations with the master or with other free males"85. There 

were instances (mainly rural) where master-slave progeny received 

their freedom because of parental status. Such was the case in October 

1826 when a slave mother, Leentje, successfully complained before the 

Guardian that her late master, Hendrik Greeff senior, fathered her 

child86. Since the Cape statute books laid down that ''children 

begotten by a master with any one of his slaves must be emancipated 

after the death of the master"87, Leentje's child was erased from the 

slave register forthwith. However, the majority of such claims brought 

before the Guardian by slave mothers were either proved to be 

groundless or could not be properly substantiated. Romantic 

attachments of slaves with other members of the underclasses, 

especially free blacks, probably played a far more instrumental role 

~3. s.o. 12/11, ·official Return of Manumissions' 
~4. See appendix three; based on s.o. registers 6/12 to 6/35. 
85. a.Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p. 263 
~6. Complaint brought to the Slave Office by Leentje on 29 October 
1826, s.o. 3/1 
87. ·statement of the Laws of the Colony of the Cape of Good Hope 
regarding Slavery, March 1813', clause 21 cited in Records of the Cape 
Colony, vol. 9, p. 150 
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The second reason for the preference towards the manumission of female 

slaves is more simple: they were cheaper. Auction records suggest that 

male slaves generally cost between two and three times more than 

female slaves89. It therefore both made better economic sense for 

owners to manumit females and it was far easier for free black kin to 

meet the purchase price for slave women. 

Beyond where slaves lived and what sex they were, birthplace (not 

listed by Patterson as a major universal factor influencing 

manumissions) was probably the most significant variable affecting the 

incidence of manumission at the Cape. From 51% of slaves freed in the 

1713-95 period90, Cape-born slaves increased to over 80% of the total 

between 1816 and 1834. In a context in which a growing number of 

slaves were born locally, it .was hardly surprising that native-born 

slaves accounted for a growing proportion of manumissions. What is 

striking, however, is the fact that both in the eighteenth and in the 

early nineteenth century the proportion of creoles to be freed was 

noticeably greater than their overall demographic ratios. This 

phenomena was probably a direct function of the fact that creole 

slaves were more fully socially and economically integrated into Cape 

88. This impression is based on details glven for manumissions by 
purchase in the s.o. deeds of manumission, 12/3 to 12/7 (see cases of 
Dina and Hessa cited previously) and the regular failure of female 
slaves' attempts to free their children on the grounds of sexual 
relations with their masters. (S.O. 3/1 to 3/13) 
89. ' Return of Slaves sold by Public Auction, 1823-30', s.o. 10/17. 
Obviously there were other important variables affecting slave prices, 
in decreasing order of significance: physical fitness, age and skill 
levels. However, by comparing the prices of male and female domestic 
slaves at similar ages, it is possible to get an idea of the extent to 
which the sex of slaves determined their worth. 
90. Elphick and Shell, ·rntergroup Relations', p. 209 
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society than their foreign-born fellows. More particularlv, in a 

context in which large numbers of slaves were being bought by family, 

the more established kinship networks of creoles worked strongly in 

their favour. 

It is also notewothy that Eastern-born slave immigrants in both the 

Dutch and British colonial periods were freed more often than slaves 

of East African origin91. Whereas the percentage of Eastern slaves 

manumitted in the sample for Cape Town and the Cape District over the 

1816-34 period exceeded their overall demographic ratios (10% of the 

regional population as opposed to 15% of manumissions), the 

relationship was reversed in the case of East African slaves (20% of 

the regional population, but under 5% of manumissions)92. This ethnic 

oias in rates of manumission among foreign-born slaves was perhaps 

partially a function of differences in socio-economic status. Oriental 

slaves, as was noted in chapter one, were more often skilled than 

their counterparts from East Africa (though the connection between 

occupations and ethnicity was by no means as complete as contemporary 

commentators suggested). Furthermore, slaves from Batavia, Bengal or 

Malabar could more easily be accommodated into the Islamic socio

cultural networks of pre-emancipation Cape Town than immigrants from 

Mozambique or Madagascar (though here again ethnic divisions were by 

no means absolute)93. 

The degree to which semantic similarity affected manumission rates at 

the Cape is difficult to establish. In the early nineteenth, as in the 

91. For the eighteenth century Elphick and Shell indicate that fully 
36.1% of slaves manumitted were Orientals and a mere 1.6% hailed from 
Continental Africa. (ibid., table 4.2, p. 207) 
92. For demographic details, see appendix 1. 
93. As documented in chapter three, the ethnic exclusivity of the term 
Malay' was not a feature of lslam at the Cape; East African slaves 

were dlso absorbed into the fold. 
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eighteenth century, the vast majority of manumitted slaves were Cape

or Eastern-born. It was therefore those slaves least resembling their 

masters, the East African imports, who were emancipated most seldom. 

However, this statistical correlation between skin colour and rates of 

emancipation does not of itself validate the semantic theory of 

manumissions94. It is far more probable that the social and economic 

factors cited above (relating to skill, means of acquisition, social 

ties) were the more telling variables in accounting for the ethnic 

bias in manumission patterns. 

The effects of age, and in particular old age, on manumissions is the 

final issue that warrants consideration in this section. Between the 

Dutch colonial and the British slave periods a qrowing number of 

superannuated slaves received their freedom at the Cape. Whereas there 

were only twelve specified cases between 1715 and 1791 of slaves 41 

years and older being manumitted95, there were over 160 slaves of 50 

years and older liberated between August 1826 and December 1832. 

Dramatic as this increase appears, these statistics should not lead us 

to assume that manumission rates in the late slave period at the Cape, 

as has been claimed for the the U.S. South, were "as much an index of 

owner cruelty as of benevolence 11 96. Firstly, fully 33% of owners in 

the Elphick and Shell sample omitted to list the slave's age; some 

such owners may well have failed to specify age in order to circumvent 

laws against manumitting superannuated slaves97. Secondly, the age 

pyramid for the slave population of Cape Town and the Cape District 

94. As Elphick and Shell argue for the 1715-91 period: "It is 
impossible, on the basis of statistical inquiry alone, to disentangle 
the relative importance of the semantic, cultural and economic forces 
which favoured Cape-born and Asian slaves in manumission". 
l · Intergroup Relations', p. 208) 
95. ibid., p. 206 
96. ibid., p. 206 
97. ibid., p. 206 
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points to a swollen proportion of slaves over 50 years of age98. No 

~ess than 20% of the 12117 slaves listed in this region in August 1833 

were in this category99. There was thus no major discrepancy between 

the proportion of aged slaves manumitted and the proportion of aged 

slaves in the overall regional population. Thirdly, the Guardian 

expressly stated that he would only allow slaves at an unproductive 

age to be liberated if they had some system of security to fall back 

upon: "In the Return of Manumissions will be found the names of some 

aged Persons, but none who are unable to earn a livelihood are allowed 

to be Emancipated by their owners, but upon their particular request 

and when they have the means of support or relations who will take 

care of them 11 lOO. To cite one such typical examole, a 65-year old 

slave, Steyn, was manumitted in November 1827 by her master, Johan 

Christian Harms, only on condition that he declare his willingness "to 

provide for her during his life time"lOl. 

From the preceding analysis it is evident that residence (which had 

implications for skill levels and means of acquisition), sexual 

identity and creolisation were the major variables correlating with 

incidence of manumission in the early nineteenth century South African 

context. The remaining factors listed by Patterson as important 

variables in many slave societies - age, semantic similarity and 

parental status - had minimal impact on manumission rates at the Cape 

oetween abolition and emancipation. 
I 

98. The ~:easons for this distortion in the age pyramid relate to the 
abolition of tne slave trade. The cutting off of fresh imports of 
voung, able-bodied slaves (usually male) in 1808 meant that there was 
a noticeable decrease in the proportion of slaves between 20 and 50 
years of age, and therefore a noticeable relative increase in the 
number of aged slaves. 
99. See appendix 5 and the discussion on the changing age pyramid of 
the slave population in chapter one. 
100. s.o. 3/20A, · Half-Yearly Report of the Guardian of the Slaves, 
June-December 1829' 
101. s.o. 12/6, deed 718 
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Attitudes Towards Freedom and Free Status 

For slaves in alL slaveholding societies the actual journey from 

slavery to freedom in the form of manumission meant more than just the 

possibility of enhanced economic opportunity and increased social 

mobilityl02. It was an extended rite of passage in psycholoaical terms 

as well. One of the three constituent elements in Patterson's 

definition of the institution of slavery is that slaves were generally 

dishonoured and degraded p~rsonsl03. Seen from this point of view, it 

is evident that the attainment of freedom represented the decisive 

moment in the creatlon of a new social identity and the assertion of 

individual self-dignity. 

In the specific context of the Cape Colony in the late slave period, 

the regular practice of elderly slaves buying up their freedom 

strongly suaqests that, quite dpart from the economic benefits of free 

status, liberation had a deep psychological dimension as well. Deeds 

of manumission indicate that in the August 1826-December 1832 period 

no less tha~ thirty-seven slaves of sixty years and olde~, i.e. well 

oeyond their economically productive years, purchased their own 

rreedom or had their freedom bought for them by their families. In one 

such manumission in June 1829, an aqeing male slave was willing to pay 

his master the tidy sum of L64 for his llberationl04. It was the 

psychological importance of freedom, what it meant in terms of 

i~entity and self-dignity, that induced superannuated slaves to go to 

' 102. The quality of freedom for ex-slaves will be addressed in more 
detail in tfie section that follows. 
103. In his chapter on "Honour and Degradation" Patterson's argument 
centres around three points: ll that the slave was considered a 
degraded person; 2) that the honour of the master was enhanced by the 
subjection of his slaves; and 3) that wherever slavery became 
structurally important, the whole tone of the slaveholder's culture 
tended to be highly honorific. (Slavery and Social Death, p. 79) 
104. S.O. 12/6, deed 945 
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such lengths to achieve free status. In his June-December 1830 

biannual report Rogers recounted: "I have known many instances of 

slaves on the verge of the grave praying to be emancipated that they 

may die free"l05. Whether or not the desire to die free sprung from a 

perception that the enslaved had inferior chances of spiritual 

salvation is impossible to determine. What we can say with certainty 

is that slaves viewed death in bondage as a dishonourable fate. 

Slave perceptions of freedom should not, of course, be treated as a 

constant. The momentous changes in the rate and nature of emancipation 

at the Cape in the late slave period could hardly have failed to 

imprint itself on the minds of the enslaved. The manumission of fellow 

slaves owned by the same master, the manumission of slaves with whom 

they worked, the manumission of slaves with whom they gambled, drank 

or worshipped, the manumission of their family members, all fed into a 

changing slave consciousness in the final decade of slavery. Freedom 

became so much more accessible at a time when ameliorative changes 

were enhancing the leqal status of slaves in other spheres, most 

notably as witnesses in law courts. When the Guardian commented in the 

early 1830s that "the slave population have imbibed the idea that they 

must soon be free 11 106, this transformation of consciousness probably 

had as much to do with the massive increase in urban rates of 

manumission as with news of pending emancipation. It was not only that 

slaves were alive to the prospect of universal emancipation, but that 

their own chances of freedom (and this applies far more readily to 

urban slaves) were made so much more tangible by Ordinance 19. 

105. s.o. 3/6, ·Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half
Year, June-December 1830' 
106. s.o. 3/8, · Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half
~ear, June to December 1831'. See the section on rates of resistance 
Ln chapter four for other references to slave expectations of freedom 
in the final decade before emancipation. 
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Translated in terms of the journey motifs referred to in the 

introductory section of this chapter, there is a clear sense in which 

the actual and psychological iourneys from slavery to freedom 

converged towards the same point of destination in the 1820s and early 

1830s. 

Owner attitudes towards the ameliorative change introduced in August 

1826, not surprisingly, contrasted with those of slaves. In his 1831 

report Bigge commented: "During the Discussions to which the 

publication of Ordinance 19 in the year of 1826 gave rise, none of its 

clauses appeared to excite more irritation among the Colonists than 

chose which conferred upon Slaves the right of purchasing their 

freedom or that of their wives and families at a price to be fixed 

upon as their fair and just value"l07. This irritation sprang both 

from resentment at the British governmenc's colonial tamperings with 

property riqpts and, more directly, from an acute awareness of the 

implications of the new legislation. 

Yet slaveowner opposition to amelioration was undoubtedly less 

vociferous in the city than in the countrysidel08. The very nature of 
-

Cape Town's economy in the early nineteenth century, and in specific 

the high elasticity of labour in the city (discussed in chapter one) 

meant that urban slaveowners were more receptive to a free labour 

force than their rural counterparts, and therefore less threatened by 

the import of the new ameliorative clauses regarding manumission. The 

master class in the city could substitut~ wage labour for slave labour 

107. Report on the State of Slavery at the Cape of Good Hope, 1831', 
Records of the Cape Colony, vol. 35, p. 362 
108. The most violent incident took the form of a riot in Stellenbosch 
against the keeping of punishment record books. (See chapter two). 
This protest .was a bubbling over of the seething discontent of rural 
slaveowners in the wake of ameliorative changes in the early 1830s. 
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(and this process was well underway before the formal ending of 

slavery in 1834) far more readily than the master class in tne Cape 

countryside. Furthermore, the spread of free labour ideology (albeit 

on a limited scale) was largely confined to Cape Town, given the port 

city's more direct economic and ideological links with the metropole. 

Divisions and discrepancies between urban and rural slaveowner 

ideology may therefore indirectly be seen as among the reasons for the 

firm regional bias in manumission patterns in the pre-emancipation 

Cape. 

Free Blacks 

In the final section of this chapter the foreqoing analysis of slave 

manumissions is suffixed with a bLief outline of the demographic, 

legal and socio-economic profile of free blacksl09 in early nineteenth 

century Cape TownllO. As Elphick and Shell indicate, "the rate at 

which slaves became free is a useful, but in itself incomplete, index 

of the openness of a slave society. The rates must be combined with an 

analysis of the quality of the ex-slaves' freedom 11 lll. The importance 

of manumissions, however, extended beyond what it meant socially and 

osychologically to slaves, that is, beyond the potential social 

mobility it offered to the enslaved. Slave manumissions were directly 

responsible for the creation and growth of a free black social strat¥, ~~ 

makinq the sociological consequences of rates of manumission all the 

more profoundll2. 

109. Following Elphick and Shell, the term · free black' ls used here 
co refer to persons wholly or partially of African (but not Khoikhoi) 
or Asian descent. ( ·Intergroup Relations', p. 184) , 
110. Of course, the position and role of free blacks in society is a 
topic for a thesis in itself. The discussion here will therefore of 
necessity be an incomplete overview. 
~11. Elphick and Shell, 'Intergroup Relations', p. 204 
112. Some free blacks came to the Cape Colony as free persons, but the 
vast majority of free people of colour at the Cape were ex-slaves or 
the descendants of ex-slaves. In particular the massive sociological 
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In the existing analyses of Cape slave society much has hinged on the 

assumption that manumission rates were consistently low and therefore 

that free blacks remained a marginal social grouping. The picture of 

Cape slave society and racial patterns presented by Elphick and 

Giliomee is premised to a large extent on the stunted development of a 

free black strata. They maintain that the manumission of slaves and 

the emergence of a free black community only "marginally undermined 

the race-status overlap at the Cape 11 113. Even Fredrickson, who 

generally views late eighteenth and early nineteenth century Cape 

society· in far less racially structured terms than do Elphick and 

Giliomee, follows their arguments on this issue: "Both the South and 

the Cape were closed slave societies in comparison with those of the 

Caribbean and Latin America, where less restrictive manumission 

requirements enabled more sizeable and socially significant free 

coloured groups to develop. The comparative study of race patterns in 

the New World suggests that the absence during the slave era of a 

substantial intermediate group of free people of colour sets the stage 

for a · two-category' pattern of race relations in which the essential 

division is a sharp dichotomy between white and black 11 114. 

Contrary to the generalisations made by these historians, manumission 

rates at the Cape, and especially in Cape Town, in the late slave 

µeriod were unusually high and a sociologically significant free black 

strata did come to emerge in the 1806-34 period. From a total of only 

352 free blacks in the entire colony in 1770, the number rose (under 

the direct impact of rising rates of emancipation) to 1134 in 1807, 

swelling of the free black community between 1806 and 1834 correlated 
closely with the high manumission rates in that period. 
113. Elphick and Giliomee, · The Origins and Entrenchment of European 
Dominance at the Cape, 1652-c.1840', p. 530 
il4 . G.M.Fredrickson, White Supremacy, p. 86 
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1800 in 1817, 3269 in 1827 and probably well over 4000 by the time of 

emancipation115. The size of the free black community at the Cape, 

most of whom were concentrated in the port city itself, therefore 

increased more than tenfold between the late eighteenth century and 

the early 1830's. The demoqraphic marginality of free blacks during 

the Dutch colonial period was evidently not a feature of slavery in 

the decades between abolition and emancipation. 

In legal terms there is also little sense in which free blacks were 

marginalised. The statutory status of free people of colour remained 

very close to that of European settlers during the 176-year history of 

slavery at the Capel16. Indeed, as Elphick and Shell concede, free 

olacks enjoyed almost all of the privileges of European ·burghers': 

they were given land to buy and sell; they could be baptised, receive 

communion and marry in the Church; they owned livestock and slaves; 

they initiated cases in court; they could carry weapons; they paid 

taxes117. It was out of a perception of legal equality with European 

burghers' at the Cape that the free black, Africa, taunted a local 

police constable: "I am free. You cannot do anything to me 11 ll8. The 

perceived legal division here was clearly between slave and free, and 

not between black and white. 

The economic position of free blacks in early nineteenth century Cape 

7own was more dmbiguous than their legal status. On the one hand, the 

115. Figure for 1770 taken from Elphick and Shell, Interqroup 
Relations', p. 218. Statistics for 1807, 1817 and 1827 taken from 
relevant cens11ses given in Theal' s Records. With over 1000 
manumissions between 1827 and 1834 it is fair to assume that the free 
olack populatlon would have swelled accordingly. 
116. Granted there were instances of court bias in minor cases and 
occasional examples of discriminatory clauses. But these examples of 
inequality were the exception rather than the rule. 
117. Elphick and Shell, · Intergroup Relations', p. 215 
il8. Willem Stephanus van Ryneveld, His Majesty's Fiscal vs. the free 
olack, Africa alias America, early 1808, C.J. 802. 
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contacts between slaves and free blacks tended to be close. It has 

been argued in earlier chapters that both in terms of their economic 

roles and in terms of their cultural patterns members of the free 

black strata interacted frequently with slaves. On the other hand, the 

free black elite were evidently in a relatively privileged economic 

pos i tion. The Slave Office registers for Cape Town and the Cape 

District contain the names of some 130 slaveholders, identifiable as 

free blacks by their toponyms or distinctively Muslim names (see 

appendix elght for a full inventory). Given that people of colour were 

increasingly taking on European names in the voe period119, it is 

probable that the overall number of urban free black slaveowners 

registered in the early nineteenth century stood at well over two 

hundred, perhaps many more. Among the minimum 130 sample cases there 

were a handful of free blacks owning fairly sizeable slaveholding 

units. For example, Baatjoe van Batavia, the most opulent of their 

number, invested in 20 slaves between 1816 and 1834; Samuel of the 

Cape owned 17 slaves and Jan van Bougies 16 slaves over the 

corresponding period120. 

The occupational roles of free blacks in early nineteenth century Cape 

Town ranged from unskilled wage labourers competing for jobs and 

working alongside slaves to relatively well-to-do craftsmen, retailers 

and professionals at the social tail of the dominant class. In a 

partial inventory for Cape Town in 1833121 almost 20% of free blacks 

with stated occupations are listed as retailers of various kinds, over 

119. Elphick and Shell indicate that large and growing numbers of free 
olacks took on European names in the Dutch colonial period: the 
proportion rose steadily from 22% in 1705 to 40% in 1770. ( ' Intergroup 
~elations', Figure 4.5, p. 220} Given this trend, the proportion of 
tree blacks and of free black slaveowners taking on European names may 
well have been over 50% by the early nineteenth century. 
120. Slave registers for Cape Town and the Cape District, 1816-34, 
s.o. 6 / 14, s.o. 6/28 and s.o. 6/15 respectively. 
121. Pama, Regency Cape Town, pp. 96-121 
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SO% are involved in production, 25% are involved in services and the 

remaining 10% are professionalsl22. As Ross has commented, this 

inventory was not entirely representative of the town as a whole: 

''While a few of the top layers of society seem to have disappeared, it 

is the lower ranks that were sorely underrepresented 11 123. However 

incomplete this data may be, it does give some indication that the 

range of free black occupations in early nineteenth century Cape Town 

included relatively high status positions. The absence of free blacks 

involved in intercontinental commerce, though undoubtedly 

sociologically significant, certainly does not imply that all free 

blacks (and therefore ex-slaves) were economically marginalised in the 

pre-emancipation urban contextl24. 

Even outside of the port city, where free black settlement tended to 

oe sparse, the race-status overlap was probably not as complete as 

Elphick and GilLomee would have it125. According to the 1814 "opgaaf" 

for the Constantia District, for example, more than ten of the sixty

seven landowners listed were free blacksl26. Among their number were 

Hammat van Macassar, who lived on a small-holding with his wife and 

three children, and owned five slaves and twenty-one head of cattle; 

~22. Admittedly there are only 229 free blacks listed with stated 
occupations and identifiable by name. 
( 23. R.Ross, ·cape Town (1750-1850): Synthesis in the Dialectic of 
Continents', p. 110 
124. The reference here is to Elphick and Shell's argument that "free 
blacks were left behind in a society where agriculture and 
intercontinental commerce provided the only avenues to great wealth". 
( · Intergroup Relations', p. 224) 
125. In their conclusion to the Shaping of South African Society (1989 
edition) the co-editors argue that already "by the early eighteenth 
century they [free blacks] were retreating to Cape Town and the Cape 
Peninsula, separating themselves from the growing agricultural sector 
of South African society and sinking, in most cases, into poverty. As 
a result the small trickle of slaves into the free black community, 
and the full legal rights accorded to them, did little to break down 
the pattern of European over black, and that only in Cape Town". ( ·The 
Origins and Entrenchment of European Dominance at the Cape, 1652-
c.1840', p. 539) 
126. 1814 "opqaaf" in the "veldcornetschap" of L.J.Colyn, J45 
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September van de Kaap (married to Dina van de Kaap), whose listed 

property and labour included four oxen, three slaves and two 

"Hottentots"; and Jan de Vries ("vryzwart"), who along with his wife 

and two sons, contracted the labour of two adult male "Hottentots" and 

owned almost two dozen head of cattle as well as a pair of horses127. 

A contemporary sketch by D'Oyly (see below) hints that free black 

farmers were sometimes fairly opulent: in the plate below the artist 

depicted well-dressed ·coloured peasants' standing self-assuredly 

alongside baskets bountifully supplied with fruit and vegetables128. 

In sum, the quality of ex-slaves' freedom complements high manumission 

rates as an index of the openness of urban slavery at the Cape in the 

period between abolition and emancipation. Freedom offered ex-slaves 

near equal legal status with free Europeans, a degree of social 

security in a burgeoning free black community (especially those 

manumitted through kinship links) and the possiblities of fairly 

extensive economic mobility. 

Conclusion 

The early nineteenth century, it has been arqued, saw momentous 

changes both in the rate and the nature of manumissions at the Cape, 

and especially in Cape Town. In the short term, these changes were the 

direct product of institutional intervention on behalf of the British 

qovernment in the form of ameliorative legislation passed in August 

1826. From a lonqer term persµective, they were embedded in the 

specific slave society that came to emerge in Cape Town in the period 

between abolition and emancipation: a society which allowed many 

slaves access to independent financial resources; a society in which 

127. 1814 "opgaaf" in the "veldcornetschap" of L.J.Colyn, J45 
128. C.Pama, Regency Cape Town, p. 126 
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the enslaved were economically and culturally integrated into an urban 

underclass. It is this broader perspective that explains why British 

ameliorative clauses respecting manumission had such a major impact on 

manumission rates at the Cape, but affected levels of manumission in 

Jamaica far less profoundly. 

qualitative and quantitative shifts in manumission patterns at the 

Cape fed into a new slave consciousness in the final decade of 

slavery. Changing perceptions of freedom and its accessibility 

transformed attitudes towards bondage as the actual and psychological 

journeys from slavery to freedom became increasingly inseparable. 

Yet the soaring rates of manumission in the 1820s and early 1830s . had 

weighty sociological implications apart from what it meant socially 

and psychologically to slaves. The rapid growth of a free black strata 

in Cape Town society, occupying an ambiguous intermediate position 

between masters and slaves, was a symptom of the emergence of a more 

complex urban social structure in the early nineteenth century; one 

that evades overly reductionist race-status formulae. 
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CONCLUSION: · THE EROSION OF SLAVERY ·IN CAPE TOWN 

Historians of slavery in the American South have, for varying reasons, 

identified an erosion of the peculiar institution in antebellum 

cities. The pioneer in the field, R.C.Wade (1964) maintained that 

there was an outright contradiction between the demands of slavery and 

the demands of urban life. The major svmptom of this trend was the 

noticeable demographic decline in slaves from 22% of the urban 

population in the South in 1820 to only 10% in 18601. The central 

causes were related to the systems of hiring out and living out, and 

the broader problem of social control generated by the inevitable 

daily contact between slaves and other city dwellers in a densely 

populated environment2. 

Just over a decade later, Wade's interpretation came under challenge 

from Goldin (1976) in her largely quantitative study of slavery in 

antebellum Southern cities. Goldin quite rightly pointed out that Wade 

had failed to make any coherent connection between demographic decline 

and the problems of urban discipline3, i.e. between the symptom and 

its alleged causes. Instead, she argued, the dropping off in slave 

numbers (more specifically, in the 1850-60 decade) was a direct 

function of the mechanisms of the domestic trade in slaves. Numbers 

dwindled because the flexibility of the urban labour market and rising 

slave prices encouraged city owners to sell off their human capital to 

slaveholders in the countryside. Thus: "Cities and slavery were not 

i~c0mpatible. The cities were just subject to more dramatic shifts in 

1. R.C.Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South, 1820-1860, p.243 
2. See chapter two for a discussion of the problem of urban slave 
discipline in the context of early nineteenth century Cape Town. 
3. As formulated by Goldin, Wade's argument "fails to reveal the 
precise economic mechanism through which increased freedoms were 
translated into market behaviour ... There is no clear discussion of 
how practices like hiring out and living out resulted in the sale of 
slaves from the city to the country". (C.D.Goldin, Urban Slavery in 
the American South, 1820-1860, p. 3) 
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slave populations due to the availability of substitute labour and to 

other factors which made urban demand for slaves more elastic than 

chat for rural areas"4. 

In support of Wade and in opposition to Goldin, B.J.Field's recent 

work on slavery and freedom in Maryland (1985) posits an outright 

contradiction between slavery and Southern cities in the antebellum 

~eriod. Unlike Wade however, she views the disintegration as primarily 

economically- rather than socially-rooted. Thus: "Urban slavery 

foundered on a structural contradiction much deeper than the problem 

of discipline or control ... [T]he backwardness of the slave South in 

che cities and towns is an even more telling circumstance than the 

steadily decreasing importance of slaves in the few that existed. 

Similarly, the overall underdevelopment of industry in the South is a 

more significant gauge of the relationship between slavery and 

industry than the limited use of sraves in such industry as there 

was"S. In short, slavery as a pre-capitalist form of labour 

mobilisation contradicted the need for the development of productive 

capital in antebellum Southern cities6. 

The erosion of slavery in the context of pre-emancipation Cape Town 

was more permanent and profound than the much debated disintegration 

of urban slavery in the American South. The dissolution of the 

peculiar institution in Cape Town was not a product of structural 

contradictions in an industrialising economy (as Fields posits for the 

Old South} ncr a temporary demographic decline (Goldin) nor just the 

~. ibid., p. xiv. The applicability of these arguments in the early 
nin~teenth century Cape context has been addressed in some detail in 
chapter one. 
5. B.J.Fields, Slavery and Freedom on the Middle Ground, p.56 
b. The pre-industrial economy of early nineteenth century Cape Town 
nad not developed sufficiently to put such a structural contradiction 
co the test. 
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inevitable outcome of problems of urban social control (Wade). The 

solvent in the Cape context was a corrosive compound of demographic, 

economic, social and legislative elements. 

The population of early nineteenth century Cape Town, like that of 

Southern cities, dropped noticeably in the late slave period. As 

outlined in the introduction, the number of urban slaves fell at a 

steady rate from over 9000 in 1806 to no more than 5500 in 1834. As a 

proportion both of the overall urban population and of the urban work 

force, the ratio of slaves halved in the three decades between 

abolition and emancipation. In terms of levels of labour productivity, 

the decline was even more pronounced. The changing shape of the age 

pyramid post-abolition saw decreasing numbers of Cape slaves in the 

productive 18-50 year age bracket (at the expense of children and 

superannuated slaves). 

Economic and demographic decline were therefore closely interlinked. 

The dwindling size of the productive urban slave population and the 

massive simultaneous increase in the free labour force (in the form of 

free blacks, ·Prize Negroes', Khoi and immigrant apprentices from 

Britain) underpinned a trend in the urban economy away from slavery 

and towards wage labour (described in chapter one). Growing numbers of 

city slaves worked alongside non-slave labourers as hirelings, many of 

whom contracted their own labour and some of whom even subcontracted 

labour on their behalf. There were clear indications that urban slave 

hirelings were beginning to assume the market-dictated ethic 

associated with capitalism and wage labour. 

The shift away from slavery and the new economic order at the level of 

iabour took place within the framework of a new economic order from 
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the perspective of capital. The early nineteenth century witnessed the 

spread of merchant capital (and associated notions of free labour) in 

the city. Merchant capital at the Cape had pre-emancipation origins 

and, although Janus-faced, was predominantly forward-looking in so far 

as it fulfilled the conditions for the later emergence of industrial 

capital. 

Against the backdrop of the economic erosion of slavery, it was argued 

in chapter two that the general problems of social control in an urban 

slave context were even more acute in early nineteenth century Cape 

Town than in Wade's antebellum southern context. The effects of 

demographic density and the very nature of city life, of hiring out 

and living out in undermininq urban social control were compounded in 

the Cape context by the extensive physical mobility of the slave 

population and the structural integration of slaves into an urban 

underclass. In its attempts to combat the problems of order in the 

city, Cape Town's dominant class was unable to achieve effective 

heqemony over the subordinate class. Mechanisms of cultural and 

ideological control - the family, paternalism, Christianity, attitudes 

towards labour - had limited im~act in remoulding the perceptions and 

values of the underclass. The economic, ideological and ethnic 

splinterinq of the urban elite (and the general political weakness of 

Cape slaveowners) ensured that their collective and consensual hold 

over labour remained no more than tenuous. 

The disintegration of slavery in early nineteenth century Cape Town 

was further reflected in the changing nature of the slave experience 

and the transforming consciousness of slaves (documented in chapters 

three and four). The fragmented world view of the dominant class and 

the weakness of owner control in the city accommodated the development 
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of a vibrant c~eolised slave/underclass urban subculture centred on 

Kinship networks, religion and recreation. This culture broke down 

barriers of race, ethnicity and legal status, while reinforcing those 

of class; it laid the basis for and bore a stronq resemblance to the 

urban working class culture of the late nineteenth century. 

Embedded within underclass cultural networks, acts of resistance by 

urban slaves were expressed through increasingly active, overt (and 

sometimes collective) channels. The soaring rates of slave protest 

post-1806, and especially in the 1820s and the early 1830s, likewise 

indexed a more oppositional slave attitude towards bondage. This 

changing slave consciousness arose from the expectations created by 

social and legislative change in the early nineteenth century. 

Amelioration, for instance, not only had physical consequences but 

psychological implications as well and contributed to slave 

expectations of pending emancipation. This expectation was accompanied 

by the perception amongst slaves of dominant class crises, again 

reinforced by the symbolic importance of the 1808 and 1825 uprisings. 

The psychological journey from slavery to freedom converged and 

overlapped with the actual journey from slavery to freedom in the form 

of manumission (see chapter five). As a direct result of ameliorative 

clauses enacted in August 1826 rates of slave manumission at the Cape, 

and especially in Cape Town, rocketed in the years preceding 

emancipation. There were more manumissions in the eight years between 

August 1826 and December 1834 than in the last eight decades of Dutch 

colonial slavery at the Cape. Rising manumission rates were 

responsible both for the rapid dwindling in the size of the urban 

slave population and for the marked growth in the size of the free 

olack population in the city. In a sense therefore manumission 
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represented the physical embodiment of a socio-economic and 

demographic trend: the enhanced individual accessibility of rites of 

passage to freedom reflected the broader erosion of slavery in pre

emancipation Cape Town. 

In assessing the underlying causes of urban slavery's demographic, 

economic, social and ideological demise (outlined above), the impact 

of period-specific British legislation should not be underestimated. 

At the Cape, as in the Caribbean, the abolition of the external slave 

trade in 1808 represented a watershed. Quite apart from its economic 

spin-offs (relating to labour shortage, schemes to combat that 

shortage and the consequent growth in the size of the free labour 

torce in the city), the cutting off of the immigrant supply of slaves 

natl momentous and lastina implications for the slave experience in 

non-economic spheres. The stabilising post-abolition demographic 

trends (i.e·. towards creolisation, the balancing of sex ratios and 

natural increase) laid the basis for the emergence of firmly creolised 

patterns of slave/underclass culture and resistance. Thus slave 

kinship networks assumed a stable nuclear form in the early nineteenth 

century and increasingly intersected with Islam, as a distinctively 

urban-based religion. The cultural integration of Cape Town's slave 

population into an underclass was further reflected in the 

multifaceted culture of leisure, which spilt over from the canteens 

into the streets of the city. Creole runaways relied on these cultural 

contacts in their attempts to blend into urban society rather than 

withdraw from it; while urban slave thieves and burglars made use of 

their social ties in perpetrating crimes against property and in 

disposing of stolen wares through the citv's thriving black market. 
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British ameliorative legislation introduced in the 1820s and 1830s 

accelerated the post-abolition erosion of urban slavery at the Cape. 

The legislative tension between slaves as property and slaves as 

persons shifted decisively in the direction of slaves as persons with 

the introduction of ameliorative changes. These measures included 

progressive restrictions on the coercive powers of slaveowners, 

permission to formalise marriages with both slave and fre~, and the 

expansion of the civil rights of slaves as witnesses in law courts 

(opening up a new period-specific institutionalised form of slave 

resistance). Improvements in legal status and physical treatment 

contributed to a major transformation in Cape slave consciousness. 

Amelioration induced the slave population to believe that they had the 

support of the British state and, in the words of the Guardian, made 

them "fully alive to the expectation that the great Boon of 

Emancipation was shortly to be extended to them"?. 

The dissolution of slavery in Cape Town was an amalgam of internal and 

externally-induced factors, an interaction between colonial structural 

features and metropolitan legislative change. British state 

intervention in the colonial labour market in 1808 was directly 

responsible for the steady post-abolition decline in the slave 

population of Ca~e Town and the related increase in the size of the 

free labour force in the city. Class struct11re and class formation 

were thus inextricably linked to creolisation and post-abolition 

economic developments. Metropolitan legislative change imposed on the 

Cape in the final decade preceding emancipation (in the form of 

amelioration) underpinned shifts in slave ideology and heightened 

levels of slave protest in the colony. Yet the effects of amelioration 

7. S.O. 3/20A, -Report of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half
Year, June to December 1833' 
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at the Cape were by no means foregone; the impact of the new 

legislation was a direct function of internal structural features. So, 

for example, the integration of urban slaves into an underclass and 

their enhanced opportunities for independent acquisition meant that 

ameliorative clauses had a momentous impact on manumission rates in 

Cape Town, while the same legislation scarcely affected slave access 

to freedom in the Caribbean. 

The comP,lex interaction of internal structural features and external 

legislative change that induced the -decline of slavery was seemingly 

not confined to Cape Town. Certainly, there were highly significant 

urban-specific dimensions to the crisis as slavery in the city had a 

dynamic of its own (hence the consistent emphasis on regionalism 

throughout the preceding chapters). The social massing of people in 

the urban context, the inevitability of day-to-day contacts at the 

work place and beyond between slave and slave, and between slave and 

free, and the peculiarities of class formation (which in the case of 

early nineteenth century Cape Town saw the integration of an 

acculturated urban slave population into a "tree" labour force) all 

shaped the institution of urban slavery in decisive ways and 

contributed directly to its erosion in the late slave period. 

Yet there are some indications that the pre-emancipation crisis was a 

more general feature of slavery at the Cape. The impact of period

specific British legislation was felt at a colony-wide level. The 

stabilising demographic trends in the wake of the abolition of the 

slave trade characterised slavery in countryside as well as city (see 

introduction and appendix two). These broad demographic changes also 

had an impact on slave culture and slave consciousness in the city's 

hinterland and beyond. For example, there was a direct connection 



between demographic change and the early nineteenth century slave 

uprisings in the rural areas, both of which followed d creole-led 

hemispheric pattern. 
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Likewise, ameliorative legislation had important effects on the rural 

as well as the urban slave experience. As Mason and Dooling 

demonstrate, the rural slave population made frequent use of their new 

rights as witnesses in order to challenge the often excessive 

treatment of their owners. To some extent social and ideological 

shifts · radiated out' from Cape Town as the city's subculture of 

leisure and details about the changing ·1egal status of the enslaved at 

the time of amelioration spread from the city to its hinterland via 

urban underclass cultural networks8. Perceptions of a ruling class 

crisis were equally acute in the rural Cape as slaveholder 

insolvencies at a time of economic depression and farmer 

dissatisfaction with the interference of the Britlsh government (which 

ooiled over in the 1831 Stellenbosch riot) impressed themselves on the 

consciousness of the underclass. Soaring rates of slave resistance and 

the associated erosion of the paternalist ethos in the final decade 

preceding emancipation (see general discussion on rates of resistance 

in chapter four) were indications that the institution of slavery was 

under siege outside of the city as well as within. 

However, the absence in the Cape countryside of any firm economic 

indices of a transition away from slavery and towards wage labour at 

the leve1 · of production suggests that this decline was temporary 

rather than irreversible. This impression is reinforced by the 

8. See chapter three, footnote 128 for an indication of patterns of 
urban slave/underclass recreation and ideological shifts ·radiating 
out' from the port city into its hinterland and beyond. 
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continuing demographic growth of rural slavery in the early nineteenth 

century. 

Although this study has consciously centred on slavery in Cape Town, 

it therefore calls for a broader revision of historical understanding 

of slavery at the Cape over the 1806-34 period and further exploration 

of the links between a disintegrating urban institution and a rural 

institution under ·crisis. 



Appendix One: Slave Population of Cape Town and Cape District by 
origin, 1816-1834 

Area of Origin 

Cape 

East Africa 

Mozambique 
Madagascar 
Mauritius 

Asia 

Batavia 
Bengal 
Malabar 
Bougies 
Java 
Ceylon 
Macassar 
Macoa 
Ternate 
Timor 
Nias 
Bali 
Other Eastern 

Elsewhere or Unknown 
Coast of Guinea 
Pondichery 
Isle of France 
Thambana 
Other 

TOTAL 

Number of Slaves 

13162 

3460 

2980 
434 

46 

1779 

481 
361 
355 
223 

78 
64 
59 
37 
29 
27 
15 
10 
40 

126 
26 
11 
11 
10 
68 

18527 

Percentage of Total 

71.1 

18.7 

9.6 

0.6 

100 

~* Source: Computed from s.o. 6/12-6/35, · slave Registers' 
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Appendix Two: Changing Gender Ratios in Cape Town, the Cape District 
and Stellenbosch District, 1806-1833 

Date 

1806 
1812 
1817 
1822 
1827 
1833 

Cape Town 

% Female 

36.5 
38.5 
41. 9 
43.9 
46.4 

42.6 

Cape District 

% Female 

22.9 
27.1 
31. 4 
33.6 
34.4 

Combined 

Stellenbosch District 

% Female 

31. 2 
34.6 
36.1 
37.5 
39.4 
41. 6 

** Source: Computed from census data printed in G.M.Theal, Records of 
the Cape Colony 
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Appendix Three: Mortality, Fertility and Other Data for Cape Town and 
the Cape District, 1816-1834 

Number of Slaveowners 
Number of Slaves (including repeats)* 
Number of Slaves 
Number of Slave Males 
Number of Slave Females 
Number of Slave Deaths 
Number of Slave Births 
Number of Slave Mothers 

Average Size of Slaveholdings* 
Percentage of Females 
Average Rate of Natural Increase 
Average Number of Children per Mother 

2804 
27428 
18527 
10765 

7762 
4541 
5749 
2169 

9.8 
41. 9% 
0.34% 

2.65 

~ Note: Slaves who were transferred to Cape Town or Cape District 
owners were listed under more than one slaveowner. The 8901 such 
transferrals thus account for the above discrepancy between the 
"number of slaves" and the "number of slaves (including repeats)". In 
calculating the average size of slaveholdings relistings have been 
taken into account. Yet it must be emphasised that this average is 
taken over a static period of almost twenty years and thus 
considerably overestimates the average size of slaveholdings at any 
one time (which was probably somewhere between six and seven). 

** Source: Computed from s.o. 6/12-6/35, ' slave Registers' 
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Appendix 3A: Postscript to Appendix Three 
In attempting to demonstrate that the inclusion of the Cape District 
does not totally skew the overall findings in appendix three, a subset 
of the above sample was taken. This sub-sample consisted of those 
property owners listed in the Cape Town "opgaaf" of 1800, who were 
also registered as slaveowners over the 1816-34 period. The 
reliability of this test rests on the assumption that most of those 
listed in both "opgaaf" and slave registers remained urban dwellers 
between 1800 and 1816. The statistics were as follows: 

Number of Slaveowners 449 
Number of Slaves (including repeats) 7761 
Number of Slaves S160 
Number of Slave Males 3143 
Number of Slave Females 2017 
Number of Slave Deaths 1481 
Number of Slave Births 1598 
Number of Cape-born Slaves 3423 

Apart from the discrepancy between the average size of slaveholdings 
(seventeen in the sub-sample as against just under ten in the overall 
sample, see appendix three), the two sets of figures are similar in 
all important respects. Thus (1) the gender ratios are comparable: 
males outnumber females by a ratio of 3:2 in both cases; (2) there is 
a natural increase in both samples: births outnumber deaths, although 
to a lesser extent in the sub-sample; (3) and the trend towards 
creolisation is equally evident in the sub-sample: the proportion of 
Cape-born slaves is around two-thirds in both cases. 

The major reason for the similarities between the sets of figures 
(i.e. for the fact that the inclusion of the Cape District does not 
skew the overall findings) relates to the relatively small size of the 
slave population of the Cape District. The number of slaves in that 
region remained under four thousand right up to emancipation. Thus 
there were considerably more urban slaves than rural slaves in the 
Cape Town and Cape District sample (especially in the years following 
1816). 

~* Source: As in appendix three. 
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Appendix Four: Demographic Composition of Cape Town, 1806-1827 

Date Slaves Europeans Free Blacks Khoi Prize Negroes Total 
1806 9367 6321 1134 624 17446 
1812 8451 7312 1134* 439 17336 
1817 7498 7719 1800 553 17570 
1822 7160 8124 1896 485 833 18498 
1827 6222 8805 3269 485* 18781 

* Note: The 1812 figure for free blacks and the 1827 figure for Khoi 
(or "Hottentots" as they were referred to in the original) were not 
listed in Theal; the figure for the preceding date has therefore been 
substituted. Furthermore, the totals exclude the sizeable floating 
population of soldiers and sailors, and in 1812, 1822 and 1827 Prize 
Negroes as well. 

** Source: Compiled from census data given in G.M.Theal, Records of 
the Cape Colony (vol. 6, p. 75; vol. 9, p. 40; vol. 11, p. 438; vol. 
15 , p. 19 8 ; VO 1. 3 5 , p, 81 ) . 
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Appendix Five: Age pyramid for the Slave Population of Cape Town and 
the Cape District in August 1833 

Age Group 

1-6 
7-18 
i9-25 
26-35 
36-45 
46-50 
Sl+ 

Total 

Number of Slaves 

1585 
2718 
1485 
1255 
1781 

874 
2419 

12117 

Percentage of Total 

13.1 
22.4 
12.2 
10.4 
14.7 

7. 2 
20.0 

100 

** Source: Computed from a Slave Office census in S.O. 3/12, 'Report 
of the Guardian of the Slaves for the Half-Year, June to December 
1833' 
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Appendix Six: Inventory of the Slave Population of Cape Town and the 
Cape District by Occupation, 1816-1834 

Occupation No. of slaves 

House"maids" 
Labourers 
House"boys" 
cooks 
Tailors 
Waggoners/Coachmen 
Masons 
Herdsmen 
Wash"maids" (and 3 wash"boys") 
Carpenters 
Seamstresses 
Shoemakers 
Gardeners (and 1 garden"maid") 
Nursery"maids" 
Laundresses 
Blacksmiths 
Bakers 
Husbandmen 
Horsekeepers/Grooms 
Fishermen 
Knitting"maids" 
Sheperds (and 1 sheperdess) 
Hawkers 
Coopers 
Butchers 
Tanners 
Painters 
Waggonmakers 
Saddlers 
Brickmakers 
Porters/"Cooleys" 
Woodcutters 
Boatmen 
Cellar"boys" 
Millers 
Tallowchandlers 
Vintagers 
Miners 
Milk"boys" 
Silversmiths 
Overseers 
Coppersmiths 
Hatters 
Scullions 
Thatchers 
Musicians 
Glaziers 
Tobacconists 

2500 
2499 

657 
456 
312 
272 
265 
263 
236 
203 
191 
167 
131 

99 
98 
94 
87 
85 
60 
59 
59 
52 
50 
46 
45 
44 
43 
38 
29 
28 
26 
25 
22 
18 
17 
14 
13 
12 
11 

9 
8 
7 
7 
7 
5 
5 
5 
5 



Occupation 

Basketmakers 
Turners 
Tinsmiths 
Potters 
Butlers 
Billiardmarkers 
Caulkers 
Cabinetmakers 
Lockmakers 
Gunmakers 
Barbers 
Soapboilers 
Haymakers 
Watercarriers 
Limeburners 
Winemakers 
Clerks 
Florists 
Charcoalburners 
Watchmakers 
Goldsmiths 
Sailmakers 
Jewellers 
Habitmakers 

Total 

No. of slaves 

4 
4 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
2 
2 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

9428 

** Source: Computed from s.o. 6/12-6/35, · slave Registers' 
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Appendix Seven: Tree Diagram of the Service-Production Divide, cape 
Town and Cape District, 1816-1834 

SERVICES 

SERVICES 

4885 

I I 
DOMESTIC TRANSPORT RETAIL 

4195 409 281 
-

HOUSEMAIDS 'MG GONERS BUTCHERS ... ... ... 
HOUSEBOYS BOATMEN FLORISTS ... ... ... 
COOKS CAULKERS TOBACCONISTS .... ... ... 
'MSHMAIDS HOASEKEEPERS BARBERS ... ... ... 
'MSHBOYS 'MTERCARRI EAS CLERKS ... ... ... 
LAUNDRESSES PORTERS HM'KEAS ... ... ,.... 

NURSEAYMAIDS WOODCUTTERS BAKERS 
I- - ... 

BUTLERS CONFECTIONERS ... ... 
NURSES FISHERMEN ... ... 
GARDENERS MILKMEN 

I- -
GARDENMAIDS ... 
Bl LL IARDMARK ERS ... 
SCULLIONS ... 
MUS I CIANS .... 

** Source: Constructed from figures in appendix six. 



CRAFT PRODUCTION 

CRAFT 
PRODUCTION 

1eoe 

I 
I I I 

BUILDING CLOTHING OTHER 
-

859 787 510 

MASONS TAILORS CARPENTERS ... ... ... 
BRICKMAKERS HATTERS TURNERS ... - .. 
MINERS SHOEMAKERS TALLOW .. - '"CHANDLERS 

THATCHERS SEAMSTRESSES SOAP BOILERS .. - .. 
GLAZIERS KNITTING TANNERS .. .GIRLS ... 

LIMEBURNERS SMITHS ... ... 

PAINTERS JEWELLERS ... .. 
SADDLERS .. 
'MGGONMAKERS .. 
COOPERS ... 

BASKETMAKEAS ... 

POTTERS ... 
SAILMAKERS 

I-

GUN MAKERS ... 
LOCKMAKERS -



-

-

-

-

-

.... 

.... 

RURAL LABOUR 

I 
ARABLE 

2642 

RURAL 
LABOUR 

2957 

I 

PASTORAL 

315 

LABOURERS 

VINTAGERS 

CELLAR BOYS 

HUSBANDMEN 

WINEMAKERS 

OVERSEERS 

MILLERS 

HAYMAKERS 

.... HERDSMEN 

SHEPHERDS -
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Appendix Eight: Inventory of Free Black Slaveowners Identifiable by 
Name, Cape Town and Cape District, 1816-1834 

owner's Name No. of Slaves 1833 Address (and occupation) 

Baatjoe van Batavia 20 
Samual van de Kaap 17 
Jan van Bougies 16 
Adonis van de Kaap 13 
Sara M.Rineke (b. van de Kaap) 13 
David van Bengalen 10 
Abdul Rakil & Abdul Rauf 10 
Abdul Wasie 10 
Abdul Malek 9 
Abdul Ganie of Ambon 9 
Frans van de Kaap 8 
Pieter Andriessen van de Kaap 7 
Caesar van Bougies 7 
Clara Johanna van de Kaap 7 
Isaac van de Kaap 7 
Salia van Macassar 7 
Achilles van Bengalen 6 
Rachel van de Kaap 6 
Amilie van de Kaap 5 
February van de Westkust 5 
Maria van de Kaap 5 
Kaatje van Batavia 5 
Patiente van Franquebar 5 
Eva Preyser (b.van de Kaap) 5 
Secour van de Kaap 5 
Abdul Rachmat S 
Adriana van de Kaap 4 
Calister van de Kaap 4 
Dolie van de Kaap 4 
February van Bengalen 4 
Galathea van Batavia 4 
Jeck of Ceylo~ 4 
January van Bengalen 4 
Jack van Bengalen 4 
Lakey van Bengalen 4 
Laurens van Pondichery 4 
Abdul Jappar 4 
Artjie van de Kaap 3 
Damon van de Kaap 3 
David van de Kaap 3 
Dophina van de Kaap 3 
Flora van Bougies 3 
Hammat van Macassar J 
Jan Adriaan van Ceylon 3 
Johannes van Batavia 3 
Naby van Batavia 3 
Sanet van Mauritius 3 
Sayer van de Kaap 3 

30 Long-street 
23 Wale-street (tailor) 

9 Church-street 
Dorp-street 
40 Castle-street (Malay priest) 
38 Dorp-street (Malay doctor) 

29 Castle-street (shoemaker) 

20 Barrack-street(confectioner) 
64 Loop-street (retailer) 
37 Long-street (tallowchandler) 

Shortmarket-street (tailor) 
22 Waterkant-street (retailer) 

45 Keeom-street (retailer) 

Krommelboog-street (carpenter) 

Diaconie-street (retailer) 

107 Long-street (retailer) 

48 Loop-street (fisherman) 
30 Castle-street (retailer) 
Diaconie-street (tailor) 
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Owner's Name No. of Slaves 1833 Address (and occupation) 

Adriaan van de Kaap 2 
Candasa van de Kaap 2 
Cupido van Ceylon 2 
Caatje van de Kaap 2 
Coenraad van de Kaap 2 
Castor van Bougies 2 
Daphne van Balie 2 
Francois van Mauritius 2 
Hannetjie van de Kaap 2 
Hector van Bengalen 2 
Janiba van Bougies 2 
Julia van Malacca 2 
Jaria van de Kaap 2 
Jan Fredrik van Ceylon 2 
Joseph van Batavia 2 
Johan Adriaans van Bengalen 2 
Nortjaya van Macassar 2 
Petrus Jacobus van Mozambique 2 
Rosina van Bengalen 2 
Sophia van Pondichery 2 
Saucon van de Kaap 2 
Catharina van de Kaap 2 
Sophia van de Kaap 2 

Strand-street (tailor) 
Vredenburg-street (seamstress) 

Barrack-street (fruiterer) 
40 Wale-street (laundress) 

Riebeeck-street 
34 Long-street (retailer) 

Pieter Andriese van de Kaap, Annas van de Kaap, Abraham van de Kaap, 
Achilles van Bougies, Amilie van Batavia, Aletta van Bougies, Betje 
van Bengalen, Baatjoe van Java, Ceylon van de Kaap, Catharina van de 
Kaap, Carnies van de Kaap, Carel van de Kaap, Cupido van Bengalen, 
Delia van Samarang, Damon van de Kaap, Daniel van Bengalen, Damon van 
Batavia, David van Macassar, Darie van de Kaap, Diana van Batavia, Eva 
van de Kaap, Erus van Batavia, February van Madagascar, Gloris van de 
Kaap, Eliabeth Hendriks (b. van de Kaap), Delia Hildebrand (b. van de 
Kaap), Jami van de Kaap, Joseph van de Kaap, Jannetjie van de Kaap, 
July van Bengalen, Jonas van Ceylon, Joemat van Bougies, July van de 
Kaap, Jephta van de Kaap, Louisa van de Kaap, Lindor van Bengalen, 
Lempant van Batavia, Lea van de Kaap, Odin van de Kaap, Pamela van 
Batavia, Pannaay van Bengalen, Roselinda van de Kaap, Regina Johanna 
van de Kaap, Regina van de Kaap, Sroedien van Java, Satia van de Kaap, 
Saptoe van Batavia, Selvia van de Kaap, Salamon van Batavia, Seymen 
van de Kaap, Satia van de Kaap, Samida van de Kaap, Salea van de Kaap, 
Salie van de Kaap, Tjiewie van de Kaap, Yno van de Kaap, Jemam Achmat, 
Abdul Galie 1 

Total number of free black slaveowners (identifiable by name) 131 
Total number of slaves owned 404 
Average number of slaves per owner 3.1 

** Source: Compiled from s.o. 6/12-6/35, · slave Registers'. Addresses 
and occupations (where applicable) were taken from the Cape Town 
directory for 1833 printed in C.Pama, Regency Cape Town, pp. 96-121. 
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