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Abstract

The following pages tell the story of the development of African
enterprise in Bilantyre-Limbe from 1907 to 1953. African business in the
Southern Province of colonial Malawi began with plantation agriculture
which preved even more problematic for undercapitalised African planters
than for European counterparts. Merchant commerce in towns was closed
to Africans as well because of the racialist character of urban life. For
many reasons, Africans were forced to the margins of the urban economy
where they carved out a special econor.ic 1. the for themselves in the
service sector. The post-1945 constructio.. . om provided greater
opportunities for accumulation than ever before and entrepreneurs eagerly
took advantage of this, rejecting state efforts to push them into a more
"suitable" cooperative framework.

The strong' individualism and male bias of urban African enterprise
had important social repercussions. Firms were closely associated with
their proprietors, the "big men". Matrilocality gave way to virilocal
residence. Successful entrepreneurs took on increased responsibility for
spouses and children and used their new found wealth to build extra-kin
clientage networks. Socially recognized wealtii reposed in the acquisition
of retainers. Entrepreneurs valued material accumulation only in so far as
it gained them access to clients. The dominance of lineage values meant
the retention of partible inheritance, ensuring that few African firms
outlasted the death of their founders. This had important implications for
gender relations, but also served to curtail the accumulation of capital
over generations.

The thesis examines not only the methods of material accumulation
employed by entrepreneurs and the institutional obstacles they faced, but
looks to the social tension and conflict this created. It argues that even
though entrepreneurs followed a capitalist path, they did so in order to
succeed in terms of "custom.

vil
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Introduction

In 1962 John Iliffe opened the first of the Anstey Memorial lecture
series with the following mandate: to determine "how far black capitalists
have come into being and cstablished their predominance” in Africa.'
This study addresses this question with respect to urban Malawi from
1907 to 1953, the period of the Nyasaland Protectorate. After 1907,
Nyasaland’s boundaries were fixed and its colonial state assumed the
protectorate model of administration. The Rhodesias, by contrast, were
under British South Africa Company control until 1923 This meant that
Nyasaland differed from its Central African cousins in important ways; for
example, its "native policy" was "softer" and it pursued a more liberal
immigration policy with respect to non-African minorities. The need to
preserve Nyasaland’s "milder” form of colonialism was cited by those
opposed to closer union between the Rhodesias and Nyasaland. While
Nyasaland hardly constituted a colonial p.wradise for Central Africans, a
smaller settler population, its lack of exploitable mineral deposits meant
that Nyasaland Africans were spared some of the greater excesses of
white supremacy which prevailed elsewhere in the region. It is no
exaggeration to say that the issue of closer union was a source of political
tension in Central Africa from the 1920s right up to fede-ation in 1953.

Closer union was not only a political question. Even without

union, Nyasaland’s regional economic role was as a supplier of cheap

1

John Iliffe, The Emergence of African Capitalism, (Minneapolis,
1983), p.3.

? In 1915 the Rhodesian administrations were merged.

1



labour for Rhodesian and South African mines and farms. In Samir
Amin’s typology, colonial Malawi formed part of the Africa of the "lab.our
reserve"® Consequently, one of the preoccupations of the colonial state
was to minimize the social fall-out of labour migraticn while maximizing
economic returns to administrative coffers. Concern over the over the
economic and political future of the terri‘tory informed policy throughout
the protectorate period and had implications for the nature and scope of
African enterprise there right up to federation. Hence, while 1907 and
1953 are political dates, they have considerable economic relevance.

This is no less the case for Malawi’s urban history. In 1907 Zomba
became the protectorate capital, denying Blantyre (some sixty miles to the
south) its dreams of political leadership. Thereafter, the futures of
Blantyre and Limbe (gazetted as a township in 1907) were fixed. The
pattern of urbanisation and the "speciality” of the various urban centres in
southern province were established by 1907; Blantyre was to be the
commercial centre for non-African business and Limbe, as a railhead,
constituted the main import-export entrepét. Zomba, on the slopes of the
mountain from which it took its name, was the centre of territorial
governance on the fringe of the European planters’ domain.

What Blantyre, Limbe and Zomba all shared was their
"Europeanness”. In this reépect they were not unlike other Central

African towns. In spite of laws limiting African residence in townships,

8, Samir Amin, ""Underdevelog:ment and dependence in black
Africa -- origins and contemporary forms", Journal of Modern African
Studies, 10,4 %1972).
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peri-urban villages sprang up along municipal boundaries and it was in
these spaces that African businesspeople began their work. The
commercial focus of Blantyre-Limbe meant that many peri-urban Alricans
established enterprises there, servicing the permanent waged population of
the towns, and the thousands of transients en route to and from work
abroad. Not officially part of the municipalities, these people came under
the nominal control of village headmen in gazetted "native authority"
areas, but traditional authority was weak. Yao chiefs had to contend with
an increasingly cosmopolitan constituency as the towns attracted people
from as far as Dedza and Nicheu. However, it was not until the years
following the Second World War that the state made any attempt to
rationalize urban development.

In part because of the increasing tension over federation after 1945,
Blantyre and Limbe drew the attention of development planners and
colonial social scientists. Urban planning was in vogue in London and
after 1948, urban planning "experts" were dispatched to Nyasaland. Their
mandate was to incorporate Africans-into the urban milieu officially. The
debate over federation had heated up again and it was imperative that
Nyasaland be seen to be pursuing a liberal "native policy". For this
reason, planners had to pay lip service to the principles of trustee-ship
and multi-racialism, even though the delimitation of high, medium and
low density housing areas masked de facto segregation. At the same
time, former peri-urban settlements were earmarked for removal to be
replaced by light industrial sites which, on paper at least, were to open to

all, but which were'in fact, denied to African applicants. The political



uncertainty of the years immediately preceding federation meant that
urban policy stalled to some extent -- wholesale revamping of Blantyre;
Limbe’s town plans remained in limbo until it was clear whether Malawi
would be "for the black man or the union".* By 1952, it was clear which
way the tide was moving and the removal of Africans to municipal ‘
margins and "high density" residential areas was commenced. Ndirande,
one of the largest of Blantyre-Limbe’s peri-urban villages, was greatly
reduced in area, but the village itself survived. Chichiri, mid-way
between Blantyre and Limbe was less fortunate. Hence, federation begins
a rather new chapter in the story of urban business in Malawi in that it
marks the beginning of a period in which African presence in town was
officially sanctioned. Before this time, official neglect meant that Africans
were compelled to create their own urban communities and social welfare
networks beyond the purview of the state.

As lliffe remarked, it is relatively easy to identify "capitalists" in
Africa; it is quite another thing to argue that capitalism (outside South
Africa) constitutes the dominant mode of production anywhere on the
continent. Just as capital exists in precapitalist societies, capitalism may
coexist with precapitalist modes without being dominant” This was -
arguably the case in colonial Blantyre-Limbe where Africans founded
capitalist enterprises but failed to sustain them over generations. The

reason for the failure for capitalist enterprises to be self-sustaining is one

', Interview 6 Wales J. [Nyemba] Mbekeani, Mkulumadzi Bakery,
Limbe, Blantyre District, 25 January 1987.

5 Tliffe, The Emergence of Capitalism, p.32-3.
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of the central contributions of this dissertation.

Recent scholarship has pfovided a number of theoretical
explanations of why capitalism in Africa has failed to "develop". In the
1970s, modernisation theory gave way to dependency theory and then
articulation theory. Yet, attempts to generalise upon the relationship
between capitalist and precapitalist modes of production has proven
elusive. The relationship cannot be fully be explained by the rather
bizarre notion of “articulation”, which is, in any case, an obfuscated
version of the old Marxian thesis-antithesis paradigm.® The concept, as
“articulated" by Pierre-Phillipe Rey confines the link between capitalist and
precapitalist modes of production to the international market, or point of
exchange and suggests that capitalism will never transform precapitalist
structures.” In fact, it serves international capital to preserve precapitalist
structures and extract relative rather than absolute surplus value. This
presupposes that extra-economic means (enter the oppressive colonial
state) must be used to draw peasants and workers into the cash economy,
but in sﬁch a way so as not to transform precapitalist relations of

production. This is to ensure the continued political and social control of

¢ Iliffe cited Aiden Foster-Carter’s famous quip regarding articulation
such that "articulation” is a term which derives from anatomy (pertaining
to joints) and the practice of articulation (manipulation of joints) as a
"science whose demonstration requires that the subject be dead". Iliffe
wrote that he still hoPed for a recovery. Aiden Foster-Carter, "Can we
articulate ‘"articulation™?" in John Clammer (ed.), The New Economic
Anthropology, (London, 1978), p. 243, cited in Iliffe, The Emergence of
African Capitalism, p.33.

7 Pierre-Phillipe Rey, Les Alliances de classes, (Paris, 1973), pp. 215-6,
cited in Iliffe, The Emergence of African Capitalism, p.34,




"collaborators" on the periphery (e.g. indirect rule chiefs) who have a
vested interest in perpetuating the colonial relationship.

There are problems with this interpretation. First, it oversimplifies
capital’s motivation. Bjorn Beckman’s work on neo-colonial Nigeria
suggests that it is not in the medium or long term interests of
international capital to frustrate the development of capitalism on the
"periphery"? On the contrary, it is in the long term interest of capital to
do just the opposite. In the case of Malawi where the dominant form of
foreign capital during the colonial period was merchant capital, it stands
to reason that European companies should have endorsed the expansion
of the cash economy in order to augment African purchasing power.
From the perspective of the European planter, it was in his interest to
keep wages low through the pernicious thangata system, but the planter
sector was unable to compete with higher wages elsewhere in the region.
From 1909 to 1937 when internal recruitment of labour for Southern
Rhodesia and South Africa was banned, "Nyassas" continued to travel
abroad as uncovenanted labourers demonstrating that "marginalised" actors

on the "periphery" consistently made economic and social change at the

®  Bjorn Beckman, "Imperialism and the ‘national’ bourgeoisie",
Review_of African Political Economy, 22(1981), 5-19.
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same time that they reacted to it.” When the state did step in to regulate
migrant labour in the 1930s, it was to ensure that it go its pound of
flesh, not to protect the labour supply of the Shire Highlands plantocracy
(see Chapter Four)."

Tony Woods’ recent work on the colonial state in Malawi shows
how primitive accumulation was sacrificed to short term economic
exigency." Given the importance of state support in late industrialising
territories, the nature of state involvement in economic development is
crucial. But colonial states differed significantly from nation states in that
they were sovereign voids. Even while they had to mediate between
various interest groups, they were far more autonomous in colonies where
they were not directly responsible to an electorate domiciled in Africa.

The Malawian colonial state was a weak state. While it would be
folly to suggest that state action had little impact on African enterprise,
there is danger in exaggerating the effects of legislation on business
activity in town. Kennedy argues that government restrictions were most

markedly evident in the "Africa of the Labour Reserves". Citing the

> There is an enormous scholarship which documents the survival

strategies of African working and petit bourgeois classes. Gavin Kitching,
Class and Economic Change in Kenya, The Making of an African Petite
Bourgeoisie, 1905 - 1970, (New Haven, 1980); Sara Berry, Fathers Work for
their Sons, Accumulation, Mobility and Class Formation in an Extended
Yoruba Community, (Berkeley, 1985); and for a much older work which
demonstrates the same thing, see, Polly Hill, The Migrant Cocoa-Farmers
of Southern Ghana, (Cambridge, 1963).

10

Tony Woods has come to similar conclusions in his recent thesis,
"Accumulation and order: state and society in colonial Malawi, 1891-1929",
Michigan State University Ph.D., 1991.

. Woods, "Accumulation and order".
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Northern Rhodesian example, Kennedy points to the fact that Africans

were prohibited from operating stores outside of locations, they were .

compelled to pay licence fees, they were restricted in what commodities

they might sell and they were forbidden to operate bars until 1961.

Neither could Africans register companies on their own land.” While this

may have been true for Northern Rhodesia, it was not the case in colonial *.
Malawi, the quintessential labour reserve. Africans were not obliged to

take out trade licenses until 1936,° and after this date were permitted to t
establish shops almost anywhere in the protectorate (outside the townships
until 1948). Africans were entitled to register companies and did so.
There were no restrictions on the type of goods they might sell, except
with regard to foodstuffs in times of dearth.” As to the sale of alcohol,

the first legal African bar (selling bottled beer) within Blantyre township

did not open until 1952, but beer brewing and kachasu distillation were
thriving businesses throughout the colonial period, even in areas where

they were banned.

" Paul Kennedy, African Capitalism, the Struggle for Ascendancy,
(Cambridge, 1988), p.28; Amin,"Underdevelopment ans dependence".

¥ And licence fees for Africans were considerably lower than for
non-Africans. See Chapters Three and Four.

“ The state reserved the right to put a ban on the inter-district
exchange of foodstuffs in the event of regional shortages under terms of
the Native Foodstuffs Ordinance, No. "2 of 1912.  Specifically, the
Governor in Council could designate an area where food was short and
declare illegal the purchase of foodstuffs there for purposes of "resale in
or export from the district or area" without written permission of the
District Resident. See, The Native Foodstuffs Ordinance, No. 2 of 1912,
Section 3, The Nyasaland Government Gazette, Gazette Notice (hereafter
GN) 72/12, 23 May 1912.




Neither did the settler population enjoy much in the way of direct
government assistance as dependency scholars have argued was common
in East and Central Africa.® Nowhere in Africa were rail rates as high as
in Malawi,'® and lorry transport was sternly regulated until 1948. Settlers
received no government credit assistance (not even a land bank) and
Africans were never banned from growing "European crops". The few
gains made by planters were hard won as Tony Woods’ recent work
makes clear.” In the view of one planter, all settlers might hope to
expect from the government "was a D.B.S. [Distressed British Subject]

passage".”® The assertion that the state was simply the mouthpiece of the

®  Kennedy, African _Capitalism, . 31-32; Colin Leys,
Underdevelopment in Kenya, (Londcen, 1975); Mahmood Mamdani, Politics
and Class Formation in UgEanda, (London, 1977); E.A. Brett, Colonialism
and Underdevelopment in East Africa. The Politics of Economic Change,
1919-1939, (London, 1973).

' Leroy Vail, "The making of an imperial slum: Nyasaland and its
railways, 1895-1935", Journal of African History, 16 (1975).

Y. Tony Woods, "The myth of the capitalist class: unofficial sources
and Folitical economy in colonial Malawi, 1895 - 1924", History in Africa,
16, (1989), 363 - 373.

18

Woods cites Eric Emtage, a tobacco planter who came to Malawi
in the 1920s. Eric Emtage, "Reminiscences -- Nyasaland 1925-39", Societ"
of Malawi Journal, 37,2(1984), 12-23; cited in Tony Woods, "Malawi’s
missing peasantry: planters and peasants in the Central Province, 1929 -
1940", paper Opresented to the African Studies Association Conference,
Baltimore, 1990.




10
dominant race or class is inaccurate.”

It is clear that the colonial state in Malawi was simply unable to-
foster the development of one or another sector. It was unable to
maintain real control over the economic activities of its constituents. As
with credit, landholding and so on, people were able, through fair means
or foul, to circumvent state restrictions. The state was unable to "capture
the peasantry", keep Africans out of town, or balance its budget much of
the time!

In addition to oversimplifying the role of the state and international
capital, "articulation” theory ignores the actors on the "periphery". As
Sara Berry, Gavin Kitching and others have pointed out, "marginals"
played an important role in making economic and social change.
Capitalism modified “"precapitalist" economies, but the nature of the latter
had significance for the direction of capitalist development in any given
time and place. Precapitalist values and behaviours shaped capitalist
colonial economies in important ways. As seductive as general
explanations are, those which assign human agency a back seat to the
dynamics of an abstracted "world economy" or "autonorous state" miss

much of the tale. It is essential to delineate the scope of entrepreneurial

. Bruce Berman and John Lonsdale have done much to dispel
this myth. See, "Coping with the contradictions: the development of the
colonial state in Igenya, 1895 - 1914", Journal of African History,
20,4(1979); Crises of accumulation, coercion and the colonial state",
Canadian Journal of African Studies, 14,1(1980). Tony Woods has made
the explosion of this myth a major part of his recent dissertation, Woods,
"Accumulation and order”, see discussion in Chapter One.

®  Kitching, Class and Economic Change; Berry, Fathers Work for
their Sons.




11
activity itself and view businesspeople, "not simply as passive owners and
managers, buffeted by external forces, but also as actual and potential |
agents of change whose decisions contributed to the gradual
transformation of that same environment in which they struggle to
survive".” For urban Malawi where businesspeople focused on a domestic
market, links to the international economy were indirect. Hence, while
global context is important, it is more germane to explore the immediate
political and social environment in which accumulators operated.
"Institutional” factors of greatest significance are situated at the level of
the colonial state and'urban society as created by African and European
actors in combination. Such an approach throws up the question of how
far colonijalism fostered moral or political economies and to explore this,
one needs to explore the ideological level.”

Precolonial southern Malawi of the late nineteenth century can be
characterized as a "lineage, clientelist, and slave owning" society.

According to John Iliffe, such societies commonly "measured a man’s

wealth by the number of his kin or his dependants [and required] him to

21

Kennedy, African Capitalism, p. 158.

2 Elias Mandala has most recently "revived” the moral economy
approach in his book on the Lower Tchiri. Moral economy is a term
which Thompson coined in 1971 in an important article on the moral
economy of the English crowd. In it, he argues, that the poor rioted to
protest rising food prices and shortages in eighteenth century England, not
simply as a knee-jerk response to dearth, but in part because they felt that
their customary- rights to food were being undercut by merchants,
speculators ancl;y mil%ers. Elias Mandala, Work and Control in a Peasant

conomy, A History of the Lower Tchiri Valley in Malawi, 1859 - 1960,
(Madison, 1990); E.P. Thompson, "The moral economy of the English
crowd in the eighteenth century”, Past and Present, No.50 (1971), 76-136.
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be ever dispersing his capital through investment in people".? Megan
Vaughan and Elias Mandala have probed the dynamics of Shire Valley'
societies of the nineteenth centuries and the importance of patronage and
protection in estimations of "wealth"* With the cessation of the slave
trade, ambitious young men lost an important avenue for social and
material aggrandizement, but evidence uncovered in this research suggests
that nineteenth century notions of "wealth" continued to have meaning
into the twentieth. While education or wage labour provided new
windows of opportunity and colonialism did impose a "pax” on
Malawians, it was hardly a secure environment for people in the southern
region. The slave trade was (for the most part) wiped out, but people
had. to confront a new host of evils -- hut tax, thangata, indirect rule
chiefs, wartime conscription and forced labour. In such an unstable
environment, it is not surprising that corporate responsibility and group
consciousness remained strong. In the urban areas where Africans had no
official status until after the Second World War, corporate duty was
essential to creating a social welfare network appropriate to urban
conditions. Hence, "wealth” continued to revolve around patronage and
how beneficent a material accumulator was.

Ideology, then, is essential to understanding the development of

2 Tliffe, The Emergence of African Capitalism, p.20.

¥, Megan Vaughan, "Social and economic change in southern
Malawi: a study of rural communities in the Shire Highlands and upper
Shire Valley from the mid-nineteenth century to 1915", Ph.D., University
of London, 1981, Elias Mandala, "Capitalism, kinship and gender in the
lower Tchiri (Shire) valley of Malawi, 1860 - 1960: an alternative
theoretical framework", African Economic History, 13(1984), 137-170.

L
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capitalism in Africa. Weber argued that Calvinism formed the bedrock of
western capitalism, rejecting "the doctrine of the more naive historical
materialism, that such ideas originate as a reflection or superstructure of
economic situations"® Leaving aside the "chicken or egg" question which
Weber raises, it is clear that work ethic is crucial to all kinds of
production, be it capitalist or otherwise. Malawi, being one of the most
heavily proselytized regions of the African continent, (with Protestant and
sectarian churches most popular) would surely prove an important testing
ground for Weber’s thesis.

H‘owever, when one looks to the religious or ideological baggage of
Blantyre-Limbe’s businesspeople it is difficult to come to any firm
conclusions. I was not able to ascertain a clear cut connection between
Protestant asceticism and entrepreneurship in the Malawian case.
Entrepreneurs were eclectic in their religious practices, and no one
denominational association stood out.”* One of the most successful
business people in the south was a Muslim Yao, who had converted to
Islam as an adult, having been raised Christian. In religious terms,
entrepreneurs were united only by their diversity. What was clear from

all accounts, however, was the high value placed upon mutual assistance

»,  Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,
translated by Talcott Parsons, (New York, 1958), pp. 54-59; 55.

26

Chester Katsonga undertook Catholic theological training before he
moved into business; Lawrence Makata was a Christian Yao of the Scots
Presbyterian Church; Lali Lubani, also a Yao, converted to Islam as an
adult; James Mpunga blended Islamic and Christian beliefs. Interview 7,
James L. Mpunga, Newlands Inn, Thyolo Road, T.A. Kapeni, Blantyre
District, 29 January 1987.
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and community responsibility.

What is most provocative about the Blantyre-Limbe case is that
businesspeople strove to attain socially recognized wealth (wealth in
people) by employing capitalist methods, but these methods, which often
put material concerns for the enterprise before kin obligations, were
regarded as anti-social. Participation in the colonial economy and
successful businesses attracted followings for "big men" who were in a
position to bestow material gifts and patronage on them. The
accumulation of material wealth and the accumulation of socially
recognized wealth were part and parcel of the same process. But it was a
marriage fraught with contradiction; conflict over social and anti—sécial
behaviour was rife. Accumulators struggled to reconcile new methods of
self-aggrandizement with dominant cultural values. The contradictions
between strategies and goals of accumulation have yet to be resolved.

*

The thesis falls into three parts. The first chapter establishes the
social, political and economic climate-of colonial Blantyre and Limbe; the
relationships between people, space and race relations. It sets the stage
for the bulk of the piece which is broadly chronological.

The single-most striking aspect of colonialism in urban Malawi was
its stark racialism. In tow-nships and trading centres (for which there was
little coherent legislation before 1948) racial segregation was a central fact
of life. It governed settlement patterns, access to resources, consumption
patterns, dictated wage rates and other conditions of labour. Factors of

production did not move freely in this environment. The discussion
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focuses on the genesis of the townships as European enclaves, the theory
and reality of segregation, and the effect of this on the urban economy.

The second section (chapters two through six) deals with the
chronology of African business in the towns, highlighting the particular
problems and pitfalls that determined the nature of African enterprise.
The period up to 1915 focuses on the failure of African plantation
agriculture and the frustration of the emerging "progressive" mission
educated elite in their efforts to attain respectability in the eyes of the
white establishment. Obstacles to economic advancement fostered a
climate of frustration which led some petit bourgeois Africans to take up
arms in the Chilembwe Upiising of 1915. This episode ended with
Africans effectively blocked from plantation agriculture and left a legacy
of distrust between educated Africans and the state.

Chapter Three shifts the focus from African to non-African business.
It shows how non-Africans came to dominate merchant commerce and
indicates why Africans moved into thz enterprises they did in the ’
interwar period. It has been suggested that colonial states often
encouraged the immigration of "foreign middle-men"” minorities to many
African territories and that this worked against African interests. Paul
Kennedy depicted "Asian" immigrant communities as "ethnic minority
groupl[s] sharing certain cultural ties and bound together by the same
experience of political and economic vulnerability that has always faced
such marginal groups operating in alien environments" who hence, "had

every reason to maintain a degree of internal group solidarity, closing
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their ranks against outside interests".” The Malawian case: was more
complex than this. Racialist double standards informed state policy, bﬁt
class divisions mediated the effect of racialism in important ways. In
Malawi, non-African dominance in merchant exchange was a fact by 1918,
However, Malawi’s immigration laws were the most liberal of any of the
Central African territories. Because of this, the Indian population of
colonial Malawi was not a cultural monolith and it was profoundly
divided along class lines. Much of the discriminatory trade licensing
legislation of the 1930s was the result of successful lobbying by an
alliance of Indian and European wholesale traders. The target of this
legislation was the small Indian retailer and not African traders. In fact,
big merchants were perfectly willing to play the African card (arguing
that Indian retailers impaired African entry into trade) to squeeze out the
small Indian trader. As transparent as their altruism may have been,
Chapter Three clearly demonstrates that when money was on the line,
traders acted as traders, not as members of an’ethnic community.

Effectively barred from merchant commerce, Africans moved into
urban service industries not monopolized by foreigners. State neglect of
petit entrepreneurs during the interwar depression contributed to the
intensely individualistic character of African urban business. Africans
pursued activities with 10‘!\} start up costs such as tailoring and fish-
trading and through keeping operating costs low, wer: able to weather

the economic turmoil of the 1930s. The proceeds from labour migration

¥ Kennedy, African Capitalism, p.32.
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provided an important source of start-up capital.

African and non-African enterprise benefited from the general
economic upswing of the post war era. Some legislative restrictions were
lifted (particularly important was the freeing up of motor transport
licensing) and Africans enjoyed greatest success in sectors formerly
neglected by foreign capital. An urban building boom encouraged African
inroads into construction, brick making and transport. Many successful
entrepreneurs extended their commercial repertoires to include hotels and
bars, capitalizing on a growing African market. Chapter Five is the story
of how the state attempted to hijack African production and distribution
in Southern Province through the introduction of cooperatives.
Cooperatives failed to take hold in Southern Province because of the
individualistic nature of African enterprises and the unsuitability of the
cooperative model for them.

Chapter Six identifies a group of African accumulators and explores
the strategies which they favoured over the cooperative option. It shows
how they were able to circumvent discriminatory legislation and other
obstacles to accumulation.

The final portion of the thesis returns to the firm itself. In spite of
a number of success stories, African firms did not usually survive the
death of their founders. Chapters Seven and Eight ask why this was so.
Many scholars have sought the "weaknesses" in African entrepreneurial
activity, how African entrepreneurs failed because they were hide-bound
by "tradition" and so on. I argue that retention of "traditional” values can

only be understood as part of a complex process of social change. With
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this in mind, Chapter Seven puts the internal dynamics of the African
firm under the historian’s microscope by concentrating on how .
accumulators sought to reconcile capitalist ambitions and methods with
corporate values. It illustrates how entrepreneurs performed a delicate
juggling act; they pursued personal economic autonomy through material
accumulation, while balancing this with a redistributive function. This
meant modifying economic behaviour so as not to alienate peers, clients
and relatives.

Chapter Eight puts the firm back into the colonial economy and
probes the various stresses and strains to which it was subjected in the
post war era of planned development up to the eve of federation (Chapter
Eight). It is here that we return to some of the questions raised in this
introduction about the nature of the relationship between capitalism and
ideology, forusing on the level of social and economic interactions in peri-
urban communities. Specifically, the chapter explores the gender
dimension of changing economic conditions and suggests that wives and
children of male entrepreneurs experienced a decline in security as male
proprietors experimented with 1.ew ways of increasing their own
autonomy and prestige.

In order to reconstruct attitudes and tactics for African
businesspeople, to gain insﬂight into how they began businesses and why,
it was necessary to exploit oral sources. Lists of potential informants
were derived from archival research. I surveyed land registries, motor
vehicle and trading licence lists, minutes and financial statements of

African and non-African organisations for mention of individuals who
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seemed to be self-employed business people. Court records and town
council records were useful sources for this as well as the various
protectorate newspapers. Several entrepreneurs advertised in the

Nyasaland Times (the settler newspaper) and the vernacular press (Zoona,

Msimbi and Nkhani za Nyasaland).

With a tentative list of informants, I moved to the field where I
was able to track down some of the persons on the list. Many had
passed away, but had family and friends still living. Where possible,
these people were interviewed. After the first round of interviews, I was
often directed to others who had not appeared in the official records, and
while these "networks" of informants were often related by kinship, the
documentary base of the original list helped to reduce problems of
"feedback". For example, court records named both parties in a dispute,
listed witnesses and the value of the property or amount of debt
involved. Hence, it was possible to identify people who were likely to be
at odds with each other and gain "conflicting" or divergent interprétations
of the same event. This helped to ensure that I was not being passed
from informant to informant and fed the same story. Informants were not
all of the same family, ethnic group, community, religious affiliation, nor
were they all "friendly" with each other.

Usually, I organised.interviews in advance. This was done in
person. Interviews were conducted either in English or in Chichewa (with
the help of an interpreter) and were transcribed as soon as possible after
the session. This was to ensure that in the event something was missed,

a follow-up interview could be arranged. The routine for the second set
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of interviews (those conducted in 1988) was much the same except that an
additional research assistant was enlisted to double-check transcriptions for
fidelity of translation. Information imparted during the interviews was
cross-checked with documentary and oral sources wherever possible.

The period of transition does not end in 1953 as this study does.
Blantyre-Limbe’s urbanites continue to grapple with the contradictions
between moral and political economy. When asked about his uncle’s
participation in the African Chamber of Commerce (formed in 1953) and
his general view of corporate versus group effort in business, Whisky
Lobeni gave me what seemed to be a contradictory response. He said:

.. my uncle [Lali Lubani] was not an individual. He plays

on association and means it.[If he joins an association, he

sticks with it] When he’s in a group he would net go out...

He liked to be on his own sometimes. People don’t know

how to do things in a group. Once they join together, one

E{oes to that side, one goes to that side; they start to confuse.

is [Lali Lubani’s] advice to me was work hard, not to ?lay

with money because money is very important, it's capital.

When we wake ui in the morning, just rush for that, for the

business until dusk.”

Blantyre-Limbe’s entrepreneurs did "rush for the business" from
sun-up to sun-down, but they did s6 as a means to an end. Like
Mandala’s peasants, theirs remained a "distinctly moral view of the

economy".”

® Lali Lubani was a successful brickmaker and transporter after
1945. He was also one of the founding members of the African Chamber
of Commerce and a member of the Nyasaland Congress Party and the
Malawi Congress Party. He had no children, but raised Whisrlir\ Lobeni,
his sister’s son as his own. He died of heart failure in 1966 at the age of
sixty-two.,  Interview 20 Gerald Montfort (Whisky) Lobeni, Ndirande,
Blantyre District, 7 March 1987.

# Mandala, Work and Control, p.xxi.




Chapter One
Blantyre - Limbe: The Urban Milieu

The Physical Setting

Blantyre is historic; Limbe, its neighbour is new. Blantyre

is in a hollow; Limbe on a hill. There you have the main

differences.'

Urbanisation is a recent phenomenon in Malawi and a distinctly
"foreign" invention. Before the arrival of Europeans in the mid-nineteenth
century, people lived in relatively self-sufficient villages, deriving their
livelihood from agriculture or cattle-keeping. There was local and
regional trade, but no large scale production for the market. In the main,
trade was characterised by regional complementarity and effected through
itineration rather than exchange at permanent central market places.”
There was no proliferation of large market towns inhabited by full-time
merchants and artisans as existed in West Africa. The exceptions to this
in Central and East Africa were Arab trading entrep6ts along the
Tanzanian and Mozambiquan coasts and several inland centres based on
the long distance trade in slaves and ivory. In Malawi, such centres were

Karonga, Nkhotakota and Nkhata Bay on the lake shore and Mponda's

and Kachindamoto’s capitals in the south. These settlements supported

' L.S. Norman, Nyasaland Without Prejudice, (London, 1934), p.34.

2

For example see, Kings M. Phiri, "Precolonial economic change in
Central Malawi: the development and expansion of trade systems, 1750 -
1875", Journal of Social Science, 5 (1976), 15-27: J. Vansina, "Long distance
trade routes in Central Africa", Journal of African History, 3, 3(1962), 375-
390; and more recently, Elias Mandala, Work and Control in a Peasant
Economy, A History of the Lower Tchiri Valley in Malawi, 1859 - 1960,
(Madison, 1990), pp. 36-50.

21
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populations of up to 10,000 people each, but declined along with the East
African slave trade. It was not until the 1930s that a Malawian town h
reached a size comparable to these precolonial sites.’ Bruce Fetter
observed humorously that in 1945 there were only two Central African
towns, apart from Blantyre} and Limbe, which contained more than 10,000
Malawians -- Johannesburg and Salisbury!* Fetter's observation indicates
the overwhelmingly rural character of colonial Malawi. Yet, as centres of
colonial commerce and government, towns sprang up during the twentieth
century. To a large degree, the European origins of town "founders" have
determined the physical and social landscape of urban Malawi.

Blantyre was established in the late nineteenth century through the
combined efforts of Scots capitalism and Presbyterianism.” The Free
Church of Scotland set up a mission north of Ndirande Mountain in 1876
and named it Blantyre, after the birthplace of its inspiration -- David
Livingstone. In 1878, the Livingstonia Central Africa Company, later the
African Lakes Company (or "Mandala", as it i5§ commonly known today)
joined the missionaries in their "civilising efforts”, ostensibly to provide a

"legitimate" economic alternative to the slave trade. All rhetoric aside, the

®  Bruce Fetter, Colonial Rule and Regional Imbalance in Central
Africa, (Boulder, 1983), pp.38-41.  John McCracken estimates that
Mponda s supported a I;\J/Iopulanon of 8000 persons at the end of the
nineteenth century.

1875-1940 (Cambrldge, 1978) pp.6 55
¢ Ibid., p.65.
S Paul Cole-King, Blantyre Historical Guide, (Blantyre, 1973)

cCracken, Politics and Christianity in Malawi,
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African Lakes Corporation (ALC) and Blantyre Mission did little to
encourage "modern" commerce among the African populiation. The for'mer
focused on distribution and the latter on training Africans to be auxiliaries
of European economic endeavours. This meant the tutoring of Africans in
clerical and artisanal tasks to supplement the skeletal expatriot staffs of
merchant firms, plantations and mission enterprises. An array of foreign
firms (inciading several founded by Indians) followed the ALC to
Nyasaland -- to name only a few, Kubula Stores (1889), Osman Adam
(1894), the Blantyre and East Africa Company (1901) and the London and
Blantyre Supply Company (1906). By the first decade of the twentieth
century, European merchant capitalism had supplanted the older
commerce based upon the trade in human beings.

A motley crew of settlers and adventurers followed in the wake of
Christianity and commerce.® The land on which the towns of Blantyre
and Limbe grew was secured by Europeans through certificates of claim
scrutinized and approved by that consummate imperialist, Harry Johnston,

in the late 19th century.” Two such claims embraced the area on which

¢ For example, Alfred Sharpe was visiting British Central Africa to

hunt big game when he was asked to sit in as Acting Consul. Sharpe
stayed on after doing his bit for Imperialism and took up the
governorship. Nyasaland also attracted a hodge-podge of artists,
merchants and adventurers like W.B Thelwall of the Illustrated London
News. McCracken has also pointed out the significant differences within
the missionary community. He suggests that the Livingstonia contingent
was drawn from the upper-working class or lower middle class and that
those at Blantyre were largely upper middle class professionals.
McCracken, Politics and Christianity, p.44-50.

7 Bridglal Pachai, Land and Politics in Malawi, 1875 - 1975,
(Kingston, 1978).
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Limbe township was to grow. A Polish count, Kasimir Stanislaus
Steblecki owned the 2,700 acre Makungwa Estate which encompassed |
most of the southern part of Limbe. The Limbe Estate, owned by
Englishman, James Lindsay, comprisgd the remaining central and
northwestern portions of-the township.

The land on which Blantyre township grew was similarly
transformed into freehold estates. The territory was divided between a
number of private plots owned by the Blantyre Mission, the ALC and
several individuals; foremost among these were John Buchanan’s Mudi
and Michiru Estates and Harry Edwin Pettitt’s Muui Retreat. Ironically,
the largest landholding in the area was secure¢ by an African named
Ntaja. An ivory hunter and trader, Ntaja was given permission to settle
in Chief Kapeni’s area before the European advent and paid tribute to
him in return for supplies of arms and ammunition. Ntaja established
friendly relations with the Scots missionaries and used this leverage to
obtain 38,000 acres of land from Chiefs Kapeni and Chilobwe under
certificate of claim number twenty-four.® Much of this was sold to the
Crown in 1892, subsequently subdivided and portions sold to sundry
European and Indian settlers’ In this manner, the lion’s share o'f land

on which Blantyre and Limbe sat was appropriated by non-Africans.

® Land Register, Blantyre, Volumes 1-3, cited in Bridglal Pachai, Land
and Politics in Malawi, 1875 - 1975, (Kingston, 1978), pp. 50-51.

® W.HJ. Ran eley, "Early Blantyre", draft paper submitted to Journal
of the Nyasaland Society, 18 January 1954, pp. 6-11, in Rangeley Papers in
%534/Hi/sltorica1 Society of Malawi Archives (hereafter HS , Chichiri,
1/11.
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Taple 1.1
Pegulation of Blantyre and Limbe Townships

1507 - 1987

Year 3Blantyre Township Limpe Towmnship Per-Urban Area X'
& A Africen E A African Afrcan
1907 192 30 n/e nfa n/a n/a a1/a
1921 194 230 1202 ga/a  a/a  n/a a/a
1931 301 33 n/a 203 426 n/a . 25,09 4%
1945 628 51 3594  (induded in Blantyre n/a
figures)
1947 379 =09 3594 280 649 6179 n/a
1949 333 239 5311 156 876 7497 54,859 0%
1952 333 370 8122 n/a nfa n/a ~/a
1966° — 107,461
1977 —_— 719,011
1987 —— . 331,588

E = Europeans A = Asians/Indians
' Percentage of Blantyre Diszict Africans living in town and peri-urban areas.
! Por Blantyre and Limbe combined-

Sources: Unoifidal Census =ken by Blantyre Town Council as at 31 March, 1952, in MINA,
URB/F/2/4870.8lantyre Town Clerk to istrict Comumissioner, 28 December 1949, WIMA,
NSB3/11/1, ¥59; Covernment Printer, Nvasaland Protectorate Census, 1945, (Zomba, 1945);
Memo from Chief Secretary o Blantyre Town Coundl, 21 january 1922, Blantyre Town Counal
Minutes, 28 March 1922, MNA, BL2/1/1/2: Blantyre District Annual Reports, 1931, 1942, 1945,
1947, 1948, MINA NS3/1 seres; Government Printer, Nvasaland Protectoracte Blue Books, selected
years, (Zombay; A.B. Chilivumbo, "The ecology of sodal types in Blantyre”, in Parkin, Dawnd
(ed.), Town and Country in Central and Eastern Africa, (Oxzord, 1975); Nadonal Staustics Office,
Government Printer, Malawi Poouladon and Housing Census, 1987 Prelimrunary Rewore, (Zomoa,

1987), p23.
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Today, the "twin cities" of Blantyre and Limbe, situated in the
Blantyre District of Malawi’s Southern Region, represent the nation’s
largest urban area. The most recent census (1987) reports that Blantyre-
Limbe is home to 331,588 people.® Table 1.1 illustrates the rapid pace'of
urbanisation since 1945, and especially after 1956 when Blantyre and
Limbe united to form a single municipality. These not-so-grand, not-so-
old towns are products of a peculiar colonial experience and vestiges of
this history survive today.

After the declaration of Blantyre and Limbe townships in 1895 and
1907, respectively, municipal and central government rules and regulations
were enacted to preclude permanent African residence in the towns.
Nonetheless, Africans constituted the numerical majority in the region and
it was on the strength of their wages and labour that the viability of the
local economy rested.” Urban spaces worked like population magnets

since they offered special educational and economic opportunities -

% Department of National Statistics, Government of Malawi, Malawi
Population and Housing Census, 1987, Preliminary Report, Government
Printer, (Zomba, Decem%)g 1987), p.23. This figure refers only to the
municiPality of Blantyre and Limbe itself which constituted 56% of the
district’s population. '

" Nyasaland African labour was the cheapest in British Central and
Southern Africa. Outside of their own Protectorate "Nyasas" as they were
called, were also regarded as being among the most efficient and sought
after of workers. = Unlike their African counterparts in the region,
Malawians were able to get skilled and semi-skilled employment at home
and were well suited to it by their access to mission education superior to
that }i>rovided elsewhere. Nyasaland had little industry and a small white
population and as a consequence had no industrial colour bar although
n};lorlrcnally, certain occupations were earmarked as "white", "coloured" or
" ac lv‘
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unavailable in the countryside. Segregation was the only way to maintain
white hegemony and resulted in the creation of three distinct urban
worlds -- that of the European, the Indian, and the African.

Blantyre, the elder of the two towns, is a typical "European” African
city, similar to Harare or Lusaka in that it was established by and for the
British colonizers.”” A product of nineteenth and twentieth century
imperialism, its layout was based upon strict racial segregation to the
maximum convenience of the European community.® Today, Blantyre and
Limbe’s residential arees are of three colour blind "grades" -- high,
medium and low density housing. Originating during the colonial period
(after 1948), these designations ostensibly based on economic position,
corresponded to racial identity. This was because of institutional and
other impediments to the economic advancement of peoples of colour;
hence, in the colonial period, class distinctions tended to correspond to
race. Whites, for example, were generally more affluent than Indians or
Africans, and lived in low density areas, like Mpingwe, Sunnyside and
Hynde. Indians, who occupied the economic middle ground as petty
traders, resided in the commercial core of the towns. Africans, mainly a
labouring group, either in clerical or unskilled work, lived in high density
areas such as Chichiri, Ndirande or Zingwangwa. These settlements, or

peri-urban villages, were outside the township boundaries. The only legal

2 Anthony O’'Connor, The African City, (London, 1983). O’Connor’s
typology includes other "species" of African town such as the indigenous,
Islamic, colonial, dual and hybrid.

B Ibid., p.35.
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African residential areas within the town were government and corporate
built native locations which were more congested than the peri-urban
villages mentioned above. After independence, white collar African
workers and managers moved into former European enclaves, but the
general pattern of white and non-white residential areas still holds true.”
Map 1.1 is a street map of the municipalities.

Blantyre coalesces around a central business district consisting of
medium rise buildings which house banking and commercial
establishments, the "modern" Mount Soche Hotel and the older Ryall’s
Hotel (opened in 1922). Victoria Road was Blantyre’s main street and
Ponson’s Bar, Blantyre and East Africa Company Headquarters and other
European concerns had offices on it. At the corner of Victoria and Hailie
Selassie Roads stands the old boma, the one time headquarters of the
District administration. Its whitewash is peeling today, but the iron sheets
which form the roof are in reasonably good repair. Kitty-corner to this is
Victoria Hall, built in 1900. It was used as a cinema and after 1933,

served as the Town Hall. The Blantyre Town Council worked out of the

*  The term "peri-urban" was used by David Bettison in a series of

studies written between 1958 and 1961. He estimated the peri-urban area
around Blantyre and Limbe to have a radius of 10 to 15 miles. Bettison
counted the number of pedestrians and cyclists who regularly travelled
along major arteries into both towns. He confined his count to urban
employees. He was able to ascertain the maximum distance people would
commonly travel to work and referred to the area which fell within this
space as "peri-urban". David G. Bettison, "The demographic structure of
seventeen villages, Blantyre-Limbe, Nyasaland", Rhodes-Livingstone
Communication No. 11, (Lusaka, 1958).

® A.B. Chilivumbo, "The ecology of social types in Blantyre" in D.
Parkin (ed.), Town and Country in Central and East Africa, (Oxford,
1975), pp.310-311.
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old Victoria Buildings on Victoria Road from 1926 to 1933. Built in 1922
for the Blantyre and East Africa Company by Inaccio Conforzi, a )
prominent Italian planter, the Victoria Puildings were the only two storey
constructions on Victoria Road. They were demolished in 1978 and were
replaced by Plantation House.' Hall’s Garage, now a subsidiary of
Lonhro, still has its main facility here as does CATCO, the Central Africa
Transport Company. West of Victoria Road are the low density housing
areas of Namiwawa (ex-Hynde) and Sunnyside, which includes the old
European "club". This area was exclusively for European residence, even
if Thomas Mtemenyama’s laundry, the product of a late nineteenth
century freehold purchase, found itself incongruously surrounded by these
stately homes sometime in the 1930s. Such was the small downtown core
of Blantyre -- centre for municipal and district government, business,
finance and European society.

Hailie Selassie Road forms the backbone of the old Indian quarter,
Blantyre’s "second city". The haphazard architecture and bright colour of
the Indian quarter is contrasted with the white-washed austerity of the
British residential wards. The physical differences are emblematic of a
deeper distinction. Many of the town’s oldest Indian families still retain
offices and stores here where the ambience of vibrant competition, risk-

taking and exchange is palpable.” Two storey shops wrestle for pride of

16 I 01 3 .
John Lamport-Stokes, "Blantyre’s early buildings", Society of
Malawi, (1983), 33. P 7 Y &

7 The first land purchased by an Indian in Malawi was a 1/4 acre
plot which was part of the original Pettitt estate. Osman Adam bought
this land in July of 1894 on which he erected a trading store. Other
important traders who arrived later were- Lalji Kurji and Lambat.

o ot 6 g
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place along the crowded street and touts beckon to passers buy to "Come!
Come! Very good, very cheap shoppings!" In the colonial period, maﬁy
traders lived above their shops and even built small decks off front and
back of the second storey. The stores all sported khondes or verandas
occupied, during business hours, by African tailors who conjured up all
manner of apparel, either from magazine cut-outs or the imaginations of
their multi-racial clients. Tailors either rented khonde space or were paid
salaries by Indian shop owners. To have adept tailors outside one’s shop
was a valuable thing, since they enticed customers and augmented tlie
sale of imported cloth, one of the mainstays of retail stock and trade. In
the Indian quarter, Africans could enter shops and haggle with
storekeepers, an option denied them in most of the European shops.”

South of Hailie Selassie, down the hill and across the Mudi Stream
is Blantyre’s town market. The old market was situated around the
junction of Hailie Selassie and Sclater Road where tlie bus stands are
today. Both Blantyre and Limbe markets came under municipal control in
1938 and this meant the introduction of stall and market fees, sanitary
rules and later, municipally controlled ,ricing.” Non-Africans were

prohibited from selling in the market, although Indian merchants

Rangeley, "Early Blantyre", p.11.
®  An informal colour bar banned Africans from entering many
European stores. See, below.

¥  A.A. Nyirenda, "The Blantyre-Limbe markets, Nyasaland: the
adjustment of the individual to an urban cash economy”, in R.J. Apthorpe
(ed.), Present Interrelations in Central African Rural and Urban Life,
Proceedings of the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute, (Lusaka, 1958), 119-120.
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requested this right in 1920 Government rejected Council’'s proposal
stating that "government had permitted the use of this land, as an open

21 In any

air market place for sale and barter of native produce only ...
case, African market gardeners and other traders were only a few steps
from these shops which sold the imported cloth and utensils so much in
demand.

There is considerable descriptive writing of Blantyre and Limbe for
the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s, but most published materials offer the
European view. Eric Emtage came out to Nyasaland in 1925 to join his
ex-serviceman cousin in tobacco farming.”? From his account, it would
seem that the basic street layouts of Blantyre and Limbe have changed

little since the 1920s, although Makata Road did not exist and the Limbe

end of present day Kamuzu highway was a dirt track called "the short

® Tt was in July of 1920 that Mr. Kad.r Khan offered Blantyre Town
Council £100 for the right to administer the African market. This was
declined, but Mr. Hynde (councillor and owner of the Nyasaland Times)
suggested a scheme whereby lock up stores might be erected in the
market and leased yearly to traders. Council appears to have debated
various proposals until January of 1921 when they sent plans and
estimates to the central administration in Zomba for approval. Minutes of
the Blantyre Town Council Meetings, 27 July, 28 December 1920 and 25
January and 22 February 1921 in Malawi National Archives, Zomba,
(hereafter MNA), BL2/1/1/2.

? Minutes of Blantyre Town Council, 31 May 1921, in Ibid.

2 Only 50 ex-servicemen came out to settle on British Central Africa
Company land after the First World War. Emtage’s cousin had 1000 acres
in Bvumbwe, 10 kilometres east of Limbe. See J.ER. Emtage,
"Reminiscences -- Nyasaland, 1925 - 1939", Society of Malawi Journal,
37,2(1984), 13; Interview 5, Cynthia and Eric Emtage, Newlands, Limbe,
Blantyre District, 23 January 1987.
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cut"® Blantyre’s boundaries ended at the Mudi Bridge on the Zomba
Road where the old hospital was and its southern limit was the Catholic
Church on the Chikwawa Road (the corner of Mahatma Gandhi and
Chikwawa Road). In the 1920s Sunnyside was woodland except for the
golf course. Forest covered the area westward past Ryall’s Hotel to
Sanjika Hill, Mitsidi Mission and a "trysting site" known as Sunset
Corner.*

In spite of its obviously rural nature, L.S. Norman described
Blantyre in the early 1930s, as one of South Central Africa’s "most ‘up-to-
date’ settlements, complete with electricity, water and a rail link." It was
a "jumble of races, aims and occupations" and its history was "written in
its layout. There are none of the wide streets running at right angles
typical of Bulawayo, Johannesburg, Nairobi, or other African towns. Like
Topsy, it has just ‘growed”™.” Norman deplored the "[n]ative shacks made
of sacking or tin" associated with other African towns and applauded
their absence in Blantyre.

Norman’s praise might have been less lavish had he visited the
ramshackle government lines of any of Nyasaland’s towns. In Zomba
Native Location, for example, two families might share a two room house,
living in intolerably crowded conditions. Blantyre and Limbe’s Town

Councils were slow to construct native locations, but when they did, the

2 Ibid., 15-16.
# Ibid., 17-18.

% Norman, Nyasaland Without Prejudice, pp. 32-33.
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results were no bgtter than those of Zomba. After submission of the

Jackson Land Commission Report in 1922 Blantyre Town Council agreéd,

in principal, to the construction of a native location for district and
municipal government employees. It was not until 1929 that Council and
the Protectorate government found a suitable site, but funding was still at
issue. Council felt that private employers should shoulder the cost of
construction but this was vigorously opposed. The question was left in
abeyance in 1932 from lack of funds and it was not before October 1934
that the lease of the Naperi Location Area was finally signed and sealed
by Mayor J. Marshall and Councillor W. Tait-Bowie.® Town Council
agreed to shoulder the cost of construction and in February of 1936, work
was finally begun on 30 sun-dried brick houses at the paltry cost of
£3.17.3 each” Conditions in Naperi were grim. Single room dwellings
with outdoor kitchens, sleeping areas of no more than 120 square feet
were wholly inadequate for families with six or more children. Because
of the shoddy construction and congested conditions of the locatioris the
majority of Africans preferred to live outside the town in peri-urban

villages.”® It is doubtful that No.man would have visited any of these

% W. Tait-Bowie was General Manager of the Blantyre and East
Africa Company and Marshall, the General Manager of the African Lakes
Corporation. These were the two biggest non-African merchant firms in
the Protectorate.

¥ Blantyre Town Council Meeting Minutes from selected meetings
1922 to 1936, in MNA, BL2/1/1/2-8. See also, Report of a Commission to
Enquire Into and Report upon Certain Matters connected with the
Occupation of Land in Nyasaland Protectorate, [Jackson Commission
Report], (Zomba, 1921).

% 1bid., p.34.
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since they were outside the townships, and locations like Naperi did not
exist at the time of his visit in the early 1930s.

Segregation and "colour bar" were every day facts of life for
Africans in urban Nyasaland and intensified as population grew.
Nineteenth century knowledge of disease theory provided the justification
for racially specific settlement. As Tom Pennant observed:

Partially as a result of nineteenth century theories about the

aetiology of diseases such as malaria and cholera British

colonial towns’ designers sought to reserve higher ground for

European occupation. A natural barrier (river or steep slope)

or a created one (golf course, park, belt of trees -- all thought

to be effective if well maintained -- against malaria) was used

ideally to keep other groups at a distance. Other groups and

land uses were in turn segregated from each other.”

Health and safety of European inhabitants supplied the official rationale
for segregation and a variety of rules, formal and informal, sought to
enforce it. But health concerns underwrote a more profound anxiety ---
the settler preoccupation with security. As in territories to the south,
Africans were considered a potential criminal element and although this
never resulted in white vigilante action as it did in South Africa, policing

focused on controlling the African community.* Africans were obliged to

transact business outside European shops, inspecting and buying goods pa

» Thomas Pennant, "Towards a history of urban housing in Malawi",
Chancellor College History Department Seminar Paper No.5, 1982-83, p.7.

% See for example, the vigilante action as described by Murray for
Orange Free State in the early twentieth century described in Martin J.
Murray, “The natives are always stealing’: white vigilantes and the ‘Reign
of Terror’ in the Orange Free State, 1918-24", Journal of African History,
30 (1989), 107-123.
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window.® Implicit in this was the notion that all Africans were born
thieves and could not be trusted to circulate freely in European shops.’

Whatever doubts Europeans might have had about Africans’
"criminal tendencies", they did not seek to simply exclude them from the
towns. African labour power was essential. Native Locations provided
the solution to the problem of controlling urban workers. The clustering
of Africans in these places eased surveillance. Access to location housing
was contingent upon employment as were passes. Africans without
passes signed by an employer were obliged to leave the township after
nine in the evening when a bugle sounded to announce the curfew.” In
this way, vagrants and other riff-raff might be kept out of town. Geoffrey
Morton, once a police commissioner in Nyasaland, felt the curfew to be a
poor substitute for street lights and a larger constabulary. On the other
hand, most crimes of property were perpetrated against Africans

themselves in the peri-urban villages where policing was virtually non-

® Buying pa window translates as literally "buying through the
window". The phrase refers to the practice of African marketing at
certain European shops which they could not enter. Instead, Africans
were obligedp to request items at the window and transact their business
there. Apparently, Indian shops did not uphold this custom. Africans
were encouraged to enter these stores and were often given credit should
they be unable to éaa full price for goods. G. Morton, Tust the Job, Some
Experiences of a Colonial Policeman, (London, 1957), p.234. Both of the
banks operating in the territory insisted on separate queues for Africans
and non-Africans and Africans were banned from European run hotels,
clubs and bars at most times.

% Interview 6, Wales J. [Nyemba] Mbekeani, Mkulumadzi Bakery,
Limbe, Blantyre District, 25 January 1987.
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existent.®

Lack of funds on the municipal and central government levels
meant that Blantyre and Limbe town councils could ill afford the civic
luxuries desired by Morton. In 1949, Laurens van der Post described
Blantyre as a drab, dreary town of "hunched, perfunctory buildings
dumped by the side of a road full of dust"* Van der Post was visiting
Nyasaland in the year of serious drought, and this is clear from his
description, but it was not just climatic aridity which provoked him. He
decried the town’s pitiful attempts to achieve a modicum of "modernity";
he disdained its pitted roads, peeling whitewash, tin roofs, cluttered Goan
and Scottish shop verandas, contrasting these with the incongruous
European-style homes with their "inevitable" lawns and hedges. "Blantyre
is a small, ugly, commercial town", he wrote,

It has not had much time, and no reserves of wealth,

tradition or local pride out of which to shape itself. About

sixty years ago the government dealt it an unkind blow by

setting up the official capital on the side of the huge

mountain of Zomba, forty miles away, and so robbed

Blantyre of a sure source of dignity and self-respect.

Ostentatiously, poiutedly and rather disdainfully, it was left

to get on with its business, and however well it may have

done it, it looks to this day rather ashamed of itself*

Van der Post reserved his sharpest criticism for the towns’ non-

African inhabitants, remarking upon the "set, sallow, lifeless, disillusioned

% Morton, Just the Job, p.239; J. McCracken, "Coercion and control in
Nyasaland: aspects of the history of a colonial police force", Journal of
African History, 27(1986), 134.

¥ Laurens van der Post, Venture into the Interior, (New York, 1951),
p-92.

® Ibid., pp. 91-92.
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faces" of the Europeans themselves, doubtless, overcome by the
insupportable weight of the white man’s burden! Indians, according to
him, "had even less joy in them"! Africans, on the other hand, were
depicted as an insanely merry lot who, in spite of their "rags and tatters",
were very "gay and laughed continuously”. Predictably, the educated -
African, divorced from his noble savage roots, stood in stark and negative
contrast to these giddy primitives. It is worth citing Van der Post at
length since his observations provide valuable insight into the myopathy
of the liberal imperialist mind of the mid-twentieth century.

I was shown into it [District Commissioner MacBean's

office] without delay by a black clerk who was extremely

courteous but, unlike his raggle-taggle countrymen in the

streets, was bowed down by melancholy. This learned, self-

conscious gloom which higher education inflicts, almost

without exception, on an instinctively happy people, is most

noticeable.*

If Van der Post disparaged the damage done by mission education
and the influence of waged employment on Blantyre’s African community,
he would doubtless have had even less praise for the town of Limbe
which found its sole raison d’étre in commerce. Limbe, incorporated in
1907, was the child of colonial capitalism. The Imperial Tobacco
Company (ITC) began operations in Limbe in 1908 after a rail link was
put through and Limbe soon found its niche as a clearing house for the
Protectorate’s import-export trade.

Limbe was the centre of tobacco marketing in Nyasaland. Most

tobacco was grown by African tenant producers in Central Province after

% Ibid., p.94
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1920, but its distribution and sale was controlled from Limbe. The crop
was transported by lorry to the main auction floors there where it was
graded, packed and despatched to foreign markets.” ITC and Nyasaland
Railways dominated the eastern side of Churchill Road, one of the town’s
main thoroughfares. Railway employee housing was situated here, the
current housing estate being constructed only in the 1930s. Malawi
Railways still has its main station here and just down the line are Lonhro
Headquarters (ex-Kubula Stores Head Office), Limbe Leaf Tobacco,
Tobacco Processors and further south, that bastion of white supremacy --
the Limbe Country Club.

North along the line of rail and east along Churchill Road, one
passes the Shire Highlands Hotel, Grain and Milling Company, ADMARC,
various car dealerships and Mpingwe, the ex-European residential area.
The road joins with Kamuzu Highway at the Montfort Marist Brothers
Press and the Limbe Catholic Cathedral and the Daughters of Wisdom
Convent. The highway continues north to Zomba, Lilongwe, Mzuzu and,
eventually, Chitipa and the Tanzanian border. In colonial days this road
served as a dry season alternative to lake travel and linked commercial
and administrative centres.

If the eastern side of Churchill Road was dominated by European

commerce, the western side was indisputably an Indian domain.

¥ Only after the completion of the Chiromo Bridge in 1936 was
NKasala11d irectly linked to the coast by rail. McCracken, Politics and
Christianity, p.114; "Planters, peasants and the colonial state: the impact of
the Native Tobacco Board in the Central Province of Malawi", Journal of
Southern African Studies 9,2(1983), 175-177.
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Historically, the majority of Limbe’s Indians are Muslims whereas
Blantyre’s are largely Hindu. The protectorate’s first Indian school was
opened in Blantyre in 1938, with initial funds provided by C.K. Dharap
and Osman Adam. The second was the Muslim Indian Primary School at
Songani, 10 miles from Zomba, which opened in 1940. It was not until
1943 that a comparable primary school was opened for Muslim Indians in
Limbe. It was financed by Suliman Sacrani, Omar Hassam Janmahomed
and funds from South African Indians.* Although mainly Gujerati
speaking, the Indian community was culturally diverse, divided along
lines of religion and territory of origin. Although the culture of racism
did much to engender an Indian political consciousness, especially in the
late 1940s and 1950s, in the market place, ethnicity and religion took a
back seat to class interests as the main determinant of behaviour (See
Chapter Three).*

Critically examined, both Norman’s and Van der Posts’s accounts
reveal a society profoundly shaped by the imperatives of white hegemony.

Norman commended the advances made under colonialism, while Van der

¥  M.A. Karolia, "A brief historical survey of the Indian communi

in Malawi", Chancellor College History Department Seminar Paper, 1968-
?gg 9pp. 10-12. There was no secondary school for Indian children until

¥ It is perhaps worth remarking that although there were Muslim
Associations established in the 1920s, these did not figure prominently in
commercial or trade disputes. Organs of protest seemed to coalesce
around specific economic interest groups, for example retailers (Nyasaland
Indian Retail Traders’ Association) versus wholesalers (Nyasaland Indian
Chamber of Commerce). The whole issue of the political and economic
role played by non-Christian religious organisations is worthy of greater
investigation. See Chapter Two.
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Post saw these as retrograde and responsible for the destruction of natural
man. This bias is perhaps clearer in his other writings, but permeates

Venture into the Interior also.” Yet, neither Norman nor Van der Post

were aware of the African worlds surrounding Blantyre and Limbe;
worlds which were both product of and contributors to Malawi’s urban
culture during the colonial ‘period.

Blantyre’s downtown core may have been multi-racial during the
day, with whites, Indians and Africans forced together in the pursuit of
their respective livelihoods, but the dictates of segregation meant that
denizens of each community withdrew to their own spheres after working
hours. Indians retired to their ward, Europeans, to the sanctity of home
or club. Africans, regardless of their status as clerks, pupils, day
labourers, market gardeners or shoppers, began the journey home to
locations or peri-urban villages. This daily exodus was undertaken on
foot by most, but a fortunate few cycled homeward alongside the
pedestrian throngs. In days before the Second- World War, most
commuters travelled no farther than five or six miles, but as population
grew and matola became more common, people travelled greater

distances.”

40 See, for example, Van der Post’s disillusionment with the

destruction of the world of the San in The Lost World of the Kalahari,
(Harmondsworth, 1972).

4 Matola refers to paid transportation in any manner of vehicle,

usually lorries or private automobiles. Riders are charged a rate
according to the distance to be covered and this is usually comparable to
the charges applicable to public transport. The practice is illegal, buy
only seldom are drivers charged.
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In 1947, the five miles of road connecting Blantyre and Limbe was
the on.y stretch of tarmac in Nyasaland. Along this route the largest of
the peri-urban villages sprang up. Ndirande, currently covers about 800
acres although it used to be much larger. Large sections of it were
incorporated into Blantyre towﬂship in 1948 when Blantyre and Limbe’s
boundaries became coterminous and the cities embarked on a
comprehensive town planning project.? That portion of Ndirande not
affected by town planning remained Native Trust Land and was
administered by state sanctioned Native Authorities®® Because of its
special status, Ndirande remained a living contradiction of old and new,
rich and poor, which embodied and encapsulated the African urban
experience in colonial Malawi.

Nestled between Blantyre Mission on the slopes of Nyambadwe Hill

and Ndirande Mountain, Ndirande began as four large villages which

2 1t is more accurate to say that Ndirande was brought into the
municipal planning orbit. Its administration was still under the Native
Authority Kapeni and his headmen. Ndirande’s citizens paid no rates
and received no services until after independence. Nyasaland Government
Gazette, Gazette Notice (hereafter GN) 15)4/ 48, 15 June 1948,

®  The Nyasaland (Native Trust Land) Order in_ Council, 1936
allowed for the designation of all land into three categories: "Reserved"
land included all private land, land acquired by the government for public
purposes such as forest reserves or Crown Lands located in townships or
scheduled sanitary or trading areas.  All other land acquired by
government on behalf of the Crown was Crown Land. Everything else
was Native Trust Land, reserved for the use of Africans only, except
when the Governor, in consultation with the appropriate Native Authority,
1%remted special rights of occupancy to non-Africans. See, Clement

g'ong’ola, "The state, settlers, and indigenes in the evolution of land law
and policy in colonial Malawi", The International Journal of African
Historical Studies, 23,2 (1990), p.51.
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became home to the African elite of the district. In addition to the
traditional chiefly elite represented by Chiefs Kapeni, Lundu and head;nexl
like Makata or Matenje, Ndirande, like Chichiri, was settled by
colonjalism’s "new men" -- independent business people, clerks, teachers
and so on. The wealthier built fine houses and sent their children to
school at the nearby Blantyre Mission and Henry Henderson Institute.
After 1945, many built rental properties, taking advantage of the post-war
construction boom, giving Ndirande its ramshackle appearance. Large six-
room brick houses with white washed exteriors, iron roofs, and wide
verandas abutted on to rude wattle and daub shacks which served as
dwellings for labouring transients. After the war, brickmaking became the
dominant industry in Ndirande, and temporary grass shelters sprang up
to accommodate large numbers of dry season labourers attracted by the
income generating possibilities of the brick fields. The brickmaking
industry and the inadequacy of authorized government and corporate
housing gave rise to a settlement pattern in Ndirande which approximated
villages within villages. Clusters of dwellings grew up around Ndirande's
more affluent families; the Mbekeanis have their area, the Akimus theirs,
the Sangalas theirs and so on. When Ndirande was incorporated into
fhe broader municipality of Blantyre-Limbe in the 1950s, many of these
older areas were left virtually intact, and seem to exaggerate the
regimentation of planned Malawi Housing Corporation "lines", and the

"Ndirande Flats" constructed after independence.

“  The Ndirande Flats is an L-shaped three storey complex whose

top two floors are residential and main floor house '"bottle stores",
groceries and a butchery. In a "bottle store" one can purchase small items
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The Ndirande Ring Road, also a post-independence innovation, is
paved and serves as the main artery for this bustling settlement. In .
addition to the potholes which unintentionally regulate traffic, speed
bumps have been installed. Branching off the tarmac are all manner of
streets, paths and lane ways. Some of Ndirande’s main thoroughfares are
wide dirt roads whose storm drains extend up to a metre from the dirt
surface during the rainy season. Miraculously, all manner of vehicles find
passage} city buses, bicycles, push carts, motorbikes, automobiles and
even lorries are found in the most unlikely parts of Ndirande! More
crucial to local communication are the myriad maize paths, well travelled
pedestrian routes which serve to connect the plethora of houses and
gardens.

Because Ndirande was Trust Land, non-Africans were. forbidden to
establish businesses there. African groceries sprang up to provision this
community, supplementing Ndirande market where everything from
rubber tyre strips to traditional medicines could be had. Not only was
Ndirande market bigger than Blantyre’s, it was considerably cheaper,
owing to the lack of European custom and the inevitable upward pressure
this placed on prices. Even today, everyone from the editor of the
Malawi Daily Times to day labourers prefer to do their marketing here.

Ndirande and Chichiri, her brazen neighbour, formed the nucleus of

African peri-urban settlement. Chichiri village, situated half-way between

such as cigarettes, soap, pencils, but its mainstay is bottled beer. People,
usually males, purchase beer and drink it on the premises or just outside
on the khonde (porch). Women who frequent bottle stores are thought to
be somewhat "loose".
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Blantyre and Limbe, lives on in the memory of many and its history
forms a colourful chapter in African urban folklore.* The colonizers
regarded it as a den of sin and iniquity and a haven for beer drinkers,
prostitutes, thieves and brigands. Their fears were doubtless exaggerated.
For Africans, it was the place to go for after-hours entertainment. Groups
of people from villages on both the Limbe and Blantyre sides wended
their way towards Chichiri each night to partake of its "disreputable
pleasures”. There, they might eﬂjoy several cups of mowa, dance with
local "bar girls", listen to the music of local musicians who, for a penny or
two, would play the tune of their choice.*

Chichiri, like Ndirande, was home to many Nyasaland African
Congress members and it was in the houses of these individuals that
political meetings were held after hours. In the colonial mind, Chichiri

became linked to political sedition and in the 1950s, the police launched

"

*  Chichiri in Chinyanja means peg" and refers to a survey peg
placed midway between Blantyre and Limbe. The village which grew up
on this site took its name from this.

% At evening beer drinks, there was often music. Gramophones
were popular and more common after 1940. Failing that, there was
usually someone who played a guitar (usually home made) and on
occasion, listeners bid against each other to have the tune of their choice
played. The person who offered the largest sum of money chose the
song. Beer drinks were not held at the same site each evening. Women
in éhichiri and other settlements pooled their labour and resources to
stagger the brewing schedule so that within a certain area, on each night
of the week there was always beer available for consumption. Of course,
some brewers were more popular than others. The brew-making prowess
of Elsie Kahumbe was legend in Chichiri and her children remember the
crowds of geo le who visited their house to partake of her wares.
Interview 2 £1exander Mataka Bandawe, Chikwawa Road, Blantyre
District, 15 March 1987.Interview 41 Dr. Charles Kahumbe and Elsie
Kahumbe-Northern, Chirimba, T.A. Machinjiri, 14 June 1988.
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periodic raids on the homes of NAC members who resided there It
must have pleased many non-Africans when Chichiri was razed in the
1950s to make way for a light industrial park and the Queén Elizabeth
Hospital.

After the Second World War, urbanisation accelerated dramatically
and the peri-urban villages fell victim to the ravages of post-war planning
mania. Peri-urban villages offered inexpensive housing and business
premises, but an ambitious town planning programme changed all of

this.® The Town and Country Planning Ordinance of 1948 brought

49

Chichiri and ?arts of Ndirande into the planning area.” Ndirande was

partly protected because of its Trust Land status, but Chichiri was not.

7 Interview 41, Dr. C. Kahumbe and Elsie Kahumbe Northern, 14
June 1988.

“ In the Annual Report for Blantyre District, 1931, District
Commissioner Ion Ramsay noted that several native canteens had opened
in that year. In addition, he describes a wide variety of urban Africans
working on their own account -- tailors, butchers, market gardeners, milk
vendors, poultry and egg dealers, cycle and gramophone repairers and
laundry proprietors. In spite of Bylaw 52 of %anuary 1932 which made
native passes compulsory, it appears that some Africans resided in town.
This is evidenced by a police report which is excerpted in Limbe Town
Council Minutes for April 1933. It was complained that there "natives
renting stores in the township as laundry, cycle shops etc., remaining on
their premises at night without permits". Unfortunately, it is impossible
to estimate the size of this illicit resident population. See, Annual Report,
Blantyre District, 1931, F 3-6 in MNA NSB7/1/2; Limbe Town Council
Min;ﬁis,/lS December 9%1, MNA BL2/1/2/2 and 18 April 1933, MNA
BL2/1/2/3.

49

Early figures probably underestimate the African population since
eri-urban villages were not included in census data. either would
illegal inhabitants have been counted such as relatives of domestic
servants who resided in "boys’ quarters" and African shop clerks who
lived on the premises of Indian merchants. Nyasaland Protectorate
%%\éernment Gazette, Government Notice (hereafter GN) 154/49, 4 July,
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African residents were told to leave, but they did not go without a fight.
In 1952, it came to theAattention of Limbe Town Council that
several permanent African dwellings and business premises were being
erected or renovated in Chichiri, which was earmarked for light industrial
development. In May the relevan’é parties were instructed to cease
construction pending the approval of the joint Blantyre Limbe Town and
Country Planning Cormmittee. Several Africans, among them, Hartwell
Solomon and James Mpunga, ignored the order. Mpunga went so far as
to say that he steppéd up the construction of his brick store in protest
against the town plan. In June of that year, the buildings of Mpunga and
others were dermnolished.®
In theory, Chichiri was to be a light industrial area open to all,

regardless of colour. Mpunga decided to test this and after the
destruction of his property, dutifully applied for a half-acre commercial
leasehold plot in Chichiri, with the intention of building a trading store.
He soon discovered that leasehold requirements precluded all but the
most affluent from the site. Mpunga set the value of the proposed
premises at £2,000 and -at the time of his application, June 1952, he
reported a capital base of £500 in merchandise.”® District Commissioner
Pincott advised Mpunga that he should write to the Town Planning

Secretary, and warned him that no decision could be taken on his

® Limbe Town Council Minutes, 15 August 1951, 14 May 1952 and
11 June 1952, MNA BL2/1/2/7.

' James L. Mpunga to Pincott, 15 July 1952, MNA, LD/3A/134/518
F1.
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application until Chichiri had been planned and surveyed. He said that
this could take as long as two years.” In August, Acting Chief Secreta;ry
Youens wrote Mpunga reaffirming the District Commissioner’s
transmission and added that rents and other costs were likely to be high
in Chichiri. Specifically, there would Ee a £10,000 capital requirement for
buildings and a plot rent of £30.5.5 per year. Since the African High
Density Areas would be ready for development sooner and would involve
a lower capital investment, Youens suggested that Mpunga lease a
commercial plot there.® For Mpunga and others, the writing was on the
wall. Chichiri, by far and away the most favourable location for
brickmaking and carpentry, was to be reserved for "people of means", that
is, whites and Indians. Although leasehold policy was colour blind, the
financial requirements for access to Chichiri precluded all but a handful of
African business people. These were to be relegated to more appropriate
venues -- "high density" areas, which, of course, meant African areas,

which would not enjoy the same services and facilities as those delineated

O

for Chichiri. Mpunga chose to move to Newlands three miles along the
Thyolo Road where he opened a bar and grocery. At Newlands he was
able to acquire land free of charge and avoid rates.*® Others like him

moved to Chirimba, Chigamula, Ndirande and Soche or up-country to

** Pincott to Mpunga, 25 July 1952, in Ibid. F3.
® Youens to Mpunga, 20 August 1952, in Ibid., F5.

* Interview #7, James L. Mpunga, Newlands Inn, Thyolo Road, TA
Kapeni, Blantyre District, 29 January 1987.
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Lunzu, Lirangwe and Luchenza.® In keeping with the segregationist
impulse African entrepreneurs were forced to the physical and economic
margins of the towns.

By January of 1952, the government had decided the fate of
Chichiri’s African population, and set aside £30,400 for land acquisition
and £3,600 for compensation payable to Africans moved in 1953 (£20 per
building, including gardens).* The Chief Secretary outlined the official
view of resettlement in a letter to District Commissioner Eric Barnes:

You will agree that it is essential that land in the Blantyre-

Limbe area be made available at the earliest oEportunity and

that the appropriate place [for Africans] is within the high

density area itself, either within the layout shortly to be

prepared [west of Limbe] or on African Trust Land to the
southwest of it.”

From 1953 to 1964, 992 dwellings were to be destroyed to
accommodate the development scheme. This included only those
buildings erected before the declaration of the planning area in 1948.
Those built after this time represented "unlawful use of Public Land

according to Section 21 of the Public Lands Ordinance, 1951", and their

% Those who could afford it, opted to move far from the planning
area. Pockets of coloured and African settlement existed along roads
feeding into Blantyre and Limbe. Often, these plots were owned freehold.
Joseph Bismark’s Namwili Estate is one of these early African owned
farms and several more existed along the Zomba Road past Maone and
the ITC lines. Chileka and Chikwawa Roads were also dotted by farms
owned by affluent coloureds and Africans. Henry Ascroft, spokesmeén for
the "Eur-african” coloured community for many years, had his home and
business at "The Triangle" in Chirimba, four miles along the Chileka Road.

% J.P. Feeny, Lands Officer to Barnes, 12 January 1952, MNA,
URB/TN/1/5329 F4.

7 Ibid.
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owners were ineligible for compensation.® The expulsion of Africans from
valuable sites between Blantyre and Limbe led to the burgeoning of other
peri-urban settlements, thenceforth designated "high density" residential
areas. Zingwangwa, traditionally home to many of the towns butchers,
was one such village. Others included parts of Namiwawa, Mbayani,
Michiru and Chilomoni. The planned housing areas south of Naperi
Stream like Chitawira, Soche/Chinyonga, Kapeni, Kanjedza
Chimwankhunda also took their names from villages which grew up
during the colonial period.

But town planning and the delineation of high density housing
arezs presented municipal governments with serious financial and political
problems. While they yearned for orderly urban growth, councils were
loath to accept responsibility for the urban African population. The
essence of councils’ concerns was succinctly expressed by Limbe’s Mayor
Stevens in November 1952.

jche ground [High Densi 'Area] was in the normal course

going to be occupied by Africans who may or may not be in

a position to pay rates covering the services which are

Giffcultes with:thetr xepresentation o coumals O U°

presentation on council.

In other words, recognition of a permanent urban African presence
raised the question of service and maintenance. More importantly, were

Africans to pay rates for such services, were they not also entitled to

political representation on Town Councils? Neither Blantyre nor Limbe

% Footman to 'Barnes, January 1952, URB/TN/1/5329/8.

¥ Limbe Town Council Minutes, 12 November 1952, MNA
BL2/1/2/7.
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Town Councils could countenance this possibility and so they thrust the
burden of African areas onto the Protectorate government. ﬂ

In December 1952, Limbe Town Council voted unanimously that

African high density areas be placed under government jurisdiction and
administration. Africans gained representation on Urban Advisory Boards
but these had no real political power. Town Councils provided essential
services for high density areas, but on a contract basis only.® In this
way, councils avoided the economic strain of subsidized public services,
but more importantly, the tactic blocked African political representation at

the municipal level.

The Social Setting

The physical layout and administrative wranglings over town
planning after 1949 are indicative of the segregationist impulse of Central
African colonialism. But there were exceptions to the rules of social
separation. The most obvious realm of interracial conjunction was 'that of
sport. Each community had its own sports club -- the Europeans and
Africans in Blantyre, the Indians in Limbe. The African Ndirande Welfare
Club also had a sports component. Similarly, companies, estates,
government offices and even Blantyre Mission sponsored football teams.
On the pitch, occupation and colour were of secondary importance to

pedal dexterity!® In the 1940s, football games began to be written up in

% Limbe Town Council Minutes, 10 December 1952, in Ibid.

& Interview #44, James Magola and son, Mpingwe, Blantyre District,
18 June 1988. Mr Magola explained how in 1944 at the age of 23, he left
work with Imperial Tobacco Company (ITC) for Nyasaland Railways and
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the Nyasaland Times.” Football was the only ritual in which all three

communities participated.® The ability to compete equally within the -
structure of a game served to diffuse tension, providing a safety valve for
the unavoidable frustrations of everyday life in a segregated society.
Winning for the company team contributed to a feeling of worker
solidarity and loyalty, while competing for one’s "racial” community
engendered the same kind of good feeling.® On the pitch, the underdog
had the opportunity to become victor, to turn the racial hierarchy upside
down. On one level, this controlled form of social intercourse provided
an acceptable point of contact between communities, in keeping with the
liberal vision of multi-racialism. But this form of congress was temporary,
and to a great degree, illusory, serving as a thin gloss over what was in

reality, a pernicious system of racial inequality.

stayed there for three:years. He then left and went to Thondwe Tobacco
Company. = When asked why he switched companies and even
occupations so many times, he said that it was because of a conflict over
football. ITC wanted him back because since .the loss of Magola’s
excellent goalkeeping skills, their team had been losing. Magola said that
ITC was not prepared to pay him enough and he tired of the bickering
between the company and the railways, so he left for Thondwe Tobacco
who also had a team! Information on Magola’s position and prowess are
confirmed by, Nyasaland Times, 10 September 1942.

 The Shire Highlands League Final of 1943 was to be held at the
European Country Club in Limbe and matched Imperial Tobacco
Company with the Ndirande Welfare Club team. The Reverend Hardman
was to act as referee. Unfortunately, I did not note down who won the
game. Nyasaland Times, 2 September 1943.

® Race day at Zomba was frequented bg Indians and Europeans, but
not Africans, Field hockey seems to have been confined to non-African
participants as well. To my knowledge, cricket was not popular.

* The Blantyre Mission "Blue Bombers" and the Ndirande Welfare
Club team were only two of these community oriented clubs.
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The gaiety and comradeship which surrounded sporting events was
abémdoned in the market place and after hours. The sound of drumming,
singing and laughter emanating from nightly beer drinks in Blantyre’s
peri-urban villages disturbed the non-African community in town.
Daytime condescensior} and indifference were replaced by anxiety and
consternation after nightfall, as non-Africans feared for the safety of their
property and persons.® This apprehension was most pronounced in the
late 1950s and emanated from protests and some violent demonstrations
which caused the white community to petition for increased policing.® A
State of Emergency was eventually declared in March 1959. In the
Commission Report submitted after an investigation of the troubles, a
District Commissioner was paraphrased as saying that crowds in Lilongwe
should be dispersed before dark since, "it must be remembered that
nightfall in a place like Lilongwe is very different from nightfall in a well

lighted city -- they [the African protesters] might have run amok and

® According to John McCracken, local pass laws were successfully

enforced up to the time of their abolition in the 1950s. However, crimes
against EuroFean property increased in the late 1920s. As a result of
increased policing, robbers began to turn their attention to the African
settlements. = McCracken has calculated that from January 1930 to
December 1933, 41 Cases of theft and housebreaking were reported in
Blantyre, Limbe and Zomba versus approximately 2000 in their
surrounding villages. Clearly, the peri-urban villager had more to worry
about with respect to theft than the town dweller. One cannot take the
increase in policing as an accurate gauge of anxiety level. The threat of
violence or assault is as potent as 1its incidence. John McCracken,
"Coercion and control", 133-134.

% The upsurge in urban protest was connected to the redoubled
efforts of Congress to oppose and break the Central African Federation
begun in 1953. The anti-Federation movement was a crucial component
of the development of mass nationalism in colonial Malawi during the
federal period.
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done damage".” Fears of a "massacre plot" clearly point to a
consciousness of non-African numerical minority and their real
vulnerability in the face of the African masses should they be galvanized.
It is not surprising that the name of John Chilembwe, the leader of the
1915 uprising, commonly arose during the investigation of the 1959
Emergency.

But there were reasons other than the intermittent fear of physical
and material harm which explain Europeans’ staunch resistance to
permanent African residence in town before 1948. Segregation kept an all
important social and psychological distance between Europeans and their
colonial charges. Robert Rotberg contrasts the tacit acceptance of mixed
common-law marriages between white and black in the early years of
colonialism with the less tolerant racism of later years. He links the rise
of racism in this sphere to the arrival of European women and “the
strengih of Edwardian and Victorian mores."® Yet, scientific racism was
common currency in the 1880s when mixed marriages were most ’
common. The need to segregate and separate in all walks of life became
more acute when Europeans adopted official colonialism. White

domination and colonial ruie were part and parcel of the colonial

¥ Colonial Office, Report of the Nyasaland Commission of Inquiry,
Cmnd. 814, presented to Parliament by the Secretary of State for the
Colonies by Command of Her Majesty July 1959, Her Majesty’s Stationery
Office, (London, 1959), p.65. .

68

George Simeon Mwase, Strike a Blow and Die, A Narrative of
Race Relations in Colonial Africa by George Simeon Mwase, edited and
introduced by Robert Rotberg, (Cambridge, U.S., 1967), Rotberg’s
introduction p.xxxi.
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experience in Central Africa. An image of white superiority became
indispensable to the maintenance of the principle of imperial tutelage.
White superiority underwrote and justified white political and economic
domination. Judge Nunan nunderlined this as early as 1903, when he
ruled against a mixed marriage between a white English male and a black
African woman. He stated that "the only possibility ... of any European
race preserving its supremacy in the midst of African races appears to be
by ... keeping socially aloof and by refusing to admit those of mixed race
on terms of social equality".® Yet, the existence of a significant "coloured"
population served as a potent reminder of the limitations of segregation in
maintaining social distance.

The incompleteness of segregation is perhaps best illustrated by
Indian-African relations. Indians, long criticised for their exclusive
behaviour, probably had more day-to-day contact with Africans than did
the majority of whites (with the exception of dealings with domestic
servants). "Colour bar”, or what in South Africa is called "petty
apartheid"”, prevented Africans from shopping in Nyasaland Pharmacies or
drinking in Ryall’s Hotel, but these iﬁformal sanctions were not enforced

by Indian merchants.”” The reliance on "native trade" meant that Indian -

®  Pearce to Lansdowne, 7 October 1903, Public Records Office,
London (hereafter PRO), FO2/749, encl. Judgement by Judge Nunan in
High Court of British Central Africa, 6 October 1903, cited in Sean
Morrow, “War came from the boma’: military and police disturbances in
Blantyre, 1902", Chancellor College History Department Seminar Paper,
No.11, 1985/86, p.15.

? When informants referred to "colour bar" they meant "racism”, and
not necessarily the practice of job reservation. Quite literally, it is applied

. to any instance where action is restricted because of race.
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African relations were rather different.” It was common (although illegal)
for African shop clerks to sleep on the same premises as Indian traderé,
although never in the same room. Africans were actively encouraged to
browse in Indian shops and were even given credit should they fall short
of the price of an item. Indian traders also provided African grocers with
stock, often on credit. And, of course, both Indians and Africans
experienced the disdain of the white community. )

Given the reality of these commonalities and the relatively free-
wheeling nature of Indian-African relations, it is at first ironic that there
should be such overt racism between the two communities. Indians were
stereotyped as dirty, gouging and dishonest. I am reminded of a remark
made to me by an African friend to the effect that he did not know how
Indians, living in such crowded quarters were able to make love. Other
discrimination is based upon the middleman role which many Indians
occupy. Because they have long occupied the role of trader whose
character it is to buy cheap and sell dear, and have been successful in this
capacity, there is a real belief that their success must reside in dishonest
business practices.” Likewise, Africans are stereotyped by non-Africans as

being "lazy and indolent". One has only to observe the vicious treatment

7 "Native trade" was the term used by the colonial authorities to
describe the trade in goods consumed mainly by Africans.

7 Another contemporary example of racial stereotyping occurred
when I was trying to have a telephone hooked up. I had been waiting
for service for months, when I was contacted by a telephone company
official who was very apologetic. After a brief discussion, he assured me
that I would receive service that day. His concern, he said, was to "make
sure that you were not an Indian", presumably, because Indians were
believed to be dishonest.
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of African shop clerks by their employers to get some sense of the
virulence of racist invective. I would suggest that this overt racism
between Africans and Indians originates in the economic positions of
merchants, employees and customers. The extension of the negative traits
of occupational categories (merchant or employee) to racial categories
perpetuated social intercourse based upon half-truths and maintained
social distance between peoples of colour.

Social distance was maintained even in matters of spirituality.
Muslim Indians and Africans had the Koran in common, yet they
worshipped at separate mosques, a practice alien to the "brotherhood of
Islam".” Except for a few Goan and Magolorian Christians, Indians
shared no common spiritual ground with whites. Africans and Europeans
had more in common in this regard. Because of the missionary effort,
Africans and Europeans shared the same religion, initially in the context
of white mission tutelage. Stella Maris, Montfort Brothers, Scots Free
Church Mission, the Universities Mission to Central Africa, the Roman
Catholic church and the Seventh Day Adventist church all worked
diligently to spread their version of tile gospel. Churches were not
segregated, as they were in the American south, but this did not mean

that Africans were co-equals with Europeans within the church hierarchy.

® It has been commented that this practice of establishing separate
mosques is quite foreign to Islam elsewhere which stresses religious
community irrespective of colour. Apparently it is common practice for
those entering a mosque for prayer, not to sit where they wished, but
next to persons already there (from the front row backwards) and to
physically touch neighbourin% worshipFers when sitting down by slight
pressure of the shoulders. In colonial Malawi, physical contact of this
nature was avoided through establishing separate places of worship.
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Changes in the local economy brought about by the overt twinning
of Christianity and commerce produced a group of men and women who
scholars have described as "marginal’. They were people caught between
two different and antagonistic cultures -- the traditional and the modern.”
Since education was entirely controlled by the missions until 1925, it was
from them that the first "marginal" men and women emerged. This was
true of other parts of Africa, notably Sierra Leone, where liberated
captives in the nineteenth century were released and came to form a
distinct Creole community. While there were Muslim Creoles, the majority
adopted Christianity and many acquired European style education and
became doctors, lawyers, journalists, clerics and traders.

Christianity in Nyasaland played an important role in the creation
of a "marginal” class. It did not produce doctors and lawyers as it did in
West Africa, although in 1911, the first African ministers were ordained at
the Church of Scotland Mission in Blantyre. The mainly Protestant
missions stressed the importance of practical and technical education over
academic training. Even those which did not call themselves "industrial"

missions, such as the Universities Mission to Central Africa at Bandawe

™ McCracken cites Park’s definition of "marginal man" as "one whom

fate has condemned to live in two societies and in two, not merely
different but antagonistic cultures” and suggests it is too restrictive. He
envisions the African on the make as being more capable of manipulating
competing institutions for his own bene?it than being stymied by the

Personal contradictions they pose. Manipulation applies to the
traditional” as well as the new. In this McCracken sées another version
or dimension of Cowen’s “straddling" notion. Robert E. Park,

“Introduction" to E.V. Stonequist, The Marginal Man, (New York, 1937),
xv, cited in J. McCracken, "Marginal men” the colonial experience in

gzélawi", Chancellor College History Department Seminar Paper, January
1 90 ‘
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and the Church of Scotland Mission at Blantyre aspired to be completely

self-supporting and provided African pupils with elementary education’
and apprenticeship in various trades and vocations.” They established
cash crop farms, market gardens which serviced the immediate
community, ran dairy facilities, carpentry shops and so on. In 1907, F.B.
Pearce, the Acting Commissioner in charge of Nyasaland’s administration
observed that "the dividing line between ordinary and Industrial Mission
work is not very clearly defined".”

Given the heavy involvement of missions in artisanal training, it is
not surprising that many of the territory’s independent African artisans
and business people should have sprung from this source. IHence, early
African entrepreneurs and white collar government and corporation

employees (the direct offspring of colonial capitalism) were often mission

” The Universities Mission to Central Africa failed to establish a

viable presence at Magomero and this was abandoned in 1864 after fever
and warfare combined to drive missionaries from the area. Later the
Universities Mission to Central Africa (UMCA) set up at Bandawe on
Lake Malawi and also on Likoma Island (1896). The Free Church of
Scotland set up permanent missions at Livingstonia (1875) and Blantyre
(1876). The UK/IEA and the Church of Scotland missions were the most
successful and largest, but they were joined by a plethora of others: the
Dutch Reformed Church Mission (1889), and the Zambezi Industrial
Mission and Nyasa Baptist Industrial Mission (1892). The Catholic White
Fathers established a mission at Mponda’s on the banks of the Tchiri
River between Lakes Malawi and Malombe. They were followed by the
Montfort Marist Brothers at Nguludi and Limbe. See, Ian Linden,
Catholics, Peasants and Chewa Resistance in Nvasaland, (London, 1974);
John McCracken, Politics and Christianity,; George Shepperson and
Thomas Price, Independent African. John Chilembwe and the Origins,
Setting and Significance of the Nyasaland Native Rising of 1915,
(Edinburgh, 1958); Landeg White, Magomero, Portrait of a Village,
(Cambridge, 1987).

% Pearce to Elgin, 25 April 1907, PRO, CO525/17.
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products and consequently, had some first-hand experience of Europeans.
They were exposed to Protestant Christianity and were taught the -
importance of performing good for the glory of God, before whom all
people were equal.

The reality, however, was that European political hegemony was
based upon separate and unequal relations between the races. The creation
and maintenance of an aura of pristine white exclusivity and superiority
was essential to legitimizing the exalted position of the guardians of the
sacred trust. Hence, white political and white Christian teachings stood in
contradiction to each other. The emergence of African independent
churches in South African in the last quarter of the nineteenth century
and their spread to Central Africa in subsequent years was clearly a
reaction to this. It has led some scholars to regard the indep;andent
African church movement as a form of resistance to colonial rule; the
creation of a alternative authority structures through which the
dispossessed are empowered politically. Independent churches offered
spiritual sustenance to people faced with problems arising from an
economy and society undergoing rapid and, often incomprehensible,

change.” Christianity; of one form or another, was the ideological epoxy

7 Wallace G. Mills, "The Taylor revival of 1866 and the roots of
African nationalism in the Cape Colony", Journal of Religion in Africa,
Volume 8,(1978); "The Fork in the Road", Journal of Religion in Africa,
Volume 9(1979); Harry Langworthy, "Joseph Booth, proF et of radical
change in Centra and South Africa, 1891 - 1915", Journal of Religion in
Africa, Volume 16, (1986). J. Chaphadzika Chakanza, "Sectarianism in
Joseph Booth’s mission foundations, 1925-1975: the search for causative
%19%%)}'382 Chancellor College History Department Seminar Paper No. 15,
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which held metamorphic communities together. However, the economy
thrust Africans, Indians and Europeans together and produced all manner
of tensions and conflicts. At least in one instance, religion provided the
ideological rationale for revolutionary change.”

Economic interdependence had ramifications for social exchange as
well. All manner of rules, formal and informal, contrived to maintain
separation of the races. Elaborate zoning bylaws, curfews, pass laws and
sanitation rules reinforced racial distinction and were designed to mediate
and control the physical activities of everyone on a daily basis. On a
psychological level, as in other settler colonies and the southern United
States, language was a potent medium through which the culture of
racism was reproduced. Domestic servants who had access to their
employers’ private lives were, through language, reduced to child-like
status: they lived in "boys™ quarters; one sent one’s "girl" to fetch the
children; wages were paid out piecemeal (in the form of poso, a weekly
food allowance) since Africans could not be trusted to manage money
wisely. Educated Africans who addressed Europeans in English were
often thought "cheeky", their western dress scorned and mocked by white
society.” The reduction of Africans to the level of children permitted a
sense of intimacy, but one based upon a parent-child relationship rather

than one founded on adult equality. The patrimonial tradition shot

78

See Chapter Two.
? Dane Kennedy has devoted several chapters to this topic in his
book, Islands of White: Settler Society and Culture in Kenya and Southern
Rhodesia, (Durham, North Carolina, 1989).
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through the whole fabric of the imperial experience and underwrote the
philosophy of colonial tutelage. .

Independent churches constituted an overt response to the obvious
contradictions and hypocrisy of European Christianity in a racist colonial
society. But there were other more subtle occult reactions which
emanated from the racism encountered in daily social intercourse.
Evidence suggests that Africans held deep-seated reservations about the
morality and worthiness of their colonial "superiors" and these qualms
found expression in folklore.

One of the most common expressions of this distrust can be found
in the mythology of uchifwamba, the belief in white cannibalism and
hooliganism.¥ The origins of uchifwamba are obscure. Shepperson and
Price discussed this fear in the context of the abolition of the slave trade
in Central Africa when it was alleged that Arab slavers from Tanganyika
territory and the north end of Lake Malawi spread rumours that the white
man’s desire to stop the trade in slaves was a 'deception. For hundreds of
years, they said, Europeans had been transporting ship-loads of Africans
to the New World, not to use their labour, but to eat them.®
Consequently, whites should not be trusted and Africans north of the

Zambezi should rise up and expel them from the territory. Uchifwamba

®  Mandala states that uchifwamba means "kidnapping”, but this
seems to have been only part of its meaning. The informants I spoke to
made a direct and clear connection between uchifwamba and white
cannibalism. Mandala, Work and Control, p.396.

 Shepperson and Price, Independent African, chapter one and p. 87.
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I was told by one informant, is a synonym for "cannibalism", others
insisted that it was a general term for hooliganism or an explanation for
unseen violent crime. One other informant connected uchifwamba
indirectly to both slaving and cannibalism by asserting that it was
associated with marauding bands of horsemen who, under cover of
darkness, used to kidnap people in Blantyre and Thyolo District for
imprisonment and eventual consumption by white planters.” The
horsemen were African, I was told, and although one person insisted on

having been chased by uchifwamba, and heard the beat of the horses’

hoofs, he admitted that he had not actually seen them.® Megan Vaughan
recorded rumours of European cannibalism as it was alleged to have
occurred during the 1949 famine. This involved the selling of children by
Indian traders to whites for food and medicinal purposes!® Even today,
mothers threaten troublesome children with "giving them to the mzungu
(white person)" if they do not behave. These "old wives’ tales",
engendered a fear of white skinned persons and inculcated a sense of
distrust of Europeans, who had, after all, dispossessed the African

majority. They buttressed the fear of nocturnal marauders and

¥ Mandala mentions that in the Lower Tchiri, uzungu, was the term

used to describe "wage slavery", particularly the practice of working for
whites. He contrasts this institution with ukapolo, the indigenous form of
servitude practised in the region before the 1860s. QQ;Q%_ comes from the
word European -- mzungu. Mandala, Work and Control, p. 113.

8 Mr. and Mrs. F. Sangala, Kings Phiri, Owen Kalinga and Nyemba
Mbekeani, 1988; Interview #47 E.B. Akimu, Ndirande, Blantyre District, 22
June 1988.

¥ See, Megan Vaughan, Portrait of an African Famine, Gender and
Famine in Twentieth Century Malawi, (Cambridge, 1987), p.41.
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encouraged people to travel in large groups after dark. As a social
control mechanism, uchifwamba made a profound impression on Africén
consciousness. It perpetuated social distance and was a powerful reaction
to and reminder of white hegemony.

In addition to dealing with the stresses and strains inherent to a
racist culture, Africans were compelled to cope with the complexities born
of urban society. Most urbanites retained links with their home villages,
but in town, they were obliged to come to grips with a plethora of new
social problems. Marriages between people of different cultural and
linguistic groups became more common and produced conflicts over
inheritance and child custody practices. The dominance of male wage
labour and reliance on the cash economy which stressed male
participation threw up a need for ideological rationales and strained
gender and kinship relations. The adoption of Christianity with its strong
patriarchal tradition offered some psychological relief, but it was not fully
appropriate to local conditions and conflicted with custom in crucial areas,
most notably over marriage and divorce laws and the question of
polygamy (which Islam condoned). Marriage law of course had
ramifications in terms of inheritance, and to date these issues remain
unresolved.

Tensions within the .family were mirrored in the wider society and
challenged existing authority patterns. In 1959, Bettison and Apthorpe
undertook a sociological survey of Ndirande and wrote at some length
about the tensions they saw emerging between different power groups.

They estimated its population at about 3,000 persons, but this figure is
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probably low. (See Table 1.1)* Most of the families enumerated in this
study were allegedly local Yao or Mang’anja. There were significant
numbers of non-indigenous inhabitants, mainly Angoni and Alomwe.
These people came from Dedza, Ntcheu, Nsanje or Mozambique, and soon
married into the local population. Bettison and Apthorpe found evidence
of tension between recent arrivals and traditional chiefly elites emanating
from the wealth and independence of the former. They commented at
length upon the ambiguous social status of territorial "outsiders” and the
challenge they posed to authority structures in the peri-urban milieu.

The authority of the headmen in Ndirande is also
influenced by the presence in Ndirande of a number of
wealthy Africans, but largely in a contrary way. Some of
these rich people are members of founding lineages, but our
evidence suggests the majority are persons who have bought
or built properties as non-rent paying tenants. Certain of
them have direct commercial interests in Ndirande: others
have or have had similar interests elsewhere. They are
frequently vocal in politics. Circumstances did not allow us
to make a detailed enquiry into the activities of this most
important group ... On the one hand, under African Trust
land tenure, they bave the advantage of no thangata and an
unusual freedom to carry on business under relatively
favourable conditions in so far as there are no Indian or
European traders in Ndirande for example. The headmen
represent authority under this type of tenure and hence
cannot be ignored even by the most independent and

¥ In two areas surveyed, between 70% and 85% of houses were

inhabited by lineage founders or their relatives. Only 15% of houses werc
rented. ettison and Apthorpe took this as evidence of a stable
population. It is not clear if their figures accounted for lodgers, friends or
distant relatives who may have resided at different dwellings on any
Eiven evening. Were these persons not counted, then their fggures would
e significantly underestimated. Moreover, failure to include transients
Woulg mean the portrayal of a much more stable community than was
the case. See Table 1.1. ).G. Bettison and R.J. Apthorpe, "Authority and
residence in a peri-urban social structure -- Ndirande, Nyasaland”, The
Nyasaland Journal, 14,1(1961), 33.
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individualistic businessman.*

Trust Land status meant that local government was under the
control of the chiefs, yet proximity to Blantyre and Limbe meant a local
population increasingly divorced from village life. The colonial economy
offered the opportunity for individuals tc accumulate wealth and status
through wage labour or self employment and this threw up a class of
people whose livelihood and social standing were intimately linked to the
urban economy. Nevertheless, because of birth, they were strangers in the
peri-urban environment and no matter how much their new found wealth
enabled them to garner the support of clients and customers, they had no
voice in the traditional authority structures.

Not having a voice within the traditional or Indirect Rule system,
the new urban elite created alternative political and social structures;
before the Second World War, Native Associations, welfare societies and,
to a himited degree, tribal associations, were the arenas in which outsiders
aired their views and distributed patronage arid assistance. In 1944, a
number of Blantyre’s African entrepreneurs and white collar clerical
workers formed the Nyasaland African Congress which was an
organisation founded by and for new elite interests, even though it
developed a mass character in the 1950s. The issues discussed by the
NAC in the early years réﬂect this. They were extremely concerned to
improve African education; they agitated for new marriage laws; they

protested against government restrictions of credit facilities available to

% Ibid., 36.
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Africans and lamented the Indian monopoly of retail trade.” In short,
their grievances were political, but narrowly self-interested, and were
geared towards gaining a greater share in the colonial system, not its

dissolution.

The Entrepreneur in Chronological Context

Urban African entrepreneurs faced a volatile and hostile economic
and political environment. District, central and municipal governments
bent upon maintaining a racial hierarchy in which Africans were to be
"hewers of wood and drawers of water" blocked African enterprise in the
towns, sometimes by accident, sometimes by design.. A commitment to
big business in the form of highly capitalized, non-African firms and the
political imperative of segregation meant that African commerce was
channelled into "appropriate” physical venues: the peri-urban villages and,
later, high density housing areas. Just as the organisation of urban spaces
determined the physical parameters of African urban entrepreneurship, the
culture of racism served to dictate the economic niches into which African
business fell. African businesses came to fill the gaps left by non-African
firms: hence, they dominated service industries linked to the urban
African market.

Africans operated on the geographic and commercial margins of
Blantyre-Limbe, pushed there by foreign planners, developers and

commercial interests. Nevertheless, marginalism did pay in some cases.

% See, Chapter Three.
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What follows is an account of how the self-employed African eﬁtreprez}eur
came to make it pay. Entrepreneur is defined as someone who not only
runs an enterprise by ploughing profits back into a firm, but one who
innovates. This definition distinguishes entrepreneurs from other African
business people such as market gardeners, or heer brewers who, although
they engaged in productive enterprises, did not seek to establish an
autonomous business entity or existential firm. Emphasis is placed upon
those who sought not simply to keep afloat in a foreign dominated
economy, but to swim successfully against its current and to reorder it in
their sector.

The narrative begins by explaining how and why Africans came to
live in and around towns when their economic future there seemed so
unpropitious. It is easiest to trace the development of urban business in
three chronological periods. First, from 1907 to 1915, African enterprise
in Southern Province was characterized by growing tension between
African and European agriculture. In the Shire Highlands®, the area of
heaviest European settlement, this manifested itself on two levels: within
the "thangata" system, where European planters and African peasant -
producers competed for African labour time; and secondly, where a

"modernizing" African planting elite and their European counterparts

® T have used the spelling "Shire" in all cases where it applies to
European place names. Elias Mandala employs the more proper chinyanja
spelling "Tchiri" when referring to "Malawian" place names. I follow his
lead and have used the vernacular renderings of place names except when
to do so would be anachronistic.
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competed for labour, status and scarce resources.” This tension, rooted in
economic grievances, came increasingly to manifest itself in a racist idiom.

Many aspiring African "planters” endorsed the spirit, if not the
methods of John Chilembwe’s rebellion of January 1915. The rebellion
failed, but subsequent investigations exposed the injustices perpetrated in
the name of thangata up to that time. Much of the popular support for
the rebellion came from workers on the A.L. Bruce estates, but the
nucleus of the conspiracy was formed by independent African business
people, religious leaders and land owners who found their efforts to win
respect and equality in the colonial world repeatedly blocked by a hostile
European state and society.  Entrepreneurs like Duncan Njilima and
John Gray Kufa participated in the uprising and lost both life and
property as a result. Other men like Peters Mlelemba, although they
endorsed the early activities of John Chilembwe, did not involve
themselves in the rising, perhaps because they recognized the slim chance
it had of success. Even though individual motives remain elusive, the
aims of the rebellion itself seem to have emanated from a desire to recast
Nyasaland in a new mould in which the emerging "independent African”
would play an indispensable role.

Far from rejecting all things European, Chilembwe’s world view

embodied those elements of European culture and economy which

¥ In this context, thangata refers to the system of forced labour

revalent in the Shire Highlands throughout the colonial period. It comes
rom the chinyanja verb "kuthangata” which means "to help" and signified
in precolonial days the tributary labour accorded a chief in return for
religious and secular leadership and protection. More will be said of
thangata during the colonial period below.
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promised benefits as long as these were shared out among the people
who produced them. In that sense, "Africa for the Africans" was a cr}; for
change, not a plea for reversion to the old order of chaos and anarchy.
Chilembwe’s Africa, and the Africa of his bourgeois coterie, was to be an
Africa firmly rooted in Western notions of progress, buttressed by an '
Africanised Christianity which emphasised self-reliance, good conduct and
good works for the betterment of society and the glory of God. It was a
utopian aim, born of the frustration of a new middle class, a class of
social and economic marginals who found themselves blocked from equal
participation in colonial society by virtue of their colour. In the aftermath
of the rebellion, little doubt remained that the guardians of the sacred
trust would remain European. Of course, "traditional" rulers would
assisted them in their mission,” African "modernisers" would take a back
seat to traditional rulers until the post 1945 period.

From 1915 to 1937, the principal economic roles to be played by
Africans in Nyasaland solidified and revolved around three central

developments: the introduction of Indirect Rule; the consolidation of

* Vail and White hold that the Chilembwe uprising was one of the
main reasons the colonial state sought to buttress the aut%xority of the Yao
chiefs in the south. They argue that through strengthening these loyal
chiefs the authorities sought to control the fractious Lomwe (inguru) who
formed the main rank and file support for Chilembwe. Leroy Vail and
Landeg White, "Tribalism in the political history of Malawi", in Leroy Vail
(ed.), The Creation of Tribalism in Southern Africa, (London, 1989).

® The educated elite coalesced in Native Associ. tions (the first being
the North Nyasa Native Association formed in 1912). Many served as
advisers to Native Authorities after the introduction of indirect rule in
1933. They were also given representation on the District and Provincial
Native Councils after the Second World War.
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tobacco and tea as the agricultural mainstays of the formal colonial
economy; and finally, the rationalization of the migrant labour system

culminating in the Salisbury Agreement of 1937. During the depression

years, plantation produced tea and tenant and peasant grown tobacco
emerged as the main generators of export revenues. While Africans in
Central Province might earn income through tobacco production, for the
people of Southern Province, the road to economic success lay elsewhere.
For some, security and a cachet of "respectability” lay in the acquisition of
education, a white collar job and eventually a small pension. For others,
opportunity lay in employment outside the Protectorate, in South Africa,
Southern Rhodesia and later, in Northern Rhodesia. After 1938, more and
more "Nyasas" travelled abroad to work. The cities of south central
Africa were larger, more cosmopolitan, more dangerous than Blantyre-
Limbe. They were more stringently regulated and policed, but at the
same time offered higher wages and a broader range of entertainments on
which to spend them.

During the 1930s there was some movement to urban areas as
Africans sought positions in government and private employ, but the
towns remained small. Because of a commitment to racial segregation
and a lack of funds local and protectorate administrative levels, little
provision was made to accommodate this urban influx. Official neglect
was greeted by African initiative and the burgeoning of a small tertiary
sector reliant on African demand for housing, transport and foodstuffs.

But this was a small and silent revolution. More generally, the

1920s and 1930s were years of economic retrenchment and it was not until
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after the Second World War that the economy experienced a favourable
turn of fortune. Like all British colonial wartime economies, Nyasaland’s
experience was one of import quotas, rationing and increased
governmental control. Only after 1948 did optimism return, founded
upon high primary product prices. In Blantyre and Limbe this sparked a
small building boom. Assisted by experience gained abroad, African
urban business, especially sectors linked to the construction industry, took
off. With -a market finally vibrant enough to demand and absorb new
enterprises, Africans branched out into new service industries and
expanded their roles in productive enterprise to include those of managers
and owners.

The economy was sufficiently buoyant to support "moonlighters",
too: white collar workers who engaged in small business on a part-time
basis in order to supplement their salaries and more and more of these
part-time business people shifted to complete self-employment as
nationalist politics gained momentum after 1944. Self-employment
encouraged autonomous political action and was increasingly taken up by
those involved in nationalist politics.”> The struggle from the margins
waged by independent business people, once a purely economic fight,
came to form part and parcel of a wider political agenda. Entrepreneurs
contributed money and time to NAC activities and their contribution to

nationalist politics was based on calculated self-interest. As in 1915,

% Many employees vocal in politics retire or were sacked and moved
into self employment. For some this was a temporary move, for others,
permanent.



73

political action was in large part spawned by a desire to win a place in
the new order.

The official sanctioning of a permanent urban African presence in
the post-1945 era was a landmark in the history of Blantyre and Limbe,
but it did not represent a break with the racialism of the preceding sixty
years. The state sanctioned urban residence for an African labour force.
Business people were squeezed to the margins by the new urban plan in
which they had no place. The following narrative clearly documents the
problems and pitfalls faced by Africans seeking to carve out an
independent living for themselves in the Protectorate’s towns which began

as, and continued to be, the preserve of the white hegemon.



Chapter Two
Small Beginnings -- the Plantation Economy and the

Development of African Enterprise, 1907 - 1915

"The Village Blacksmith in Central Africa"

Under a Eucalyptus tree

The village blacksmith sits,

Before him is a cheap light car,

And a motorbike in Eits,

And the Owner and the Chauffeur, too,
Want repairs done in two ticks.

The village blacksmith scowls at them
As he lights a cigarette

He tells the boys what they’re to do,
Goes out and has a wet;

The Owner and the Chauffeur, too,
Wait weeks for what they get.

The natives coming home from work

Look in at the open door,

They like to see him make his bills

And hear the Owners roar,

And the Chauffeurs swear, as they declare,
They ne’er paid like that before.

He dgoes each morning to his box
And packs away his chits,

He thinks one day he’ll realize,

Upon such little bits.

And the Owner and the Chauffeur, too,
By such things think they’re quits.

The chestnut tree long since is dead,
For chestnuts do grow old.

The smith’s shed has grown into

A building big and bold.

It bears "Garage" above the door,

If it’s not "To be Sold".

- Plaﬁﬂiarized.
Nyasaland Times, 9 April 1914

74
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This piece of doggerel poetry is one of the earliest European

characterizations of African business in Central Africa before World War
One. It suggests several things. Most self-employed Africans were
tailors, market gardeners and washer people, who like the village
blacksmith had shifted their activities to take advantage of the
opportunities offered by the colonial economy. The blacksmith/mechanic
exemplifies the person who innovates, who builds on a skill and adapts it
to new economic circumstances: the forger of iron and maker of hoes
and spears becomes the creator of automobile parts and services the
"motors” of European owners. Like the market gardeners, dairy people,
tailors and cycle repairers, his business is a marginal affair. Nonetheless,
he is prosperous enough to employ "boys” to whom he delegates certain
tasks while he himself is free to smoke and have a drink. Ide works at
his own speed and extracts, according to the anonymous bard, an
extortionate fee. He practices a rudimentary form of accounting, keeping
his "chits" or invoices in a box in his garage. His African neighbours
"coming home from work" for the European, take pride in the mechanic’s
ability to irritate and exploit the helplessness of the European car owner,
The latter seems to have no choice but to patronize the African mechanic,
perhaps because he has haplessly been stranded close to the village shop.
In any case, the blacksmith-mechanic benefits from the motorist’s
misfortune. He does eventually "realize" upon such "little bits", to the
extent that he can erect a new building, or perhaps sell his business after
several years of gouging marooned Furopeans. No mention is made of

his handing the business down to his children. The tone of the poem is
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smug. The European writer could confidently poke fun at his own
temporary impotence, firm in the knowledge that in 1914, his was the 4
incontestable power in Central Africa.

In 1915 something happened in the Southern Province of Nyasaland
which called white supremacy into question. In January of that year an
abortive uprising, led by a western educated African Baptist Minister,
John Chilembwe, shook the foundations of European settler society. In
spite the its failure to bring about an "Africa for the African” in
Nyasaland, the Chilembwe uprising led Europeans to reevaluate the
security of their position in the Protectorate and prompted a heightened
concern over the political volatility of Ethiopianism and
Mohammedanism." Even though the official explanation of the rising was
that it was simply the product of a religious fanatic, subsequent
investigation exposed some of the graver injustices perpetrated against
workers on several European estates in the Shire Highlands which
Government made some efforts to address. The result was legislative
changes to the terms of labour tenancy and closer regulation of workers’

pay. Government also recognized the need to bring educated Africans

' What officlals in Nyasaland were worried about was a coming
together of Islamic and Independent African Church movements. In a
secret despatch to the Secretary of State, Governor Smith stated that
"experience during the rising of 1915 indicated rather the possibility of a
fusion where the result might be the overthrow of white rule. ~Some
Mahomedan [sic] Yaos were undoubtedly sitting on the fence, if they had
not lent more active support to John Chilembwe’s revolt." Smith went on
to remark that the only way to combat the political "guiding principles"
present in both Mohammedanism and Ethiopianism was through secular
education which would develop "a higher sense of political and
commercial development as opposed to religious concentration”. Smith to
Milne, 18 February 1918, PRO, CO525/78.
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into the fold, especially those who had travelled abroad and picked up
dangerous ideas in the process. These individuals, according to one
report,

... return [from U.S.A. and South Africa] to take up trading

or planting, but the majority enter on religion and preaching

as a business, the ease of the life and power and influence

over their fellows appealing to them strongly ..

In Governor Smith’s view, a "more individual property in the soil
and vested interests in trade and industry" for Africans might "go far in

fn

repressing predatory instincts and overt rebellious acts..." and that "there
should be a gradual but extending participation by the more enlightened
and progressive natives in their own administration" at the local level.”
These changes designed to create a vested interest in the colonial system
were born, not out of any humanitarian impulse, but so that a
Chilembwe-type revolt might be avoided in future.

For many years, the official interpretation of the uprising went
unquestioned in written accounts. Chilembwe, a mission educated Baptist
preacher who had been ordained in absentia by an American Theological
College in Lynchburg, Virginia was regarded as a man who would be
king; a man who sought through "a wide and well-organized movement

4

to attack and massacre the whites".! Chilembwe’s objective was the

2 Memorandum of 17 December 1917, initialled by Executive Council
Member "W.W." sent to the Secretary of State, CO525/78.

* Ibid.

* Governor Smith, cited in , RI. Rotberg, "Psychological stress and
the question of identity: Chilembwe’s revolt reconsidered”, in Rotberg

(ed.), Rebellion in Black Africa, (London, 1971), p.138.

"M
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creation of a theocratic state reminiscent of that envisioned by the fictional
Prester John® The findings of the 1916 Commission of Inquiry into the
causes of the uprising broadly concurred with this view but, as Robert
Rotberg has pointed out, the Commission failed to "demonstrate the
nature of the information which indicated such unequivocal conclusions."

In later years, the causes of the uprising and motivations of
Chilembwe and his followers captured the curiosity of a number of
scholars and amateur historians, not least because much of the
documentation pertaining to these events was destroyed in a fire at the
Secretariat at Zomba in 1919 The debate has pivoted around the

personality and motivations of Chilembwe himself. Shepperson and Price,

in their landmark study, Independent African conclude that the objective
can be explained in one of two ways: in the event of a successful
revolution, Chilembwe wished to establish an African theocratic state,
"with selective European guidance", but one run by and for Africans. He
did not pursue the restoration of the old tribal order, "but sought to break

the European monopoly of the power, wealth, and dignity which their

® John Buchan, Prester John, (London, 1956), first published 1910.

¢ An internal Commission of Enquiry was struck in April of 1915
and submitted its report in 1916. GN69/15, 28 April 1915; Government
Printer, Report of the Commission appointed by His Excellency the
Governor to inquire into Various Matters and Questions concerned with
the Native Rising within the Nyasaland Protectorate, (Zomba, 1916).

7 Fire broke out on the night of February 17 and 18 and destroyed
offices of the Secretariat, Council Chamber, the Treasury, Audit, Post and
Public Works. The Attorney General’s office and auxiliary Treasury and
Audit offices were saved. Since "nearly all the archives and records” were
in the Secretariat, they were destroyed. Duff to Milne, 24 February 1919,
PRO, CO525/82.
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culture conferred, not to reject that way of life". If unsuccessful, the
rebellion would serve as a gesture of protest against European rule
Rotberg avers that Chilembwe desired martyrdom and that this assertion
is backed up by assessments of his psychological state in 1915.° George
Simeon Mwase, an amateur historian writing in the 1930s, believed that
Chilembwe was almost completely concerned to make a symbolic gesture;
to "strike a blow and die". He argued that Chilembwe did not really take

the decision to rebel until after the government censor refused to allow

publication of a letter Chilembwe sent to the Nyasaland Times in
November 1914 protesting against the use of African porters in the
Europeans’ war."” It was only after this that the frustration Chilembwe
felt over conditions on the A.L. Bruce Estates and the personal enmity
between himself and W.]. Livingstone, the estate manager, the indignities
suffered by Africans in a racist culture culminated in recourse to violent

action. In Mwase's view, this led to a series of meetings in December

® George Shepperson and Thomas Price, Independent African. John

Chilembwe and the Origins, Setting and Significaﬁce of the Nyasaland
Native Rising of 1915, (Edinburgh, 1958), pp.255; 429; 435.

9

Rotberg, "Psychological stress".
©  ".In time of peace everything [is] for Europeans only. And
instead of honour we suffer humiliation with names contemptible. But in
time of war it has been found that we are needed to share hardships and
shed our blood in equality ... Instead the poor Africans who have nothing
to own in this present world, who in dgath, leave only a long line of
widows and orphans in utter want and dire distress are invited to die for
a cause which is not theirs". Chilembwe’s letter to the Nyasaland Times
which was excised by the Government censor. Mrs. K. Livingstone
allowed Shepperson and Price to examine copy of the letter printed on an
inset for the 26 November 1914 issue, but which was later withdrawn.
See Shepperson and Price, Independent African, p.235
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1914 at which:

all the chiefs etc. gathered up again, and begun to suggest
their ideas. They all came to conclusion, that by not
answering us on our re?uest, means death on us. They all
said that “It was better for all of us to die, than to live and
see all these troubles, especially, to our women and children,
whenever the husband is killed, leaving wife and children
nothing in the kind of help such as pension or gratui?/ is
given them, and after all they look very poor and useless.

711

It was after a last meeting in December that Chilembwe resolved to
"do the dead [deed]" and at a meeting in early January when he
announced the decision to "strike a blow and die", he allegedly made
continual references to "John Brown of America" who had died so
courageously in the cause of freedom.” It was the discovery of this
source and letters from Chilembwe to one Haya Edward Peters Mlelemba
which disclosed the former’s financial difficulties which led Rotberg to
conclude that Chilembwe’s uprising was really the function of a man bent
upon self-destruction; a man who saw his role as that of African martyr.”®

There are two main problems with these interpretations. First,
scholars assume that the uprising was doomed‘ from the start and transfer
this assumption back in time into the minds of all invelved.
Consequently, they are preoccupied with trying to puzzle out what it was

that spurred Chilembwe on this disastrous course, and what it was he

hoped to gain from it. They look to the man’s preaching and even try to

" George Simeon Mwase, Strike a Blow and Die, A Narrative of
Race Relations in Colonial Africa By George Simeon Mwase, edited and
introduced by Robert Rotberg, (Cambridge, U.S., 1967), p.35.

? Ibid., p.36.
¥ Rotberg, "Psychological stress".
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decipher his psychological make-up for guidance in this. Leys refers to
Chilembwe’s impassioned speeches pertaining to the Old Testament
struggle of the Jews with the Egyptians and the Philistines and puts this
forward as evidence of his resolution to set himself up as a latter day
Moses, the leader of a twentieth century righteous rebellion.™ Rotberg, on
the other hand, cites Chilembwe’s use of the New Testament, Acts 20:32
to prove that Chilembwe was launched on a course of martyrdom after
Novernber 1914:

And now brethren, I commend you to God, and to the word

of his grace, which is able to build you up, and to give you

an inheritance among all them which are sanctified.

Clearly, one can find evidence of diverse motivations in the second-
hand recordings of his sermons and speeches. It is equally possible to
interpret these monologues as fiery rhetoric designed to inflame the
passions of an audience and inspire them to action.

Rotberg’s attempt to analyze the psyche of Chilembwe is rife with
methodological problems. It is difficult enough to assess the character of
an individual and establishing motivation for discreet actions is even more
impregnable under the best of conditions; that is, regular psycho-therapy
sessions over a course of years with a more or less willing subject. The
difficulties of doing this armed only with the scantiest of documentary
and second-hand oral eviaence are sufficient to call into serious question
any conclusions drawn from the resultant personality sketch, no matter

how interesting and compelling the construction of this might be as an

* Norman Leys, Kenya, (London, 1924), p. 328.
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academic exercise.

Recourse to psycho-historical endeavours based upon fragmentary
evidence are symptomatic of the second problem which plagues analysis
of this historical event and that is the preoccupation with the personality
and action of Chilembwe, the man. Whatever they tell us about
Chilembwe’s feelings about the prospects of a successful rising, his
speeches provide no insight into the minds of his followers. Did they
also see the rebellion as a symbolic act, or a viable bid for power?
Doubtless, as the uprising’s leader, Chilembwe was important, but
emphasising his role obscure the motivations and actions of his followers.
There were concrete economic and social grievances which prompted
people to follow him which are directly or indirectly mentioned by most
writers. Landeg White has most recently described the brutal conditions
under which workers lived on the A.L. Bruce Estates which would have
attracted them to Chilembwe’s call”® Twenty years earlier, Shepperson
and Price also give considerable weight to land and labour issues, but
decried the emphasis on economic causes, since these overshadowed
"other aspects of the movement, of which its reaction to the whole
complicated change of scene that the Great War brought to central Africa
is an important part.”® They did so because they were concernéd to
answer questions regarding the place Chilembwe’s movement should be

given in the context of the history of early African nationalism and the

® Lande§ White, Magomero, Portrait of an African Village,
(Cambridge, 1987).

' Shepperson and Price, Independent African, p.431.
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history of the African diaspora.”” So while admitting the importance of
economic factors, Shepperson and Price were more concerned to explain
the socio-religious underpinnings of the uprising and how it was similar
to and differed from other early responses by Africans to colonialism.

In spite of their different agenda, Shepperson and Price
acknowledged the economic reasons underlying "petit bourgeois"
participation in the uprising. The cabal of independent business people
and white collar workers which surrounded Chilembwe had little in
common with the Lomwe workers who formed the rank and file support
for the uprising. Neither were they all members of Chilembwe’s
congregation, so it is questionable that they would have embraced his
notion of martyrdom. These were independent business people and
mission-educated white collar government and private sector employees.
Without their support, it is difficult to conceive how Chilembwe’s assault,
however flawed, would have succeeded even to the limited extent that it
did. Men like Duncan Njilima, James Gray Kufa Mapantha, Hugh
Mathaka, Thomas Lulanga, A.M. Chisuse and Whiskers Matengo were
significant property owners who had much to lose from participation in a
failed rebellion. Several of them were Chilembwe’s "generals” and there is
evidence which suggests that for them, rebellion was neither a belated nor
spontaneous act as Mwase suggests, but a calculated gamble to change the

existing order.

7 Ibid., Chapter IX seeks to do this explicitly.
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If, as Rotberg suggests, the uprising was merely an act of
martyrdom and was conceived as such, how do we explain the
participation of Chilembwe’s followers? Were they all, as a group, bent
upon martyrdom? Was Chilembwe such a powerful force that he was
able to inspire, like Reverend Jones in Guyana, such loyalty and blind |
faith in an obviously doomed project? Were the factors which “"deepened
Chilernbwe’s disenchantment and warped his view of the future" as
potent for his coterie of co-conspirators?”® Logic suggests otherwise.
While officials may have needed to set up Chilembwe as a megalomaniac
in order to expunge themselves of any responsibility for the conditions
which engendered rebellious behaviour, they were probably correct in
their assessment that this was a premeditated, if not well planned or
executed, plot.

In December of 1914, Nyasaland’s European population was
distracted by the German campaign in East Africa. Moreover, it was a
small European population which controlled in excess of one million
Africans. The population figures reported in the Protectorate Blue Books
reveal this. In 1914-15, there were 831 Europeans in Nyasaland: 587
males and 244 females. Of these, 543 (or 65% of the total) lived in

Blantyre, Mlanje, Zomba and the Upper Shire Districts. The Indian

®  Rotberg pointed to Chilembwe’s indebtedness, his susceFtibility to
asthma attacks, the death of his daughter and a "host of personal
difficulties" which combined to create a psychological state which readied
him for rebellion. Robert Rotberg, "Resistance and rebellion in British
Nyasaland and German East Africa, 1888-1915: a tentative comparison”,
Prosser Gifford and Willlam Roger Louis (eds.) with the assistance of
Alison Smith, Britain and Germany in Africa, Imperial Rivalry and
Colonial Rule, (London, 1967), pp.684-685.
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population was also small, only 410 people divided between 385 males
and 25 females. Sixty-two percent of these lived in the same |
aforementioned districts.” These four administrative areas were included
in the operational area of the rebellion. The puny size of the non-African
population alone suggests that the rebellion, in theory, stood considerable
chance of success. Premeditation is also the most logical explanation for
the letter soliciting assistance for the revolt sent to the German command
in Tunduru in German East Africa and also explains the severing of
telegraph lines between Blantyre and Zomba and the planning of aa
escape route into Portuguese East Africa® Lewis Bandawe, in his
Memoirs argues that his uncle, Joseph Bismarck, was asked to take part in
plans for the uprising before November 1914, but he avoided Chilembwe
thereafter. Similar requests were made of Reverend Matecheta and Mr.
Chisuse, the mission printer. They reported this to Reverend Hetherwick
at Blantyre Mission, who discounted their warnings.? However poorly
Chilembwe and his coterie of "independent Africans" plotted, plot they
did.

®  Government Printer, Nyasaland Protectorate Blue Books 1914-15,
(Zomba, 1915).

®  The letter sent to the Germans has never been found, but the
German official at Tunduru’s response is cited in ful! in Shepperson and
Price, Independent African, p.256.

21

Lewis Mataka Bandawe, (edited and introduced by B. Pachai),
Memoirs of a Malawian, The life and reminiscences of Lewis Mataka
Bandawe, M.B.E., (Blantyre, 1971), p.62.
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While the attraction of a rebellion to landless estate workers is

obvious, and while most adopted a "wait and see" approach to the risi-ng,
it remains to explain the active involvement of the petit bourgeois rebels.
Shepperson and Price suggest that in general, European society scorned
the "small native capitalists, who seemed so insignificant in comparisoﬁ
with European enterprises that they were often regarded as silly upstarts”
and suggest that this attitude may have compelled some of these people
to throw in their lot with Chilembwe. However, they argue, "[flor their
motives in this, there is little direct evidence".” Shepperson and Price, in
fact, sum up the position of these "small property-owners"

... His lot was not an easy cne, for he faced the competition
of the Indian storekeeper and trader on his own level; and,
should he aspire to higher forms of production and trade, he
found that not only dif his own lack of training and tradition
hamper him but, in an economy like Nyasaland’s, though
labour was cheap, amounts of capital beyond his command
were needed to maintain and increase production because of
the natural and artificial hazards to which the economy was

subjected.”

While the factors cited above -- lack of capital and familiarity with
plantation style production -- presented difficulties for Afriéan planters in
the Shire Highlands they were common to non-African planters as well.
They, too, had to grapple with problems of labour supply, transport costs
and devising efficientrways of producing cash crops in a tropical

environment There were, however, obstacles which Africans faced

2 Shepperson and Price, Independent African, p.247.
2 Ibid., p.246.

*  Getting crops to market was a serious problem for Nyasaland’s
lanters. They were reliant on tenga tenga (ﬁ)lorterage) and the Tchiri
iver for the first leg of the journey to the railhead at the Zambezi and
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which non-Africans did not and these placed African planters and traders
at a greater disadvantage. These impediments combined with racial |
prejudice were the potent sources of discontent which launched this small,
but important group, along the road to violent rebellion.

To understand the climate of frustration in Southern Province in
1915, one must begin with a discussion of land. The expropriation of
African lands by European settlers was effected swiftly and smoothly.
Soon after the establishment of the British Central African Protectorate in
1891, its first Commissioner, Sir Harry Johnston, investigated the validity
of European land claims in Central Africa. Where landholdings were
deemed to have been acquired in the appropriate fashion, Johnston issued
a certificate of claim, a document which conveyed the holder frechold
rights to the designated area. Up to 1894, this constituted 3,705,255 acres
out of a Protectorate total of 25,161,924.* Over 194,464 acres of this were
in Blantyre District and constituted over half of the total district area.

Land alienation was most severe in the Shire Highlands and despite a

on to Beira. An estimate for 1906 stated that for export to be profitable,
crops had to sell at £12 per ton. Coffee, cotton and tobacco cost
considerably more to produce and transport in these early years, and it
was for this reason that settlers were so eager for a rail link between
Blantyre and the Zambezi. A line between Blantyre and Chiromo on the
Tchiri River was under construction which would link the plantations to
the Zambezi by water. Unfortunately, the Tchiri's water level was
dropping at this time and so the line was extended further south to Port
Herald (Nsanje) which was open to river craft at all times. This line was
completed in" 1908 and gave a real push to the cultivation of cotton.
Nyasaland Report for the Year 1906 - 7, 20 June 1917, CO525/18; Leroy
Vail, "The making of an imperial slum: Nyasaland and its railways, 1895 -
1935", Journal of African History, XVI,1(1975), 92-93.

® Ibid., p.37.




ruling by Judge Nunan in 1903 that chiefs in that region had illegally
"sold" or disposed of their lands, over half of the arable land in the area
remained in white hands.”® All land which was not held under certificates
of claim reverted to Crown control and its disposal was administered
through its agent, the Protectorate government. According to Pachai’s
calculations, by March 1920, a further 193,472 freehold acres and 118,504

QOrdinance 1912.%

European settlers were intent upon establishing viable estate cash
crop production, and the establishment of labour intensive plantation
production was the single most important economic change affecting the
Shire Highlands of colonial Malawi before the First World War. Initially,
European planters experimented with coffee and then with cotton.
Neither crop reaped impressive returns. Tea production proved to be the
salvation of estate agriculture in the 1930s and 1940s, and marked the rise

to prominence of large, highly capitalized companies like Conforzi and the

% Judge John Joseph Nunan, judgment in Supervisor of Native

Affairs versus Blantyre and East Africa Company, Blantyre, Iligh Court of
British Central Africa, 28 April 1903, MNA, LAN1/1/7.

2 Pachai, Land and "olitics in Malawi, 1875 - 1975, (Kingston,
1978), p.5¢  The Crown L.nds Ordinance 1912, No. 18 of 1912, 8
November - 912; in Ordinances of the Nyasaland Protectorate in force on
the 31 Maich 1913, (London, 1913), pp. 425 - 436. The dominant type of
tenure from 1895 to 1905 was freehold. After 1907 up to 1912,
overnment preference was to award leaseholds with options to purchase.
fter the 1912 ordinance, no further Crown Land freehold grants were
awarded except those which had an option granted before 1912. One
could also be granted Yearly Tenancy Agreements by the Governor in
Council. These leasehold plots were subject to yearly review and rent
was determined case by case and paid bi-annually.
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Cholo Highlands Tea Estates Ltd. Tea was profitable in Nyasaland
because of a powerful international cartel whic was able to influence

In

world tea prices, but also because labour cosis were kept low.”
Central Province, estate agriculture was less successful and European land
owners resorted, in the 1930s, to the marketing of tenant and small holder
produced tobacco, since control of distribution of this crop proved more
profitable than producing and marketing 1t. African production methods
were more efficient than the large European estates in the Central
Province.

The ascendancy iof European estate production and European
controllec tenant produciion meant that African enterprise in southern
Nyasaland was to be intimately linked to the production and distribution
of economic crops, but in first years of settlement, European ascendancy
was far from a foregone conclusion. The protectorate was not linked by
rail to the coast until 1935, and river transport and porterage made
Nyasaland’s crops relatively expensive. European planters struggled to
find a viable crop and to keep labour costs low in order to secure a
profit. They were compelled to cope with an "uncaptured" African
peasantry, loath to work the long hours necessary to bring in the harvest,
especially since estate harvest seasons coincided with that of African food
crops. They were, to some extent, saved by the excesses of Portuguese
colonialism which involved in 1895, the introduction of an oppressive

28

Palmer, Robin, "The Nyasaland Tea Industry in the era of
international tea restrictions, 1933-1950", Journal of ~African History,
26(1985), 215-239.
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forced labour system in neighbouring Portuguese East Africa
(Mozambique). Forced labour led to an influx of Lomwe peoples trom
the border regions of Portuguese territory, and it was source of labour
that Shire Highland planters tapped for their agricultural requirements.”
Famine and disease also contributed to a Lomwe exodus from the
territory in the first decade of the twentieth century.® John Chilembwe
rose to the challenge of spreading the gospel to these immigrants.

Table 2.1
List of African Landholders in Nyasaland as at 1909

Name Area  (freehold) Year Place

John Chilembwe 93 acres 1901 Chiradzulu

Joseph Bismark 100 " 1901 -

Thomas Lulanga 20" 1901 Mulanje

Chitambali 40 " 1902

Nacho 60 " 1901

H.C. Kapito 50" 1903

John Gray Kufa 140 " 1905 Chiradzulu

et.al. (Nsoni)

Hassan Roper 10 " 1905

Mwamadi - 1905 Zomba township

Peter Kambona 50 acres 1905

Johnstone Sasuze 30" 1907

Joseph Bismark

and Paton Somanje 1/4" 1909 Indian ward,
Blantyre

David Livingstone 100 " 1895 Mbame (Near
Blantyre)

George Chokabwino 100 " 1895 Mpemba

Donald Malotta 100 " 1895 Chiradzulu

Joseph Bismark 50" 1895 Chikwawa Road

Duncan and Gordon 100 " 1896 Blantyre Dist.

Mataka 150 " 1898 )

Thomas Lulanga 100 " 1897 Chiradzulu

Peter Kambona 100 ¥ 1897 Zomba Dist.

Peter Somanje 100 * 1897 "

Sam Sambani 100 " 1899 Blantyre Dist.

Chief Kuntaja 37,947 " Cert. No. 24 Chilingani

Source: Land Register, Blantyre, Volumes 1-3, cited in Bridglal Pachai, Land and Politics,
pp-50-51.

¥ See below, for Lomwe involvement in the Chilembwe uprising.

¥ Shepperson and Price, Independent African, p.138.






