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Introduction: Children and freedom in the Cape colony: Age, labour and apprenticeship in the post-emancipation British Empire

In 1835, British author Edward Kendall published The English Boy at the Cape: An Anglo-African Story, the first children’s novel to be set in South Africa. Published in three volumes, and set in the 1820s, the novel follows seven-year-old orphaned boy Charles, who is left homeless after the death of his father in a shipwreck just off the coast of the Cape of Good Hope. His family had taken the decision to emigrate to the colony, part of a wave of English settlement in the eastern part of the Cape colony in the 1820s. The book describes the nature of Cape colonial society, commenting on and critiquing settler colonialism, slavery and tensions between the Dutch and English communities. While attempting to navigate from Cape Town, the capital of the colony, to the eastern Cape where his godmother had recently settled, Charles is helped by a cast of characters: Cape Dutch settlers, the British governor’s wife, the landdrost (magistrate) of Graaff-Reinet, a small town on the eastern frontier, a Khoe ‘mammy’, an enslaved man, a young San girl and a group of Xhosa people. Failing to find his godmother, Charles returns to Cape Town where he is taken in by a Dutch innkeeper, a Muslim goldsmith, and finally a Jewish general dealer, who arranges passage for him on a ship to Algoa Bay to continue his search for his godmother. Eventually finding that she has returned to England, Charles spends the better part of a decade working in the eastern Cape, before returning to England to bring his mother, siblings and godmother to the Cape to settle permanently.

I begin here with Charles’s story because it perfectly captures many of the themes that this book draws out. The young narrator explores how colonialism affects young people, with children being targets of directed and specific forms of violence but also subject to sympathetic interventions based on their child status. So, for example, Charles comments on the widespread violence of Dutch settlers, operating under the commando system, in which groups of settlers along with some indigenous people ‘killed the grown Bushmen, male and female, and brought away the children, or young ones … ’1, which I discuss in Chapter 1. Charles also sees the San retaliate for this violence, killing the ‘great, the strong – limbed Land-drost, whose father killed the chief of our people, and killed his wife, and stole away their little ones!’2 Charles does not only observe the violence of the Dutch. Instead, he comments on the widespread and universal nature of violence in the colony, and on the universal sympathy for him as a young orphan alone in the vast colony:

He had already seen the prejudices of the English against the Dutch, of the Dutch against the English, of the Dutch against the Bushmen, of the Bushmen against the Dutch, and of the Bushmen, the Caffres [sic], and the Dutch, alternately and respectively; and that there might be grounds for more or less justification of all these prejudices, and of the acts to which they gave birth. At the same time, he had thus far seen, and felt, and intimately experienced, that all these several denominations of men had their virtues as well as their vices; their amiable features and situations, along with their odious; and in an especial manner he had seen, felt, and experienced, that all of them could be kind and tender toward himself.3


Here, Kendall drew on a humanitarian discourse circulating in the British Empire at the time, highlighting the commonalities between groups, and pointing out that Charles, as a child, could be a universal target for sympathy and protection: different groups could share in a common ‘kindness’ and ‘tenderness’ towards an innocent child like himself. At the time of the book’s publication, reports of settler violence were circulating through humanitarian networks across Britain’s expanding empire. The Select Committee on Aborigines was sitting in the House of Commons to hear the details of these atrocities, drawing on extensive testimony from the Cape colony. The South African superintendent of the London Missionary Society (LMS), Dr John Philip, a well-connected humanitarian campaigner, had a few years earlier published his Researches in South Africa, a two-volume plea for the emancipation of Khoesan people, and in the 1820s, the Commission of Eastern Inquiry had collected damning evidence about settler violence against indigenous children in the colony. Kendall’s novel engages with these arguments and themes, including highlighting British complicity in these acts.

This form of humanitarian imperialism deeply informed many of the interventions in children’s lives during this period. While avoiding direct criticisms of colonialism itself, this ideology proposed that colonisation could be humane,4 and indeed that indigenous people, enslaved people and even the English poor could be guided towards true adulthood, assisted by coloniser ‘parents [who] had to guide their colonised children, raise up their dependents in the hope that one day they would walk alone’.5 As the scholarship on the nature of humanitarianism in the first decades of the nineteenth century has illustrated, this ideology was often informed by Evangelical Christianity but was taken up to serve a variety of different interests, and those associated with humanitarianism ranged from philanthropists and capitalists to missionaries and government officials.6

At the same time, Kendall engages with new ideas about the ‘child’ as a category worthy of particular attention and concern. The form of the children’s novel, itself around a century old at the time of The English Boy’s publication, also presupposed a particular image of the child, one that influenced Kendall’s writing. Drawing on the thinking of John Locke and Jean Jacques Rousseau, writing in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, respectively, Kendall saw the child as an innocent individual, in need of protection, but also worthy of interventions suited to his or her unique life stage. As Elwyn Jenkins points out of this novel and children’s literature more generally, ‘not only do they reveal what society wants its children to think about a topic, but because of their simplicity they are rather more frank than they would be if written for an adult audience’.7

At the time Kendall wrote, successive legislation was being passed in England, and in some colonial contexts, which sought to establish regular and truncated working hours and conditions for young people as well as to promote their safety and education.8 So, when Charles returns to Cape Town, he is written as vulnerable and particularly corruptible; he was

fast ceasing to be, either the innocent and rosy child of Derbyshire, or the adventurous wanderer of the African forest, hastening after the antelope or the Honey-bird; or even the interesting foster-brother of the Bush-girl, and companion of English Bushman, or fellow-traveller of the Caffre-band; but instead of these, was surrounded, and daily growing into a similitude, with the dirt and vulgarity of the refuse of civilized society!9


Here, Kendall picked up on a contemporary debate regarding the unsuitability and moral degeneracy associated with urban living for young people within England itself, a topic that I deal with in Chapters 3 and 5, where I discuss the activities of the Children’s Friend Society (CFS), a London-based emigration society that sent around 1000 English children to the Cape during the course of the 1830s. When he returns to the eastern part of the colony, the young Charles is engaged by a settler as a farmhand, working for various farmers in this capacity until he is fifteen years old. Here, Kendall comments on Charles’ character as a young person: ‘If Charles’s infancy had obtained him friends through its helplessness and its misfortunes, his youth obtained him them also, by its capacities and its virtues. Industrious, skillful, obedient, cheerful, diligent, faithful, hating a lie.’10 While Charles never benefitted from formal education, in the Cape, where he was helped by people across the society, he received ‘a higher education still – the education of the bosom and the affections; the culture of the virtues of the breast’.11 A young child, Charles needed to be nurtured, and in the Cape, he found in settlers, the enslaved and indigenous people, willing foster parents. Charles was no more than ten years old when he began to work in the eastern Cape – not unusual in the colony during this period. In this book, child labour, and the management of children’s work, is a theme underlining the discussion of changing understandings of childhood during this period.

This book is a child-focused history of the period surrounding emancipation in the Cape colony and the British Empire. It touches on some of the key themes explored by Kendall in The English Boy, focusing on changing ideas about children and childhood in the Cape colony and British Empire between 1820 and 1850. In it, I propose that Cape history can be reappraised by adding the category of ‘age’ to discussions of race, gender, class and colonialism. In other words, children, their education, well-being and labour, were central to the history and legislative landscape of the Cape at the time of Khoe and slave emancipation. Focusing on the category of childhood illuminates the central role that discourses regarding childhood played in the shifts from bonded to free labour during this period. Moreover, as a new generation of children was faced with a life of freedom – often understood to mean free labour – as opposed to the bondage and coercion their parents had faced, utopian visions for their future, and indeed the future of the colony, were played out by missionaries, liberal politicians and members of the colonial government. Drawing on diverse case studies from across the Cape colony and the British Empire, this book highlights the changing nature of childhood in the period 1820 to 1850.

I make two major arguments here. The first is that the status of children and childhood were central to discussions of the meaning of freedom in the colony as it dealt initially with Khoesan and then with slave emancipation. In the debates regarding the shift from enslaved or coerced labour towards nominally free labour, a particular preoccupation was what this would mean for children in general, and for child labourers in particular. Second, following this, there was significant concern regarding who counted as a child, and the measure by which child status could be differentiated from adulthood. This was raised primarily through debates about child labour and education, including reflections on chronological age. Childhood in this period was in a state of flux, with the category responding to shifting ideas about labour and education, but also about race, class and gender. In this period, I argue, chronological age became a crucial marker of colonial subjecthood, and a way in which the colony’s population was managed.

Histories of children and childhood in the Cape and the British Empire

This book is written in conversation with two rich strands of historiography. Over the past two decades, historians globally have taken increasing interest in age, children and childhood as categories of analysis, as reflected, for instance, in the founding of the Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth in 2008, and the Palgrave Studies in the History of Childhood series in 2012. This is not to say that the study of historical childhoods is new; since the publication of Philippe Aries’ Centuries of Childhood in the 1960s, there have been numerous studies of children and childhood, although these have tended to focus on adults’ understandings of children rather than children’s own experiences and worlds.12 Writing of colonial contexts, histories of childhood have focused on diverse themes, including children’s health and education, racial categorisation and racial mixing, children’s relationships to welfare institutions and juvenile delinquency, their affective lives, emotions and voices, experiences and involvement in leisure activities.13 The work that considers children and child welfare, including philanthropic organisations and child emigration schemes, including in its broader imperial context, has tended to focus on the latter part of the nineteenth century, after the founding of Barnado’s Homes in 1870. Shurlee Swain and Margaret Hillel situate their study of child rescue discourse in the second half of the nineteenth century.14 Ellen Boucher, in her discussion of child emigration, in which she focuses on Australia, New Zealand and Southern Rhodesia, also begins her narrative in the last decades of the nineteenth century.15 There is a good reason for this; this era saw a flurry of activity relating to children and childhood as reformers tried to improve schooling, solve problems of juvenile delinquency, and create more ‘humane’ charitable organisations. The present study situates these debates in a longer context, showing that children’s lives and livelihoods had been areas of campaign and contention for decades by the time legislative changes were made to ‘protect’ and ‘improve’ children in the 1870s and 1880s. As historians like Catherine Hall and Sonya Rose argued almost two decades ago, the colonial experience impacted on metropolitan discourses and identities, and we should therefore be attentive to the interconnected histories of metropole and colony.16 This book highlights a shifting discourse regarding child welfare and reform that can be traced to earlier in the nineteenth century than these previous studies have suggested and suggests that the 1830s saw a dramatic refiguring of child welfare discourse in the British Empire.

In African historiography, Sarah Duff points out that age and generation have long been important categories of analysis, and anthropologists and historians have taken seriously the experiences of young people in diverse studies detailing cases from across the continent, from the precolonial to the present.17 As Clive Glaser points out, ‘youth’ has been an important category of analysis for Africanists, and intergenerational conflict is a key area of inquiry in South Africa to explain historical processes dating back to at least the nineteenth century. A particular interest has been youth politics and organising in response to repressive colonial and apartheid regimes.18 In the South African context, Jenny Muirhead and Sandra Swart, Charmaine Modisane, Will Jackson and Marijke du Toit, spurred by the seminal work of Linda Chisholm, have written on child welfare in the twentieth century, focusing on the racialised, gendered and classed understandings of childhood in the South African context.19 Sandra Shell has recently uncovered the experiences of enslaved Oromo children arriving at the Cape in the late nineteenth century, examining their personal narratives to uncover their experiences of life in Ethiopia and then in the Cape colony.20Children and Freedom provides an important contribution to this growing field in South Africa, situating these later developments regarding children’s status, welfare and labour in a longer historical context and bringing it into conversation with some comparative material from different parts of the British Empire.

The historiography of childhood in pre-twentieth century South Africa is less developed, although sporadic studies on the topic began to appear in the 1980s. Edna Bradlow explored histories of childhood, with a particular focus first on the CFS, a topic which I take up here. She also began to articulate a Marxist framework through which to read the experience of children, by focusing on ‘the value which society placed on children; the influence of experience outside the family unit; the articulation between means of control; and the acculturation to social norms’.21 In keeping with the interests of many South African historians at the time who were deeply influenced by Marxist approaches, Bradlow uses class in conjunction with age as a category of analysis, arguing that class and racial attitudes fundamentally shaped experiences of childhood across the colony. Vertrees Malherbe has made significant contributions to the field in articles relating to social and legal definitions of childhood and family in the early-nineteenth-century Cape.22 There have also been studies of rural child labour in the mid-nineteenth century,23 as well as of San children’s abductions and cultural genocide,24 and emerging scholars are increasingly taking interest in age as a category of analysis.25 Sarah Duff’s work on childhood in the Cape during the late nineteenth century has paved the way for further studies of childhood there: Duff argues that between the 1860s and the 1890s, childhood became an increasing source of anxiety for the Cape government.26 Although the later nineteenth century saw increased involvement of the government in activities surrounding child protection, education and child poverty, these concerns had been in the minds of colonial officials for decades before. This book therefore anticipates Duff’s study, showing how these issues were dealt with earlier in the nineteenth century, at a particularly tumultuous historical moment in the colony and Empire.

The second strand of historiography with which this book engages is the literature on the Cape colony and the British Empire in the period surrounding slave emancipation. For those working on the coercion and regulation of indigenous labour in other parts of the British Empire and globally, the Cape colony stands out as being uniquely concerned with the status of child labourers in discussions of apprenticeship and Masters and Servants legislation when compared to other colonial cases.27 In discussions about treatment of enslaved people, San and Khoe people, liberated Africans and even so-called ‘foreign’ Africans entering the Cape colony at this time, the child was a central preoccupation, both for those who were reliant on their labour and for those wishing to see the terms of their labour challenged or modified according to a governmental or humanitarian agenda. To historians of the nineteenth-century Cape, the observation that children and childhood were central to debates over the most pressing problems in the colony will not be a novel claim. While the histories of slavery and indigenous labour have tended to be studied separately, for at least the past three decades Southern Africanists have been bringing these fields together, showing that studies of slavery cannot be adequately contextualised without paying attention to the broader processes of labour extraction in the region.28 In these discussions, there has been an awareness of the centrality of children’s labour across the interior of South Africa, although children’s labour or experiences are rarely taken as the primary point of focus. For example, Fred Morton noted in an edited volume on slavery across South Africa in 1994 that slave raiding across the district was focused on children, seen as easier to capture and therefore retain as labourers for many years.29 Nevertheless, there have been few attempts in the historiography to focus on different groups of child labourers and how their position, socially and legally, shifted in the decades leading to and immediately after slave emancipation. It is here that this book situates itself.

There is a rich historiography on slave emancipation at the Cape, following the landmark 1994-edited collection by Nigel Worden and Clifton Crais, Breaking the Chains.
30 This volume was written in response to the marginalization of slavery and emancipation in South African historiography. It showed that the ending of slavery, along with slave emancipation, was riddled with contradictions: the end of slavery did not translate into the end of coerced labour, and indeed, in many ways, the end of slavery was contemporary to hardening of racial attitudes in the colony. In spite of reference to the status of children in this period cropping up across different chapters of the volume, there is no full chapter on children and childhood.31 Pamela Scully’s Liberating the Family, published shortly after Breaking the Chains, drew attention to the gendered nature of slave emancipation at the Cape, showing how emancipation ‘initiated an era of exceptional contestation about cultural categories and sensibilities’.32 Scully’s study stands as an important example of the ways in which a gendered and generational analysis of slave emancipation sheds new light on what is often seen as a primarily economic change: as Scully puts it, ‘British slave emancipation reconfigured the relations between men and women, and individual and society.’33 Particularly notable in Scully’s work is her attentiveness to the effects of emancipation on children: she shows that at the Cape, large numbers of children were indentured after emancipation, which allowed farmers to maintain them as labourers, a topic I examine in Chapter 2. Robert Shell’s Children of Bondage is attentive to age as a category of analysis, noting how the enslaved living in the government Slave Lodge, for example, were separated into categories based on age, land of origin, health and gender.34 However, children and their experiences are not the major focus of his study. Since then, Wayne Dooling, Rick Watson and John Edwin Mason have written monographs dealing with the slavery and post-emancipation Cape.35 Mason includes reference to children in the context of amelioration laws, and also refers to the kinds of labour that young enslaved people did, noting that ‘Slave boys and girls began their labouring as soon as their masters thought them able.’36 They were often involved in herding livestock, and then after the age of ten, in more ‘profitable work’, to use the words of some Cape farmers.37 Nonetheless, these studies have not had children and childhood as their major focus.38 What these studies have shown, however, is that this is a rich and fruitful period for historical investigation as it demonstrates the ‘insecurities introduced by emancipation heightened race consciousness in the perceptions of the dominant classes’.39

More recently, Kate Ekama and Robert Ross have returned to the period of emancipation, and in a special issue of the Journal of Southern African Studies highlight how new methodologies, including the use of newly digitised datasets, like compensation data, can help us to understand the period surrounding emancipation afresh.40 The compilation and publication of the Slave Emancipation Dataset, including information from slave valuation rolls, registers and compensation data also opens up new ways into understanding the history of slavery and emancipation at the Cape.41 These approaches highlight that in spite of the now quite extensive literature regarding slavery and emancipation at the Cape, there are still important avenues open for exploration. There is currently no monograph-length study on childhood and emancipation at the Cape. The studies that do exist have tended to have a focus on an individual group rather than looking at children across different strata of Cape society, a tendency noted as prevalent in the literature on the Cape labour market more generally, as Susan Newton-King pointed out in research on Khoesan labour over four decades ago.42

This book takes the Cape colony as its primary area of focus. However, the imperial lens shows that this story is more than simply a local one. Recent historiography has paid attention to the reshaping of ideas regarding labour and liberty in the post-emancipation era, which I discuss in more detail below.43 The debates and discussions circulating in the Cape were in constant conversation with the broader imperial context. As Swain and Hillel indicate in their study of child rescue discourses in Australia, Canada and Britain, ideas regarding child rescue and juvenile delinquency travelled across these interconnected parts of the British Empire in the latter part of the nineteenth century.44 However, while understandings of childhood were ‘circulated across the British world, distinct historical, geographical and institutional specificities were as influential in determining the realities of children’s lives in different colonial and postcolonial contexts’.45 The book thus draws out both specificities and commonalities in understandings of race, labour and childhood in the British Empire. I use comparative material from England, Australia and the Caribbean to illustrate how local debates regarding childhood and labour in the Cape were influenced by, and, indeed, influenced, contemporary debates elsewhere. Shifting ideas about children as worthy of categorisation as separate to adults and in need of specific forms of education and protection related both to their individual circumstances and to broad global discourses that reframed issues of children’s welfare, protection and labour in this era.

Categories of analysis

Age and childhood

It is now taken for granted that the meaning of what it means to be a child shifts over time, according to local and global shifts in ideas about age, education, labour and family life. As Sally Shuttleworth puts it, ‘The concept of a child, with reference to age, was decidedly elastic in the nineteenth century, shifting markedly according to context.’46 In the metropolitan context, shifts in understandings of childhood have been connected to the writings of two main thinkers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. For his part, in the late eighteenth century, Locke argued that children were inherently malleable, promoting the idea of the child as the tabula rasa, or blank slate. Young children should be treated differently from older ones, and their education should both stimulate them and teach them control over their temperament and natural inclinations.47 This idea of childhood having different phases, with young children needing different forms of education – and control – to older ones, would come to inform the thinking of individuals like Robert Owen, pioneer of the infant school movement, which I discuss in Chapter 4. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s contribution to understandings of childhood, primarily through the publication of Emile in 1762, was to reconfigure children as ‘innocents’, in danger of being corrupted from the incorrect parenting, work or education – in particular, by being taught to read too early. Children developed according to the laws of nature, but they still required ‘rigid control’.48 While Romantic ideas of childhood saw children in a sentimental light, there was still a prevailing discourse of children being tainted by ‘original sin’, connected to the Protestant Evangelical revival at the turn of the nineteenth century, that coexisted with this discourse.49 At the same time, the Evangelical view of children saw children’s rightful place in specific domestic institutions, including schools which would provide a caring, maternal environment. Ideally, as Harry Hendrick argues, these children would have ‘a domesticated childhood – one that was implicitly unwaged’.50 Children were inherently vulnerable but also inherently corruptible. As scholars like Robin Bernstein have pointed out, the qualities of ‘innocence’ and ‘vulnerability’ were not universally applied and were often deeply gendered and racialised constructs.51

Historians of slavery have been taking increasing notice of the experience of enslaved children in the context of the Atlantic slave trade, arguing that the idea of childhood was connected both to shifts in European and North American understandings of being a child, as well as ‘changing attitudes to slavery and slave trading in Africa and the Caribbean’.52 Richard Anderson points out that age and height were important markers for separating children from adults in the slave trade, with slave traders counting those under four feet four inches as children, and the Royal African Company using the age of fourteen as the demarcation between adulthood and childhood.53 While there were some attempts to record the heights of children arriving at the Cape, in the case of ‘liberated Africans’ arriving at the Cape from captured slave ships intercepted by the Royal Navy, this was not recorded as meticulously as elsewhere in the British Empire, as Benjamin Crous has recently shown.54 Different ages appear to have been important as the demarcation between adulthood and childhood for different groups of children and at different historical moments in the Cape colony. For example, the 1806 Abolition Act made a distinction between girls and boys: girls over fourteen were classed as adults while boys over sixteen were adults. An 1812 proclamation regarding Khoe and San people noted that children should be recorded as under sixteen, while in 1819, these same children could be apprenticed up to age eighteen if ‘destitute’. In 1829, Ordinance 62 set the legal age of majority – the marker of legal adulthood – at twenty-one for both genders.55 These shifts in understandings of adult and childhood were often tied, as this book shows, to shifting legislation regarding the management of labour, but also to changing ideas about education and childhood.

At the same time, the contexts of coerced labour and of slavery had important implications for understandings of children and childhood. As Anna Mae Duane has pointed out, ‘children have provided both the conceptual underpinning for justifying slavery and much of the labour within slavery’s machinations’. In fact, ‘the very concepts that undergird slavery – infantilization, paternalism, and guardianship – all invoke such an imagined child to make their arguments’.56 As Robert Shell argued in the Cape context, ‘all imported slaves, in one way or another, were scheduled for a perpetual childhood’.57 Even the language used to refer to adult enslaved people at the Cape, ‘jongen’ and ‘meijden’, or boys and girls, relegated them to a childlike status.58 Likewise, Scully’s work has highlighted that there were important gendered elements to these definitions, with formerly enslaved women in the wake of emancipation being classified as minors. A central question driving this research has focused on the changing and contextual understandings of childhood used by both the archival sources, reflecting the mores of the time, and by subsequent historical accounts of children and childhood. For Ishita Pande, the very use of ‘childhood as a category of analysis must begin with an understanding of the history of colonialism and race’.59 In other words, childhood as a category was produced in colonial contexts, with certain groups being deemed perpetual children, and others being earmarked for a sentimentalised childhood. The cases that I discuss here show how notions of childhood were used to define colonial subjects in different ways, to distinguish between those more or less likely to achieve true adulthood.

Glaser reminds us that ‘youth’, like childhood, as this book argues, is a ‘culturally and politically loaded term. Its meaning is intertwined with gender, class and race. Depending on historical context, it can be something positive or it can have connotations of danger.’60 Groups of children or young people I refer to here were referred to in different ways: youths, minors, children, infants, juveniles. This language, while often lacking precision around the specific age group it referred to, is meaningful: each term carried with it assumptions about the group it referred to. I am therefore attentive to this throughout the book: far from being self-evident, these categories were negotiated and produced during colonial encounters of different kinds.

In the absence of any clear demarcation between adulthood and childhood, ‘age’ itself became subject to debate. Historians of childhood are increasingly paying attention to the meanings associated with chronological age as a social construction and worthy category of analysis in and of itself. As Corinne Field and Nicholas Syrett have recently pointed out, historians have tended to take age as a neutral fact, and ‘rarely investigate [the meanings of chronological age] in any systematic way’. They continue:

Age proved essential to modern states and corporate bureaucracies because it was a seemingly objective and universal category that could be applied to populations regardless of context, as useful in the hinterlands as it was in the metropole. Every person was born on a specific day. All people grew older, regardless of their rank, wealth, or geographical location.61


Of course, these definitions were complicated by race, gender and class across different contexts. Pande’s work in the Indian context highlights how, in debates about child marriage, ‘childhood [became] a moral category in politics’.62 Pande asks the central question of why ‘age’ was ‘presumed to be a homogenous, standard measurement that attached to humans as such’.63 Age, she argues, rather than being a natural category, was constructed in law, culture and in social conditions. And, as Corrie Decker points out, there were also important gendered dimensions to how age was understood in colonial Africa, where girls were seen as precocious and more adult than boys, making them less deserving of the ‘protected status of the child and the privileged status of the adult’.64

Chronological age was a category of colonial subjecthood. Understandings of age in the Cape were tied to a range of local and global markers. The category of ‘childhood’ was in flux in this period, as legislation sought to pin down the boundaries between adults and children to secure future labour. A series of measures, predominantly regarding the regulation of child labour and apprenticeships, attempted to use chronological age to naturalise gendered, classed and racialized hierarchies. As Laura Tisdall puts it, ‘Age mediates inequalities beyond those which exist between adults and children.’65 By the end of the period under study, education was increasingly used as a measure by which ‘age’ could be defined – very young children of eight years or younger could attend infant schools, for example, while older children could receive other forms of education that would not interfere with their responsibilities as labourers.

Shifts in understandings of childhood in the colonial context had counterparts in the metropole as well, where debates about childhood and labour in the context of industrialisation were commonplace in the first decades of the nineteenth century as well. Debates over child labour which emerged during British industrialisation related to the growth of factory labour, and as Harry Hendrik points out, ‘touched on a variety of issues in British society at the time, especially the political economy of “free” and “unfree” labor, antislavery, the meaning of “the natural order”, and at a time of industrial, social, and political turmoil, the reproduction of society itself.’66 In debates about children’s mining and factory work, the fate of ‘climbing boys’ and increasing concern over ‘idle’ children in urbanising cities, we can see increasing attempts to pin down the age of childhood and adulthood and to distinguish the conditions considered appropriate for each group, as I show in Chapter 1. In the Cape colony, these discourses played out in different ways as colonial officials, missionaries and settlers attempted to intervene in the lives of children, whether this was through coercing and managing their labour, ‘protecting’ them from families seen as corrupting and harmful, or through making provision for education.

Freedom

A central argument of this book is that the idea of children and childhood loomed large in discussions of freedom in the Cape colony between 1820 and 1850. But what exactly did freedom mean in this context? On one hand, it can be easily explained: in the context of a slave society shifting from enslaved to ‘free’ labour, freedom could be simply defined as free labour. Free labour was a central and crucial area of debate in the Cape during this period. This was echoed elsewhere in the Empire and in the Colonial Office itself, where, as Lester, Boehme and Mitchell point out, at the end of the slave apprenticeship period, the men governing the British Empire ‘were very often preoccupied with the theme of freedom’.67 At the Cape, this debate centred not only on enslaved people but also on Khoe people, who were ‘emancipated’ through the passing of Ordinance 50 in 1828, which allowed them for the first time to move freely through the colony, and to freely engage in labour contracts. As Elizabeth Elbourne has argued of London Missionary Society Superintendent in the Cape, Dr John Philip believed ‘the free choice to perform economic acts lent moral dignity, whereas forced labour degraded the person doing the forcing and did not permit the enslaved person to gain any moral capital from the workplace.’68 Philip drew on Adam Smith’s ideas regarding free labour in his advocacy for Khoesan people: they needed to be able to sell their own labour, rather than being coerced into any contracts.69 But, while the liberal idea of freedom may have presupposed a universal human nature, decades of scholarship have shown that the idea of freedom in the British Empire was racialised, gendered and classed. As formal slavery came to an end, the Colonial Office ‘needed to decide who exactly was to be freed, and from what’.70 As Jane Lydon has recently argued, freedom and citizenship became racialised as white, as over the course of the nineteenth century, racial arguments were used to justify unequal policies regarding labour, education and health, amongst others.71 In the Cape colony, over the course of the 1830s and into the 1840s, ‘physical appearance came to trump all other qualities in determining one’s place in Cape society’.72 As this book shows, the ability to achieve freedom was also complicated by age.

Achieving freedom was not an inherently positive thing. It needed to be carefully managed and bestowed onto a population constructed as infantile and in need of guidance. The South African Commercial Advertiser, liberal Cape newspaper edited by John Fairbairn, Philip’s son-in-law, described the double-edged sword of freedom in the context of slave emancipation:

The privilege of Personal Liberty is about to be bestowed on the Coloured Population of this Colony; and we may also assume, without much risk of being disappointed, that a high degree of Civil Liberty will be before long granted to all classes. But as Liberty means the power of managing our own affairs, it is clear that, according to our skill in applying this power, will be the extent of the benefit to be derived from better Institutions. And as the industrious Poor constitute not only the basis of Society, but the living trunk of the tree, from which the topmost branches spring, the future fortunes of the Colony depend altogether on the character which we may be able to impress upon them as a body, and as individuals in their growing state …73


The industrious Poor Coloured population in this metaphor were childlike: not fully grown. The adult upper and middle classes needed to guide them to understand the meaning of freedom. Freedom was not a natural state but a ‘privilege’. As Elbourne puts it, freedom was something to be carefully managed and rigidly maintained:

Unbridled liberty characterized individuals in a state of nature, who lived without law and necessarily did damage to one another. True freedom involved voluntary servitude to the public good: rational sacrifices of individual liberty thus permitted the freedom of the whole.74


At the Cape in the 1820s, there was also a heated debate about the freedom of the press, with liberals like Fairbairn and Thomas Pringle, Scottish poet, abolitionist and visitor to the Cape, successfully campaigning for press freedom in the context of despotic rule from Governor Somerset. As Saul Dubow points out, however, this freedom was not necessarily purely egalitarian; rather, it involved the creation of a distinctly English, masculine middle class who enjoyed political, economic and institutional freedoms.75 Thus, while Fairbairn, as Andrew Bank highlights, may have been a vocal critic of slavery at the Cape, he still made a distinctly utilitarian case for the end of slavery in arguing that free labour would be more profitable for Cape slaveowners.76 Cape liberalism, Bank argues, was ‘deeply ambiguous from the outset and was characterised by an uneasy tension between humanitarianism and utilitarian political economy’.77 As Stanley Trapido pointed out, both John Philip and Fairbairn were committed to laissez-faire capitalism, even while being vocal campaigners for the emancipation of Khoesan and enslaved people.78 Their seemingly ambiguous positions are captured in their support for projects that might on first glance appear to be at odds with each other: for example, shortly after being actively involved in extending the rights of Khoesan parents to reside with their children and the necessity of not binding children into labour contracts, both would support the activities of the CFS, the London-based emigration society that would send unaccompanied English children to the Cape.

Historians have also been increasingly attentive to the fact that slave emancipation did not automatically end coerced or unfree labour across the British world. Indeed, as Thomas Holt has pointed out of the Jamaican context, freedom was not easily defined, and very often, was defined in relation slavery, ‘the antithesis of freedom’.79 As cases in this book show, in the Cape colony as elsewhere, various forms of coerced labour, often labelled as ‘apprenticeships’ continued to occur after formal emancipation. Both Malherbe and Fred Morton have pointed out of the South African context that there has been little conceptual clarity regarding different forms of labour coercion.80 For Worden and Crais, ‘much of the social and economic history of modern South Africa has been the history of unfree labour’.81 ‘In South Africa and throughout much of the colonial world’, they continue, ‘emancipation saw less the creation of free labour than forging new systems of coercion and exploitation which in many cases would endure well into the twentieth century’.82 There were a variety of other forms of labour coercion, including convict labour, indenture and apprenticeship, and British pauper apprenticeship that existed alongside and after emancipation. Even at the time, these issues were seen as interconnected: for example, Penny Edmonds illustrates the interconnectedness of the issues of ‘unfree labour, dispossession and sovereignty’ in minds of two Quaker travellers in the antipodean colonies, James Backhouse and George Washington Walker.83 As Madhvi Kale points out of the Caribbean context, distinctions between different categories of labour were not always self-evident, and relied on ‘historically contingent, gender-, class- and race-inflected assumptions about the nature of freedom and labour alike’.84 Purba Hossain has also argued that scholars have tended to view slavery and other forms of unfree or indentured labour in ‘separate, almost mutually exclusive, spheres’, when in fact, the idea of ‘free’ labour after slave emancipation in 1833 fundamentally informed the machinations of the indentured labour system.85 In other words, while the historiography might have made distinctions between slavery and other forms of labour, at the time, these regimes were often understood in relation to one another, and should therefore be examined in the same sphere.

Ideas about freedom were also tied to those about age and childhood status. As Lydon points out, in Britain and its empire, some groups of people were discursively constructed as childlike or ‘“under age”, incapable of autonomous behaviour and in need of progress before enjoying freedom’.86 Writing of a different context, Audra Diptee has noted that ‘the end of slavery necessitated the development of institutions that would address the “problem” of children’s freedom’.87 Duane points out that even the idea of a child being free competes with the notion of children as the ‘property of their parents’ who are ultimately able to make decisions on their behalf.88 And, for Benjamin Lawrance, writing in the context of the Atlantic slave trade, even when emancipated, ‘freedom and childhood are in many ways incommensurable’.89 Lawrance argues that even when legally freed, formerly enslaved children remained dependent, and their experiences disrupted ‘the slavery/freedom dichotomy insofar as even when no longer de jure slaves, children were never free and autonomous’.90 One of the themes that I take up in this book is how the category of age, when combined with other markers, could complicate ideas about freedom. In a context in which indigenous and enslaved adults were framed as child-like – even if sometimes portrayed as having the potential to achieve equality at some unknown point in the future – what did the legal freedom of children mean?

Apprenticeship

A further category of analysis in this book is the idea of ‘apprenticeship’, particularly as it applied to young people. As I have argued elsewhere, building on the work of Malherbe and others, the nature of apprenticeship in the first decades of the nineteenth-century Cape was unclear, and the term was used to encapsulate a wide variety of different forms of labour extraction.91 It was also used to justify the coerced or enforced labour of children, as the term ‘apprentice’ carried with it the idea of a master providing a younger, less-skilled individual with a trade and thus the ability to achieve personal financial stability. Thus, in the period covered in this book, Khoesan children, formerly enslaved children and adults, children of liberated Africans or ‘prize negroes’, and emigrant children from England could all be referred to as ‘apprentices’, despite there being both tacit and explicit understandings of their differing status in society and the nature of these apprenticeships. In Chapter 1, I discuss the ways in which metropolitan understandings of apprenticeships influenced debates regarding child apprenticeships for indigenous Khoe and San children. In Chapter 2, I discuss how, in the 1830s, formerly enslaved people entered a period of apprenticeship during which they worked for their former masters. This period, lasting from 1834 to 1838, was designed to ‘prepare’ enslaved people for freedom by teaching them the value of free labour, and ultimately, was framed as a way of maintaining a labour force in the post-emancipation Empire.92 The CFS, which I discuss in Chapters 3 and 5, also bound children into apprenticeships. The exact nature of these apprenticeships, which brought together the worlds of English pauper apprenticeship and slave apprenticeship, was subject to considerable debate and investigation in the mid to late 1830s, as the terms of apprenticeship were differently interpreted across the colony, and the Empire more broadly.

Context: The Cape in the British Empire

By the 1820s, where this study begins, the Cape had been taken over by the British, after a period of colonisation by the Dutch under the auspices of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) since 1652. A long history of colonisation shaped the interactions between indigenous people, the enslaved and colonisers by the time the British took over the Cape in 1806, after a brief period of British rule from 1795 to 1803, and Dutch rule from 1803 to 1806. From 1658, enslaved people began to be transported to the colony from different parts of the Indian Ocean world. Some enslaved people were owned by the VOC, while others were employed by individual settlers primarily on grain (wheat, barley, oats and rye) and wine farms.93 While some members of the Dutch elite supported the new British regime, many resented the interference in the colony’s politics, and particularly, saw the abolition of the slave trade, and slave emancipation in 1833, as out of touch with the colony’s labour needs.94 The Cape’s economy was primarily agricultural and produced predominantly for the local market. Wheat was a central crop, as was wine, although this was primarily for the local market until the British took over the Cape in 1806. Cape settlers also owned significant stock of cattle and sheep, for which they required a substantial labour force. With the shift to British rule in the first decade of the nineteenth century, there were both renewed waves of British settlement, but also ‘new opportunities as a relatively stagnant economy was hitched to the wagon of free trade and an increasingly dominant imperial power’.95

At the same time, Indigenous Khoe and San people were dispossessed of land, and coercively brought into settlers’ labour force. Khoe people were primarily pastoralists and are often referred to in contemporary sources as ‘Hottentots’. San people were primarily hunter-gatherers and were referred to in contemporary sources as ‘Bushmen’.96 Khoe and San children, as Chapter 1 demonstrates, were central to the strategies of subjugating the indigenous population of the colony, with children being used either as pawns to keep parents from leaving coercive labour situations or being the victims of ‘kidnappings’ where San children, in particular, were captured from their family groups and forced to live and work in settler households. Over the course of the period under study here, there was successive legislation, prompted by humanitarian campaigning from missionaries, in particular, that sought to regulate the use of children’s labour, and to ‘emancipate’ Khoesan people from coercive labour contracts.

The colony was vast in size and sparsely settled. Cape Town was the largest city, and during the 1820s, around 5000 British settlers arrived in the eastern part of the colony, settling around Albany and Grahamstown. Part of the scattered nature of the population meant that there was often limited oversight of what exactly was happening between masters and servants, including children, in parts of the colony. This had a significant impact on what were tacitly seen as acceptable labour practices in this context. As the following chapters illustrate, different districts of the colony often had very different labour practices. The same was true of the economic situation of Cape Town and the country districts: as Robert Ross points out, the contrast between the capital city and the countryside was ‘stark’, with wine, wheat and meat production, the primary industries of the country districts, leading to the ‘atomisation of the slave population on isolated farms and to the brutal exploitation of both slaves and the Khoisan’.97 In Cape Town, on the other hand, enslaved people were more likely to contribute to the economy of the colony’s financial centre, working as skilled artisans, resulting in a ‘relatively more open society for black and brown people’ in the 1830s.98 This point is worth underlining – in many ways the Cape colony in the 1830s saw a gradual unfolding of racialised discourses that was by no means as entrenched as it would be by the end of the following decade. This makes debates around children’s lives particularly fruitful for examination, as different treatment by race was by no means a foregone conclusion. Distinctions between the ‘free’ and ‘unfree’, and the urban and rural were perhaps as salient as other ways of marking identity in this period. In Chapter 5, I illustrate how the geography of the Cape impacted on children’s experiences of freedom in a fundamental way.

Enslaved people in the Cape colony were drawn primarily from the Indian Ocean world, with the largest group coming from East Africa, including Madagascar and Mozambique, and others from Bengal, Ceylon, Malabar and Indonesia.99 This was because of the extensive networks across the Dutch East India Company’s Indian Ocean empire. By the 1830s, this mixed group also included Cape-born enslaved people. Most enslaved people, by the time of emancipation in 1834, lived in and around the southwestern Cape: the capital city and the Cape district accounting for 28.6 per cent of registered slaves and Stellenbosch and Worcester for 39.7 per cent. Swellendam and George, Graaff-Reinet and Uitenhage, Albany and Somerset accounted for 15.7 per cent, 7.8 per cent and 8.2 per cent respectively. In contrast to other slave-holding societies, patterns of slave ownership at the Cape indicate that most slave owners owned one to five slaves in the mid-eighteenth century, with only 3.7 per cent owning more than twenty-five slaves by 1750.100 Many farmers, therefore, drew on a mixed labour source which included both enslaved and Khoesan people.

Across the British Empire, the slave trade was abolished in 1807. This meant that no new enslaved people were to be imported into the colony from that date onwards. A House of Commons debate on slavery in the Cape colony led to the appointment of the Commission of Eastern Inquiry in the Cape in the 1820s, an investigation into the ‘whole state of each colony’ – government, legal system and administration of justice. However, as Zoë Laidlaw has shown, colonial lobbyists in South Africa successfully campaigned for the Commission to be transformed into a wide-scale investigation into the nature of slavery, unfree labour and the treatment of indigenous people.101 The evidence collected, as Chapter 1 illustrates, included damning accounts of the treatment of indigenous children in the Cape colony. The Commission also identified the ‘protection and education’ of enslaved people, as well as their Christian conversion, as a key area worthy of investigation.102 Between 1823 and 1834, a series of measures were passed across the Empire to make the system of slavery more ‘humane’. The measures included new ways for the enslaved to lodge complaints against their masters, through the office of the Protector of Slaves or Guardian of Slaves, created in 1826; regulations regarding the amount of physical punishment enslaved people could be given; as well as stipulating the hours that enslaved people could work.103

In 1823, Lord Charles Somerset made a proclamation to ‘improve’ the conditions of enslaved people at the Cape.104 Many of these ameliorative measures brought the figure of the child into focus. As Pamela Scully illustrated, these measures idealised the nuclear family as the basis for an orderly society in the post-emancipation period.105 The ameliorative measures in 1823 stipulated that slaves’ children under ten years old could not be removed for sale separately from their parents, if their parents were married in a church, and children under eight years old could not be separated from their mothers, regardless of the woman’s marital status. This had the desired effect of fewer children being sold apart from their mothers.106 From 1826, the passing of Ordinance 19 meant that no enslaved child under ten could be sold separately from their mother.107 Children of enslaved people, regardless of their religious background, were allowed to access free government schools from 1825, although the numbers able to do so were low. The issue of enslaved children’s education had long been on the government’s agenda: in 1817, the colonial secretary argued that this group of children should receive some education. This provision was shortly after extended to include children of prize negroes and Khoesan children, from August 1823.108 In practice, however, education was very rarely available, as I discuss later. A further landmark of the 1820s was the so-called ‘emancipation’ of Khoesan people with the passing of Ordinance 50 of 1828, discussed above. Once again, children were central to both the humanitarian campaigning surrounding the measure and to its final wording.

Following the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, so-called ‘liberated Africans’, known locally as ‘prize slaves’ or ‘prize negroes’ were also brought to the Cape colony.109 These were individuals who had been ‘liberated’ from foreign slaving vessels after the abolition of the slave trade in the British Empire in 1807. As Chapter 1 indicates, their status as neither enslaved nor free provoked anxiety for Cape settlers and the use of apprenticeships was once again approached as a way of managing their labour and ensuring their continued incorporation into the Cape’s labour market.

In 1833, the Abolition Act was passed, and from 1 December 1834, a four-year period of apprenticeship began in the Cape and the other British colonies, designed to ‘prepare’ formerly enslaved people for freedom and to allow former masters to ready themselves for new forms of labour relationships.110 The office of the Guardian of Slaves was now transformed to the role of special justices, sometimes also called special magistrates or stipendiary magistrates. Across the British Empire, these individuals were appointed to mediate disputes between masters and their now ‘free’ apprentices, although they tended to side with the settler or planter class rather than those formerly enslaved in their resolutions.111 There was broad social panic that formerly enslaved people would leave their masters’ employ, and as we will see, this shaped discussions regarding children’s lives in this period. Apprenticeship, in this context, had multiple meanings. Slave apprenticeship was essentially about securing a labour force, rather than specialised skills training. For children entering apprenticeships in the Cape prior to and after this, as I discuss below, there is very little evidence of apprenticeship training children in skilled professions, even though it was often framed as such. The perception of a coming ‘labour crisis’ in the colony led to a reconfiguration of labour relations. At the same time, new meanings of race, respectability and status were being figured out in relation to the shift from bonded to free labour, increasing enfranchisement of the (white, male) population and more rampant settler colonialism, particularly in the Eastern Cape.112 The 1840s and 1850s would see a wool boom in that area, and wool would overtake wine as the Cape’s major export in this era.113

At the same time, as I discuss in Chapters 3 and 5, around 1000 ‘juvenile emigrants’ from the CFS were brought to the Cape between 1833 and 1842. These young English children were ‘apprenticed’ to settlers at the Cape, some learning trades, but many ending up as agricultural or pastoral labourers. Apart from a published article by Edna Bradlow in 1984,114 there have been two master’s theses dealing specifically with the society’s work at the Cape.115 The activities of the society are covered in Geoff Blackburn’s 1993 study.116 However, this volume focuses on the Western Australian case, and is written for a popular rather than an academic audience, inspired by Blackburn being a descendent of a child transported to Western Australia. Blackburn’s work is particularly useful as a reference study, as it includes significant transcriptions of primary material relating to the society. A recent chapter by Rebecca Bates focuses on the origins of the society but does not deal with the Cape context, while articles by Charlotte Neff and Katherine Honeyman focus on the society in Upper Canada and England, respectively.117 Hadley situates the activities of the society in a broader imperial context, using the CFS as one example of child emigration between 1830 and 1860.118 She argues that the society, like other emigration schemes of the period, blurred the lines between slavery and apprenticeship, transportation and voluntary emigration. Hadley’s article and my earlier work on the activities of the CFS have called attention to the lack of clarity regarding social categories in this period – between adults and children, convicts and paupers and apprentices and slaves.119 These categories were particularly debatable in the Cape, where racialisation was in the process of unfolding. This book therefore builds significantly on this scholarship on the society, showing how the context of the Cape, in terms of liberal political outlooks, slavery and settler colonialism, shaped responses to children and childhood there.

Sources and methods

I chose a sketch drawn by Charles D’Oyly, British painter born in colonial Bengal, who travelled to the Cape colony in 1832 and 1833, as the cover image for this book. His sketches and paintings give snapshots of life in the colony at the time and are some of the most iconic images of the Cape in the emancipation era. When paging through some of his sketches, I noticed that many of them included children. These children were sometimes with adults – as with the children on the cover – but sometimes they were in groups or walking alone. In some instances, they are seen working – carrying buckets of water, for example. Others appear to be wandering around the city streets. These sketches illustrate that even if children have not been a major focus in the historiography of the Cape colony, they were noticeable at the time, present in city streets. In other words, in spite of the challenges of ‘finding’ children in the archive, traces of their presence exist.

The records that have made this book possible are housed in local and national archives, in printed periodicals and in parliamentary papers. These sources were almost exclusively created by adults: colonial officials, newspaper editors, some missionaries. The major newspaper source used here is the South African Commercial Advertiser, a liberal newspaper read primarily by the English-speaking or British-aligned urban elite.120 The editor, John Fairbairn, as mentioned before, son-in-law to LMS superintendent, Dr John Philip, was himself a humanitarian, but also promoted free labour and free trade, and ultimately supported increased British settlement in southern Africa.121 These sources offer, necessarily, a partial picture of the lives of children in the Cape in the nineteenth century. We know very little about the thoughts and feelings of the groups of children I discuss in this book, although some children’s voices appear to have been recorded with more care than others. While historians are often interested in finding the ‘voice’ of children, including those marginalised because of race, class or gender, they are also attentive to the pitfalls of seeking out the voice of children.122 False binaries which presuppose that recordings of children’s words that have survived in archival traces are automatically more authentic or reflective of what children experienced or felt overlook the power-laden context in which even these child-centred sources were created. As a witness to the CFS’s activities at the Cape pointed out, when children were asked by adults about their experiences, ‘many of them are too much stupefied to tell their own stories’.123 In other words, the adult-created sources that I use here will always mediate the voice of children. However, given the paucity of research on the construction of childhoods in this context, I think it is worth pursuing what are largely ‘adult’ perspectives as they tell us important things about the changing nature of childhood in this colonial context. And, as Tisdall rightly observes, dividing sources into adult- or child-authored can obscure the fact that ‘understanding adult constructions of childhood is necessary to understand how children navigated them’.124 Some traces of children’s voices do exist, and as Clare Anderson has shown in her biographical readings of ‘subaltern lives’ in the Indian Ocean world, fragmentary traces can reveal something about the nature of individual experiences. Attentiveness to the fragmentary nature of the archive, too, ‘reminds us of the disciplinary intent and partiality of the archive, and ultimately of the unequal distribution of power in colonial societies’.125

Earlier histories of childhood were concerned with uncovering forms of ‘agency’ that children exercised, following approaches in social history, subaltern studies, histories of Africa and gender history that aimed to restore the voices of the marginalised to the historical record. However, from within the field itself, there have been increasing calls to question or even do away with the concept of agency altogether, with scholars pointing out that the endless hunt for incidents that highlight children’s agency can mask collective experiences and assume that agency can always be equated with rebellion, or the exercise of individual power.126 For these critics, it is not a question of if children were agents or not but rather, how we might write about childhoods historically without attempting to prove their agency as a central part of our argument. Mona Gleason warns historians of childhood that there is a conceptual trap that many historians fall into when speaking about children’s agency, which relies on binary modes of thinking, and positions children’s ‘natural’ state as powerless or unable to shape the circumstances of their lives. Instead, she urges historians to use ‘empathic inference’ to move past trying to uncover children’s agency: to ‘deeply engage their ability to imagine and interpret the world as if from the point of view of the least powerful’.127 Agency, instead of being thought of as the actions of an individual, should be thought of as ‘relational and complicated’,128 emerging out of the interactions between children themselves, adults, families, and their context (local, national, global). In this book, I have found it useful to think more broadly about how and why children were so central to discussions of freedom in the Cape colony. Although her approach has been widely critiqued, Sarah Maza’s injunction to look at ‘evidence of what children make adults do’ has been a productive way for me to examine the archival material.129 In doing so, I am writing both a ‘history of children’ and a ‘history through children’, following Nara Milanich’s critique of Maza’s proposed binary between histories of/through children. Milanch highlights that ‘History through children in any given context requires engaging with the social roles of children, and cultural ideas about childhood, in that context.’ In other words, histories that focus on childhood are best written both about and through children.130 The chapters in this book vary in their engagement with questions of ‘agency’, children’s ‘voices’ or ‘experiences’, illustrating that the worlds, opinions and understandings of children and childhood cannot be separated from those of the adults, power structures, institutions, legal regimes and contexts in which they were embedded. Chapter 5 narrows the focus to look at children’s understandings of freedom, and their engagements with institutions that both promoted and curtailed these freedoms.

Chapter outline

In Chapter 1, I discuss ideas about age in the context of debates regarding Khoe and San apprenticeship. I focus on the early part of the nineteenth century, setting out important context for subsequent discussions regarding the treatment and labour of other groups of children in the Cape in the decades after slave emancipation. Chapter 1 uses evidence collected by the Commission of Eastern Inquiry to show how widespread the use of children’s labour was in the first decades of the nineteenth century and argues that age became a central category through which experience could be examined at the Cape at the time. Despite the slow pace of the Commissioner’s work, with their reports being published years after they were stationed in the Cape in the 1820s, their archive is a critical source for understanding the nature of unfree labour in this period, not least because of the volume of evidence presented to them.131

In Chapter 2, I examine the Cape as a slave-owning society, initially referring to the actions of anti-slavery campaigners and philanthropists in the amelioration period which focused on children of the enslaved, and on girl children in particular. I then discuss the uniquely Cape phenomenon of the proliferation of apprenticeships for children after emancipation. While the Abolition Act had put in place particular age-based provisions for the ‘protection’ of formerly enslaved children, at the Cape, this was used as a ‘loophole’, to use Pamela Scully’s wording, to facilitate widespread apprenticeships of more children. The chapter argues that many of the debates about the future of child labour framed young workers as ‘destitute’ and therefore in need of the labour for their own survival. The chapter also considers the extent to which parental, employer or governmental authority shaped children’s lives.

In Chapter 3, I focus on the activities of the CFS in the Cape. I begin with a brief introduction to the society’s activities, showing how the interconnected ‘problems’ of metropole and colony saw the emergence of the poor English child as a target of intervention, and as a potential solution to problems facing post-emancipation societies. I examine how ideas about freedom, care and protection of children translated from one context to another, in cases where the ‘child’ was an emerging category of concern in both places. The introduction of a group of young, white labourers – boys and girls – to the colony in the context of slave emancipation raised questions regarding the nature of childhood, apprenticeship and labour there. The chapter’s focus is on how adults – both supporters and critics of child migration – understood the CFS activities. It illustrates how young people connected with the CFS, generally called ‘juvenile emigrants’, were understood in the context of growing concerns regarding delinquency and migration within the British Empire. I also illustrate how the context of slavery and emancipation was used to understand, and ultimately critique, the society’s activities.

In Chapter 4, I discuss the development of education in the Cape colony, primarily during the 1830s and 1840s. New ideologies were circulating in the colony that positioned children as particularly malleable, vulnerable and in need of preparation for freedom. While there were real and concrete effects of emancipation on children’s lives in terms of their working hours and legal status, there was also a series of ideological debates about their status circulating at the time. Cutting through these debates were ideas about age and educability, and the association between both categories and ideas of class, race and freedom. In this chapter, I present an early- to mid-nineteenth century attempt to separate younger children from older ones in infant schooling, and to begin to define what kinds of education might be suited to each group. I explore how education came to be tied to ideas about individual freedom for children in a society emerging from slavery. In particular, I examine the foundation of the infant school system, including exploring its transnational links, and then turn to the establishment of a government system of education in the Cape colony.

In Chapter 5, I use fragmentary archival evidence to illustrate how different groups of children in the colony understood their own freedom, and how the changing nature of Cape society from nominal unfree to free labour impacted their daily lives. I focus on two places or institutions. The first is the Government Slave Lodge, which housed various groups of individuals after emancipation, including orphaned formerly enslaved children, liberated Africans and Khoe children, as well as juvenile emigrants from the CFS. Then, I present a case study of GH de Wet’s farm at Rustenberg, highlighting children and their parents’ attempts to use the institution of government to make claims regarding their freedom. Finally, I discuss how some children might have understood freedom in their own terms. Although the chapter cannot offer a coherent account of all children’s experiences at the Cape in the period under study, it offers a lens into some children’s everyday lives and experiences. In offering a spatialised approach to reading children’s freedoms, it shows how individual cases can nuance our understandings of regimes of free and unfree labour in the broader sense.

The concluding chapter, Chapter 6, draws together the different cases discussed in this book. I begin by discussing the changing nature of children’s apprenticeships following the passing of Masters and Servants legislation in the 1840s. In the same period, there were new groups of liberated Africans brought to the colony, whose treatment I refer to as well. I then discuss the ways in which debates about juvenile convicts being sent to the Cape from England played out in the 1840s. Finally, I examine the development of the Cape’s education system from the 1840s onwards. The chapter concludes by summarising the findings of this research and suggesting some avenues for future research.

Note on terminology

In writing history about this period, we are faced with challenges around the language and terminology that we use. I have chosen to use the language that appears in the sources in this book. This means that some pejorative words appear in this text, which have particularly difficult and violent legacies in modern South Africa and globally. I use these words with an awareness that these categories are socially and contextually constructed. Where necessary, I have provided contextualisation to the language used in the footnotes.
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Contexts of coercion: Chronological age, labour and childhood in the ‘pre-emancipation’ Cape colony and the British Empire

In 1824, a so-called ‘prize negro’ woman, Saartje, went to give evidence to the Commissioners of Eastern Inquiry regarding the apprenticeship of her children. She believed that the local authority had deliberately altered the ages of her children, recording them as younger than they in fact were, so that they could be bound into apprenticeships for a longer period than was strictly legal. According to a proclamation passed the previous year, the age limit for the expiration of apprenticeships was eighteen. While she reported that her children were eight and twelve respectively, the fiscal (officer of the law) wrote down that they were six and ten years old. This had a significant impact on her children’s lives – she claimed that in their current apprenticeship they were not learning a skill that they would be able to use in future employment.1

The issue that Saartje faced – one of chronological age being a central category shaping the experience of labour, ‘protection’ and education in the pre-emancipation era – was not exclusive to liberated Africans. Rather, in the 1820s there were a series of debates regarding children’s labour that illustrated a strong relationship between understandings of age and ability to work. It also illustrated a nascent understanding of childhood being tied to chronological age. This chapter explores these debates about children and childhood in the Cape colony that predated the emancipation of enslaved people in the 1830s. It argues that these discussions, particularly surrounding the children of Khoe and San children, informed debates regarding children’s work and freedom in the Cape after emancipation in 1833. It draws primarily on documents created during the Commission of Eastern Inquiry, during which two Commissioners appointed by the Crown investigated matters of governance in the colony, including the treatment of indigenous people and the enslaved. It also reflects on contemporary understandings of children and childhood in England that shaped the ways in which children’s lives were understood.

During the first decades of the nineteenth century, two competing understandings of childhood became entwined.2 The first was the eighteenth-century romantic notion of childhood, in which the child was positioned as an object of sentimentality, and children were seen as inherently innocent, following the thinking of philosophers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau. This discourse met with a missionary Evangelical understanding of children as tainted with original sin and in need of conversion and Christian teaching to achieve personal salvation and save themselves from original sin – and in the colonial context – to protect them from their heathen families. These dual understandings of childhood – as both an innocent time and one in which there was the potential to save the child – crucially informed debates regarding children’s labour and education in both metropolitan and colonial contexts in this period.

Historians of nineteenth-century South Africa will be aware of the centrality of children to debates over freedom and unfreedom in the colony, particularly in the three decades proceeding slave emancipation. The discussion below shows how understandings of age in the Cape were tied to a range of local and global markers, being connected to legislation on abolition from the British Empire after 1807 and shifting between genders and categories in the colonial context. The category of ‘childhood’ was in flux in this period, as legislation sought to pin down the boundaries between adults and children to secure future labour. In the sections that follow, I examine the status of different groups of children in the Cape colony, paying particular attention to San, Khoekhoe and liberated African children. While I deal with each of these categories in turn, they were by no means discrete groups, and as I shall show, understandings of childhood and labour slipped between these categories both in terms of the discourses through which children’s labour was framed and in the legislation governing their labour and livelihoods. The discussions and debates regarding the fate of indigenous children in the Cape colony in the first decades of the nineteenth century are a remarkable precursor to the notions of a more universal childhood in need of welfare and protection that would emerge in England and the Empire in the 1830s in response to rising Evangelical and humanitarian fervour. As Jared McDonald has argued, the concern over the fate of children being coerced into labour on the north-eastern frontier of the colony shows that ‘key actors in the Cape Colony were expressing ideas with regard to desired outcomes for indigenous children’, particularly around the ‘civilising potential of labour for indigenous children’.3 Indeed, from at least the 1810s, ‘indigenous children began to be seen as crucial actors in the future viability and longevity of the settler-colonial state’, due to their being seen by settlers and humanitarians alike as central to the colony’s workforce, and more easily assimilable than adults.4 These debates, in the metropolitan context, were particularly heated in the 1830s and 1840s as children’s labour became a source of concern for some observers in the Industrial Revolution, and children’s labour shifted from predominantly agricultural to industrial. Therefore, as Colin Heywood points out, ‘[t]he emergence of a modern form of childhood was a long, drawn-out process’.5

The 1820s saw an emergent concern with the treatment of children for their own sake, as well as the weaponising of the idea of the sentimentalised and innocent child. This contributed to an understanding of childhood in the Cape as an essentially vulnerable life stage, which needed to be protected by paternalistic masters, government officials and missionaries. The argument I make here is the following: while child labour was, in the early decades of the nineteenth century a ubiquitous practice in the colony, there was an increasing sense that this needed to be regulated according to an arbitrary measure of chronological age, and that it should be in the best interests of the child, rather than the master. Framing different forms of labour as ‘apprenticeships’ did this, as did framing individual children as ‘orphaned’ or ‘neglected’. For humanitarians, the child was a particular object of hope and of concern. Ensuring that children were taught the individual value of hard labour was essential, as without this they would be ‘idle’ – a threat more worrying, perhaps, than the threat of overwork, echoing debates in England about the danger of unemployed children. There were also important spatialised dimensions of this framing: the meaning of childhood varied considerably across the vast Cape colony and was closely related to the level of control that colonial officials were able to exercise across a considerable geographic area.

Contexts of coercion

In the first decades of the nineteenth century, several measures were put in place to regulate children’s labour in England. This was influenced by the increasingly accepted Romantic vision of children as in need of protection and adult care, an idea that gained currency as the nineteenth century progressed.6 Children of both sexes were widely employed in the textile industry, in factories, as artisans and in mining. From at least the 1780s, there had been debate in England regarding poor children’s labour, and by the turn of the nineteenth century, child labourers were increasingly seen as innocent victims who were not able to consent to labour.7 The Cotton Mills Act of 1819, based on a Commission of Inquiry in the 1810s, regulated the hours that children could work. Drawing heavily on evidence from Robert Owen, who was a pioneer of the infant school movement, discussed in Chapter 4, the Commission connected age with working hours. When called upon to give evidence, Owen argued that children’s ‘growth and their minds were materially injured’ by being employed in factories when they were under ten years old.8 He believed children aged twelve and older could be usefully employed in full day’s labour, while those aged ten to twelve should get a half day’s instruction and spend their remaining time working. Those younger than that should be in full-time education.9 Following the act, children younger than nine could no longer work in the cotton mills, while working hours were limited for those under sixteen.10 These ideas, which critically tied working hours to age, and to understandings of the mind of the child as needing specific forms of nurturing care, were fairly novel at the time: as Peter Kirby shows, the distinction between adults and children was not clear in England in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.11

Apprenticeships in England tended to begin at age fourteen, and this is likely to have informed fourteen being seen as a cut-off between adult and childhood in the Abolition Act of 1807. I turn to this below. On the other hand, agricultural labourers were seen as ‘juveniles’ until age sixteen, and began earning adult wages four years later, at twenty.12 The issue in debates regarding child labour in England in the 1810s was not whether children should work or not, since most commentators agreed that children could do some work. Rather, it was about the recognition of children’s inability to enter into ‘free’ labour, and the resulting need to protect them from exploitation.13 In this way, children’s labour and the labour of enslaved people or other unfree labourers were useful counters to each other: both were forms of labour in some ways framed as inevitable by certain interested parties, but increasingly, in the context of Evangelical humanitarianism, in need of regulation for the ‘protection’ of the individuals involved.

The metropolitan debates culminated in the 1830s with increasing control over children’s working hours and more government oversight of their treatment when they were working. By 1833, the Factory Act, arising out of the Royal Commission on the Employment of Children in Factories, limited children’s working hours to eight per day, and the age of adulthood was fixed at fourteen. Those younger than nine could not be employed in factories at all, while those aged nine to thirteen worked four hours less than those aged thirteen to eighteen.14 There were also provisions for education in ‘moral and religious habits’, a topic I return to in Chapter 4. The passing of this act coincided with slave emancipation and the plight of children in England and those of the enslaved were often contrasted, with British philanthropists pointing out what they perceived as too much attention being paid to overseas concerns rather than the condition of children locally.15 Parish apprenticeship became less common in the context of industrialisation, but the first decades of the nineteenth century nevertheless saw the highest number of children employed in England to date.16 In spite of shifting attitudes to children’s work, it is important to emphasise that this was not a universal concern, and particular kinds of work were still seen as more morally acceptable than others. Rural work in agriculture was approached with less concern than the dangers of industrial work in factories or other forms of work in urban centres.

There were contemporary debates in other parts of the British Empire regarding child labour, parental control over children and the ability of children to consent to ‘free’ labour. However, none of these were as prominent as those regarding the labour of indigenous children in South Africa in this period. In Australia, young children, particularly boys, who had been convicted of crimes in the British Isles were sent to New South Wales in the period after white settlement of the colony, with an estimated 25,000 convicts who were under eighteen years old being transported to Australia. As Cameron Nunn has argued, the first decades of the nineteenth century were ‘guided principally by a vague notion that juvenile transportation was a benevolent punishment purely because it removed youths from the source of their contamination’.17 Both parents and growing cities were seen as leading to increased juvenile crime, and transportation was positioned as a way to address this. Juvenile convicts’ labour was framed in terms of their potential value: like indigenous children in other parts of the Empire, young convicts needed to be trained and reformed in order to become good labourers and ‘useful’ members of society.18 As Heather Shore points out, the ‘idea of rebirth, of re-invention, was often implicit in discussions of the transportation of young people’.19 In India, too, there was widespread use of coerced child labour, most notably in the form of children being enslaved by British slave-holders in India. The practice was not without critics – Sir William Jones, orientalist scholar and a slave-holder himself, said that children were being enslaved and subjected to cruelty from their masters.20 So-called ‘domestic slavery’ was widely practised in East India Company territory, and posed a ‘problem in Anglo-Indian social and political thought because they inhabited a subject position that lay at the very intersection between the family and the market’.21 In the Caribbean, as I discuss in the next chapter, children’s labour was widely used on plantations. However, these debates were far less prominent than at the Cape where the future of children’s labour became imbued with a range of meanings regarding the civilisation of colonial society, the nature of colonial governance across a vast geography and the meaning of freedom more broadly.

Children, welfare and labour in the pre-emancipation Cape colony

In 1822, a Commission of Inquiry was appointed to enquire into issues facing the colonies, including the Cape, Mauritius and Ceylon. The appointment of the Commission was discussed in the same sitting of the House of Commons as a discussion of extension of slavery in the Cape. As a wave of new settlers arrived in the eastern part of the Cape colony, humanitarians like William Wilberforce, key abolitionist in British parliament, wanted to halt the ‘extension of slavery’ in newly settled parts of the colony, including Uitenhage and Albany. In making this plea, Wilberforce called on the ‘instinctive love of freedom which burns in every British bosom’.22 As the House heard various arguments regarding the necessity of stopping the emergence of a new slave market in the Cape, it also applauded the fact that a new commission would be appointed to inquire into the ‘administration of justice at the Cape’. As MP Mr Money reported, this could benefit the most vulnerable members of society. He told the story of an enslaved woman who had been executed for drowning her three children after her mistress had threatened to remove them from her and ‘sell them to Boors in the interior’.23 This, Money argued, showed that criminal law should be reformed at the Cape. Children’s vulnerability to the system of slavery, including being removed from their mothers, was used to illustrate the broader point regarding the nature of Cape society: recently inherited from the often demonised Dutch, it was regarded as in need of imperial government intervention in order to protect the enslaved, indigenous people and the respectability of British society itself. Once appointed, the Commissioners’ mandate was to examine the ‘whole state’ of each colony: the ways in which the colonies were governed, their laws, and particular to the Cape, the ‘actual state of the Slave population’. Commissioners John Bigge and William Colebrooke were based in the Cape for three years from 1823, where they began to collect evidence for the inquiry. In 1825, William Blair was appointed as a third Commissioner and joined them in the colony.24 While the Commissioners may have been appointed to investigate the nature of slavery, for humanitarians like Dr John Philip, the issue of Khoesan labour was at the forefront of their concerns. Philip used his connections to local and international humanitarians, including Sir Jahleel Brenton, whose Cape connections I discuss in Chapter 3 and Thomas Fowell Buxton, humanitarian campaigner and MP, to lobby for Khoesan freedoms by presenting extensive evidence to the Commissioners.25

The Commission has received attention in recent scholarship, particularly investigating the nature of empire-wide enquiries in the nineteenth century.26 As a recent study has highlighted, the records of the Commission relating to the Cape include evidence and complaints presented to the Commissioners by liberated Africans, Khoe and enslaved people, not all of which appeared in the published reports on the Khoe population and then on enslaved people, published in 1830 and 1831 respectively.27 Given the delay in the reports’ publications, Ford, McKenzie, Parkinson and Roberts argue that the measures taken for the protection of enslaved and indigenous people in that context – the appointment of a Guardian of Slaves in 1826 and the passing of Ordinance 50 in 1828 – did not result directly from the actions of the Commissioners themselves. However, the inquiry spurred a series of actions and shifts in policy that had a notable impact at the Cape.28 What has been overlooked in discussions of the Cape Commission has been how the figure of the child emerged in the investigation, and just how central children’s labour and welfare were to questions about the nature of freedom in the colony. The archive – published and unpublished – of the Commission represents a useful window into the experience of different groups of labourers at the Cape, and I have used it to illustrate some of the contestations around their children’s welfare in that context.

Unfortunately, the actual records of Khoe and San complaints to the Commissioners, including those from mission institutions, have been lost.29 Voluminous evidence from enslaved people and liberated Africans, however, has been preserved. In the case of Khoe and San complainants, I am therefore reliant on the published reports from the Commissioners, including some correspondence reprinted in Theal’s Records of the Cape Colony. However, the summarised index of documents given to the Commissioners especially in the sections ‘Bosjesmen, Caffres, Griquas &c’ and ‘Hottentots & Missionary Institutions’ illustrates how central children were to the testimony brought before them. In the forty-three items listed by the Commissioners relating to ‘Bosjesmen, Caffres, Griquas & c’, six list children in their index, but it is likely that the number of records mentioning children was actually far higher, as they would have been mentioned in general reports on the San population and the commando system. For ‘Hottentots and Missionary Institutions’, children also emerge as a central preoccupation, with twenty-two items out of 103 mentioning children directly in the index. Again, this does not mean that these were the only items in which children were mentioned.30 Some evidence relating to Khoe and San people does appear in records relating to enslaved people, however, particularly in cases where children had one enslaved and one free or Khoe parent, and I have drawn on this where possible.

Child labour had not only been used in the Cape colony but had also been legally accepted since the end of the eighteenth century. A commonplace occurrence was Boer commandoes taking San children captive, in order to keep them as servants.31 The commandos consisted of groups of Dutch settler men between the ages of sixteen and sixty, often accompanied by Khoekhoe people, who worked in mounted militia units to capture individual San people or massacre whole groups.32 From as early as 1715, there are recorded instances of commandos taking women and children captive, while killing adult men. The purpose of these commandos, according to Mohamed Adhikari, was ‘acquiring forced labour’.33 Children were seen as easier to use as labourers than adults – more malleable and easier to train as domestic servants and herders. From 1775, the VOC formalised the process of using indentured San (then referred to as Bushmen) child labour in the inboekstelsel (apprenticeship) system. Child apprentices, known as inboekselings, were legally bound to masters until the age of twenty-five. This rule was often flouted by trekboers who would indenture the children for twenty-five years – rather than until the age of twenty-five – in a deliberate misinterpretation of the terms of the indenture.34 Here, we can see the mobilisation and manipulation of the idea of chronological age as a means of securing a labour force for an extended period. Geographically, commandoes were most common on the frontiers of the colony, where slave labour was in shorter supply and growing numbers of settler farmers demanded a steady labour force.35 The ages of these inboekselingen could range from a few months old to eighteen or twenty years.36 For Dr John Philip, the practice was best described as selling ‘children of the Bushmen into slavery’.37

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, and with the coming of British rule in the colony in 1806, San children were commonly traded between trekboers and their labour was seen as particularly useful in herding and domestic work.38 As Susan Newton-King illustrates, records from apprenticeships do not differentiate between ‘Bushman’ captives, who were caught in commando raids against the San, whose children were classed as inboekstelsel, huisboorlingen (Khoesan children indentured to the European master on whose farm they were born) and Bastaard Hottentotten (children of slaves and ‘Hottentots’).39 While the inboekstelsel system was intended to apply only to children who were born of enslaved fathers and Khoesan mothers (known at the time as Bastaard-Hottentots), it was applied indiscriminately to all Khoesan children.40 According to Eldredge, the same system was used even further to indenture amaXhosa and BaTswana people.41 In the Transorangia region, trekboers traded in San and BaSotho women and children, who were seen as easier to coerce into labour than their male counterparts.42 Crucially, the system also allowed masters of indentured children to keep mothers whose apprenticeship periods had expired in service for longer, since they did not want to be separated from their children.43

By the 1820s, around 1000 San children were in the service of farmers in the Graaff-Reinet region alone, while a further 825 were working on farms and in settler homes in Cradock. This illustrates the centrality of San child labour to farmers outside of the immediate vicinity of Cape Town.44 The Commissioners of Inquiry, working in the mid-1820s, would receive extensive evidence on what Andries Stockenström, then landdrost of Graaff-Reinet, had referred to as ‘traffic’ in Bushman children in 1817. In his understanding, San parents had historically given up children they could no longer support to local farmers who would keep them as servants. However, ‘this (as it is called) ancient custom is beginning to be seriously abused’, as children were being sold to masters, or ‘passed off as orphans’ and traded across the region. He spoke of deliberate attacks on Bushman kraals where children would be the only survivors, and once taken captive, they would then be used as labourers.45 John Barrow, a traveller in the colony on behalf of the government in 1797–8, had commented that the system of capturing San children was worse than slavery in that they were not transferrable property like enslaved people, and there was therefore less incentive to ensure their long-term survival.46 There were attempts to regulate these practices. In 1817, Governor Charles Somerset stipulated that San children should only be apprenticed if they were in danger, or if they had been maintained by a farmer from when they were younger than five until they were ten years old. Children who were ‘acquired’ between the ages of five and eight and were maintained for four years could be apprenticed for a further ten years.47 Once again, there were attempts by colonial officials to pin down chronological age as a marker for when children could work or be reasonably separated from their parents. Somerset framed the trade in San children as a choice that San parents were making in light of their poverty or inability to maintain their children themselves: they were ‘in the habit of leaving such children with the richer and more humane farmers, who, from compassion, were willing to receive and maintain such deserted children until reclaimed by their parents’. The proclamation forbade people from offering anything to parents in exchange for their children.

Despite attempts to regulate the practice of San apprenticeships, the mention of ‘orphaned’ children being ‘legitimate’ candidates for indenture actually had a counterintuitive effect on San people’s families. According to McDonald, the stipulation that orphans could be apprenticed actually facilitated the annihilation of the Cape San, as it provided an ‘incentive for commandos to kill San parents to claim their children’.48 This raised a fundamental question surrounding the welfare of children in a settler colonial context: should a benevolent government recognise that families might not have the ability to provide for children in the context of frontier warfare, and if they did, should government officials or settlers step in to regulate the maintenance of these ‘orphans’? As Lydia Murdoch has pointed out in a different context, the idea of orphanhood was used to mobilise sympathy for children: if children in late Victorian Britain were not in fact orphans, they were often constructed as ‘imagined orphans’ to illustrate their vulnerability. If their parents were recognised, they were seen as abusive and neglectful. Often, children were made orphans by being removed from parents seen as unable to parent them adequately.49 Somerset’s framing of parents’ ‘choice’ to leave their children with ‘humane farmers’ framed the parents as not only poor but also incapable of caring for their innocent children in the appropriate way – these children too became ‘imagined orphans’ – better off in the care of settler farmers than their families.

On their part, farmers resented what they saw as government meddling in their labour supply. They argued that if they had paid for the sustenance of the child for an eight-year period, they should be entitled to the labour of that child for a further ten years.50 The majority of these children had never been issued with formal records of apprenticeship and they could therefore be coerced into apprenticeships that lasted beyond the years that were stipulated as permissible in a ‘formal’ contract. For their part, the Commissioners were aware of the difficulties associated with these apprenticeships – it was challenging to trust farmers’ reports of who was a child and who was not, when it was in the interests of farmers to underestimate the ages of potential apprentices. Writing in the early 1820s, the colonial secretary believed that women and children on the frontier were still being taken into servitude ‘without due authority’ and that there needed to be some kind of precaution taken for the ‘prevention of the possibility of their merging into the class of slaves’.51 Robert Moffatt, missionary amongst Tswana people in the northern Cape colony, said that on his travels in the colonies he had observed young San children of around six or seven years old in the service of settler farmers.52 Nevertheless, the practice of using San child labourers was so common that even those who were critical of the system, and particularly settlers’ treatment of these children, like Stockenström, had San children in their service.53 As Bigge himself noted, San children ‘when taken at an early age’ were able to become good labourers, often employed in leading teams of oxen, and were found to be ‘both faithful and useful’.54

The Commissioners also received evidence from indigenous people themselves. In one case, a San chief named Stuurman reported in November 1826 that farmer and acting field cornet, Hans van Tonder, had come to his kraal and had taken his youngest child, a boy of about five years old. Stuurman followed the farmer to try to get the child back, and he was threatened with being shot until he turned around and went home. The same man was reported to have taken two further children from another man, Ackerman.55 Ackerman and his children were questioned by the landdrost. In a rare glimpse of indigenous children’s voices in the archival material, Ackerman’s sixteen-year-old son reported that while he had been brought to his master’s farm by his father voluntarily, he nonetheless wanted to return to live with his father. Ackerman’s seven-year-old daughter, Regina, said she too wished to return to her parents. Another boy who lived at van Tonder’s farm, a ten-year-old named Present, reported that he had lived at the farm for ‘very long’, and that ‘Old Ackerman found me at the Orange River and brought me to that master’. He said his parents were both dead.56 In the course of an investigation regarding Ackerman’s child, it emerged that van Tonder had allegedly given Ackerman two or three sheep in exchange for his daughter, who van Tonder wanted to perform childcare duties for his own child. Ackerman was under the impression that he could go and collect his daughter at any time and reported that he had only given her to van Tonder for protection. Van Tonder, for his part, said that ‘I told him out of fun that he must then give me his child’ in exchange for food and that he had offered to return the child many times.57 This case gives a sense of the kinds of complex arrangements that were being entered into to secure both child labour and for the protection, maintenance and welfare of children. This kind of arrangement, where there was an implication that a child was being exchanged for sheep, was potentially catastrophic in the colony in which there were eager attempts to distinguish the categories of ‘slave’ and ‘free’ labour, and not to extend slavery in the eastern part of the colony. On his part, Philip republished a letter from missionary James Read in his Researches in South Africa, in which Read claimed that children were commonly being traded for sheep and goats.58

There was also widespread use of Khoekhoe child labour in the colony. As Fred Morton has argued, the categories of indentured Khoekhoe people, other indigenous coerced labourers within the colony and slaves also differed very little by the end of the eighteenth century.59 Slave status was inherited maternally, so children born to an enslaved woman were automatically enslaved. Those born to bonded Khoekhoe women were also bonded. Children were commonly used as bargaining chips to keep their parents in the service of farmers. If the parent was to leave the farm, children were often kept in bondage as ‘payment’ for the loss of labour.60 A series of colonial ordinances had facilitated the bondage of indigenous children. The Caledon or ‘Hottentot’ Code of 1809 effectively bound Khoekhoe adults to settler farms, requiring them to have a fixed place of residence and to carry a pass showing their employers’ details. As Nigel Penn points out, the purpose of this legislation was both coercive and benevolent: it secured a Khoekhoe labour force, but made provisions for Khoe people to receive better treatment by appealing to the newly established circuit courts.61 It also included particular provisions regarding children, who were not allowed to be detained by a master if their parent’s contract had expired.62 Two further proclamations, one in 1812 and the other in 1819, which included San children, allowed Khoekhoe children to be apprenticed until the age of eighteen if they were found to be orphaned or ‘destitute’. The 1812 proclamation allowed children who had grown up on a farm until the age of eight to be apprenticed until they were eighteen years old, provided the landdrost believed the master to be a ‘person of humanity’.63 It also stipulated that registers of all Khoekhoe labourers working on settler farms should be collected, including the number of children under sixteen years, and the numbers of male and female labourers, along with a birth register. As Elizabeth Elbourne explains, this was ‘theoretically in order to discharge the expenses of their upbringing’,64 an argument that would be echoed by slave owners in the colony in the 1830s. As in the case of San children discussed above, there were reports that ages were being deliberately fabricated for Khoekhoe children as well. Missionary James Read reported to the landdrost at Uitenhage in 1812 that two girls had been recorded as being eleven or twelve years old respectively in order for their apprenticeship to be extended. ‘There requires not much knowledge of physiognomy to perceive there must be somewhere a great mistake. If they were not more than eighteen years of age, they cannot be much less.’65 Chronological age, in this case, was deeply political and had the potential to shape an individual’s fate over the following decade at the minimum.

Arguments regarding the expense of maintaining children were something that the Commissioners were aware could be abused: in 1824, Bigge asked Stockenström if ‘the expense incurred by a farmer in supporting the children of Hottentots during eight years in infancy and childhood gives him an equitable claim upon the services of those children for 10 years afterwards’. Stockenström’s response was that the farmers did not have a claim to this service, given that these children were hardly costing the farmers in terms of maintenance and wages.66 An official from Uitenhage, a town in the eastern part of the colony, would confirm that Khoekhoe children were covering the costs of their support between the ages of five and eight: at this age, they were already doing farm labour or were looking after their master’s children.67 Colebrooke speculated that Khoekhoe labourers refused to enter into long-term contracts with farmers precisely because they did not want their children to be forced into apprenticeships.68

The terms of Khoekhoe apprenticeships stipulated that children should be instructed in English, given religious education, and be provided with food, clothing and shelter. Although based on an English model of pauper apprenticeship, in which parents were required to consent to the apprenticeship, at the Cape, the apprenticeship was approved by the landdrost and the apprentice’s master.69 In the Cape more generally, discussions of apprenticeships regarding children generally focused on parental rights to choose where their children lived and worked. Liberal historian Macmillan argued that ‘“apprenticeship” of course implied servantship, but carried with it no responsibility requiring the master to give the child any instruction whatever’.70 As one contemporary observer put it, the apprenticeship of children between eight and eighteen years took them away from their parents at a crucial age where they might learn to become independent farmers themselves and thus there would be no ‘improvement in their condition’.71 For another observer, ‘the Old Dutch regulations are excellent in the provisions they make for their [Khoe] protection but that they are never duly enforced […] the Hottentots are virtually slaves’.72 For Khoe parents themselves, the clauses regarding education and the individual improvement of their children were important. In late 1823, Catharina Evelina Izakse reported to the Commissioners that her brothers, Jan and Manus, sons of a Khoekhoe woman Jannetje de Beer, had been transferred to the son of her mother’s previous employer, who had failed to christen them or to teach any religion. The Commissioners wrote to the landdrost in Stellenbosch saying he should investigate the matter, ‘not doubting that a claim which appears to involve such important interests to the Children themselves, and to be attended with a very beneficial improvement in the moral condition of their sister will not meet a due share of your attention’.73 In this case, the ‘interests’ of the children themselves were the cause of concern, and indeed the authority of the landdrost seems to have been seen as of more importance than that of the child’s parents.

As was the case for San children, the issue of parental consent to apprenticeships was habitually ignored or deliberately misinterpreted. A Khoe woman, Mina, reported to the Commissioners that her five-year-old son, Hendrik, had been apprenticed to Mr van Breda. He was neither orphaned nor destitute.74 Writing to fiscal Denyssen in 1824, the Commissioners said that if apprenticeships were entered into, particularly for long periods, the consent of the mother, if living, was essential, unless her ‘bad conduct’ could be proven. This was not an isolated case or piece of evidence, and other parents reported to the Commissioners that their children were being detained against their will.75Landdrost van Reyneveld in Stellenbosch reported that two children whose mother, Jantje, was a free black had been apprenticed to a farmer de Villiers under the terms of the proclamation of 23 April 1812.76 ‘Now, the Indenture only states that the Children arrived at the place of Mr De Villiers with their Mother upwards of eight years ago, and Jantje positively denies before us, that they lived upon the estate of Mr de Villiers or were supported by him and of this she has offered to produce proofs.’ Jantje reported that she was ‘induced to consent’ to apprenticing her children for an extended period.77 Hanna, an eight-year-old Khoe girl in Swellendam, had been apprenticed to a Mrs Tante until the age of eighteen years. The documents that the Commissioners had been shown stated that the girl had been apprenticed ‘in the customary manner’78 to learn needlework and knitting. The Commissioners could find no evidence of the mother’s consent to such an extended term of apprenticeship of ten years and reported the ‘expression of agony and grief that we witnessed in the mother, during our stay at Zuurbracht, for the loss of her Child for so much longer a period than she had consented to’.79 Andries, an enslaved man, reported to the Commissioners that his two children, whose mother was Khoe, were not allowed to live with them at the Moravian Institution at Genadendal, being detained by his master as apprentices.80

As McDonald has pointed out, underlying discussions about indigenous children’s apprenticeships was a significant preoccupation for colonial observers about the ability of indigenous people to parent their own children. The ability of San and Khoe people to adequately care for their children was a question invoked by the Commissioners, who asked ‘Are the Bushmen in general attached to their children?’, to which LMS missionary Robert Moffatt replied that although they were sometimes tempted by the prices offered to them for the children, parents were generally attached to their children.81 However, San people were often constructed as ‘unfit parents’ and accused of inhumane treatment of their children. This was used to justify the removal and indenture of their children. ‘For Cape colonists’, McDonald writes, ‘the most effective way of assimilating San children as subservient labourers was to remove them from their parents, and the colonial state felt fully entitled to regulate indigenous parent-child relations’.82 The fact that the Commissioners felt it necessary to ask about the ‘attachment’ between parents and children exposes how relationships between indigenous parents and children were often constructed as ‘unnatural’ and lacking appropriate emotion or sentimentality. This was used as a way to justify the removal of children. On the other hand, evidence to the Commissioners also revealed the affection between Khoekhoe parents and their children. For example, a farmer visited the Commissioners in 1823 and reported that the

regulation [of detaining children in apprenticeships until age 18] leaves him [a Khoesan person] no alternative between a separation from his children or a continuance with his Master upon any conditions that he may choose to impose. The right of the Master to remuneration for the support of the children is a mere pretence, for the Hottentot is very abstemious, and from his daily allowance of one pound & a half of meat will always save sufficient for the maintenance of his wife & family. The children are numerous & are active in procuring food, especially a wild berry.83


Here, the nuclear family unit is used as a way of framing the Khoekhoe man as civilised, and of showing the affection between parents and children.

For Philip, a key informant and interlocuter in the Commission of Inquiry, and later the Select Committee on Aborigines, an inquiry into the condition and treatment of indigenous people across the British Empire, children’s freedom was an essential part of the ‘liberation’ of Khoesan people. His statements on the experiences of Khoesan families and children were no doubt influenced by his month-long stay with Andries Stockenström, accompanied by other Cape liberals and missionaries. Stockenström’s first-hand experiences regarding both San and Khoe children would influence how Philip came to see the welfare of this group in general. Tim Keegan argues that the draft for Ordinance 50 was likely drawn up during this visit.84 As Keegan’s recent biography of Philip has shown, Philip advocated for the ability and indeed the right of indigenous people to enter into free labour, ‘to dispose of their labour as they saw fit, to take up the Christian duty to become self-made and self-motivated men and women, and to become true citizens of a free empire’.85 Part of this individual freedom, for Philip, included the ability of parents to make decisions about their children’s employment and accommodation.86 Philip argued that a lack of parental affection was used as a justification for the apprenticeship of ‘Hottentots’. He was concerned that these children’s parents were ‘treated worse than the common slaves’ and that their children were in ‘a worse condition than that of the slave children’.87 Philip went on to explain that the ‘Hottentots do not fall below the inhabitants of Great Britain in the strength of their affections for the children and if you leave them to find a market for their own labour, they can provide for them with much more ease than the working classes in Europe can provide for their offspring’.88 So, while the Commissioners following Philip saw Khoekhoe people as showing attachment to their children, these relationships were framed as lacking appropriate care and affection by those who indentured their children. Here, Philip linked the political freedom of Khoekhoe people with their ability to enter free labour: if free, indigenous people would ‘naturally’ enter the settler economy as it was clearly in their own interests.

For both Khoe and San indentured children, much of their fate was left in the hands of individual landdrosts, who, as members of the Cape’s settler farmer community, often had vested interests in a continued supply of indentured labour. While Andries Stockenström would write in January 1824 that he did not bind Khoekhoe children into apprenticeships unless ‘at the request of the Mother, or that the Mother were dead, or that the child had been willfully abandoned by the unnatural parent, or it had been clearly proved that the Parents were bad characters or unable or unwilling to bring up their Children properly’,89 other landdrosts were less circumspect. In George, for example, the Commissioners were concerned about the ‘careless manner in which these Indentures appear to have been prepared’ by the landdrost, who was not recording sufficient details about the children, including their parents’ names, dates of birth, and age, before apprenticing the children.90 The number of children apprenticed there was ‘very considerable’, and the Commissioners were not convinced that the terms of the 1812 proclamation were being followed. There, the landdrost relied on the records kept by the farmers about the ages of the children, rather than conducting his own investigations about children’s ages. He was therefore trusting the ‘very parties who have a direct interest in using and perverting them [records of ages] to the prejudice of the unprotected Children’.91 In 1823, the Commissioners asked all landdrosts to record the names and ages of all the Khoekhoe children in the service of settlers, and, crucially, to record ‘by what means the ages of such children have been generally ascertained, by which the terms of their apprenticeships have been adjusted’.92 This points to age as a contested category: while there may have been chronological age categories tied to particular kinds of work, in a large colony where practices of recording births had been haphazard at best, it was often difficult to tie an individual’s age to an exact date. As pointed out earlier, the metropolitan discussion of work and age in relation to the Cotton Mills Act was also interested in cementing a particular relationship between hours of work, leisure and education. Here, it became increasingly important for chronological age to be accurately recorded, in spite of the difficulties and vested interests that individuals had in misreporting the ages of Khoe and San labourers.

Criticisms of the practice of Khoe indenture reached a high point in the late 1820s, where missionary campaigning, particularly from Philip, led to the passing of Ordinance 50 of 1828, which officially ‘emancipated’ the Khoesan from enforced labour and changed understandings of ‘vagrancy’ in the colony more broadly. Out of twenty-five clauses in the ordinance, no less than ten mention children specifically, and carry provisions for their treatment and labour.93 This gives a sense of the centrality of children to the debates over indigenous people’s freedom in the colony at the time. The ordinance fixed terms of apprenticeship for children to seven years in total, and up to age eighteen for boys and sixteen for girls. Such apprenticeships needed to be bound by legal contracts which were freely entered into.94 No children could be removed from their parents without parental consent. At the same time, wives and children of Khoekhoe men who had been in the service of a particular employer were no longer bound to work for them after the death of the husband. Children who were ‘orphaned’ or ‘destitute’ could only be apprenticed by the appropriate authorities – the superintendent of police, clerk of the peace or field cornet, and only then if they were girls under sixteen or boys under eighteen. It is worth noting that girls’ terms of apprenticeship were generally shorter, on the understanding that they would marry and have children, which would make them less useful as labourers in the short-term. The ordinance also stipulated that if a Khoe man lived with his family on a farm, it was his choice if he apprenticed the child to his master and there were no grounds for compelling that child into service. Any orphaned or destitute child given to the relevant authorities for safekeeping should be offered to their relatives, in the first instance, before being bound into an apprenticeship. Children bound under previous legislation but who had parents who could provide for their ‘maintenance and education’ were permitted to be restored to their parents, and those who did not have relatives capable of maintaining them could leave the master’s service when they reached sixteen or eighteen, for females and males, respectively, even if the term of their apprenticeship had not yet expired.

The ubiquity of child labour was also prevalent in discussions about African labourers who were entering the colony from beyond the north-eastern frontier in the 1820s. A group known to colonists as ‘Mantatees’, a term used to describe ‘any non-Xhosa Africans of whom Cape Colonists became aware during this period’, was also discussed in the evidence for the Commission of Inquiry.95 The Council in Cape Town debated a system of apprenticeship, concluding that it ‘is only in the case of orphaned or deserted children, to the age of 18 or 16 years, that it would seem desirable to apply this system’.96 Ordinance 49, passed at the same time as Ordinance 50, regulated the entry of African labourers into the colony and forced them to carry passes including their employers’ details, and, like Ordinance 50, included clauses about children. Here, parents were permitted to bind their children into apprenticeships with their master until age eighteen if male and sixteen if female. The term of the child’s apprenticeship could not extend beyond the contracted period of the parent. Masters who used child labourers without the appropriate registration would be fined twenty sterling for each calendar month that the child was detained, and any child who was found to have been kept without the appropriate approval would be apprenticed to another master by the landdrost or deputy landdrost. The ordinance, which applied to ‘Caffre, Gonaqua, Tambookie, Griqua, Bosjesman, Bechuana, Mantatee, Namaqua or other foreigner’ people entering the colony, also made provisions for orphaned or destitute children who were of ‘too tender an age to earn a livelihood by labour’.97 Such children could be apprenticed, and if their parents returned within two years of the initial date of indenture and could ‘prove his or her relationship to such child’, then the landdrost or deputy landdrost could return this child to their parents. A parent wishing to leave their child with a master when the parent was leaving the colony needed to register this with the appropriate authority. Ordinance 49 also repealed the proclamation of August 1817, and now farmers who had San children in their service needed to register these with the appropriate authorities where they would be indentured according to the provisions of Ordinance 49.98

Evidence collected by the Commissioners about children in this category was as bleak as evidence regarding Khoesan children. One observer reported that so-called ‘Caffre’ children were being used as labourers by Dutch farmers on the eastern Cape frontier:

They were taken during their infancy and he verily believed that they were now in a state of Slavery …. He did not doubt that many persons who had thus retained the infant children of the Frontier tribes might have done it from good & humane motives, & that they easily persuaded themselves that the condition of slaves was preferable to that of a wandering Savage life.99


Eva, for example, described as a ‘Caffre’ woman, was apprenticed by Col Cuyler to Mr Beneke, along with her daughter Lys without any contract and with no limit communicated to them on their term of service.100 It appears that this was not an isolated case.101

The Commissioner’s final report, published some years after the inquiry itself, reflected the preoccupation with children’s labour, apprenticeship and welfare. In the 1830 report entitled ‘Hottentot and Bushman Population of the Cape of Good Hope’, Bigge concluded that the legislation put into place to protect children from unfair apprenticeships was being abused. He argued that farmers were exaggerating the expense of maintaining children until they were eight years old, saying that even children under eight years were often being used very profitably to do basic farm labour. There was also very little evidence of the farmers following the terms of apprenticeship that bound them to give the children education: ‘the inhabitants of the Cape may be considered to have been averse to their receiving moral or religious instruction of any kind’.102 Children’s ages were guessed at, and they were put into contracts for far longer than was legal. Ultimately, he concluded that landdrosts had too much power in separating Khoe children from their parents, and therefore, the apprenticeship system was being used ‘as patronage to the master instead of an instrument of benefit to the children’.103 Bigge concluded that he had ‘been unable to discover in what respect it [apprenticeship] has been advantageous to the children, with the exception of those who have learnt trades’.104

There was also a considerable extent to which the fate of children, and indeed the experience of what constituted childhood, varied according to location. The role of individual landdrosts, at once colonial officials and settlers, was central to framing who counted as a child, and by what measure. This meant that across the districts, there were different practices of indenture and apprenticeship, and the kinds of arrangements put into place to ensure the ongoing supply of young labourers could depend on the willingness of officials to fabricate ages or to trust reporting from parties with vested interests in a continued supply of labour. The Commissioner’s reports show how central the issue of young people’s labour was to the question of the treatment of Khoe and San people in the colony, including their ability to achieve freedom, which fundamentally included their ability to make decisions about the future of their own children. At the heart of this was the desire to pin down chronological age and to tie this to a state of freedom or unfreedom, with adults seen as more able to consent to indenture or apprenticeship than children, who required ‘guardianship’ from paternalistic masters. As the legislation shows, however, there were shifting scales of who counted as a child, differing according to race, gender and indeed, the trustworthiness of those bequeathed with the power to decide on a child’s age.

Liberated African children

There was another significant group of young labourers in the colony whose status raised some concern for local officials. A group of liberated Africans or ‘recaptives’ known locally as ‘prize negroes’ or ‘prize slaves’ were apprenticed at the Cape after the abolition of the slave trade in 1807. These were individuals who had been seized off slave ships and ‘liberated’ by being brought to a British colony. The fact of them being commonly referred to in the Cape as ‘prize slaves’ indicates, as Chris Saunders has argued, that their status differed very little from that of enslaved people at the Cape.105 These individuals, regardless of age, were subject to apprenticeships of a period of up to fourteen years.106 Between 1807 and 1817, between 100 and 150 liberated Africans were apprenticed to the navy, army and government service at the Cape, respectively. A far larger group, of around 1750 individuals were apprenticed via the Collector of Customs to Cape colonists. Of these, as Benjamin Crous has recently noted, more than half were children, making them ‘the bulk of future labour for recaptive households’.107 Charles Blair, Collector of Customs between 1808 and 1826 and his colleague Wilberforce Bird, Comptroller of Customs, were charged with apprenticing these liberated Africans. They ensured that their friends and creditors had first pick of recaptives, and many ended up in Blair’s service as well.108 Blair’s corruption meant that these recaptives were often assigned to individuals with whom he had private business dealings – for example, William Duckitt and his wife had thirty recaptives assigned to them, in exchange for pasturage for Blair’s horses and cattle.109 Only seven recaptured Africans were recorded in Graaff-Reinet in 1825, and notably, six of these were apprenticed to Andries Stockenström.110 The vast majority were apprenticed to a small number of households in the Cape district, including Cape Town, Simons Town, Rondebosch, Stellenbosch and Wynberg. Very few were employed further afield, largely because these apprentices were being assigned according to Blair’s patronage networks.

Liberated Africans were considered minors under the terms of the Abolition Act, regardless of age, and were therefore not able to sign their own contracts to enter apprenticeships.111 This highlights the blurring of categories between enslaved people and children, a theme I return to in Chapter 2. Apprenticeship was in theory designed to protect children and provide them with education, but it was, in fact, often used to coerce labour: liberated African children who were older than six years old could be apprenticed away from their parents, and the term of this apprenticeship could last until they were eighteen years old.112 When the liberated Africans were apprenticed at the Cape, their ages were recorded as either above or below fourteen years old, with fourteen in this case being seen as the chronological age marker between adult and childhood, although in practice adults were apprenticed alongside children. When questioned by the Commissioners, WJ Birkwood, who filled in the indentures of the liberated Africans, when asked ‘By what authority had the ages been fixed?’ answered, ‘By the part employed by the agents.’113 This indicates that these ages were likely guessed at, and recorded in the interests of the master rather than the apprentice.

Like the case of the indenture of Khoesan children in the 1820s, in 1823, there were attempts to regulate the apprenticeships of young liberated Africans in the wider context of humanitarian reform and amelioration of the conditions of the enslaved. A proclamation from Somerset in 1823 stipulated that if a female prize negro had a child during her apprenticeship, then provision should be made for ‘support, protection and religious instruction of such Children’.114 However, this support needed to be adequately reimbursed: the proclamation stated that ‘the Masters or Mistresses of the aforesaid Apprentices have incurred considerable expense and loss of labour, in this instance in which the female Apprentices have been in a state of pregnancy, and during the infancy of the Children born of them’. When the mothers’ contracts expired, ‘it is not in the power of the said Females to maintain themselves, and provide sufficient means of support and proper instruction of their Offspring, to prevent them becoming burthensome to the Colony’, and Governor Somerset advised they should be apprenticed in the same way as the ‘Hottentot children, deprived of their Mothers’, according to the laws of 1812 and 1819.115 According to the laws for ‘free unprotected native Children’, Somerset continued, these children could be apprenticed when they were between the ages of five and eighteen, to their mother’s master or mistress.116 As Kirsten McKenzie recently pointed out, the model of apprenticeship for Khoesan children was followed so closely in the case of the ‘prize slaves’ that the same indenture form was used, with the date simply altered from 1819, when the proclamation was made regarding ‘Hottentots’, to 1823, when the same provisions were extended to children of liberated Africans.117

The proclamation was couched in humanitarian language: the master and mistress should provide ‘proper instruction’ to the child and protect them from poverty. Children who lived in areas close to Government Free Schools needed to be released from work to attend school for at least three hours per week, and to attend Church. Any child who was not being sent to school by their master or mistress could be removed by the magistrate and sent to the Government Slave Lodge in Cape Town, where ‘directions will be given for their support, protection and instruction’. They would be educated with the other children who lived there, until ‘such time as each Child is fit to be placed to some trade or useful occupation’. The same proclamation stipulated that liberated African women with children younger than five years old could expect their master or mistress to provide food, lodging and clothing for that child. If these mothers were unemployed, they could be housed in the Government Lodge until they could find employment.118 In August the same year, a further proclamation reinforced that education should be provided to prize negro and Hottentot children on the same terms as that offered to enslaved children according to amelioration measures.119 At the same time, the role of masters was extended – they were no longer only concerned with the parents’ welfare but also that of children, for whom they were obliged to provide opportunities for religious instruction and education.120

For their part, the Commissioners of Inquiry were dubious about whether the apprenticeships were being extended to liberated Africans to the benefit of the children themselves. They asked if this proclamation had been based on

the experience of benefits derived by the Mothers of Hottentot Children, under the laws that regulate their domestic condition, or upon any facts that may have been proved to the satisfaction of the Colonial Government or that are now collected or detailed in Records of the Office of the Chief Secretary to Government.121


The Commissioners also wanted to know why the term of the apprenticeship of prize negro children was thirteen years – while for ‘Hottentot’ and other ‘unprotected and Orphaned children’ it was only ten years.122 When the Commissioners enquired in 1825 about the number of children who had been apprenticed according to the provisions of this May proclamation, the landdrost of the Cape district reported he had apprenticed just three children this way. On the other hand, the fiscal had apprenticed thirty children; the youngest was a girl named Christina, who was just three years old.123 This went against the terms of the proclamation which stipulated that children could only be apprenticed after the age of five. The oldest child amongst the thirty so apprenticed was twelve years old, a boy called Farran.124 The Commissioners found that Cape colonists were taking advantage of the labour of recaptive children. Colonists favoured young labourers between twelve and fifteen years old, who were used as domestic servants and in handicraft trades.125 Masters felt entitled to the apprenticeship of children they had supported in their infancy while their mothers were still in their period of apprenticeship.126

As in the cases of apprenticeship of other groups, there was evidence that the terms of these indentures were not being adhered to by masters and mistresses. Isaac Morrison, a ‘free negro’ and his wife Rosanna, a ‘prize negress’, told the Commissioners that their two boys, eight-year-old Africa, and five-year-old America, were being unlawfully detained by Rosanna’s new mistress Mrs Dray.127 The following day, Mr Dray appeared and explained that the children were being detained ‘in the intention of bringing them up to trades’.128 It was decided that the children should indeed be returned to their mother since there was insufficient evidence that they were being instructed. A free black woman, Carolina, reported to the Commissioners that Mr Kekewich was keeping her fifteen-year-old son, James, in service against her will. Her major objection was that he was not receiving any education.129

In another case, alluded to in the introduction to this chapter, Saartje and her husband reported to the Commissioners that her children were supported by their labour rather than by any provisions made by her master, Rev Mr von Manger. Saartje’s report stated that the children were about eight and eleven or twelve. She said she had never been asked to consent to her children’s apprenticeship. She believed there was little prospect of the children learning a trade in von Manger’s house, where they would only be taught to iron, a job which she already did. According to Saartje, she had been called to Mrs von Manger and told that if the fiscal asked her any questions, she should report that her children had been kept in the house, sent to school and that they should stay with her mistress, where Saartje could visit them once a week when she went there to do some ironing. Saartje, on the other hand, reported that the children were resident with her, rather than with her master. Von Manger had made no arrangements to send the children to school or to have them instructed in a trade. Rather, he wanted them to hire out their labour for which he would receive a proportion of their earnings.130 As mentioned above, she believed that the fiscal had deliberately recorded the ages of the children as younger than they were. Although there were attempts to keep records of when children of liberated Africans were born, record keeping was haphazard at best, and often left in the hands of individuals with a vested interest in misrecording children’s ages. There were other cases of children being apprenticed to individuals which did not follow the letter of the law, a worrying development in a colony seeking to regulate child labour practices through a formal indenture system.131

Concerns regarding the apprenticeship of liberated African children were by no means exclusive to the Cape, and as Lisa Ford and Naomi Parkinson have recently shown, the struggles regarding the legal status of these apprenticed children would come to a head in the West Indies. James Stephen, Evangelical humanitarian colonial secretary, would argue in that context that these children were the same as any other free child and that while he could recognise that masters might be paying for the children’s upkeep, until there was a law that focused on apprenticing ‘all destitute children of persons of free condition’; children of apprentices in the West Indies could not be legally apprenticed.132 In other words, he was protesting against the distinction being made between the children of liberated Africans and other groups of children. In Mauritius, the Commissioners of Eastern Inquiry discovered that all liberated Africans who were indentured prior to 1824 were bound for fourteen years, in spite of their age or ‘capacity’ at the time of apprenticeship. In Sierra Leone, as Richard Allen has shown, at least 35,000 African children became liberated Africans, where their apprenticeship was seen as ‘both a system of labour and a process of socialisation’, allowing it to be accepted by more humanitarian-inflected colonial officials.133 There, children’s labour was central to the prosperity of the growing free community, who relied on children’s labour in the Atlantic port city. What made the Sierra Leonean case different from the Cape, Mauritius or the Caribbean was that the category of liberated African apprenticeship was confined to children in that context: adults were enlisted into the military, public works or agricultural labour, while children were apprenticed.134 By the mid-1820s, argues Maeve Ryan, apprenticeship in that context applied only to liberated African children and was understood to mean enforced domestic child labour. When the issue was investigated in 1827, a Royal Commission found that most apprentices in the colony were under fourteen years old, serving indentureships of three to nine years.135

Conclusion

The widespread use of apprenticed child labour formed an important backdrop to the discussions of formerly enslaved children’s apprenticeship, to which I turn in the next chapter. In the discussions regarding Khoesan and liberated Africans’ children, the necessity of using child labour tended not to be questioned. Rather, these discussions focused on how best to regulate the system in order to ‘protect’ children, but also to ‘protect’ the interests of the master, who was paying for the maintenance of children who were often unable to perform much labour. In the next chapter, we will see how these issues were taken up in the case of the children of the formerly enslaved.

The debates about child labour in the pre-emancipation Cape colony reveal a dramatic difference between labour practices across different districts of the province. In urban areas and closer to Cape Town itself, Khoe and San labourers were far less common than in the remoter parts of the colony, where enslaved labour was less common. This means that the experience of being a child in the colony differed substantially according to where children were located, and it is difficult to argue that there was any singular experience of what it meant to be a young person – working or otherwise – in the colony at the time. Nevertheless, children’s labour was central to debates regarding the Cape’s governance at the time, and the figure of the child as an individual to be protected was beginning to emerge in a way that would shape debates regarding childhood in the period immediately following slave emancipation in the following decade.

These debates also reveal a tension between free and unfree labour, particularly in the context of increasing antislavery sentiment in the metropolitan context. While there may have been rhetoric about apprenticeships and coerced labour being in children’s interests, what was of increasing concern to humanitarian observers was whether these contracts were ‘free’ and entered into by choice, either of the child or the parent. It was increasingly apparent that local government officials might interpret the terms of apprenticeships differently, according to their status as both settlers and officials. The concerns about the use of enslaved labour in the eastern Cape colony reveal how central ideas of freedom were to new notions of more humane colonization in the 1820s and after.

With legislation passed in the 1810s and 1820s, there was an increasing drive to tie the status of ‘childhood’ to a specific chronological age in both metropole and colony. This was seen to have a bearing on when, where and how children could work, and whether they should be seen as sources of wealth or as an expense to their masters. Across the cases under discussion here, there is significant evidence that age was not being accurately recorded, and indeed, that parents’ understandings of their own children’s welfare was being overlooked in favour of reports from both humanitarian legislators wishing to ‘protect’ young labourers, or settler farmers and officials hoping to extract labour. Adulthood was therefore sometimes achieved by sixteen for girls or eighteen for boys, but the ability of subject peoples to fully attain adulthood in terms of making decisions about their own children’s lives was questionable. In the next chapter, I turn to how these debates played out for enslaved people.
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Destitute and deserving children: Children and slave emancipation

In July 1835, the Special Magistrate of Swellendam, James Barnes, wrote to the colonial secretary in Cape Town, reporting that a local farmer was complaining that one of his apprenticed labourers had fallen pregnant. He was concerned that he would not be able to apprentice this unborn child before the expiration of the mother’s apprenticeship. He asked if he was ‘compelled to feed clothe, or allow himself to be in any way troubled with it [the child] during the remaining Apprenticeship of the Mother’. In the special magistrate’s opinion, it was hardly fair for the master to pay for the expenses of this child and to suffer from the loss of labour of the mother when the child would only be able to do ‘the most trifling service’ before it was six years old.1 This question of the child’s maintenance was not easily answered in the Cape colony, and points to the contestation over children’s livelihoods and labour in the period surrounding slave emancipation.

As formerly enslaved people entered a period of apprenticeship, there were questions regarding the necessity, and the morality, of apprenticing their children. Partly shaped by the local Cape context of an extended history of the use of coerced and indentured child labour, and partly by broader metropolitan and imperial concerns regarding the status of children in societies emerging from slavery, these debates centred on the figure of the ‘destitute’ or vulnerable child. This chapter focuses on these debates, first by situating them within the history of enslaved child labour at the Cape, and then by turning to the issue of apprenticed children after emancipation in the Cape and the broader British imperial context.

Children were central to discussions of freedom in the Cape context. While there was a need to pin down their chronological age, often in line with legal frameworks imported into the colony from elsewhere, there was also a desire, particularly amongst settler farmers, and some colonial officials, to continue to maintain a youthful bonded labour force. Two important themes emerge from this discussion. First is the idea of ‘destitution’, which was used to justify the apprenticeship of children of the formerly enslaved. As this chapter will show, this was a contested concept which had a long history in the Cape, and as further chapters illustrate, in the British Empire more broadly. Second, the chapter raises questions about family and guardianship. Whose role was it to determine the fate of children, and how should these decisions be made? Were formerly enslaved people entitled to make decisions about their children’s lives, or were those to be left in the hands of masters, special magistrates or the Colonial Office? This chapter illustrates the complex ways in which these decisions around parental care and authority were negotiated. The previous chapter discussed the contestations surrounding the use of Khoesan and liberated African labour in the Cape colony during the first three decades of the nineteenth century. While there were increasing measures put into place to protect children and to curtail their working hours, these were often ignored by individual settlers and by some government employees. The discussion in this chapter builds on this context, showing how central children’s labour was to debates regarding slave emancipation in the 1830s.

Children of the enslaved in the period before emancipation

From the outset of slavery at the Cape, children had been imported into the colony as enslaved people. Enslaved children were often preferred by both VOC company officials and colonists – young boys in particular were valued as more malleable than adults and therefore more able to learn to be good workers.2 As John Edwin Mason has pointed out, enslaved children began working as soon as masters could use them. Often, very young children would be involved in herding cattle, while when they were in their teens they were able to do housework or other forms of manual labour.3 From the seventeenth century until the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, the birth rates amongst enslaved people at the Cape were exceptionally low in comparison to other slave-holding societies.4 However, by 1806, 35 per cent of the enslaved population were children (classified as under sixteen for boys and under fourteen for girls). By 1824, this had shifted to 42 per cent of the population.5 Mason has slightly different figures, recording 35 per cent of the enslaved population as under sixteen in 1824, and 39 per cent under eighteen in 1833.6 In 1834, the population of enslaved people was similarly young, with the median age across all districts being twenty-two and the mean age twenty-five. In some districts, like Swellendam, this was significantly lower, with the median age being fourteen and the mean nearly nineteen years old out of the 3686 enslaved people in 1834.7 This made children an increasingly visible and important group in terms of humanitarian interventions.

Across the Empire, children inherited their enslaved status through their mothers – if the mother was enslaved, so too would the child be enslaved. As Pamela Scully has argued, the status of the mother largely determined ‘an individual’s experience of colonial life’.8 The issue of children’s freedom in relation to slavery had been central to abolitionist arguments since at least the end of the eighteenth century. In 1792, in a House of Commons debate regarding abolition, Henry Dundas, then Home Secretary, argued that children should be born free: ‘he should be educated at the expense of the person importing his parents, and when arrived at such a degree of strength as may qualify him to labour, he should work for five or ten years, or whatever period it may be, for the payment of the expense of education and maintenance’.9 While Dundas did not advocate for immediate abolition or emancipation, he looked to the regulation of children’s labour as a means to prepare enslaved people for freedom. When the Abolition Act was eventually passed in 1807, children were referred to as anyone under fourteen years old. With the coming of emancipation, and then the apprenticeship period between 1834 and 1838, the category was further disaggregated when children under six were placed in a different category of freedom than those above six, as the discussion below shows.

As reforms were being made regarding the labour of Khoekhoe, San and liberated African children in the Cape, there were Empire-wide reforms to system of slavery as well. During the 1820s, ameliorative measures in the system of slavery were put into place across the British colonies as humanitarian sentiments began to hold increasing sway in British Parliament. The motion for amelioration was initially brought before Parliament by the Anti-Slavery Society, led by the humanitarian campaigner and MP, Thomas Fowell Buxton. The proposal was not to end slavery immediately but rather to implement measures which would ensure the better treatment of enslaved people, including placing limitations on physical punishment, including of females, allowing enslaved people’s testimony to be heard in court, making provision for moral and religious instruction, recognising Christian marriage between enslaved people and easing the path towards manumission.10 The implementation of ameliorative measures across Britain’s vast slave-holding colonies was not simple, as local planters and lobbyists wanted to see these measures adapted to suit local circumstances. Beginning in Trinidad in 1824, the office of Guardian or Protector of Slaves was created to adjudicate disputes between masters and slaves.11 At the Cape, Guardians of Slaves were appointed in 1826, an office which was abolished after emancipation and changed to the role of special magistrates, sometimes called special justices, following the promulgation of Ordinance 19.12

In the Cape, the centrality of chronological age as a political category was evident in the discussions around amelioration. According to Governor Somerset’s March 1823 proclamation, married slaves could not be sold separately, while their children could not be separated from their mother through sale before they were ten years old. Children born out of wedlock could be separated from their mothers from the age of nine, and those born to non-Christian parents could be separated from the age of eight.13 However, the numbers of enslaved people who were baptised were extremely low: between 1810 and 1824, Commissioner Bigge reported that only eighty-six enslaved people were baptised.14 The only form of marriage recognised in the colony at the time, as Van der Spuy shows, was Christian marriage, and these provisions did little to improve marriage rates between 1823 and 1833, partly because masters discouraged these unions.15 The ages that children could be removed were specific to the Cape colony: in the other colonies, children could only be separated from their mothers after the age of sixteen. As Scully argues, this gave tacit approval to young people doing adult labour in the colony.16 It was only with the passing of Ordinance 19 in 1826 that the age of ten was approved as the legal age at which children could be separated from their mothers across all groups, whether Christian or not.

Part of amelioration discussions in the 1820s also centred around a proposed ‘slave tax’, with the possibility that a tax on slaveowners could be imposed, following a suggestion from Earl Bathhurst. The premise was that such a tax would encourage slaveowners to gradually shift from enslaved to other forms of labour. During the time that the Commission of Eastern Inquiry was investigating the status of slavery at the Cape, Commissioner Bigge had proposed that a sum of 10s might be placed on all enslaved people between the ages of ten and sixty.17 In the presence of Bigge, the Cape Legislative Council met in December 1826 with several Stellenbosch farmers and some artisans to ask them about the ‘value of Slave labour in Cape Town’ that they attached to enslaved people of different classes and ages. If a tax was to be imposed, it needed to be on a profitable labourer. When asked at which age a child could be profitably employed, Pieter Lourens Cloete, a farmer from Stellenbosch, said that children could be appointed in ‘trifling jobs about the house and farm’ from between ten and twelve years old.18 For James Christian Faure, ‘light work’ was suited to enslaved children from ten years old, and ‘heavy work’ from the age of fifteen. Hendrik Oostwald Eksteen, a farmer in Bergvliet, Cape Town, said children could only be profitably employed after age fifteen – before this there was ‘always some trifle for the Children to do’, but in his view, this did not match the expense of their maintenance.19 For William Proctor, also a farmer in Stellenbosch who used a combination of enslaved, Khoe and European labour, enslaved children could be profitably employed from as young as seven or eight.20 Government documents from the era, however, do not always cohere with this view of distinction between adult and childhood as related to work – for example, in 1824, Somerset sent a list of government enslaved people to the Colonial Office, and their ages were recorded as either above or below twenty.21 What these records give a sense of, however, is that some children were being employed from a very young age in various forms of farm labour. In the 1820s, there was, however, little consensus on when childhood gave way to working adulthood. This would shape debates regarding children’s labour in the subsequent decades. A central part of this discussion related to the age at which children were able to profitably work, and whether masters had any responsibility towards them before their labour became ‘useful’.

In the Cape, as Kate Ekama’s recent work has shown, the context of reform in the 1820s and 1830s saw a spike in numbers of children being manumitted – in other words, released from slavery through purchase – either by the government, a master friends or relatives, or by a society like the Cape of Good Hope Philanthropic Society. Almost a third of the total manumissions at the Cape between 1825 and de jure emancipation in 1834 were of children younger than ten years old.22 During the 1820s, the girl child of enslaved people emerged as the figure most worthy of humanitarian attention. From slave owners to the humanitarian antislavery organisation, the Cape of Good Hope Philanthropic Society, the argument was that freeing girl children would lead to the gradual abolition of slavery, since enslaved status was inherited through the maternal line. As some slave owners in Graaff-Reinet put it in 1826, freeing all girls born of enslaved women would ensure the gradual end of slavery in the colony.23 Mason argues that this was a legitimate appeal for the end of slavery, largely because agriculturalists in that area, further away from Cape Town and its immediate surrounds, used a variety of labour sources, including Khoesan labour, meaning that the distinction between slavery and other forms of labour was unclear, and that the emancipation of enslaved people was not a dire threat to a continued labour source.24

The Cape of Good Hope Philanthropic Society was established in 1828. Amongst those represented on the Society’s committee were well-known philanthropists and humanitarians, JB Ebden, HE Rutherfoord and RW Eaton.25 While there was no shortage of humanitarian campaigning at the Cape, the majority of this, as Elizabeth Elbourne and Tim Keegan have illustrated, was focused on Khoesan people rather than the enslaved.26 In fact, the Philanthropic Society was the only formal antislavery group operating in the colony in the 1820s and 1830s.27 It was funded by philanthropic individuals, including many from British India like the Bishop of Calcutta, as well as societies like the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts and the Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge.28 The Philanthropic Society ‘concentrated on the gradual abolition of slavery through the purchase of deserving female slaves’, because of the inheritance of the maternal enslaved status.29 The Society focused on the emancipation of female children, between the ages of three and ten years old.30 JH Tredgold estimated that around 600 slave infants were born in the colony annually, and thus, that purchasing the freedom of enslaved children would see the gradual ending of the system of slavery.31 Children manumitted by the Society would then be subject to an apprenticeship period until the age of sixteen, whereafter they would be freed. They were to be given gratuitous entry to the School of Industry, of which Lady Frances Cole, wife of Governor Sir Lowry Cole, was the patroness, during their apprenticeship.32 Based in Grave Street, Cape Town, the institution was for ‘the instruction of female children of the lower class’.33 Established by Cole in 1829, it was set up to train girls to be ‘useful, industrious, and well-conducted Servants’. While most of the eighty-five pupils enrolled there by 1832 were fee-paying students, the children who had been manumitted by the Philanthropic Society were able to attend for free.34 During the apprenticeship, the children would be given religious education, to see that they could become ‘useful members of society’.35

The Society was conservative in its aims, stating that it was not their intention to comment on the system of slavery itself nor to interfere with the property of others. It is significant that it focused on children: they were seen both as particularly vulnerable but also as the potential reproducers of slave society. By 1830, the Society reported that they had facilitated the purchase of twenty-four female slave children for manumission.36 An ordinance passed by the governor in 1830 changed the age for the continuation of the apprenticeship for those manumitted by the Society to eighteen years. This was older than the sixteen-year-old age limit that was generally put on apprenticeships for girls. It illustrates how many different versions of apprenticeship were operating in the colony, and that there was no clear understanding of adulthood – and along with it some form of independence – being reached at a particular age.

At the centre of the Society’s activities was the image of the nuclear family. On the one hand, they positioned the female slave as part of the family. Commenting on the domestic nature of many female enslaved people’s employment in the Cape, the society said that they did not want to ‘break asunder those bonds of attachment, which so often exist between the female Slave and her Mistress’.37 It was not the intention of the society, the first annual report stated, to interfere in the life of ‘Families’. On the other hand, they imagined the society’s role as producing free families: ‘Can a stronger excitement be given to the good conduct and behaviour of the Slave, than the expectation of Freedom to the Children?’ … ‘Give assurance to a female Slave that her Child shall be free – see how her lip quivers with hope and expectation; how her eye glistens with joy!’38 As Mason points out, the enslaved girl was approached as the best person to free partly because of her potential reproductive power. However, it was also important that girls ‘could not grow up to be men’: in other words, they would not subvert the social order by claiming some sort of equality with men, either enslaved or free. Free black men, on the other hand, were seen as far more threatening within Cape society.39 Young girls were constructed as ‘deserving’ of freedom – possibly because they were seen to pose the least threat to the social order. The Cape’s history of enslaved women being primarily used in domestic labour meant that the imagined future for these girls was in the domestic sphere. From here, any broader challenges to the system of slavery more generally would be muted in the eyes of those involved with the Society.

Ordinance 70, which authorised the activities of the Society, stipulated that the mother, if living, of the child to be freed must consent to the manumission.40 There are examples of enslaved people seeking out the services of the Society to have their children apprenticed. For example, in January 1831, Flora, who was enslaved by Jan Greyling, said that she ‘has no objection to the sale of her daughter named Maria to the Cape of Good Hope Philanthropic Society … and the said Maria also consented to her being sold to the society’.41 Rosina, another enslaved woman, wanted her daughters, aged six and four, to be sold to the Philanthropic Society.

The Committee grew to twenty-four members by 1832, which allowed members to visit some of the apprenticed children and comment on their condition and treatment. That year, they were able to report favourably on the ‘progress and general conduct of the children, and also with the care bestowed upon them by those to whom they are apprenticed’.42 In the first five years of the Society’s existence, 127 children were emancipated.43 However, the Society was relatively unsuccessful in making significant inroads in abolishing slavery: many of those who approached the Society to have girls manumitted were members of the society itself. By the time of emancipation, the society owned twelve enslaved girls, all under the age of thirteen and residing in Cape Town.44 The Society’s active years were short-lived: they were unsure if they would be needed after abolition in 1833, and ultimately dissolved the following year.45 What the activities of the Society point to, however, is how the figure of the child was already emerging as subject to particular forms of care and control in the Cape colony in the lead up to emancipation. Children were seen as particularly vulnerable, in need of training outside the home, and were also worthy of humanitarian intervention. This belief underpinned some of the concern regarding the children of the enslaved after emancipation.

The Philanthropic Society was not the only commentator pointing to the pivotal status of children in the debates regarding slave emancipation. Thomas Miller, a civil servant in Cape Town, wrote a pamphlet published in 1831 in which he criticised slavery as unchristian, and suggested that a day should be identified when all children born of enslaved parents should be emancipated. The children could then be maintained by their mother’s master and apprenticed until the age of seventeen or twenty years old.46 John Centlivres Chase, a British 1820 settler in the colony, wrote a pamphlet attacking Miller later the same year, arguing that emancipation should take place but at some point in the future when enslaved people were truly prepared for it. The danger of emancipation before society was ready would be the increase in ‘vagrants’ needing government support. Once again, the role of children in slave emancipation was central to his argument that all children should ‘after some defined period’ be emancipated. However, Chase’s plan was clearly not for emancipation to take place quickly – all ‘yet unborn children would remain apprenticed for as many as twenty-one years after their births’. Not only this, but enslaved people would remain in bondage until their death.47 Masters who paid for the maintenance of the children, Chase argued, should have access to their labour until they were sixteen if female and twenty-one if male.48 Here, the idea of destitution was once again central to arguments about emancipation: individuals needed the means to support themselves once emancipation took place.

While at the Cape antislavery activity may have been limited, there was a broader context to humanitarian and emancipationist discourse across the British Empire that also presupposed a special position for children as worthy subjects in pro-abolitionist discourse. Richard Allen has pointed out that measures were put into place in British India in the 1770s and 1780s to control children being sold into slavery, including evidence of a ‘growing British willingness to take concrete steps to prevent Indians, and children in particular, from being enslaved’.49 Allen points out that these sorts of measures have largely been ignored, which has obscured the extent to which ‘contemporary attitudes about children helped to shape the development of abolitionist sentiments’. This was in line with a growing understanding of childhood as a universal state and with the increasingly sentimentalisation of children, seen as particular objects of humanitarian concern, and thus deserving of intervention.50 In North America, by the late eighteenth century, some states had already passed legislation that freed enslaved children once they reached a particular age – twenty-five years old in Connecticut and eighteen and twenty-one, respectively, for females and males in Rhode Island.51 Ultimately, the status of children in the Cape colony, as elsewhere, would be figured differently from adults, illustrating their increasing classification as a separate group with their own needs for protection, deserving of government mediation.

Children and slave emancipation in the Cape colony

After enslaved people were emancipated in the British Empire in 1833, they entered a period of apprenticeship, during which they were bound to work for their masters for a further period of time – six years for praedial labourers and four years for non-praedial labourers.52 According to the terms of the Abolition Act, all children born after 1 December 1834 were born free. Those children who were under the age of six on that date were permitted to be bound into an apprenticeship by a special justice, if they were found to be the children of a ‘destitute’ mother. These children would be bound into the service of their mother’s master until the age of twenty-one.53 This ‘loophole’ facilitated children’s apprenticeships that would extend beyond the formal end of the apprenticeship period in 1838.54 It reinforced an understanding of children as a central part of the Cape labour force. The changing relationship between enslaved people and the government has been aptly described by Mason, who argues that the role of the Protector of Slaves, appointed in the age of reform, was to ‘intervene in the master-slave relationship […] as the slave’s advocate’. The special justice, who oversaw the apprenticeship system, on the other hand, had to ‘ensure labor discipline and the continued subordination of the legally-free apprentices to their erstwhile masters’.55

It is worth pausing to reflect on the idea of ‘destitution’ and of children as ‘deserving’ of a particular kind of intervention. In the metropolitan context, these very same principles were being applied in the context of the New Poor Law, promulgated in 1834. As Lydia Murdoch points out, able-bodied men were not seen as ‘deserving’ of outdoor relief under the New Poor Law, while children, ill, elderly or mentally ill people were counted amongst the deserving poor.56 This Act introduced ‘a test of need’, the Outdoor Relief test, for relief for the first time, as distinctions were made between those who could labour in workhouses, and those unable to do so.57 At the Cape, there was no such test for formerly enslaved people, which led to the widespread use of the term ‘destitute’ to describe their condition. There was no absolute measure for what this meant. Children in the Cape, however, were constructed as ‘deserving’ of intervention, often without the explicit consent of their parents or guardians.

Slave owners were vocal in their desire to retain the services of children of enslaved people after emancipation. A group of slave owners wrote to the South African Commercial Advertiser in 1834 to stress the need to take the local circumstances of the colony into account when making decisions regarding the age of different apprentices and whether they could be bound into service. According to these slave owners, the Abolition Act allowed for variation between colonies, and they believed that in the Cape, all freed children under sixteen years should be considered ‘destitute’:

destitute of discretion, of foresight, of frugality; destitute of succour from kindred in time of sickness or scarcity, of any filial claim but upon her Master; destitute of skill, of strength, of opportunity to get an honest living. The poor little apprentice emerging (by the letter of the act, section 1st) from his term in 1838 or 40, at the tender age of 12 or 14 years, would have every apology for deserting his Christian faith for the revelrous, joyful, inviting standard of Islam, and for sheltering his necessity and helplessness with the systematic trainers of thieves, whose idle and adventurous life has irresistible educations for youth yet incompletely drilled to habits of industry.58


Here, the categories of slave and pauper overlapped. This was likely informed, too, by local understandings of vagrancy which had facilitated the apprenticeship of Khoe and San adults and children. By 1834, in the context of the proposed Vagrancy Ordinance in the Cape, Dr John Philip was already concerned that the idea of vagrancy would be used to once again place Khoe and San children into apprenticeships.59 In terms of the formerly enslaved, the issue of destitution was significant: since a child could only be apprenticed if they were found to be destitute by a special magistrate, it was important that this was carefully defined.

The Legislative Council debated the suitable ages that apprenticeships should begin and end, drawing on the local knowledge of members of the Philanthropic Society. For example, Hamilton Ross, wealthy Cape merchant, Philanthropic Society member, and owner of ten enslaved people at the time of emancipation, was of the opinion that masters would not see to the maintenance of children who weren’t apprenticed to them, while Colonel Bell disagreed in a more generous interpretation of the master-slave relationship. Ross, combining his role in the society with the need to cater to the interests of the colony’s slave-owning class, of which he was a part, claimed that apprenticeship was essential to the future prosperity of the colony, as it would ensure that masters would be remunerated for raising and training children apprenticed to them. In his opinion, ‘it was evidently the intention of the home legislature, in getting rid of slavery, to confer a benefit upon society by having the children well brought up and properly instructed’.60 The implication here was clear: children could not be well brought-up without labour, and within their own families. Other members of the Legislative Council were more sceptical about whether masters would provide any education to the apprentices, despite Ross’s claims that doing so would produce a ‘useful and industrious class’ in society. Ross went on to argue that the category of childhood was different for girls and boys: girls should not be apprenticed beyond the age of eighteen, while for boys, this could be extended to the age of twenty-one.61

For slave owners at the Cape, the terms of emancipation needed to be carefully managed to ensure a continued labour force. Primed after the debates regarding the apprenticeship of Khoesan children in the previous decades, slave owners were eager to ensure a steady supply of labour. Cape farmers lobbied for all freed children between six and sixteen years old to be apprenticed until age twenty-one. When this request was sent via Governor D’Urban to the Colonial Office, he expressed his support for the apprenticeship of children: ‘The apprenticing of children of tender years with the same uncontrolled privileges as the grown up labourer, and for a shorter term than their attainment of the age of Twenty one Years would be unreasonable to the Master, injurious to the skills and morals of the servants, and mischievous to social order.’ He believed the apprenticeship of this group should be extended as masters would not be able to properly discipline young apprentices or have the ability to train their apprentices in a skill when they were not guaranteed access to their labour after the end of the term of the apprenticeship. He said that this was in the ‘interest of both parties, and particularly for the forwarding in life, and the well-being of the Freed Youth under Sixteen Years of age’.62

In the years that followed emancipation, the apprenticeship of children of the formerly enslaved occurred with some frequency in the Cape and was subject to heated debate. As Pamela Scully has argued, the context of bonded Khoe child labour formed a background to these discussions.63 Pre-existing contexts of coerced labour, particularly for children, allowed the labour of freed children to be harnessed in ways that differed significantly from the other British colonies that were emerging from slavery. Scully argues that the period between 1834 and 1838 saw a directed focus on the ‘mother-child relationship to try to extract labour’.64 By apprenticing children, she argues, parents were more likely to remain with their previous masters. However, the particular definitions of who counted as a child and who as an adult were complicated and constructed in relation to broader understandings of slavery being a childlike state.65 In other words, while there may have been attempts in this period to pin down childhood as related to chronological age, these attempts also came into contact with pre-existing gendered and classed or racialised arguments about the meaning of childhood.

The process of apprenticing children was overseen by the special magistrates. They were appointed on 15 November 1834, and their duties were outlined in Ordinance 1 of 1835. These officials had been sent to the colony (and to all the British slave colonies) to oversee the apprenticeship period. Eight special magistrates were sent to the Cape, all retired army and naval officers. Their tasks were to investigate any offences or disputes between masters and apprentices and to visit places where large numbers of apprentices were employed.66 In reality, far too few special magistrates were appointed to travel across the vast geography of the Cape colony and regularly inspect and meet with apprentices and masters. To remedy this, local resident magistrates were tasked with performing some of the duties of special magistrates.67

In 1836, the special magistrates were asked to create registers of all the apprenticed children in their districts. The British House of Commons had called for ‘Copies of Returns of all the Children who may have been apprenticed in the Colonies under the provision of the Abolition Law, specifically the number so apprenticed in each colony’.68 In their reporting back to the Colonial Office, they reflected on the status of apprenticed children. The correspondence surrounding these children’s apprenticeships points to the contestation over the maintenance of children in the period after emancipation, and to the limits of paternalism in this context. The first issue was that masters of apprentices were concerned that they were paying for the maintenance of children whose labour they might not automatically have access to. Unlike the children of slaves, who inherited their mothers’ status, children of apprentices were born free. This provoked concern for masters. For example, in July 1836, two female apprentices reported to the special magistrate in Paarl saying that their masters had told them their children should be removed from his premises because they were too young to be apprenticed by him, unless they consented to their early indenture. The mothers preferred to have their children removed to friends in neighbouring Stellenbosch and Koeberg, respectively, rather than enter their children into contracts that bore a strong similarity to the apprenticeships they were currently facing.69

A second issue involved the proof of ‘destitution’ that the Abolition Act required to enforce children’s apprenticeships. JGG Lindenberg in Stellenbosch came up against the limitations of the Act while acting as the sole trustee for the insolvent estate of Daniel Louw Adriaans. Lindenberg wrote to the special magistrate of Stellenbosch, Major Henry Piers, regarding the apprentice Phileda, who lived on Adriaans’ estate with her three children, Dena, aged six and three-quarters, Sara, aged five and Esau, who was nine months old. As the property was about to be sold, along with the apprenticeships of Adriaans’ apprentices, he asked if the two children under six years old could be sold in the same way as other apprentices. The attorney-general, Anthony Oliphant, replied that the terms of the Act were very clear and that the children could not be apprenticed separately from their mother: they could only be apprenticed before the age of twelve if the special justice had been able to deduce that they were ‘unprovided with adequate maintenance vide 13ss of Abolition Act’. Oliphant went on to rebuke Lindenberg for even bringing these children into the discussion of the estate: ‘The Trustee has nothing to do with these children Sara and Ezau [sic] when he sells the apprenticeship of their Mother. He has no business to mention them except if the plea is for the information of intending the Purchases of the Mother’s indentures.’70 The interpretation of the idea of ‘destitution’ in the Cape even provoked commentary from the metropolitan Anti-Slavery Society in their 1838 report on apprenticeship across the British colonies. They reported that children were being bound into apprenticeships in the Cape, saying that ‘artificial destitution’ was being ‘visited upon these helpless children as a crime’.71

In contrast to the other colonies, the Cape saw a high number of children indentured after emancipation. Between 1835 and 1838, 1464 children who were under six or who were born since the first of December 1834 were apprenticed (see Table 2.1). This number varied significantly by district. This is partly explained by differences in slave-owning patterns across the colony (for example, only four children were apprenticed in Cradock and eight in Uitenhage over this period), but there are some anomalies that point to the preferences of special magistrates for this practice. In Paarl, for example, 318 children were apprenticed during this period, with 201 being apprenticed in 1835 alone. In Tygerberg, 243 children were apprenticed in 1837.72 Major George Longmore, special justice in Cape Town, reported in 1836 that while he had received many applications for apprenticeships of children, it was his preference to give formerly enslaved parents an opportunity to prove they were able to oversee the care of the children before they were apprenticed out.73 In 1838, Governor Napier reported that while some special justices ‘did not hesitate to use the power with which it invested them, by executing great numbers of those apprenticeships’, others had ‘set their faces against the practice altogether’.74 Five special justices had indentured 1274 children out of the total of 1464 who were apprenticed between 1835 and 1838. When Major Johnstone was still special magistrate in Paarl, he had apprenticed 201 children. Mackay, who succeeded him, on the other hand, was critical of the practice, as I discuss below. Clearly, these special justices had different opinions of who counted as destitute and which families deserved government interventions. In other words, the category of ‘destitution’ was unclear.

Table 1 Children under Six on 1 December 1834 or Born since 1 December 1834 Apprenticed Per Year by District, CA GH 23/11, D’Urban to Glenelg, 9 January 1838.
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It is difficult to describe with certainty what the experiences of these children would have been, and how they might have differed from experiences of coerced labour in the period prior to emancipation. On the issue of whether these apprenticeships, in the case of children, functioned as some officials in England may have imagined them as training in a particular skill, it is unlikely that this was the case. Children were supposed to have access to education and religious instruction but special magistrates reported that this was often not provided. As Peake, special magistrate in Worcester, reported in October 1836, he did not expect there to be much advancement in the cause of education for a while: ‘the difficulty the Boors have to Educate their Own Children is so great that, very many merely scratch their names, this is not from a want of inclination or wish to harm, but from it being impracticable in the interior of this district to procure competent persons as teachers’. Peake was perhaps more optimistic about the treatment of child apprentices than some of the other special magistrates, saying that while it was almost impossible to maintain direct oversight of the apprentices across his district, he believed the employer would ‘do all in his power to make good subjects of the rising generation’.75 The special magistrate in Port Elizabeth was more sombre, saying that no law allowed him to control the employers so there was little he could do to ensure the good treatment of child apprentices.76 In Graaff-Reinet, the special magistrate thought that the masters were likely to bring up the children as Christians and to teach them to read the Bible.77 Longmore in Cape Town was clear that masters should provide instruction to the children, and that they should be well treated and provided with clothing and provisions. He also defined what he believed to be appropriate kinds of work for the children: female child apprentices under twelve years old could dig in the fields, herd and watch cattle. Males of the same age could oversee the cattle further away from the farm. An hour daily should be set aside for apprentices under ten years old to be taught to read and write and all children should receive religious instruction on a Sunday. In terms of appropriate punishments for the children, no employer would be permitted to inflict corporal punishment, but children between five and eight years old could be put into solitary confinement for up to twelve hours, those eight to fourteen years old could be put into solitary confinement for three days, and those over fourteen for a week. It was up to the employers to keep a detailed register of the punishments that were given to the apprentices.78

William Mackay, special magistrate in Paarl appointed in place of Major Johnstone in 1836 and himself an owner of four enslaved people at the time of emancipation, of whom at least two were under two years of age, said that apprenticed children were generally treated just as slave children had been treated before emancipation.

Their Education consists in herding cattle & other farming occupations – Admitting that the Masters are disposed to educate them, the scattered state of the population and the paucity of Public Schools, render the object unattainable – but the disposition does not very generally exist, because their attendance at School would interfere with their other occupations, and the Employers are naturally desirous of making the labour of the Apprentices meet the expense of their maintenance.79


The special magistrate continued, saying that it was difficult to ensure the fair treatment of apprenticed children, since the magistrates had very little power to control the masters, beyond enforcing the existing laws of the colony. This meant that ‘when the disposition exists, oppression cannot be altogether prevented’. He also noted that it was difficult for ‘infants’ to bring charges against masters, particularly since this might aggravate their situation. He went on to say there were ‘many ways of ill treating & neglecting children so placed, without the Magistrate’s knowledge, & in a manner to elude his utmost vigilance’. Mackay worried that these children would form the majority of the labouring class in the years ahead, and that the system of apprenticeship did little to benefit the children themselves.

A report from a free woman in Paarl named Christina Adamans confirmed Mackay’s bleak view. She met with Mackay to report the mistreatment of her son, Marthinus, who had been apprenticed to David Malan before she was freed from her apprenticeship. The child was one of eight apprenticed labourers at Malan’s farm in Groenvlei. She came to visit her son after not having seen him for six or eight months and found he had been beaten by his mistress and had not had his suit of clothing replaced. ‘On examining the person of the child’, she reported, ‘I found him literally covered with vermin’.80

Mackay, in particular, was concerned that this apprenticeship system was being abused by local masters, who were ‘binding indiscriminately the children of recently emancipated Slaves as apprentices without any regard to the spirit of the Act which applies merely to cases of necessity’.81 He had already expressed doubts about the system in correspondence with the colonial secretary in March 1837, which he would underline in a letter to the Colonial Office in November that year. In his correspondence with the colonial secretary, he expressed concerns about the ability of the special magistrates to ensure the good treatment of apprentices and asked if the special magistrates actually had any power to remove children who had been neglected or mistreated to return them to their parents or families. He also wanted far clearer instructions about how children should receive physical chastisement. The attorney-general’s response was that children could indeed be removed from masters in cases of ill-treatment. The same corporal punishment that applied to adults could be used on children. Mackay was clearly still uncomfortable about the application of the Abolition Act, as his correspondence with Glenelg illustrates. He wrote that the several hundred children who had been apprenticed in the colony by 1837 should not have been indentured, and that these apprenticeships had taken place in the interests of the masters rather than the apprentices. Mackay went on to reflect on the nature of families of the formerly enslaved, saying that parents were ‘naturally inclined’ to want to stay with their children, and that this was a feeling ‘particularly strong amongst the coloured population’. This meant that not only would children be bound into apprenticeships, but their parents, too, would be maintained in ‘a state of servitude, worse, in some respects than Slavery, during perhaps the term of his natural life’. This argument was remarkably similar to arguments against Khoesan children’s apprenticeships, discussed in Chapter 1. Many masters, he reported, refused to provide maintenance for children who were under six years old on 1 December 1834 and were freed by the Abolition Act. The employers either wanted these children to be indentured, thus securing their labour and often the labour of their parents as well, or for them to be removed from their farms and homes so they did not need to be maintained by them.

Mackay was aware of the argument coming from some proslavery quarters that those who had been freed were going to be ‘dissolute and idle’ and unable to provide for their families. His experience in Paarl had shown the opposite to be the case. He was concerned about children being used as agricultural labourers, which he argued did not prepare them adequately for a life of freedom. He was also concerned that children were not being kept in good health and that in this sense, they were worse off than when they were enslaved and masters wanted to ensure the viability of a future labour force. The Cape was different to England, where indenture might help children to gain some ‘useful trade or calling’. At the Cape, however,

where a population of a hundred & fifty thousand individuals is scattered over an extent of a hundred & twenty thousand square miles of fertile Country, where [the cost of] labor is consequently enormously high & the means of living procurable for almost nothing – where a child is riches to a parent & where no benefit whatsoever can accrue to the child himself from being indentured it is as cruel to the parent, as it is injurious to the child, that they should thus be forcibly separated. The only reason that can be justly urged as to the necessity of continuing the practice is that the children may be otherwise unprovided for during the term of their parents apprenticeship & that it would be a hardship on the employers to be obliged to maintain children who can be of no service to them during their infancy & therefore that the future labour of the children should be secured by indentures as a compensation for their maintenance: but I think that measures might be advantageously adopted to obviate even this objection.82


Mackay was not the only dissenting voice regarding these apprenticeships. A letter to the Commercial Advertiser, signed by a ‘Briton’, said that parents were being coerced into apprenticing their children and that it would only serve to continue the system of slavery if subsequent generations of children were apprenticed under harsh conditions.83 A letter in the following week’s newspaper contradicted this view, saying that it was in the Laws of Nature and the Written Laws of God for masters to act in loco parentis for these children.84 There was also a unique glimpse into the perception of apprentices themselves regarding this system, when a letter to the Commercial Advertiser signed ‘An Apprentice’ told of the choice between ‘two evils’ that faced apprenticed labourers: they were either forced to apprentice their children or to send them away from where they lived. ‘We shall never consider ourselves free till we, together with our little ones, leave the house of bondage, and with them enjoy the liberty given us by our gracious King, the letter concluded.85

Masters were adamant that they should not bear any burden of providing for children that they did not have a guarantee would form part of their future labour force. One case where this issue of the maintenance of apprenticed children came up was with Sarah, who was apprenticed to Charl Daniel Rossouw. Sarah, who was thirty-five years old, refused to have her child apprenticed to her master. In November 1835, she went with her master to the special justice of Paarl at the time, Major Johnstone, with her four children who were under the age of six, the youngest being about six or seven months old. Sarah refused to have them apprenticed. In response, Rossouw reported that he was ‘not bound to maintain them’.86 Rossouw then sold Sarah to another person, even though she had connections to a man who offered to buy her out of her apprenticeship. According to Sarah’s subsequent report to Mackay, Rossouw refused Sarah’s request to be bought out of the apprenticeship and said he would not maintain her children unless they were bound to him: ‘he will put them into the Bushes if she does not like that [them being apprenticed]’.87 In response, Rossouw said that the youngest child should also be removed from his property. This was done, but the child was ill at the time. Sarah had entrusted her children to a free couple, Jacob and Lientjie Baalie, who lived in Paarl. They looked after the youngest child for a month, after which they asked Sarah to take the child back. Because Rossouw would not allow the child to return to her mother’s place of employment, Sarah then placed the child with another freed woman, Betty Davids. By this time, the infant was ill with a fever and sore mouth. After three months with Davids, Sarah came to collect her children and the youngest was still unwell. Another of Rossouw’s apprentices reported that Rossouw had again attempted to have Sarah’s children apprenticed to him, but the local special justice seems to have refused, as they returned without the indenture, at which point Rossouw ordered Sarah to have the children removed from his premises. At this point, with her ill child, Sarah requested her master to have the child apprenticed to him, so that she could remain with the child to nurse him back to health. Rossouw allowed the child to stay for three days, after which he said that the child should be removed from his premises, at which point Sarah left his place of abode. Sarah’s child, on account of being moved around and being in ill health apart from its mother, passed away, and Sarah ran away from her apprenticeship. According to Mackay, Rossouw was ‘highly culpable in having afterwards ordered the removal of the child from his presence when ill, the mother having then offered her consent to the indenture’.88 Rossouw even admitted that the illness, and ultimately the death of the child was due to being removed from its mother at ‘so tender an age’, but he said that this removal was the fault of the mother since she did not consent to having the child apprenticed to him in the first place, adding that Sarah’s conduct had always been poor and this was no exception.89

This case opened up broader questions about the responsibility of masters towards children of apprentices, and indeed, about who should provide for the ‘destitute’. As Mackay put it:

Although it does not appear that the employers of apprentices are bound to maintain children under six years of age, and it would seem unjust to expect them to do so, without any recommendation, still the practice of compelling the mothers either to indenture or part with their children is not less unnatural and inhuman, inconceivable is the misery which daily arises therefrom. It is unreasonable to suppose that a female possessing no property and whose services belong exclusively to her employer, without wages or reward, can maintain her children, it is alone by her labor that she can do so, and deprived of that she is virtually compelled to part with her children or indenture them for twenty years.90


Mackay was adamant that the correct path of action had been taken in Sarah’s case. It was correct that she was given the opportunity to find a place for her children. He believed that children should only be apprenticed when no other place could be found for them, and that the mother should not have to prove to the magistrate that she had the means to provide for her children, and that they should only be indentured against her will if she had been given the opportunity to provide for them already and had failed to do so. He said that on his visits to other mothers, their preference was not to indenture their children, and that it was only fair that they should be given sufficient opportunity to provide for their children themselves before children were removed or indentured. Mackay argued that in some ways the system of apprenticeship was placing these mothers in an even worse position than when they were enslaved: the masters could continue to

command the services of the mother on his terms however unreasonable, which he may be disposed to offer, such perhaps as will not afford the security for maintenance and clothing, which even in a state of slavery did secure; these women will be placed in a similar position to that from which the Hottentots were rescued by the 50th ordinance.91


Here, Mackay was alluding to the ordinances which had seen Khoe and San people immobilized on the farms of their employers when their children were indentured to their masters until they were eighteen years old. This indicates just how the context of child labour in the colony allowed this unique situation regarding the apprenticeship of children of the formerly enslaved to take place. The attorney-general suggested that if mothers were not able to provide for their children, the magistrates should investigate, and if they were found unable to provide, the master should either be compelled to provide for the children or the mother should be released from apprenticeship so she could care for her child.92 Here, there was contestation over the meaning of ‘destitution’, and confusion regarding what it truly meant to provide for the care and maintenance of children.

For their part, the Colonial Office was concerned with the proliferation of apprenticeships which were unique to the Cape Colony. There were particular concerns that the special justices were apprenticing children for periods far longer than was necessary under the terms of the Abolition Act, and the colonial secretary highlighted one case in which an apprenticeship of a child had even been extended to 1859.93 After receiving the returns of all the children who had been apprenticed in the colony under the Abolition Act until the end of 1837, Glenelg was concerned that the number apprenticed at the Cape was

far greater than I had any reason to believe, and I much regret that it should have been thought necessary by any of the Special Magistrates to exercise so largely the power vested in them in this respect. And which was intended to be exercised solely for the benefit of the Children, in rescuing them from destitution.94


Glenelg reported that the special magistrates in other colonies had not indentured as many children, and that in some colonies, no children had been indentured at all under the provisions of the act.95

In the Caribbean, such apprenticeships of children were far less common than in the Cape. There were 39,013 Jamaican enslaved children under six years old in 1834 – constituting 12.5 per cent of the total enslaved population – who were immediately freed by the Abolition Act. Like in the Cape, as Colleen Vasconcellos argues, apprenticeship fundamentally altered the status of children in that society: they ‘shifted from investment to liability overnight’.96 Nonetheless, in Jamaica, only nine children under six years old were apprenticed between 1834 and 1838.97 According to Thomas Holt, many parents refused to apprentice their children to former masters and settled their children with free friends and relatives in towns to avoid children under six years being exposed to apprenticeship.98 While some planters tried to make the prospect of remaining on their plantations more inviting by providing schools for the children, as Jemmott points out, parents in Jamaica were suspicious of any attempts to make education compulsory, and struggled to maintain control over their children’s freedoms.99 A petition from planters in October 1834 attempted to oblige children under six to be apprenticed, but this was not allowed. Parents realized the power they held in withdrawing their children’s potential labour. Like in the Cape, to be discussed in the next chapter, indentured European children were even brought to Jamaica at this time to make up for the labour shortfall.100 Special justices there reported that young children were being withdrawn from labour and that there was no way that parents would apprentice them without some legislation compelling them to do so.101 In spite of these very low numbers of apprenticeships of children in the colony, a formerly enslaved person, James Williams, wrote about the contestation over children’s labour after abolition. In A Narrative of Events since the First of August, 1834, he commented that ‘former slave owners were threatening the expulsion of children under six, who were already free according to the terms of the 1833 act, if they refused to continue working alongside their apprenticed mothers’.102 Williams reported that mothers were not permitted to take breaks to feed their infants, being told ‘the children free, and the law don’t allow no time to take care of them’.103 Thus, while the situation diverged significantly from the Cape in terms of the number of apprenticeships of children, there were common concerns about children’s freedom across the former slave colonies.

In British Guiana, it was reported that the freed children were treated as well as they had been before apprenticeship with regard to their medical care, food and attention. The Abolition Act was limited, however, in cases where masters refused to provide for children.104 Special justices there reported very few apprenticeships of children under the Act – only two children were apprenticed between June 1835 and May 1836, one of whom was an orphan and was bound to a Mrs McDonald, who had enslaved the girl’s mother. However, there had been instances where special justices needed to be reminded that it was not their mandate to apprentice all free children, and indeed, that most parents would have the means to provide sustenance and housing to their young children.105

In Barbados, apprentices relied on their masters to provide them with food. While Governor Sir Lionel Smith attempted to compel planters to provide for children freed by the Act – of whom Green estimates there were around 14,000 on the island – they refused.106 Smith issued a proclamation in January 1834 explaining that the Abolition Act would free all children under six years old, but that ‘The Law requires you to support your Children so made free, for if you neglect to do so, they will have to go through a Servitude to their Mother’s Owners, until they attain 21 years of age.’107 Naturally, apprenticed people did not want to see their children compelled to work and apprentices were concerned that this proclamation implied the automatic indenture of their children. In January 1835, the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies had written to Smith saying that he agreed with local legislatures that apprentices should be given more leisure time, as it was any income that they raised during this time that they could use to support their children.108

However, the suspicion that planters were apprenticing large numbers of children there remained. Thomas Fowell Buxton wrote to the Colonial Office reporting that he had received correspondence from Barbados regarding the widespread apprenticeship of free children without their parents’ consent. He claimed that planters had been advised by Solicitor-General Clarke that this could be done according to a government Act that said that if children were not receiving education, they could be apprenticed. According to Buxton’s source,

every effort is made to force the parents to apprentice the children; by turning the infants out of their houses into the Road, stopping the molasses, on which they are partly sustained, but though we are told that the number of deaths of free children is ‘frightful to relate,’ yet we have heard of only one child in the whole island hitherto apprenticed.

Glenelg wrote to Governor Sir EM McGregor later that month, requesting a report from the solicitor-general about Buxton’s correspondent’s letter. He also stated that parents should be assured that their children would not be apprenticed except in very exceptional cases where this was to the child’s own benefit, and there was no one to support them.109 Clarke, responding to Buxton’s charges in May 1837, wrote that ‘the condition of the free children of apprenticed labourers has for some time occupied the anxious attention of those interested in the welfare and prosperity of the colony’, and as such, the governor had written to the stipendiary magistrates in November 1836 for a report on the number and state of children of apprenticed labourers. This inquiry was interpreted by the parents as a sign that these children were to be apprenticed. In January 1837, he asked for the appointment of a committee to enquire into the condition of the free children of apprenticed labourers. To assuage the fears of parents that there was a conspiracy to further apprentice their children, he moved to have the 38th clause of the Abolition Act altered so that no child could be apprenticed until age twenty-one, and if any child were to be apprenticed under the act, that this period of apprenticeship would end in 1840.110 The solicitor-general argued that repealing this clause would ‘remove those suspicious and erroneous impressions from the minds of the parents of these children, which offer such serious obstacles to their education and moral advancement’.111 Clarke, supported by the stipendiary magistrates, the president and the speaker of Council and the Assembly, as well as the governor, had expressed his ‘his most unqualified denial’ that children would be apprenticed in January 1837.112 It was only later in 1837 that an act was passed compelling masters to provide allowances to free children.113

While many planters had hoped that apprentices would voluntarily allow their children to enter into apprenticeships during this period, only one child was apprenticed in Barbados at this time.114 As Mary Newton has illustrated, the idea of emancipation in this context tied the fate of children to their mothers, who were often blamed for the withdrawal of children from field labour.115 In June 1837, after a detailed investigation, Buxton would write to Clarke in Barbados apologizing for his insinuating that these apprenticeships were being widely implemented and therefore for ‘inflicting an injury upon you – which you did not merit’.116 Clearly, there was concern about the continued apprenticeship of children and their fate in post-emancipation Barbados, although the practices of widespread apprenticeship that characterized the Cape at this time were not repeated there. The concern over children’s food and lodging, and keeping them from real or imagined destitution, became a central concern in the period immediately after emancipation. Freedom might have been attained, but without material provisions for children’s care, this freedom was severely limited.

In Tobago, the governor reported a similar feeling amongst apprentices against having their children apprenticed, and said it was almost impossible to apprentice the children as they were quickly removed from estates by their parents.117 Governor Darling proposed that the legislature should pass an ordinance allowing special magistrates to compel mothers to bring their children for inspection ‘when there may be reason to suspect they are materially neglected’. He did not know if such a measure could be passed but believed it to be important for the future labour prospects of the colony. However, in April 1836, he reported that while the measure had not passed, mothers were increasingly trusting of special magistrates and were allowing their children to receive medical treatment.118 Members of the Agricultural Society also reported the unwillingness of parents to allow their children to work, and lobbied for the importation of European labour as a remedy.119 The special magistrates reported that no children had been apprenticed under the terms of the Abolition Act and that they were generally sent off the plantations where possible.120

In Mauritius, Ordinance 16 of 1835 ‘Respecting Field Labourers and Workmen’ allowed children older than eight to be apprenticed to a trade, or to be employed as a labourer or workman, provided their parents, tutor or guardian, ‘or [they] of their own free will’, gave consent. The extent to which children would be able to provide this consent is questionable. The same ordinance stipulated that children whose parents were unable to maintain them could be apprenticed until the age of twenty-one, if an indenture as made in writing by a justice of the peace or the Civil Commissioner.121 A similar ordinance was passed in Montserrat and St Vincent, where children under twelve, who were under six years on 1 August 1834, or born after that date, could be apprenticed by a special justice to the same person who apprenticed the mother. The apprenticeship would continue until the child was twenty-one.122 Sheena Boa points out that in St Vincent, planters had lobbied the imperial government to extend their control over children during the apprenticeship period, to no avail.123 In that colony, the Legislative Assembly tried to make education compulsory and fee-paying, in order to coerce labour from children’s parents, but this was ultimately rejected by the Colonial Office.124 According to Boa, significant numbers of free children only began to work on plantations after 1844.125 Thus, there were similar debates across the Caribbean and in Mauritius regarding children’s status, and in particular, about whether their families or masters needed to provide for them, and what this would mean for their ongoing labour. However, the Cape colony’s approach to child apprenticeship in this period differed significantly from elsewhere.

Back in the Cape colony in early 1838, Glenelg suggested that a specific guardian and registrar for the care of children of the apprenticed labourers might be appointed. D’Urban suggested George Longmore for the job, as he had worked in densely populated Cape Town, and had adjudicated many disputes between masters and the formerly enslaved – albeit seeing more complaints by masters against apprentices than the other way around.126 He was, according to D’Urban, a man of ‘great humanity, intelligence and ability’.127 Longmore had, in fact, written to Glenelg on this issue in 1837, bypassing the regular channels for communication by failing to send the communication through D’Urban himself.128 Longmore’s suggestion was that there needed to be greater control over the employers of apprenticed children to ensure the children’s protection. He argued that the ‘same paramount reason which induced the British Government to send out Magistrates, to see justice impartially distributed betwixt employer and apprentice, must still hold good even more strongly in regard to these Children’.129 Here, children were positioned as deserving of particular kinds of interventions because they were unable to advocate for themselves, by virtue of both their age and their status in society. Longmore also believed that parents should have more of an ability to intervene and purchase the unexpired term of their children’s apprenticeship, even in cases where employer was not willing to give these up. He also had specific gendered concerns about children’s apprenticeships: girl children should not do manual labour, while boys under twelve should not travel further than one mile from the farm in order to herd cattle, and should never lead an ox wagon. If a female apprentice who was younger than twenty-one fell pregnant, Longmore thought her employer should be liable to provide for that child until the end of the mother’s apprenticeship. He reiterated earlier concerns about the daily life of these child apprentices, outlining that each child should have access to spiritual and general education, and should not be subject to corporal punishment.130

For his part, Governor D’Urban once again cited the unique conditions of the colony as a way to explain why this system was difficult to control: while the special justices could report in 1838 that the food, clothing and general treatment of the indentured children was generally of a reasonable standard, it was simply impractical to ‘prescribe or pretend to enforce conditions for the education or religious instruction of a few hundreds of poor children scattered over an extent of country not inferior to that of Great Britain’.131

Napier, governor of the colony from 1838, would later report that he had advised the special justices ‘against making any more indentures except in cases of the most urgent necessity’.132 In confidential correspondence with Andries Stockenström, by then lieutenant-governor of the Eastern district of the colony, in February 1838, Napier warned Stockenström that he suspected a House of Commons investigation into the apprenticeship of the children was on the way, far beyond the ‘isolated abuses’ which had occurred under the Abolition Act: ‘there is even reason to suppose the nation will not rest satisfied as long as any of these Indentures are supposed to exist’.133 Stockenström replied saying he agreed with the ‘injurious tendency’ of the apprenticeship of children. Connecting the apprenticeship of formerly enslaved people’s children with the indenture of other indigenous children at the Cape, he explained that he had told the Commissioners of Inquiry in 1824 that the laws regarding the apprenticing of Khoe children, which ‘had originated in the most humane of motives’, had ‘become an instrument of oppression and had caused more hatred between the white Colonist and the aborigines, more suffering to the latter and more demoralisation to both than many acts of avowed tyranny’. He believed the same was true of the indeterminate apprenticeship of children of the formerly enslaved. He was of the opinion that

no child ought to be apprenticed except orphans or such children as are evidently and intentionally abandoned by their parents, and even in that case, I should prefer apprenticing such children to their own Relatives (if these be free and respectable) or to entire strangers, rather than to their former Masters. When parents desire such apprenticeship, understanding its intent and meaning, and clearly expressing the desire, I should not of course interfere with their choice.

Children’s labour was hardly going to benefit the masters, in his estimation. They would be far better off employing free people who might earn higher wages but would conduct far more labour. He did not approve of compensating masters for the loss of children’s labour, saying that he considered such loss ‘imaginary’ or in rare cases, ‘trifling’.134

By June 1838, Napier reported that the indenture of children in the Cape had all but ceased, even though ‘I admit that the practice has been carried to a great extent in this colony’. Napier, like Mackay and Longmore, was concerned that the Abolition Act had been used by the special justices as a way to ‘indenture children who were neither abandoned by their parents, nor destitute, in the sense in which destitution was probably contemplated by the Act’.135 He suggested that the apprenticeships of these children should be immediately terminated, and that employers should be given some compensation for the loss of the children’s labour. Parents would be reunited with their children, and any children unclaimed could then be legitimately classified as ‘destitute’, and given new contracts of indenture that followed those given to free native coloured children. He described the whole system of children’s apprenticeships as ‘an evil of very great magnitude which ought never to have existed’.136 Glenelg replied to Napier in October 1838 saying that the ‘obvious intention of the Legislature was not to benefit the former owner of the Parents, but to provide for the possible care of destitute children, whom the owners were no longer bound to maintain, & whom parents might either have died or been unwilling to care for them’. Glenelg proposed that they create an ordinance in council for the immediate termination of indentures, and to facilitate their return to their parents and friends.137

Ordinance 3 of 1838 was passed to fix the termination period of apprenticeships and to provide for the destitute children of apprenticed labourers. Under the Slavery Apprentice Act, the ordinance stipulated that children in the Cape colony should not have to continue their apprenticeships after 1 December 1838. However, in the case of children who might be ‘left destitute’ should their apprenticeship expire, if any apprenticed labourer abandoned their child, or left the child in a state of ‘orphancy or destitution’, such child should be delivered to the superintendent of police, clerk of the peace, field cornet or assistant field cornet, and measures would be taken to ensure the maintenance and education of the child by apprenticeship. Fines would be imposed on those who kept such children without reporting them to the relevant authorities. These apprenticeships would last until age eighteen in the case of males and sixteen in the case of females, but should be seen as a last resort, with favour being given to family members for the maintenance of the children.138 In the Commercial Advertiser in the following January, a government advertisement reminded Cape citizens that all apprenticeships of ‘orphan and destitute children of colour’ should be made for the ‘good of the child’, and only in cases where their status as destitute or orphaned had been properly investigated. The children so apprenticed needed to be both orphaned and destitute in order to be apprenticed, and it needed to be proven that even if they were under sixteen for girls and eighteen for boys that they were unable to work in order to provide for themselves.139 No compensation was offered to masters for these children’s apprenticeships.

It is worth noting that indentures of Khoesan children continued during this time, and the language of ‘destitution’ was also central to their being formally apprenticed. In November 1838, David, a two-year-old Khoekhoe child, was apprenticed until the age of eighteen to Philip Wilhelm Snyman in Stellenbosch. The record of his indenture indicates that his mother had died. The form which included a space for the clerk of the peace to fill in the details of the trade David would be instructed in had been altered to say that he would be ‘taught and instructed as a farming servant’.140 Caroline, an orphan aged five years old, ‘born in this colony’, was bound to Mrs Eksteen for eleven years to learn to be a ‘house servant’.141 Mrs Eksteen also had Dorinda, a girl aged eleven and ten months, Martje, aged nine and seven months, and Alexander, aged fourteen and a half, apprenticed to her. All were described as orphaned. On some forms, no trade is listed at all, indicating that the apprenticeship was very likely not to teach the child a skilled trade, but rather, to ensure ongoing labour for the master. In Graaff-Reinet, where numbers of enslaved children being apprenticed were low, around sixty children described as ‘Hottentot’, ‘Fingo’, ‘Bechuana’ or ‘Bushman’ were apprenticed between 1835 and 1838. Some of these were apprenticed by the clerk of the peace, while others were apprenticed by their parents.142

Conclusion

The period surrounding emancipation in the Cape saw a proliferation of indentures for children younger than six years old, a phenomenon unique to that colony. While it might seem like the Colonial Office was ultimately able to slow the apprenticeships of children, particularly through encouraging the passing of Ordinance 3 of 1838, child apprenticeships would continue in the colony, particularly after the passage of Master and Servants legislation in 1841. The Legislative Council had attempted in 1837 to alter the terms of Ordinance 50, in order to lengthen the period of apprenticeship of Khoesan children for seven years or until age twenty-one, whichever came soonest. Previously, the term of apprenticeship had been until eighteen for males and sixteen for females. This was objected to by residents of the Kat River mission in Philipton, who argued this would only be exploited by farmers, who would not teach children a trade.143 Ordinance 50 was not altered, but in 1841, the colour-blind Masters and Servants Ordinance made provision for children to be apprenticed, as I discuss in the concluding chapter.

The idea of the ‘destitute’ child allowed special magistrates to intervene in the lives of families and to apprentice very young children as slavery ended. This idea had a long context in the Cape colony, shaped by debates regarding the labour and treatment of Khoe and San children. It was an idea increasingly being mobilized in the metropole to describe poor children. It was also used to justify government interventions into children’s lives, in terms of the Poor Laws, educational funding and initiatives, and government-sponsored emigration to the colonies. In the next chapter, we will see how this idea played out in relation to poor English children, apprenticed in the Cape colony and elsewhere in the 1830s and 1840s.
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Working children: The Children’s Friend Society and child migration

As formerly enslaved people were entering the apprenticeship period across the British slave-holding colonies, there were simultaneous debates about the status of children in the metropolitan context itself. The connected contexts of metropole and colony shaped the way that these debates played out, as the colonies were increasingly approached by colonial officials and philanthropists as both ‘problems’ and ‘solutions’: spaces that needed to be carefully managed to ensure the humane treatment of indigenous people and children, but also potential places to test out new ideas about the treatment of children, to dispose of ‘unwanted’ populations and address the metropole’s most challenging social problems. Just as the condition and treatment of children of the formerly enslaved had provoked debates regarding the meanings of ‘destitution’, and the responsibility of individuals, masters, governments or philanthropic individuals to care for these children, so too were there contemporary debates about the children of the poor in England.

One emerging category for concern in that context was the ‘juvenile delinquent’. The issue of metropolitan juvenile delinquency has been well researched, with Heather Shore arguing that juvenile criminals in London in the first part of the nineteenth century ‘provoked both despair and exception’ as they could either be ‘saved and reincorporated into respectable society, or they could fall, and be absorbed, into the life of the hardened criminal’.1 She argues that despite there being very little evidence for an increase in juvenile crime in the first decades of the nineteenth century, the category of juvenile offender came into common use during this period, as social mores regarding vagrancy and public disorder began to shift.2 Initial plans for the establishment of a prison for child criminals were put forward in 1828, before Parkhurst Prison on the Isle of Wight was finally opened in 1838, highlighting an increased recognition that adults and children might require different forms of punishment and incarceration, and to be separated from each other in these institutions.3 Parkhurst prepared juvenile delinquents for transportation, mostly to New Zealand, Van Diemen’s Land and Western Australia, as I discuss later in this chapter. At the same time, there were moves within the British colonies to begin to treat juvenile convicts differently to convicted adults: for example, Point Puer Juvenile Penal Colony was established in Van Diemen’s Land in 1834, and used a ‘variety of reformatory techniques, utilising separation and silence as well as discipline, occupation and Benthamite architecture’.4 Until the 1850s in England, child criminals were punished in the same way as adults. This shift in policy, from seeing children as ‘little adults’ to ‘beings in their own right entitled to special care because they lacked full responsibility for their actions’, was anticipated by a series of measures, including those described in this chapter, that aimed to restore, reform and protect children in England.5 There was also a new legislative terrain in which children’s labour became subject to increasing controls. For example, the Factory Act of 1833, mentioned in Chapter 1, limited the number of hours children could work, while stipulating that some education provision should be a requirement for those employed in factory labour. Who counted as a child and who as an adult was shifting in this context, subject to debate and negotiation. Children’s labour, however, remained valuable in both metropolitan and colonial contexts, but increasingly, child labour needed to be framed as improving the condition of groups of children themselves, rather than as an extraction of labour from vulnerable beings. As the previous chapter showed, the discourse of apprenticeship needing to benefit the child rather than the master was prevalent across the different cases presented here. However, this chapter shows that while the discourse surrounding children’s labour and apprenticeship may have become increasingly concerned with showing a humanitarian face, the material conditions of children’s labour changed very little.

At the same time, there was a conflation of the categories of ‘delinquent’ and ‘destitute’ children. Vagrancy legislation passed over the course of the 1820s in England sought to regulate homelessness and begging. In 1824, legislation specified that anyone ‘begging or sleeping rough without visible means of subsistence and “not giving good account of himself or herself” could be arrested and charged’. This led to a rise of ‘pre-emptive policing’ in which people could be arrested on the suspicion that they would commit a crime, rather than according to evidence they had already done so.6 This form of legislation would, as Elizabeth Elbourne has shown, take on unique racial meanings in the Cape context, where there were attempts to use it to justify discrimination against indigenous Khoesan people, and curtail their freedom of movement.7 However, proposals to have vagrancy legislation extended in the Cape were ultimately disallowed by the Colonial Office in 1834.8 Many of the children discussed in this chapter fell into the category of ‘vagrants’ – they were often from poor families or were orphaned and unable to take care of themselves. This, coupled with their age, saw them described as in need of intervention and specific forms of control from adults.

In both metropolitan and colonial contexts, there was an emerging understanding of children as individuals, rather than as the property of their parents, and as Shurlee Swain and Margaret Hillel have argued, ‘the state of childhood [was] increasingly serving as a barometer for the moral standing of the nation’.9 In this context, there were new movements to protect children, through schooling but also through the promotion of emigration, where boys, in particular, could be transformed from being seen as a ‘threat in his own country’ to a potential asset in the colonies of settlement.10 As Jan Kociumbas has argued:

The tension between the ideal of educative incarceration and the dependence on cheap assigned labour was especially acute when applied to the young. Philanthropists thought that Rousseau’s concept of childhood innocence and education should be extended to include the convict child. In a rhetoric of ‘rescue’ and ‘protection’, they began to argue that perhaps even these children were essentially pliable and good, the victims of parental ‘neglect’.

In the view of John Locke, whose thinking was highly influential during this period, Kociumbas continues: ‘[T]he children of the poor might be innocent and malleable, but their work potential was far too valuable to be lost in costly, prolonged schooling or unproductive play. Nor did the fruit of their labour belong to their parents – it was a resource to be exploited by employer or state.’11 In this understanding, poor children were often constructed as orphans or ‘worse than orphans’ – their poor parents being seen as unable to adequately care for them. This kind of thinking informed the actions of the Children’s Friend Society (CFS), the subject of this chapter. As the previous chapters illustrated, the Cape was undergoing a series of changes from the late 1820s into the 1830s, including the emancipation of enslaved people and the passing of Ordinance 50, which affected understandings of childhood and protection, and shifted discussions regarding apprenticeship and the use of coercion against servants and workers. This chapter situates the case of CFS in its imperial context, and in the context of a colony transitioning from bonded to ‘free’ labour. By focusing on this relatively small group of children who arrived in the Cape at a time of immense change socially and politically, we can understand something more general about the changing nature of childhood in that context.

This chapter connects the metropolitan and British imperial contexts of child welfare and reform to the Cape context immediately after emancipation. How did ideas about the freedom, care and protection of children translate from metropolitan to colonial contexts? What did it mean to introduce a further group of labourers to the colony, who were poor, white and younger than eighteen? The chapter’s focus is on how adults – both supporters and critics of child migration – understood the CFS activities. It illustrates how young people connected with the CFS – generally called ‘juvenile emigrants’ – were understood in the context of growing concerns regarding delinquency and migration within the British Empire. In Chapter 5, I focus more closely on the experiences of children themselves.

The CFS has been relatively well-researched, despite the archive of the Society not surviving intact.12 Records relating to the Society and its activities are scattered through the Cape Archives, in local and metropolitan newspapers across the colonies where the Society operated, and, most significantly, in a government Commission of Inquiry regarding the treatment of ‘juvenile emigrants’ at the Cape, published for the House of Commons in 1840. The South African historiography has described the CFS in contradictory ways. In spite of widespread criticism of the Society’s activities at the time, by 1891, when Theal published the History of South Africa, many of these criticisms seem to have faded from view. Theal describes the Society’s activities as ‘an excellent scheme, and all parties were benefited by it, for the great majority of the children became useful and thriving men and women’.13 However, Theal goes on to say that the scheme was found lacking by colonists who wondered why the children had not had a special justice appointed to see to their protection and care, when eight such positions had been appointed for the recently emancipated slaves. Subsequent historiography, and particularly in the Afrikaner nationalist vein, has positioned the Society’s activities as perpetuating a form of slavery. For example, as recently as 2012, Marthinus van Baart’s Afrikaner nationalist Kaap van Slawe refers to the CFS children as ‘wit slawekinders’ (white slave-children).14 This chapter departs from the existing historiography by highlighting how the activities of the Society complicated understandings of age, freedom and apprenticeship in the Cape colony, and situates the activities of the Society in the broader imperial context.

The Children’s Friend Society in England and the Cape

Since the seventeenth century, children were sent to different parts of Britain’s Empire as child migrants, beginning with child convicts who were sent to work in the American colonies.15 Writing of the early modern period, Lashua argues that many so-called ‘destitute’ children in England who ultimately migrated to other parts of the Empire already had the experience of being a ‘migrant’ at home, as they often moved from more rural areas to London in search of stability.16 As Paula Fass has pointed out of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century migrations to the United States, the experiences of children were not universally negative, although the chance of becoming ‘successful beneficiaries’ of these migrations was significantly tied to race, with white children more likely to have positive experiences of migration.17 These practices continued with the migration of ‘free’ and ‘unfree’ children to the colonies until the 1960s. Over these four centuries, an estimated 150,000 children were sent from Britain to the colonies.18 It is worth noting, as Sumita Mukherjee has recently pointed out, studies of child migration in the British Empire have been overwhelmingly concerned with white child migrants sent to destinations like Canada and Australia. Mukherjee’s study of migrant Indian children illustrates that this group is not only well documented but worthy of study in its own right: these migrants’ experiences can be found in studies regarding Indian indentured people’s travel, education, labour and leisure.19 While the focus of this chapter is on white migrant children brought to the Cape, it was precisely their status in relation to other labourers – and indigenous or formerly enslaved child labourers in particular – that makes their story worthy of attention.

The importation of English children as labourers into the Cape was therefore not a new idea in the 1830s. Proposals for the systematic emigration – the organized emigration of large groups – of poor children had been discussed in Britain in the 1820s, with some suggesting that masters should cover the cost of passage to the colonies for their potential apprentices.20 In the 1820s, Benjamin Moodie and DP Francis, two Cape colonists, wrote to the Commissioners of Eastern Inquiry, whose work I discussed in Chapter 1, suggesting that white children could be usefully employed in the colony. They proposed setting up an agency to assist the emigration of these children. Moodie, a Scottish settler, had brought over a party of 200 indentured servants to the Cape between 1817 and 1823.21 Now, Moodie and Francis proposed that pauper children between the ages of twelve and sixteen, currently maintained at the expense of their parish, could be usefully employed in the colony. This would not only assist settlers at the Cape with their labour supply, but also aid in ‘relieving the distresses of the Labouring classes in the Mother Country’.22 While this scheme never came to fruition, it highlights a broader context of imagining connections between metropolitan concerns and colonial solutions and a focus on young workers as potential assets in the colony.23

It is in this context that the CFS was founded in 1830. Initially called the Society for the Suppression of Juvenile Vagrancy, the Society was later renamed to assuage the fears of Cape colonists that they were being dumped with juvenile delinquents who were unwelcome in England. Edward Pelham Brenton, the secretary of the Society, reported concern regarding reportedly growing rates of juvenile delinquency in the metropole. A retired naval officer, Brenton had been interested in children’s issues, arguing for improved education for ‘poor destitute boys’ who would go on to serve in the army and navy. He also spoke out in support of climbing boys and chimney sweeps, whom he believed to be being corrupted by life in the metropolis.24 Brenton was critical of poor parents who he believed were exposing their children to corruption. This was a similar line of argument to the positioning of indigenous Khoesan parents as unable to look after their own children, as seen in Chapter 1. For this reason, Brenton’s efforts with the juvenile poor in England began with a plan for ‘home colonization’.25 In the early days of the Society, he argued that juvenile delinquents should not be sent abroad when there were sufficient resources for their welfare at home.26 Rather, the issue was urbanization: the poor were overcrowding factories and workhouses in London, rather than having some autonomy in conducting agricultural labour in the countryside. Living in a workhouse was, in his view, essentially imprisoning children. A life in the countryside, on the other hand, would not only remove children from vice, but also create a new generation of agricultural labourers.27 In spite of Brenton’s best efforts to pursue ‘home colonization’, he found parishes unable or unwilling to support the agricultural training of children. Therefore, as Rebecca Bates has shown, between 1830 and 1833, Brenton’s opinions on colonization shifted, and he began to promote settling children overseas.28 The shift towards child migration was challenging because of the Elizabethan Poor Law, which placed the welfare of the poor, including poor children, in the hands of individual parishes. Poor children were often bound into apprenticeships, but these were supposed to be located close to the child’s original parish, so that they could maintain family connections. The 1816 Apprenticeship Act reinforced the requirement that children should be apprenticed close to their original home. The idea of apprenticeship as a means to ‘rescue’ the child from their circumstances had strong antecedents from at least the sixteenth century, with the idea that binding children to an industrious individual would not only provide them sustenance but also rescue them from moral degeneration.29 However, by the early 1830s, the opinion of at least some parishes and the Colonial Office appears to have shifted on the issue, enough for the Colonial Office to lend their support to the CFS.

A personal connection would see the Cape colony emerge as the major destination for the Society’s young emigrants. Edward Pelham Brenton’s brother, Jahleel Brenton, also a naval captain, had been appointed Commissioner of Simon’s Town harbour, just outside of Cape Town, in 1815. During this time, he made connections with local and international humanitarian campaigners, including Dr John Philip, outspoken London Missionary Society chairperson and advocate for the rights of indigenous people. Jahleel and John Philip were close friends: the Philip family initially stayed with Jahleel in Simon’s Town, before they moved to the centre of Cape Town at Church Square.30 Jahleel was involved in the various Christian activities that the Philip family organized, including being a member of the Bible and Tract Society.31 When Philip visited England in 1832, where Jahleel was now serving as the lieutenant-governor of the Royal Greenwich Hospital, he promoted the Cape as a destination for emigration. For his part, Jahleel had long been interested in the labour question, as Patrick Grogan has shown: he even argued for ‘white labour’ to be used in the colony as opposed to enslaved or indentured labour, including of Khoesan labourers or prize slaves, arguing that this would be more profitable as white labourers would be more industrious than their indigenous or enslaved counterparts.32 Although it is not explicitly stated in the surviving records, the decision to send large numbers of migrants to the Cape, and Philip’s support for the scheme, suggests that this familial link was crucial to the activities of the Society in South Africa.

In 1832, Cape settlers and authorities were approached on the matter of accepting juvenile emigrants in the colony.33 However, long before suitable masters could be secured for the emigrants, the first shipment of boys arrived at Table Bay in May 1833, half of their passage paid by the Colonial Office, and the remainder covered by the Society. The Colonial Office agreed to this on the condition that the children consented to being sent to the colonies.34 In order to engage the services of the boys, masters needed to pay the Society to cover the cost of their passage.35 As the Commercial Advertiser put it, the Cape was the ‘most eligible outlet for the unfortunate children whom they are labouring to rescue from the horrors of destitution in large towns’.36 With industrialization came new fears about ‘idle’ children crowding the streets, being infected with the criminality of vagrants and pickpockets. The Cape, by contrast, was positioned as a healthy environment where children would be able to find suitable employment and ultimately rise through the ranks of society.37 Here, the argument was that remaining in London would leave children destitute. This is striking given that at the same time, the argument regarding destitution was used to justify widespread apprenticeship of formerly enslaved children at the Cape.

The Society opened two institutions in London for juvenile emigrants, to prepare them for their positions abroad, one for boys and one for girls. The Brenton Asylum at Hackney-Wick and the Royal Victoria Girls’ Home at Chiswick stipulated that children between ten and fourteen could be admitted.38 In exceptional cases, these ages could be extended to include children aged nine to sixteen. In these institutions, children were trained to be skilled agricultural workers – rather than simply working as shepherds or picking crops, the idea was for them to gain industrial and agricultural skills that would benefit the individual and the Empire. Some of these ideas were based on Brenton’s impressions of the new industrial boarding schools which were gaining prominence in Europe, including those of the Swiss Emmanuel von Fellenberg’s Hofwyl institution where children’s agricultural labour covered the costs of their education and boarding.39 The Hackney-Wick Institution was soon ‘filled with boys swept from the streets of London, and for the first time in their lives brought under the influence of Christian education; and allowed to taste the comforts of a settled home, cleanliness, warmth and a regular supply of food’.40 Boys in the Brenton Asylum were separated into three classes – all those arriving at the Institution were put into Class B. They could move to Class A if they behaved well, and Class C if they misbehaved.41 When asked if he worried about children who had been in jails before contaminating the ‘innocent’ children in the institution, Brenton extolled the virtues of his system, where the children were under constant supervision, spending four hours in school and six in field labour each day.42 Now, after some training in domestic and outdoor labour, and limited education, the children were apprenticed, ‘with their free consent, and that of their parents or guardians, to respectable individuals in our Colonies; or are provided with suitable situations in the United Kingdom’.43

While the CFS had its supporters, it was not without detractors from the outset, and opposition to the Society’s activities would continue from different quarters during the decade it was in operation. Katherine Honeyman’s examination of parish records indicates that many parishes were hesitant to part with young people and have them sent to the colonies, including Brenton’s own parish of St Marylebone.44 Other parishes also had mixed responses to Brenton’s schemes – some sent children to the CFS institutions favouring this over their being left in workhouses, while others refused to send any children to the institutions, citing the degrading conditions at the Cape as the reason for this refusal. St James Piccadilly supported the CFS scheme and maintained contact with many of the children once they had been sent out to the colonies.45

The backgrounds of children who ended up in the institutions at Hackney-Wick and Chiswick are difficult to trace, not least because institutional records from the CFS itself have not survived. However, interviews conducted for the 1835 Select Committee on Gaols in England and Wales give some of the life histories of the first group of children arriving in the Cape, although the individuals remain unnamed. One boy arrived with his brother at the institution, reportedly ‘sickly with starvation and covered with Vermin’.46 Their father, who had recently lost a job as watchman, was jailed for trespassing in a wood. The boys’ mother was bedridden and unable to look after them. The parish thus put forward the money for the children to be sent to the institution. Boy 2, also fourteen years old, was taken before a magistrate for stealing some bread. He was sent back to the workhouse, where he had a reputation for teaching other boys to pick pockets. From there, he was sent to the colonies. Boy 6, who came to the institution aged thirteen, ‘threatened to run a Knife into anyone that attempted to detain him. Subsequently he became quite tame.’47 At the Chiswick institution or Victoria Asylum, Rebecca Bourhill, head of the institution, who would later accompany a group of girls to the Cape with along her own children, spoke about the principal role of the institution in reforming criminal children to make them useful servants. Some of the girls, she reported, had committed crimes including drunkenness and stealing from their employers before entering the Asylum, refuting the CFS’s claim that none of the children involved had committed crimes before they entered the institutions. Girls were trained in a variety of domestic tasks, with their roles in the institution being changed each week to expose them to different forms of employment. They also learnt to read and write in the afternoons. As these descriptions illustrate, some of the children had committed petty crimes before being admitted to the institution, while others were simply sent to the institution because their parents were unable to provide for them. The conflation between destitution and delinquency was evident here. In other words, the institutions at Hackney-Wick and Chiswick appear to have performed both a protective and carceral function: assisting ‘vulnerable’ children who needed adult support, while removing threatening and dangerous children from the streets. The level of free choice that children had about entering these institutions and ultimately their emigration is unclear.

The Cape, an agricultural community, was seen as a place where children could be involved in outdoor labour in a healthy environment. For the following decade, the CFS sent approximately 1158 children abroad, the vast majority of around 800 to the Cape of Good Hope.48 Far smaller numbers were sent to Western Australia (72), Canada (around 186) and Mauritius (5 boys), as I discuss later in the chapter.49 The Cape was the favoured destination for the CFS: Canada fell out of favour after the 1837 Rebellion,50 and because of the ease of children crossing the border to the United States; and while Western Australian settlers were eager to support the scheme, far fewer children were sent there, likely due to the distance needed to travel between England and the colony, and the relatively underdeveloped nature of agriculture there. Initially, the CFS only sent boys to the colonies, but from 1834, they sent shipments of girls as well.

While the idea of child migration might be challenging to modern sensibilities, it is worth noting that the Society was firmly entrenched in the humanitarian milieu of the time. Brenton, like his brother Jahleel, was an Evangelical Christian, and this informed the activities of the Society. White labour, in this context, had the potential to civilize and improve other labourers at the Cape. As Jahleel Brenton’s memoir put it:

The services of an English boy, though ill-educated and rude, were of some value to colonists, who were dependent on the half reclaimed savages of the country; and the mere recollection of what these boys had known of the usages of civilized life, enabled them to imitate what their masters had never seen.51


Amongst the Society’s supporters at the Cape were humanitarians and evangelicals like Dr John Philip, and his son-in-law and editor of the liberal Commercial Advertiser, John Fairbairn. The pages of the newspaper promoted the importation of free labour into the colony as a way to solve a labour shortage after slave emancipation. When a local committee of Commissioners was appointed to oversee the activities of the Society in Cape Town, it included notable English settlers, including the district surgeon, Dr JW Fairbridge, the chemist John Harfield Tredgold, the businessman Ewan Christian, and the South African College professor and later superintendent general of education, James Rose Innes. While the Cape Committee were members of the ‘ruling elite’, they were not themselves agriculturalists or major landowners. However, as Bradlow has argued, they ‘viewed labour and capital as the essential co-stimulants of a prosperity which would in turn trigger an increased demand for farm produce and other goods’.52 Sub-committees were subsequently appointed in Stellenbosch, Paarl, Swellendam and Caledon, Wynberg, Worcester, George and Albany.53 In England, the Society was supported by Lord Stanley, Lord Goderich and Charles Lushington, who had all been involved with anti-slavery causes and were humanitarian allies of William Wilberforce.54 Sir Charles Lemon, a Whig politician who would serve as a member of the Select Committee on Transportation (Molesworth Commission) in 1838, was also a member of the committee in England.

Apprenticeship and the Children’s Friend Society

Children began to arrive in the colony in 1833, beginning with twenty boys on the Charles Kerr. On their arrival, masters applied for the emigrants’ services, and if willing to pay £7 to £9 to access the children’s labour, were allocated apprentices. The conditions of their service stipulated that they should be educated, allowed to write home to their families and friends in England, should attend church, and be paid pocket-money into the savings’ bank on a sliding scale according to their age.55 Once again, the question of chronological age was central to the activities of the Society, as distinctions were made between older and younger juvenile emigrants. The juvenile emigrants were to be indentured until age twenty-one for males and eighteen for females, although females’ apprenticeships could be terminated earlier if they married before that age. Enforcing the age limit was difficult in practice: the juvenile emigrants’ ages were often deliberately recorded as younger than they reported in order to extend the term of the apprenticeship. Initially, many of the juvenile emigrants were in their early teens but the Commissioners at the Cape soon complained that the older juvenile emigrants were less tractable than younger ones, with some refusing to be apprenticed, leading the younger emigrants to refuse as well.56 The treasurer of the CFS at the Cape noted in July 1836 that pinning down children’s exact ages was essential: ‘[S]ome of the boys have written home and produced certificates of baptism, proving them of age some months previous to the expiration of their indentures, which causes dissatisfaction both in the master and the apprentice.’57 Nonetheless, as I have argued elsewhere, in the CFS literature and annual reports, it is significant that the juvenile emigrants were positioned as children: innocent, vulnerable and in need of preparation for working adulthood.58

Newspaper reports both at home and in the colonies celebrated the beginning of the scheme. The Spectator argued that the Colonial Office should pay the full expense of the children’s passage since the scheme was ‘so manifestly beneficent to both parties’.59 By the time the first shipment of boys had arrived in the Cape, the Commercial Advertiser wrote in glowing terms about the scheme, saying that the system of juvenile emigration would prepare the young emigrants for lives of labour, and that it was important that the scheme was not framed as an ‘importation of paupers’, but rather ‘a supply of an article in great demand, for those who are both willing and able to pay for it’.60 While the scheme was generally met with optimism in the Cape, colonists were clear that they did not want juvenile delinquents sent to the colony: ‘No children should be sent but the really destitute.’ While labour was needed in the colony, ‘the influence of good example was wanted much more’.61 To those who were concerned that the juvenile emigrants were bringing a criminal element to the colony, the local committee reported after the initial 174 indentures had been made that there had not been a ‘single case of theft, violence or outrage on the part of any one of them’, while recognizing there had been some desertions: a result of ‘the novelty of their situation, and a want of sympathy with the strangers among whom they were thus suddenly placed’.62 In Western Australia, the young apprentices’ arrival was met with great excitement as well: the Perth Gazette reported that the terms of the apprenticeship ‘we consider highly liberal, and advantageous to those Settlers requiring additional cheap labour’.63

The Cape committee was officially given sanction to act as guardians over the children in 1836 by an ordinance passed that year.64 This legislation was based on a similar ordinance passed in New Brunswick, indicating the broader imperial connections of the Society’s actions.65 There, local committees had been started in Montreal in 1834, Toronto and Cobourg in 1835, and Kingston in 1836. In that context, as Neff illustrates, the local committees were closely associated with promoting emigration to Canada – the Commissioner of Crown Lands as well as members of the Emigrant Society of Upper Canada were represented on the local CFS committees. In Upper Canada, existing apprenticeship legislation, dating from 1799, allowed CFS committee members to apprentice children without the parents’ presence, provided apprenticeships were witnessed by two justices of the peace.66 Similar legislation did not yet exist in the Cape for this purpose, hence, the creation of a new ordinance to apprentice children there. Once the juvenile emigrants arrived in the Cape, they were apprenticed to local settlers, both English and Dutch, so long as the masters were found to be ‘respectable’.67 Initially, the children had arrived without masters being secured for them, but this practice was soon replaced by masters being secured before they were sent to the colony, because of the ‘great inconvenience arising from keeping the Boys together in town’.68 Gerrit Hendrik de Wet, a Stellenbosch farmer who I discuss in more detail in Chapter 5, had twenty-seven enslaved people on his farm at the time of emancipation, and became one of the largest employers of the apprenticed children, having fourteen in his service. CG Blanckenberg, who owned twenty-six enslaved people at emancipation, would have six apprentices assigned to him. William Proctor also had fourteen apprentices assigned to him and had owned eighteen enslaved people at emancipation. Proctor owned two farms by 1837, amounting to 600 morgen of land. According to Dooling, ‘Being of English descent, with his racing horses, mahogany furniture, piano and corn-mill, Proctor played the part of the English country gentleman.’69 Ryk Hendrik Myburgh owned thirty-two enslaved people at the time of emancipation, who lived and worked on his farm in Stellenbosch. He was also a significant employer of juvenile apprentices, having seven assigned to his service. Pieter Lourens Cloete, a wine farmer of Stellenbosch, was also a significant slave owner and employed seven juvenile apprentices. William Duckitt had six juvenile apprentices in his service on his Klawervallei farm, and his brother Frederick had a further six assigned to him on the adjacent farm of Groote Post. As Patrick Harries has outlined, William Duckitt had a varied labour force on his farm: by 1818, he had 27 adult and 12 child prize negroes in his service, as well as enslaved and Khoe labourers. He had tried to employ more enslaved labourers in 1808 but when this was denied he turned to employing prize negroes instead.70 This suggests that he saw the juvenile emigrants as another important source of labour in the 1830s, where enslaved labour was no longer guaranteed. This evidence does suggest that at least for some members of Cape society, CFS children were being apprenticed to make up for a shortfall or potential shortfall in labour. Most of the children, however, were apprenticed either alone or with one other CFS child. Out of the 610 apprentices I have been able to trace, 237 were apprenticed alone, while a further 66 were apprenticed with one other juvenile emigrant (making up 60 per cent of the total).

While there seem to have been some connections between slave ownership and the desire to have juvenile apprentices in their service, it was not simply a case of apprenticed children’s labour replacing enslaved labour in a linear fashion. As I have written about elsewhere, the majority of the juvenile emigrants sent out by the Society worked in unskilled labour (see Table 3.1): ‘[O]f the 581 children for whom I have been able to find occupations, over 40% worked either as farmworkers, herdsmen or groomsmen, with farmworkers accounting for 35.6% of known occupations.’71 Negligible numbers were being given training in a specific trade, for example as baker’s apprentices, shoemaker’s apprentices and so on. The girl emigrants, who amounted to around 18 per cent of the total number sent to the Cape, at around 109 individuals, were almost exclusively employed as domestic labourers. The idea of apprenticeship which may have been familiar to those in England, where children were trained in a skilled trade, and masters were paid to take on their education and maintenance, was a far cry from the kinds of apprenticeships the majority of CFS children would enter into at the Cape. While the language of ‘apprenticeship’ might have made the activities of the Society seem more palatable to onlookers, in reality, the form of apprenticeship drew as much from its metropolitan roots as from the unique context of the apprenticeship period in the post-emancipation Cape colony. The preponderance of juvenile emigrants in agricultural and domestic labour would fundamentally shape the discourse surrounding their care and protection in the colony and facilitated comparisons between them and other groups of labourers in that context, as the following section highlights.


Table 3.1 Ten Most Common Occupations of the CFS Migrants, 1833–41.72
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Imagining free labour

The children arriving at the Cape were more often than not understood and framed comparatively: their apprenticeships, ages, treatment by masters and so on were understood in relation to two things. First, there were constant comparisons between a vagrant or working life in England and life at the Cape. This was largely an exercise in speculation, since there was a range of outcomes for those children who stayed ‘at home’, as well as for those who emigrated. Once the decision was taken to focus the activities of the Society on the Cape in 1837, the local committee emphasized their role in rescuing the children and bringing them to the Cape, described as a ‘most eligible outlet for the unfortunate children whom they [the committee] are labouring to rescue from the horrors of destitution in large towns [in England]’.73 Supporters of CFS activities in metropolitan and colonial contexts drew on narratives that framed life in England as harmful to poor, needy children. The streets of London were seen as far more dangerous to young people than the healthy, sunny colonies, where individuals had the ability to alter their circumstances through hard work. This connects to early-nineteenth-century missionary endeavours that saw the ‘poor’ in England as just as worthy of missionary evangelism as the ‘heathen’ overseas.74 For example, in an 1838 meeting of the CFS in London, the duke of Richmond speculated on what would have happened had the children not been sent out to the colonies: they would have been left ‘without direction or care, and without the inculcation of religious principles to secure them from the first temptation to vice’.75 The Commercial Advertiser was clear that the juvenile emigrants’ situations should be conceived of not on their own merits but in a ‘comparative view’. In an 1838 article, they argued:

[W]e have always founded our judgement on a comparative view of the state and prospects of destitute orphans, and of the labouring poor, or operatives, in the great manufacturing towns and districts in England. Comparing, in this manner, the condition of the same individuals or of the same classes at home and at the Cape, we have hitherto felt ourselves justified in upholding the scheme of Juvenile Emigration as it is at present conducted by the Commissioners appointed by an Ordinance to regulate and superintend it.

In the same article, the Advertiser went on to say, ‘Is their [the juvenile emigrants’] danger greater at the Cape in a moral and religious point of view, than amongst the drunkards and swine in Manchester?’76 Rebecca Bourhill, matron of the Victorian Asylum, concurred with this view. In her opinion, young girls were ‘in a thousand times greater danger in England than at the Cape: for instance, no mistress hardly ever sends one of our girls on a message; I have on purpose walked the streets with a respectable gentleman, after sunset, and I never saw one of our girls in the streets. Query – is this the case in London?’77

When juvenile emigrants complained about their treatment and punishment, which I discuss in greater detail in Chapter 5, their reports were often dismissed or treated with suspicion when reported in the pages of the Commercial Advertiser. Fairbairn admitted that some apprentices in the colony had been mistreated but asserted that ‘with respect to correction and labour, they are not treated with more strictness, than apprentices in England, or elsewhere’. In fact, their treatment was ‘mild, and their labour light, compared with the general treatment and labour of apprentices of the same class in England’.78 The argument was echoed by the CFS Committee in London, who said that ‘those who have suffered most at the Cape, have suffered less than all of them did suffer, and must have continued to suffer in London’.79 For the Commissioners at the Cape, they admitted by 1838 that the scheme had not been without some difficulties for both masters and apprentices, but argued that the question was not ‘whether these children will be perfectly safe, and perfectly happy at the Cape, but will they be safer and happier – will their chances of turning out well be greater here, than in the streets of London?’80 This discourse shifted from the Cape being seen as an unfree society, tainted by slavery, to England curtailing children’s freedoms, where work was harsh and the streets were dangerous and young people needed constant adult protection.

Second, the young emigrants’ situation was understood as fitting into a broader context of unfree labour, and particularly, their situation was compared with the experiences of enslaved people in general and enslaved children in particular. As Alan Lester, Kate Boehme and Peter Mitchell have argued, these kinds of comparisons were not unique. Indeed, their research shows that during the apprenticeship period and up to full emancipation in 1838, different forms of labour including in India, Sierra Leone, the Cape and Van Diemen’s Land were being compared to each other, as the Colonial Office refigured the boundaries of what constituted free labour, and by whose measure.81 Abolition and emancipation, Purba Hossein argues, were ‘a new legal and moral yardstick that all subsequent labour regimes had to adhere to’ and labour was increasingly defined by ‘its similarity or dissimilarity to slavery’.82 Indeed, Ana Stevenson’s work on the women as slave analogy points out the long historiographical and historical debate about who exactly counted as enslaved, and by whose measure.83 As Stevenson puts it, ‘slavery became a discourse through which commentators of differing political persuasions described imbalances of power’.84 In the Cape context, Clare Anderson points out that ‘incarceration and penal transportation were often associated with, or compared to, confinement of indigenous people and the management of the enslaved’.85 In the context of the CFS, these comparisons were central to the views of both supporters and critics of the CFS, where there were ‘strong links between pauperism, convictism and labour bondage’.86

In contrast to the idea that children were better off in the Cape than England, their experiences were regularly compared to slavery by those who criticized the Society. In 1834, the London Committee was accused of ‘transporting British subjects contrary to law, reviving the Slave Trade, cheating the public, [and] jobbing in human misery’.87 What is interesting is how the discourse of slavery was mobilized by both supporters of the Society, who likened staying in England as a form of slavery, and critics of the Society, who likened the entire system of emigration to the slave trade. The comparison with enslaved people and slavery occurred before the children even entered the colony. In Brenton’s own The Bible and the Spade, a tract in which he outlined the history and activities of the Society until 1837, he argued that young apprentices in England were treated harshly: he told the story of one woman whose six apprentices were treated with such ‘tyranny and cruelty, which, I will venture to say, was never exceeded in the worst of our slave colonies’.88

Poor children in England were sometimes positioned as ‘white slaves’ in the context of industrialization in England: at the time of the passing of the Factory Act in 1833, commentators noted that there was more concern for the enslaved abroad than working children in the textile industry at home. As Hugh Cunningham has argued, in the 1830s there was increasing acceptance from anti-slavery campaigners that English working children were in a system of slavery.89 An important area of concern for those in both metropole and colony was the treatment of the young apprentices, and the ways that they were being positioned in relation to other kinds of labourers at the Cape.

Another point of comparison with enslaved children was regarding chronological age. As Chapter 2 showed, there were contemporary debates about the treatment of children of apprenticed labourers, freed by the Abolition Act. Those children could only be apprenticed until age sixteen if female, and age eighteen if male, while CFS children could be apprenticed for a further three years until age twenty-one.90 There were also comparisons to Khoesan children, whose labour was also being regulated according to chronological age. This anomaly, observed by the attorney-general in the colony, assisted some observers who were critical of CFS activities, like the Reverend James Sanders, in making the argument that the CFS children were in fact bonded labourers. Sanders had been sent out to the Cape to minister to the juvenile emigrants by the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, arriving in the colony in May 1838 amidst reports that the children were not attending church services and were being badly mistreated by their masters. Sanders pointed out the contradictions in introducing the CFS children in the broader labour context at the Cape. According to him, Khoesan people were no longer allowed to apprentice their children to farmers, because

it was in truth selling them into Slavery […] the same law holds with regard to the children of the late slaves, the only case where apprenticeship is permitted, is, where the Parents are better dead and the children are very young. If the child though an orphan be twelve or 14 years of age so as to be nearly able to maintain him or herself it must not be apprenticed. If of very tender years the Attorney General is empowered to apprentice to some fit and proper person under certain regulations a boy until 18 and a girl until 16 years. But our juvenile emigrants come over at the age of 10 or 12 years, and are apprenticed to the farmers until 21 and several of them have been introduced one or two years under their actual age.91


The Legislative Council concluded in 1836 that the special justices, appointed to oversee the apprenticeship period for formerly enslaved people, would also ensure the fair treatment of the juvenile emigrants.92 The dual roles of the special justices – George Longmore in Cape Town and Stellenbosch, James Barnes in Caledon, JM Hill in Malmesbury and Henry Piers in Paarl – as Commissioners to oversee the fair treatment of the juvenile apprentices, and as special justices under the Abolition Act, to ensure the fair treatment of formerly enslaved apprentices, led to further comparisons between these groups. As Longmore pointed out in January 1837, the laws that regulated the treatment of apprenticed children of the enslaved should apply to the young emigrants as well, for ‘at present the employer has the power of inflicting corporal punishment upon his emigrant apprentice boy, which he cannot upon the coloured apprentices’.93 Notably, Longmore was vocal in advocating for the children of formerly enslaved people, wishing to be appointed with a special mandate to oversee their protection and care, as discussed in Chapter 2.

Sanders was a particularly vocal critic of the Society. After spending only a month in the colony, he wrote home to the SPG to decry the state of the juvenile emigrants there, saying that ‘generally speaking, but little attention has been paid to their moral and religious instruction’. Sanders was concerned about these young white apprentices being employed by Dutch masters who were used to the system of slavery: while taken from the ‘abodes of wretchedness and vice at home’, when it came to their situations in the colony, ‘there is much reason to fear for them’.94 For Sanders, as for many other observers, the fact that masters paid part of the emigrants’ passage to the Society was particularly objectionable: ‘[M]any of these farmers are exceedingly ignorant and they have no idea but that they have made a regular purchase of the Children for a certain number of years. Hence in many instances these Children become merely substitutes for slaves.’95 He believed the context of apprenticeship at the Cape more generally meant that the children were automatically understood as enslaved people: ‘Apprenticeship to Farmers at the Cape is wholly unknown, except as synonymous with Slavery.’96 As Sanders would write elsewhere, they are in ‘a state of bondage, not of apprenticeship’.97 Sanders even reported that some of the emigrants themselves believed that they had been sold as slaves: when visiting some of PA Myburgh’s apprentices in Eerste Rivier, Stellenbosch, he reported that one young male emigrant asked ‘“Is it true, Sir, that the black people are to be made free, and that we English boys are still to be slaves? that cannot be right.”’ Sanders replied that they were not slaves but apprentices, to which the emigrant answered that they had been bought by their master. ‘“Please Sir, I work like a slave; I learn nothing; I wanted to be a sailor.”’98

The concern regarding this kind of comparison was not unfounded: when the Commercial Advertiser was encouraging local farmers to engage the services of the juvenile emigrants, they stated it would be far cheaper to import juvenile emigrants from England than to pay for the continued maintenance of apprentices.99 Making this sort of comparison only underlined the discursive links between the emigration programme and slavery. It does seem that there were some initial issues with masters paying the monthly deposits for the indentures into the Saving’s Bank, and the local newspaper needed to run advertisements to remind them to complete these payments, meaning that some of the apprentices were indeed working for no pay.100 So, despite the Commercial Advertiser being clear that the CFS children were not enslaved, and that reports of this were false, the discourse of slavery was still used to describe the scheme.

Sanders was not a lone voice in critiquing the Society, despite him being the most vocal. The degradation of slave society was also a concern for Dr John Philip, who had served as chairman of the CFS local committee in Cape Town. In 1837, when Philip was in London on business regarding the Select Committee on Aborigines, he reported to the Colonial Office that the CFS members in London were clearly in the dark about the treatment of the juvenile emigrants at the Cape, where the ‘standards of morals’ were low because of slavery. The juvenile emigrants were isolated on rural farms and therefore dependent on the goodwill of masters. Philip warned that ‘there is something in the habits generated by slavery’ that made former masters of the enslaved cruel to the children. He reported that there had been talk from former slave owners that they were going to replace their apprenticed labourers with English boys, if they could get the numbers they were demanding. According to him:

[S]everal persons have filled their establishments with English boys, and it will go on, and be followed by consequences of a very painful nature, unless the Committee take the advice which has been tendered to its members, and send out fewer children, and prohibit the Committee at the Cape from giving more than two children to the same master.101


This seems to have gone against the suggestions from the London Committee, whose secretary, J Sparke, argued that the boys in particular should be settled in numbers, for this would allow one boy to be appointed monitor and ensure that some education was given to the other boys – a suggestion never put into action.102 It seems that these claims from Philip were not followed up by the Colonial Office until further reports of the children’s mistreatment and neglect surfaced in 1838 and 1839. Looking at the figures overall, it does seem that Philip’s reports of slave owners replacing their workforces with juvenile emigrants were overstated, as most children were settled alone. However, the construction of the system as akin to slavery was important. It was also a further way in which British colonists, missionaries and officials could distance themselves from criticism regarding the CFS activities, by blaming wrongdoing on Dutch masters.

Whether enslaved or free, some observers were concerned that the juvenile emigrants’ mixing with other kinds of labourers at the Cape was potentially dangerous. Sanders was particularly outspoken on this issue, saying, ‘The lower classes of the people here are (as all coloured people must be expected to be in a slave holding colony) exceedingly ignorant and degraded.’103 Sanders held strong racial views, believing that white children should necessarily be protected from the influence of the formerly enslaved, Muslim converts and the tyranny of Dutch masters. He was concerned that the children formed their ‘acquaintances and friendships’ with ‘Mohammedans’ who were ‘very fond of proselytising’. The ‘free and extensive intercourse which the boys on farms have with the colored apprentices, the habits they form, the ignorance in which they are brought up, and the character of their employment’ were worrisome: the juvenile emigrants were so open to degradation that by the time their apprenticeships ended they would be in a state of ‘demoralisation quite on a par with their coloured associates’.104 Here, the status of these children as young, innocent and vulnerable to contamination from mixing with the wrong sort of people was central to Sanders’ argument that they should be kept in isolation from other groups of children. Enslaved people were a bad example to the young emigrants, who needed to recognize the value of free labour. The concerns regarding the spread of Islam resonated with broader discussions in the colony in which Christian missionaries were concerned that formerly enslaved people were being attracted to Islam.105 Longmore wrote in 1840 that slave emancipation had had a positive effect on the children because ‘when these [enslaved] persons were the property of the masters, many idle and useless ones were kept about an establishment, with whom the juvenile apprentices associated, and thereby became unsettled and perhaps demoralized, more especially as regarded the females of color, there being often three or four retained then in a family, where only one is employed now’.106

In the context of the comparisons between the young emigrants’ lives in England versus the Cape, and the debate of their status relative to other apprenticed labour, their status as free or unfree became subject to debate as well. This was tinged with debate over whether children or youths could in fact be free at all, and if they had the ability to make decisions about their daily lives and futures. As Benjamin Lawrance has argued in the case of enslaved African children, even when emancipated, ‘freedom and childhood are in many ways incommensurable’.107 Lawrance argues that even when legally freed, formerly enslaved children remained dependent, and their experiences disrupted ‘the slavery/freedom dichotomy insofar as even when no longer de jure slaves, children were never free and autonomous’.108 While I am certainly not suggesting enslaved status for the children of the CFS, their inability to decide on their own status, to move to different employment or to leave apprenticeships altogether hints at a status neither enslaved nor free, based at least partially on their age and the understanding that young people could not and should not make decisions regarding their own futures.

Sometimes the discussions about degrees of freedom were overt, for example, where Sanders wrote about poor English children in England being ‘brought up in a land of liberty’, when the Cape was ‘morally, socially, and politically far inferior to what it is in England’.109 At the Cape, he argued, there were more opportunities for committing crime. In an interesting logistical leap, where Sanders had previously argued that the children were going to be degraded by their contact with formerly enslaved and Khoesan people, he also said that the juvenile emigrants were ‘accomplished in all the arts of roguery’ and that this would be ‘one of the greatest curses that could fall on the coloured population who tho’ ignorant, and degraded are I believe unacquainted with many of those bad practices which young thieves and inmates of our prisons at home, might some successfully introduce among them’.110 So, while children might experience more legal freedom in England, the ‘land of liberty’, they were also freer to commit crimes in the Cape in the absence of stricter oversight.

Reports of the juvenile emigrants’ mistreatment, which I discuss in more detail in Chapter 5, began to surface more regularly in the last years of the 1830s. In 1840, a Commission of Inquiry was conducted in which the special justices were asked to report on the status, treatment, education and labour of the children living in their districts. The report presented information from 298 masters and 595 apprentices regarding their work, treatment, diet and leisure. Evidence was collected from Cape Town and Stellenbosch by George Longmore, in Paarl by Henry Piers, in Caledon by James Barnes and in Malmesbury by JM Hill. Some of the special justices recorded the emigrants’ words verbatim, while others wrote summaries on the condition of the children in their districts. Although the report itself was generally positive about the activities of the Society and the treatment of the children, the metropolitan press had, by the time of its publication, largely turned against the organization. At the Cape, while local settlers remained eager to employ the children, the Commissioners nevertheless argued the scheme should be shut down because of ‘the effects of an evident disposition, if not a settled determination on the part of many persons in England to pay implicit belief to every foolish report and misrepresentation to its discredit’. The governor wrote, ‘I cannot but hope that the Colony will be spared the pain of encountering any further inquiry through the continued operation of the Children’s Friend Society.’111 The final shipment of children arrived in the colony in 1840. Despite many CFS committee members in London maintaining their support for the Society even after the publication of the 1840 report, the Society ultimately dissolved on 23 May 1841. The schools at Hackney-Wick and Chiswick also closed down as a result of lack of funding and plans to open a further training school in the Cape were halted as well.112

The imperial context of child migrations

While the Cape received most of the juvenile emigrants from the CFS, there has been some research on those sent to other colonies. Charlotte Neff has studied the activities of the Society in both Upper and Lower Canada, where there would be more wide-scale child emigration after 1869. Initially, the Canada Company was not eager to receive the children from the CFS, thinking they had criminal backgrounds, but after the Society changed its name in 1834, they were welcomed to the colony. Local committees were recruited, including representatives from local government and those involved in Canadian emigration schemes.113 As in the Cape, committee members were also involved in other humanitarian and charitable organizations. The children in Canada were also apprenticed as farm labourers or domestic servants rather than being given specific trades.114 However, the political context in Canada from 1837 and the ease of escape to the United States meant that the colony was not pursued as a destination by the CFS after that point.

The trajectory for child migration to Western Australia, which began with the CFS migrations, was different to that in the Cape. The Cape and Western Australia make interesting points of comparison in this period because both were facing similar questions regarding what labour would look like in a ‘free’ colony. While Western Australia, unlike the eastern Australian colonies, had not yet accepted convict labour, which would formally commence only from 1850,115 the Cape was facing the need to create a new, free, labour regime in the post-emancipation context. In Western Australia, sponsored emigration had not had the desired results: with labourers able to purchase land quickly after their arrival in the colony, and without convict labour, the colony struggled to attract agricultural labour, often turning to Aboriginal people, including children, to labour on farms.116 As Kellie Moss has pointed out, although there was not a formal system of slavery in Western Australia, that colony experienced different forms of coerced labour – from the indentured servants sent to the colony immediately after its colonization, to juvenile emigrants from the CFS and Parkhurst Prison and coerced Aboriginal labourers.117 In the Cape, coerced labour for slaves and the indigenous population was being challenged as the 1830s ushered in, at least in some circles, far more vocal critiques of colonial violence against indigenous people and more popular support for the anti-slavery cause. In these contexts, there was therefore a need to think about how to develop new sources of labour that could reasonably be framed as ‘free’.

Proposals for children to be sent to Western Australia by the CFS were met favourably by some sectors of the population, including the Swan River Agricultural Society.118 This is similar to the response of the Cape of Good Hope Agricultural Society, who remained hopeful about juvenile emigration as a labour source there.119 Blackburn suggests that Western Australia was likely chosen as a destination for the Society because the governor there, Admiral James Stirling, had close personal connections to subscribers of the Society, through his father- and mother-in-law, and through Lady George Murray, patron of the girls’ asylum and wife of Sir George Murray, who had appointed Stirling as governor of the Swan River colony.120 The first group of children arrived in that colony in 1834, where the activities of the Society were overseen by a local committee, including Rev J Wittenoom, who acted as secretary. During the 1830s, seventy-two children arrived in Western Australia, sixteen of whom were girls. Two local committees were set up, one in Perth and the other in King George’s Sound. Indentures were to last until age twenty-one for boys and eighteen for girls, and, like at the Cape, children were to receive adequate food and clothing, education, both moral and religious, and pocket money on a sliding scale, according to their age.121 Child labour was approached with optimism in that colony and there were various proposals for young emigrants to be introduced there. For example, Moss notes the contemporary attempts to introduce Anglo-Indian ‘orphans’ into the colony from Calcutta in 1834, which did not come to fruition.122

The context of scandal around the treatment of the juvenile emigrants in the Cape colony which I discuss in Chapter 5 affected the CFS activities in Western Australia as well. When Western Australia attempted to pass an Act, identical to the 1836 Cape Act which appointed commissioners as legal guardians of the minor emigrants, it reached the Colonial Office at the end of 1839, just as reports about the children’s mistreatment in the Cape were circulating in the press and through official correspondence. The Act was refused.123 This is not to say that the Society’s Australian activities had been without scandal of their own. In 1834, echoing similar debates in the Cape, some colonists wrote that they had no objection against ‘voluntary emigration’, but were not convinced that children were able to make the decision to emigrate themselves. The responsibility of the Society in their opinion was to ‘restore these young emigrants to their native country should they at any future day, when they can think for themselves, desire to recall an act to which they were committed by the influence of others’.124 I have seen no evidence of the CFS returning any children to England.

In other cases, there were reports of children being mistreated by their masters. For example, Robert Collins was charged with assault when his apprentice, Richard Cullyer, reported being brutally beaten by his master in October 1840. According to the reports in the Perth Gazette, even Collins’ daughter attested to the assault and to Cullyer’s general good behaviour and work ethic.125 Cullyer’s indenture was cancelled after this incident. In another case, Jane Green was indentured to Captain Francis Whitfield, a resident magistrate, as a domestic servant. She was charged with infanticide and sentenced to two years in prison. The press insinuated that the baby had belonged to Whitfield, but it could also have been fathered by any of the four Whitfield sons who lived on the property.126 Ultimately, Whitfield went on to resign his position because of the scandal. This case gives a sense of the isolation and vulnerability of the girl emigrants in particular. The last shipment of CFS children arrived in Western Australia on the Sterling in March 1841. Despite the scandal surrounding some of the activities of the Society, the scheme paved the way for further emigration into Western Australia, this time from the Parkhurst Juvenile Prison. As Shore points out, in the 1830s and 1840s, the emphasis in juvenile justice shifted from ‘penalty’ to ‘reform’, and ‘the language of transportation was gradually translated into the language of colonial emigration’.127 Being sent to Parkhurst was increasingly framed as an opportunity for young offenders to remake themselves on the other side of the world.

At the same time as reports of mistreatment of the CFS children were surfacing in the Cape, the Colonial Office sent a circular to the British colonies in May 1838 asking if they would accept juvenile convicts into their colonies.128 The proposal to send juvenile convicts to the Cape and elsewhere coincided with broader discussions about the morality of convict transportation occurring in the 1830s, culminating with the 1838 Molesworth Report, the result of an inquiry into convict transportation. Transportation to most Australian colonies ended in 1837. This report was highly critical of convict transportation, comparing it to slavery, and pointing out that the fate of individual convicts was often closely tied to the whims and charity of their masters.129 This argument would have resonated in the Cape where English colonial officials and settlers often cast their Dutch compatriots as unnecessarily violent and ill-equipped to treat their servants or labourers humanely.130 The discourse about the abuse of power from individual masters would emerge strongly in the critiques of the CFS that began to surface in the second half of the 1830s, leading to the inquiry into the activities of the Society at the end of the decade.

Child convicts had been transported to New South Wales since the 1780s, with an estimated 25,000 child convicts arriving in the colonies between 1788 and 1868.131 Western Australia accepted the introduction of 334 boys from Parkhurst on the Isle of Wight, between ten and twenty-one years old, between 1842 and 1852.132 New Zealand and Van Diemen’s Land also received Parkhurst apprentices at this time. In Western Australia, this group was overseen by Wittenoom, who had been appointed ‘Guardian to Emigrants being Minors’ during the CFS’s period of operation. Like the CFS emigrants, these young people entered periods of apprenticeship, with masters responsible for their moral and religious education, health and well-being.133 The boys were apprenticed for periods of two to five years, sometimes extending beyond the period of their initial sentences.134 In that context, Penelope Hetherington argues that ‘all sections of the colonial elite supported the use of child labour’, highlighting that employers of the Parkhurst apprentices included members of Legislative Council, justices of the peace, religious leaders, merchants, landholders and so on – much like the employers of CFS labourers at the Cape.135 Once again, the Agricultural Society played a key role in supporting this scheme for importing labour.136 In 1844, John Gavin, one of the Parkhurst apprentices, would become the first white person in the colony to be hanged, when he killed his mistress’s son. Gavin was aged fifteen at the time.137 According to Moss, the reports on the juvenile convicts’ behaviour were generally favourable, but the scheme was nonetheless relatively short-lived, and the colony would soon turn to the importation of adult convict labour, marking another departure with the Cape context.138 Lydon argues that in the context of anti-slavery in the early years of settlement in Australia, ‘convicts were consigned to hard work and discipline as the path to liberation’.139 Here, meanings of freedom were complicated by the positioning of labour as emancipatory. Convicts, inherently unfree, could find freedom through moving to the colonies, leaving traditional institutions and engaging in coerced labour.

At the Cape, however, the response to the Colonial Office’s 1838 proposal to the importation of juvenile convicts was decidedly unfavourable, even though many of the CFS wards had committed crimes before being admitted to the Hackney and Chiswick institutions. This was in spite of the fact that there had been previous proposals for the importation of child labour in the same decade. In 1836, the Committee of the Agricultural Society at the Cape had proposed that a commission should be formed in the Cape to oversee a wide-scale emigration scheme in which 15,000–20,000 free boys aged ten to fourteen years old would be transported from England to the colony. They would be under the guardianship of the Agricultural Society, ‘with every certainty of advantage to the Colony and benefit to the Emigrants themselves’.140 Included in the correspondence was a list of farmers at the Cape who were applying for the services of juvenile apprentices. Six hundred and twenty-nine apprentices were requested in total. While some settlers, like the widow of Hendrik Lategaan in Cape Town, applied for one apprentice, others applied for far more, like Thom Dreyer, a wine farmer at Alphen in Wynberg, who applied for the services of twenty-five apprentices. Dreyer had owned around one hundred enslaved people at the time of emancipation. This was exceptional at the Cape at the time, wine and grain farmers were unlikely to own more than fifty enslaved people.141 In this context, it is difficult not to see the application for a large number of juvenile apprentices as a way of addressing a potential labour shortfall in the 1830s. Ultimately, according to the records I have been able to trace, Dreyer had been assigned five CFS apprentices before this application – all boys who had arrived on the Anna Robertson in 1834. Johannes Paulus Eksteen of Bergvliet applied for ten apprentices. He had also been a relatively large slaveowner, owning twenty-five enslaved people at the time of emancipation.142 He did not have any CFS apprentices assigned to him. When Thomas Elliot, then agent-general for emigration in England, was asked to comment on the Cape Agricultural Society’s proposal, he noted that there were too many ‘evils’ that could arise from such a scheme, not least because the parents and the children were unlikely to understand just how different the Cape would be from their own country.143 In May 1839, Elliot’s remarks on importing juvenile apprentices into the Cape were forwarded to Western Australian governor John Hutt, with Elliot adding:

it is scarcely possible to provide any machinery which shall be adequate to the effectual protection of such apprentices in thinly inhabited countries, while the mere attempt, on any scale sufficient to justify the experiment, would be found attended with more expense than the benefit of the children’s introduction would be worth.144


In the 1830s, the Dutch-language newspaper, De Zuid-Afrikaan, also carried various proposals for new sources of emigrant labour in the apprenticeship period: from India, Germany, China and Sierra Leone. English-language newspapers like the Grahamstown Journal suggested Irish immigrants could be usefully employed in the colony.145 In spite of the support from some sectors of the Cape population for importing new sources of labour, including juvenile emigrants, Cape Governor Napier wrote to Glenelg in December 1838 reporting that the Commissioners for juvenile emigration in the Cape were unanimous in rejecting the proposal for young convicts to be sent to the colony, arguing that doing so would potentially endanger the CFS children already in the colony and that there were too many ‘temptations’ in the colony for those who had already committed crimes.146 In other words, the freedoms for convicted juveniles would be far too great in the colony.

Conclusion

The CFS ‘experiment’ was short-lived compared to the enslavement of people from the Indian Ocean world in the Cape context. However, a focus on this intervention highlights how the meanings of freedom and unfreedom were being debated in the colony as it emerged from slavery. Moreover, the introduction of groups of child labourers called into question the morality of various schemes, the relative treatment of different groups of labour and the potential perils of these groups engaging with each other. Humanitarian thinkers and activists in the Cape at the time initially saw no contradictions in binding English children into apprenticeships when there were contemporary debates regarding the morality of doing the same to the children of the formerly enslaved and indigenous people. At the same time, there were very clear arguments from within the colony both supporting and critiquing the importation of juvenile convicts into the colony. Part of the argument against the importation of young criminals was that the Cape society was renegotiating the meaning of freedom in response to the emancipation of Khoesan and enslaved people. Juvenile convicts, often compared to the CFS children, had the ability to disrupt a very delicate and emergent social order, and could corrupt the local population.

The conditions under which CFS children laboured – which I return to in Chapter 5 – complicated any notion that their labour was inherently free. As reports surfaced about their treatment from masters, engagement with other labourers and living conditions, strong arguments against the Society came from both the metropolitan press and within the Cape colony itself, which drew on anti-slavery rhetoric for support. Underlying these arguments were questions about children’s ability to consent to free labour and their relative freedom in comparison to other groups. In the following chapter, I explore another area in which ideas about children’s freedom were being reframed and negotiated in the colony: in education.
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Educated children: Infant schooling and government education

At Cape Town’s lower infant school, slavery and emancipation formed part of the background of the pupil’s lives. On 21 February 1836, during the apprenticeship period, the young children, all under eight years old, the majority children of the formerly enslaved, gathered in the colonial church to display their success in reading, singing and discipline to the interested public. The adult choir began the programme, singing a song about the transition from slavery to freedom:

Slavery’s bonds no more enchain;

Shall Freedom’s blessings be in vain?

Shall Vice and Ignorance bind

In heavier chains th’ enslaved Soul?

Shall Passions, dark and fierce, controul

The freedom of the Mind?

The children then closed the service with their own singing, praising God for his mercy:

God has declar’d – His glorious Praise

Shall infant Tongues, with rapture, raise: –

O! that our Voice could catch the strain –

Our hearts, that grateful rapture gain!1

The transition from slavery to freedom required careful management, in the Cape as elsewhere in the British Empire. As the previous chapters have indicated, the period surrounding slave emancipation, including the period of amelioration in the 1820s, saw an invigorated interest in the lives of children as the subjects of humanitarian interventions. At the Cape, some missionaries, settlers and colonial officials saw education as one possible avenue for addressing the ‘problem of freedom’, in Thomas Holt’s words.2 Education could prepare the formerly enslaved for freedom. The hope was that it could introduce the value of free labour and create a working class willing to accept an unchanged position in the labour hierarchy. Within this context, children’s status and position were the subjects of debate and education was approached as a way of preparing children for life in a society that was rapidly shifting.

This chapter explores the implications of these ideas and debates for very young children – those aged eighteen months to six or sometimes eight years, who were to be enrolled in the infant schools – and situates this in the broader context of educational change in the Cape and the British Empire in the 1820s to 1850s. New ideologies were circulating in the colony and across the British Empire that positioned children as particularly malleable, vulnerable and in need of preparation for freedom. While there were real and concrete effects of emancipation on children’s lives in terms of their working hours and legal status, there was also a series of ideological debates about their status circulating at the time. Cutting through these debates were ideas about age and educability, and the association between both categories and ideas of freedom. This chapter explores how education came to be tied to ideas about individual freedom for children in a society emerging from slavery.

The infant schools in the Cape colony were constructed as hopeful symbols of the emergence and rebirth of the colony as it transitioned from slavery to freedom. Through very young children’s education, the schools could produce a new, moral citizenry, untainted by the sin of slavery. The schools, if successful, could also signal the rebirth of Cape Town as a ‘free’ city, and the colony as a whole as reflecting enlightened and progressive values. With a new, virtuous, docile and moral population, the town would see less crime and more cohesion between different classes. As Andrew Bank has pointed out, by the early 1830s, children under eighteen made up around 35 per cent of the slave population in Cape Town and the surrounding districts.3 This made them a visible and important group for education interventions, the neglect of which might have dire consequences. While the infant schools were ostensibly tasked with introducing children to ‘freedom’ and providing equitable access to education at a very young age, they simultaneously reinforced boundaries between different groups of children. The discourse of enlightenment and progressiveness also neglected to account for the effects of continued colonial warfare and settler colonial expansion on the lives of children, particularly on the eastern Cape frontier, where the 1830s saw renewed violent wars with the amaXhosa, resulting in the annexation of the Queen Adelaide province in December 1836.4 As Sally Shuttleworth has noted, while there may have been no common understanding of childhood in this period, there were a number of theories circulating about the development of young minds, some of which shaped the infant school movement discussed here. Notably, the idea of childhood innocence, and this life stage as an important one in which to cultivate children’s abilities, was shaped by the thinking of Rousseau.5

The educational history of the early-nineteenth-century Cape colony has, with some notable exceptions, particularly from Helen Ludlow, been overlooked as a topic of inquiry.6 Although the infant school system in the Cape has received some scholarly attention, this has been in the context of mission activity,7 and the struggles to convert Muslim apprentices and formerly enslaved people to Christianity in the years surrounding emancipation. Because of this focus, the international contexts of education have been overlooked. Focusing on the unique, and important, conditions of interactions for the lower orders on Cape Town’s streets, Ajam, Watson and Davids respectively describe the schools’ Christian ethos and ethics.8 In contrast, this chapter refigures this history in three ways. First, the chapter shows that the infant school system in the Cape was responding to the growth of a radical new educational paradigm which was being disseminated through the movement of people and pedagogic principles throughout the Empire. Far from simply being a local response to the specific conditions of the Cape at the time, the infant schools sprang up in relation to those being founded for the infant poor elsewhere, including in the Caribbean, presented here as a comparative case study. Second, the chapter indicates that the debates about the education of very young children in the Cape were occurring in the context of intense contemporary discussion the position of children and youth in that colony more broadly. At the same time as infant schools began, so too were there contemporary debates about children’s labour, juvenile convict transportation and child migration. Finally, the infant schools fitted into a broader set of educational changes in the colony, including the implementation of the so-called ‘New System’. I begin by providing some background on education in the colony in general, before turning to a discussion of the progression of the infant schooling system in the Cape and the British Empire. In the final part of the chapter, I discuss the New System. Overall, the chapter illustrates how education and ideas about freedom were woven together, to the extent that children were only seen as capable of achieving true freedom if they were sufficiently educated. Age emerged as a central category in colonial subjecthood as schooling separated older and younger children from each other, bringing with this categorization a set of assumptions about family, environment and intellectual capacity.

Education in the early-nineteenth-century Cape colony

By the 1830s, the Cape colony had a long established, though rudimentary, education system. In the 1650s, shortly after the VOC created a refreshment station at the Cape, the first formal school was opened, to cater to enslaved people.9 From that time on, there were several sporadic and small-scale educational initiatives, primarily in areas where there were motivated clergymen to run schools. By the eighteenth century, a school at the Slave Lodge taught children of government-enslaved people, and at the same time, the local and growing Muslim community opened madrassas that taught children reading and writing in Arabic.10 From the time of the second British occupation in 1806, the Bible and School Commission ran a number of Dutch and English free schools throughout the colony, provisioned by the colonial government.11 In an 1813 Minute, the purpose of the Commission was outlined: the Commissioners, some of whom were settlers and others members of the clergy, were to take on two roles. First, ‘to spread indiscriminately, among all classes of this community, religious light. 2ndly, to render the numerous and most neglected class of children capable of comprehending religious notions and principles of moral conduct, – and to do this through a simple, cheap, and most successful mode of teaching’.12 The Commissioners explained that most families in the Cape were unable to access a Bible for themselves, and thus, they aimed to have a Bible distributed to every family in the colony. These Bibles were to be distributed for free to those who could not afford them, while wealthier members of society could become benefactors of the Commission and receive discounted Bibles and proceedings of the Commission on a biannual basis. The Commissioners were aware, however, that the gift of the Bible could not be given alone as ‘to such who cannot read, or cannot understand what they read, the Bible becomes a closed book, and an [sic] useless gift’.13 As such, the Commissioners in Cape Town and outlying districts of the colony promoted the monitorial system of education, which, ‘being chiefly calculated for the poor and most neglected class of children, has produced the most salutary effects in promoting religious and moral improvement, and therefore has met […] with deserved and universal applause’.14 The monitorial school system, pioneered in England and in Madras, India, by Dr Andrew Bell and in England by Joseph Lancaster, was ideally suited to situations of constrained resources, as one teacher would be appointed and would be assisted by older pupils – ‘monitors’ – who taught those younger than them.15 Moreover, the schools would not require pens and ink, but rather, children would write on sand and use slates, thus cutting out the need for extra equipment. The public free school in Cape Town was the first to start along this line. Within a year of the free school opening in Cape Town in 1813, two more government free schools were opened in the city.16 However, as Helen Ludlow has shown, these schools were funded on a voluntary basis and failed to attract widespread support from Cape colonists. Apart from the schools in Cape Town itself which taught in English and Dutch, until this point almost all the schools sponsored by the Bible and School Commission taught exclusively in Dutch.17

Anglicization policies that had been pursued by the British government after their permanent occupation of the colony in 1806 saw Dutch-Afrikaner families largely withdraw from English language ‘free’ government schools, wishing to promote Dutch as the language of instruction. Genadendal in Caledon is illustrative of the way that education operated during the 1820s. There was a school run by Moravian missionaries for Khoesan pupils which had begun in the eighteenth century, where they were instructed in reading, writing, arithmetic and religious education.18 There was a second school for English pupils in the town. Finally, a Dutch school in the same location served enslaved children. Thus, while the English schools were ostensibly open to all classes of the population, the reality was more complex. In the colony in general, enslaved and indigenous children would sometimes receive rudimentary education on local farms where masters could provide some religious instruction. In 1822, under the influence of Governor Lord Charles Somerset, government teachers were sent out to the colony from Scotland and England, and placed in schools in Uitenhage, Graaff-Reinet, Caledon, Stellenbosch, Tulbagh and Swellendam. In a report published by Commissioner of the Court of Justice Truter in 1824, he concluded that around a third of the children in the colony were receiving education. This was due to the rural, scattered nature of the population. He suggested appointing itinerant English teachers who would be placed in the areas where they were most needed. Where there were both Dutch and English schools, he claimed parents seemed to have favoured sending their children to English schools, which Truter attributed to the move for English to become the official language of the colony, and the good English teachers already working in the free schools.19 The subsequent historiography refutes this claim regarding the English schools’ popularity.

In Cape Town itself, there were two government free schools, a school of industry for girls run by the London Missionary Society (LMS), and five Sunday schools by 1832. By 1837, there were twenty-three free schools operating across the colony. These were sorely underfunded, unpopular institutions, particularly with Dutch settlers.20 Although in principle these schools were open to all races, they effectively became schools for white children in most places. Khoesan and slave children were often taught in separate schools: ‘Slave Instructors, paid by Government’ worked at Swellendam and Caledon where they taught classes averaging forty-five pupils respectively, and Khoesan children were taught at four missionary institutions, including at Genadendal and Caledon.21 Formerly enslaved and Khoesan children were more often than not taught in mission schools, which is where the infant system took off in the colonial Cape. I return to the discussion of government free schools in the latter part of the 1830s and 1840s later in the chapter.

Increased government involvement with education occurred simultaneously with a series of ameliorative measures for the improved treatment of enslaved people, passed in the 1820s and culminating with the Abolition Act and de facto emancipation in 1834, as discussed in Chapters 1 and 2. In 1823, Somerset passed a proclamation that included a clause that enslaved people should be ‘civilized’ and ‘Christianized’, which included providing them with education.22 This followed direction from Earl Bathurst, secretary of state for the colonies in 1823 which impressed upon him the necessity for religious education to promote a ‘beneficial change in the character and future condition of the slaves’. Bathurst argued that if the colonies – he was writing here about the West Indies in particular – were unable to maintain clergy and teachers themselves, they should apply to parliament for grants towards education.23 The amelioration conditions stipulated that all enslaved children between the ages of three and ten who lived in a town where there was a free school should attend for three days per week.24 On the basis of this, in Cape Town, a school was opened for enslaved children in 1824.25 The following decade, the Abolition Act placed the issue of education firmly on the table in terms of ‘compensation’ to formerly enslaved people for the evils of slavery. The exact ways that this was carried out varied between colonies. In the Caribbean colonies, the Negro Education Grant, which aimed to train children of formerly enslaved people in ‘moral and religious’ principles to prepare them for freedom, positioned education as central to the future of a prosperous post-emancipation society. However, the Negro Education Grant that had seen the rapid spread of education throughout the Caribbean colonies was not taken up at the Cape.26 An article in the Commercial Advertiser remarked that those at the Cape were aware of the provision that had been made for the education of apprentices’ children in the West Indies, but ‘we cannot find that any of it has ever reached this Colony’.27 At the same time as the Negro Education Grant was in effect, the British government offered £20 million in compensation to former slave owners for the loss of their ‘property’ at the time of abolition.28 The connection between compensation and emancipation was mentioned in the Cape’s liberal press, including the suggestion – never carried into effect – that slave masters who had educated their slaves should receive more money in government compensation at the time of emancipation than those who had not educated their slaves.29 Surplus money that was not claimed during the compensation process was eventually directed into education at the Cape, although not through former masters. A fund was established to provide education for children of emancipated slaves and liberated Africans using unclaimed compensation funds.30 Once these groups, or those acting on their behalf, had made their claims on the fund, any remaining money could be used for mission schools, and finally, any funding remaining could go to people not in those two classes. As Chris Saunders has shown, the South African College, founded in 1829 and initially funded by private subscriptions and fundraising, faced financial difficulties by the late 1830s.31 The College applied to the colonial government for the loan, and was granted a sum of £15,000, later raised to £20,000 from the ‘Prize Negro Fund’. While the College agreed to pay 4 per cent interest on this loan, it was ultimately cancelled in 1889, the College having failed to pay it back in any sufficient way.32 The College, while ostensibly open to all races and classes, was essentially an exclusively white and male institution during most of the nineteenth century.

In the Caribbean, as I discuss later, several infant schools opened after emancipation and aimed to encourage conversion to Christianity and promote education before children could be engaged in full-time work. Infant schooling, which took place before children could be engaged in more than ‘trifling work’, could fulfil both a humanitarian objective regarding education and maintain the status quo vis-à-vis access to children’s labour. Many schools were opened under the auspices of the Negro Education Grant in the Caribbean, generally run by mission societies who received some government aid on the condition that they would open their schools to inspection by an individual appointed by the Colonial Office. Back in the Cape, Dr John Philip and his wife Jane, who played a key role in the infant school movement as both part-time teacher and fundraiser there, were aware of developments in other slave colonies. A statement from the LMS noted that the children of slaves were not being provided for to the same extent as Khoekhoe children, who had been the subject of Philip’s intense campaigning over the preceding decade:

Much has been done for the West Indies of late, and much has been done in South Africa at the Missionary Stations, where Infant and other schools are in a state of great activity and efficiency among the Hottentots; for nothing of importance has been done for the emancipated slaves of the Cape Colony though they amount to nearly 40,000, many of whom would eagerly avail themselves of opportunities for their own, or at least for their children’s education, were means afforded them in connexion with the facilities for attending which their altered condition is expected to afford.33


Although the Negro Education Grant was not taken up at the Cape, the children of formerly enslaved people came into focus as a new, particularly vulnerable category: they could all too easily be drawn into criminality, poverty or join the growing ranks of those converting to Islam. Fears of conversion were not unwarranted: as Davids has illustrated, the Muslim madrassas in Cape Town were successful in enrolling free blacks and slaves, and had 491 pupils on the books by 1825.34 For those involved with the infant schools, education, especially conducted in their very early life, could provide the remedy and the solution to all this: it would introduce children to Christianity when children were most susceptible to these new ideas and would save them from the degradation and deprivation, both literal and symbolic, of their own homes. It also had the potential to mould labourers, at a time where availability of labour was a source of societal panic. As an editorial in the SACA put it in 1833, in the West Indies, many plantation owners had resented the idea that the government was going to interfere in the relationship between Master and Servant. In the Cape, the editorial continued:

[A] great change is about to take place in the condition of the Laboring Classes, – for the Emancipation of the Slave will affect Labour universally. To render this change beneficial in the highest degree to all parties, an efficient System of Protection for all, and of Education, especially for the Children of the Poor, is loudly demanded.35


So, the imperatives of Anglicization and spreading education through government intervention and educating people who would become a future labour force emerged simultaneously. The necessity for increased education provision in the post-emancipation context was more than altruistic: it was also about the maintenance of a labour force. At the same time, and through education, new age categories were being negotiated. These differentiated between very young and older children, and presupposed different sets of characteristics for each group.

Infant schools in the Cape and beyond

The discussions of education and slavery fit into a broader pattern of educational developments in the metropole and other British colonies. As Felicity Jensz has shown, there was widespread discussion of the extension of education in Britain in the 1830s, as that country aimed to emulate systems for free, compulsory and secular education offered in other parts of the world, including Prussia, France and New York State in the United States.36 In England, the first decades of the nineteenth century saw a number of educational initiatives aimed at poor children. Children’s lives were increasingly subject to government intervention and regulation, whether through limitations on the number of hours they could work, as mandated through the Cotton Mills and Factory Acts, as I discussed in Chapter 1, or in the specific provisions for education under the auspices of the New Poor Law in 1834, which stipulated that children in workhouses should receive some education. It was in this context that infant schools began to open in England and Scotland.

The infant school system was established in Scotland under the direction of Robert Owen, with the first school opening in England in 1816. The schools aimed to teach very young children, between the ages of eighteen months and six years, through play, to be monitored by appropriate adults. They would also, in Owen’s thinking, be introduced to Christianity, and removed from the corrupting influences of their (poor) families.37 The New Lanark School was the first infant school opened in Scotland. James Buchanan, whose sons would later teach at the Cape’s infant schools, was a teacher there. The educational philosophy of the schools was based on Rousseau’s belief that contemporary society was immoral and corrupting. Children needed to learn according to their own, innocent nature, by learning through play and being kept from the negative influence of the society around them. Rousseau therefore emphasized informal learning rather than the pursuit of a scholarly curriculum at a young age. The infant school movement was also influenced by the teachings of Froebel and Pestalozzi. Owen had visited Pestalozzi’s schools and was impressed by the principle of learning through practice, rather than through book learning, particularly for those of a very young age. He hoped to emulate it in his infant school system.38 Frederich Froebel, a pioneer of the kindergarten movement, believed in the innate innocence of children and that learning should be connected to children’s everyday lives and infused with a religious spirit. He believed ‘children’s minds were fully formed at birth and capable of reason but were unfocused’. Trained teachers would guide children in play to give them an ‘integrated understanding of their relation to the world’.39 Children would thus enjoy the process of learning and be able to engage their senses as teachers guided them through their exercises. These schools connected ideas about children’s development with a specific chronological age range, attempting to pin down something about the character and the mind of the child between the chronological ages of eighteen months and six years.

Infant schools rose in popularity very quickly, finding support amongst industrialists who hoped to prepare children to be part of a stable workforce.40 Children who had been trained in infant schools were sought after as ‘docile’ labourers, an argument which would prove useful in the context of emancipation at the Cape as well. For their part, not all working-class parents welcomed the schools. According to Larry Prochner, many working-class families preferred other forms of education over infant schooling, as its play- and child-centred approach was seen as slower than other forms of education, including the monitorial schools run by the British and Foreign School Society and the National Society. Nonetheless, a network of infant schools spread quickly across England: by 1837 there were about 270 infant schools operating there.41

Infant schools soon began to open in the colonies as well: in the 1820s in Sydney, Australia, in the early 1840s in New Zealand, the 1830s in British India, and in the early 1830s in the Cape colony, as Kaur, May and Prochner have illustrated. In the colonies, the civilizing rhetoric associated with the schools found favour with a broad church of members, from colonial politicians to missionaries. These schools discursively connected the children of the poor with those of indigenous people in the colonies: there were ‘evident synergies between the religious and educational blueprints for “saving the heathen” child of the colonies and “civilizing” the young street child of Britain’.42 The schools were conceived of as being for poor children: they were seen as a preventative measure to ensure poor children were not exposed to the corrupting influences of their parents and communities.43 Indigenous children were, by their very nature, in need of saving, and the infant schools could provide the perfect environment. The idea of indigenous or enslaved people as similar to the poor was captured in the idea of ‘destitution’ which had been so central to Khoe and enslaved children’s fate in the Cape in the first decades of the nineteenth century.

The racial and labour dynamics, as well as the economy, of the Cape differed from India, Australia and New Zealand, in that it was both a settler and a slave colony, with a large indigenous population, particularly outside Cape Town itself. This meant that decisions regarding which group of children targeted for intervention were subject to some negotiation. The decision was taken to set up the system in Cape Town as the capital of the colony, and to focus on the children of the enslaved. Rather than innocents needing to be saved, these children had potentially already been corrupted by the immoral system of slavery. While the ‘personal liberation from bondage’ was important for formerly enslaved people, members of the Infant School Society argued, more important was providing

that mental enlargement and cultivation which shall emancipate the mind from the more debasing slavery of ignorance, and constitute, in personal freedom, a title to all the blessings of moral and religious knowledge, in the competent means of School-education and intellectual improvement.44


In other words, the work of the infant schools at the Cape, in terms outlined in their annual report, was to undo some of the damage that slavery had already done to young minds. Nevertheless, the language common across the network of schools in the British Empire that likened indigenous children to children of the poor was echoed in the Cape. Fairbairn, editor of the Commercial Advertiser and member of the CFS Committee, wrote in 1834:

Of the Slaves and poorer persons of colour, very few have been informed of their Immortality – that they are Responsible Beings, and the Subjects of a future Judgment; fewer still have been instructed in the art of Reading, and scarcely any have been enabled to store their minds with any thing deserving the name of General Knowledge. Of the poor, among the labouring European population, can we say much more?45


Beginning in 1829, local humanitarian-leaning missionaries and politicians began to raise funds for a non-denominational infant school, to be attended by children of the ‘lower orders’ in colonial Cape Town.46 The committee and patrons of the institution included a who’s who of Cape society – initially Lady Francis Cole, wife of Cape governor Sir Lowry Cole, was the patroness, with Rev Abraham Faure of the Dutch Reformed Church, Rev George Hough, the colonial chaplain, Rev James Adamson, of the Scotch Church, Rev Dr John Philip of the LMS, and Chief Justice Burton, Mr HE Rutherfoord, and Hamilton Ross, prominent Cape merchants, serving on the committee. The secretary was J. Tredgold, and treasurer James Nisbet. Later, the committee would include other prominent figures, like J.B. Ebden, Hon William Porter, the colony’s attorney-general, and Sir John Herschel, astronomer and educationalist. The involvement of these individuals in the school indicates the centrality of it to the image of a philanthropic Cape society, in which those of good standing needed to be visible in their charitable activities. As teacher Elizabeth Lyndall put it when she began teaching in the Union Chapel: ‘My school made a noise, all the elite of the Cape came to witness the wonders wrought, gentlemen and ladies from India, judges from the Supreme Court, clergymen and others of all classes.’47

Until this point, efforts of missionaries in the colony had primarily focused on outlying districts, and for the LMS in particular, on the plight of Khoesan people. However, in the 1830s, mission societies increasingly recognized the strategic importance of having a strong base in the colony’s largest town.48 The way that the first school was set up and functioned differed in some important ways from those schools set up elsewhere in the colony: first, the schools in Cape Town itself were non-denominational, and second, it was divided in two – one school for the upper classes and one for the poor. The school was financed through a £3000 contribution from the colonial government, £1500 from the LMS, and smaller donations from the other organizations and individuals, including the Dutch Reformed, Lutheran, Scotch and independent Churches.49

In the Caribbean, there was a parallel effort to focus on the education of very young children, also under the auspices of a non-denominational body. Humanitarian reformer Thomas Fowell Buxton, whose concerns about child apprenticeship in the post-emancipation period I discussed in Chapter 3, applied to the British Treasury for access to funds left by Lady Jane Mico for the improvement of slaves in the Barbary States back in 1710.50 In 1835, this fund, now known as the Mico Charity, had amassed to £110,000. There had been a proposal, mentioned in Chapter 2, for this charity to provide financial support to the Cape of Good Hope Philanthropic Society, although this never came to fruition. When Buxton was given access to the funds, he appointed Stephen Lushington, James Stephen, James Gibson, Thomas Pickard Warren, John Gurney Hoare and Charles Raymond Barker to the board of the non-denominational educational charity. Members of the committee were well-known for their involvement in humanitarian projects, and indeed in the abolition movement directly. The ex-Church of England minister, Reverend John M’Cammon Trew, became secretary to the London-based charity.51 Like those involved in the infant school system in the Cape, many members of the Mico committee admired the monitorial system pioneered by Joseph Lancaster that underpinned the British and Foreign School Society’s teaching.52 They also focused on the education of very young children – those between two and seven or eight years old in infant schools. Education should be Christian but non-denominational, free for those who could not afford to pay for it and should focus on moral training.53 Ultimately, the Mico Charity’s focus on infant schools was given up as members of the charity and teachers realized that schools for older children and adults and teacher training colleges were required as well.54 What this case illustrates, however, is a focus on a new category of children, and a differentiation between very young children – ‘infants’ – and older ones in the period surrounding emancipation. There was also a sense in some circles that the denominational differences that had dominated education provision in metropole and colonies were hindering the progress of education.

Back at the Cape, for the LMS and the Philip family in particular, the hope was that the infant school would attract new converts, preventing them from converting to Islam. The schools could also serve as a base for training teachers who would work elsewhere in the colony. Not only had Philip recruited a teacher when he and Jane were visiting England, they had also provided books and school apparatus donated or purchased on the same trip. Jane Philip was involved in fundraising for the school, writing to local and international contacts for subscriptions to the schools. Nevertheless, the rules of the school, as listed in the institution’s first annual report, stated that ‘all peculiarities connected with any denomination of Christians shall be excluded from the instruction imparted at the Schools; and the elementary truths of Christianity only shall be admitted’.55 This non-denominational ethos was a direct response to the contemporary concerns about the spread of Islam in Cape Town. Given that slave masters did not encourage conversion to Christianity, missionaries worried that children of slaves were being influenced by the rapid spread of Islam in the colony. Slave masters did not promote Christian conversion on the grounds that it would promote slaves’ claims to equality.

More practically, the committee of the infant school argued that teaching very young children made economic sense: enslaved children between the ages of eighteen months and six years were hardly useful labourers, and the institution could help these children to avoid ‘indolent, but most likely vicious habits’, and instead learn their duties towards God and their Masters ‘and render him a good man, a faithful servant, and in both characters a blessing to the community’.56 The schools took in pupils between eighteen months and eight years, with no child being admitted for the first time after age six. In attempts to seek subscriptions for the institutions, the committee emphasized the mutual dependence of all classes of the community. The poor children in the infant schools were going to be the ‘inmates employed in your house’. Their moral behaviour was reliant on their being aware of their duties towards both their masters and God.57

From the outset, it was difficult to separate the education from the labour functions of the schools. The Committee reported:

[I]ndependently of higher motives, the comfort, prosperity, and security of all communities are considerably enhanced by a well-ordered, industrious, and intelligent labouring population; and that those qualities are rarely attained by that class of persons but by habits acquired in the early period of their youth, while the testimony of the whole civilized world points to the Infant Schools as the easiest and best, if not the cheapest system that has yet been devised, for regulating the affections, forming the principles, and exercising the tender minds of children, who by their conduct in future life are destined to influence in no ordinary degree the peace and happiness of the Community in which they may be placed.58


The schools would ‘restrain them [the pupils] from wickedness and misery, and make them a moral, industrious and happy people’.59 The Commercial Advertiser agreed, saying that since the coloured occupants of Cape Town amounted to ten- to twelve thousand people, their education should be of concern to the upper classes. Their education should appeal, most of all to the

mother or mistress of a family. The anxiety and constant watchfulness with regard to their servants always so painful, the fear of leaving their children to be contaminated by them, all speak loudly in behalf of our present appeal. We believe that a general system of sound Christian education would secure to us virtuous and trustworthy servants.60


These discussions regarding the role of these institutions in creating a good working population hint at the danger perceived in an uneducated population. Education was not only for the individual, but for the ‘comfort, prosperity and security’ of the whole population. In the context of the shift from unfree to free labour, and of concerns regarding what a post-emancipation labour order would look like, education was framed as an insurance policy that would make young people both useful and safer to interact with.

Apart from the lower school, the primary object of fundraising, the Society also began an upper school, for children whose parents could afford to pay some school fees. The fees for the upper school were a shilling per week, as opposed to the two pence required from students at the lower school, unless their fees were being paid by a subscriber. The tiered system was unusual in both metropolitan and colonial contexts: having a school for the upper classes broke with the idea that these children, by virtue of their superior environments and parenting, did not require an early education. Although not explicitly racially segregated (in fact, the schools were deliberately open to all races) this nonetheless created a measure of segregation, albeit phrased in terms of class, in the institutions. The upper school struggled to attract as many pupils as the lower one. The Infant School Committee speculated that this was due to parents’ inability to recognize the need for education in the very early years. Apparently, parents of the higher classes in Cape Town paid ‘little attention’ to the education of their children in their early years.61 The average daily attendance at the upper school in its second year was only fifty-five, and the majority of the pupils were English. In the lower school, by contrast, the average daily attendance was 110. The Commercial Advertiser speculated of government schools that those of the upper classes should not be compelled to send their children to school, as ‘to dictate to the well-informed and proud, is not less repulsive in this case than to refuse Council and Direction to the ignorant and humble’.62 As Kaur, May and Prochner have argued, infant schooling was based on the idea that children’s education should take place in ‘an ordered and industrious environment set apart from the perceived disorder of the child’s home environment’.63 Infant schools were thus imagined almost exclusively for poor or indigenous children in other colonies – while it is possible that some pupils from ‘better classes’ were enrolled in the infant schools in Calcutta, India, for example, the intention of the committee there was to provide for poorer children.64 This makes the formation of the upper school even more interesting, as it broke with the idea that infant education was designed to remedy the ill-effects of home life. It is likely that the broader context in which education was an important topic in public discourse and in new government agendas at the Cape contributed to the formation of the upper school. It also points to an understanding that while different races may have been allowed to mix in the lower infant school, it was important to separate children from different class backgrounds.

Freedom required individual readiness and preparation. Formerly enslaved people needed to be taught to manage this freedom, and the education of the poor was part of preparing them for life as industrious labourers and potentially creating a new middle class. Visitors to the school were welcomed in 1832 to observe the ‘buoyant hilarity of spirit and activity in which the Children pass the hours of the day, and with happy ease gather to themselves the fruits of orderly restraint, without coercion and mental improvement, almost without labor’.65 Thus, as Fairbairn argued, ‘while we are engaged, therefore, in educating the children of the Poor, we are in fact preparing the middle class of the next generation for the discharge of duties important to us all’.66

Although the Infant School Committee emphasized that the infant schooling system was suitable for middle- and upper-class children as well as those of the lower orders, the separation of the children into classes reinforced the differences between them. As they wrote in the annual report, extolling the virtues of the schools to the public:

[I]t is the Child of the Poor, – of whatever nation or colour, – whose infancy, but for this Institution, might prove only the seed-time of vice, – that the instruction he receives within its walls may prove so incalculably beneficial to himself, and the Public, in implanting the seeds of those good principles, which they trust, under the Divine Blessing, will never perish.67


The lower school was situated on Church Square, opposite John and Jane Philip’s house and alongside the Union Chapel. The committee could report of the lower school in its first year that one hundred and fifty-three children were on the books: twenty-four free blacks, thirty-seven English, seventeen Dutch and seventy-five slaves, six of whom were enslaved by the colonial government. The first annual report detailed the school’s activities and curriculum saying, ‘In the blessings of such a system, in truth, was found the real Emancipation of the spirit which releases from the lowest degradation and rescues all ranks of the community from the most striking inequality of civil condition.’68 The language of emancipation was significant here, as it tied the outcomes of children’s education to notions of individual freedom.

The school was briefly run by teacher Elizabeth Lyndall, before being handed over to William Buchanan. Lyndall had come to the Cape with John and Jane Philip in 1829, her salary of £240 annually being paid by subscribers in Britain. Lyndall had wanted to go to the colonies as a missionary but had been in London at a time when ‘the writings of Pestalozzi and those of his way of thinking were widely circulated’.69 Lyndall’s reflections on her teaching indicate her preference for teaching in the lower school: she was ‘delighted with the bright activity and startling intelligence of the infant slaves: born under the yoke, accustomed to the rod, trained from their first years to some kind of work, they responded in a wonderful manner to the language of kindness and to the gentle influences of the Pestalozzian system’.70 The Buchanan family, who had been foundational in spreading and teaching infant schooling in England, also had important connections to the institutions at the Cape. En route to Australia, two of James Buchanan’s sons, David Dale, aged only ten, and William, stopped at the Cape. The apocryphal account of their brief stop at the Cape states that William stumbled upon a meeting of Sir John Wylde, chief justice of the colony, John Philip and Mr Rutherfoord, wealthy Cape merchant, who were discussing infant schools. This William took as a sign, and he committed to start an infant school in the colony (although the records illustrate that the infant school had already begun).71 He was joined by his brother Ebenezer in 1833, who taught at the upper school until 1838, when he left for a mission to Samoa.72 Finally, in 1838, James Buchanan junior, bound for Australia, joined his brothers in South Africa and settled there as well.

The school on Church Square was soon followed with another location on Barrack Street. This, Jane Philip wrote, was a desirable location, ‘in the midst of a large native population’. She hoped that a monitorial school for older children would open at the same time as the infant school there, in the upper part of the large store room that the LMS had bought for the purpose.73 The schools were to teach the children ‘to think, act, and speak correctly’.74 Christian knowledge, although undenominational, was woven into all parts of the infant school curriculum. As Scots Presbyterian reverend James Nesbit, drawing on logic which had been outlined by Rousseau, put it at the school’s sixth annual meeting, literary and scientific knowledge alone created more evil than good – they could ‘make a man less an animal; but it makes him more a demon. It refines his wickedness; but that refinement only renders it more intense and more energetic’.75 Without religious education to teach morality, Nesbit argued, there was no guarantee that the schools’ aims of creating a group of good, Christian, working people would be met. The schools in Cape Town taught in English, which according to their promoters was the best way for children to be removed from the ‘barbarous, unwritten dialects confined to the ideas of a few thousands of uncultivated savages’.76 Thus, while these schools may have been informed by a humanitarian rhetoric about rescuing very young children from their circumstances, they were nonetheless espousing the superiority of British culture and ‘civilization’.

Soon, Cape Town began to serve as a training centre for missionaries who wished to open infant schools on their mission stations. As Elizabeth Elbourne and others have shown, the period after the passing of Ordinance 50, and the emancipation of slaves, saw many landless people moving to mission stations.77 By 1833, John Philip reported to the LMS that Buchanan was travelling around the country, inspecting infant schools and giving advice to their teachers. During his six-month tour of inspection, he visited or was involved in establishing infant schools at the Caledon institutions, Pacaltsdorp and Hankey, Theophilus, Bethelsdorp, Kat River settlement, George, Zuurbraak, Colesberg, Algoa Bay and Uitenhage.78 Missionaries on their way to Samoa and India also observed the activities of the Cape Town schools, hoping to replicate its success in other colonies.79 Elizabeth Lyndall married Paris Missionary Society missionary Samuel Rolland and began to train other missionary women for infant teaching further afield.80 She and Rolland moved to Zevenfontein, to a mission they named Beersheba in 1835 or 1836, in the south western Free State.81 They began an infant school there where the children were ‘drilled into the health and joy-exciting exercises peculiar to the system’.82 At other stations, African girls and women were trained in the method, including Mary Ttshatshu (Ttzatzoe), daugther of Dyani (Jan) Tshatshu, a Xhosa chief and Christian convert who gave extensive testimony to the Select Committee on Aborigines in England in the 1830s.83

Despite the assurance that the system, correctly conducted, would protect the interests of all classes, there was some opposition to the schools. Lyndall reported that ‘a halloo was raised by the Dutch owners of my dear little fellows, the slaves. “Slaves they still were and slaves they should remain, but they were becoming too “slim” under the English teacher!” And, alas! many were taken from me’.84 The Infant School Committee took a non-racial stance, in keeping with government-funded educational initiatives at the Cape at the time. In the early 1840s, an annual report proclaimed that in the schools observers could witness a ‘race agreeing in language, in manners, in general knowledge, and acquirements, and differing from each other in nothing but the colour of the skin!’85 In the report of 1847, Attorney-General William Porter used the opportunity to speak to the gathered crowd about how this system of education looked beyond issues of race. By the 1840s, biological explanations of race were beginning to hold increasing allure for the scientific community. This way of thinking saw racial difference as innate, and used these differences, including in measurements of skull size, as ways to justify inequalities between people.86 Touching on the growth of new forms of racial science that were connecting skin colour and skull size to intellectual capacity, Porter said:

I decline all controversy, just now, with one class of educational sceptics who talk about the shape of skulls, and the size of brains, and radically deficient organisation in races and individuals, as well as with another class of educational sceptics who talk about the freedom of will, and the indestructible power of self-determination, and who seem to see in the assumed effects of outward training so many links in the chain of an iron necessity.87


As May, Prochner and Kaur point out, infant schools were the subject of interest for phrenologists, who saw in them a space to test out theoretical positions about the mind and its ability for progress and training.88 This illustrates that very young children, or ‘infants’, like indigenous peoples, were being treated as new arenas for scientific investigation. At the same time, those involved in education projects were engaging with emerging discourses regarding the nature of race and childhood.

The Committee praised the system that exposed the children to each other, regardless of race or nationality. They argued that young children’s education in Europe used to come from travel, which exposed them to domestic and foreign places and objects. In the Cape schools, however, this was achieved through the diverse school population. There, there were ‘so many varieties of the Human Family’ in the schools:

[C]lasses are composed of more nations, and varieties of parental mind and example, as well as complexion, that the whole continent of Europe presents. This corresponds in effect with travel. But education here has this element in it from the first, thus preventing the formation of those prejudices which it costs the European so much travel to remove. This mixture, then, which at first appeared an obstacle in the way of Schools for all ranks in this town, turns out, when thoroughly understood, to be one of the distinguishing excellencies of the system.89


The teachers, having the most contact with the children, praised the children of the lower school in particular. Lyndall reported that the ‘little bright slaves’ were better prepared for school than the children in the upper class. The latter had been ‘[n]ursed in the lap of luxury, spoiled by constant indulgence, it was long before my little patricians would bend to the order and discipline of the system’.90 Buchanan agreed that the children in the lower school were easier to discipline, and showed more ‘docility and capacity’ than those in the upper class, ‘who are generally spoiled, and who very early acquire a violent, domineering spirit, the general effect of slavery upon the masters’.91 Here, the emigrant teachers also distanced themselves from the Dutch slave owning society, indicating the moral decay of the system of slavery. They also drew on some of the thinking of Rousseau where the upper-class children had been indulged and therefore robbed of their innocence, while the lower-class children were seen as closer to nature and less corrupted by adult interference. The comparisons between children in the upper and lower schools showed a desire to look beyond the status of the formerly enslaved children, while subtly reinforcing the differences between those of different classes. For example, the rules of the schools were exactly the same, with one caveat: the children in the lower school were instructed to arrive at school with clean bodies and clothes. In the case of the upper school, the omission of this rule implied this would be automatic for the pupils and their parents.

The perceptions of parents and scholars of the system are difficult to ascertain, a trend also noted by May, Kaur and Prochner in their discussion of infant schools elsewhere.92 At the mission stations, however, the high numbers of very young children enrolled in the schools point to their support from local communities. At the Kat River settlement and Theophilus the schools were well-supported and this pattern was repeated at other missions, leading the Commercial Advertiser to speculate on why the poorest towns in the colony had the most thriving schools.93 The issue of guardianship and parenting was littered throughout the reports on the system. For the missionaries involved, the benefits of the system were obvious, and indeed, intergenerational. Of the infant schools in Cape Town and the colony more generally, John Philip reported that ‘we have observed a decided improvement take place in the children, and even the parents improved by the improvement of their children. They have been a great blessing to the families to which the children belong.’94 The Committee reported that they were not successful in extending ‘controul’ [sic] over the parents at the lower school’, but called for the ‘occasional distribution by the Committee of a few cheap articles of an attractive nature, as rewards, to the most deserving children’, which would induce the parents to continue sending them to the institution.95 For parents of the poor, ‘greater stimuli’ were required for them to see the necessity of educating their very young children.96 If very young children were educated, moreover, this would improve the minds of their parents as well: the moral and religious teaching in the schools was often then passed on to the adults.97 To hear the Truths of God from ‘the tongue of infancy’ would awaken religious feeling in parents who had not yet converted to Christianity.98 The poor children were themselves ‘moral orphans’,99 their parents unable to provide them with the values of a civilized life. In light of the schools’ focus on very young children, this kind of framing infantilized parents, pointing to race as a factor in being able to achieve true adulthood. It also flies in the face of the Committee’s own report that the lower schools were well attended, and indeed, with the broader picture of indigenous and enslaved people moving to mission stations precisely because they valued the opportunities that education would offer.100

John Philip argued that children needed to be educated while they were very young, before the age of eight or nine, to save them ‘from the ruin brought upon their parents, by ignorance and profligacy’.101 Referring specifically to indigenous people, Philip argued the infant school system would ‘separate the mind of the infant from that of the mother before the former is yet contaminated’.102 The schools themselves, argued the Commercial Advertiser, ‘have something of a domestic or parental character’ for poor children. In place of a ‘poisonous atmosphere’ they brought cheerfulness and health to their pupils. Attorney-General Porter agreed: the system was effective because it replicated the watchful eye of good mothers, who made good men in those ‘sweet, early days’. ‘Now, to furnish all children that sort of education which a superior woman would wish to give her own, is a great object of a well-conducted Infant School.’103 In Porter’s opinion, the formerly enslaved were bound to treat their children with ‘undue severity’ given the treatment they had had from their masters. Their children, therefore, needed the tender care of the infant school teachers. The education of children of the apprentices was the responsibility of former slave owners, the Commercial Advertiser argued, further infantilizing these children’s parents. ‘We created this state of things, and cannot escape from the responsibility which springs from it. We are never weary of upbraiding the poor for their indifference to the highest interests of their offspring. Now that we are so far the legal guardians of these Children, let us show them a better example.’104 In the minds of those involved in the infant school movement, education could be pivotal to creating a new society.

A central part of the infant schools’ operation in Cape Town was their public displays. Not content for the activities of the schools to be contained within the institution, they were open to subscribers on particular days of the week, when they were invited to come and inspect the scholars, and there were annual public examinations of the children given to the press and the broader public. This was in keeping with the frequent visits of tourists to missionary infant schools both in the metropole and in other colonies. The first report of the infant schools described this annual meeting. William Buchanan led the children in singing a hymn and then saying the alphabet. Ironically, given the centrality of wine production to Cape slavery, the exercise Buchanan chose to display to the gathering was based on the children identifying features of a bunch of grapes. They discussed the processes of reaping and sowing the crop, the colour of the stems and leaves, and whether the grapes were ripe or not. The children also used the abacus to answer some basic mathematical questions. They then used pictures to identify animals.105

The connections between their education and the ending of slavery were clear. The children needed to publicly perform their readiness for ‘freedom’s blessings’. Indeed, they were also compelled to celebrate Emancipation Day on 1 December, the day on which slaves were freed in 1834. In 1836, all of the Sunday School pupils (around 1500) and their teachers marched through the city’s streets, meeting in a field that belonged to Government House, in front of the Slave Lodge, where they had sandwiches and plum cake.

The most amusing thing was that many of the Infant Schools preferred going through their usual exercises to playing, & when their Teachers turned their backs began singing their favourite hymns until in self defence the Teachers were obliged to take the guidance as on other days, & the eager faces of the grown up men & women as they crowded round the little groups & stretched out their necks to catch every thing that was done within the envied juvenile circle was the most interesting thing possible.106


The committee took turns each month to observe the children as they learnt in the schools. This was essential to the children’s success: the ‘continued observation and approval of those whose favor command their respect, and by degrees engrafts a desire for this proof of respectability of character, and at the same time leads to its attainment by correctness of conduct’.107 The system of education was not formal, but rather, given the ‘tender age’ of the pupils, the ‘acquisition of knowledge has never cost one of them an anxious moment, or one depressing sensation of fear or shame, or interfered in the remotest degree with cheerfulness or liberty’.108

The close connection between the schools and members of respectable Cape society made these forms of performance even more important. Their charitable endeavours were proof of their own respectability; the children’s success a reflection of the potential for a new form of society. The openness of these performances was central to their function in Cape Town, showing what kind of interactions between those of the youngest generation would be tolerated in a post-emancipation society. Some visitors welcomed the opportunity to see the children performing a vision of post-emancipation unity. For example, Lady Margaret Herschel, who lived briefly in the Cape with her husband, educationalist and astronomer, Sir John Herschel, wrote to her mother, describing the scenes at the infant schools. Having watched an exhibition from the children, she wrote in 1834 that she had been entertained by an exhibition from the children, who ‘possessed the peculiar interest of being composed of all colours, slave & free, all their little hands round each other’s necks & singing, “We’ll all love one another, As children ought to do”’.109 This, as Helen Ludlow points out, was not always welcome, and ‘the infant schools shocked some Capetonians with their bold display of racial and cultural inclusiveness as their pupils paraded hand in hand on festival days, singing songs and proclaiming their unity’.110

The concerns about the education of very young children in infant schools occurred in a far broader context of the growth of new forms of education both locally and across the Empire. At the same time, the end of slavery required a particular response from humanitarian colonial officials and missionaries.111 Infants’ education could go some way towards absolving the sin of slavery, while preparing formerly enslaved people for a disciplined life as a labourer. The infant schools, by focusing on very young children, helped to bring into focus a new category of childhood, one that differentiated between those older than six or eight years and those younger than that. Along with this, came renewed hopes for what the correct management or control of this life stage could do for a society making a shift from bonded to free labour.

Education in the post-emancipation Cape

The infant school system at the Cape responded to two shifts in the British Empire in the 1820s and 1830s – the shift from slavery to freedom, and educational shifts that saw education provision increasingly as an arena for government involvement and drew on new conceptions of children and childhood, and of children’s need for education rather than employment solely in physical labour. The growth of infant schooling at the Cape occurred in tandem with another significant educational development locally. Colonial secretary John Bell, under the influence of John Fairbairn and John Herschel, astronomer and polymath, who lived at the Cape between 1833 and 1838, proposed formalizing the education system through the appointment of a government-salaried General Superintendent of Education. For Herschel, it was the responsibility of a liberal government to provide Christian but non-sectarian education. The plan of rolling out a unified government education system went through the Colonial Office, themselves increasingly turning to education as a way to manage social problems. For example, Ireland had recently adopted a state-aided system of education in 1831.112 The Cape’s New System of education was explicitly non-racial, as inspector James Rose Innes reported to the colonial secretary in 1841, ‘now that bondage was at an end, Govt could not justly subject any man to any civil disqualification on account of the color of his skin or on any other account of a skin-deep character’.113 He had a ‘deep felt conviction that the highest interests of the Community are inseparably blended with the moral and intellectual improvement of every class and race of which it is composed’.114 According to Ludlow, the New or Established system was designed ‘to regulate a problematised colonial population’.115 Not only were Dutch settlers often lacking in formal education – a complaint which had surfaced in the context of Khoe and slave emancipation, as well as in masters’ treatment of CFS apprentices – there were also newly emancipated Khoe and San people and the formerly enslaved to think about.

The New System aimed to place children in non-sectarian free schools, where they would have access to libraries and school equipment. The idea was to provide a ‘liberal education’, where ‘Reading, writing, and arithmetic, the perusal of Scripture as the fountain of moral instruction, and the formation of orderly and moral habits, by conformity to a well-regulated distribution of time, occupation, and amusement, must form essential features’.116 The language of instruction in these schools was to be English – while it was acknowledged that Dutch colonists felt some attachment to their own language, the ‘cultivation of the English language [is] inseparably connected with the future prosperity of this colony’.117 In the primary departments of the government schools, focus would be on reading and writing, translating from Dutch to English and English to Dutch, where it was necessary, descriptive geography, drawing, natural history and physical science, and religious instruction. The higher departments would include classical education in Latin, Greek and French, Science, mathematics, mensuration, geography and geology. ‘In all the schools the elementary course of instruction will be free, and at all times every Government seminary will be accessible to every individual of the community. For the higher branches, which will be taught in the principal schools, a moderate fee will be charged.’118 For younger children, the curriculum consisted of learning to read and write accurately, and to understand numbers. There would also be object lessons, following the teachings of Pestalozzi and Froebel. Older children who could already read would focus on Scripture lessons, and would read the Moral Class Book. In the higher divisions, the students would read Chambers’ History of the British Empire, and books of Natural Philosophy.119 The schools used Chambers Educational Course – the curriculum was essentially that of a liberal grammar school.120 Ludlow has written about how these books were taken up in one school in Colesberg. The Course, she argues, ‘followed a theory of learning that saw children as possessing innate potential that need to be unfurled’.121 In many ways, this was compatible with the ideas underpinning education provision in the infant school system as well.

By 1843, twelve first-class schools were open, with 1534 pupils in total. Eight second-class schools served 462 pupils and taught them the common branches of education.122 As Ludlow’s research has shown, however, these schools failed in their radical experiment of creating a truly non-racial system, as almost simultaneously, the government made a statement about the funding of mission schools, which were a separate class to government free schools. These would receive grants for the support of teachers and would also be inspected by the newly appointed Superintendent-General of Education. The schools were similar to the government schools in that they were also to be taught in English, and religious instruction during the school day was to be focused on the Scriptures. However, they differed somewhat in purpose: they were primarily understood to be for the ‘religious education of the poor’, but were encouraged to gradually introduce the elementary curriculum that was being used in the government schools.123 Twenty-one mission schools, of which six were in Cape Town, served 3322 pupils, but this total included both adults and children.124 In practice, this meant that a non-racial ideal was not achieved, as indigenous and formerly enslaved children attended mission schools rather than government schools. This is a trend that would continue into the twentieth century. Nevertheless, the foundation of this system of education in this tumultuous period in the history of the colony and the Empire more broadly illustrates how central children were to future aspirations for the colony. The correct form of education could solve social problems, serve as social insurance and secure a workforce.

Conclusion

‘The empire of force is over, and the empire of opinion is begun’: so said the Cape colony’s attorney-general, William Porter, to a crowd gathered to hear about the achievements of the infant schools in the colony in 1843. England’s experience showed, he argued, that it was no longer possible to ignore the education of the poor. There, young people without education were living as ‘perfect savages’ in a ‘civilized country’. No amount of education for the poor was too much, he said, when ‘the only safety lies in educating the poor’.125 Porter did not need to state explicitly who this safety was necessary for: education, correctly administered, could protect the middle and upper classes from an unimaginable threat from the lower orders.

Porter’s speech captured perfectly the contradictions associated with education, and particularly with infant schooling, the primary focus of this chapter. First, the ‘empire of opinion’ made humanitarian interventions like the provision of education essential to the reputation of the Cape as a civilized colonial society. Second, children’s training could lead to ‘energy and enterprise’ that would benefit the colony. As Porter had explained previously, the heads of households needed to pay attention to poor children’s education because, ‘by so doing, you are rearing up a class of domestics, – orderly, obedient, respectable, intelligent, – domestics with whom your children must come in contact, and whom they may touch without contamination’.126 Education, therefore, was both for individual emancipation and for the protection and maintenance of an increasingly racialized social order.

The transition from slavery to freedom required careful management, in the Cape as elsewhere in the British Empire. Debates about labour formed one important arena in which these discussions played out. On the other hand, as this chapter shows, there was also increased government involvement in education, including in the education of very young children, who needed to be exposed to the correct morals and values associated with a ‘civilized’ society. Non-denominational voluntary bodies, like the Infant School Society in the Cape or the Mico Charity in the Caribbean, stepped in to offer education to young children, using the new methods of the infant school movement as it emerged in England and Scotland. The Cape government, too, supported government schools for children of all races, which draw on an imperial curriculum that denounced slavery in very general terms, while still supporting the imperial project more generally.127

At the heart of these efforts were shifting beliefs about children and childhood. This was no longer a category of people that could be ‘safely’ ignored, as Porter pointed out. Education was not merely for the good of the individual but had the potential to maintain the status quo in times of rapid change across the Empire. While offering the benefits of reading, writing, moral lessons and religion to young children, it also freed their mothers to perform duties as workers and housewives and aimed to nurture very young children in a system of obedience and surveillance. There was a growing apparatus of professionals whose primary purpose was overseeing the education and welfare of young people, including newly appointed teachers trained in specific infant school methods, the government Superintendent-General of Education, special justices in the case of formerly enslaved people or even the committee appointed to oversee the treatment of the juvenile emigrants. These positions came with adult authority, shaped by the belief that young people required specific forms of interventions, whether these came in the form of ‘care’ or ‘control’. These individuals used age as a category to manage colonized populations, and the disaggregation of groups of children into age grades illustrated the centrality of age as a category of colonial subjecthood. Between the 1820s and 1850s, as the previous chapters have shown, there were multiple different age categories being used to govern when young people could suitably work, be separated by their families, or be educated. In the following chapter, I explore how children from across the spectrum of Cape society negotiated their own freedom and engaged with shifting discourses regarding their status in society.
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Free children? Children’s engagements with freedom in the post-emancipation Cape colony

In March 1834, two CFS juvenile emigrants, Henry Savage and Thomas Fenton, were brought before the resident magistrate in Cape Town. They had deserted their masters, George Twycross and Hercules Cross Jarvis, respectively, on the 23rd of February, and made a pass for themselves on which they forged the signature of the high constable of Cape Town and wrote that the pass guaranteed them ‘free range of the Colony, they being neither Slaves nor Apprentices, but free Boys, left on shore by an English ship’. When questioned, the boys said they had run away because their masters had not paid them their pocket money, they had been forced to wake early and to wash their own clothes. The secretary and the treasurer of the CFS, when asked to respond to these charges against the masters, said the boys’ complaints were unfounded, and that ‘early rising, keeping them clean, and restraining them from idleness and vice, so far from forming grounds of complaint, were proofs of the greatest kindness on the part of their masters, and would eventually be of great service to them’. The magistrate sentenced the older boy, who had allegedly made the pass, to four weeks of imprisonment, half of which was to be spent in solitary confinement and with only limited food, and the younger boy, Fenton, to one week of solitary confinement and spare diet.1

This vignette provides a useful opening for this chapter, in which I focus on some children’s experiences of ‘freedom’ in the Cape in the 1830s. It is notable that the forged pass gave the young emigrants ‘free range’ of the colony and set their status not as enslaved or apprenticed labourers, but as ‘free Boys’. The juvenile emigrants were engaging with and contributing to discourses of freedom, in a context in which coerced labour of both adults and children was common. The punishment given to the boys also distinguished between the older and the younger child, one seen as more responsible for the crime of running away and forging the pass than the other. In other words, their chronological age was tied to ideas about their complicity and ultimately guilt for the escape and forgery.

The preceding chapters have illustrated some of the major debates regarding children’s status in the Cape and further afield between the 1820s and the 1840s. The debates about chronological age on the one hand, and about education, apprenticeships, slavery and freedom on the other, illustrate a heightened concern with the welfare of children in the period from the 1820s to the emancipation period of the 1830s. Pinning down the nature of this freedom, and particularly what this would mean for children, became a major preoccupation for missionaries, colonial officials, settlers, parents and, as this chapter illustrates, for children as well. This was a result of multiple intersecting humanitarian debates in this era regarding the treatment and welfare of indigenous people and the poor, the emancipation of the enslaved and the morality of convict transportation, amongst other causes. In the Cape context, however, we know relatively little about how these broader debates and discourses shaped the lives of individual children. This chapter, therefore, narrows the focus to individual cases in greater detail. Rather than offering a general account of a ‘Cape childhood’, the chapter highlights how particular children interacted with adults, moved around the colony and made sense of questions of their own age and freedom in a context in which these ideas were contested. While there may have been broad discourses about the necessity of free labour in the colony, or of children needing to ‘emancipate’ their minds in the period after slavery, these were always contingent and negotiated, depending on various factors including gender, location and the group of children involved.

The temptation in reading this kind of material regarding children is to look for individual acts of ‘agency’ and to attempt to prove its existence or lack thereof. However, as historians of childhood like Mona Gleason remind us, we can fall into what she terms the ‘agency trap’, seeking examples of children’s individual agency – associated with individual liberal subjecthood – rather than the more ‘relational and complicated’ interactions they had with adults, families and their context.2 Children’s voices, wherever they might be found, existed in a world in which they were shaped by power relations, adult understandings of their status, or the constraints and opportunities of their context. However, as Gleason points out, when ‘analysed through a framework that privileges children’s modalities of power in relation to adults, children emerge as significant contributors to change over time’.3 In this chapter, I draw out how children contributed to discourses of freedom, both actively through using the language of slavery and freedom to represent themselves and through examining their engagements with institutions, broadly defined to include the institutions of government and family, as well as more traditional institutions like schools. As Claudia Soares’ recent research in the metropolitan context illustrates, children’s contact with institutions in the late nineteenth century was not always negative, indeed, she highlights how institutions could offer ‘protection, hope, and love to children’, and that some children had affectionate and close relationships with people who staffed these institutions.4 Responses to institutional contexts and constraints were, as the chapter shows, diverse. Children were ‘sometimes coerced, benignly encouraged or lured into these engagements and sometimes they actively engaged and shaped the nature of these institutions over their childhood and then adult years’.5

In the Cape context, many children valued their freedom of movement, challenging the physical and disciplinary boundaries that different forms of institution sought to enforce. By the time they arrived at the Cape, many of the CFS children had interacted with different forms of institution already. Most had spent some period in the asylums at Chiswick or Hackney-Wick, and some had lived in workhouses before that. Having survived the long journey from England to the Cape, taking around two and a half months, being back in other institutions where their freedom of movement was curtailed would have impacted on their own understanding of their freedom. For other young people in the colony, interactions with institutions were sometimes fraught with new challenges regarding the rules and behaviours expected in these spaces, often drawing on notions of English respectability and civilization,6 concepts that children needed to be educated, and sometimes coerced, into understanding.

This chapter draws on historical geographies of imperial spaces,7 showing how children were part of creating colonial space, but also had unique ways to challenge the prescriptive use of colonial spaces that often assumed an inherent logic for how spaces would shape interactions between races, classes, genders and ages. Historians of childhood have been attentive to the ways in which ideas about children’s welfare were spatialized. For example, David Beckingham proposed that in Victorian and Edwardian child protection discourses, ‘sights, sounds and smells played a crucial role in the identification of at risk children’, and that geography was a key part of framing children’s futures.8 This included the identification of slums, and highlighting the effects of environment on children’s development. Simon Sleight’s research on white larrikins in colonial Melbourne reminds us that young people used public spaces to achieve their own aims. Sleight argues that ‘it is all too common for historians, guided by coherent bodies of institutional evidence, to re-imagine young people trapped indoors in past times in spaces providing few avenues for agency’.9 Ian Grosvenor and Kevin Myers argued that the ‘industrial/pastoral divide has been a powerful force in the British national imagination in general and in child welfare discourse in particular. This discourse appears to have been central to British World childhoods and it centred on a divide between the industrial and pastoral.’10 This approach has also informed contemporary research on children and youth, including studies of how they use urban space, including considering their interactions with the still present coloniality of these spaces.11 Sarah de Leeuw has argued that in being attentive to the (ongoing) geographies of settler colonialism, we must examine the ‘tender’ – to use Ann Laura Stoler’s phrasing – and emotional spaces, largely occupied by women and children, like homes, schools and other institutions, which are overlooked in traditional narratives that seek to illustrate indigenous dispossession on a large scale.12

In the context of Cape Town in particular, historians have illustrated how the city was shaped by the movement of all kinds of people, from colonial officials, to slaves, soldiers, working people and the poor.13 These studies remind us how the city space was shared by people from all walks of life, with different racial, classed, gendered and religious identities. This does not mean, however, that these diverse groups automatically had equal access to public spaces, despite their living in close proximity to one another. A notable absence in this literature on colonial Cape Town has been the study of age and how this impacted the movement of people within the town. Children’s lives, due to their often being seen as unremarkable in written sources, have remained largely outside of this scholarship. Yet, as the illustration from Charles D’Oyly on the cover of this book illustrates, children and young people – male and female – were a feature in the city streets. In the absence of many archival records that directly record children’s own perspectives on their freedom, these records give a sense of how young people challenged authority, pushed for inclusion in different colonial spaces, and were subject to different understandings of their status in society.

Fundamentally, this chapter is interested in how children both interacted with and complicated ideas of freedom. What happened when children’s notions of freedom challenged those of the adults around them? Were young people responsible for themselves, or should they be under the care of a responsible adult? Were they capable of deciding about their own work and residence? How were they shaped by, and how did they shape institutions designed to ‘protect’ their childhoods? In the case of the CFS, were children able to consent to being sent to the Cape? How did this complicate their status as free labourers? This chapter therefore marshals fragmentary evidence where it can be found that illustrates how different groups of children interacted with ‘adult’ institutions and imagined their own freedoms in the Cape colony. As a point of departure, the chapter focuses on the Cape Town Slave Lodge as a site through which to read children’s experiences in the 1830s and 1840s. The chapter then moves on to reconstruct children’s lives in rural areas, focusing in particular on GH de Wet’s farm at Rustenburg in Stellenbosch, highlighting children and their parents’ attempts to use the institution of government to make claims regarding their freedom. Children were resident on farms throughout the colony, where they lived and worked alongside formerly enslaved people, Khoe and San labourers and child apprentices of various kinds. Finally, I discuss other ways in which young people engaged with the discourse of freedom and unfreedom at the time, touching on issues of consent to labour. It is worth noting here that much of the evidence in this chapter relates to the children brought to the Cape by the CFS. This is due to their being a particularly visible group at the time, in terms of being recently arrived emigrants whose lives and treatment subject to intense local and metropolitan scrutiny.14 However, tracing some individual cases from the CFS children has given me a window into far broader communities in which they lived and worked, including affording glimpses of other children’s lives in the colony.

The Slave Lodge

The Slave Lodge was built in 1679 when the Cape was part of the VOC Empire. A large, imposing building, without windows to the outside world, it was the residence of people enslaved by the Company. As Robert Shell has noted, the building’s windowless facade meant that ‘it could, in a sense, be ignored, even though it was located in Cape Town’s busiest thoroughfare, in the centre of town, a shameless fortress, in effect, of human misery’.15 Over time, the building was used to house multiple different populations, including enslaved adults and children; what were then termed ‘lunatics’, who were accommodated in the building from the early eighteenth century; and European criminals. Each of these groups was further divided by ‘age, racial descent, sex, origin, respectability, and health (both physical and mental)’.16 This prehistory of the Lodge is important, because it highlights attempts to deal with ‘problem’ populations – the enslaved, convicts, lunatics – and to further categorise these based on various other markers of identity. This institutional logic carried through into the nineteenth century. The Lodge was moved in 1811 to a temporary building at the top of the Government Gardens, next to the government menagerie, near Orange Street (see Figure 1). The location of the building in central Cape Town associated it with the official space of the colony – behind it was a stable for the governor’s horses and sometimes zebras, and it sat alongside the Company’s Garden, which had initially served as the pantry for the VOC, but was in the process of being transformed into a social space for Cape Town’s growing middle classes.17 In 1823, the Commissioners of Eastern Inquiry would describe the Lodge this way:

It consists of a range of buildings of two stories [sic] that form one side of a large enclosed space adjoining Govt Gardens – In this range are the Directors house, the School & Schoolmasters house, the kitchen, rooms for the Slaves & the Hospital – The rooms are low, not sufficiently ventilated & those on the ground floor (especially the Hospital), damp & not floored. The Beds & Bedding of the Slaves are in a very dirty condition crowded together & intermixed with large boxes & cooking utensils.18


By 1823, the Lodge was home to fifty-one enslaved people and in a separate part of the building, thirty-six adult liberated Africans. Also occupying the building were forty-three children: thirty-six children of the government slaves and seven of the liberated Africans. These children were baptized and taught in English by the school master and mistress under the superintendence of Rev Mr Hough, the colonial chaplain.19 They were taught to read and write, which an observer said appeared to be appropriate for the ‘improvement of the children’.20 The Lodge was therefore a carceral space, in which convicts and enslaved people were kept, but also a space in which new ideas about freedom could be tested out, including the need to educate children to prepare them for emancipation.

By the 1830s, the Slave Lodge was being used in new ways in response to the conditions of amelioration. People who had been enslaved by the government were freed in 1828, and thus, in the period surrounding slave emancipation, the Lodge was reimagined as a humanitarian space, for the use of formerly enslaved people who were no longer able to work. As Shirley Judges pointed out, there was some discussion in the period of apprenticeship between 1834 and 1838 of what emancipation would mean for previously enslaved people who were no longer able to work, particularly individuals who were elderly or mentally or physically disabled.21 The Commercial Advertiser pointed out that these groups might be negatively affected by emancipation, with no government support for their welfare. Noting that emancipation could bring ‘unmerited distress’ for aged and infirm slaves, the editorial argued that the government should make some arrangement for their support.22 The decision was taken for these groups of previously enslaved people to be given refuge in the Slave Lodge building, provided it was clear that they were unable to find work or support themselves.23 In this view, there was a clear understanding that those housed in the Lodge needed to be ‘deserving’ of the help of the government – a sentiment that echoed similar provisions being made for the poor in England under the New Poor Law in 1834, in which welfare support was tied to proof of moral standing. At the same time, old age and disability, whether mental or physical, were characterized as states of need and dependence, much like contemporary and emergent characterizations of childhood.

In spite of being earmarked for the use of the elderly and disabled, there were also a number of children who lived in the now renamed Government Hospital for Aged and Infirm Slaves and Apprentices. In 1827, eccentric Irish immigrant Richard Townroe was appointed as Director of the Lodge, for an annual salary of £135.24 A report in 1831 showed that of the thirty-seven residents of the hospital, six were under the age of ten. Two and a half-year-old James van Sanna was described as having a mother who was an ‘idiot’, nine-year-old Samuel attended the government free school, while Mowanna, a free black girl attended the School of Industry.25 This institution, located in Grave Street, was supported by Lady Frances Cole and Jane Philip, wife of LMS missionary John Philip, and taught children in Dutch (see Figure 1).

The children living at the Lodge were compelled to attend school in Cape Town. The South African Infant Society School, described in the previous chapter, and founded in 1830, was a short walk from the Government Hospital. In May 1831, Townroe received a letter from William Buchanan, master of the infant school. On 19 May, Buchanan had sent the boy Julie (meaning July, a common slave name) back to the hospital, refusing to let him attend the school. Julie was a six-year-old orphaned child, who had been born in the Cape. Young children, and particularly orphans, were often housed in this building in the absence of other local facilities to see to their spiritual and bodily well-being, on the condition that they were sent to school. Lady Francis Cole, wife of the governor at the time, had herself asked for the child Julie to be admitted into the local lower infant school. Buchanan wrote Townroe a note, delivered to him by the child: ‘The little boy Julie having been repeatedly dismissed in consequence of the dirty and neglected state of his clothes, he cannot be re-admitted to the Infant School without an order from one of the Committee.’26 The rules of the lower school contained an important clause, mentioned in the previous chapter: the children were to be sent ‘clean in their persons and clothes’ and that they could be refused admission if they or their family suffered from an ‘infectious complaint’.27 Predictably, Townroe disputed that Julie was dirty, saying that the clothes the children were wearing were quite clean, even in ‘reasonable repair’ to wear on Sundays.28 Moreover, he took it upon himself to inspect the children each day before they were sent to school, and regarding Julie, ‘he does often come, and is made tidy, when requisite, by my own hands’. Townroe also pointed out that the expectation of cleanliness in children was perhaps misdirected: ‘[H]e is so giddy and forgetful, (the natural consequence of a tender age), that he sometimes, as was yesterday the case, gave me the slip and ran off to school with old clothes which he was merely allowed to wear while his better ones were being washed and dried.’29 It is worth pausing to consider the route that Julie may have taken between the Slave Lodge and Church Square, a little more than 100 metres away, perhaps pausing briefly to peer at the animals in the menagerie. This snippet of information gives a sense of the freedom of movement that some children would have had in British colonial Cape Town, and how they were able, at times, to avoid the gaze of adults and to approach the streets according to their own plans. The nine children who lived at the Lodge at this stage all attended some type of school, whether the free school in town, the local infant school or the School of Industry.30 Here, we can see how Julie was able to subtly, and consciously or unconsciously, subvert some of the discourse associated with the infant school movement. While it was designed to emancipate the minds of individual children and to prepare them for freedom, it also imposed very clear boundaries on these freedoms. Nevertheless, children and young people found ways to destabilize these boundaries.
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Figure 1 Map of Cape Town, c.1830, showing the Government Slave Lodge at 27 and the Menagerie at 28, adjacent to the Government Gardens. The first infant school opened at Church Square, at 7, and the second at Barrack St, unmarked but off Buitenkant Street on the left-hand side as viewed here. CA M1/42.


When the first shipment of twenty boys from the CFS arrived in the colony in 1833 and masters had not yet been found for them, they too were housed in the Lodge. There was contestation about the use of this institution as a place to house the juvenile emigrants. Townroe, whose job had suddenly morphed from caring for a limited group of elderly, disabled, young or orphaned formerly enslaved people or liberated Africans, had regular shipments of young emigrants arriving at his door. Writing to Governor Benjamin D’Urban in May 1834, he reported that he had by that stage received no less than 138 juvenile emigrants at the institution. Their behaviour was ‘unruly and insolent’ and they had made ‘assaults and depredations’ on the other inmates of the Lodge. His report was confirmed by the medical officer, who said that the inevitable noise of thirty or forty juvenile emigrants caused ‘disturbance and distress’ to the sick people and disrupted the routines of the hospital. They had also broken ‘the windows in a shameful manner’ and committed ‘petty thievery and carelessness’ in the Lodge.31 These throwaway comments may not tell us too much about the experiences of individual children sent over by the CFS, but they do give us a sense of the group as noticeable in the institution: their presence was felt by officials, cooks and cleaners and those who lived there. In spite of injunctions from the CFS committee that the emigrants should not create more work for Townroe or those employed in the Lodge, it seems that they were unable to reach a compromise.32 In fact, the frustrated and overworked Townroe suggested the children should be held elsewhere upon arrival in the colony, saying that perhaps a ship, workhouse or the jail would be a suitable environment.33 Here, Townroe alluded to a broader context of juvenile delinquency and ‘welfare’ apparatus, and suggested that the children might have less in common with the formerly enslaved whom he positioned as innocent victims of circumstance, and more with criminals who should be held responsible for their own positions. On the other hand, the CFS committee itself had mixed opinions about the use of the Slave Lodge as temporary accommodation. In a report published in the Commercial Advertiser the committee expressed concern that the children’s accommodation would expose them to ‘bad advice or bad example’,34 referring to their mixing with the now freed people living there.

At a broader level, the young emigrants’ presence in the central part of the town raised other concerns for Cape residents. The Cape of Good Hope Literary Gazette, a monthly periodical published between 1830 and 1835, edited by Alexander Johnstone Jardine, the librarian for the newly established South African Library, was less than enthused about the juvenile emigrants’ housing. An article about the ‘Youths’ – always in inverted commas to convey disapproval – said that it had been necessary to ban people from visiting them and the military’s presence had been requested to protect the emigrants from abduction by members of the public to be used as labourers.35 The writers of the Gazette referred to the children as ‘delinquents’ who could ‘inoculate the corruptions of London on our Cape population, to make bad worse, to enlarge the prisons, and increase the police’.36 Thus, while the discourse surrounding the CFS emigrants’ entry to the colony may have positioned them as free labourers who had consented to live in the colony, in reality, they were sometimes seen as delinquents, sent to the Cape without choice, and with the potential to contaminate and corrupt the local population.

A sentry was appointed to oversee the juvenile emigrants, and to keep them inside the Lodge, apart from the time that they were allowed outside for brief periods, under strict supervision. This gives a sense of another way in which children were being positioned in this space: they were in need of control and confinement, and their freedom of movement within the town itself was curtailed. The decision to appoint a guard to watch over the emigrants’ behaviour came from the committee appointed to oversee them, although it is unclear if this was designed to protect the children from contact with others, or to ensure the children’s conduct was not unruly, and visible to Cape Town’s very interested inhabitants.37 George Longmore, by then Resident Magistrate in Cape Town, explained the role of the sentry thus:

It so happened that the gate leading into these grounds, being the post for a sentinel, he was requested, solely, to prevent improper and dissolute characters from entering and communicating with the children, but not with a view of imposing any other restraint.38


The sentry did little, however, to stop the juvenile emigrants climbing over the wall and escaping into the nearby gardens. Here we can see how children challenged the boundaries of freedom within the institution of the Slave Lodge. The association with slavery was something that those involved with the CFS scheme hoped to distance themselves from: Lady Francis Cole, who had been instrumental in having female emigrants sent to the colony, advocated for the building to be renamed Victoria Lodge.39 After 1837, the building was no longer used for the juvenile emigrants, and the committee rented a building in Green Point which they named Victoria Lodge. The building was described as altogether more healthy for the children, it was ‘large, commodious, and capable of lodging from 40 to 50 of the children with comfort; it is delightfully situated near the sea with no houses in its vicinity but gentlemen’s villas’.40 The mixed nature of Cape Town, including the presence of a large poor and working-class population surrounding the Lodge, was seen as potentially damaging for the young emigrants.41

While young people challenged the boundaries imposed on them by moving around the town in unexpected ways, breaking out of the Lodge or arriving at school dirty, they also did this in expressions of their sexuality. The case of Josephine and her family, formerly enslaved people, illustrates another boundary that was put on young people’s freedom, and one which young people actively pushed against and challenged. Josephine, a washerwoman, and her husband, Manhook, who worked as a government gardener, lived at the Lodge with most of their eight children, who were between the ages of five and twenty. The family had been granted permission to stay at the Lodge by then previous governor, Benjamin D’Urban. Louisa, their fourteen-year-old daughter, was in prison for theft, something Townroe saw as evidence of the children’s ‘daring vicious idle and unruly’ behaviour: Josephine had brought up the children in ‘lewd, vicious habits’. He believed that since Manhook was making a living, and the women of the family were bringing his establishment into disrepute, they should be removed from the institution in order to find their own accommodations.

In 1839, Josephine and Manhook’s nineteen-year-old daughter Caroline was reported to have been ‘in an indecent situation’ with the sentry of the building. This had been reported to Townroe by some of the female juvenile emigrants working in the area. Caroline herself already had two children, one fathered by a government apprentice George Lindel who was, at the time the child was born, ‘a mere school-boy’ according to Townroe. As it turned out, Townroe’s own servant, and George’s brother, had also fallen prey to Caroline’s charms:

He has lately become so infatuated with her that he snatches every opportunity to be with her. As I have brought him up so as render his services available in matters requiring an intelligent confidential and trustworthy person, it would be desirable, that the temptation to embezzlement consequent on illicit intercourse with a bold daring artful greedy and imprincipled Girl should be removed.

The family brought unwanted guests to the Lodge: ‘the suspicious looking rabble they bring about the place – gambling, card-playing, cock-fighting and the like, are habitual’. When the juvenile emigrants were housed in the Lodge, Townroe said, Caroline ‘used invariably to ingratiate herself with the males, some of whom disposed of their clothing bedding utensils & rations to her family’. The blurring of categories here complicated the protection of the Lodge’s other inmates: they needed to be placed with responsible adults, and Caroline and her family were not respectable. Townroe reported, ‘Her bold impudent manners arrested the attention of Mr. Pedder (the Secretary to Juvenile Emigrants) to whom I felt myself obliged to explain that she did not belong to my Department and that I had refrained from reporting her, through a feeling of delicacy &c &c.’ Townroe was also concerned about his own children – his wife, son and daughter lived in a building adjacent to the Lodge – and did not want ‘their morals corrupted by seeing these misdoings, persisted in with impunity’.42 It seems that in this case, Townroe’s complaints paid off, as a note from Colonial Secretary Bell assured Townroe that Josephine and her children would be removed from the institution.

These incidents at the Lodge, and the concerns about who was corrupting or protecting whom, highlight different notions of freedom. They also indicate the permeability of this institutional space, where Townroe—ultimately unsuccessfully – aimed to control the movement of people, and of young people in particular. For him, it was significant that Caroline was young: he described her as a ‘girl’. The language of childhood was also used to describe his apprentice, George, ‘brought up’ by himself. There were particular norms and standards that Townroe expected those living in the Lodge to uphold. The youths living there, nevertheless, had different ideas about the use of the site. The use of official colonial space by children and youths challenged the boundaries of respectability and notions of proper conduct within public space. Not only did the juvenile apprentices make noise that was seen to infringe on the peace of the old and infirm slaves, but they also, in their interactions with other inmates of the Lodge and the surrounding areas, called into question their own need for protection. The scandalous case of Lindel’s affair with Caroline, for example, highlights how this young person’s sexuality was difficult to control. On the one hand, children and young people were increasingly being positioned as innocent and vulnerable. On the other, their behaviour and actions, including in expressions of their own sexuality, were seen as immoral and intractable.

For Josephine and her family, the Lodge had offered them a temporary form of freedom – the housing allowing them to stay together as a family. While the cases discussed above may not give concrete details about the thoughts and feelings of individual young people living in this institution, they do show that young people were shaping – and being shaped by – living in this institution, adjacent to important public spaces. Whether it was the choice to break windows and make a noise, perhaps in some form of rebellion against the constraints on freedom of movement, or to report incidences of ‘indecency’ to Townroe, like the young female emigrants did, there were a range of different decisions about how to engage with the Lodge and the public space surrounding it. On the other hand, Caroline’s actions and engagement with other young people connected to the Lodge appear as a challenge to a form of respectable adulthood that Townroe wished to uphold. Young people, in spite of adult interventions, had their own ideas about freedom and how they would use different spaces.

The map of Cape Town during this period, coupled with the evidence of children and young people’s actions above, gives a sense of the space being used by different groups of people, and of the freedoms that young people may have enjoyed within the city itself. Rather than only being subject to adults’ framings of their childhoods, children’s ability to roam the streets, between government institutions, shops and residences, highlights that they too contributed to the formation of a renewed city space around the time of emancipation.

The farm

Experiences of freedom appear to have been markedly different for children in rural areas. For those CFS emigrants apprenticed in more rural and agricultural districts, their apprenticeships tended towards agricultural or pastoral labour, rather than training in skills. There were also widespread concerns that they received no education or religious instruction, challenging the idea that they were being prepared for adulthood in which they were spiritually and economically ‘free’. The CFS Commissioners reported in 1840 that they believed that the advantages of living in the country would ‘more than counterbalance the evils to which some of the apprentices (already, perhaps, initiated into bad habits) would be exposed, by remaining in a populous neighbourhood, and likely to meet with bad examples’.43 However, the scattered nature of the Cape population meant that oversight was difficult. In the case of formerly enslaved children, Governor D’Urban had reported in January 1838 that attempting to secure the protection, education and religious instruction of ‘a few hundreds of poor children scattered over an extent of country not inferior to that of Great Britain’ was futile.44 In other words, what it meant to be a child in Cape Town, with a cluster of developing institutions and schools, was different to being a child in rural areas, where travel to the nearest free school or church was difficult, and sometimes impossible.

Outside of Cape Town, on the Rustenberg farm in Stellenbosch, there were numerous reports of ill-treatment of juvenile apprentices. The farm at Rustenberg had been divided into two by Jacob Eksteen in 1810, when the portion ‘Schoongezicht’ was transferred to Eksteen’s son-in-law, Arend Brink. Brink then sold this part of the farm to Hendrik Cloete. In 1824, Hendrik Cloete sold Schoongezicht to his cousin, Adriaan Philippus Cloete. Rustenberg was sold to Johannes Albertus van der Byl, brother-in-law of Cloete, in 1810, who tripled the size of the farm in 1817 by purchasing a further 400 morgen of land. After van der Byl’s death in 1819, his widow and sister-in-law to Cloete ran the farm alone for six years before selling it to her brother Gerrit Hendrik de Wet in October 1825. Under de Wet’s ownership, the farm increased in size in 1831, when he was granted a further 323 morgen of mountain land for grazing livestock. According to a pamphlet published by the farm, de Wet and Adriaan Cloete were amongst the top wine producers of the Cape in this period.45 He was also given increased land on the boundary of the Groote en Klein Idas Valley. De Wet was declared insolvent in 1842, and in 1845 the insolvent estate was transferred to Haupt family.46 Rustenberg was a wine farm from the late 1700s, and by the time the farm was briefly under de Wet’s ownership, it was also being used for cattle, horses, sheep and possibly fruit.47 The wine cellar and new slave quarters were built in 1812, and thus would have been relatively new when the children from the CFS arrived at the farm. De Wet owned significant numbers of enslaved people: twenty-seven at the time of emancipation, with fifty-five apprenticed labourers being recorded in the 1838 opgaafrolle.48 There were also other labourers on the farm, and the opgaafrolle suggest that de Wet shifted from the use of enslaved to Khoesan labour after the end of apprenticeship, as from 1841, numbers of Khoe workers rose from eighteen in 1841, reaching a peak of fifty-eight in 1842.

The CFS apprenticed fourteen children to de Wet at Rustenberg. Most of the boys apprenticed to de Wet had arrived in the Cape on the Thomas Snooks in 1835. It did not take long, however, before some of these children began to make complaints about their treatment. In January 1837, the apprentice Robert Ayers was found in gaol in Cape Town, ‘in a most wretched plight, pale, emaciated, dirty, and dressed in a skin jacket and trousers – nothing else, like a Hottentot [sic]. On inspecting his body, they found marks of cruel lacerations’.49 Ayers’ father, back in London, had visited Mr Hoskins, the magistrate in Marylebone regarding his son, as he had received a report from a soldier of the 98th regiment that his boy had been seen in the Government Gardens, alongside the Slave Lodge, in Cape Town, ‘having through ill treatment run away from De Witt [De Wet], was at the time without either shoes or stockings, and presented a most distressing appearance’. For Ayers to have travelled the distance of around 50 kilometres or 30 miles from the farm to Cape Town was a remarkable feat. We do not know how he managed to make it to town, only that he was apprehended there. Ayers’ father wanted his son to be returned from the Cape, which the Marylebone magistrate reported was not in his power.50 Ayers senior had visited the CFS committee in London several times, but had not had any luck obtaining his son’s discharge. The Times printed correspondence between Ayers senior and the committee in London, where they argued:

Mr. De Witt, is well known to be a most worthy man, and has always been spoken of as an excellent master. The other boys who are with Mr. De Witt often write to their parents, and always express their satisfaction at being with so good and kind a master. The commissioners at Cape-town are gentlemen whose characters are too well known to admit a suspicion that they would oblige any lad to write to his friends what was not the truth.

The London committee said they would write to the Cape Town branch to make enquiries about his son to ‘redress any wrong which may have been done to your son’, but that they were ‘satisfied that he has been treated by Mr. De Witt with the greatest kindness, and that the tales that have been told [to] you are quite unfounded’.51

This was not the only accusation against de Wet. In 1838, he was found to have denied another CFS apprentice, William Carr, sufficient food, clothing and bedding. Eight apprenticed boys appeared as witnesses in this case to support Carr.52 De Wet countered this a few days later, saying that Carr and another juvenile emigrant, Henry MacDowell, had deserted his service on 13 December 1837. De Wet said he wanted them to be punished through the courts.53 When MacDowell was examined by Dr O’Flinn, the government medical officer, the doctor found ‘livid contusions across the upper part of his back, and on the posterior surface of both his arms, apparently from about fifteen blows with a quince switch’.54 Later, De Wet was found to have beaten MacDowell and another juvenile apprentice, James Garson, sometimes referred to as James Guaring, with a sjambok (heavy leather whip) in September 1837. According to the local secretary to the acting commissioner, when McDowell and Carr were on their way to Cape Town to complain about their ill-treatment from de Wet, they were stopped by their master as they left Stellenbosch, who promised them better treatment. Upon returning to the farm, de Wet instructed the other apprentices there to flog them. They tried to escape again but were beaten by de Wet with a sjambok. As missionary Sanders reported, these children should not be seen as ‘incorrigible deserters’.
55 They were simply attempting to complain about their treatment through the appropriate channels.

The result of this case was not that the children were removed from de Wet’s farm. While the local committee at Stellenbosch believed the treatment of the young apprentices was unnecessarily harsh, the Cape Town Commissioners did not want the boys removed from their positions. Thereafter the Stellenbosch committee of the Society, ‘being for the most part intelligent and independent Englishmen’ resigned their office, and the Stellenbosch branch of the committee was dissolved, as to ‘continue longer in office, would be giving the sanction of our names to what we lament and deplore’. When the Cape Town Commissioners eventually visited the farm five months later, they admitted that de Wet had treated the apprentices McDowell and Garson harshly, but maintained that no apprentices should be removed from his service.56

This did not seem to influence de Wet’s treatment of his apprentices, as in January 1840, he was found to have assaulted another apprentice, William Poole, with a horsewhip and a stick, causing bruising on his shoulders, ‘left arm, back, buttocks, thighs and hams’.57 This was confirmed by both the medical officer and the gaoler in Stellenbosch. De Wet was eventually fined £3 by the local magistrate.58 The local members of the committee wanted to know if the appropriate steps had been taken to remove the children from de Wet’s farm, as recommended by Major Longmore.59 The overseer of the Rustenburg farm was also accused of assaulting an apprentice named John Leach in May 1840. John Lester, another apprentice, was beaten with a ‘stick and fist wrongfully and unlawfully’ in July 1840.60

In 1839, Edward Trubshaw, another of de Wet’s apprentices who had deserted his position and somehow made it back to England, would create a media furore from April that year, when he reported that he had been sold as a slave to de Wet, who he claimed treated his apprentices badly.61 Trubshaw, on his part, was not out of trouble for long: he was accused of stealing a basket, bread, cake and a smock-frock in London in May 1839, and was ultimately transported to Van Diemen’s Land at the end of that year, aged fifteen, where he was incarcerated in the Point Puer Juvenile Penal Station. He was supposed to complete a seven-year sentence, but absconded in 1842, again in 1843 and multiple times in 1848, before obtaining his ticket of leave in December 1849, when he was twenty-five. By this time, he was using the alias Edward Shaw.62 Trubshaw’s case has received the most attention in the historiography of the CFS, since his reporting of his ill-treatment back in England sparked widespread media interest in the CFS activities in the Cape.63 However, both the Colonial Office and the CFS committee in London were aware of juvenile emigrants being poorly treated long before Trubshaw’s reports made it into the media.64

The published report of the Commission of Inquiry into the treatment of the CFS emigrants at the Cape in 1840 was clear that the complaints of de Wet’s apprentices, despite the evidence to the contrary, were not to be believed. Major Longmore found that they were ‘amongst the most cheerful, contented, well-clothed, and well-treated [apprentices], whom I examined’.65 Reverend Sanders was not satisfied with Longmore’s report, and indeed, with the results of the Commission more generally. He claimed the treatment of apprentices on that farm had been ‘disgraceful’ and, in an appendix to a letter to Lord Stanley, then colonial secretary, he included reports from Lieutenant GM Pedder, appointed by the Society in 1835 as secretary to the Board of Commissioners, a position he held until 1836. Pedder had been told about children on de Wet’s farm being brutally treated by a waggon driver who de Wet employed, being denied food, working long hours with insufficient breaks, including on Sundays. He also mentioned the children reporting violence from other workers on the farm: they ‘treated them not only with harshness but with blows, arising as they supposed, from the feeling that the colored apprentices had of being supplanted in the labors of the farm’.66 Here, there was speculation regarding the post-emancipation labour environment and about hierarchies of labourers on some of the Cape farms.

Sanders, concerned about the treatment of De Wet’s apprentices, saw this case as having the potential to facilitate the neglect and abuse of children more broadly. ‘There arose a general impression among the masters that they might treat the apprentices just as they liked, and that the Commissioners had no power to interfere.’67 Sanders also mentioned other English settlers who had said the juvenile apprentices were badly treated, poorly clothed and overworked. Alexander Trotter, an English settler in the colony, stated that it was a ‘grievous evil, that the Children’s Friend Society should have placed the emigrants in charge of boors, when no superintending or friendly eye can see their treatment’.68 Sanders also reported that some juvenile apprentices had had clothing specifically made for the purposes of the Government Inquiry: Robert Lester had a moleskin suit made for this purpose.69 When Major Longmore came to de Wet’s farm, one of his apprentices reported that their shirts were specifically washed for the purposes of the investigation, they were given new clothes, and were only asked their age and one other question by Longmore, which he was not able to make out. Sanders criticized this report, saying that it only considered how the apprentices appeared on the day of the inspection, rather than taking into consideration their treatment and circumstances over a far longer period.

For Sanders, the concern was about the protection of the children, and their ability to access the structures to report ill-treatment. The special justices and magistrates to whom they reported their cases were often overworked, having to oversee the apprenticeships of emancipated people over a vast geographic area. This group of children, without adults around to advocate on their behalf, were, in Sanders’ view, particularly vulnerable to mistreatment. As John Edwin Mason has pointed out, when the role shifted from the ‘Guardian of Slaves’ during slavery to the title of ‘Special Justice’ in the apprenticeship period, the role of the officials shifted too: no longer were these individuals primarily concerned with protecting apprentices. Rather, they increasingly emphasized the importance of discipline and the duty of the apprentice towards their master.70 This no doubt influenced how these special justices responded to reports from CFS children as well.

There was also a broader context of violence at De Wet’s farm. In December 1838, De Wet reported to the resident magistrate in Stellenbosch regarding the case of Klaartje, the daughter of Daniel and Delia Olivier, two free blacks who had previously worked for him. Klaartje, born in 1820, was now eighteen years old. She is described in the records as being ‘deaf and dumb’. The attorney-general had said that de Wet did not have rights to Klaartje’s labour since Delia had purchased her freedom and that of her three children in 1837 for a sum of £22-10-0. At some point after this, Delia had been told to leave De Wet’s farm ‘on account of bad conduct’, and left, taking all of her children with her, apart from Klaartje who, de Wet reported, refused to go with her mother. He claimed that Klaartje told him that her mother used to mistreat her. Delia tried to persuade the special justice to force Klaartje to accompany her away from De Wet’s farm, but he reported that he was unable to compel her since all the parties were free. The special justice explained to Klaartje that she was not compelled to stay with her master, but

notwithstanding her age, she being deaf & dumb, could only be considered in the light of a minor, owing to her inability to express her wants and wishes, or to guard & protect herself against numerous dangers & evils, which other Girls of her age possessing all their faculties, were capable of doing and that therefore, her Mother was the proper person to have charge of her, but Mr. de Wet, contended that she was of an age, according to the law of the colony to judge and act for herself, and greatly exulted in the influence he possessed over her, which enabled him, to defeat the natural, and praiseworthy intentions of her mother, whom, he then forbid with many threats, ever again to come near his House, on any pretence whatever, even that of enquiring after the health of her child, whose freedom she had just purchased from him, and whose services he had noted as most invaluable.71


The attorney-general, Oliphant, said Klaartje should be returned to her mother, since she was a minor, and because her mother had bought her freedom.72 The magistrate, on the other hand, said that he could not force Klaartje to go with her mother since she was over eighteen. De Wet continued, saying that Delia had been in prison some years earlier, and Klaartje’s father, Daniel, had ‘endeavoured to seduce his daughter’. Klaartje took refuge in de Wet’s house, and Daniel left the farm for a period of eighteen months. De Wet said that his apprentices Silvie and Bappie would concur with this. De Wet also said that Delia had claimed that Klaartje had had a miscarriage, which the local doctor said was false. The parents had allegedly also beaten the girl with a sjambok, which she had shown to the resident magistrate in November 1837. De Wet believed that the attorney-general must have believed Klaartje to still be a child: but she was married to another of de Wet’s apprentices, Silvester, and pregnant.73

The central question here was if Klaartjie was technically still a child, and if she was, if she should have freedom to choose where she lived. The idea of her sexuality challenged her child status, as childhood was associated with sexual innocence.74 While de Wet noted she could not speak, he said she was not ‘bereft of her senses, nor does she labour under any mental or corporeal incapacity, which makes her unfit to take care of her property or her person’. De Wet did not like the implication that he was treating the mother or daughter with cruelty.75 Although in her parents’ view she was still a minor, the resident magistrate reported that ‘according to Ordinance No. 50 Klaartje was not a minor’ – this legislation marked the age of adulthood at sixteen years – and therefore she could not be compelled to leave her master if she did not want to. Klaartje refused to go with her father. The case of Klaartje hints at another conception of age as tied to disability and the ability to consent to either stay or leave de Wet’s farm. Klaartje’s chronological age might have put her in the ‘adult’ category, but the porousness of this category is illustrated in the responses from the special justice and magistrate, respectively.

In the case of de Wet’s treatment of his apprentices, which does seem to have been unusually and consistently violent in my reading of the archival materials surrounding CFS activity in this period, we can distil some common experiences that could have shaped these young apprentices’ lives. The juvenile emigrants were able to complain to local magistrates and did try to advocate for better treatment. They were, in some cases, examined by medical personnel. However, the case above shows how, despite evidence that the terms of their apprenticeships were not being followed, their daily lives changed very little. For de Wet, beyond the fine paid for the assault of Poole, there appears to have been little punishment for his actions. Although we do not know all of the ages of de Wet’s CFS apprentices, their relative youth and their close relationship with other labourers on his farm made them particularly worthy of Sanders’ attention and concern. They were working alongside Khoe and formerly enslaved people and their status as neither enslaved nor free – by virtue of age and apprenticeship – meant that their situation was easy to abuse. Nevertheless, the emigrants appear to have had some ability to ‘escape’ their situation, with Ayers making it all the way to town, and other emigrants attempting to leave de Wet’s service, but ultimately, despite their treatment their freedom was curtailed. Their reports of ill-treatment across a series of cases appear to have been dismissed, with adult testimony from the government official, George Longmore, making the authoritative statement that the children were ‘cheerful’ and ‘contented’, even in the face of the evidence to the contrary.

For Klaartje, the institution of the colonial government seems not to have engaged with her directly about her situation, and relied on reports of either her parents, magistrates or special justices on her behalf. It is not possible to know if this was because of her disability, age, gender or race. What it does illustrate, however, is that age categories were being challenged and negotiated in this context, and that ideas about the freedom to call on institutions for protection or care differed substantially in different cases. There was, however, no guarantee that individuals would be able to complain to government officials about their treatment, or that these complaints would have any bearing on their subsequent treatment. For Klaartje, Ordinance 50 and the promise of emancipation appear not to have significantly altered her circumstances – her ability to choose where she lived and worked appears to have been curtailed by the complex ways in which perceptions about her disability interacted with her gender, race and age. As Laura Tisdall points out, the ability to achieve ‘adulthood’ has always been historically fraught, and is shaped by perceptions about race, gender and ability, amongst others.76 Even the dismissal of Klaartje’s mother’s reporting on account of her ‘bad conduct’ points to the infantilization of adults in this context.

‘Treated like a slave’: Children’s reflections on freedom

It is difficult to make broad conclusions about how young people in the Cape colony imagined their freedom or engaged with these ideas in general. We know that they would have been exposed to these ideas through their education, for example in the infant school’s celebrations of Emancipation Day in 1836, discussed in the previous chapter. There is other evidence of how young people thought about their status and freedom, predominantly from the CFS emigrants. John Derham who had been apprenticed in Swellendam complained that he was badly treated, given no shoes, worked too hard and ‘treated like a slave’. When questioned on if he had reported this to his friends and family back in England he replied, ‘Do you think I wish to break their hearts?’77 These young emigrants were therefore actively engaged with and contributed to the discourse regarding free and unfree labour. There were also cases of children testing the limits of their freedom by absconding from their masters like Henry Fenton and Thomas Savage. For example, Edward Höll, who lived on St George’s Street, placed an advert in the newspaper in 1835, saying his apprentices Joseph Miles, who had arrived in the colony aboard the Briton, and John Porter, who had arrived on the Charles Kerr, had absconded and ‘there is reason to believe that he is still in Cape Town or its Vicinity’. He offered a reward to anyone who was able to find the apprentices and take them to prison. Miles was about ‘5 feet, 2 inches in height, 17 years of age, has a light complexion, and sinister expression of countenance’.78 George Twycross’s apprentice William Mims absconded twice, first in 1837 and then in 1839. He was described in 1837 as about ‘14 years old; 4 feet 5 inches in height, marks from ear to ear from Scrofula, the right eye also diseased, a mark like a cut on the right side of his chin, two inches long, light brown hair, was dressed in a new suit of dark drab colour Fustians, Seal-Skin Cap, and a black silk Handkerchief on his neck’.79 When he left his employment the second time, he looked like a ‘young sailor’. He was suspected to be hidden behind the Castle, at Mr Taylor’s and had also been seen recently at the Hottentot’s Holland.80 JP Eksteen’s five servants, including one juvenile emigrant, absconded together from his farm Bergvliet in Constantia in 1838.81The Commissioners for juvenile emigrants eventually had to place an advert in the Commercial Advertiser reminding their readers that ‘all persons unlawfully harbouring any of their Wards who have absconded from their Masters, will be prosecuted to the utmost severity of the law’.82 In a more tragic case, two young emigrants, Edward Calder and Richard Moore, drowned while attempting to reach a shipwreck in the Salt River.83 These cases show that some young people enjoyed some freedom of movement – there were times when they were able to escape the eyes of their employers and leave, hoping to blend into the multiracial cityscape in Cape Town. The young apprentices clearly had ideas about the lives they wanted, and the attempted escapes illustrate their attempts to grapple with and challenge notions of freedom.

While there are cases of CFS children lodging complaints against their masters, the emigrants were generally warned that they should not write home to England ‘false accounts of your treatment and condition in this colony’, as this was a ‘very vile and very aggravated offence’.84 The evidence suggests that while some children did write home, many did not. The correspondence from children in the colony that has survived was reprinted in CFS materials – annual reports and accounts of the Society’s activities – and, as I have argued elsewhere, is thus likely to put a positive gloss on the young people’s experiences.85 For example, George Bottomley, aged eighteen, wrote to his uncle in 1836 saying that his cousin should come to the Cape as there was plenty of work there and ‘[t]hings are so cheap here, that he could live here and the whole of his family upon two shillings a day, and get five; it is a fine country, and only wants to be industrious: they can make money’.86 Here, Bottomley’s letter spoke to the promise of economic freedom in the colony. William McManus, aged thirteen, wrote to his mother that ‘any thing I want I only ask, and then can get it’.87 A further letter from John Burke said that he was happy in his situation, that he had enough food and clothing.88 In the Commission of Inquiry, some of the emigrants, like William Alchin in Paarl, reported that they had written home; some said they had no friends or family to write to, like fourteen-year-old David Bridges; while still others reported that they had not written home at all.89 Ann Cook, for example, reported that she had ‘never expressed a wish’ to write to her parents.90 William Groves, an orphan working for William Proctor, reported not writing to his brothers and sisters.91

There were also a series of questions and concerns regarding whether young people associated with the CFS were able to consent to their being sent to the Cape. Part of this had to do with their age – could children or young people really understand the gravity of a decision to move to the Cape? This complicated the status of these juvenile emigrants as ‘free’ labour, since it was unclear if they understood the terms of their being sent to the Cape. Initially, the Commissioners in Cape Town in 1833 were not sure that the children’s consent was enough to allow them to draw up their indentures and it took three years before they were officially appointed as the children’s legal guardians which allowed them to officially do so.92 In one case, Louisa Croker’s mother, Mary Croker, went to the police in London in 1839 saying that her daughter had been sent to the Cape by the CFS without her consent. She had sent Louisa to Mr Aubin’s Establishment at Norwood in London because she was not receiving any relief under the New Poor Law to look after her daughter and could not afford to keep her at home. From there, Louisa was transferred to the Chiswick girls’ asylum, on 26 September 1838, aged twelve.93 Mary claimed she had never heard about the plan to transfer her daughter to the Cape. The overseer of the parish said that no child was ever sent to the colony without their consent or that of their parents, when they could be found. Moreover, and perhaps more alarmingly, the overseer continued by saying that there was one person sent out by the Society who had become a wealthy merchant at the Cape, and was able to send home £30 to his family. This was evidence enough that, even if Louisa had not consented to go to the Cape, she might be better off there than in the workhouse.94

The press printed large swathes of correspondence on the case. The crux of the argument was about whether the Society was surrendering innocent children to transportation or not. In the context of both anti-slavery and anti-transportation agitation, these were matters of great importance. However, there were other issues at stake, including whether the child was ‘better off’ in the Cape than in London. This largely hinged around the morality of Mary, rumoured to have been working as a prostitute. As ‘A Father of a Family’ wrote to the Globe, the Society had sent the child to the Cape at no charge, and this was ‘unquestionably to the advantage of the child’.95 Mary reported that even if Louisa had consented to being sent to the Cape, ‘a child of her age can hardly be supposed to know her own mind’.96 This chimed with other newspaper reports that illustrated that some of the children who had indeed consented to going to the Cape had not understood that this meant leaving England altogether.97 The secretary of the CFS in England, Mr J Sparke, when asked if he remembered Louisa Croker, said she was ‘a nice little girl, although not a very intelligent child’. He said that he had checked multiple times if the group of children, of which Louisa formed a part, were willing to be sent to the Cape. Sparke continued, saying it had been ‘most fortunate’ that Louisa had been sent abroad. Another member of the Society suggested that rather than attempting to have Louisa returned, Mary should instead consider emigrating to the Cape, which the Society would arrange for free, as ‘there was no doubt but that her situation would be benefited by the change’.98 Mary was adamant she would not be leaving ‘this country, where I was bred and born. I want my child back again and I don’t want her to be transported.’ A member of the CFS quickly chimed in, saying that the Society never took part in transportation and that all children consented to be sent out to the colonies.99 Louisa’s name appears again in the record as being discharged from the Castle Street Workhouse in March 1840, to employment at Mrs Taylor’s in Drury lane. At this stage, Louisa was aged thirteen and three quarters.100 Somehow, she had returned to England but was clearly not living with her mother. Cases like this, when they made their way into the English press, caused the Times to dub the Society the ‘kidnapping association’. The newspaper accused the Society of not allowing parents to communicate with their children, a claim the Commercial Advertiser said was a misrepresentation of the facts.101

This case was not isolated, and interestingly, these issues of consent seem to be more prevalent in the case of girl juvenile emigrants rather than boys. Some children reported that they had been sent out without the consent of their family members, while still others clearly misunderstood what going to the colonies actually meant.102 Sarah Ballot reported to the Commission of Inquiry that she had been sent to the colony without her or her sister’s consent, and that she wanted to return to England.103 In Sanders’ damning account of the activities of the Society, published after 1840 Commission, he recounted that one parish had sent nine girls to the colony, seven without the consent of either the child or the parent.104 He claimed that no child was given the opportunity to opt out of their indenture when they arrived at the Cape, whether they were above fourteen or fifteen or not.105 Girls apprenticed on isolated farms were, in his understanding, ‘prisoners for life’.
106 In this reading of the situation, despite the juvenile emigrants’ ostensible freedom, they were nonetheless in a state of bondage. Sanders was concerned that white girls sent over by the Society were particularly vulnerable: ‘At the age of 15 or 16, they should have a will of their own, and be allowed to remove from a situation in which they are not comfortable.’107 On the other hand, chronological age was not a reliable marker as, Sanders argued, ‘females grow very rapidly in that country [the Cape], and become marriageable at the age of 15 or 16, and long before they are 21 are sought for frequently in marriage, and naturally feel on their parts, a desire to be comfortably settled in life’. Mistresses of the juvenile emigrants, on the other hand, didn’t want to let their apprentices go once they had been trained. He alluded to the white girls sent over by the Society having ‘committed themselves with black men, and been obliged to get married’.108 In the course of my research, I have not found any concrete evidence of this actually occurring, but the insinuation of white girls having sex with black men was a potent argument in the colonial context where this form of contact was seen as particularly taboo.109 While those involved with the CFS may have thought that life on a farm would be good for young male juvenile immigrants, isolation was seen as potentially risky for girls.110 The female emigrants, particularly those with ‘untractable dispositions and headstrong character’, were a particular challenge in the colony, according to Special Justice Longmore. These apprentices were more difficult to place with respectable masters, who did not trust that they would be useful servants.111 Girls were understood as potentially more vulnerable than boys but also as more able to corrupt them since they were positioned as precocious due to their poor or working-class families. These concerns also point to a conception of age being associated with gender, with young girls being seen as less capable of consenting to the move to the Cape than young boys. Clearly, chronological age was not the only way in which age was understood in the colony, and it intersected with understandings of gender, class and race that emerged in the colony as well.

It is also notable that the issue of parental consent to apprenticeships had been so crucial to debates regarding the indenture of Khoesan, liberated African and formerly enslaved children in the 1820s and 1830s. Parental consent was used as a way of avoiding accusations of bondage, but as the cases above show, including the case of Klaartje at Rustenberg farm, discussed in the previous section, consent for young people was complex, and even parental or familial ability to provide consent was not straightforward in the midst of laws that approached labour according to an emerging but increasingly racially defined order. That English children were able to give ‘consent’ to their indenture in the absence of a parent also points to an understanding of their maturing earlier than enslaved and indigenous people, perhaps bound for perpetual childhood.

Conclusion

Young people were consciously engaged with ideas of freedom and unfreedom in the colony. In the case of Thomas Fenton and Henry Savage, whose story began this chapter, they were actively using the discourse of slavery and freedom in order to leave their positions with their masters. There were also more subtle ways that young people challenged the boundaries of freedom, whether by challenging the rules of institutions – schools, the Slave Lodge or farm – or by moving around the colony without adult consent. While it is not possible to ascertain how all young people felt conceptualized freedom, we can see that ideas about consent, ability to work and appropriate punishment were tied to age. The shifting ideas regarding emancipation of the enslaved, the indigenous and working people, therefore, had a tangible effect on how young people saw their own lives, although the extent to which they were able to achieve full freedom at an early age remained questionable. At the same time as schooling was increasingly being framed as an appropriate pathway to adulthood, and children’s minds were increasingly thought of as ‘free’ and open to external influences, there were also restraints on young people’s freedom, particularly from the adults around them, whether they were parents, employers or government officials. Distilling ‘children’s experiences’ across a vast geography and significant period remains challenging and the source material only allows for partial and hesitant conclusions. However, it is nevertheless worthwhile to attempt to find these traces as they give us a sense of these discourses regarding age and freedom as being alive – made and remade by adults and children during the period under discussion. In the city centre, in the area presented in Figure 1, the cases presented here highlight that children were an active and sometimes challenging presence on the streets – moving between their employment, education and leisure spaces, and challenging adult authority in different ways. In more isolated parts of the colony, experiences were different, as children negotiated more rural settings.
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Conclusion: Children and the afterlives of emancipation

In March 1830, the then governor of the Cape colony, Sir Lowry Cole, observed of Cape Town that ‘the neglected state of the younger part of the population in this town must be apparent to the most casual observer’.1 Over the course of that decade, and well into the 1840s, children were an increasingly visible group in the colony in their own right, and a series of debates surrounding emancipation, education and child labour had attempted to pin down who exactly counted as a child, and by what measure. The previous chapters have focused predominantly on the 1820s until the end of the 1830s. This was a period shaped by intense violence and increased British settlement in the Cape, but also a marked engagement with humanitarian imperialism, in which the imperial government sought to ensure a ‘humane’ form of colonization, including the emancipation of the enslaved and the protection of indigenous people. As I have shown, the status of children and childhood were in flux during this period, as they became subject to interventions regarding their education, labour and apprenticeship. The idea of childhood varied considerably across different groups, and even chronological age markers were not stable. These categories were racialized and gendered, and, as the previous chapter illustrated, were spatialized. Children were still perceived as an important source of labour, but there was increasing awareness that this labour needed to be carefully managed, and that children should only enter into very specific forms of labour contracts. In this concluding chapter, I draw together some of the strands from the previous chapters, showing how the debates about childhood in the colony and Empire shifted during the 1840s and after. What is clear is that children’s labour remained crucial at the Cape during this period, but that there were shifting discourses on how this should be managed. Far from presenting a linear picture from worse to better treatment, or fewer to more ‘rights’, to use the modern framing, the discussion below shows that the debates of the 1820s and 1830s were not resolved in the 1840s, and that, increasingly, race and childhood intertwined to determine experience.

Masters, servants and apprentices

Perhaps the most significant labour legislation passed in the 1840s in the Cape colony was the 1841 Masters and Servants Ordinance, ultimately confirmed in 1842. This legislation, as Martin Chanock has pointed out, was created in direct response to the ending of slave apprenticeship and attempted to find ways to maintain a rural labour force.2 This colour-blind legislation included specific provisions for the apprenticeship of children. If the child to be apprenticed was under sixteen years old, the indenture form needed to be signed by a parent, master or guardian, while if they were over sixteen, the apprentice themselves could sign or mark the form. ‘Destitute’ children who were between the ages of ten and sixteen could be apprenticed until age twenty-one, provided they had permission from their father, or mother if the father was not present, or by their guardian. As Pamela Scully has pointed out, this legislation put the decision regarding children’s apprenticeship into the hands of fathers for the first time, entrenching a patriarchal vision of the post-emancipation family.3 Destitute children and those orphaned were to be delivered to the nearest field cornet or magistrate and provided with education through an apprenticeship.4 This ordinance imposed a fine on any master detaining a child or keeping them from their parents, to be paid either to the parents or to the magistrate for the child’s use if the parents were deceased. No child could be apprenticed when they were under the age of ten. The written form for the Indenture of ‘Hottentot’ or ‘Free Person of Colour’ children by their parents included a telling phrase that illustrated the contested and piecemeal way in which age was thought about – the form left space for age to be filled in with the phrase ‘of the Age of _____ Years, or thereabouts’.5 This reflects the tacit understanding that age was often guessed at and was not always chronologically understood, or accurate. The legislation was specific in saying that it did not apply to the CFS emigrants, whose apprenticeships were regulated by Ordinance 3 of 1836. This points to the increasing racialization of apprenticeships during the 1840s.

Evidence collected relating to the operation of the Masters and Servants Act was compiled and printed in 1849. Here, it was evident that there was still no clear understanding of when exactly a child became an adult, and that attempts to pin down the relationship between age and childhood status in the previous decades had not shifted opinions altogether. The legislation forbade apprenticeships before the age of the ten, creating a marker between adulthood and childhood, at least in a tacit understanding of the legislation. After age sixteen, young people were mature enough to make decisions regarding their own apprenticeships. However, interviews with local officials who were overseeing the implementation of the act pointed to other understandings. For example, the field cornet in Koeberg, near Cape Town, D Neser, said children should be apprenticed until ‘they are of age, or 18 years old’, while V Schonnberg, field cornet in the Cape district, said children should be apprenticed ‘till they are of age, or 21 years old’. Visser, another field cornet in the Cape district, made a distinction according to gender: girls should be apprenticed until they were nineteen and boys until age twenty-one.6 A justice of the peace argued that masters should be allowed to physically punish young people ‘gently, as he would his own children, under 14’.7 In returns from missionaries regarding the operation of the ordinance, and printed as addenda to the same report, they recorded children’s ages as either above or below twelve, regardless of gender.8

Scully points out that the passing of this legislation, and its subsequent revisions, including in the 1856 Masters and Servants Act, passed shortly after the Cape achieved responsible government, illustrated that ‘the battle over children thus continued into the post-emancipation period’.9 The 1841 Ordinance and the subsequent law of 1856 were ‘colour-blind’ but were understood to apply to white masters and rural black and brown labourers. While they outlined the responsibilities of both master and servant to each other, they nevertheless entrenched racialized and classed distinctions, in which servants were poorly paid and subjected to often-harsh corporal punishment.10 This is not to say that white children were not working: as the justice of the peace in Caledon lamented in 1848, the Boers ‘are compelled to employ their own children of both sexes, from the most tender age, in field labour; and in the most menial offices’.11 As Sarah Duff’s research on poor, rural, white children in the colony illustrates, these concerns would persist into the later decades of the nineteenth century, as Evangelical missionaries and government officials increasingly turned to education for white children as a way to entrench settler dominance.12

Children across the colony, but particularly in rural areas, continued to be bound into apprenticeships well into the mid- to late-nineteenth century. As Lance van Sittert has shown, using data generated in the wake of the 1856 Masters and Servants Act, over 6000 children were reported as ‘destitute’ in the Government Gazette over the following five decades. Reporting these children destitute allowed them to be legally apprenticed. In Colesberg and Beaufort West, over 550 children were apprenticed in the five decades after 1856, two-thirds by their own parents and one-third by magistrates acting on behalf of the state.13 This illustrates that for ‘free’ children, indenture and apprenticeship remained relatively common in rural areas, despite earlier attempts to place limitations on the practice. In 1857, in the wake of the eighth frontier war between the Xhosa and the British on the eastern frontier, and the millenarian Xhosa cattle-killing movement which left thousands of Xhosa people starving and without a means of subsistence, there were further legislative steps to prevent the indenture of children ‘of a tender age’ from beyond the official boundaries of the colony.14 All ‘foreign’ children – classed as those under sixteen years – needed to be registered with the resident magistrate within two weeks of entering the colony in an attempt to regulate apprenticeship practices.

In the 1840s, further groups of liberated Africans or ‘prize negroes’ were brought to the colony, with an estimated 3000 people arriving in that decade alone.15 A group of liberated Africans, the majority children, arrived from St Helena in 1842, and their presence provoked a series of debates regarding the length of their apprenticeship periods. The imperial government attempted to limit the length of service of liberated African children, saying that no child under ten years old should be apprenticed without the consent of their parents, while those under twenty-one could only be apprenticed as domestic labourers or in a trade. Notably, this went against the Masters and Servants Ordinance, which made apprenticeship under the age of ten illegal, with or without parental consent. Over the course of the 1840s, the Collector of Customs, William Field, had a series of proposals regarding how the apprenticeships of this group should function. In 1840, he wrote to the colonial secretary, asking if adults’ apprenticeships could be shortened. He proposed that adults, whom he classified as eighteen and over for males or sixteen and over for females, should be apprenticed for three years. For those in the teen years, apprenticeships should last for males from age sixteen or seventeen for three years and for females from thirteen to sixteen years for the same length of time. All of those younger than this should be apprenticed until the age of eighteen for males or sixteen for females.16 Field eventually adopted a clause to the apprenticeships, allowing him to extend the apprenticeship of these children, and framed this as for their own good, since he would not be able to find masters and mistresses for them in the absence of a promise of longer service. He asked in 1846 if the apprenticeships of liberated African children, ‘apprenticed at a very tender age’, might be extended beyond the legal period of seven years.17 Many of these ‘juvenile liberated Africans’ had arrived in the colony as orphans, and their terms of apprenticeship were due to expire in March 1847. Some of the children were only four to six years old on their arrival, and when this was the case, he reported that it was difficult to find masters willing to apprentice them when their apprenticeship would expire when they were around thirteen years old.18 The understanding of these liberated Africans as operating in some liminal space between free and unfree labour was made clear in 1846, when Moodie, the secretary to the government in Natal, wanted to take four apprentices with him to that colony, of whom three were aged five, seven and thirteen years, respectively. Gladstone, then colonial secretary, replied that the liberated Africans should be returned to the Cape.19 In a young colony like Natal, where formal colonization occurred in the wake of emancipation, it was important for labour to at least appear to be ‘free’. Finally, in 1847, a clause was printed in the Government Gazette which stipulated apprenticeships for liberated Africans should last a maximum of five years.20

The continued use of child labour and the maintenance of apprenticeship systems were counter to the prevailing developments in the metropolitan context.21 There, over the course of the nineteenth century, there were measures to limit the hours that children could work, and attempts to set aside time for education, increasingly seen as a government responsibility. The 1842 Children’s Labour Commission in England, consisting of over 2000 pages of evidence, focused on the treatment of child miners – in this case, children were younger than thirteen, while young persons were those up to the age of eighteen.22 As Honeyman points out, successive commissions into children’s labour in England – whether in factories, as chimney sweeps or in mines – did not in themselves change children’s circumstances. However, they do reflect a growing understanding of the changing role of children in work, and ‘widespread industrial and economic change’ in the country.23 Children’s labour was central to the early phases of industrialization in Britain,24 but by the 1840s, this was increasingly challenged by a growing understanding of the need to ‘protect’ children and provide some form of education according to their chronological age. Protecting children from difficult labour conditions was increasingly seen as a marker of ‘civilisation’ and these practices were judged in terms of their ‘moral rather than their material value’.25

In other parts of the Empire, however, children’s labour remained a common practice. As mentioned in Chapter 3, young convicts were imported into Western Australia over the course of the 1840s. Between 1842 and 1849, more than 200 juvenile convicts were apprenticed there, while around 500 were sent to Port Philip and Van Diemen’s Land respectively, and over 100 to New Zealand.26Although framed as apprenticeships rather than child labour, these schemes nonetheless connected work with morality for young people and reinforced the reforming nature of hard work. Likewise, Aboriginal child labour was also commonly used in different parts of Australia.27 In India, as Palak Vashist has shown that, from the mid-nineteenth century, children were regularly employed in cotton mills, and from 1881, the Indian Factory Act XV stipulated that children between seven and twelve years old could work for nine hours per day.28 And in parts of the Caribbean, as Colleen Vasconcellos points out, freed children ‘became financial burdens overnight’, and after emancipation, ‘planters and estate managers found an incentive in working these children as hard as the adults’.29 However, as Chapter 2 showed, in that context parents appeared to have more power in removing their children from the workforce and ensuring that they could achieve a relatively free childhood. Children continued to work well into the twentieth century in many parts of the world, particularly across Africa and other colonized regions, often in agricultural labour.30 This is not to say that outlawing ‘child labour’ was an inherently moral practice; rather that the powerful discourses about children’s vulnerability that shaped the 1820s and 1830s in the metropole and the British Empire would meet with racialized discourses about the morality of hard work, which included the need for young children to be inculcated into habits of industry. These discourses positioned the so-called ‘native’ races as idle, indolent and incapable of seeing the value of hard labour for themselves and could be used to justify the continued coercion of young people’s labour.31

Juvenile emigrants

The responses of Cape colonists to the Colonial Office’s suggestion that the Cape might be a destination for ‘young persons who may have been detected in the commission of crime in England’, initially raised in 1838, remained negative when it resurfaced in the 1840s.32 Questions regarding the use of juvenile convict labour were sent to the ‘juvenile emigrants committee’ who had been appointed to oversee the operations of the CFS at the Cape. They argued that while labour was needed in the colony, there would be no way to ensure the humane treatment of the apprentices unless they were appointed only in Cape Town and the immediate surrounds. Here, they pointed to the vastly different circumstances that might face young labourers in urban versus rural locations. They were adamant that the proposal would not be supported by Cape colonists, amid absorbing the Khoesan and emancipated slaves into the labour force. Colonists would not employ labourers, they said, from ‘an already polluted source’.33 In his response to the Colonial Office in 1841, Cape Governor Napier quoted extensively from the 1840 Inquiry into the CFS at the Cape, saying that the demand from employers to train children sent out from the CFS as skilled labourers was simply too low to suggest that the results of importing juvenile convicts would be any different, and they would be relegated to unskilled agricultural and domestic labour as well. On the same day, Napier had refused a proposal to have European convicts from India imported into the colony to be held at Robben Island. He cited concern that the ‘great work of slavery-emancipation, which has hitherto been so successful in this colony, would be retarded, if not endangered by the contemplated arrangement’.34 While Napier saw young English convicts as the lesser of two evils when compared with the adult convicts from India, he did not think either labour source was suitable for the colony. Juvenile offenders, in his opinion, had committed crimes out of desperation, rather than out of ‘incurable vice or confirmed depravity’. However, he had some misgivings, and once again, the mixed nature of the Cape population was brought up as a way of arguing against the introduction of juvenile convicts. He asked if it was ‘worthwhile to risk the contamination of our coloured population by the introduction even of this less objectionable [than convicts from India] class’. He concluded that the proposal would no doubt benefit the mother country but could only be injurious to a colony ‘just emerging from the trammels of slavery’.35 Napier’s response indicates his understanding of a continuum of free and unfree labour, each of which would respond to promises of ‘freedom’ and new labour contexts in different ways. The response also indicates how age was being though about – adult convicts from India, by virtue of their age, were more likely to ‘contaminate’ than white, child offenders from Britain.36

In further correspondence the following year on Parkhurst apprentices being introduced to the Cape, Napier reinforced the idea that these children would contaminate or degrade other labourers at the Cape. Parkhurst, as mentioned in Chapter 3, was a prison for juvenile offenders, opened in the Isle of Wight in 1838. This illustrates an understanding of a criminal child as having a fixed character which was unlikely to be reformed through contact with other labourers. The formerly enslaved, Khoesan and liberated Africans, Napier argued, needed to be protected and not exposed to the ‘contamination which must infallibly result from their contact with those young, but in many cases experienced, offenders’.37 Napier argued that the experience with the CFS children had proven that the local masters, while generally humane towards their apprentices, were ill equipped to give them moral and religious instruction. The need for this sort of care was even more pronounced in the case of confirmed criminals:

The Young delinquents will on the one hand contract the indolent habits of the natives and be led into promiscuous intercourse with the females of the lower order, while on the other they will instruct their less civilized associates in those vices which have been the cause of their introduction into the Colony.

He was also concerned about the way that the juvenile delinquents would be treated by Dutch masters, in particular, who were ‘found quite incapable of discriminating between proper severity and undue harshness’, which would turn the transportation of these convicts into ‘something little removed from Slavery’.38 Napier’s protestations were confirmed by several ministers in Cape Town and the Agricultural Society of Swellendam, both of whom expressed concerns about the ‘evils’ which would arise from introducing convicts to the colony. Signatories to a letter to the Queen from Cape Town, Paarl, Stellenbosch and Beaufort said that they did not want to be ‘made a depot Penitentiary, or place of confinement, or of punishment, or of refuge for criminals of any description’, and said that they would refuse to employ any criminals who were imported into the colony. Other protestations came from colonists in Cape Town and Uitenhage. Colonists in Graham’s Town were equally horrified by the idea, saying that not only would these juvenile delinquents, being ‘with the same complexion with our own children’, be the associates of colonizers’ children, thus corrupting them, they also had the potential to ‘unteach the blacks everything that your schoolmasters are now teaching them’.39

William Porter, then attorney-general of the Colony who showed great interest in issues of education and juvenile delinquency, argued strongly against the introduction of these children, saying that they would be particularly harmful to the liberated Africans who had recently been introduced to the colony, many of whom were children.40 Porter expressed concern about the religious and educational needs of young convicts who he thought would be neglected by potential masters: ‘The moment a man evinces a reckless anxiety to obtain such labour, that moment I conclude that he is the most unfit man under heaven to be entrusted with it.’41 Porter made it very clear that the CFS immigrants were of a different class to young convicts, but argued that the same troubles that had faced that scheme, in the lack of education and oversight of masters’ treatment of them, would plague any scheme promising to introduce convicts. So many of the CFS children had been employed herding cattle, and Porter was concerned that in this they were exposed to the ‘worst influences of civilized, [and] to the worst influences of savage life’.42 Thinking about the Cape context, Porter argued that young convicts would ‘sink, from depth to depth, into still deeper degradation, and hopeless of ever emerging, become miserable himself, and mischievous to the community’.43 Moreover, the introduction of convicts would cause people to conflate them with the CFS immigrants, and to treat both groups like convicts. The convicts would teach the recently emancipated slaves to steal and would undo all of the efforts at improving the liberated Africans. Ultimately, Stanley would reply in November 1842, explaining that the proposal to send Parkhurst boys to the Cape had been abandoned.44 Porter, on his part, would go on to give his name and a £20,000 bequest in his will towards the founding of the first reformatory in South Africa, the Porter Reformatory, which was modelled, as Linda Chisholm has shown, on English reformatories like Parkhurst.45 As Chisholm has pointed out, and again as a point of divergence with England and with the Australian colonies, where juvenile offenders were increasingly incarcerated in specialist institutions, in the Cape, the first reformatory specifically for young offenders was only established in 1882. Before this, juvenile crime was hardly seen as an issue, and when young people did commit crimes, they were dealt with either in adult institutions or through fines or corporal punishment.46

Anti-convict agitation would continue in the Cape throughout the 1840s and reach a high point in 1848 when Earl Grey proposed to send convicts to the Cape and Natal, a proposal once again vehemently rejected by colonists.47 So strong were the feelings against the introduction of juvenile convicts that when a similar proposal was made in the 1850s in the neighbouring British colony of Natal, where Alexander McCorkindale, a Glaswegian settler, proposed to the Emigration Board that eighteen boys from a reformatory should be brought to the colony, he was told that since the Cape rejected a similar proposal in the late 1840s, they could not support the same for Natal.48 Clearly, there was a distinction being made between the unfree labour of convicts and other forms of labour that were used in that colony, including Indian indentured labour, which began to be imported just four years after this proposal was rejected.

For those children who had been sent to the Cape by the CFS during the 1840s, their fates seem to have varied. Some, like Frederick Wooding, who arrived in Cape Town in 1837, and was apprenticed as a farm labourer in Stellenbosch, would go on to settle and own property in the Cape. By the 1860s, Wooding held various government positions, working as a postmaster in Piekeniers Kloof and Newkloof, and then as Head Overseer at the Breakwater Convict Station, where he managed over 600 convict labourers in building the new harbour. When he passed away in 1872, he and his wife Anne Honey owned significant property, including two pieces of land in Paarl, and a house in Wynberg.49 Wooding appears to have lost touch with his family: a brother wrote to the Colonial Office in 1847 and again in 1850 asking for his brother’s whereabouts, saying ‘such information would relieve my mind & his parents on his behalf’.50 Wooding appears not to have made contact with his family. The colonial secretary would continue to receive queries regarding the whereabouts of other CFS children throughout the 1840s, indicating that many of them lost touch with their families at home. Julia Supple wrote to Stanley about her son, Patrick Supple, in 1843: ‘Since he left England I have not heard from him and am very much distressed in my mind as I consider he is sold for a slave.’51 Anne Pitcher, writing to the Colonial Office in 1842, said she believed her two sons who had been sent to the Cape ‘signed no indenture and therefore cannot be legally held in Bondage’.52 The majority of the children are likely to have remained in the colony, being absorbed as part of the local working population. Further biographical research is required to uncover the individual trajectories of these immigrants.

There was growing recognition of the government’s role in providing for children as a specific group: in 1845, when the Colonial Office enquired regarding ‘provision made by law or otherwise, for such widows and fatherless children, deserted women and children, and persons old and infirm, and diseased in mind or body, as are destitute; and stating generally the actual condition of those several classes of society in this colony’. The colonial secretary replied that orphaned children could be bound into apprenticeships and that there was an orphan house in Cape Town where the orphaned children of married Protestant couples could be housed, to which the local government contributed an annual grant.53 For the elderly and infirm, there was an institution for paupers, which supported ninety adults of different races. However, the only group to which the government was giving material support was destitute children. This indicates that this life stage was increasingly recognized as an important time for intervention and support. Further research on the management of old age in the colony would be fruitful, as it appears that this group was largely overlooked by the government, besides sporadic attempts to assist small numbers of elderly people.

Education

By the late 1840s, the radical experiment of the ‘new system’, described in Chapter 4, had not achieved its goals of a comprehensive non-racial education system in the colony. While the professionalization of the role of Superintendent-General of Education had put education firmly on the table in terms of the government’s agenda, the actual numbers of children attending schools were very low. At the same time, as Duff has shown, there was nowhere close to a consensus on whether education should be compulsory, even for white children in the colony.54 In 1863, an education commission for the colony, known as the Watermeyer Commission, investigated the nature of education in the colony, including tracing the conditions under which teachers’ salaries were paid. The report, which provided a comprehensive account of the history of education in the colony to date, concluded, on the basis of evidence from clergymen, settlers, missionaries and government school teachers throughout the colony, that the government should not continue to fund established schools in general but should supply grants in aid to schools, primarily for the costs of teachers’ salaries, provided these schools were open to government inspections.55 The Commissioners alluded to a context in which children in rural and agricultural areas, comprising vast parts of the colony, were not able to regularly attend school: ‘The great difficulty of producing any effect at all on the character and the intellectual faculties, during the short and irregular intervals when the children can be spared from taking their part in the labours of the farm, is one that cannot be easily removed.’56 Regarding the ages that children should attend school, the Commissioners said that the period from three or four years until eleven or twelve was generally accepted as a reasonable period for school attendance, and that this was sufficient to

lay the foundation of habits of order, obedience, and attention, as well as to rouse and train the intellectual and moral faculties, and to communicate sufficient information both on religious and secular matters as to leave an indelible impression on the character of the child, as well as to place within his reach the means of earning an honourable living, and fulfilling all the duties, political and otherwise, which devolve on him in this colony.57


However, the differentiated nature of the system, which was divided into government schools, those partially aided by government, mission schools and privately funded schools, meant that it was difficult to get a comprehensive picture of actual ages of attendance across the board. What was clear was that these schools were increasingly segregated by race, with mission schools catering to black and brown children, privately funded schools to white children, and those partially aided by government primarily to white but sometimes more mixed groups.

By the 1860s, the momentum of the infant school movement in the Cape had lost some steam. The first infant school in Keerom Street, now referred to as the model infant school, was receiving a government grant in aid, and being inspected by the Superintendent-General of Education. However, this was the exception rather than the rule, and the other infant schools in the colony only received aid if they were connected with a higher department. Besides, Dr Langham Dale, then education inspector, was fairly dismissive of the infant schools in general, saying that those attached to the missions were ‘not always under properly trained infant school teachers’.58 Elsewhere, the infant school movement would lead to other developments in early childhood education, including the kindergarten movement and the development of Montessori schooling.

The issue of compulsory education, and of government involvement in education remained deeply contested in other parts of the world as well. It was only in 1870 that the Elementary Education Act in England compelled children aged five to twelve to attend schools if they lived in a school-board district, with education becoming compulsory for all children in 1880. In many of the settler colonies, education became compulsory for white children during the 1870s as well. However, indigenous people’s education was often ignored and left in the hands of missionary bodies. The Cape only introduced compulsory education for white children in 1905, with other African colonies following suit in the 1930s.59

Conclusions

This book has presented two arguments. First, the fate of children was central to discussions of freedom in the era of emancipation in the colonial Cape and in the British Empire more broadly. Second, the cases presented here have highlighted that what it meant to be a child in this period was in flux: there were crucial debates over chronological age, and successive attempts in labour legislation and then in education to pin down who exactly should be categorized as a child. Understandings of chronological age were crucial to the experiences and ‘management’ of colonial subjects during the transition from slavery to freedom. These understandings were often racialized, for example, where Masters and Servants legislation would govern apprenticeships over Khoesan or emancipated children, but not those brought to the Cape by the CFS. But this differentiation was certainly not to be taken for granted, and the levels of contestation between categories in the 1830s reflect a moment in which the shift towards an increasingly racist and racialized understanding of childhood and children’s value was unfolding. While there were always comparisons being made between different groups of children in the 1830s, class was central to these comparisons, as children of the upper classes were often dismissed as candidates for government or humanitarian interventions. This is exemplified in the perceived ‘failure’ of the upper infant school, seen as unnecessary for children whose families could bring them up according to the values of the emergent English elite. On the other hand, children of the poor, or working children, were seen as targets for reform and more accessible for adult intervention than upper-class children. This remained the case throughout the 1840s, as the Cape refused to allow the entry of new groups of juvenile convicts into the colony, referring to them as a potential contaminant of those of the lower orders. It reflects not only an understanding of their character as potentially damaging to others, but also of a social order in which there would be a significant level of interaction between them and other races and classes in Cape society.

The idea of apprenticeship, as previous chapters have shown, was a nebulous presence in the colony. While it was used by colonial officials in the Cape and London to signify a form of training for young people not yet capable of earning their own keep, it was also used to justify the coercion of significant indigenous, formerly enslaved and white child labour in the period surrounding slave emancipation. Thus, in an ostensibly ‘free’ colony, the nature of freedom was complicated by apprenticeships, which bound children, and some adults, into contracts over which they had very little control. At the same time, the nature of freedom, particularly for children, was complex: could children of the age of twelve, or even younger, really know their ‘own mind’?60 Were they able to make autonomous decisions, even in the absence of parental consent? As an article in the Commercial Advertiser put it in 1834, writing about formerly enslaved young people, if made free at the age of twelve or fourteen years, they would be particularly vulnerable to the ‘inviting standard of Islam’, as they would be as yet ‘incompletely drilled in the habits of industry’.61 In other words, continued apprenticeship, and placing limitations on young people’s freedom were essential to the protection of the social order.

The debates surrounding children and childhoods discussed in this book were by no means resolved by the end of the 1840s. This book has shown that age must be taken seriously as a category of analysis if we are to fully understand the entwined histories of slavery and colonialism in South Africa. Further research on the nineteenth century in the Cape colony and in other parts of the expanding colonized territories in southern Africa is required to illustrate how and when chronological age was taken up by modernizing colonial bureaucracies as a measure of both protection and control. In the case of the Cape colony, this book has shown that these debates emerged forcefully in the 1820s and 1830s, as the colony negotiated diverse meanings of freedom. Children’s presence could blur the boundaries between freedom and unfreedom, as questions regarding their ability to consent to free labour remained central across the cases discussed here. At the same time, government, parents and other interested parties debated which group should be free to decide on the fate of young people.

Largely absent from the sets of records I have used here are the opinions and words of children themselves. This is because of the nature of material that exists for the period under discussion. However, further research on later periods could draw out children’s own experiences of labour and apprenticeship in a fuller way, providing a history of childhood that is more considerate of children’s own experiences. Using fragmentary archival records has resulted in what can only be seen as a partial view of children’s own experiences, and it is tempting to overstate the applicability of these individual accounts to broader groups. However, the very detailed records related to the CFS, as a case study, should warn us against such generalizations: young people, like adults, responded differently to their circumstances, even when faced by similar adult-imposed constraints and circumstances.
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