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ABSTRACT 

The first Indian migrants to what was then known as Southern Rhodesia arrived at the 

turn of the nineteenth century, in the shadows of the white settler Pioneer Column that came 

from the south. As the British South Africa Company consolidated its hold over the territory, 

these men, hailing primarily from the western subcontinental state of Gujarat, became an 

urbanized trading community who founded family lines by bringing their wives and children 

over from the subcontinent to settle. They were both colonizers and colonized, collaborators and 

resistors; settlers who claimed colonizing rights of imperial citizenship, but also colonized 

subjects from another imperial space facing discrimination in another colony. Over the next 

ninety years, Indians used colonial language of civilization to claim belonging to the British 

Empire and the Rhodesian nation, but also defended the maintenance of South Asian cultural 

institutions as well as resisted the imposition of these standards to find solidarity with the 

African nationalist movement.  

By centering the stories of Indians as a lens into the history of segregation in Rhodesia, I 

argue that the colonial project founded on racial hierarchies was both constructed and 

deconstructed by the lived experiences of these “in-between” populations on the ground. The 

history of Indians helps elucidate not only the creation and consolidation of white minority rule 

in Rhodesia, but also its dismantling and transition to becoming Zimbabwe. Using local, 

national, and transnational narratives, and drawing from British imperial history, Zimbabwean 

historiography, and studies of the South Asian diaspora, this work challenges racially based 
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definitions of whiteness and Africanness through the transnational frame of a South Asian 

diasporic identity as a model for reimagining the limits of a national identity. This dissertation 

also contributes to a reconceptualization of the relationship between citizenship and race 

throughout the British colonial world through an examination of not only the ways in which the 

colonial state constructed these identities, but also how colonized subjects imagined their own 

place within and beyond the boundaries of individual imperial spaces.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 Inside a storage room of the Indian embassy in Harare, Zimbabwe, lies a statue of 

Mahatma Gandhi. In 2014, the embassy sought approval from the Harare City Council to erect 

the statue in the Harare Gardens in the city’s central business district.1 As of July 2020, the City 

Council had yet to respond to the request. In the meantime, the Hindoo Society of Harare asked 

the embassy if the statue could be donated to them instead, to be put up in their premises located 

in the neighborhood of Ridgeview, where it would be honored during ceremonies held annually 

to celebrate Gandhi Jayanti, or Gandhi’s birthday. The Islamic Society agreed, in writing, to the 

proposal. But the Indian embassy denied the Hindoo Society’s request, arguing that the statue 

should be erected in a public space, and not on the grounds of a private religious organization.2 

According to the Indian Ambassador Masakui, the request was forwarded to the Indian Council 

for Cultural Relations in New Delhi, but received no response – presumably, according to the 

ambassador, because India is a secular state, and would not agree to have Gandhi’s statue erected 

on the grounds of a private Hindu organization. The embassy has since proposed that the 

Zimbabwean government put up the statue in its proposed Gandhi Convention Center, which 

would serve as the administrative center in Mount Hampden, the original destination of the 

Rhodesian Pioneer Column located eleven miles outside the city of Harare.3 To this day, the 

statue remains hidden in a storage room on the Indian embassy’s premises. 

The hidden statue of Gandhi is symbolic of the contestations that have taken place over 

the past 130 years in the country over the nature of an “Indian” identity when transplanted onto 

 
1 “Zimbabwe: India Seeks to Erect Gandhi Statue in Harare Gardens,” The Herald, 13 November 2014, 
https://allafrica.com/stories/201411130940.html (accessed 1 July 2020). 
2 Nutan Naik, Secretary of the Hindoo Society of Harare’s executive committee, Whatsapp conversation with 
author, 7 July 2020.  
3 Information comes from Indian Ambassador R. Masakui and Rohit Patel from the executive committee of the 
Hindoo Society of Harare, curated by Dr. Hasu Patel in email to author, 9 July 2020.  
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African soil. Gandhi, whose career as a civil rights lawyer and Indian nationalist began in South 

Africa, has been idolized by Indians in the diaspora generations after their ancestors left the 

subcontinent. His legacy of peaceful activism was one that was also salient for African 

nationalist parties, including the African National Congress in South Africa and the Zimbabwe 

Africa People’s Union. But the legend of that same Gandhi is now being challenged across the 

continent for the limited nature of his nationalism that was restricted to finding a place for Indian 

South Africans within the structures of empire, with narratives concerning his racism and 

casteism coming to the fore in the scholarship of both Indian and South African historians.4 Four 

years after the Indian embassy requested the erection of their statue of Gandhi, another statue 

memorializing the Indian nationalist was pulled down at the University of Ghana in Accra after 

two years of protests, while activists in Malawi protested the erection of a similar statue in 

Blantyre.5 The history of the statue in Harare also highlights the existence of communal divisions 

and negotiations that take place between diasporic communities outside the subcontinent which 

the idea of a secular Indian nation does not reflect.6 While the Indian embassy wishes to see the 

statue forming part of an African political landscape, the Indian community, and the Hindu 

population in particular, see him as a figure specific to their selective identity. Gandhi’s 

contested legacy remains reflective of what Pallavi Rastogi calls “the contradictory pull of being 

 
4 The most notable and recent of these works is by Ashwin Desai and Goolam Vahed, both of whom are South 
African Indian historians who have argued that Gandhi “sought to ingratiate himself with Empire and its mission 
during his years in South Africa.” In so doing, they argue, “he not only rendered African exploitation and oppression 
invisible, but was, on occasion, a willing part of their subjugation and racist stereotyping.” Ashwin Desai and 
Goolam Vahed, The South African Gandhi, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2015), Kindle e-book, location 
205.  
5 Bukola Adebayo, “Gandhi statue pulled down in Ghana after controversy over ‘racist’ writings,” CNN, 14 
December 2018, https://www.cnn.com/2018/12/14/africa/gandhi-statue-ghana-intl/index.html, (accessed 7 July 
2020). 
6 Ironically, that same “secular” state of India has since 2013 been ruled by a Hindu nationalist party whose policies 
against Muslims and other minorities have reflected its ideology based on glorification of a Hindu past and 
civilization.  
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Indian and the concomitant reluctance to sacrifice Indianness at the altar of a greater communal 

identity,” resulting “in a multifarious designation of the Indian self.”7  

The Boundaries of Belonging    

Zimbabwe was a country of many names; names which declared to whom the country 

supposedly belonged. Before it was a territory landlocked by colonial borders, it was once the 

land of the Kingdom of Zimbabwe, housed at Dzimba-hwe, the houses made of stone. It was also 

the land of the Kingdom of Mutapa, the Rozvi state with a capital that no one can precisely 

locate.8 It was the land of Lobengula, who came from the south and named his capital Bulawayo, 

“the place of killing” – a name that would continue to haunt the city. With the arrival of the 

white man’s Pioneer Column from the south in 1890 and the consolidation of rule under the 

British South Africa Company came the name Rhodesia in 1895, a tribute to the vision and ego 

of the enigmatic Cecil John Rhodes as the original founder of a white man’s land south of the 

Zambezi River. Within the confines of the British Empire, the territory was declared Southern 

Rhodesia in 1898, a bureaucratically separate land from the one to the north. In 1923, the 

territory was granted self-governing status, albeit as a crown colony still under the dominion of 

 
7 Pallavi Rastogi, Afrindian Fictions: Diaspora, Race, and National Desire in South Africa (Columbus: Ohio State 
University Press, 2008), 10.  
8 The first European scholars who wrote about the continent’s history looked for states, for forms of authority that 
they could recognize and would find familiar. Colonial states “reclaimed” centers of civilization, such as Great 
Zimbabwe and the Mutapa Empire. In the 1960s, as the colonial era came to an end, historians began to give the 
continent back its history, turning to a precolonial past to look for continuity in the present as independence spread 
across the continent and African nationalists called on a glorious precolonial past to justify their rule in a 
postcolonial future. These historical narratives were all concerned with the centralized, hierarchical state, which was 
posited the as a natural formation for the great African civilizations, with centers subsuming the marginal 
communities around them. In Zimbabwe, those narratives have since been complicated by scholars such as Innocent 
Pikirayi and Shadreck Chirikure, who have complicated the problematic tropes and cooption of precolonial centers 
of power and royalty by decentralizing the history of these states as part of smaller cycles of development and 
decline, and considering how the role of these kingdoms was “exaggerated to meet the demands of modern 
nationalism.” See Innocent Pikirayi, The Zimbabwe Culture: Origins and Decline of Southern Zambezian States 
(Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 2001), 29. Chirikure has also pointed to a more complex history of socio-political 
development in southern Africa through his analysis of decentralized sites of Zimbabwean culture and power. See 
Shadreck Chirikure et al., “Zimbabwe Culture before Mapungubwe.” PLoS ONE 9, no. 10 (2014): 1-18.  
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London, a “colony-not-a-colony.” The country’s status as settler colony governed by a local 

white minority population ensured its dominance in 1953 with the creation of the Federation of 

Rhodesia and Nyasaland, a transnational Central African polity formed as a buffer against South 

African economic hegemony in the region. In 1965, with its rogue self-declaration of 

independence from the imperial metropole, it became known simply as Rhodesia, “the country 

that no one can name,” in the words of the historian Luise White, a land which excluded the 

majority of its population from full participation in governance and society.9 In 1979, the 

unrecognized state of Zimbabwe-Rhodesia came into being. The Republic of Zimbabwe was the 

final name given to the nation-state in 1980, a remnant of an imagined and glorious precolonial 

era that claimed to bring the entire country under this all-encompassing postcolonial identity.  

Indian migrants have physically been in Zimbabwe for as long as the founders of the 

original Pioneer Column, and claim transplanted origins dating back to the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. The first Indian “pioneers” followed from a previous wave of 

movement of indentured laborers from the subcontinent to work on the railways of East Africa 

and the plantations of South Africa. By the twentieth century, Africa had become a “New 

World” for struggling Gujarati peasants voluntarily migrating to seek a new future in an old land, 

including to Southern Rhodesia, where rumors about the discovery of gold enticed prospective 

migrants, a legacy of precolonial imaginations which connected Gujarati merchants and visions 

of wealth in Africa for centuries. Indian migrants came from both the east, via Mozambique, and 

in lesser numbers from the south, via South Africa. While the earliest migrants were a mix of 

free passengers from Gujarat and Goa, and the descendants of indentured laborers from south 

India, it was the Gujarati migrants, both Hindu and Muslim, who stayed, and who brought their 

 
9 Luise White, Unpopular Sovereignty: Rhodesian Independence and African Decolonization (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2015), 2.  
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wives over from India, and whose descendants make up the majority of the local Indian 

community today. These migrants never made up more than two percent of the country’s 

population. Early colonial racial categories included Indians as part of the “Asiatic” population, 

which was defined in general terms as including anyone who came from the Asian continent. In 

the colony’s first census, “Asians” were grouped with the European population, and only 

tabulated as a separate racial group in 1911, numbering 2,912 as compared to the white settler 

population of 23,606, out of a total population of 771,077.10 By 1969, “Asians” still only 

numbered 8,965 as compared to 228,296 Europeans, out of a total population of 4,846,930.11  

Unlike the white pioneers of Rhodesia, however, Indians stayed and founded branches of family 

lines extended across the Indian Ocean, while white migration took place in constantly refreshing 

cycles of arrivals and departures, “a settler colony with too few settlers.”12 Many of these 

families never returned to India, a distant homeland that over the years became more symbolic 

than real.  

Their lives on the ground became a critical thread which wove through the fabric of 

Rhodesian and Zimbabwean history, both collaborators with and resistors to the colonial project 

at different times and in different places; settlers who claimed colonizing rights of imperial 

citizenship, but also colonized subjects from another imperial space facing discrimination in 

another colony. Yet the historiography of Zimbabwe does not include Indians, or other “in-

between” populations, in its consideration of the boundaries of belonging of both the colonial 

territory and the postcolonial nation state. Historians of Zimbabwe have until recently been 

 
10 Southern Rhodesia Government Census 1911, National Archives of Zimbabwe, Harare (hereafter referred to as 
NAZ), C5 11/1-2.  
11 Rhodesia 1969 Census, Interim Report, Volume I: The European, Asian and Coloured Population, NAZ 
RG3/STA520.  
12 Josiah Brownell, The Collapse of Rhodesia: Population Demographics and the Politics of Race (London: I.B. 
Tauris, 2011), 8. 
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mostly preoccupied with the dynamics of state construction and the contestations of belonging 

between the racial identities of black and white, between the ethnic categorizations of Shona and 

Ndebele, and between the political divisions of ruling and opposition parties; a legacy of a highly 

racialized society in which opponents of dominant state narratives of a singular political struggle 

against white minority rule have been rendered “foreign” and “alien,” a mode of exclusion 

inherited directly from the settler colonial project.13 These divides have also been articulated as 

distinctions between a history grounded in the land, in the rural spaces where mwana wevhu, or 

the “child of the soil,” can find their roots and the origins of their claim to belonging; and the 

urban centers and peripheries which complicated the nationalist myths on which Zimbabwe had 

been founded and were the sites where colonial power was dismantled and negotiated by 

transplanted populations, including Indians, in a multiplicity of ways. These were the same 

spaces where Indian migrant families eventually settled and attempted to create spaces for 

themselves beyond the spatial and ideological buffer zones to which they were confined, neither 

colonizers nor colonized in Rhodesia specifically, but migrant settlers who claimed belonging 

with both the colonial project as well as the postcolonial nation in nuanced and shifting ways 

over the almost-century between the Pioneer Column’s arrival in 1890 and Zimbabwe’s 

independence in 1980.14  

 
13 These two strands of historiography are articulated succinctly in Terence Ranger, “Nationalist Historiography, 
Patriotic History and the History of the Nation: the Struggle over the past in Zimbabwe,” Journal of Southern 
African Studies 30, no.2 (2004): 215-234; as well as Brian Raftopoulos and Alois Mlambo, eds., Becoming 
Zimbabwe: A History from the Pre-Colonial Period to 2008 (Harare: Weaver Press, 2009). The inherited and 
interconnected legacies of nationalist myths between the white colonial and the black postcolonial states are best 
argued by the seminal work of Ruramisai Charumbira, Imagining a Nation: History and Memory in Making 
Zimbabwe (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2015).  
14 Specifically, when it comes to the history of Indians in Rhodesia, scholars such as Busani Mpofu and Francis 
Musoni began to complicate the anthropological study conducted by Floyd and Lilian Dotson in the 1970s, which 
was largely informed by the cultural insularity of Indian communities. These later Zimbabwean scholars have since 
explored the resistance of Indians to one fixed form of identity and citizenship within a larger context of racial 
segregation and discrimination. See Floyd Dotson and Lillian Dotson, The Indian Minority of Zambia, Rhodesia, 
and Malawi (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968); Busani Mpofu, “'Undesirable' Indians, Residential 
Segregation and the Ill-Fated Rise of the White ‘Housing Covenanters’ in Bulawayo, Colonial Zimbabwe, 1930–
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The question of belonging and identity is not one that can be confined to one space, 

however. When considering the positionality of diasporic populations in colonial hierarchies and 

frameworks, the history of Zimbabwe intersects with the history of colonialism in Africa and that 

of the British Empire, where bifurcations between citizens and subjects both within and beyond 

the borders of individual colonial spaces have since been challenged and complicated by scholars 

of transnational connections in the imperial world.15 In recent decades, the use of the Indian 

Ocean as methodology has opened a space for consideration of these narratives beyond the 

framework of the nation-state, considering the ways in which both national and transnational 

affiliations intersected.16 Within the subfield of the history of the South Asian diaspora in Africa, 

narratives centering on African contexts mark a transition from a focus on an Indian homeland to 

that of the critical ways in which diasporic populations have been a part of the fabric of African 

history and hierarchies.17 In Benedict Anderson’s paradigm of the nation as imagined 

community, and Partha Chatterjee’s breaking down of the Indian nation into fragments, Indian 

populations here were reimagined into African nationalisms, taking these forms of identification 

beyond the nation-state to look at the ways in which transnational influences complicated 

 
1973,” South African Historical Journal 63, no. 4 (2011): 553-580; Francis Musoni, "Contested Foreignness: Indian 
Migrants and the Politics of Exclusion in Early Colonial Zimbabwe, 1890 to 1923," African and Asian Studies 
(2017): 1-24.  
15 Mahmood Mamdani argued in Citizen and Subject: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of Late Colonialism, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996) that colonialism in African states created two systems of rule; one for 
urban colonizing citizens, and another for rural colonized subjects. His conclusions have since been challenged by 
historians of law, race, and ethnicity in Africa, and more recently and indirectly, by historians of the Indian Ocean 
and the British Empire who explore the ways in which migrant populations from one territory claimed imperial 
citizenship as subjects of another. See for example Robert J. Blyth, The Empire of the Raj: India, Eastern Africa and 
the Middle East, 1858-1947 (New York Palgrave Macmillan, 2003) and Thomas R. Metcalf, Imperial Connections: 
India in the Indian Ocean Arena, 1860-1920 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007). 
16 Susan Koshy and R. Radhakrishnan, eds., Transnational South Asians: the making of a neo-diaspora (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2008); Gaiutra Bahadur, Coolie Woman: The Odyssey of Indenture (University of Chicago 
Press, 2013); Vivek Bald, Bengali Harlem and the Lost Histories of South Asian America (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2013). 
17 James Brennan, Taifa: Making Nation and Race in Urban Tanzania (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2012);  
Sana Aiyar, Indians in Kenya: The Politics of Diaspora (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015); Jon Soske, 
Internal Frontiers: African Nationalism and the Indian Diaspora in Twentieth-Century South Africa (Athens, OH: 
Ohio University Press, 2017).  
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singular narratives of collaboration with and resistance to colonialism.18 Histories of Asian 

immigration as a whole to white settler colonies provide similar contextual connections between 

diaspora studies and the studies of British colonialism in the Atlantic Ocean, and in particular, 

narratives of settler colonialism and the implementation of white power structures across space 

and time as a hegemonic force that determined who was welcome and who belonged within each 

territory.19 Within, between, and beyond these spatial levels of the colonial experience, Indians 

in Rhodesia both defined and were defined by categories of identity which determined the limits 

of inclusion and exclusion to the colony, to the empire, and to the Indian and Atlantic Oceanic 

worlds between which Zimbabwe’s history was located.  

The Limitations of Race 

Rhodesia then and Zimbabwe today are highly racialized societies, where categories of 

belonging and exclusion are articulated in the language of racial identity and origins. Across 

colonial spaces in Africa, white settler communities and administrations created racial 

hierarchies which were meant to organize and structure society. In Southern Africa, those 

hierarchies were constructed through the colonial categories of European, Indian, Coloured, and 

African, ranked from top to bottom in terms of access to rights of franchise, participation, and 

citizenship. But these hierarchies were both constructed and shattered and reconstructed and 

 
18 Benedict Anderson sees nations as “imagined communities,” arguing that these communities are to be 
distinguished not by the truth of their existence, but by the ways in which they are imagined. See Benedict 
Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983), 6. 
Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993). 
19 A key example of this linking can be seen in Radhika Mongia’s discussion of the various layers of identity held by 
Indian migrants in the British Empire, which encompasses the multilayered national identities that they took on, as 
“free” colonial subjects distinct from “unfree” subjects, or the majority African populations of colonial spaces, 
members of a wider “empire-state” as opposed to simply a singular “nation-state.” Radhika Mongia, Indian 
Migration and Empire: A Colonial Genealogy of the Modern State (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018). For 
a history of the transnational mechanisms of exclusion in settler colonies against imperial rights of mobility, see 
Adam M. McKeown, Melancholy Order: Asian Migration and the Globalization of Borders (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2011).  
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transgressed in complex ways throughout Rhodesia’s history. I argue that the positionality of 

Indians in the racial hierarchies constructed by the colonial state and deconstructed by the lived 

experiences of ordinary people on the ground reveal the ways in which Rhodesia both drew from 

and was an exception to its transnational connections to a colonial world beyond its borders at 

the intersection of the settler colonial Atlantic Oceanic world and the precolonial and imperial 

networks of mobility of the Indian Oceanic space. Rhodesia was not unique in its historical 

trajectory of the establishment of the colonial project, but the ways in which it was both 

determined and dismantled from its very inception by the quotidian experiences of its “in-

between” migrant and racial subjects, and how it had to be reconstructed time and time again. 

The racial hierarchies that were meant to constitute the state became the very thing that 

threatened its existence, with the intermediary position that Indians occupied allowing them to 

both disrupt the ideals of white dominance as well as challenge the state’s existence altogether. 

 This argument demonstrates the saliency of race as a category of identity and belonging – 

but also its fragility and its limitations. I do not attempt to define or redefine race here; other 

historians before me have considered in depth the ways in which race as a form of identity is a 

malleable one in negotiating political and social hierarchies based on conceptions of indigeneity 

and belonging that predate and transcend the colonial state, shattering the artificiality of 

constructed racial differences and the racialized binaries between colonizer and colonized.20 

What this work does is to consider the forms of identity both assigned to and claimed by 

different groups at different times, and how their lives and experiences both drew from and went 

beyond labels of race. In a colony where race was not mentioned at all in the constitution of 1923 

 
20 See in particular the works of Jonathon Glassman, Feasts and Riot: Revelry, Rebellion, and Popular 
Consciousness on the Swahili Coast, 1856-1888 (Portsmouth: Heinemann, 1995) and War of Words, War of Stones: 
Racial Thought and Violence in Colonial Zanzibar (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011); also Bruce Hall, 
A History of Race in Muslim West Africa,1600-1960 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011).  
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which established Southern Rhodesia’s self-governing status, “way of life” was a phrase that 

came up in acts of legislation, court cases, newspapers and other print media, correspondence, 

petitions, and dialogue as a way of defining both the parameters of communities as well as 

belonging in the territory. “Way of life” encompassed everything from diet to clothing, from 

language to education, from housing to norms of etiquette. Class, caste, and religion as a “way of 

life” intersected in complex ways with racial identity, creating alliances and conflicts between 

different communities at different times.  

Racial differences were thus articulated as ones of degree, rather than of distinction. The 

white settler project established a “British” way of life as the hegemonic cultural identity to 

which citizens belonged and to which subjects could – technically – aspire. Indians claimed 

various elements of this dominant identity at various times as a way to claim belonging and the 

rights of citizenship, but also retained their own conceptions of an Indian “way of life” and South 

Asian institutions of identity, including caste, religion, language, endogamy, and standards of 

moral and sexual purity – modes of identity that were not and could not be encompassed by 

colonial definitions of the racial category of “Asian.” At different times and in diverse ways, 

Indians used the various forms of their identity to claim belonging or identification with other 

racial and ethnic groups in Rhodesia, complicating the idea of a homogenous Gujarati diasporic 

community where individuals transgressed the boundaries imposed on them by others on a daily 

basis. This does not mean that race does not matter at all in this story. But other elements of 

identity were as critical to the politics of identity as were conceptions of racial, geographical, and 

biological origin, a distinction which more recent historians of ethnicity in Africa have come to 

acknowledge.21 Defining race as a form of identity based on both abstract and concrete 

 
21 Some examples, which are particularly notable in the field of East African history, include Lynn Thomas, Politics 
of the Womb: Women, Reproduction, and the State in Kenya (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003); David 
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articulations of “way of life” thus allows historians to move beyond the boundaries of the nation 

state. Race and ideas of belonging to a particular racial group – or claiming affiliation with 

another – both within and beyond Rhodesia’s borders – became a way of both propping up and 

resisting the colonial project throughout Rhodesia’s history. 

The Rhodesian colonial project was dismantled and restored – and undone again – in 

three main ways. The first was through Indians as an “in-between” group both upholding and 

transgressing their buffer positionality between black and white. Southern Rhodesia held a 

unique positionality in the British Empire in Africa as a self-governing crown colony, restricted 

by London from overtly discriminating according to race in most acts of legislation after 1923, 

and instead forced to use definitions grounded in a “way of life” predicated on requirements of 

finances and literacy to restrict Indian entry into the colony and limit their rights, similar to the 

confinement of African rights to “native affairs” departments. Separate facilities according to 

race could be provided for, but legislation which denied rights to specific racial groups were 

eventually dismantled. Indians manipulated this lack of a standardized definition of race across 

various policies and acts of legislation to claim belonging as citizens of an empire rather than as 

colonized subjects in another imperial space, with elite Indians aspiring to middle class 

belonging with white society. At the same time, other groups of Indians found belonging with 

Coloureds and Africans, resisting elite hegemonic boundaries of class status and sexual purity. 

The ways in which Indians both upheld and resisted colonial racial hierarchies reveals the unique 

way in which Rhodesia’s legal positioning in the colonial world as a white settler colony that 

 
Anderson, Histories of the Hanged: The Dirty War in Kenya and the End of Empire (New York, Norton and 
Company, 2005); and Derek Peterson, Ethnic Patriotism and the East African Revival: A History of Dissent, c.1935-
1972, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012). In South Africa, Jacob Dlamini has argued that while “race 
obviously mattered a great deal…it would be wrong to think that race determined the allegiances and loyalties of 
individuals in any simplistic way.” See Jacob Dlamini, Askari: A Story of Collaboration and Betrayal in the Anti-
Apartheid Struggle (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
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was not meant to be an independent dominion – like South Africa – meant that the potential for 

its dismantling was built into its very constitutional fabric.  

So while a Rhodesian and quintessentially “British” colonial way of life was expressed as 

a hegemonic ideology determining citizenship and belonging, migrants from India and their 

descendants instead used their own conceptions of a proper and moral way of life to finding 

belonging both in colonial society and their own forms of group identity predicated on ideas of 

endogamy, class, and wealth. Rather than simply transplanting these institutions of group 

identity from India to Southern Rhodesia, however, Indians were able to translate these diverse 

forms of affiliation to African soil, situating – or dislocating – themselves from institutions of 

education, marriage, and migration to negotiate their positionality and the facilities offered to 

them. They did so via petitions, letters, and meetings, and even the court system, which served as 

an intermediary between ordinary people and the state. People, rather than administrations, 

brought ideas of the colonial experience in India to Southern Rhodesia. In East Africa, colonial 

personnel – both white and Indian – implemented structures of rule brought over from South 

Asia.22 In Southern Rhodesia, it was independent migrants who instead brought over their 

conceptions of caste and religion and used them to inform colonial policy, disrupting both 

colonial policy as well as the idea of an all-encompassing imperial project that spanned from 

Delhi to Durban.  

But the white settler project never completely unraveled, and it took ninety years before 

the idea of Rhodesia finally died a slow, painful death.23 White nationalism in Rhodesia rose up 

 
22 Blyth, The Empire of the Raj. 
23 See Luise White’s analysis of Rhodesia’s transition through the short-lived state of Rhodesia-Zimbabwe which 
was never recognized by African nationalists or the international community to its eventual acceptance of the reality 
of a Zimbabwe where white rule would not be accommodated as an institutionalized and racialized form of 
dominance. White, Unpopular Sovereignty. 
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in response to both defiance to the idea of majority rule as well as the perceived “encroachment” 

of non-white populations into white spaces – and particularly of Indians, who as “in-between” 

communities had built up the wealth to do so. After 1965 and Rhodesia’s declaration of 

independence from empire, Indian resistance to white minority rule drew from older divisions of 

generation and wealth to either strive for belonging in a Rhodesian polity founded on singular 

ideas of white racialized rule, or by claiming belonging with an African future imagined by 

political institutions of underground resistance. The former claimed participation in Western 

forms of modernity across the Atlantic world to situate themselves in white society. The latter 

drew from Afro-Asian anticolonial solidarities in an Indian Ocean world to situate themselves in 

an imagined world after the end of white rule. Even as the borders of Rhodesia were closed off to 

the outside world through its continued intransigence, Indians coopted different versions of 

modernity from beyond those borders to both belong to and battle against the Rhodesian state. At 

the same time, Indians retained the forms of identity which defined their cultural “way of life” 

that was now more imagined than physical with a South Asian past, one which was not 

incompatible with European or African political and social structures, shattering the racial 

hierarchies constructed by the state even before it was dismantled by the economic pressure of 

sanctions and the triumph of majority rule. 

Rethinking the Archive  

 I am upfront about my personal relationship to this dissertation. I am originally from 

Zimbabwe, and my family is of Indian origin. Over the course of my academic career, I began to 

delve into the stories of my ancestors and explore the roots that they set out when they crossed 

the Indian Ocean to the colony that was then known as Southern Rhodesia. But what started off 

as a project to explore the history of one minority population in one place turned into a wider 
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investigation of the complicated ways in which the history of colonialism and segregation 

operated in Rhodesia/Zimbabwe within the British Empire and the colonial world throughout 

Africa and across the Atlantic. My objectivity can thus justifiably be questioned, especially in 

accounts of the history of my own ancestors and my direct family, many of whom are still alive 

today. At the same time, my personal location in the writing of this history aims to counter the 

exoticization and otherization by Western scholars of the non-Western communities that they 

study, a legacy that still haunts many ethnographical studies. If a true decolonization of the 

academy is to occur, there must be more integrated discourse between scholars who are removed 

from the people and places they study with historians who come from those communities 

themselves.  

 I was born and grew up among the people I write about, and their stories and their 

histories were familiar ones. At the same time, there was much I did not know, and this became 

very clear to me over the course of my research. Through this new knowledge, I began to 

connect the narratives of individuals to larger national and transnational processes. But rather 

than take the global or even colonial pattern as a starting point, working my way down, I started 

from the bottom, seeing the value of lived quotidian experiences for explaining and analyzing 

structural systems and institutions and global historical trends.24 I begin my writing of each 

chapter with the story of the hyperlocal, of an individual or individuals whose stories are 

reflective of the larger histories in which they were swept up and in which they attempted to find 

some sort of agency and voice. I then move on to the local, to the towns and cities whose 

physical construction and spacing reflects the history of the peoples who have lived in and 

passed through them. Next comes the state or national level of the story, the one mostly 

 
24 John and Jean Comaroff, Ethnography and the Historical Imagination (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1992), 14.  
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constructed through archival research and a reading of Zimbabwean and colonial history and 

historiography. Finally, the transnational layer was revealed through research in the colonial 

metropole, the traditional center of the story of the rise of oceans and the fall of empires. I 

strategically planned my trip to the United Kingdom in the middle of my research period, 

building up to the overview of the forest from above, before returning back to Zimbabwe and the 

individual trees and the ground of my research. Because I was able to physically move back and 

forth between the various layers and spaces that constituted this dissertation, I was able to see 

that what I thought of as the center of the colonial world was simply another nodal point in a 

history of mobility, transplantation, and settlement, which required a reconfiguration of my 

entire view of the colonial space which centered Rhodesia at the intersection of Indian Ocean 

histories of mobility and resistance with Atlantic Oceanic histories of settler colonialism and 

segregationist institutions of white rule.  

 The construction of the hyperlocal and local layers of this narrative began in 2015 with a 

community initiative to create an archive of the personal documents and photographs of 

individual households and families by the Hindoo Society of Harare. Before I entered the Ph.D. 

program at Georgetown, I volunteered to create an archive of these collections, which were at the 

time sitting in boxes in a storage room of Westridge High School, a private community school 

run by the Hindoo Society. I organized and catalogued each document, and then scanned these 

individual collections to create a digital archive that is currently held by myself and Dilip 

Chouhan, former headmaster of Westridge High School and the member of the Hindoo Society 

in charge of overseeing the collection of documents. The creation of this archive, as is the case 

with all archival collections, was not done without being influenced by some form of 

institutional politics and bias. I was initially asked to sort through and catalogue only the 
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documents pertaining to Hindu members of the community – not anything that was related to the 

Muslim population. I catalogued everything anyway. In any case, it would have been difficult to 

distinguish between Hindu and Muslim narratives separately with many collections because of 

the intertwining threads that constituted their history in the country, something I felt it was 

important to highlight through this archive. During summer trips back home, I attempted to begin 

the preservation process of these documents, and was given access to the library on the premises 

of the Hindoo Society to serve as a permanent site for the archive, which would then be 

accessible to the public. But after various exhibitions of some of the photographs hosted by the 

society in 2016 and 2018, the collections have become disorganized and are not stored in a way 

that will ensure their preservation for future generations. The gatekeepers of these archives 

remain an older generation of men who are reluctant to allow the next generation – and women 

in particular – to take over the reins of the archive and the Society as a whole. While I am 

grateful to the Society for allowing me to use the documents freely for my work, I also have to 

acknowledge the communalism and the restrictions of access to these collections that, if not 

transgressed, will prevent the next generation from learning the histories of their families and 

their ancestors.  

This community archive, as well as the politics of who can access it and who it is meant 

to serve, made me question what the definition of an “archive” actually is. Achille Mbembe has 

argued that an archive “has neither status nor power without an architectural dimension,” with a 

collection of documents being given meaning through the place in which it is housed, usually a 

public institution “which is one of the organs of a constituted state.”25 My own personal archive 

of documents, however, is built from the collections not only of the state archives of Zimbabwe 

 
25 Achille Mbembe, “The Power of the Archive and its Limits,” in ed. Carolyn Hamilton, V. Harris, et al, Refiguring 
the Archive (Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands, 2002), 19.  
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and the United Kingdom, but through a very localized community archive, as well as personal 

collections of documents – some kept strategically throughout the years to be passed down to 

future scholars, such as those kept by Dr. Hasu Patel in Harare, or the private documents of those 

individuals who let me into their homes and shared their stories and allowed me to photograph – 

and in some cases, to physically keep – the mementos of their lives: photographs, passports, birth 

certificates, newspaper cuttings. These documents were often brought out in the middle of 

discussions as a way of illustrating a moment in a life being retold, and because of their personal 

and intimate nature, were documents that would not have been found even in the community 

archive.  

This suggests a need for historians of communities like these to turn to alternative 

archives. I argue here for the idea of people as archives of their own lives, particularly in 

countries in the global south, where official and institutional documentation is sporadically 

collected and catalogued. In Zimbabwe, access to the national archives is heavily controlled, and 

due to a lack of adequate funding, facilities are not well-maintained and documents frequently go 

missing. Official records dealing with the period after 1965 were physically destroyed by the 

Rhodesian Front before they left power in the late 1970s, and the Zimbabwean Ministry of Home 

Affairs continues to restrict the availability of government documents after 1980. To make up for 

these gaps in the archive, I conducted approximately 50 interviews, mostly with Hindu and 

Muslim subjects from the community, but also from other communities and scholars whose 

“outsider” perspective helped inform and contextualize the stories told by the people who would 

be considered “insiders,” for the purposes of this particular study. I primarily relied here on 

Heidi Tinsman’s tactic of starting with the simple question, “Tell me about your life.”26 I 

 
26 Heidi Tinsman, Partners in Conflict: The Politics of Gender, Sexuality, and Labor in the Chilean Agrarian 
Reform, 1950-1973 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002).  
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allowed my interview subjects to direct the conversation, asking follow up questions where 

necessary, but largely allowing them to control their own narrative, rather than imposing my own 

categories or timelines on them. This type of “storytelling…structures the material in traditional, 

familiar ways,” allowing me as a historian to see what moments and processes and narratives 

were important to them.27 Because oral histories are, by their very nature of relying on the 

storyteller, informed by the present, many of my informants were focused on highlighting how 

long they had been in the country, or the impact that they or their ancestors had had on the social 

fabric of the community as well as the larger economy and politics of the country, a response to 

the process of indigenization that currently informs discourse surrounding race and foreignness. I 

complemented these interviews with tapes given to me by Dr. Hasu Patel, who conducted 

interviews with the parents and grandparents of my own interview subjects in the 1970s for his 

comparative work on the politics of Indians in Rhodesia and Uganda, and generously allowed me 

full use of them.28 For future generations of scholars and within these communities, the full 

collection of these interviews will one day serve as an archive of a history perhaps forgotten.  

 Of course, however, these interviews and personal collections were contextualized with 

records from state archives in Harare, Bulawayo, London, one particular local archive in 

Manchester, and newspaper collections in Washington, D.C.29 In Bulawayo, municipal council 

records were critical for the construction of urban spaces, while the state archives in Harare 

 
27 Karen Isaksen Leonard, Making Ethnic Choices: California's Punjabi Mexican Americans (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1992), xi.  
28 H. Patel, “Indians in Uganda and Rhodesia - Some Comparative Perspectives on a Minority in Africa,” Studies in 
Race and Nations, 5.1 (1973-1974); H. Patel, “Race, Class and Citizenship in Uganda: Power, Politics and the 
Indian Minority, c. 1900–1972” (Ph.D. diss., UCLA 1977); H. Patel, "Asian Political Activity in Rhodesia from the 
Second World War to 1972," Rhodesian History 9 (1978): 63-82. 
29 In an unexpected discovery for me, I found through references in the National Archives in Kew that the 
Derbyshire Records Office in Manchester is the depository for a collection of documents from a former president of 
the British South Africa Company, P. Lyttelton Gell. The Gell family papers deal with the question of recruitment of 
Indian labor for the BSAC, which is addressed in Chapter One.  
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demonstrated the various attempts at racial categorization that took place over the course of the 

country’s colonial history. Census records were instrumental for the narrative construction of 

settlement patterns, and newspaper and magazine collections from both Zimbabwe and the 

Library of Congress provided vital contexts for checking facts, timelines, and public responses 

and attitudes. But as Ann Stoler has encouraged for all students of colonialism, I attempted to 

read “along the grain” of these colonial narratives for “small gestures of refusal and silence 

amongst the colonized.” Just as I did not take the narratives of my human subjects for granted, 

nor did I read the archives as the absolute basis of truth, going beyond what Stoler refers to as an 

“extractive exercise” to read the archives as part of my larger historical ethnography of 

Rhodesian society.30 The voices of the colonized that come through in responses and challenges 

to state imposed racial categorizations are highlighted through this archival methodology. This 

was seen in correspondence written to the state and newspapers, as well as in individual census 

schedules filled out by heads of families, in which their self-classification of their race, 

nationality, religion, and profession tells me more about how they lived their lives than if I had 

simply read the categories and data into which they were slotted in official census reports. 

Through these types of documents, I read the state colonial project as one that was as much 

constructed by the people it governed as much as it was an imposition through legal institutions 

and structural systems. In London, that grand view of the imperial project came through – and it 

pointed me back in the direction of cities like Harare and Delhi as alternative nodal points for 

this intricate network of mobility and transference of ideas.31  

 
30 Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2010), 46-50. 
31 The COVID19 pandemic disrupted travel plans for an archival trip to India in December 2020/January 2021. I 
anticipate that a future trip to Gujarat and New Delhi will be necessary when revising this dissertation for 
publication.  
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From Rhodesia to Zimbabwe 

 The first Gujarati “pioneer” arrived in Southern Rhodesia in 1899. Chapter One traces the 

journey of the first male migrants from Gujarat across the Indian Ocean to Southern Rhodesia at 

the turn of the century, through to the introduction of immigration restrictions with the colony’s 

attainment of self-governance in 1923. Like the Pioneer Column that came from the south in 

1890, bringing the first white settlers to the territory, Indian patriarchs across generations 

coopted the tropes and language of white Rhodesian pioneering to create their own founder 

myths as a way of justifying their settlement in a land that was not their own. But while white 

Rhodesians focused on their journey, Indian narratives required a subcontinental homeland to 

highlight their origins in India, another imperial space, in order to claim rights of mobility in a 

territory growing increasingly hostile to their presence. Indian migration threatened the very 

concept of a colony intended for mass white settlement; by regulating Asian migration and rights 

through transnational mechanisms of control, the settler government established the critical 

parameters of entry that were foundational to ideologies of belonging. Indian mobility in the 

colonial world was central to the construction of these projects of white settlement, with their 

claims to imperial subjecthood countered by immigration restrictions that protected a Western 

“way of life.” But rather than Rhodesian migration legislation simply copying South African 

immigration regulations, contestations over the composition of the Rhodesian population were 

part of a global debate over mobility in the colonial spaces of the Atlantic by local white settler 

populations who resisted imperial ideas of mobility and universal citizenship. 

These men did not migrate into a vacuum. The first migrants who crossed the Indian 

Ocean to Southern Rhodesia were farmers who came in search of fabled gold and riches. But 

those dreams were dashed by colonial restrictions against mining for non-white residents. They 



21 
 

turned instead to the skills they had to eke out a living, growing vegetables on small plots of land 

of white farms, which they would then sell to both white farmers and African laborers. But as the 

British South Africa Company began the process of racialized land apportionment, a tactic of 

settler colonial projects across the British colonial world, which would culminate with legislation 

in 1930 which reserved the most arable land for white farming, Indians transferred these skills to 

becoming “general traders” in urban spaces, intermediaries between white industries and African 

markets. In these urban sites, Indian trading streets were regulated and served as physical buffer 

zones between African townships and white residential neighborhoods. Chapter Two considers 

how the construction of Rhodesia as a white state depended on these spatial divisions, which in 

turn were reflected in the development of the census as a tool of consolidation and classification. 

But these categories were transgressed daily by individuals and families, and a reading of the 

census reveals the ways in which Indians resisted the labels given them in their responses 

through their experiences in urban spaces by claiming imperial identities predicated on 

civilizational superiority to Africans, or providing evidence of mixed-race families with 

Coloureds and Africans. Colonial racial hierarchies had to be deliberately and continuously 

constructed and maintained, but the lived experiences of Indians transgressed the boundaries of 

colonial categorization on which the colonial economy and state was predicated.  

After 1924, Indian immigration to Southern Rhodesia was restricted to the wives and 

minor children of those already present in the territory. Chapter Three focuses on the 

construction of religious and caste institutions as Indian families expanded, which became 

central to the maintenance of endogamous marital and family structures across spaces and 

generations. By bringing their wives back with them, rather than staying in India, the male heads 

of families chose to transplant the marital and kinship institutions that structured their domestic 
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lives in Gujarat to Southern Rhodesia. But not everyone conformed to elite caste-based standards 

of domestic life and behavior. Miscegenation, or deviation from upper-caste Hindu notions of 

morality and proper behavior, was regarded as taboo and became associated with Muslim men 

and lower-class Hindus. Generational divides here intersected with ideas concerning firstcomers 

and newcomers, with younger men descended from older families challenging the older 

patriarchs of later migrant families who were attempting to establish authority over the 

community through colonial language of caste and race and the construction of “purity schools” 

for the education of children of exclusively Indian descent. These debates over domestic and 

social boundaries came to be centered not around the wives they had brought over from India, 

but the children who were born and raised outside the subcontinent. Children – and daughters 

specifically – became the “essence” of Indian communities, and their education became a critical 

part of elite negotiations with the colonial state. Through this discourse, South Asian ideas about 

race, caste, and religion were centered in colonial education policy and the protection of 

communities in Southern Rhodesia, with Hindu patriarchal elites playing a central role in these 

debates and using colonial language regarding “way of life” to disrupt Western hegemonic 

conceptions of the role of education. Here, Indian elite conceptions of communal identities – 

gleaned from the colonial experience in India and the dominance of upper caste ideas regarding 

morality and purity – came to inform colonial policy in Southern Rhodesia when it came to the 

education of Indian children, with Indian colonized subjects, rather than colonial administrations, 

transferring Orientalist ideas regarding communal identity across the Indian Ocean.  

By 1953, Southern Rhodesia had become part of the Federation of Rhodesia and 

Nyasaland. Segregation in the Federation did not quite equate to apartheid in South Africa which 

extended racialized land apportionment from rural spaces to urban. In Southern Rhodesia, local 
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authorities, rather than the state, created mechanisms for the segregation of urban spaces that 

were masked by the multiracial rhetoric of the Federation project. Race was vaguely defined in 

these separate acts of legislation, with Indians and Coloureds as minority groups often either 

grouped together, or classified as European or African depending on the purpose of the acts. This 

ambiguity meant that the definitions of racial groups and the boundaries of belonging were 

negotiated through the experience of ordinary citizens on the ground. Chapter Four explores 

Indian challenges to segregation and discriminatory policies, which took three main forms. The 

first was through the use of the court system as an intermediary between the state and families 

when it came to the negotiation of their rights over immigration, marriage, inheritance, and care 

of the elderly based on ideologies of personal law in India. The second challenge took the form 

of political opposition to continued and sustained immigration regulations during the Federation 

years. These earlier struggles for the right to regulate the private spaces of domesticity and 

kinship networks took place within a broader acceptance for the principles of segregation, which 

kept racial groups separate according to their “way of life.” The third type of challenge, however, 

saw these intermediaries contesting the concept of segregation altogether, and the exclusive use 

of public amenities for racial groups. Here, the nature of constitutionalism in both Rhodesia and 

the United States allowed for challenges to institutions of segregation that apartheid in South 

Africa did not. Indian challenges to segregation thus took place within the framework of English 

civil law as applied in Southern Rhodesia, but drew in debates over the application of personal 

law in India as well as legal challenges to segregation taking place across the Atlantic. 

Rhodesia’s legal status and positionality within the British colonial world thus made it a center 

for legal discourse at the intersection of the Indian and Atlantic Oceans, based on mobility and 

the notions of custom and justice that migrants brought with them in the former; and a long and 
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deep history and tradition of settler colonialism and its legacies which lived on in the form of 

institutions of white supremacy and segregation in the latter. 

As a result of Indian contestations to the invisible boundaries of race, class, and 

civilization, white settler nationalism in Rhodesia intensified, leading to local authorities gaining 

more power when it came to their ability to enforce segregation and with it, the rise to power of 

the right-wing Rhodesian Front party. In 1965, Rhodesia declared unilateral independence from 

Britain. By this time, Indian families in the capital city of Salisbury had become some of the 

wealthier families in the country. But Indian visions of upward class mobility and the ability to 

move into better-off white spaces was threatened by the introduction of legislation which aimed 

to extend the classifications of rural apportionment to urban segregation. The Indian population 

in Salisbury rose up in fierce opposition, claiming rights of belonging as Rhodesian citizens who 

lived like Europeans rather than as transnational subjects of the British Empire, attempting 

change through the system by running for local office instead of against it. Through the rhetoric 

of “Rhodesians first, Asians second,” a younger generation of Indians compartmentalized their 

Rhodesian and Indian identities, participating in the Indian “culture” in the private space of 

domesticity, but performing what they termed their “Western” identity outside the home. But 

war in the 1960s and 1970s between the Rhodesian army and exiled African nationalist 

movements “in the bush” meant that in 1978, Indians and Coloureds were called up to the 

Rhodesian army, asked to defend a “way of life” to which they claimed belonging but did not 

necessarily see as being “their war” to fight, calling into question their claims to belonging as 

modern Rhodesians. Even as sanctions cut off Rhodesia from the rest of the world, however, its 

cultural borders remained porous, and through the stories of the young people who came of age 

during these decades, Chapter Five looks at the evolution of a specifically “Indian” identity to 
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one that was articulated as compatible with Western Atlantic modernities and the global politics 

and counterculture of revolutions and flower power, a form of non-white participation in the 

culture of a nation held together by white power.  

All the while, the war for majority rule raged outside Salisbury. As a population, Indians 

at large were not involved en masse in the resistance politics of the 1960s and 1970s in Rhodesia. 

But in the city of Bulawayo, Indians made claims to solidarity and belonging to a more radical 

politics, articulated in the print culture of a group of young men who expressed solidarity with 

the goals of the nationalist struggle. Rather than keeping them separate from Africans, the Indian 

“way of life,” grounded in their historic positionality as trading middlemen in colonial economic 

networks, allowed the participation of a certain section of Indian businessmen directly in the 

nationalist movement. In turn, they were imprisoned with their African colleagues by the 

Rhodesian state, which separated them in detention camps but could not prevent their continued 

collaboration. These stories of daily alliances exist beneath the surface of the glorification of the 

Bandung moment of Afro-Asian anticolonial solidarity of the Indian Ocean world, which 

masked the tensions and conflicts between brown and black in African nation-states. But Chapter 

Six is less of a story of fraternity versus friction than it is of the daily acts of a group of Indian 

men and their families in the nationalist movement; their quotidian acts of resistance subsumed 

within the larger story of African nationalist politics. In between the accounts of conflict between 

guerrillas and Rhodesian forces, and between factions of the nationalist movement, were the 

lives of individuals and their families who lived on Lobengula Street in Bulawayo, which 

became a frontier between their identities as the descendants of Indian ancestors, and their 

resistance to the legacies of Rhodesia by claiming belonging in an African future where they 

could become Zimbabwean. 



26 
 

CHAPTER 1 

Undesirables and Pioneers: Colonial Mobility in the Indian Ocean, 1890-1930 
 

“I do not see that any special instructions as regards policy in connection with Asiatic 
immigration are necessary. The main object of the Immigration laws is to prevent undesirables 

from settling in Rhodesia.”32 
 
 In December 1896, a man by the name of Bhimjee R. Naik arrived in Beira. Born on 25 

April 1879, and of Gujarati origin, his family lived in Bombay. What made him get on a ship and 

cross the Indian Ocean, or the kala pani, is not known.33 On his arrival, he began work as a clerk 

for the Beira and Mashonaland Railway Company in the Portuguese territory. He began to 

follow the construction of the railway eastwards, setting up a little trading stand in the village of 

Machaze province administered by the Mozambique Company. By 1899, the Beira railroad had 

expanded toward the territory controlled by the British South Africa Company.34 According to 

legend, Bhimjee became the first “pioneer” from the east to settle in what would become the 

colony of Southern Rhodesia, sometime at the turn of the century. He established a small store in 

the border town of Umtali, a layover on the railway line towards the town of Fort Salisbury. In 

the no-man’s land between the artificial boundaries established by the European settlers and 

companies, Bhimjee imported goods from the Portuguese territory to trade to the Africans who 

lived in surrounding areas of the mountains of the Eastern Highlands.35 Dozens more would 

follow in Bhimjee’s wake in the years that followed, Gujarati men who would become traders 

and vital middlemen in the colonial economy.  

His settlement, and that of those who followed him, became critical to the ideological 

 
32 Administrator of Southern Rhodesia, “Asian Immigration,” 5 May 1916, NAZ A3/13/4/. 
33 Crossing the kala pani, or dark waters of the Indian Ocean, would cause a loss of caste, “according to the 
strictures of Hinduism.” Bahadur, Coolie Woman, 19.  
34 “Rao Bahadur Bhimjee R. Naik Family,” The South African Indian Who’s Who, 1939, 281, Hindoo Society 
Archives (hereafter referred to as HSA), Harare, PION0005-06.  
35 N.J. Patel, one of Naik’s former employees, interview by Dr. Hasu H. Patel, Harare, 11 September 1968.  
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construction of the territory as a white man’s land. This chapter traces the journey of the first 

migrants from Gujarat across the Indian Ocean to Southern Rhodesia at the turn of the century, 

through to the introduction of immigration restrictions with the colony’s attainment of self-

governance in 1923. A central element to this story was the immigration process of the first 

Indian migrants, and the tales of their passage that were passed down from generation to 

generation. These narratives, while reconstructed by their descendants in more recent decades, 

reveal the values that their ancestors found most important in the accounts they told their 

children, which were then in turn passed down to their grandchildren. Bhimjee Naik’s name 

continues to be evoked by members of the Indian population today, notable not only as the first 

documented migrant, but one of the most successful settlers in memory, setting an example of 

survival, hard work, and entrepreneurship for future generations. In telling the stories of Bhimjee 

and others like him, Indian patriarchs across generations coopted the tropes and language of 

white Rhodesian pioneering society to create their own founder myths. The stories of movement 

and “pioneers” passed down from generation to generation followed a similar narrative pattern as 

white Rhodesian tales of adventure and setting off to make a new life, creating “heroes” as a way 

of legitimizing their settlement in Rhodesia.36  

But while white Rhodesians focused on the journey rather than their origins in their 

settlement process, Indian narratives of migration required a subcontinental homeland to 

highlight their origins as a community, prevented by the early white colonial project from 

making the claims to development of the land that white settlers did. The Shona word for the 

descendants of those first migrants is still “muIndia,” with the idea of a subcontinental homeland 

continuing to define this population today.37 These narratives provide the historical content of 

 
36 Charumbira, Imagining a Nation, 117.  
37 The prefix “mu” here denotes a singular person.  
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factual elements of the migration process, which are invisible in the bureaucratic documentation 

of the colonial archives. At the same time, these oral histories, conducted almost a century after 

the original journeys, have taken on an almost mythical nature, blurring the distinction between 

the methodology of oral histories and the telling of oral traditions of genealogical descent passed 

down over the decades, the transmission of these stories “communal and continuous” yet also 

filtered by the experiences of the last storytellers in the chain and their desires to justify and their 

settlement as well as simultaneously emphasize origins in a land far away.38 Indian families, 

unlike white Rhodesian populations, which went through constant cycles of immigration and 

emigration, mostly stayed put in the territory, even as they moved back and forth between India 

in the maintenance of endogamous marriage and kinship structures. As a result, most Indian 

families today can trace their lineage back directly to an original migrating ancestor, or 

“pioneer.” Methodologically, this chapter parses their narratives both for factual elements as well 

as for the myths created by the imaginative memory of contemporary storytellers, which as 

Ruramisai Charumbira argues, was not pure “invention.” Rather than “memory becoming more 

important than history,” however, this chapter uses these oral sources as a method for exploring 

the validity of both fact and fiction in telling the stories of migration that were never written 

down.39 

 These men did not migrate into a vacuum. After the infamous Rudd Concession of 1888 

and uprisings in the regions of Mashonaland and Matabeleland, the BSAC began creating a legal 

framework that would secure the legitimacy of the colony against both internal resistance and the 

entrance of external elements from the rest of the colonial world. The white settlers who formed 

the first governing and legislative body of the territory as shareholders of the BSAC vigorously 

 
38 Jan Vansina, Oral Tradition as History (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), 30.  
39 Charumbira, Imagining a Nation, 9-11.  
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debated whether further migration from Asia should be allowed. These deliberations rhetorically 

centered around fears of Indian infringement upon white labor and agriculture. In the early years 

of colonization, white immigration was limited – large-scale settlement only took place after 

World War II. Before then, Indian migration threatened the very concept of a colony which the 

members of the original white Pioneer Column from South Africa intended for mass white 

settlement. By regulating Asian migration and rights, the white settler government established 

critical parameters of entry that were foundational to ideas of who belonged in the territory.  

White Rhodesia was founded on principles of imagined British civilization and standards 

of living, with white settlers articulating racial identities in terms of how a person lived, what 

language they spoke, and who they interacted with, rather than strictly based on a sense of 

primordial, genetic boundaries that defined which group one belonged to. Scholars of 

“whiteness” in Southern Rhodesia and Southern Africa in general concur that a central facet of 

white identity relied on the performance of “a credible sense of entitlement,” often through a 

fixation of their constructed bond with the land and landscape.40 Rhodesia, however, was distinct 

in that the dominant group of white settlers claimed and performed a unified British identity, 

unlike South Africa, where white identity politics were dominated by a clash between Afrikaner 

and English nationalisms. This sense of inherent Britishness of the white community in Southern 

Rhodesia, rather than being inborn and strictly defined, was rather constructed against the 

presence of other migrant populations: undesirable whites from Eastern Europe, Italy, Portugal, 

and Greece, but also against Indian migrants who, unlike their European counterparts, could 

claim a belonging to a greater “British” colonial identity because of their origins in the Raj, the 

center of the imperial world. Like other European communities, Indians were cast as poor, 

 
40 David M. Hughes, Whiteness in Zimbabwe: Race, Landscape, and the Problem of Belonging (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 1-8.   
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uneducated, illiterate, and more willing to interact and integrate with the African populations 

with which they traded. Unlike Europeans, however, Indians followed un-Christian religious 

traditions that, like African religious practices, were cast by white administrators and settlers as 

entirely foreign to a proper and British “way of life”: practicing polygamy, eating strange foods, 

living in an unhygienic manner in their places of business, and having large families which they 

brought over with them through both legal and illicit means; archaic practices that had no place 

in the “modernity” of the colonial project of development. Traditional narratives of white settler 

colonialism in Southern Rhodesia highlight the creation of a British “way of life” set against an 

Afrikaner one, and later against Africans in relegating them to rural reserves and the outskirts of 

urban life. This chapter argues that the migration and presence of Indian migrants from outside 

the continent was critical to the construction and performance of a Rhodesian “way of life,” with 

the architects of a Rhodesian identity otherizing and foreignizing these men, and their claims to 

British subjecthood, as “undesirable” members of settler society.  

The “undesirables” did not remain silent during these debates. Their origins in India, 

highlighted in their migration narratives, were key to their identities as members of an imperial 

communal. They claimed belonging not because they followed a so-called British “way of life,” 

but because their cultural separateness and identity did not preclude them from belonging in 

colonial society. The first generation of migrants highlighted their colonial roots and “humble 

beginnings” in the stories they told their children as motivation for their desire to work hard and 

be good citizens in a new land. Claiming rights of mobility and residence in the colonial world as 

subjects of the British Empire, Indian migrants organized around immigration restrictions to 

continue to push for the entry of their relatives, friends, business partners, and workers for their 

businesses. But when they were turned away, they resorted to subterfuge and bribery as a means 
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of entering the colony, countering the rhetoric of civic citizenship of those already resident. 

These illicit crossings contributed to colonial ideas about “unassimilable migrants,” language 

that was used across the British settler colonial world, from Australia to the United States, as a 

justification for keeping out those who would endanger the preservation of an Anglo-Saxon 

culture and race. Indian mobility in the colonial world was central to the construction of these 

projects of white settlement, with Indian claims to imperial subjecthood countered by 

immigration restrictions that protected the Western way of life. The architects of Southern 

Rhodesia through the British South Africa Company imagined the colony as an extension of the 

British territories of the Cape and Natal, and Rhodesia has often been relegated as a shadow 

version of the South African project. But the history of Indian migration reveals that rather than 

Rhodesian migration legislation simply copying South African immigration regulations, 

contestations over the composition of the Rhodesian population were part of a global debate over 

mobility in colonial spaces by local white settler populations who resisted imperial ideas of 

mobility and universal citizenship.41  

In an Antique Land: Gujarat and the Myths of Origin  

In Zimbabwe today, origin stories of the past are key in the creation of communal 

identities in the present. For the Shona, the symbolic power of Nehanda is a poignant reminder of 

the struggle of liberation from the white man. The Ndebele are defined by the legacy of the 

conquering Mzilikazi and his son, Lobengula. White Rhodesians invoke Cecil John Rhodes as 

the founder of “their” nation, an “imperial nostalgia” for the idyllic days when they were in 

charge.42 The Gujarati community of Zimbabwe, however, find their origin story in a lesser-

known ancestor, one whose name invokes the perils of passage across the Indian Ocean and the 

 
41 Mamdani, Citizen and Subject. 
42 Charumbira, Imagining a Nation, 6.  
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Mozambican highlands, the hostile space of the immigration office and failed dreams of gold and 

riches. The legend of Bhimjee Naik and his crossing to Southern Rhodesia has since become 

central to the origin story of the pioneer narrative of the Indian community in Zimbabwe, a 

“romantic rendezvous with the historical past.”43 

The stories that Indian patriarchs tell of their fathers and grandfathers today begin in rural 

India as a means of connection to an ancestral homeland, a construction of a specifically modern 

Gujarati ethnic identity rooted in narratives of tradition. In the nineteenth century, most of the 

Mughal province of Gujarat was placed under the authority of the Bombay presidency. With the 

exception of Baroda, which had a direct relationship with the Governor of India, the rest of the 

region was divided into princely states. In its modern form, Gujarat was an “invented tradition” 

that was only created in 1960, after the division of the colonial Bombay state into Gujarat and 

Maharashtra on linguistic grounds.44 Gujarat, as it is known now, was not always strictly there, 

but the idea of it persisted in the imaginary construction of a Gujarati community by the first 

men who crossed the ocean, the stories they told their children in their first decades of settlement 

being filtered and passed down to their grandchildren, who today evoke Gujarat as a separate 

state that was in reality a precolonial construction and postcolonial fact, rather than a strictly 

colonial identity when these men actually left India. Outside the subcontinent, Gujaratis in 

Zimbabwe today evoke the linguistic and cultural traditions of modern Gujarat to remake the 

historical foundations of migration narratives. Origins in villages in Baroda, for example, 

became a source of “pride…that we were never colonized by the British,” for one family.45 And 

 
43 Gijsbert Oonk, Global Indian Diasporas (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2007), 9.   
44 Edward Simpson, “Introduction: The Parable of the Jakhs” in The Idea of Gujarat: History, Ethnography and 
Text, eds. Edward Simpson and Aparna Kapadia, (Orient Blackswan: Hyderabad, 2010), 1-2.  
45 Dr. Hasu Patel, interviews by author, Harare, 25 October 2018, 1 November 2018, 15 November 2018, 22 
November 2018, and 10 January 2019. 
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yet, what was considered a “voluntary” association with the Raj was also central to a sense of 

ancestral pride in colonial origins as good citizens of British India. Gujarat as an identity was 

thus historicized by those who recounted the migration histories of their ancestors, giving the 

practical elements of language and culture an imaginative power through narratives of migration 

within a colonial world and survival in a strange land.  

Proud imperial origins were paired with tales of humility and struggle. The first migrants 

to Rhodesia came from farming rather than merchant communities, for whom a journey of 

several months across an unknown ocean was not even a vague possibility. While part of a larger 

history of Indian Ocean mobility and trade, Gujarati origin narratives are based on a limited 

memory that dates back to 1899 with the failure of the annually anticipated monsoon, resulting in 

a severe famine during the agricultural season of 1900. While the first migrants, such as 

Bhimjee, left before the drought, the numbers of men leaving India in the early years of the 

twentieth century grew in the aftermath, with those who survived the plague of previous years 

falling victim to the famine, resulting in an exodus of the younger generation.46 Rural Gujarat 

was largely left out of the progress being experienced by the towns with the growth of the textile 

industry, and those who managed to obtain an education in newly introduced English schools 

found few opportunities for employment in the colonial civil service. Some of these men had a 

basic vernacular primary education; others taught English and Gujarati at the local village 

schools. But most remained in the small world of the village and the farm, stifled by the confines 

of a feudal land structure. As a result, there were many unoccupied men living in the villages of 

rural Gujarat. 

Lack of opportunity, a common explanatory trope for voluntary migration narratives, was 

 
46 S.B. Rajyagor, History of Gujarat (New Delhi: S. Chand and Company, 1982), 46. 
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used as an explanation as to why many of these men would cross an ocean for an unknown land. 

Their stories were cast in similar terms to those of the first white migrants from South Africa and 

England to Southern Rhodesia, rumors of new opportunities casting a “spell over poor, unskilled, 

uneducated whites with the promise of elevated status and wealth.”47 Indians today similarly 

articulate the motivations for their exodus in the language of opportunity and ambition, thereby 

subconsciously passing down their ancestors’ claims to the same rights of colonial mobility and 

settlement as did the white Pioneer Column in 1890. In the village of Vankarwad in Gujarat, a 

young man by the name of Natu Patel, who would later go on to work for Bhimjee Naik, was 

struggling to find a job at a bank in the nearby town of Surat, where he had matriculated. “In the 

meantime my patience was exhausted,” he said of those years sitting around back home waiting 

to find a job. “I thought it better I go somewhere outside India.”48 Another, by the name of Hari 

Patel in the village of Dharmaj in Baroda whose father owned a few small plots of land, “wanted 

to be more than a small farmer.”49 D.M. Desai’s grandfather was the only son of his father in the 

village of Parujan. He farmed rice and mango trees, and while the family had “enough food and 

everything,” Desai had ambitions of his own, attending school in Baroda and eventually 

becoming a teacher at the new English school in the village. He earned 10 rupees a month in 

salary as a state teacher, but as the family story went, was one day “slapped by his uncle who 

said what are you going to learn in a school like this.” And so he left home for Bombay in 1918 

in search of a job.50 That job would take him even further distances than he had ever anticipated. 

He dreamed of finding opportunity in new lands. In 1891, the first gold mine was opened 

 
47 Yuka Suzuki, The Nature of Whiteness: Race, Animals, and Nation in Zimbabwe (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2017).  
48 N.J. Patel, interview. 
49 Dr. Hasu Patel, Haribhai’s son, interview.  
50 D.M. Desai Jnr., interview by Dr. Hasu Patel, Harare, date unknown.   
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in Southern Rhodesia along the same Umtali to Salisbury railway line that Bhimjee Naik was 

following. These stories of gold, allegedly in even larger supply than on the Witwatersrand, 

piped the tune of opportunity.51 Gujarati men first heard rumors of Mashonaland, the land of 

gold, through neighbors, or a friend of a friend, or a relative who had already made the crossing. 

“Gold was important to Indians, and enticed them to come out,” said the son of one of a man 

who set out in 1904.52 Their ambitions had precedent. South Asian diaspora studies identify four 

main periods of migration from the subcontinent. The first concerns the earliest migration of 

traders in the 15th century, an age of growing “long-distance trading connections” built through 

temporary, “circular” migration patterns.53 Indian Ocean historiography has highlighted the 

central role of Gujarati merchants and middlemen in trade networks between the subcontinent 

and the Swahili coast dating back to the 15th century. These earlier networks of commerce and 

mobility made possible the physical shipping routes and ports that predated British imperialism, 

while the earlier passages of ancestors who had traveled back and forth between East Africa and 

Bombay provided the imaginative power that made crossing the ocean centuries later 

conceivable.54 Later migrants would follow in the footsteps of those Gujarati merchants who, 

along with Arab traders had sought gold from the interior and the mines of the Rozvi Empire 

through trade with the Portuguese. One Zimbabwean scholar, George Kahari, recounted a pattern 

 
51 Yusuf Adam, interview by author, Harare, 17 May 2018.  
52 Ismail Bhikha, interview by author, Harare, 31 October 2018. Written information about the colonies in Africa 
was rare in the villages. The first Gujarati vernacular newspaper was published in Bombay in 1822, but it was only 
after Gandhi’s return from South Africa in 1915 that Gujarati media increased and spread to rural outposts, initiated 
with his creation of the newspaper Navjivan in 1919, which lead to the development of a vernacular press by the 
growing Indian nationalist movement in the region. 
53 Oonk, Global Indian Diasporas, 11.   
54 The history of Gujarati traders and textiles has been highlighted as part of a larger network of Swahili 
consumerism and the expansion of slavery in the Indian Ocean arena, playing a central role in the facilitation and 
shaping of British colonial expansion. See Pedro Machado, Ocean of Trade: South Asian Merchants, Africa and the 
Indian Ocean, c. 1750-1850 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Michael Pearson, Port Cities and 
Intruders: The Swahili Coast, India, and Portugal in the Early Modern Era (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1998); and Metcalf, Imperial Connections, amongst others.   
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of Indian gold seekers who sought the fabled and real wealth of the plateau. Unlike the British, 

however, he argued that the precolonial traders were distinguished from the later “colonialists,” 

seeing Indian influences as being “of great significance to African thinking” when it came to the 

pottery of the Rozvi peoples. He believes that the word “Shona” comes from the Hindi word for 

gold, sona, an idea he said was inspired by his conversations with the descendants of Gujarati 

migrants who became a part of the nationalist movement and sought to create connections 

between their Indian homeland and precolonial African cultures.55 These connections, real and 

imagined, continued to spread along the western coast of the subcontinent in the form of rumors 

of lands of riches across the ocean.  

While precolonial crossings provided the visionary power of stories of gold, the colonial 

system of indentured labor to East and South Africa in the nineteenth century delivered the 

practical framework of bureaucracy and passenger shipping routes that would transport free 

migrants in the 1890s. After the abolition of slavery, a second major migration flow took place 

with the creation of a system of indentured labor in the 1830s, a replacement for African labor in 

the cane fields as the British demand for sugar increased. The 1870s in India saw growing 

“agricultural uncertainty,” causing indebted young Indians to accept contracts for periods of 

labor across the ocean on plantations in Jamaica and Trinidad, Guiana, Mauritius, Fiji, South 

 
55 Dr. George Kahari, interview by author, Harare, 7 November 2018. The Rozvi Empire is believed to have 
regulated the Indian Ocean medieval gold trade, but there has been no direct connection established between the 
words “Shona” and “sona.” However, Kahari, among other African scholars, posits that the word “Shona” comes 
from the Hindi word for gold, sona, with Mashonaland literally translated as “the land of gold,” dating back to the 
15th century when Gujarati traders first began trade with the Mutapa Empire. George Kahari, The Odyssey of Shona 
Imaginative Narratives (Sable Press: Harare, 2016), 1. Some of the more recent scholarship on southern Africa’s 
role in the Indian Ocean world includes Innocent Pikirayi, “Trade, Globalisation and the Archaic State in Southern 
Africa,” Journal of Southern African Studies 43, no. 5 (2017): 879-893; Weber Ndoro, “Great Zimbabwe,” Scientific 
American 15, no. 1 (2005): 74-79; and Gerald Chikozho Mazarire, “Reflections on Pre-Colonial Zimbabwe c. 850-
1880s” in Becoming Zimbabwe, eds. Brian Raftopoulos and Alois Mlambo (Harare: Weaver Press, 2009).  
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Africa, Malaya, Burma, Ceylon, and for railway construction in Kenya, Zanzibar, and Uganda.56 

Most of these indentured laborers came from Bengal or the southern states of India. Indian 

Ocean historiography has recently highlighted the continuation of older Indian Ocean trades and 

commercial networks well into the colonial period, despite the “encroachments of empire.”57 But 

this perspective does not consider the geopolitics of trade networks, which meant that while the 

textiles of Gujarat continued to be in high demand in colonial markets, European companies 

turned to the east and the south for sources of labor that were essentially a form of debt bondage.  

The romanticization of the precolonial cosmopolitanism of trade networks thus needs to 

consider the disparity in regional wealth, which meant that Gujaratis were largely spared from 

having to take on contracts of indentured servitude, and could distinguish themselves from an 

indentured labor identity. British colonizers and administrations tended to lump all migrants 

from India as undesirable “coolies,” a term which originated from the Tamil word for wages or 

hire, kuli. No matter where one came from, individuals from different parts of India who spoke 

different languages and practiced different religions were all “swept up in a particular mass 

movement of people;” all of them defined by the “c-word…a reminder of lowliness in the 

hierarchy of a sugar estate, a hierarchy based on race.”58 The legacy of this name would haunt 

migrants from India for many more decades to come, continuing the colonial imposition of an 

identity of forced servitude and poverty even for those who would migrate on their own terms. 

But the free migrants who left later in the century were distinguished from their predecessors 

who had crossed the ocean about a generation before them, those who took on contracts that 

resulted in hard, demoralizing labor far from home, resulting in an erasure of their history and 

 
56 Barbara Metcalf and Thomas R. Metcalf, A Concise History of Modern India, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
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57 Machado, Ocean of Trade, 11. 
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identity with the designated colonial grouping of “coolie.”59 The Gujarati migrant, as a “free 

immigrant,” on the other hand, “avoided these degradations even if his standard of living was 

very low, and he prided himself accordingly.” He could travel on his own schedule, arrange his 

own living situation, and pay his own fare.60 In their origin narratives, Gujarati migrants could 

accord themselves the dignity of being free colonial subjects. They were in control of their 

migration process to a large extent, and the passage across the ocean, while no doubt daunting, 

was one made of their own volition and ambition, common elements across most origin 

narratives.  

In fact, by the time men like Natu and Hari were looking for ways to leave the 

subcontinent, opportunities for indentured labor had decreased drastically, and by 1911 the 

system was phased out entirely. The third and fourth phases of migration identified in the 

literature concern the post-war migration of people to and from the newly-created states of India 

and Pakistan in the aftermath of partition, as well as the movement of “twice-migrants” from 

their original host countries to other nations for economic reasons.61 But the tendency of diaspora 

studies to confine narratives to these four phases leaves out the stories of the migrants who left in 

between these periods; albeit in smaller numbers, but whose migration was facilitated by the 

creation of networks of trade and labor in the nineteenth century and whose settlement in new 

lands paved the way for the larger migration patterns of the twentieth century. In the cracks of 

larger streams of migration, origin narratives of smaller communities focused not on these older 

histories that enabled their passage, but on the more concrete offers of opportunity that came 

from friends, relatives, and neighbors who had already made the crossing in an imperial world of 

 
59 Dotson and Dotson, The Indian Minority of Zambia, Rhodesia, and Malawi, 27. For the history of the term 
“coolie,” see Bahadur, Coolie Woman.  
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61 Oonk, Global Diasporas, 11.  
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mobility that allowed them, as British subjects, to move from one colonial space to another – not 

just to African colonies, but to the Caribbean and the New World.  

From these tightly-knit communities on land, oceanic emigration depended on access to 

more practical, concrete networks of kinship that filled in the gaps between broader periods of 

mass migration. Gujarati narratives of migration emphasize caste origins and village connections 

in explaining life and society in the homeland. Caste has certainly been evoked in the popular 

imagination as the central foundation of Indian society. But as historians have pointed out in 

recent decades, caste as a modern phenomenon was a specific product of the encounter between 

India and the West during the colonial period, the codification of caste in colonial censuses and 

law a product of British imperialism and administration, based on how colonial officials thought 

Indian society operated.62  For Gujaratis in the diaspora, precolonial narratives of regional 

migration and caste identity were rendered static by the colonial administrative experience, and it 

was these fixed ideas they took with them across the ocean. At the same time, the colonial period 

still saw fluidity when it came to caste distinctions and origins through the claiming of family 

names such as “Patel,” a malleability revealed through origin narratives even as the storytellers 

claimed fixed identities.  

These complexities and contradictions in communal identity are revealed in the origin 

narratives of those who considered themselves the “original” Patels, founded on a paradigm of 

newcomers and firstcomers from the precolonial era which created local social stratification 

based on which jati, or endogamous kinship group, was said to have first settled in a particular 
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area.63 By the twentieth century, these groups could distinguish between those who were 

“native” to an area, and those who had immigrated from adjoining regions, creating second-order 

divisions between newcomers and firstcomers.64 Natu and Hari were both of the koli, or peasant, 

caste, whose ancestors had drifted slowly from one village to another from north to central and 

then to eastern Gujarat. Hari Patel’s village of Dharmaj was, according to legend, settled by two 

brothers who migrated southwards from the Punjab. They took their family name from the 

Gujarati word patidar, a caste name referring to a landowner or headman. As their families grew 

and expanded, the village became part of a network of about two or three hundred, all of whom 

regarded themselves as “upper class” Patels/patidars, who held annual meetings “to work out a 

structure of endogamy and exogamy amongst these villages,” maintaining networks of kinship 

within the structure of the fariyars, or neighborhoods, set up by the descendants of these 

firstcomers. Amongst the six core villages of this network, of which Dharmaj was one, a 

daughter from outside this network could be brought in from neighboring villages of more recent 

migrants to marry one of their sons – but the daughters of the patidars could not be married 

outside the six villages.65 The name “Patel” here was used as a signifier of these original 

landowners against nameless families who arrived later. 

But these distinctions between firstcomers and newcomers were erased when many of the 
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later migrants outside of these regional patterns of migration, Hindu and Muslim alike, took on 

the last name of “Patel” when migrating to Southern Rhodesia. The idea of “Patels” as a distinct 

firstcomer caste group, and one with higher status as landowners rather than tenants, was thus 

compromised by migration outside Gujarat during the colonial period, with migrants taking on 

this last name for practical purposes of immigration documentation, as well as a way of 

augmenting their social status. Diasporic notions of caste, based on static conceptions of these 

precolonial orderings, ignored this dynamism of caste identities in favor of fixed colonial and 

Brahminic orderings and stratification of jati, or birth group identities within the hierarchy of the 

four varnas as a central aspect of Hinduism connecting peoples across regional spaces.66 Their 

origin narratives are thus based on colonial ideas that fixed caste identities to a specific time and 

place, rather than on the precolonial fluidity of these identities based on mobility. These origin 

stories of static jati groups would become central to migrant understandings and applications of 

the caste system when it came to marriage networks that went beyond the subcontinent.  

But when the first migrants did leave, they were usually young, single males. The caste 

system of identity and endogamy emphasized in tales of origin mattered far less in terms of 

support when it came to the recounting of the practical connections that enabled the journey in 

the first place. Those who took on the last name of “Patel” often did so because that was the 

same name a neighbor or distant relative had taken on when migrating – and was a name they 

could claim as one of direct familial connections at the immigration office. Indeed, most of the 

first migrations that took place were a result of connections with a neighbor or acquaintance, 

rather than someone of a particular caste group. When Natu Patel failed his matric examinations 

in 1918, one of his schoolmates had just set out for Southern Rhodesia. “From him I come to 
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know that there is one country where educated people could easily pass English examination,” he 

later recounted. “I investigated myself, the conditions there, how Indian people can make a 

living,” deciding that the prospects there sounded better than they did in Fiji, another destination 

for one of his peers.67 Hari Patel’s neighbor, with whom they shared a wall, was already in 

Southern Rhodesia, and his father wrote to him asking him to assist his son with the move and 

transition.68 D.M. Desai’s grandfather, while clerking for the governor of Bombay, met a 

Maganlal Rambhai Desai “accidentally” at the train station one day in 1920. Maganlal was living 

in Salisbury at the time, and had come back to India for a visit home. Their fathers had gone to 

school together, and Desai decided to travel back with Maganlal, not telling anyone from the 

family that he wanted to leave for Africa. “They would think there’s no use leaving for Africa, 

you become a non-vegetarian and get into trouble.” Borrowing 600 rupees from a friend, and 

after applying for a British Indian passport in Bombay, he set off for Beira two years later by 

steamer ship.69 This fluidity of kinship networks would last until it was time for these men to 

come back and get married, when colonial categories of caste were invoked for the purposes of 

endogamy, resulting in a static transplantation of caste identities across the ocean. 

Until then, these friendships across caste formed the central network of ties of fictive 

kinship for overcoming the trauma of the oceanic crossing.70 While stories of origins focused on 

caste identities, stories of passage emphasized the networks that were already in existence when 

they landed, networks of men across colonial territories who were bounded together regardless of 

 
67 N.J. Patel, interview. 
68 Dr. Hasu Patel, interview.  
69 D.M. Desai, interview. The Indian Passport Act of 1920 necessitated the use of passports for foreign travel within 
the confines of the British Empire.  
70 Kathryn de Luna has considered kinship as a “negotiated practice” as a method to “organize cooperation and 
assistance,” with friendship serving as a form of kinship that was not based on deep genealogical ties but rather 
through conscious constructions of ties of obligation and dependency. Kathryn de Luna, Collecting Food, 
Cultivating People: Subsistence and Society in Central Africa (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), Chapter 
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caste or religion. Those who first made the oceanic passage often refused to talk about the 

voyage, or glossed over the journey in telling the story to their children and grandchildren. After 

leaving Bombay, Natu Patel’s boat fell prey to a fever, leading to many people catching a 

hacking cough, some of them dying before the boat reached Mombasa.71 Some men, not being 

able to afford the passage, worked hard labor jobs on the ship to earn their way. The ships on 

which these men crossed were part of the British India Steam Navigation Company, which at the 

time consisted of more than 500 ships and which crossed routes westwards to Australia and 

eastwards to Africa. The journey from Bombay to Beira took seventeen days, stopping at various 

ports along the East African coast before turning south. Those bound for Southern Rhodesia 

docked at Beira, a port city established in 1890 by the Portuguese. There, the steamer anchored 

for a week, serving as both a cargo and passenger ship combined, with the physical goods taking 

longer to offload than the people.  

Once on land, the colonial village networks of Gujarat were there to help newcomers. 

While these men were reluctant to talk about their passage across the sea, they were far more 

willing to recount their crossing on land, where they found themselves on both firmer ground and 

with a network of those who were already there to help them across the way. These stories of 

passage often contained elements of both the factual and the fabulous. Bhimjee Naik, for 

example, is often at the center of these stories, either as a direct contact himself, or through his 

employees, his entrance into several origin narratives taking on a mythical quality. New arrivals 

were often told to seek out Bhimjee, often “without knowing each other, no relations at all.”72 

Like a benevolent genie, he would appear, evoked as a deity of luck who would be there to help, 

even if he had probably never met them at all. But there were also other, more solid and 
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institutional, forms of support for both financial and practical aid. In Beira, a Bombay-based firm 

called Dhamajar Anandji was allegedly given “instruction from India that whoever goes to [the] 

firm, known or unknown, he must be fed and shelter given to him.”73 New migrants were 

required to stay in Beira for eight days for a quarantine period before being allowed to move on, 

with officials fearing the spread of blackwater fever, a severe form of malaria, that would later 

spread in the territory in the 1920s.74 While some had considered moving southwards, South 

Africa, where earlier generations of migrants had ended up, was closing its borders and no longer 

an easy option for settlement. In 1903, the South African High Commissioner proposed denying 

political rights to Indian residents of the British territories of the Cape and Natal. In 1910, the 

new Union of South Africa tightened regulations on the immigration and activities of Indian 

migrants, leaving new arrivals in Beira no choice but to move westwards rather than 

southbound.75 

Whichever direction they headed once on land, social norms that prevented breaking 

bread with someone from another jati were impractical and often impossible to maintain. Caste 

and religion became irrelevant when it came to who prepared the food the men ate, what was 

available for them to eat, and who they would sit down to eat with, both on water and land. 

Names other than that of Bhimjee appear in some narratives; suggesting the construction of real-

life acquaintances across caste identities at the time rather than the improbable appearance of 

Bhimjee whenever and wherever a traveler was in need. Natu Patel met a man by the name of 

Mr. Mehta who had settled earlier in Fort Victoria on the steamer, “he was the man who gave us 

a lot of information on the road,” he later recalled. In Beira, Mehta introduced Natu to a man by 
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the name of Haribhai who was working for another Indian family in Umtali. “Mr. Mehta, 

knowing this Haribhai, said these people are new and don't know anyone in Umtali, so will you 

please put them up at night.” The next morning, armed with some puris and a few bananas, Natu 

Patel and a group of other travelers boarded the train for Umtali, heading further into the depths 

of the unknown.76    

It was here that their narratives began to intersect more closely with white Rhodesian 

narratives of survival and overcoming hardships. These men are today recalled as the “pioneers” 

of the current Gujarati community in Zimbabwe, idolized as founders and heroes who made a 

physically perilous crossing, risking the loss of their connections to an Indian homeland in order 

to find a better life for themselves, reminiscent of white Rhodesia’s commemoration and 

glorification of the “long-neglected heroes of the pioneer days” – not the imperial officers and 

colonial administrators, but the ordinary people who served as frontiersmen on the African 

landscape.77 Indians were a part of the creation of that frontier of settlement, albeit in the 

shadows, and the stories of their crossing mirrored those told by white Rhodesians, whose 

insecure presence in Zimbabwe today as racial minorities results in the telling of tales that 

establish long roots in the country. Like the stories of white Rhodesia, Indians told tales of 

adventure and daring and survival crossing hostile environments to a land they had never seen 

before. Those same stories would be used by settler communities over the decades to establish a 

language of “way of life” grounded in origin stories that were used to define how these 

communities set down roots and continued to live in a land to which they had no historical claim.  

Migration narratives were couched in the language of sacrifice, both physical and 

emotional, a precedent set by tales of the Pioneer Column to remind their descendants of what it 
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had taken to make new lives enabled by common membership in a colonial commonwealth. The 

journey across the eastern highlands of Mozambique was generally done in a piecemeal manner; 

very few of those who arrived in the early days had any concrete plan for how and where they 

would eventually end up in Southern Rhodesia. Those who came before the construction of the 

railway in 1898 walked from Beira to Umtali, creating a shadow pioneer column in the 

grasslands of the east that mirrored the one that had come from the south a decade before, while 

a second group followed directly in the footsteps of the white pioneers from South Africa to 

Bulawayo and Matabeleland.78 To avoid nocturnal predators, the men walked during the day and 

slept in trees at night.  In a somewhat fantastical retelling, one morning, Yusuf Adam’s 

grandfather apparently woke up to find a pride of lions sitting underneath the tree he had sought 

shelter in for the night; he was forced to sit in the tree for three days, surviving on leaves, until 

the lions eventually moved on.79 With the construction of the railway, that part of the journey 

became less perilous and more mundane for those who arrived after the turn of the century, 

thanks in large part to village networks of friends and acquaintances stationed along the way. 

Sacrifices here took the form of emotional rather than physical tolls. Some who arrived in Beira 

had only enough money to make it there, and go no further. M.P. Patel’s father mortgaged a set 

of golden buttons that his mother had given him to a man called Chotukaka who had already 

settled in Salisbury; with that money, he was able to board to a train to Salisbury himself. “It 

took him a long time to get that back from Chotukaka,” his son recalled. “It was sad for him 

because that was a memory of his mother.”80  

 
78 Ali Kalshekar, “1908 Asiatics Ordinance in Perspective” (lecture, Henderson Seminar, University of Rhodesia, 
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Herein lies the dilemma of attempting to categorize Indians in the diaspora either as 

colonized peoples transplanted to another colonial space – or colonizers themselves. Indian 

claims to settlement were a part of a larger extension of the Indian colonial project to the African 

continent, particularly in the colonies of East Africa, where Indians themselves were directly 

involved not only as workers in the construction of colonial institutions such as the railway, but 

as administrative officers, with a certain circle of British and Indian elites dreaming of an East 

African colony as an Indian imperial space, not necessarily a British one.81 In Southern 

Rhodesia, however, this particular group of men came not to conquer, but to settle in the wake of 

conquerors; to find the gold and prospects of prosperity promised to them by those who had 

dared to make the journey before them. Even as they came in with these imperial dreams of 

wealth and settlement, and claims to colonial citizenship along with their fellow white 

“pioneers,” their dreams of a share in the colonial project were quickly dashed. Zimbabwean 

scholars today argue that in claiming the colony by right of conquest, British settlers 

“foreignized” all other migrant groups, including indigenous Africans, based on “degrees of 

foreignness” or degrees of civilization away from acceptable British standards of life and 

behavior.82 Over generations, as Indian imperial claims were overshadowed by the larger white 

colonial project, those who told the narratives of their pioneering ancestors did so to justify a 

selective foundation of community. While white Rhodesians created a Rhodesian nation based 

on ideas of white supremacy, those who recounted and passed down the stories of their ancestors 

from India saw them as founders of their particular community within that white nation. Both 
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types of narratives justified settlement in a land that was not their own, but Indian origin stories 

in particular did not – and could not – stake a claim to the physical land as their own. The 

fragility of their claims to settlement would become apparent when they reached the border of 

the highlands between Portuguese territory and British land. 

“Undesirables” at the Immigration Office  

The space of the immigration office at Umtali was a hostile one. It was the first encounter 

a migrant would have with the official administrative network that would keep track of his 

movements and his settlement in the territory. For an Indian migrant, as well as for an Afrikaner 

or someone from a poorer European country, it was his first encounter with the hostility of the 

establishment towards his presence, the first bureaucratic measure imposed by a white settler 

administration as a check against those deemed unfit for entry and residence. In 1899, the first 

Legislative Council met, consisting of the administrator of the BSAC, five members nominated 

by the company, and four elected by registered white residents, with the number of elected 

officials gradually rising and gaining more influence. In 1903, the Council introduced an 

immigration act, imposing a literacy test and income requirement on all those entering for the 

first time. What had previously been a fluid border was now formally bounded, as those entering 

via footpaths or by train encountered the first checkpoint before they could move any further. A 

sergeant was stationed at the train station to make a note of everyone both disembarking and 

passing through. He could also decide whether to allow passengers to get off the train, or 

whether to send them back to Beira, depending on whether both their papers and their reasons for 

entering the territory appeared legitimate.83  

Many were given the label “undesirable immigrant,” a term characterized by a “state of 
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destitution” or the appearance of not having the ability to pass the language test, setting a 

precedent for future immigration legislation that would deny entry on grounds of economics, 

education, and what would become known in vernacular and legal terms as a suitable “way of 

life.”84 Knowledge of a “European” language was necessary – while authorities debated whether 

Eastern European languages counted as valid, there was no question that knowledge of Hindi and 

Gujarati were not sufficient for entry.85 If they were allowed off the train, their second point of 

encounter with officialdom was with the immigration officer, the guardian of a border that was 

not fully consolidated and yet who could control who would be given – and who would be 

denied – entry. They were then subject to a medical examination as well as a language test. In 

some cases their fingerprints would be taken, in others not, depending on the resources available 

at each immigration office. In 1914, 176 people were turned away at the borders, including 

Umtali and Bulawayo: 37 for “illiteracy,” 47 for “indigency,” 21 for being “undesirables,” 9 for 

being “immoral persons,” 49 for being “criminals,” one for being an “insane person,” eight for 

being “diseased persons,” and two for being “prohibited immigrants” who had attempted to re-

enter. 121 of those denied entry were “Asiatic;” the rest were Afrikaners, or “S.A. Dutch,” 

entering from the southern border.86 Rather than there being a strict definition of a “desirable” 

migrant, the definition of those who followed the right “way of life” was instead constructed 

through a process of elimination of undesirable characteristics.  

In 1907, one of these “undesirables,” Babulal Nathoobhai Patel, met Bhimjee Naik. 

Elements of the story his son later recounted were wildly implausible; whatever the exact 

circumstances of their meeting were, however, Babulal went on to become one of Bhimjee’s 

 
84 Sergeant’s report at Umtali Station on 27 March 1905, Registers of Immigrants entering Territory via Umtali, 
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longest-serving employees. Babulal was only seventeen years old, and had traveled from the 

town of Dharmaj in Gujarat entirely on his own. His family had only known of one other person 

who had left for Africa, and who had ended up in Natal. In Beira, alone and not knowing anyone 

else, he allegedly met Bhimjee, who by this time had set up several trading stores along the 

railway line from Beira to Salisbury. Bhimjee was renowned in several of these pioneer 

narratives for aiding travelers through the immigration process at the border to Southern 

Rhodesia, guiding them through the immigration test, which included helping those who did not 

speak English to fudge their way through the literacy exam. He seemed to have connections at 

the immigration office, operating as a fixer of sorts. The price for his aid was usually 

employment in one of his general trading businesses. At this stage, however, Babulal apparently 

had no idea what was happening around him. Offering to help Babulal get to Southern Rhodesia, 

Bhimjee asked him what his qualifications were. He asked Babulal to show him his signature: it 

was an excellent signature, in “longhand, beautiful writing.” That was the extent of his ability to 

write in English, however. Bhimjee, explaining that the written test required that the applicant 

write a paragraph about why he wanted to come to Southern Rhodesia, wrote out an answer for 

Babulal. Leaving him for a month, he instructed him to practice copying out the paragraph, word 

for word, letter for letter. Babulal, not understanding a word of what he was writing, kept at it, 

writing it out six or seven times a day until Bhimjee returned. Upon his return, Bhimjee took 

Babulal to the immigration office, instructing him not to speak a word unless asked. He was told 

to recite his name, “Babulal Nathoobhai Patel,” and nothing else. At the office, however, the 

officer barraged him with questions. Remaining silent, he allowed Bhimjee to speak for him, 

who explained to the officer that Babulal had “just come off the boat” and was suffering from a 

bad bout of “seasickness,” miles and weeks away from his actual oceanic crossing. The officer 
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agreed to skip ahead to the written test. As soon as he was given the paper, Babulal started 

writing. The immigration officer stood watching speechless. “This is the first time I’ve seen an 

Indian who’s written so fluently,” the officer allegedly told Bhimjee. “Take him with you.” And 

so Babulal left the immigration office with permission to stay, and accompanied Bhimjee to 

Salisbury to work for him. It would be the beginning of a lifelong partnership.87  

These networks of kinship and partnership continued to be consolidated through the 

immigration of friends, relatives, and workers. As the first “pioneers” set roots as market 

gardeners on white farms, traders of general goods, owners of eating houses for African 

customers, and laundrymen for white residents on the outskirts of township settlements, they 

used these networks to expand their businesses. Caste and direct family relations were invoked 

more in the settlement process than in the migration passage through ideas about traditional caste 

groups, who claimed association with particular forms of labor. Those who ran their own 

businesses began to make formal requests to immigration authorities to bring in more of their 

“own people,” leading to colonial constructions of Indians as migrants who “cheated” the system 

by fabricating familial relations by recalling archaic and outdated forms of caste kinship in order 

to increase their numbers. Some groups claimed dhobi affiliations in taking on laundry work, 

while dharjis and mochis worked as tailors and shoemakers, taking on the professions with 

which their respective jatis were associated in the urban areas of Gujarat. In 1909, a group of 

“Indian Dhobies” requested “permission to introduce Asiatic assistants” of their own caste 

articulated in a petition penned by the one and only Bhimjee Naik. They were unlikely to pass 

the language test, but had already entered Beira, and Bhimjee sought special permission to allow 

them to enter the territory regardless. Bhimjee, who did not identify as dhobi, also requested 
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permission to bring in a cook for “High Caste Hindooes” in the colony, making the argument 

that he and his compatriots could not eat food prepared by someone from a different caste, 

deploying colonial notions of caste that would later be used to justify marriages with women 

from outside the colony in order to subvert immigration restrictions.88 His request to allow them 

to skip the education test was eventually denied, but further groups continued to request 

permission to allow more workers to enter to assist in the growth of their businesses. In 1912, 

Ranchod Naron, Valabh Fakir, Prag Kesav, and Nursi Premji requested permission to bring in 21 

assistants for their laundry business, stating that they were prepared to send the men back after a 

contract period of three years.89 Other men traveled in smaller numbers, eventually joining 

family members and becoming store assistants to older relatives, a rite of passage of experience 

as well as a means of saving up funds required to become a full partner or leave the nest to set up 

their own trading stand.  

Denials of applications for entry did not necessarily mean return to India, solidifying 

colonial claims that Indians were not law-abiding citizens. In the first years of BSAC 

administration, immigration restrictions were gradually imposed in stages, allowing individuals 

to slip through the cracks in the absence of comprehensive legislation. The fluidity of the borders 

in those early days of the colony was replicated in the fluidity of the regulations controlling 

immigration to the territory, both by the guardians of the border as well as those trying to make 

their way through it.  Many men like Babulal attempted to enter on false grounds. Their tactics 

ranged from age manipulation, either by minors who aged themselves up in order to be allowed 

to enter on their own, or by older men who aged themselves down so they could accompany 

 
88 Correspondence between Bhimjee R. Naik and the Administrator of the BSAC, November 1909, NAZ A3/14/4.  
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relatives or friends as minor “sons,” to the generation of false names to match illegally obtained 

travel documents. Mohammed Bhikha, known today as the first Muslim to enter Southern 

Rhodesia in 1904, was initially turned away at the immigration office in Umtali because he could 

not speak English; he had to walk back on foot to Mozambique and wait for the “next lot of 

people trying to enter Rhodesia,” who took him with them and told him not to “utter one single 

word,” somehow bringing him in with them under guise of the rest of the group.90 At the post of 

Lourenco Marques, five Indian minors who had previously been denied permission to travel on 

to the Union of South Africa returned with new names, and more astoundingly, new “fathers,” 

having spent months living in Indian hotels in the town waiting for new passengers to disembark 

from the ships who could be persuaded to bring in the previously “prohibited” immigrants in as 

their “sons.”91 

Bribes became another way for those prohibited entry to attempt to enter the territory by 

more insidious means, the price ranging from four to twenty pounds in order for new names to be 

given to those previously rejected.92 In 1912, a “laundryman” by the name of Keshaw Rama was 

alleged to have bribed an immigration officer through an Indian interpreter by the name of Jaffer 

Khamisa to “assist him in entering the Territory well knowing that he was a Prohibited 

Immigrant, he, Rama, being unable to read and write in any European language.”93 In a long-

winding and confusing statement of defense translated from Gujarati to English by the 

immigration office, Rama said that he had met Khamisa, who owned a trading stand in Southern 
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Rhodesia, on the train to Umtali. During the journey, Khamisa offered to lend Rama eleven 

pounds to pay the immigration officer, saying that if he did not pay the money, he would not be 

allowed to travel to Salisbury. At the immigration office, Khamisa served as an “interpreter” for 

Rama. Rama, who claimed he did not know what had happened in the immigration office, went 

to Khamisa’s store a few days later to pay back the eleven pounds. Khamisa was later arrested, 

accused of bribing the immigration officer to let Rama in, while Rama at the time heard that he 

had taken “money from people coming through,” paying some of it at the immigration office and 

keeping a cut for himself.94 Rama’s case reveals an intricate network of bribery, run by Indian 

fixers like Khamisa and Bhimjee Naik as intermediaries that would later complicate immigrants’ 

applications for permanent residence in the colony as ideal residents who would follow a moral 

and law abiding “way of life.”  

These stories of these “undesirables,” of men like Bhimjee and Babulal, and the process 

by which they were able to circumvent the immigration process, would become a key part of the 

construction of the boundaries of whiteness of settler society in Southern Rhodesia. Their 

presence was a reminder that the borders were fluid, and needed to be fixed. In 1895, the 

territory was officially named Rhodesia; a name white settlers had been using for the territory 

since around 1891, a homage to Cecil John Rhodes who had been so captivated by his vision of 

British expansion in southern Africa that he had chosen the Matopo Hills in Matabeleland as his 

final resting place. For the first British settlers to the territory, Rhodes’ vision of settlement was 

the foundation of the boundaries of what the imagined land of Rhodes should look like, and who 

should live in it. White administrators and settlers used different labels as self-identification of 

the “right” kind of immigrant, fluid terms which were adjusted according to whether they were 

 
94 Keshaw Rama, statement interpreted from Gujarati to English before an immigration officer on 10 July 1916, 
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trying to keep out fellow whites or other non-white populations. While the term “white” was 

never used, various other words such as “British,” “European,” or “Anglo-Saxon” were evoked 

as descriptors conveying local, regional, or transnational forms of solidarity with other white 

populations. “Whiteness” as a race was not clearly defined, and legislation did not bother to 

define the term “European,” assuming that that membership in this category was self-evident. 

Instead, the boundaries of whiteness were malleable and constantly changing according to the 

conflict at hand, whether economic competition or for purposes of socialization. At the heart of a 

“Rhodesian” identity, at this stage not articulated as such, was a sense of “Britishness” or 

“Englishness” that defined the core of the settler community. Beyond that vague definition, 

however, “undesirable” migrants were given characteristics that suggested more of what a proper 

“way of life” was not more than it actually was.  

The continued migration of “undesirables” who constantly contravened the boundaries 

set up by the BSAC was both a threat and critical to this construction of a territory based on 

ideals of white, British civilization. After the infamous Rudd Concession of 1888 and the 

uprisings in Mashonaland and Matabeleland, the BSAC settled down towards creating a legal 

framework that would secure the legitimacy of the colony against both internal resistance and the 

entrance of external elements from the rest of the Empire. The “most significant feature” of the 

creation of the Southern Rhodesian state, according to legal historian Claire Palley, was the 

presence of “a considerable portion of immigrant races which created problems calling for 

additional constitutional mechanisms.”95 In these early years of settlement, British-born settlers 

were a minority compared to the combination of settler population groups of Indians, Greeks, 

Jews, and Afrikaners. In 1907, of the entire European population of 1,689 residents, seven per 
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cent were noted as having a birthplace in a European country other than Britain, while 11.5 per 

cent came from the Transvaal and the Orange River Colony.96 These “immigrant races” became 

central to the creation of legislation that aimed to keep the territory “white,” and further, the right 

kind of white.  

The Southern Rhodesian state was thus founded on a “fear of the foreigner” for 

competition over economic opportunities, articulated through language of destitution, 

immorality, and criminality with which non-English migrants were associated.97 With the 

growing influence of white settlers rather than temporary company administrators in legislative 

bodies, the BSAC worked to ensure the “right” kind of immigration to the territory, based on 

settler standards of desirability – respectability, morality, acceptable behavior, education, a 

certain level of economic stability – but above all, English origins.98 Evoking their conceptions 

of Rhodes’ ideology of civilization, the growing representative body of elected white settler 

officials to the Legislative Council conflated economics and culture as a way of measuring the 

suitability of prospective migrants to Rhodes’ dream of a land of “civilized” men south of the 

Zambezi. “The main body of settlers in Rhodesia should be of English origin,” concluded a 

BSAC-sponsored report on land settlement; by no means should a potential settler be the “oaf of 

the caricaturists, but a highly civilised individual with all the abilities and tastes and habits and 

ambitions of an Englishmen.”99  The most important factor for understanding the history of 

Rhodesia and the parameters of acceptability for integration into white society, Barry Kosmin 
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57 
 

argues, was the “once proud boast that it was ‘a British colony.’”100 The goal was to encourage 

the settlement of “rich British settlers of social standing…due to the desire to develop the 

territory as a plantation colony using India and Kenya as models.”101  

Historical narratives of immigration to white settler colonies suggest that origins, rather 

than race strictly defined as a primordial identity, were the determining factor when it came to 

immigration restrictions. While Indians were the primary target of conditions of “undesirability” 

of immigration legislation, “white undesirability” was another concern of the settlers who 

claimed “British stock” or “cultural extraction,” primarily against “economically poor” groups of 

Italians, Greeks, and Portuguese.102 Select ethnic groups of Europeans and whites were 

characterized at the time as separate races altogether, disparaged as civilizationally inferior, with 

Afrikaners in particular characterized as “an inferior breed” of white “whose culture was way 

beneath their own.”103 Greeks, Portuguese, and Italians were castigated for being the “principal 

offenders” when it came to the “habit of cohabiting with native women,” and so family units 

were encouraged to migrate together, rather than “single alien men” who risked breaching the 

parameters of what was considered respectable behavior when it came to miscegenation.104 In 

other words, “ethnicity,” as well as race, “determined social ranking” when it came to white 

immigration.105  

This equivocation of origins with race, ethnicity, nationality, and economics was not 

automatic, however, and was instead deliberately constructed and enforced by the white settler 
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administration as part of its specific anti-Asian agenda in consolidating the boundaries of 

whiteness, part of a transnational consolidation of boundaries of whiteness against Asian 

mobility. In 1923, the Supreme Court in South Africa was still debating the terms under which 

someone could be declared a prohibited immigrant to the dominion. Legislation restricting 

immigration to the Union was, at that time, ultimately based “on economic grounds or on 

account of standard or habits of life.” The judge ruling in an immigration case attempted to 

define those “economic grounds” for a case that involved a notice of restriction published by the 

South African government against Asiatic immigrants. He ultimately saw those terms as being 

incompatible with Union legislation. He determined that the notice was primarily racially-based, 

rather than on economic grounds, in attempting to exclude ‘Asiatics’ as a whole, “because the 

economic attributes of members of the same race may vary infinitely, while the economic 

attributes of men of different races may be identical.”106 In essence – this particular judge argued 

that racial origins and economic backgrounds were not one and the same thing. 

But in Southern Rhodesia, the two concepts were conflated when it came to Indian 

mobility, cast as unsuitability on grounds of origins rather than race. Even if not explicit, 

“undesirability” was by this stage firmly associated with racial characteristics, and vague ideas 

about how non-white populations lived according to colonial conceptions of non-white traditions 

and customs relating to religion, marriage, diet, clothing, language, and illiteracy. Indians, along 

with Coloureds and Africans, were associated with the spread of disease, in contrast to Afrikaner 

and Greek communities, who had by the 1920s made sure to physically and socially distance 

themselves from their African customers and laborers, able to live amongst British whites away 
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from their place of business, while Indians typically lived behind or above their trading stands.107 

In 1918, during an influenza epidemic, Indians were restricted along with Coloureds and 

Africans from traveling by train in order to prevent the spread of the disease. The Administrator 

had ordered the restriction on the basis “that it was necessary to take prompt steps to suspend all 

intercourse and trade among natives for the present,” and “British Indians are almost exclusively 

engaged in the country in trading with natives.”108 Restrictions based on both race and “way of 

life” here intersected once again; rather than being mutually incompatible, they were used 

simultaneously and actively to reinforce the categorization and restriction in mobility of certain 

groups of people.  

While the settler government limited migration of “undesirable whites” to annual quotas 

as part of participation in the resettlement of war refugees after both World Wars, it made moves 

to restrict and significantly reduce the flow of Indian migration altogether as Greeks and Jews 

became “acculturated to the European norm set by the British” with further generations being 

born in Southern Rhodesia, rather than coming from outside the country.109 As they acquired 

more wealth, Greek and Jewish trading communities were able to purchase property in white 

neighborhoods, and engage in developing commercial activity as industrialists and specialty 

traders. Indians, on the other hand, were mostly confined to general trading activities, their 

associations with unhygienic living standards and their African customers suggesting that they 

would always be designated as colonized others rather than aspiring middle class whites. Further, 

while white immigration was classified according to stereotypes associated with ethnicity, all 

Asian immigration was labeled early on as being “undesirable,” with class and ethnic differences 
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subsumed under one prohibited racial category. The Asiatics Ordinance of 1908 was the first 

piece of legislation to target a specific migrant population on its own. Based on similar 

legislation in the Transvaal, the object of the ordinance was “to restrict the Immigration of 

Asiatics into this Territory, and to provide for the Registration of such Asiatics as are already 

resident therein.”110 “Asiatic” here was defined as “any person belonging to the any of the native 

races of Asia, including the so-called Coolies, Arabs, Malays, and Mohammedan subjects of the 

Turkish dominions, not being a Malay born and resident in any British Colony or Possession in 

South Africa,” as well as a small population of migrants from China and Japan.111 All “Asiatic” 

residents over the age of 16 were required to carry a Registration Certificate issued by the 

Registrar of Asiatics, and anyone who left the country for a continuous period of more than three 

years would lose their residence based on the assumption that they were not returning; this was 

significant for those men who traveled back to India for long stretches of time to get married and 

begin their families before returning to the colony. It was the first piece of legislation to directly 

target Indian migrants, and the first to define them within the confines of their own separate 

racial category and provide for control over both their movement and the terms of their 

residence. The ordinance “came as a severe shock to the Indian community. It was now not a 

question of challenging the rigid application of the overtly non-racial language and employment 

tests but of confronting legislation that was explicitly anti-Indian in content. The criteria for 

entry and residence were no longer based on educational and economic qualifications applicable 

to all, but on racial considerations,” even if race was not articulated as an explicit characteristic 

of undesirability.112  
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At this stage, Rhodesia, Natal, and the Cape Colony were following similar legislative 

trajectories. Southern Rhodesia’s first formal constitution was drafted in 1899, and literally 

copied various pieces of legislation directly from that of the British territories further south; 

Rhodesia was meant to be, in many ways, a shadow colony of the Cape. In the following years of 

settlement, many within the administrative framework of the BSAC assumed that Southern 

Rhodesia, when its “development” was “suitably advanced,” would “take its rightful place as a 

member of” the British South African territories after the Anglo-Boer War of 1902.113 Southern 

Rhodesia was thrown open to white settlement, and these settlers were then in turn given 

considerable administrative and legislative powers, including a franchise that, while on the 

surface was non-racial, ensured “a predominantly European electorate” which “operated to 

preclude Great Britain from modifying her policy in Southern Rhodesia and subsequently 

treating it as a territory inhabited mainly by Africans whose interests should be paramount and to 

whom British power should be transferred.” However, Southern Rhodesia was never designated 

an official ‘white colony’ by the British government itself, with the settler government taking its 

own initiative to attract mass white settlement, and until 1965, Britain “retained a considerable 

deal of control in order to protect the African population” – including imperial power of 

disallowance when it came to discriminatory pieces of legislation.114 Unlike the Union of South 

Africa, which was eventually granted dominion status, Rhodesia’s legislation was subject to 

direct intervention.  

Citizens of the Crown: Mobility in the Empire 

Bhimjee Naik’s businesses eventually expanded across the railway line from Beira to 
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Salisbury. He was the first recorded Indian to obtain a trading license from the BSAC in Umtali 

in 1898.115 But his expansion, and the growing presence of men like him, met with the resistance 

of white Rhodesians. Rhetoric against “Banyan traders” was deep-rooted, particularly by early 

local councils and authorities. Before there was even a significant number of Indians in the 

territory, the Bulawayo Chamber of Commerce issued a resolution in 1895 stating that “Banyans 

were of no good to the community,” while the Bulawayo Chronicle, when reporting on the 

resolution, further added that the Indian was not “an ornamental or beneficial member of the 

community…he undersold his white counterpart in business, hoarded money and sent it to India, 

spent nothing in the country in which he had made his wealth and made no contribution to the 

strength of the state. The Indian’s proportion of taxes was small and he lived on next to nothing, 

claiming that Indians were imperfectly rooted in the colony; their real “home” was seen as 

elsewhere.”116 In December 1898, at a meeting of the Umtali Sanitary Board, white residents of 

the town raised the issue of the outbreak of bubonic plague that was taking place at Delagoa Bay. 

A resolution was passed to address the administration of the BSAC that “measures be taken to 

prevent the influx of Banyans into this District in the event of the outbreak of the plague of 

Beira,” the port of entry for those migrating from India to Southern Rhodesia.117 

BSAC officials thought that was the end of the matter for the time being, but in the new 

year, an Inspector Birch from the police force in Umtali received information that “a scheme had 

been organized” by a group of white townsmen “to raid the Banyan stores that evening, to load 

up their goods into wagons and to transport both Banyans and goods across the Portuguese 
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border.” The next day, on January 4, 1899, at nine o’clock in the evening, a mob of about 150 

men “gathered in the vicinity of the Banyan store at the North end of the town with the object of 

carrying out their scheme,” taking with them a wagon and “a span of oxen.” They demanded 

admission to the store, and when that was denied, “burst open the doors, made their way in, 

handled the Banyans very roughly, and threw their goods about.” Several stores were attacked 

that night, including Bhimjee’s. Inspector Birch, along with twenty-four other men, arrived at the 

scene. “Seeing that the force at his disposal was quite inadequate to maintain the peace in case of 

violence by this determined mob, he promised them that no names would be disclosed if they 

would disperse quietly and peaceably.” After conferring with one another, the mob eventually 

left, threatening to return if the “Banyans” did not leave by the following morning. The next 

morning, Inspector Birch and G.O. Robertson, the acting resident magistrate, returned to the 

Indian trading area. There, in the light of day, they found the “ring-leaders” of the mob, who 

were identified as police officers and justices of the peace. Robertson reported that they 

“informed these men that their instructions were to protect the Banyans, and that if violence was 

used in trying to clear them out it would be resisted by force.”118 The men dispersed, but initially 

resisted orders to turn in their arms. A few days later, the leaders of the mob resigned their posts, 

stating that they could not “support the Government’s present policy on the Banyan question.”119 

They argued that they were “at one with the sentiment of the majority of residents here viz, that 

[they] wish this to be an European community where trade, employee or artisan can earn a living 

and hope to find employment for his children in the future.”120 The incident revealed the early 
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fractures in the colonial project of Southern Rhodesia through the divergence between the 

officials of the BSAC and the resident white settlers, with the former standing in the way of the 

more racist ideologies and violent tactics of the latter. By 1923, with the attainment of self-

governance, it was the influence of the settlers that led to the total restriction of new adult male 

Indians, while company officials retreated back to London and to a more distant and haphazard 

enforcement of colonial policies of “non-discrimination.”  

In the official report of the incident, Bhimjee Naik was a footnote to the violence. In the 

stories told by his fellow migrants and their children in the years that followed, he was front and 

center of the narrative as the champion of Indian rights. Natu Patel, who ended up working for 

Bhimjee at his store in Salisbury, recollected the incident as told to him by Bhimjee almost 

seventy years later. In his version, Bhimjee’s success attracted the ire of the European settlers; 

“the European population was Dutch type, they saw a coolie had started business, said he has no 

right to be here, they thought.” In this version of the tale, only fifteen to twenty men came with 

an ox wagon, telling him to “pack up and go back to Portuguese territory.” While both British 

and Afrikaner communities in Umtali were united in their hostility against Indians, it was the 

latter who were cast as the true villains in appeals to the British colonial administration and 

government in London for Indian claims to belonging within the context of a British colonial 

society. Bhimjee, fearing their threats, wrote notes to the magistrate and Inspector Birch, who 

then arrived on the scene. In this telling, the respect they had for him was the reason they came, 

rather than having heard about the threats of an attack themselves two days before. After 

dispersing the mob, according to Natu, two African constables were assigned to protect 

Bhimjee’s two huts.  

The legends surrounding Bhimjee took on an even grander quality. He allegedly wrote a 
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letter to Queen Victoria asking that the British South Africa Company grant his initial license. 

Allegedly, she in turn replied personally to him as well as to the Dominions Office “saying 

Indians must be protected and given equal rights.”121 In other versions of the story, he sent the 

Queen a telegram after his store was attacked by the same notorious group of European settlers. 

Thereafter, the story goes, he was provided with mounted police as protection.122 In a version of 

the tale that cannot be corroborated, Mahatma Gandhi took the issue of white refusal to grant 

Indian trading licenses to the House of Commons, and “it was ultimately decided that the 

Indians, as British subjects, could not be refused a license.”123 As further generations were born, 

these stories would be passed along, meant to symbolize the struggles and bravery of the early 

“pioneers” as they too, like their European counterparts, attempted to justify their presence in the 

new colony by claiming that the British government supported their settlement that local whites 

opposed so vehemently. His story would come to define those of the men who came after him; 

his refusal to back down and standing up for his rights making space for other Indians to find a 

place and a trade of their own. While no evidence has been found to back these stories, many of 

his other documented letters detail his complaints about discrimination, or requests for migration 

and licensing rights on behalf of the fellow Indian men who were slowly starting to make their 

way to the territory. In 1908, Naik penned a petition on behalf of 182 other Indian residents to 

the Secretary of State for the Colonies in London regarding the Asiatics Ordinance.124 Objecting 

to the new legislation, the petitioners “humbly venture[d]” to remind the Secretary that 

“Southern Rhodesia being under Crown Administration, the Imperial Government are directly, 

 
121 N.J. Patel, interview.  
122 J.B. Patel, interview.  
123 The South African Indian Who’s Who, 281.  
124 Petition of the British Indian population of Southern Rhodesia to the Secretary of State for the Colonies, London 
on 10 July 1908, NAUK DO 119/523. Copy of the Asiatics Ordinance 1908 located in Minutes of the Proceedings 
of the Legislative Council and Ordinances, NAZ.  



66 
 

as well as ultimately, responsible for the preservation of the liberties of British Indians subjects 

of the Crown resident therein.”125 While acknowledging Indian dissent, however, the British 

Resident Commissioner initially assented to the passing of the ordinance.126 

From 1923 onwards, Southern Rhodesia was a self-governing colony, a standing just 

short of dominion status. Throughout this period, London remained in control of the colony’s 

external affairs, and all legislation was subject to approval from the United Kingdom 

Government and the Queen – and contestation by the colonial Indian government in Delhi. 

Before 1947, the Government of India was critical in negotiating with the United Kingdom to 

limit legislation that openly discriminated against Indians in Southern Rhodesia, arguing that the 

rights of mobility and citizenship of Indians overseas as British subjects were applicable even 

outside the subcontinent. It was here that Indians themselves contributed another layer of 

meaning to the complex identity politics that defined them as a specific category within the 

colony’s somewhat shifting horizontal trajectory of a complex racial “hierarchy,” arguing for 

their rights as British subjects within the wider imperial world, rather than as non-white 

colonized people within a specific colonial territory. While not explicit, Indians thus cast their 

cause as one that populations such as Afrikaners and Greeks, without colonial origins or 

membership within a wider British community, could not similarly claim.  

In addition to mediating political developments in the rest of the colonial world, India 

also served as an ideological center of Empire, highlighted as an imperial origin in pioneer 

narratives. But Southern Rhodesian authorities countered Indian language highlighting imperial 

subjecthood by asserting their right to determine the composition of the colony’s population 
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based on a Western way of life and standards of civilization. The development of this rhetoric on 

an international platform was a direct response to the challenge to migration restrictions mounted 

by “British Indians” moving across the colonial world. These restrictions and their constituting 

legislation demonstrated that Rhodesia’s constitution was not simply a regional copy of the 

Union of South Africa’s, but was part of a larger “global color line” in the British settler colonial 

world.127 The idea of “unassimilable” and “undesirable” migrants was a central one across the 

imperial realm, a threat to the preservation of an Anglo-Saxon culture and race. Indian mobility 

in the colonial world and the threat it posed to this order was thus central to the construction of 

these projects of white settlement and civilization.  

In 1922, Southern Rhodesia’s white electorate rejected Jan Smuts’ proposal for the 

region’s annexation by South Africa, leaving it as a crown colony with responsible government 

after the BSAC was expropriated by the British Government.128 That narrative accounts for the 

physical and literal founding of the Rhodesian state; the Rhodesian nation in turn “had a national 

imagery and sense of purpose constituted with images and ideas” based on the “mantle of the 

pioneers.”129 But that founding was in many ways based on a myth; as Luise White points out, 

the nature of the white population was constantly shifting due to both immigration and 

emigration, with only fifteen of the seven hundred original pioneers still living in the country in 

1924.130 Indian “pioneers,” on the other hand, stayed in the country, had families, and settled, 

with many families today in Zimbabwe able to trace back a direct genealogy to a “founding 

member” of the family who arrived with the first generations of white settlers. As a result, they 
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had more at stake in guaranteeing their rights within the colony than some of the transient 

European settlers did, with this stability and permanence reflected in the strength of their 

migration networks and their ability to trace their origin narratives to a particular founder, or 

“pioneer.” 

It was within this context that the first generation of Indian migrants to Southern 

Rhodesia began to construct their own distinctiveness as “British Indians,” subjects of the British 

Empire who had the right to move and settle within the imperial framework and be granted the 

same rights that the nationalist movement in India was beginning to press for on the 

subcontinent. In their letters and petitions, they self-identified as British subjects and Rhodesian 

residents, first and foremost. Their colonial origins, highlighted by the pioneer narratives, were 

central to this identification. In 1948, the same D.M. Desai whose uncle’s slap had prompted his 

migration, wrote in a self-published history of the Indian community: 

…the Asian community in Rhodesia stands in the same relationship to their Mother 
Country of India as do those members of the British community who left their Mother 
Country of Great Britain to make their new homes in Rhodesia…But at the same time, 
they are all good Rhodesians and the building of a great and prosperous land has been, 
and still is, their life work.  
 

Here, pioneer narratives collided with colonial mobility in Desai’s self-declared desire for 

Indians to be treated on par with Europeans as imperial citizens.131 Both Indian and African 

political organizations initially sought accommodation within the colonial system, rather than to 

overthrow it. At the same time, because of their subcontinental origins, Indians realized they 

could make claims based on origins and subcontinental Indian nationalist claims for citizenship 

that Africans could not.132 Imperial citizenship was not a strictly defined legal category, but a 
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distinction that instead “remained a matter of debate, aspiration, and identification.”133 Within 

this ambiguity, while complaints by both individuals and associations often concerned minor 

cases of discrimination, they spoke to the larger issue of the claiming of rights by subjects of the 

Empire when they entered and lived in other imperial spaces.  

The British Indian Association was the first formal institution created by the Indian 

residents of Salisbury to claim these rights. Natu Patel recalled the first meetings that were held, 

led once again by Bhimjee Naik. The exact year of formation is unclear, but their letters to both 

Company administration and London began as early as 1908, with the imminent implementation 

of the Asiatics Ordinance. As part of their campaign against the act, representatives of the 

association met with the Colonial Administrator, articulating their protest in a petition penned by 

Bhimjee Naik. With the implementation of general immigration regulations in 1914 whose 

standards for entry still kept many Indians from being able to enter the colony, the organization 

sent a delegation to meet with the Resident Commissioner for Southern Rhodesia the following 

year to request that Indians not be subject to fingerprinting on trips back to India.134 In 1916, the 

Umtali, Bulawayo, Gwelo, and Salisbury branches of the British Association each sent a petition 

to the Administrator, protesting the denial of marriage certificates based on Hindu and Muslim 

rites, difficulties in engaging laborers from India, bureaucratic problems of the Portuguese 

authorities, and the struggles of obtaining trading licenses.135 

Central to both the pioneer narratives and ensuing claims of rights of mobility and 

residence were their cultural origins and colonial birthright. African conceptions of Indian 

settlers highlighted Indians’ “embracing of their unique identity and their cultures” in their 
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engagement with the “empire citizenship question.”136 The history of indentured labor from 

India, followed in its wake by a chain of voluntary migration across the Indian Ocean, created a 

labor migration network that extended beyond the confines of the African continent, giving India 

precedence in the Empire not only for its economic and political value, but for its imaginative 

and ideological significance as a center from which both people and policy would radiate. The 

goal of Indian-generated petitions and letters was to reach the attention of the India Office, which 

took on a primary role within the administrative machine of Empire, albeit one in the shadows 

and background of the larger colonial vision in Africa. The India Office, which was responsible 

for the coordination of the activities of the British Raj from London, took a particularly critical 

stance when it came to the implementation of immigration regulations, which would threaten the 

concept of Commonwealth by preventing Indian mobility.  The Asiatics Ordinance was doomed 

from the start. While the settler parliament passed the act, the Colonial Office in London 

essentially canceled it by a policy known as the “imperial power of disallowance” after pressure 

from the Indian government.137 The cancelation of the ordinance was an early marker in what 

would be the start of constant tension between colonial policy to prevent overtly discriminatory 

legislation, and the desires of white representatives on the ground, who faced pressure from their 

constituents to solve the “Indian problem.”  At the same time, Indian officials objected to the 

importation of recruited labor after the abolition of the indentured labor system. They 

encouraged Indian mobility, but not as part of a coordinated scheme, and plans to import Asian 

labor failed after the interjection of the India Office. In 1903, the recruitment of Asian labor was 

proposed, based on the assumption that Southern Rhodesia would eventually join the Union; 
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“Asiatic” labor had been vital in the development of capital and mining efforts on the Rand. 

BSAC administrators in Southern Rhodesia went one step further than their counterparts in the 

Transvaal, believing that the settlement of communities of Indians, rather than Chinese, was 

required; specifically, those with experience of working on irrigated land.138 The BSAC 

administration, unlike the settler population, believed that Indian workers could have a beneficial 

role in the colony; they could supply African customers in areas that European traders did not 

wish to settle, and would take payment for their goods in exportable produce.139 But plans for the 

formal settlement of Asian laborers and communities never came to fruition, and one of the 

reasons was due to the Government of India denying requests for the importation of Indian labor 

en masse into the colony to work on mines and farms until a representative had assessed the 

conditions of those who were already working under the mining system in the Transvaal.140 

This larger context – of reliance on interference from both London and Delhi – revealed 

the inherent tension that existed in pioneer narratives which claimed both subcontinental origins 

as well as settlement rights. Indians saw themselves as British subjects first, rather than as 

prospective citizens of a particular African territory. The experience of being a British subject in 

one part of the colonial world, articulated in the writings of elites such as Naik and Desai, gave 

them rights as imperial citizens in another.141 But the distinction between white and non-white 
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formed part of the Raj state of Bombay, was also governed in some areas by separate princely states, complicating 
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colonial citizens in an African context began several decades earlier. Within the context of 

imperial citizenship, Indians were gradually “foreignized” and categorized as a separate group. 

In the colony’s first census in 1897, Asians were grouped in with the European population, 

eventually tabulated as a separate racial group in 1911, then numbering 870 as compared to the 

white settler population of 23,606, out of a total population of 771,077.142 By 1921, Asiatics 

numbered 1,250.143 The 1921 census requested birthplace information; after 1923, residents were 

required to list their “nationality” as well, an even messier category than considerations of racial 

and ethnic identity in the territory. In the 1926 Asiatic schedules of the census, Indians self-

identified as either “British Indian” or “British Protected Persons” when asked for their 

nationality; those who reported themselves as “British” were corrected by the census collector 

with the notation “British Indian,” or “British I.”144 As a protectorate, Southern Rhodesia had no 

separate citizenship of its own; migrants to the colony therefore technically retained their status 

as British subjects even outside of India. Legally, there was no such status as “British Indian,” 

but it is clear that the racialized distinctions that would later be given between those of British 

“origin” and those born in the colonies were already beginning to form through the classification 

of Southern Rhodesia’s population.  

It was within this framework that debates over the “rights” of Indian migrants occurred. 

“The transnational dimension” of political agitation by Indians abroad here was part of a larger 

 
the notion of colonial belonging for Gujarati migrants, who continued to make up the majority of Indian migrants to 
Southern Rhodesia. Under the administration of the British South Africa Company, Southern Rhodesia was 
governed as a protectorate. Until 1948, no concept of a separate nationality of citizenship existed for the United 
Kingdom and Ireland, with British nationality being defined under the nexus of British subjecthood. In other words, 
the creation of a composite nationalist distinction between citizens of the United Kingdom and citizens of the British 
colonies did not happen until after Indian and Pakistani independence.  
142 Southern Rhodesia Government Census 1911, NAZ C5 11/1-2.  
143 Southern Rhodesia Government Census 1921, NAZ C6/1.  
144 Non-British white residents listed their country of origin as their nationality, unable to make the same claims to 
Britishness that Indians could.  
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experience defined by being “colonized subjects” in both India and Africa.145 Were they British 

subjects, due the same rights of representation they were demanding in India under colonial rule 

in their new African homes? Or were they still ultimately colonized subjects, subject to the 

restrictions given to “natives” of the African continent, barred from voting rights and 

administrative representation unless they owned property? In response to these larger claims of 

belonging across the colonial world, the white settler nations of the imperial world constructed 

racialized constructs of imperial belonging as a means of excluding non-white populations from 

their idealized notions of colonial statehood. The Imperial Conference of 1918, part of the 

periodic gatherings of the leaders of self-governing colonies and dominions of the British Empire 

held between 1887 and 1934, explicitly addressed questions of migration within the Empire, 

including to Southern Rhodesia and South Africa. While the resolutions of the conference did 

not translate to the force of law, the goal was to institute imperial unity through the creation of 

similar policies across each country. In setting a policy of reciprocity of treatment between India 

and the rest of the dominions, it was decided that each government belonging to the British 

Commonwealth “should enjoy complete control of the composition of its own population by 

means of restriction on immigration from any of the other communities,” and be allowed to 

determine the composition of its own population according to the political and social ideals that 

determined the compatibility of immigrants with the rest of the population’s “mode of life.”146 

The Southern Rhodesian government consistently referred back to the decisions made at 

this conference over the next few years in response to challenges to immigration restrictions, 

 
145 Sana Aiyar, “Anticolonial Homelands across the Indian Ocean: The Politics of the Indian Diaspora in Kenya, ca. 
1930-1950,” The American Historical Review 116, no. 4 (2011): 994-995.  
146 Minutes of proceedings and papers laid before the Conference presented to Parliament by Command of His 
Majesty regarding Reciprocity of Treatment between India and the Dominions, Lloyd George Papers, Parliamentary 
Archives of the United Kingdom, London (hereafter referred to as PAUK), LG/F/117/2 Cd 9177. 
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contending that immigration restrictions were technically based on questions of qualification 

(education and income, in particular) rather than of race.147 In other words, they had the right to 

protect the way of life that they saw best fit for the colony. The central role of white settlers in 

the administration of the territory meant that domestic concerns of economic and demographic 

infiltration by Asian migrants were the primary concern. When the Indian government objected 

to the recruitment of Asian workers to the territory, white settlers alike were ironically also wary 

of the scheme. More than anything, British-born settlers in Southern Rhodesia feared the 

domination of the labor economy by foreign migrants not under their direct control. Sensing 

hostility on the part of the white settler population as a whole, the Colonial Office would not 

allow the Chartered Board to recruit Asian labor for settlement on agricultural land or to work in 

the mines unless Rhodesians themselves petitioned for it – which they never did.148  

Settler objections to Indian, and Asiatic immigration in general, stemmed from the vague 

concept of a “British way of life,” a term which had no clear definition or boundaries, but which 

was based on an ambiguous idea of what should characterize the settler population in the colony, 

and which took on much of the same reasoning and justification given for the exclusion and 

limitation of Afrikaner migration. This notion of an “English” identity would be critical in later 

decades for the creation of a Rhodesian identity, one with no clear definition and was based on a 

vague idea of what the ideal British settler should look like. Excluding Indian immigrants was 

key to the construction and consolidation of the parameters of whiteness of the Rhodesian 

colony, an ideology that was part of a longer history of exclusionary policies in the settler 

colonial world. Rather than simply copying legislation from the British colonies of South Africa, 

 
147 Letter from the Administrator’s Office, Salisbury to the High Commissioner, Johannesburg, No. 285, 6 October 
1908, NAUK DO 119/523. 
148 Letter from Private Secretary to the Secretary, British South Africa Company, London, 25 May 1907, no. 
L.O.172./07, NAZ A11/2/9/9.  
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Southern Rhodesia’s immigration laws came from a longer line of legislation against Asian and 

“undesirable” European immigration dating back to the Naturalization Act of 1790 of the United 

States, which only allowed the naturalization of white citizens, to the Chinese Exclusion and 

Immigration Acts of the late nineteenth century, culminating in the Immigration Act of 1925 and 

the Asian Exclusion and National Origins Acts that prevented Asian immigration and created 

quotas for Eastern European migration. In 1885, Canada imposed a Chinese Immigration Act, 

while in 1901, the Immigration Restriction Act in Australia was part of a “White Australia 

policy” that aimed to restrict non-white migration.  

All of these restrictions against non-white immigration were based on the preservation of 

Anglo-Saxon civilization predicated not only on racial inferiority, but “cultural inferiority” – and 

the idea that this white political and economic community “could be corrupted.”149 Asian 

immigrants, and Indian immigrants to Southern Rhodesia in particular, threatened these visions 

of white supremacy in fundamental ways because of the challenge to rights of citizenship and 

mobility they presented as members of the colonial world themselves. The basic principles of the 

immigration office in Southern Rhodesia – the techniques for identifying cultural inferiority and 

standards that were counter to the Rhodesian “way of life” – were developed in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in former and contemporary British settler colonies 

through the restriction of Asian immigration as part of a common standard of exclusionary 

legislative methods and institutions.150 The settlers of Southern Rhodesia ideally wanted 

dominion status – to be a part of the colonial community from which the “ideal” white settlers 

could claim their heritage, but without having to allow the corruption of the borders of this 

 
149 Daniel J. Tichenor, Dividing Lines: The Politics of Immigration Control in America (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2002), 13.  
150 Adam M. McKeown, Melancholy Order: Asian Migration and the Globalization of Borders. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2011), 2.  
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identity. It was not a status they were ever granted – until they decided to claim it by force 

several decades later.  

Conclusion 

 The name of Bhimjee Naik is one that comes up time and time again as the “founder” of 

the Gujarati community in Zimbabwe, the original pioneer whose hard work made him the ideal 

colonial subject. Even the Rhodesia Herald marked his death in 1942, noting him as the “first 

Indian trader in the colony.”151 But the imperial identity that he claimed and the evocation of his 

name as the first “pioneer” of the colony was only part of the many layers of identity that would 

define the Indian experience during their years of settlement in Southern Rhodesia. The claiming 

of a colonial identity was a strategically employed one, rather than one which defined quotidian 

life in the developing colony. It was within the context of this development that the daily lives 

and activities of the first Indian families would come to both define and be defined by the 

construction of racial hierarchies by the colonial state, even as their subcontinental origins 

continued to play a critical role in the development – and fracturing – of an Indian identity on 

African soil.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
151 “Death of Rao Bahadur Bhimjee R. Naik,” The Rhodesia Herald, 4 June 1942, James Madison Newspaper 
Collection, Library of Congress, Washington D.C. (hereafter referred to as LoC), microfilm no. 646.  
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CHAPTER 2 

Between White Fences and Black Reserves: (De)constructing Racial Hierarchies, 1899-1947 
 

“Native opinion is emphatic that they should be excluded. The Town Council desires their 
exclusion.”152 

 
The first men who crossed the Indian Ocean to Southern Rhodesia were farmers. While 

they came in search of gold and riches, those dreams were swiftly dashed by colonial restrictions 

against gold prospecting for non-white individuals. While some found employment on the mines, 

many others found themselves contemplating a rural living, based on the skills they had and the 

life they knew. But with the British South Africa Company already beginning the process of 

racialized land apportionment, Indian claims to land for large-scale agriculture were impossible. 

Instead, white farmers granted Indians small plots of land on their farms to grow vegetables that 

they would then sell to both white farming families and African workers in the reserves. Ismail 

Adam, who arrived in Southern Rhodesia in 1911 from the village of Bharuch in western 

Gujarat, left behind a wife and three-year-old son, becoming a “hawker.”153 According to family 

legend, the Adam family had been wealthy landowners, known as “Patels,” or the landowners in 

the village. But Ismail’s father had had “four or six wives,” who all had children, fragmenting 

the property. One of these children was a “gambler” who “gambled even the family jewels,” 

causing the family to “fall on hard times.” Ismail started from scratch in Southern Rhodesia, in 

the market gardens on the outskirts of the fort town of Salisbury.154 So began what was a typical 

trajectory for a new Indian migrant, from small-scale trading in a rural setting to eventually 

owning his own urbanized general trading business.  

 
152 Report by the 1930 Native Affairs Commission, Section on the Report of Trading Stores in the Location in 
reference to the presence of Indians in the city’s African location, Bulawayo Sanitary Board files, NAZ S235/440.  
153 Justice Mahomed Ali Adam, Ismail Adam’s grandson, interview by author, Harare, 4 October 2018.  
154 Yusuf Adam, another of Ismail Adam’s grandsons, interview.  



78 
 

This shift from rural to urban was a precursor of later shifts of African workers from the 

reserves to the developing urban spaces of Southern Rhodesia. The British South Africa 

Company, in the years leading up to the territory’s transition to self-rule in 1923, had already 

begun the land apportionment process that would culminate in the seminal act of 1930, which 

strictly divided rural spaces between land reserved for white farming, and land left over for 

African small-holding tenure and the creation of reserves. After the legendary gold mines of the 

territory had proved to be mostly depleted, this land was the most valuable asset available for the 

development of Southern Rhodesia as a white man’s colony. In between this distribution of rural 

land, Indians were left to find a space for themselves where they could eke out a living. 

Eventually, settler land apportionment legislation pushed them off white farms and into urban 

spaces, where they transferred their trading skills from growing and selling vegetables to 

becoming “general traders,” intermediaries between white wholesale department stores and 

African customers for goods ranging from cooking oil to clothes. While rural land was strictly 

controlled by territory-wide legislation, urban spaces were left largely to the regulation of local 

municipal authorities. In these urban sites, Indian trading streets served as physical buffer zones 

between African townships and white residential neighborhoods.  

The Adam family eventually established themselves in the trading streets of Salisbury. 

City councils in turn attempted to keep Indians to these buffer zones according to the “way of 

life” associated with each racial category. In this way, they could keep white spaces white, but 

have access to a continuous supply of labor from the African reserves on the outskirts of urban 

locales, with Indian traders serving as intermediaries between white industries and African 

markets. Indian families, who mostly lived in rooms behind or above their stores, were meant to 

stay confined to this lifestyle, which was designated as “unhygienic” by colonial authorities and 
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“immoral” by African patriarchal elites, allowing for the “exploitation” of female customers. For 

the creators of the self-governing colony of Southern Rhodesia, who coopted complaints by 

Africans regarding both the miscegenation and economic corruption of Indian males, way of life 

was conflated with class and race in both rhetoric and policy, with Indians spatially inserted as a 

middle class between African workers and white professionals in developing urban settings, a 

vital intermediary for the colonial commercial economy. But these zones of segregation were 

breached, both by Indian traders living in African townships and growing families moving into 

homes in white residential neighborhoods, both of which the Adam family did at different points 

in their history as they set roots as a growing family in Salisbury. The neat racial zones in cities 

in towns envisioned by white policymakers were not reflected in the chaos and messiness of 

actual lived experiences, these “middle groups” providing a lens into a more universal 

transgression of racial boundaries of segregated spaces masked by colonial bureaucracy and 

legislation.  

Colonial attempts at spatial division were reflected in the development of the census as a 

tool of consolidation and classification of the colony’s mishmash of racial, ethnic, linguistic, and 

religious groups, which were then translated into relevant pieces of legislation. Indians were 

eventually grouped as a separate entity under the wider category of “Asiatic” or “Asian,” meant 

to denominate anyone with autochthonous origins on the Asian continent. The census ordered 

schedules according to a hierarchy, with “Europeans” filling out C1 schedules, “Asiatics” C2, 

“Coloureds” C3, and “Natives” C4, similar to South Africa’s bureaucratic ranking of racial 

categories. But as in other colonial spaces across the continent, these larger categories were 

transgressed daily by individuals and families. Indians in particular resisted the labels given them 

in their responses in individual household schedules by identifying as “British” or “Indian” as 
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their nationality or writing in identities that mattered more to them than the general religious 

groupings they were supposed to use, specifying their caste or regional identities. In some cases, 

the male heads of mixed-race families filled out schedules for “Asiatics,” which were later 

canceled out and transferred to the collection of Coloured schedules. While these write-ins were 

later crossed out and corrected by census collectors, a literal reading in between the lines reveals 

the types of identifications and mixing that were playing out on the ground, a transgression of the 

sociological boundaries of the colony that officials assumed to be fact.  

The boundaries of race that white officials imposed in both the colony’s cities and census 

were part of a larger development of an ideology based on a “way of life,” that afforded tangible 

and intangible opportunities to the right kind of white residents, and which excluded non-white 

populations. In the construction of Rhodesia as a “moral” state through legislative policy, 

Indians, Coloreds, and Africans alike were depicted as “immoral” and a threat to “good family 

values,” leading to proposals to ensure the migration of white women from England to prevent 

miscegenation, while also working to prevent intimacy and social mixing between non-white 

groups. The presence of Indian residents specifically, who were by now beginning to set in 

visible roots, was critical to this discourse as British migrant subjects whose way of life and 

traditions had to be foreignized and otherized in contrast to Western concepts of modernity. A 

Rhodesian and British “way of life” was conflated and made out to be modern and forward-

looking, something to which Africans could one day aspire (but never quite be), while the Indian 

way of life was treated as traditional and archaic, associated with “lower” forms of trade with 

Africans, unhygienic living standards, and based on non-Western and non-Christian forms of 

religion and community.  

But Indian elites in Rhodesia, those whose businesses were expanding and who were 
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literate in both English and colonial terminology, sought to make their traditions “modern” by 

equating their history and their civilization to that of their white colonizers, rejecting the terms of 

the debate set by white Rhodesians who cast their way of life as incompatible with colonial 

society. In so doing, their interpretations of South Asian institutions such as caste and religion 

came to inform colonial policy concerning the boundaries of a Rhodesian “way of life,” with 

Indians constructing their own ideas of morality as their domestic spaces expanded, forcing 

ordinary members of the community who transgressed from these bounds back into the fold. By 

emphasizing their civilizational and colonial roots, Indians were accorded a higher grouping than 

Africans in racial hierarchies even as they claimed parity with white society through claims to 

imperial citizenship, a continuous push and pull between Indian assertions of civilizational parity 

and white settler relegation of Indians as backward and uncivilized, their inability to go beyond 

this language limiting their resistance to colonial categories. This discourse and conflict were 

part of broader articulations by Southern Rhodesia’s white elite as a British outpost similar to 

Kenya, an envisioned idyllic land of white settlement and agriculture in enclosed spaces that 

erased the Africans living around and working for them. Unlike Kenya, however, Indians were 

not included as part of the colonial administrative machine, with the East African territories 

developed in many ways as an extension of the Raj, rather than as a semi-independent territory 

of white settlement. As in South Africa, their presence outside the confines of white society 

ironically compromised British imperial ideas of racial development, and therefore of Rhodesia’s 

ability to belong to this commonwealth.  

This chapter argues that the construction of Southern Rhodesia as a white state depended 

on the creation of a buffer zone in the form of the racial and class grouping of Indians, both 

spatially through urban segregation and ideologically through the census and legislation. The 
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ideological boundaries both of and within the colony continuously depended on the 

“otherization” of another settler group which, because of Southern Rhodesia’s status as a 

“colony-not-a-colony,” could and did make claims to civilizational parity. Studies of racial 

hierarchies in the British settler colonies of Africa often take the construction of racial 

hierarchies for granted, with Indians designated as an in-between group that signified “progress” 

between white and black. And in Southern Rhodesia, Indians as a group did indeed assume some 

of these “in-between” qualities, with their development as a trading community enabling the 

commercial and material aspirations of African workers in towns and cities, providing access to 

goods and spaces through practices of haggling and bargaining which white businesses denied 

them. But racial hierarchies had to be deliberately and continuously constructed and maintained, 

and the lived experiences of Indians in both black and white spaces, as well as their resistance to 

the labels given them by the white state, transgressed these neat zones and boundaries of colonial 

categorization. This system, designated as “apartheid” in South Africa, was constructed as a 

result of Afrikaner nationalism and British imperialist capitalism. Segregation in Southern 

Rhodesia was similarly predicated on the relegation of Africans to reserves as a sustainable labor 

force for the development of mining and agriculture. But while segregation in South Africa led to 

the construction of the system of apartheid, separation in the urban spaces of Southern Rhodesia 

remained fluid, with the legal boundaries between populations malleable and subject to standards 

of “social comportment” on the ground as much as they were on colonial definitions of the 

primordial characteristics of race. Indian resistance to the colonial state was thus limited to the 

continuation of their arguments that they belonged in white society, rather than leading to their 

critical participation in an African nationalist movement, as was the case in Natal in the 1940s.155 

 
155 Soske, Internal Frontiers. 
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The history of Indian settlement highlights colonial debates over the early visions of the ideology 

of the colony and how it fit into the space of the British colonial world, and how the Indian 

presence would threaten this vision and trajectory in fundamental – but limited – ways.  

The Kopje, Lobengula Street, and the World Beyond 

 The Adam family’s story in Salisbury began with a bicycle. Many Indian migrants found 

a living growing and selling vegetables on white farms as market gardeners; Ismail Adam 

worked as an assistant for those who had set up trading stands around the train station to sell 

their goods from the gardens on Charter Road and South Avenue. Eventually, he bought himself 

a bicycle, and would buy a small stock of goods ranging from shoes to beads to basic foodstuffs 

from white-owned wholesalers. He would load them up on his bike, and travel around the 

African reserves surrounding the town, trying to sell the goods. Eventually, he opened his own 

small trading stand, the location of which currently lies under Lake Chivero, an hour’s drive 

away from the city of Harare, still recalled by his grandchildren today as “Market Garden No. 1,” 

where all his children were born. He eventually opened more stores with three other partners in 

Salisbury proper, running what would become to be known as Ismail Adam and Co., which then 

expanded to 14 or 15 more outlets in the rural areas.156 In 1922, his son joined him from India, 

traveling with his young wife and mother.157 As the business expanded, so did the family. 

 As white agriculture spread in Southern Rhodesia, Africans were used as a cheap source 

of labor on farms and mines, a deliberate colonial strategy to restrict Africans to these limited 

forms of paid work in order to pay off taxes as part of the chibaro system. As a result, histories 

of this time period in Zimbabwe tend to focus on the effects of legislation concerning land in the 

rural areas, a contentious system that would lead to an even more contentious land reform 

 
156 Yusuf Adam, interview.  
157 Justice Mahomed Ali Adam, interview.  
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program in the postcolonial era. Indeed, the Land Apportionment Act of 1930 was 

transformative in that it divided rural spaces along racial lines as had similar legislation in South 

Africa, creating four types of land: white-owned land that could not be acquired by Africans; 

purchase areas for those Africans who could afford to purchase land; Tribal Trust Lands 

designated as the African reserves; and Crown lands owned by the state, reserved for future use 

and public parks.158 Fifty one percent of the land was given to approximately 50,000 white 

inhabitants, with 29.8 per cent left for over a million Africans.159 Its effects were far reaching 

and would deny Africans access to most of the arable land in the territory well into the 1970s. 

The Land Apportionment Act further confined Africans to reserves to accommodate the return of 

ex-servicemen after World War II, as well as to account for an increase of European immigrants 

from war-torn Europe.160 

Having entered the territory in the shadows, Indian male migrants initially lived quietly in 

the background of the growth of the colony, afraid of drawing attention to themselves, 

particularly for those who had entered by illicit means. As a means of protecting white interests 

and opportunities for skilled employment, Indians were cast as corrupting influences on the 

majority African population, justifying their exclusion from mines and rural regions. While they 

had been drawn by the promise of gold, very few were allowed to work on the mines. As with 

restrictions against Indian migration, the use of language regarding the “way of life,” or the 

inherently exploitative nature of these men, was used to justify their exclusion from certain 

industries, the designation of their activities as “illicit” reminiscent of the language used in 

immigration restrictions against them. In 1923, a B.M. Patel applied for a prospecting license 

 
158 Land Apportionment Act, Statute Law of Southern Rhodesia 1930,  Library of the High Court of Zimbabwe, 
Harare, (hereafter referred to as LHCZ), 116.  
159 Alois Mlambo, A History of Zimbabwe (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 60-61.  
160 Ibid., 64.  
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near the town of Gatooma. His initial application was denied; in an appeal, his white lawyer 

emphasized that Patel was a “British Indian, who can read and write English fluently, and has 

been trading in Gatooma for the past eleven years. He is a respectable citizen in good financial 

circumstances and of good character,” invoking white conceptions of education, financial 

stability, and hard work, as did similar claims for other Indians’ applications for mining licenses 

in the 1920s.161 His application, and that of other Indians, was usually denied. Unlike their 

Jewish and Greek counterparts, who were allowed to set up trading stands for the local mine 

workers, “the attitude towards Asians was for their complete exclusion from anything to do with 

the gold mining industry. Asian consumption and desire for gold was considered to be such that 

at the first opportunity they would engage in illegal gold buying and subvert African mine 

workers to this end,” leading to a denial of prospecting licenses based on the idea that Indians 

were a corrupting influence on Africans.162 While not an official regulation of the BSAC based 

on racial grouping, it was “the invariable practice not to issue licenses to coloured people or 

Asiatics…Indians have been refused Licenses not specifically as Indians [as a category] but as 

individuals,” based on white protests against the encroachment of Indians into skilled 

employment on the mines, often as truck drivers.163 Some Indian migrants were employed as 

mine workers, but were eventually driven out after agitation and protests by European mine 

workers. On the Morven mine near Bulawayo, 14 Indian engine drivers were listed as employees 

in 1901; by 1921 there were only 13 Asians (which included Chinese migrants) employed on 

 
161 Letter from C. Holderness, Solicitor, Gatooma to the Secretary, Department of Administrator, Salisbury, 7 March 
1923, NAZ M3/11/22.  
162 Kosmin, "Ethnic and Commercial Relations in Southern Rhodesia,” 230. Kosmin compares the migratory 
processes and history of the Jewish, Greek, and Indian populations to Southern Rhodesia, and their development as 
middlemen trading groups.  
163 Letter from Ernest W.S. Montagu, Secretary for Mines and Works to the Secretary, Department of the 
Administrator, “Issue of Prospecting License to Maken Lalla,” No. M. 830, 27 September 1922, NAZ M/3/11/22; 
Kosmin, “"Ethnic and Commercial Relations in Southern Rhodesia,” 96.  
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mines throughout the entire territory.164 As a result, unlike in South Africa, an Indian working 

class never developed, with Indians in Southern Rhodesia taking on the characteristics of the 

more elite trading class represented by lawyers such as Mohandas Gandhi further south. 

But rather than falling into the stereotype of mercantile Gujarati traders of Indian Ocean 

historiography from the get-go, these men resorted to what they knew best from their primarily 

rural backgrounds, only becoming a mostly urbanized population when forced out of the rural 

areas. Most Gujarati migrants tended to follow similar occupational trajectories from rural to 

urban spaces. Not allowed to prospect or trade on the mines, they instead turned to petty trading. 

Market gardening was the most popular way to earn an income for those who had grown up on 

the farms of rural Gujarat; these men would approach a local farmer and ask for a piece of land 

on which to open shop, quite literally, with early European settlers depending on Asian gardeners 

for small-scale production of fruits and vegetables before the rise of plantation agriculture.165 

These plots of land did not fall into any formal category; Indians were granted informal tenure in 

the cracks of implementation of land apportionment. The gardeners would then go door to door 

selling their goods; by 1912 they appeared to “have acquired a monopoly of the trade,” leading 

to stereotypical depictions of aggressive and low-life Indian traders cheating and exploiting their 

customers into paying higher prices.166 Other families set up laundry businesses for white 

families. Vivek Solanki’s family history in Southern Rhodesia began when his great grandfather, 

Nanjee Rana first arrived sometime in the 1890s “coming to the frontier, the unknown.” He had 

come to work as a coal miner, but instead ended up establishing a laundry business in Bulawayo 

 
164 “The Labour Problem in Rhodesia and Proposed Importation of Chinese,” The Bulawayo Chronicle, 1901. Cited 
in Kosmin, "Ethnic and Commercial Relations in Southern Rhodesia,” 96.  
165 Kosmin, "Ethnic and Commercial Relations in Southern Rhodesia,” 110.  
166 Report of the Cost of Living Committee, 1913, 44. Cited in Kosmin, "Ethnic and Commercial Relations in 
Southern Rhodesia,” 110.  



87 
 

as the railway line to Wankie and Victoria Falls was being built. He set up the washing business 

by a river front – some of the trees they planted still stand today – and eventually brought over 

100 dhobis from India as the business expanded alongside the train tracks.167    

Indians were thus “virtually located in all parts of the country, even the most remotest 

corner” of rural land.168 As European farms expanded and agricultural activity increased, 

however, Asian market gardeners were forced off the land and towards the urban settlements of 

Salisbury and Bulawayo. While not officially articulated as part of the Land Apportionment Act, 

colonial officials on the ground made sure to remove Indians from rural spaces. The percentage 

of Asian males formally employed in agricultural activities between 1911 and 1941 fell from 22 

per cent to 12 per cent (many market gardeners operated as “general traders,” or informal 

agriculturalists), while those who took on commercial professions increased from 31 to 51 per 

cent.169 This shift was part of a deliberate colonial policy to remove Asians from rural spaces, 

either by forcing them off white farms, or denying renewal of trading licenses for those who had 

expanded the scope of their commercial activities. In 1905, the BSAC denied the renewal of a 

rural trading site license in Dondoza to a man known in the paperwork only as “Gunsam,” who 

owned 130 head of cattle that he was prohibited from removing from the premises by Company 

authorities. His application for renewal was denied. He was instead allowed to remain on a 

month-to-month lease until the restrictions on the removal of cattle were lifted. No more 

renewals were granted to Indians from that year on.170 

 
167 Dr. Vivek Solanki interview by author, Harare, 14 November 2018. 
168 Yusuf Adam, interview.  
169 Southern Rhodesia, Second and Final Report of the Census taken on 3rd May, 1921 (Sessional Papers, A1, 1923), 
Table XXXIX. Cited in B. Kosmin, “‘Freedom, Justice and Commerce’: Some Factors Affecting Asian Trading 
Patterns in Southern Rhodesia, 1897-1942,” Rhodesian History 6 (1975), 18.  
170 See correspondence from W.J. Atherstone, Surveyor General, to the Civil Commissioner, Department of Lands, 
Victoria, 1904-1905, personal collection of Dr. Hasu Patel.  
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But the Land Apportionment Act did not apply to urban spaces, nor to populations that 

were neither black nor white, and Indians were technically free to live where they liked.171 

Urbanization in Southern Rhodesia began in earnest after self-governing status was granted in 

1923. The first towns in the colony initially developed as military posts, areas of white 

settlement that later became formal towns and cities. Smaller settlements sprung into being 

around mines and farming centers. In 1923, Bulawayo was the largest town with a white 

population of 16363, followed by Salisbury with 6462 whites, Umtali, and Gwelo. Smaller towns 

included Que Que and Umvuma.172 The growth of the colony’s manufacturing sector in the years 

after the Second World War led to expansion and consolidation of towns and cities, with 

government subsidization of industrial sectors such as iron, steel, meat-processing, textiles, and 

sugar creating growth as well as leading to an increase of the working population of urban 

centers.173 The most urbanized population groups, according to census data, were whites, 

Indians, and Coloureds. In 1904, 58 per cent of the non-African population lived in urban spaces. 

By 1974, that number had risen to 88 per cent.174 Gradually, an African migrant labor population 

began growing in these spaces, too. Africans were generally confined residentially to the 

outskirts of cities such as Salisbury and Bulawayo; but their working presence in the cities as 

industrial as well as domestic laborers meant that these unofficial racial boundaries were crossed 

daily.  

In these growing urban spaces, Indians traders found a place for themselves as general 

traders, supplying African customers with goods from European wholesalers and manufacturers. 

 
171 In the Union of South Africa, the Urban Areas Act of 1923 divided provided for the segregation of urban spaces. 
The Town and Planning Act of Southern Rhodesia gave local councils the authority to regulate towns and cities, but 
did not explicitly provide for divisions by race.  
172 Mlambo, A History of Zimbabwe, 137.  
173 Ibid., 83-84. Unlike was the case in the settler colony of Kenya, Indians in Rhodesia typically did not enter the 
manufacturing industry, initially lacking sufficient capital to do so.  
174 Ibid., 85.  
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White rhetoric calling for the restriction of further Indian immigration masked the fact that the 

colonial economy had come to depend on those already in the territory. The colonial economy 

depended on the existence of middlemen trading groups, including Indians, as a primary means 

of distribution of commercially produced goods.175 Ismail Adam, who did not have any capital to 

start off with, expanded his own business by going around to Indian traders asking them what 

goods they needed. He would then negotiate prices for bulk purchasing with white wholesalers 

such as Mosenthal’s and Jaggers, who came primarily from South Africa, purchasing and 

delivering the goods to the other Indian traders, and then collecting the money. Those goods then 

eventually made their way into African homes. As Adam expanded, he bought himself a car in 

the 1930s, teaching himself how to drive, and would then head every month or two out to rural 

outposts around Salisbury like the mines of Mutoroshanga and the town of Mazowe, taking 

orders from smaller stores. Unable to obtain credit facilities from banks as an Indian, he teamed 

up with a Greek partner who owned a clothing factory. The two began making uniforms for the 

army and air force as World War II began. Eventually, they separated, but Ismail continued 

running the clothing factory, manufacturing textiles for use during the Korean War. While he 

went beyond the small middleman role most Indian traders were initially confined to by 

becoming a supplier himself, his initial entrepreneurial ventures were critical for the running of 

colonial markets.  

The emergence of Indians as a both a racial and class group started off as a convenience 

for European wholesalers and producers – and then became a deliberate policy enforced by the 

colonial state. But that did not mean that the process of acquiring a license was made any easier 

as the BSAC began to formalize the economy. A successful application depended on being a 

 
175 Kosmin, “Ethnic and Commercial Relations in Southern Rhodesia,” 159.  
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good moral – and hygienic – citizen in the eyes of the administration. A security clearance from 

the British South African Police was initially required, clearing applicants of criminal activity. 

After that, a notice of application was published in the relevant town newspaper or gazette, 

before being sent to the Town Clerk. These applications could include character references from 

lawyers attesting to the good moral character of the applicants. The process would conclude with 

an inspection of the premises by the Public Health Department.176 The bureaucratic process was 

used as a justification for keeping Indians to certain zones.177 The premises often failed the 

health inspection because they also served, in most cases, as residences, with the trader using the 

back room as a ramshackle sleeping quarter and kitchen. A predominantly male population, these 

residents could afford to sleep in cramped quarters, only seeing the need to expand their living 

quarters with the arrival of wives and children in later years. As a result, both the settler 

administration and  European residents themselves developed the stereotype based on the idea 

that Indians “were prepared to subsist at a much lower standard of living,” one that would 

continue to be used as a justification for residential segregation right until 1980.178 Municipal 

councils and local authorities in turn argued that “the standard of living and morality of the 

Indians is so low, that their association with Natives is not desirable,” suggesting that Indian 

lower standards of living compared to whites would corrupt African “development” and 

trajectories towards colonial standards of modernity.179 Facing difficulties in obtaining both 

 
176 See Licenses (General Dealers), Bulawayo City Council records, 1925-1926, National Archives of Zimbabwe, 
Bulawayo (hereafter referred to as NAZ-B), BLG 4/1.  
177 A similar process took place for Africans in urban spaces who attempted to transgress the boundaries imposed on 
them by the Native Affairs Department – health regulations in towns and cities effectively blocked Africans from 
trading aspirations. See Michael O. West, The rise of an African middle class in colonial Zimbabwe, 1898-1965 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002).  
178 H.C.G. Hawkins, Wholesale and Retail Trade in Tanganyika: A Study of Distribution in East Africa (Frederick 
A. Praeger: New York, 1965), 21.  
179 Letter from the Chief Native Commissioner, Salisbury to the Honourable Minister of Native Affairs, 14 
December 1934, No. D. 4871/34, NAZ S482/262/39.  
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trading licenses and premises, Indian traders were convicted fairly frequently over the years for 

trading illegally, or using sites not designated for trading to conduct their business. 

Undesirable as they were, those who successfully acquired licenses were there to stay. 

Indians began to expand their trades, and by the 1940s, some family businesses were starting to 

specialize, particularly in “smart wear” for aspiring African workers, selling affordable tailored 

shirts and suits for men or dresses for women. The links between the Jewish and Indian 

communities became important during this period. Ashkenazi Jewish migration from Russia and 

Lithuania dated back to the 1890s, followed by a second wave of Sephardic Jewish migration in 

the 1930s. Many took on trading activities, following a similar commercial trajectory as Indian 

migrants. But while the descendants of the Jewish community were eventually able to assimilate 

into white Rhodesian society and commerce, the community’s associations with wealth potential 

for industrial development welcomed by the settler government, Indians were instead denied the 

same opportunities.180 When Indian businessmen faced resistance in buying properties, rather 

than simply applying for a license for a stand from the city council, they would have their Jewish 

friends buy the property and then sell it to them instead. This was the case with the Nagar family 

who ran a steam laundry business in Salisbury; unable to purchase a property of their own, a 

“Jewish chap” by the name of Harry Pichanick made it possible for them to acquire a business 

site of their own, enabled by the political clout of Jewish traders in Salisbury and Bulawayo, who 

by now were being elected to local offices.181  

 
180 By the late 1930s, restrictive property clauses regarding “Caucasian” ancestry had for the first time been 
incorporated into title deeds for the purposes of purchase and transfer in order to accommodate Jewish inroads into 
investment in property, the first time race, rather than simply economic standards, was firmly articulated in 
ownership clauses. See Kosmin, "Ethnic and Commercial Relations in Southern Rhodesia,” 82.  
181 Neeta Joshi, interview Sadza with Curry documentary, VHS, produced by Lata Murugan and Heeten Bhagat, 
HSA HIS0003. Joshi speculated that the Jewish community were more willing to help Indians because of their 
initial marginalization from white settler society which, once overcome through their growing wealth and influence, 
allowed them to help Indians, who they saw as having a shared “work ethic” and “business minded” approach.  
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The expansion of Indian trade was mostly confined to certain streets, in between 

makeshift African townships and the growth of white commercial and residential neighborhoods, 

where they could live in the shadowy grey areas between a growing metropolis and the 

townships. In the aftermath of the Land Apportionment Act, Muslims continued to grow 

vegetables in market gardens for small-scale trade, this time on the outskirts of the cities; more 

and more Hindus began moving into the central business district as they became general dealers, 

which would later lead to growing economic and class disparities associated with religious 

identity.182 These particular streets would eventually come to be completely dominated by Indian 

trading stands and backroom homes; Moffat, Charter, Rezende, and Pioneer Streets in Salisbury; 

Railway, Grey, and Lobengula in Bulawayo. In Salisbury, Charter Road was the location of the 

sanitary lane; Moffat Street held most of the first Indian stores; the Indian “ghetto” area was 

known as the space from the railway station in Salisbury across to the kopje. In the back areas of 

the stores on Moffat Street, boys would gather to play cricket with makeshift bats and balls.183 

The “ghetto” here marked what would become an important geographic division between the 

commercial “Kopje” and the administrative “Causeway” Street; an invisible line that signified 

the racial and class divisions of the city. 

Bulawayo, on the other hand, had a more visible, and centered, Indian presence, one that 

would become significant in the town’s later history as a center of multiracial nationalist 

resistance to the European settler project.184 The street set along the western border of the town 

between the new colonial city and the former precolonial center of the Ndebele kingdom was 

 
182 Balubhai Naik, interview by author, Harare, 15 October 2018. 
183 Dr. Hasu Patel, interview.  
184 Bulawayo’s spacing was similar to that of Durban, which took place at the intersection of African and Indian 
urban development, allowing for the development of Afro-Indian nationalist politics in later decades, albeit later in 
Rhodesia than in South Africa. See Jon Soske, “‘Wash Me Black Again’: African Nationalism, the Indian Diaspora, 
and Kwa-Zulu Natal, 1944-1960” (PhD diss., University of Toronto, 2009), Chapter 1.  
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named Lobengula Street, dividing the allocated native location from “European” Bulawayo.185 

By 1930, Lobengula Street was known in town as the Asian trading road, founded by the pioneer 

families of M.V. Naik, B.K. Patel, I. Seedat, K.M. Naik, and K.R. Vashee.186 “Most Indians 

lived in small tin shacks, rented municipal housing rooms in the “locations” or lived in small 

rooms behind their shops” in the first quarter of the century. “They had some basic utensils and a 

number of males who lived in the same room cooked together. They had very little furniture, if 

any. They lived frugally and simply and worked hard for long hours in order to save as much as 

possible as it was everyone’s wish to ultimately acquire their own shop.”187 Lobengula Street 

served as a contact zone between the two groups, keeping Africans away from the pavements of 

white Bulawayo.  

Crossing Lines  

Indians did not, however, stay confined to these zones, transgressing the informal 

boundaries established by trading activities. Movement outside of the Indian trading streets 

became associated with class and economic status, complicating the association of racial 

identities with a particular “way of life” that was key to the articulation of colonial racial 

hierarchies, with religion and culture linked to social class. For those whose commercial 

activities increased their prosperity, moving out of the rooms located behind or above trading 

stands was the first step upwards on the socioeconomic ladder. In 1946, the Adam family was 

one of the first to buy a property located on the peak of the actual kopje in Salisbury, 

overlooking the Indian trading streets on one side, and the predominantly white commercial 

 
185 Terence Ranger, Bulawayo Burning: A Social History of a Southern African City 1893-1960 (Weaver Press: 
Harare, 2010), 16.  
186 M.V. Naik is the author’s great-grandfather.  
187 Tulsidas K. Doolabh, “The Bulawayo of Yesterday,” Bulawayo Kshatriya Mandal 75th Anniversary 
Commemorative Magazine (1994), 16, HSA CURE-011.  
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business district on the other, becoming part of a wealthier and more educated sect of Indian 

families. By this time, the family had expanded, with Ismail’s son and daughter-in-law now 

having children of their own. Their white neighbors opposed the purchase, arguing that the 

presence of Indians would deteriorate the value of their own homes, forcing the family to settle 

the matter in court.188 Their new home was located near Ranch House, the former residence of 

the Chief Justice of the High Court, Robert Tredgold, who would stop to chat to Ismail’s 

daughter-in-law on his daily walks.189 But Justice Tredgold was an exception to the general 

hostility Indians faced when they moved into white neighborhoods. As a result, neighboring 

white families gradually began to move out of the kopje, allowing more Indian families to move 

into the deserted properties.  

As Indian businesses expanded, more families began to attempt to move out of the 

commercial district and into separate homes, following the trajectory of colonial middle classes 

across British territories on the continent. They moved mostly to white neighborhoods, causing 

clashes with white residents who did not want them living in their vicinity. Indian prosperity, 

which countered the stereotypes of low living standards with which they were associated, 

threatened imagined white paths to prosperity based on property ownership in traditionally white 

spaces. Hostility to Indian “encroachment” into white spaces was thus based on material 

complaints that a non-white presence would result in a depreciation of property values, a 

conflation of racial superiority with economic status and ideas that Indian families lived an 

inferior “way of life,” one that was associated with the “unhygienic” manner in which they had 

previously lived in rooms above or behind their trading stands. A notable example was the case 

of the Jeram brothers in Bulawayo. In 1948, two cottages on Jameson Street in the city were put 

 
188 Zulekha Ebrahim, Ismail Adam’s granddaughter, interview by author, Harare, 20 March 2018.  
189 Yusuf Adam, interview.  
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on the market for sale. The property was offered to the European tenants residing in the cottages; 

they turned down the offer. The buildings were subsequently bought by a pair of Indian brothers 

who lived in Bulawayo. While the sale was approved by the Town Property Committee, the 

European tenants refused to vacate. In response, the Jerams gave the tenants a notice to vacate. 

When the tenants still would not leave, the Jerams filed a complaint with the Rent Board in 

Bulawayo. Their application to have the tenants forcibly removed was rejected by the Rent 

Board, who argued that “the change of tenancy will have the effect of depreciating the 

surrounding property.”190 The Board also argued that the Municipal Council was prepared to 

assign a residential area for “Asiatic housing,” and that “experience in the Union of South Africa 

has shown that Europeans prefer to live in areas which are wholly European residential areas, 

with the result that when they are encroached upon they leave and the encroachment increases, 

resulting in a very appreciable fall in the rateable value of all surrounding property,” language 

which emphasized white “preferences” and was designed to avoid explicitly articulating their 

ideas that Indians were racially and culturally inferior,  191  

 The matter came to the attention of the High Commissioner of India, after receipt of a 

letter from the Bulawayo British Indian Association, an offshoot of the nationwide British Indian 

Association that had been formed in the 1920s (see Chapter One). Elite Indian residents of 

Southern Rhodesia were beginning to realize the power of the politics of petition, dating back to 

their early years of organizing. The secretary of the organization, Dayalji Naik, appealed to the 

imperial government by pointing out that the “segregation, of Indians particularly, is being 

 
190 Letter from the Under Secretary of State for Commonwealth Relations to the High Commissioner for India, 
London, 19 July 1948, ref. G.273.11.1, NAUK DO 35/3088.  
191 “Rent Policy on Asiatics: No Ejectments if Values Would Drop,” The Bulawayo Chronicle, 29 April 1948, 
NAUK DO 35/3088.  
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brought about indirectly by some subtle method.”192 Naik’s complaint was part of a larger series 

of complaints that were being voiced at this time by literate individuals and associations through 

letters to the Crown government, similar to claims being made by African elites in Southern 

Rhodesia at the time. But where African claims relied on petition directly to the Crown, Indians 

could turn to the Raj for support, as well, who would in turn pressure London on their behalf.  

This wider context of belonging and claims to imperial citizenship highlighted an 

underlying concern of white settlers regarding the transgression of Indians into their territory – 

not just their neighborhoods, but “their” colony, as well. Ironically, white residents and 

legislators claimed local Indians were part of larger colonial designs on the part of the Indian 

government, particularly after India’s independence in 1947, accusing local Indians of sending 

their money out of the country while simultaneously migrating in large numbers to take over the 

British colonial project in Africa. This idea was one that had gained traction in the East African 

British territories, particularly in Kenya. Here, racial stereotypes of use of money and way of life 

became part of larger xenophobic fears. In 1950, an alderman in Salisbury, Charles Olley, 

alleged that Indians owned more than one million pounds worth of property in Salisbury 

alone.193 He claimed that Indians were “importing” money from India to buy properties in 

Southern Rhodesia, a reversal of earlier white settler allegations that Indians sent all their money 

back to India and did not pay taxes.194 While there was no backing to this allegation, the spread 

of rumors like these made it harder for Indians to buy property at all. Letters from readers to the 

editor of the Rhodesia Herald decried the presence of Indians across the African continent, 

language of encroachment and “swamping” that was typically used to describe the African 

 
192 Letter from Dayalji B. Naik, Secretary of the Bulawayo British Indian Association, to the Secretary, 
Commonwealth Relations Department, London, 26 May 1948, NAUK DO 35/3088.  
193 “Allegations against Indian community denied,” The Rhodesia Herald, 29 June 1950, NAZ.  
194 Reader’s views to the Editor of the Rhodesia Herald, 5 July 1950, NAZ.  
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majority suggesting that whites feared being outnumbered by Indians as well, which was the case 

further north in Nyasaland. This rhetoric increased in the prelude to and aftermath of Indian 

independence in 1947, increasing fears that Indian migration to and connections with an 

independent nation would lead to “colonization” outside the context of the British Empire. One 

writer was particularly clear on his thoughts concerning the Indian “infiltration:” 

“Indian Owners of Property” 
It is a sad state of affairs when the apathy of the Government and City Council will allow 
Asiatics to buy land anywhere within the municipal areas.  
To-day Belvedere Road is rapidly becoming Indianised. The Indian, we hope, has no 
more desire to live cheek by jowl with the European than the European has to live near 
the Indian, but until an area is reserved for the Asiatics he must buy where he can. 
We will soon find a situation in Salisbury which has arrived in Durban, Nyasaland, 
Northern Rhodesia and Kenya. The Indian will swamp the European. If we act now we 
can do so without fear of rousing too much world feeling against us; if we delay we will 
soon find that a situation has arisen big enough to attract the notice and criticism of the 
outside world, should we try to alter it. The Indian will become the "martyr." 
Kenya, a country supposedly held in trust for the native African, is virtually controlled by 
the Indian. Force is not the Indian's way. He gets his foothold and power through less 
obvious but more insidious ways. 
We need action to protect us from this infiltration. I think the majority of people in 
Salisbury would be astonished if they knew how much property, both residential and 
business, is owned by Indians. 
Perhaps the Member of Parliament for the Belvedere Road area would tell us what he is 
doing about this. 
R.W.M. 
Salisbury195 
 

 Contrary to ideas that Indians were spreading uncontrollably throughout the British 

colonial world, however, Indian transgression within Southern Rhodesia’s urban spaces was kept 

in check by municipal councils to the best of their legislative and regulatory abilities, as well as 

by Indian and African patriarchal elites, who linked “inferior” and “corrupt” trading activities 

with promiscuity and immoral relationships between lower-class Indian men and “unregulated” 

African women. Before the development of by-laws that allowed restrictions against particular 

 
195 Readers’ Views, The Rhodesia Herald, 31 July 1952, NAZ.  
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racial groups, local councils aimed to keep Indians out of African spaces as well as white ones to 

prevent what they termed “uncontrolled contact” between the two groups, part of larger rhetoric 

against the “corruption” of Africans by sinister Indian traders. Here, single men moving to 

African spaces were as much as a threat as families transgressing into white neighborhoods. 

Afro-Indian intimacy and mixing in economic and social spheres was just as much a threat to the 

colonial project as was an Indian presence in white spaces, with white settler resentment of 

increasing Indian competition masked by the rhetoric of racial exploitation of Africans both 

economically and socially. The first wide-scale attempt to remove Indians from the African 

locations in the Bulawayo municipality was attempted in 1915, but was largely unsuccessful. 

Fifteen years later, the Bulawayo Municipality called for a further investigation into the 

conditions in location, spurred by complaints by both Africans and Indians that certain Indian 

traders were still trading and residing in the location.  

The particular location in question was not part of the formally regulated African 

township in Bulawayo, but was instead an “ill-defined and unfenced” part of the commonage 

that had sprung up with no council or governmental control as a result of radical 

underinvestment in African urban housing. It was neither a part of the African township, nor a 

part of Bulawayo proper, but had about 5,500 residents, mostly made up of African workers who 

traveled to the city for work, but also included 46 Indians and 73 Coloureds. The report 

generated by the investigation highlighted the potential for miscegenation and social intimacy as 

a threat to a racial order, linking the “immorality” of the entire location to the presence of 

Indians, and therefore the entire settler colonial project predicated on the hierarchical 

separateness of racial groups according to the way they lived.196 Studies of miscegenation in 

 
196 Letter from Chief Native Commissioner to the Chief Native Commissioner, Salisbury, re: “Issue of Lease Sites to 
Asiatics in Native Reserves,” 14 December 1934, no. D.4872/34/S9/94, NAZ S1542/S9.  
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settler colonies, both during and after colonialism, emphasize the central role that miscegenation 

laws played in the construction of “larger racial projects of white supremacy and white purity.” 

But miscegenation laws across the British settler colonial world, as Peggy Pascoe points out, 

were based on specific “race-and-gender pairs,” rather than equally to all races.197 In Southern 

Rhodesia, early miscegenation laws specifically targeted relationships between black men and 

white women through the Immorality and Indecency Suppression Act of 1903, a result of white 

patriarchal designs to control white women’s sexuality rooted in the system of slavery and “the 

fear of black men as sexual partners,” a white male insecurity that “white women might, if 

granted equality prefer black men.” On the other hand, white males continued their relationships 

with black women without facing legal repercussions.198  But by 1921, an investigation 

conducted by the Native Commissioners found that “as a result of a settled European population 

and the consequent force of public opinion, the evil is rapidly diminishing” and did not “amount 

to a public scandal” that necessitated legislation barring miscegenation altogether.199 By then, the 

population of white females migrating to the colony was increasing – there were now 14,634 

European women living in the colony compared to the 18,987 European men. The relatively low 

rates of miscegenation, as well as of numbers of white women in early decades, meant that the 

“black peril” of South Africa was translated to fears of white transgression rather than fears that 

black men would “assault” white women in Southern Rhodesia.200 

 
197 Peggy Pascoe, What Comes Naturally: Miscegenation Law and the Making of Race in America (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), 6-10.  
198 Munyaradzi Mushonga, “White power, white desire: Miscegenation in Southern Rhodesia, Zimbabwe,” African 
Journal of History and Culture 5, no.1 (2013): 1-2.  
199 Letter from R. Robertson, Secretary, Department of Administrator to Mrs. Longden, President of the Rhodesian 
Women's League, Bulawayo, 22 November 1921, no. 14822/171, NAZ A3/18/35.  
200 Like South Africa, Southern Rhodesia criminalized black male relationships and intimacy with white women 
through the Immorality and Indecency Suppression Act of 1903. However, scholars of gender and race in 
Zimbabwean history have suggested that white fears of miscegenation were actually founded on white men’s sexual 
desires for black women. See Mushonga, “White power, white desire.” 
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On the other hand, there were only 223 Asiatic women and 1,027 Asiatic men present at 

the time of the 1921 census.201 The presence of unattached Indian males in the African reserves 

in the location in Bulawayo was therefore articulated by both African elites and white officials as 

part of the greater moral disorder and chaos that would come about from unregulated contact, 

giving the government the excuse to exclude Indians from reserves. Close contact between 

Indians and Africans, when there were only three Indian women living in the Bulawayo location, 

provided the possibility for social intimacy and miscegenation. Indian men seeking sexual 

relations and intimacy earned the ire of colonial authorities and African chiefs alike, who 

denigrated them as “mostly immoral and promiscuous in their affairs.”202 Barry Kosmin argues 

that “there is no doubt that Asians did indulge proportionally to a greater degree than 

Europeans,” based on complaints by Ndebele chiefs in Gatooma and Umtali that Asians had 

rooms at the back of their stores to which only female customers were admitted, and that Indian 

men were leading African women to lead “immoral lives.”203 The Victoria district in particular 

was notorious for liaisons between African women and Indian men. In 1929 local chiefs in 

Umtali complained to the governor that Asians with stores on farms bordering the native reserves 

had “places at the back of their main stores where only female native customers were admitted,” 

while in 1932 Ndebele chiefs complained that Indian men were using their trucks to transport 

African women from the reserves to towns “to lead immoral lives.”204 In one notable case, an 

M.N. Patel’s application for a store site in the Bubi District in 1934 was denied because it would 

 
201 Southern Rhodesia Government Census 1921, NAZ C6/1.  
202 Letter from D.H. Moodie, Native Commissioner in Rusape to Superintendent of Natives in Umtali, 10 June 1921, 
NAZ A3/18/35. 
203 Kosmin, "Ethnic and Commercial Relations in Southern Rhodesia,” 270. 
204 Report of meeting of chiefs and Governor at Umtali, 28 June 1929, Speech of Chief Maranke, NAZ S138/22; 
letter from Chief Native Commissioner to Chief Clerk, Lands Department, 3 August 1933, NAZ S1542/S9/1933-4. 
Jon Soske argues that this was part of a larger struggle of the African patriarchal elite to deal with loss of control 
over women. Soske, “‘Wash Me Black Again,’” Chapter Four.  
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“probably be used as a base for a motor lorry service and will encourage a certain amount of 

undesirable movement from the adjacent Reserve to Bulawayo, particularly of Native 

females.”205 This case was part of a larger complaint issued by a meeting of “Chiefs and 

Natives” held the year before that “their women-folk left their homes and travelled by moto-lorry 

to labour centres, where they lived immoral lives, and it is known that the lorries driven by 

Indians in Matabeleland have been the means of making such degradation of women a thing far 

too easy of accomplishment.”206  

These complaints by African elites, however, were filtered through colonial 

investigations targeting reserves where Indian traders were based. Actual recorded cases or 

specific complaints of Indian miscegenation or mixed race children being born were low; in 

1921, in response to queries from the Rhodesian Women’s League in Bulawayo to the 

Legislative Council regarding the “evil” practice of miscegenation, the Native Commissioner in 

Rusape wrote that while “the Indians are mostly immoral and promiscuous in their affairs,” he 

had had “only one actual complaint – a paternity action,” and that the “evil has greatly lessened 

in the district.”207 In reports from other territories in response to that same investigation, most 

complaints were of male European liaisons with African prostitutes; the Native Commissioner in 

Plumtree thought that the “general tone of complaints” on the part of Africans about these cases 

“was not seen in as serious a light as it is for Europeans.”208  

Targeted African complaints about Indian promiscuity thus served as a convenient excuse 

 
205 Letter from A.C. Jennings for the Chief Native Commissioner to the Under Secretary, Department of Lands, 
Salisbury, 13 April 1934, no. Y.1505/S.9/36, NAZ S1542/S9. 
206 Letter from Chief Native Commissioner to the Chief Clerk, Department of Lands, Salisbury, 3 July 1933, NAZ 
S1542/S9. 
207 Letter from D.H. Moodie, Native Commissioner in Rusape to Superintendent of Natives in Umtali, 10 June 1921, 
NAZ A3/18/35. 
208 Letter from Native Commissioner in Plumtree to Superintendent of Natives in Bulawayo, 21 June 1921, NAZ 
A3/18/35. 
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to justify their exclusion from the reserves. Rather than a firm hierarchy of Indians over Africans 

being constructed, as was the case in both the urban spaces of Southern Rhodesia and the Natal, 

the gray areas of social mixing between Indians and Africans outside the city proper resulted in 

African patriarchal concerns taking the upper hand in colonial policies of segregation, 

complicating the “hierarchy” that was articulated by both colonial policy and Indian elites.209 In 

later years, a policy of separation between Africans and Indians would become standard, with the 

Chief Native Commissioner noting that the “standard of living and morality of many of the 

Indians is so low, that their association with Natives is not desirable.”210 As an intermediate 

group, who interacted with African customers more than their white counterparts, Indians were 

cast as the more corrupting influence. Both economic and social concerns were articulated as the 

reason for this restriction, with trading activities and their enabling of female mobility linked to 

improper norms of social behavior. Beneath these negotiations between European and African, 

however, lay similar strands of thought concerning the regulation of women and the protection of 

the domestic unit by both Indian and African patriarchs. The Bulawayo branch of the British 

Indian Association in particular disapproved of their own living in such close conditions with 

Africans. Hindus would later insist that only Muslims took part in miscegenation, suggesting that 

they were more open to “corruption” of their race, coopting colonial language in protecting the 

boundaries of their endogamous notions of marriage and racial purity that would become 

important in the 1930s and 1940s when it came to the regulation of the next generation of 

Indians born in the colony.211  

 Jon Soske’s work on Durban and the Indian population of Natal suggests that the 

 
209 Soske, “’Wash Me Black Again,’” ii.  
210 Letter from Chief Native Commissioner to the Chief Native Commissioner, Salisbury, re: “Issue of Lease Sites to 
Asiatics in Native Reserves,” 14 December 1934, no. D.4872/34/S9/94, NAZ S1542/S9.  
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urbanization of the African population led to increased debates between Africans and Indian 

patriarchs over the status of women, and that the boundaries between the two racial groups was 

established when it came to the relationship between gender and social space, articulated in the 

form of the family unit in the 1940s and 1950s.212  The negotiation of these boundaries began, 

however, a few decades earlier in Southern Rhodesia beyond the boundaries of urban 

municipalities, and before the widespread establishment of Indian families. The problem of 

“unattached women” in the African reserves was one that greatly concerned the colonial 

government during this time. “Natives” who left their wives and villages to go work in the towns 

left these women prone to prostitution, according to discussions by officials of the Native 

Commissions. The solution was to ensure that all women were registered with the Registrar or 

Native Commissioner of the district, and if living with an African male, should provide 

“documentary evidence of marriage to the native.”213 The immorality of African women was 

closely linked to their liaisons with Indian men, a view shared by appointed African chiefs as 

well as the Chief Native Commissioner. The regulation of women’s bodies and what they chose 

to do with them revealed the intersection of both African and European worldviews (and in this 

case, Indian); Lynn Thomas argues that reproduction and sexuality became the subject of 

colonial intervention “because so many people viewed its regulation as fundamental to the 

construction of political and moral order.”214  

 Beneath the surface of moral rhetoric about miscegenation, which the Native 

Commissioners confirmed was not as widespread as many argued, lay the real reason for 

attempts at bounded segregation – white concerns about the growth of Indian trade, which edged 
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out white competitors for African markets in the townships and reserves. While Indian 

middlemen were vital to the running of the colonial economy, which the government recognized, 

white businessmen and their legislative representatives resented their presence. In 1928, 

Members of Parliament complained that new white immigrants were not taking up agriculture, 

which was the goal of attracting mass migration, but were “largely absorbed in the towns…not 

going in sufficient numbers on the land and on the mines.”215 Their constituents in turn raised the 

familiar trope of fears of immigrants taking their jobs. While the goal of the colony was to attract 

mass white settlement for agriculture, an increasing white presence in towns and cities meant 

that their representatives had to protect their urban interests as well as their agricultural ones. 

Indian traders were more likely than their white counterparts to live in these markets and 

amongst their customers. By physically living outside of the urban buffer zones to which their 

trading license applications generally allowed them to sell, they threatened white access to 

African customers. The deputation of Indians from the Bulawayo location who represented their 

views to the Commission pointed out that they had lived in the location for several years, while 

one even claimed to have been living in the area before the location was established. Another 

said he had been there for the past 25 years. But after the 1930 report, applications by Indians for 

trading licenses in African reserves were systematically denied.216  

Colonial reports and investigations into Indian transgression outside the bounds of urban 

segregation was therefore predicated on the argument that Indians were exploiting their African 

customers, preventing African economic and trading aspirations in the reserves. Colonial 

bureaucratic departments were able to reconcile their own policies of keeping Indian traders as 
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economic middlemen with white settler hostility towards Indians’ presence outside their urban 

trading zones by presenting the Indians as a minority group which “acted as a lightning rod for 

African grievances and resentment in a situation where the Administration” could represent “the 

dominant British electorate and power structure” by entering “the ring as a mediator or protector 

of the African interest.”217 As middlemen, Indian traders served as both retailers as well as 

buyers of products themselves.218 They were thus often “unpopular in most countries among both 

producers and consumers to whom they often appear as a non-essential part of the economic 

scene,” according to Kosmin.219 Africans in the Bulawayo location accused these traders of 

acting as general dealers in some cases, which their licenses did not allow for.220 The goal was 

supposedly to allow African stores to be opened in the location, in order to meet the “keen 

competition of Indian-owned shops in the adjacent Lobengula Street.”  

Claiming the protection of African interests, the Native Affairs department conducted 

interviews of Indian traders and African customers in the Umtali area in 1944 after complaints 

by African chiefs of Indian exploitation of African customers. Ironically, and probably 

deliberately, African residents claimed that they were satisfied with Europeans trading in the 

reserves – but not Indians. One African trader by the name of Nyatsanza testified in response to 

the following question: 

Q: Do you think Natives could do all the Native trade without any help from European 
traders or Asiatic traders? 
A: There is nothing wrong with Europeans, but we don’t like Indians.221 

 
The commission posed similar, if loaded, questions to the Umtali Native Welfare Society: 
 

 
217 Kosmin, "Ethnic and Commercial Relations in Southern Rhodesia,” 235.  
218 Ibid., 173-174.  
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220 Report by the 1930 Native Affairs Commission, Section on the Report of Trading Stores in the Location, 
Bulawayo Sanitary Board files, NAZ S235/440.  
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 Q: What has the Society to say of the way the African people are selling their produce? 
A: Indian storekeepers in the Reserves we feel are cheating us. They are taking more 
grain than they should. 
Q: Is it the Indian storekeepers in particular, or all storekeepers? 
A: It is the Indians. No European is doing that kind of thing, and the Africans are not 
doing it or following the Indian example. 
… 
Q: Do you think the African trader when he gets a license treats you better than the 
Asiatic? 
A: The African people if they had stores would treat us much better. We have no 
complaint against the Europeans, they are treating us quite nicely. But we would rather 
have nothing at all to do with the Indians.222 

 
The loaded nature of the questions that filtered testimony through a colonial lens suggested that 

the goal of the imperial project was to guide Africans in their commercial aspirations, eventually 

leading to the creation of a trading middle class. But historians of class in Zimbabwe have 

argued that the specifically settler colonial project was not designed for the rise of an African 

middle class, instead relying on a fixed racial and class hierarchy that produced a steady supply 

of black labor and restricted social mobility. Michael West points out that the Native Affairs 

Department, who conducted these particular interviews, “regarded an African middle class as a 

bane of colonialism and attempted to frustrate its emergence in large ways and small.”223  To that 

end, the commission’s goal appeared to be to guide testimony towards supporting their policy of 

removing Indians from the African reserves, rather than from a place of genuine investment in 

African commercial aspirations. Indians were an important economic buffer in urban spaces, but 

in the rural areas, where African markets for commercially produced goods were more limited, 

the colonial state could afford to remove them altogether, thereby satisfying demands of both 

white farmers and traders as well as the complaints of Africans.  

 
222 Testimony of Natives Mwamuka, Rev. Marakanke, and Sgt. Chineta, 1201-1207, NAZ ZBJ/1/1/2/1. The 
“European” stores in question, rather than being owned by migrants of British stock, were instead run by Jewish and 
Greek traders, “middlemen” in the colonial economy who were less likely than Indian traders to allow haggling. See 
Kosmin, “Ethnic and Commercial Relations in Southern Rhodesia.”  
223 West, The rise of an African middle class in colonial Zimbabwe, 1-3.  
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 African resentment of Indian middlemen, rather than based on colonial ideas of racial 

stereotyping, was often instead founded on ideas of displacement by “outsiders,” with the 

historiography of segregation in urban East Africa translating to the outskirts of these spaces in 

the reserves and townships of Southern Rhodesia. According to James Brennan’s analysis of oral 

discourse regarding racial tensions in East Africa, African residents in the colonial urban setting 

of Dar es Salaam articulated racial complaints as embitterment about displacement from sources 

of wealth and authority in the colonial city.224 In Southern Rhodesia, this was exacerbated by the 

fact that Indians and Africans, while both colonized in the strictest definition of the term, did not 

start off on what Sana Aiyar terms as a “level playing field,” with Indians materially better off 

than most Africans.225 But rather than framing racial divisions as part of a “timeless antagonism 

between…intrinsically opposed interests,” Ned Bertz has called for shifting towards a 

perspective that analyzes the ways in which African, Indian, and European voices and 

interactions contributed to the creation of racial categories – and the stereotypes associated 

therein. In Southern Rhodesia, Indians did not emigrate in as large numbers as they did to East 

Africa, where much of the literature on Indian trading and economic classes is focused. Instead 

of filtering narratives of a racial antagonism through a colonial lens, the interactions between an 

African majority and a much smaller Indian minority are better framed by questioning why and 

how tropes of Indian exploitation came to the fore. The answer often lay in the strategic motive 

behind the complaints. Historian Busani Mpofu suggests that claims of Indian exploitation were 

made by a growing class of educated Africans who wanted to own their own stores, but were 

prevented from doing so by the colonial government.226 According to former nationalist Ibbo 
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Mandaza, “when I’ve heard people making noise about Indians, it’s exaggerated or false.”227 

Unlike the case in Durban, black resentment towards Indians never erupted into large-scale 

violence, as it did during the 1949 anti-Indian pogrom.228 

At the same time, in Southern Rhodesia in particular, Indian traders and African workers 

had a mutually dependent relationship, albeit one founded on Indian privilege relative to African 

repression and a sense of civilizational superiority. “Backward the locals were,” Yusuf Adam 

said of his grandfather’s early forays into African markets. “Never used to wear any clothes, they 

used to wear little pieces of skin, and to cover their breasts they had beads. That was big 

business, the beads.”229 But beneath these comments, filtered through contemporary racist 

attitudes towards Africans, lay the fact that Indian traders relied heavily on Africans as 

customers, part of a longer history of African consumer demands serving as a critical driving 

forced for Gujarati textile markets in precolonial Indian Ocean trading networks.230 Without 

these customers, Indian businessmen would have no market. African customers, on the other 

hand, were able to negotiate the terms of their demands. When they went to European stores, 

were treated as second-class citizens; they weren’t allowed to go to certain places in the store, 

and most of the time could not afford to pay European prices. The testimony of the Umtali 

Native Welfare Commission was revealing: 

Q: Why don’t the Natives all go to the European store and leave the Indians alone? 
A: Most of the things sold in the European stores are specially for Europeans and when 
we go there with small money we cannot get what we want.231 
 

 
227 Ibbo Mandaza, interview by author, 15 October 2016.   
228 For an account of the 1929 “Durban riots,” see Soske, “’Wash Me Black Again,’” Chapter 3.  
229 Yusuf Adam, interview.  
230 For a history of 19th century African consumerism in Indian Ocean markets, see in particular Jeremy Prestholdt, 
Domesticating the World: African Consumerism and the Genealogies of Globalization (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2008), who builds on Indian Ocean scholarship that outlines narratives of this trade dating back to 
at least the fifteenth century.  
231 Testimony of Natives Mwamuka, Rev. Marakanke, and Sgt. Chineta, 1201-1207, NAZ ZBJ/1/1/2/1.  
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Africans were welcomed in Indian stores, however, where prices were not set and where the 

process of haggling was the norm; Indian traders would name a price, African customers would 

counter with their own, and a back and forth would eventually establish a compromised price at 

which the goods in question would be sold.232 That history has led to “rhetoric today about how 

Indians do their business, ‘let’s do it the Indian way.’ The Indian shop has a price, you tell the 

shop owner you don’t have the money, and that leads to haggling, what we say in Shona as 

kupopera.”233 The presence of Indian traders was thus not only a physical bridge between black 

and white, but a social one too, serving as a space for those who aspired to a European “way of 

life” otherwise denied them in the white areas of the city, part of what Timothy Burke has 

articulated as the reinvention of hegemonic colonial power through African consumption and 

“social meaning of goods as…a form of resistance” to the restrictions on black pathways to 

middle class consumer status.234 These trading zones, rather than simply being buffer zones 

between black and white, were often the commercial and social heart of urban spaces, a literal 

gateway driven by African consumer demands for the life and luxuries of white materiality: 

As the commercial front-line, North Lobengula Street went out of its way to attract 
African shoppers coming out of the Location. K.M. Naik’s Tanda Bantu store at 57A 
Lobengula Street – ‘where everybody shops’ – still stands and trades today as a survivor 
of this colorful past. Africans could buy basics in the Location. They came to Lobengula 
Street for ‘fashion’ and for luxuries. The street’s store windows were crammed with 
brightly coloured clothes and accessories, including the suits and shirts and gloves and 
shoes to which the Location dandies aspired. African market-stalls, attached to the stores, 
lined the streets. There was an atmosphere of carnival. ‘For many of us,’ says Mark 
Ncube, Bulawayo’s oral historian, ‘Lobengula Street was Bulawayo.’235 

 
In Ncube’s words, Lobengula Street was Bulawayo – a contact zone between different groups, 
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234 Timothy Burke, Lifebuoy Men, Lux Women: Commodification, Consumption, and Cleanliness in Modern 
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but also a space of social gathering and a hub for the playing out of the material and consumptive 

aspirations of urban residents.  

Indians as a racial group thus made up what would become a solid middle class in 

colonial Southern Rhodesia, filling the constructed and enforced void of a class of African 

professionals and traders that would begin to rise during the Federation years despite white 

restrictions. Per colonial urban policy, Indians were meant to remain confined to the zones in 

which they were granted trading licenses, retaining their role as urban economic middlemen. But 

in their first decades of settlement, they operated in all these spaces simultaneously, calling into 

question colonial divides between rural and urban settings. When they attempted to transgress 

this specific way of life, either by aspiring towards renting or owning property in white 

residential spaces, or “lowering” their standards of living by setting up their trades directly in 

African townships and reserves, colonial policy, directed by both the Native Affairs department 

and local municipal councils was in sync – Indians were not allowed in these spaces, outside the 

confines of their delegated trading zones. In turn, African and Indian patriarchs used language of 

control of women and domestic spaces to articulate economic and class insecurities generated by 

these transgressions as well as social control over reproduction and younger generations of men. 

But the Indians who crossed the boundaries of this colonial hierarchization in their daily 

economic and social lives would contest these categorizations in more visible, legible ways that 

went beyond the mundanities of quotidian existence, survival, and economic aspiration in urban 

Rhodesia. 

Categorical Resistance  

Reading between the official census statistics listing the number of residents per racial 

group, the Adam family can be found in the somewhat haphazard collection of individual Asiatic 
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census schedules from 1936 for Salisbury. Ismail Ali Adam by this time lived at 23A South 

Avenue in the Indian trading zone with his wife, Amina Ali, and three sons, Abraham Ali, 

Moosa Ali, and Abdulhak Ali. He was 35 at the time, as was his wife. His children were seven, 

four, and one year old respectively. He noted his nationality as British Indian, and his religion as 

Muhammedan. For his place of birth, he simply noted “India,” rather than giving a specific 

village or colonial province, as others did. Under profession, he self-identified as a storekeeper 

(general dealer) who employed others. Amina Ali noted her employment as “home duties.” The 

flat they lived in was listed as having two rooms.236  

Historians of the census in the British Raj have argued that the establishment and 

maintenance of the colonial nation state “depended upon determining, codifying, controlling, and 

representing the past.” Central to that codification and control was the census, a colonial creation 

that was meant to order and stratify complex and intersectional forms of identity into clear and 

concise categories.237 In Southern Rhodesia, the census was a central part of the settler colonial 

process, a bureaucratic representation of attempts at spatial segregation, which in the twentieth 

century initially took place every four to five years, and from 1926 after the granting of self-

governing status, every ten years.238 As on the ground, Indians were represented as a category in 

between African and European. The first census was conducted in 1897, a basic enumeration of 

the non-white population and place of residence and origin that provided “estimates” of the 

numbers of the African majority. By 1911, the census had created and ordered bounded 

categories and definitions of racial populations by region and according to urban or rural 

residence. These demographics would be used for the creation of colonial policy both internally 

 
236 Asiatic Census Returns 1936, Central Statistical Office, NAZ S899/1-45.  
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and in London, and used as a means of stratifying populations according to race and eventually 

codifying “tribal” or ethnic origins for Africans. Unlike in India, however, the census in 

Southern Rhodesia only asked Indians for their place of birth and their religion, and not caste. 

The hierarchization of caste groups and identities was thus left up to Indians to articulate for 

themselves.   

The evolution of Indian positionality in the census reflected developing colonial ideas 

about Indians serving as a buffer group between black and white. In the first census schedules of 

1897, Indians were tabulated as part of the “European” or “white” group, set against a “native” 

population. Still a small proportion of the population, Indian migrants were collated as part of the 

general migration of non-African groups to the territory. “Indian” was noted as place of colonial 

origin, rather than being a strict racial group. Coloureds were classified as either Indian or 

Native, only counted as a separate group in 1911. Colonial place of origin was now used to 

distinguish race. By 1911, Indians were identified as part of a wider racial group of “Asiatics,” 

the term here used to identify anyone who was born on that vast continent, and included Indians 

as well as Chinese migrants, anyone from the Middle East, as well as Egypt and Sudan, revealing 

antiquated colonial theories on the origins of races.239 By 1921, of the 1,250 listed as “Asiatic” in 

the census, 60 listed Bengal as their birthplace, 419 as Bombay (which included the villages of 

Gujarat, and 118 as Madras. In terms of religion, 812 listed Hinduism as their practicing faith, 

and 231 as “Mahammadan.”240  

These categories, however, erased the complex and nuanced distinctions that would begin 

to matter more as the population of Indians grew – caste, religion, wealth, occupation, village of 

origin. The census was meant to impose scientific order on a messy society, “and order of a 
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statistical nature. In time the creation of a new ordering of society by the census will act to 

reshape that which the census sought merely to describe.”241 But census demographic tables 

rarely reflected the lived experiences of the populations they attempted to order and tabulate and 

graph. Miscegenation, while frowned upon and legislated against, was not confined to the neat 

category of “Coloured” that seemed to encompass individuals that the colonial state did not quite 

know how to identify precisely. Each family or head of household was given a schedule and was 

responsible for filling out an individual schedule, the order of which conveyed vague colonial 

ideas about racial hierarchy. Those who were illiterate had the local census collector fill out the 

form for them, or correct their “mistakes” during the collection or later enumeration process. 

Europeans or whites filled out C1 schedules, Asiatics C2, Coloureds C3, and Natives C4; the 

implication was that each family was a contained racial unit made up of members of the same 

racial or ethnic group. But the heads of families, by filling out or requesting the “wrong” form, 

subconsciously resisted the census and the colonial project altogether. Some mixed-race families, 

for example, classified themselves as “European” or “Asiatic” by filling out the relevant racial 

schedule. Occasionally, schedules would be half-filled out, suggesting the family had requested 

an Indian schedule, a census official had begun filling it in for them, and upon realizing the 

“mistake,” crossed out or “canceled” the original schedule and filled out a Coloured one instead. 

In Gwelo in 1941, for example, a Muslim family residing at 59 Third Street originally filled out 

an Asiatic schedule; Mahomed Abdul Rahaman, listed as the head of the household, with his 

wife, Elizabeth Rahaman, their children Joseph Abdul and Cadija, and Mahomed’s brother-in-

law. A census officer later crossed out the names of everyone except Mahomed, noting that they 

had been transferred to form C2, meant for Coloured people. This occurred several times 
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throughout the census schedules for that year and for 1936, either as a result of confusion about 

the regulations of which form to fill out, or perhaps as a subtle act of resistance to the colonial 

state’s inability to account for families that transcended racial parameters. 

Other forms of indirect resistance took place between the lines of the official categories 

that were meant to account for all significant forms of identification, through the provision “of an 

arena for Indians to ask questions about themselves.”242 In 1926, dozens of families noted their 

nationality in census schedules as “British” or “British Subject,” although the number of 

schedules with that notation had lessened by the 1936 and 1946 censuses. By choosing what to 

note down as their identity, elite, literate Indians who could fill out their own census forms 

contested colonial categorizations, even if that resistance was not translated to official summaries 

of census records collated at the end of the process. In so doing, they positioned themselves 

between East and West, articulating their Indian civilization and heritage as the equal of Western 

society. There was no such nationality or formal status as “British Indian” at the time. One was 

either British, according to colonial jurisdiction in the Raj or Southern Rhodesia, or a subject of 

one of the independent princely states, and hence a British Protected Person. In essence, Indians’ 

status as residents within the colony of Southern Rhodesia was dependent on their origins on the 

subcontinent. As for British subjects, until 1948, no concept of a separate nationality of 

citizenship existed for the United Kingdom and Ireland, with British nationality being defined 

under the nexus of British subjecthood.243 British Indian, rather than British, however, was the 

term preferred by the census authorities, who would make sure to correct any notations of British 

 
242 Bernard Cohn, "The Census, Social Structure and Objectification in South Asia," in An Anthropologist Among 
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to the specific term “British Indian,” creating a racialized distinction of subjecthood between 

white and Indian.  

Literate Indians took advantage of the ability to fill out their own forms to note down the 

forms of identity that mattered to them most. Goans, who formed a minority of migrants from the 

subcontinent, generally listed their nationality as “Goanese,” hailing either directly from Goa or 

from employment in South Africa. They were mostly Roman Catholic, migrants who like their 

Gujarati counterparts had emigrated in search of better opportunities based on stories told by 

friends and distant relatives who had already made the crossing.244 A few, however, such as 

Christorao R. Rejo in Salisbury, an out of work engine driver for the Araturner Mine, identified 

as “Portuguese” rather than “Goan,” similar to the claiming of British subjecthood by those from 

the Raj. Others noted their nationality as “British Hindoo,” rather than “British Indian,” creating 

a specific colonial identity where religion was more significant than belonging to the colonial 

construction of “India.” Some claimed to be British Protected Persons when they were not, 

hailing from parts of Bombay State outside the jurisdiction of the princely states, but wanting to 

claim status as subjects of independent regions. Many noted their caste identity in place of their 

religion. A few noted their specific villages of origin, rather than simply the state or region. 

Those who had children born in the African colony rather than in India noted their nationality as 

“Rhodesian,” which was later crossed out and replaced with “British Indian.”245 Many claimed to 

be the owners of “private” businesses, elevating their status as traders, which were later corrected 

to “general dealer,” according to the type of trading license they held, suggesting that the local 
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official doing the correcting knew the people he was tabulating.246  

These subtle forms of subconscious resistance, read in isolation from one another, do not 

seem to be anything more than bureaucratic forms with corrected errors. Put together, however, 

they speak to lived experiences that colonial categorizations or elite Indian articulations of 

imperial citizenship could not fully encompass. The neat categories that the census grouped the 

population into masked the chaotic and complex ways that boundaries both within and between 

racial groups was being contested, both consciously and unconsciously, by the various groups 

that made up the non-European population, with urban areas serving as spaces for what Vivek 

Bald terms the process of “collective place making” of identities that took place on the streets 

and neighborhoods of towns and cities.247 The creation of an Indian buffer population, class, and 

racial group between black and white in the census was mirrored in attempts to create in-between 

zones of physical residence and trade within urban geographies. By reading the census from the 

bottom up rather than the top down of the neat tables of demographics, as well as by reading 

urban landscapes through the transgressions of the unofficial and official boundaries of racial 

segregation, the presence of Indians who breached these categories and these spaces 

demonstrates the fundamental threat they posed to the colonial project.  

Colonial racial hierarchies are often taken for granted; part of an all-encompassing 

imperial project that stratified populations according to a racial and civilizational hierarchy. But 

recent work focusing on Indians and Indian Ocean diasporic networks and imaginings in South 

and East Africa has begun to parse the origins and genealogies of these categories, the lens of an 

“Indian” identity calling into question the nature of terms such as “European” and “African” in 
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colonial contexts.248 In fact, without clear direction from London, Southern Rhodesian legislators 

were somewhat at a loss as to how to classify minority populations beyond the census. What was 

at stake in the first decades of settlement was the construction and preservation of Southern 

Rhodesia as a white man’s country. This meant limiting mobility by forcing non-whites into 

demarcated spaces, both rural and urban. Within this context, state builders attempted to confine 

Indian migrants to one specific category, a task made more difficult by their limited ability to 

create legislation that specifically discriminated against Indians.  

Acts of legislation passed over the next few years resulted in even more confusion and 

legislative ambiguity when it came to the definition of “Asian,” with Indian migrants and their 

descendants grouped as either European or non-European, defined as ‘African’ when they had 

specific rights that needed to be restricted, but classified as ‘European’ or ‘non-indigenous’ when 

this inclusion would not have significant political or social implications.249 In other cases, when 

they were included as a separate group, they were lumped in with the Coloured population, as if 

the colonial administration had given up in attempting a formal classification and instead decided 

to throw together anyone who was neither black nor white. Discriminatory legislation was in 

general difficult to pass; the Imperial Government in London ultimately retained veto power over 

these acts, such as the Asiatics Ordinance of 1908.250 When it came to the sale of liquor and 

firearms, for example, Asians were initially subject to the same restrictive conditions as 
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‘natives.’251 When it came to education, however, Indians were classed as ‘European’. While 

government schools were segregated according to race, provision for Indian education was made 

for in the same education acts pertaining to the European population, rather than in the separate 

Native Education Act.252 They were also included in European voter rolls, their numbers being 

so small that they could not make much of a difference to the political structure of the country.253  

Unlike the census, which could identify populations according to broad racial categories, 

legislative acts and ordinances instead relied on grouping Indians as either European or African 

depending on context, rather a hodge-podge of attempts at formal segregation. Most acts did not 

define Indians or Coloureds as a specific category, their numbers being too small to warrant 

specific distinction, while separate acts regulating Africans were passed by the Native Affairs 

Department. Legislation that specifically targeted racial groups had to meet the approval of the 

Colonial Office in London, which strictly regulated discriminatory laws. But regulations 

specifically concerning the control of liquor, which deliberately targeted Indians and Coloureds, 

revealed a confluence between scientific ideas of racial origins and colonial language of morality 

with more practical attempts at protecting white commercial interests. As was the case before 

self-government, all non-white populations faced restrictions when it came to the possession and 

use of liquor and firearms. The Liquor Act of 1930, which amended previous laws relating to the 

subject, made no distinction between Coloureds and Natives when it came to restricting alcohol, 

but allowed Asians to apply for permits to purchase liquor. Here, the act attempted to define each 

group within select parameters, leaving licensing decisions in the hands of local liquor licensing 

 
251 Sale of Liquor to Natives and Indians Act, 1898/1899, Statute Law of Southern Rhodesia Volume II (Argus 
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Statute Law of Southern Rhodesia, LHCZ.   
252 Education Ordinance, Statue Law of Southern Rhodesia 1903, 80, LHCZ. 
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boards. The Liquor Act specifically defined “Asiatic” as “any Turk and any member of a race or 

tribe whose national home is in Asia, but shall not include any member of – (a) the Jewish or 

Syrian race; (b) any race or branch of any race declared by the Governor by Proclamation to be 

excluded from this definition.” A “coloured person” was defined as “any person not being an 

Asiatic or a native, but having Asiatic or native blood,” while a native meant “any person being, 

or being a descendant of, an aboriginal native of Africa.”254   

These definitions articulated Eurocentric, colonial notions of the inherent and primeval 

nature of race, based on biological differences dependent on geographic origin that in turn 

created a difference in cultural norms. The implication beneath white legislative rhetoric 

surrounding the creation of this particular piece of legislation was that due to their geographic 

origin, “Asiatics” as a group were higher up in the civilizational chain than those with African or 

“mixed” blood, and therefore could be given special permission to drink. Both their supposed 

civilizational past as well as their colonial origins were key in their being granted this right by 

the state. Coloured populations in particular, on the other hand, were associated with 

“drunkenness, immorality and crime” in the past “owing to the consumption of liquor illegally 

obtained.” Further, their precise “origins” could not be ascertained, leading to their classification 

as “Natives” for the purpose of access to alcohol.255 White legislators, while raising taunts at 

each other regarding drinking abilities during sessions of parliament, officially called for the 

restriction of liquor consumption in general, part of attempts at the creation of a moral state 

founded on values of family and domesticity.256  
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Beneath this moral rhetoric, however, were practical concerns related to the immigration 

of “undesirable” Asians. Indians were allowed to purchase liquor – but not to sell it, which could 

“have a prejudicial effect on native interests…through Asiatics resorting to the illicit traffic in 

liquor.”257 Rather than the protection of African interests, however, these controls were meant to 

protect white trading interests when it came to liquor specifically by prohibiting illegal Indian 

sales, Indians once again associated with criminality and immorality. Restrictions against 

“undesirable” liquor trading by Indians and consumption by Africans dated all the way back to 

1899, when legislators called for limits against those “who supplied liquor to natives, and even 

smuggled them guns and ammunition…believing it to be the wish of the vast majority of the 

white inhabitants of the country that such a law should be passed.”258 In 1914, members of 

parliament were still raising concerns that Indian general dealer licenses would allow for illicit 

liquor trading to Coloureds and Africans.259 By allowing Indians consumption rights, but 

continuing to restrict their ability to sell liquor, white legislators walked the line between giving 

Indians limited rights within the construction of a racial hierarchy, while still protecting white 

commercial interests and limiting who would be able to access liquor according to their racial 

identification and “way of life.” 

Rhodesian Identity Politics: Whiteness, Britishness, and the “Other”  

The parameters of racial groups were thus constantly up for debate and in a state of flux. 

Legislative ambiguity created a space for non-white populations to contest their positionality in 

racial hierarchies. Language concerning “way of life,” articulated in response to white Rhodesian 
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imaginings of what being “British” meant outside a metropolitan homeland, became critical to 

both the construction of the ideology of the white state that excluded non-white populations, and 

Africans in particular, from being full citizens and participants in white society. While scholars 

of whiteness in Rhodesia have argued that whites in Rhodesia largely ignored the black majority, 

a white, or “European” identity still had to be constructed against the presence of an alienized 

“other.”260 Luise White has maintained that being white was never enough to claim membership 

within the Rhodesian nation. What really mattered, she argued, “was being white and laying 

claim to the history of civilization and responsibility that had so capably maintained standards 

for the last forty years.”261 Historians such as Ruramisai Charumbira have attributed the 

mythology of white civilization to the legacy of Rhodes and the first white pioneers who settled 

in Rhodesia.262 A white identity in Rhodesia was precluded not only on imagined ties to a British 

legacy, but a large inflow of English-speaking immigrants from South Africa between 1901 and 

1911, “escaping what they regarded as an unfairly pro-Afrikaner Union.”263 But in order to 

sustain this legacy, white Rhodesians had to constantly live up to the same moralistic ideals that 

the missionaries who precluded their presence had foisted on the African population: 

monogamous marriage and a stable family structure (maintained through the encouragement of 

white female migration from England); adherence to Christianity and its associated forms of 

morality; standards of social etiquette and respectability; and a Western worldview predicated on 

the “modernity” of the colonial development project – all of which would be protected by 

political and economic advantages.264  
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Impact of War and Political Change on White Rhodesia c. 1970-1980 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993).   
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 The presence of Indians, as neither colonizer nor colonized in Africa, was critical to this 

discourse through their status as British migrant subjects, whose way of life had to be otherized 

and distanced from Western concepts of modernity and standards of living. In turn, indigenous 

African subjects were also “foreignized,” in the words of Francis Musoni, from the white state, 

cast as the lowest rung in the ladder of “degrees of foreignness.”265 In creating scales of 

“foreignness” from a white “way of life,” the Rhodesian way of life was made out to be modern; 

in turn, Indian customs and practices were cast as traditional. Africans, on the final rung of the 

racial hierarchy, were cast as civilizationally inferior to Indian colonial subjects. But Indian elites 

in Rhodesia, who positioned themselves as both Western subjects with subcontinental origins 

and identities, sought to make their traditions “modern” within the context of these debates over 

what was a “Rhodesian way of life.” The Adam family took retrospective pride in their identity 

as free Gujarati migrants, rather than indentured laborers, who came to “further [their] progress” 

without “trying to be culturally separate,” sending their children to colonial schools and working 

to develop their commercial activities to attain more wealth, thereby able to live amongst white 

society rather than remaining confined to the market gardens on the outskirts of urban life or the 

trading zones of towns and cities. Narratives of Indian pioneers highlighted an evolution from 

humble origins to their grandchildren being “educated internationally and achieving great 

heights, an evolution we very much appreciate” in the words of Justice Ahamed Ebrahim, the 

husband of Ismail Adam’s granddaughter Zulekha.266  

Urban spaces became key sites for this discourse over modernity and standards of living, 
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as well as the foreignization of non-white populations, which Musoni argues was a “key factor in 

the politics of power, identity formation, and nation-state building” in African colonies.267 

Because African populations could not literally be rendered “foreign” in their own land, their 

“way of life” based on colonial conceptions of African tradition and custom was used as 

justification for their ideological “foreignization” and exclusion and separation from white-

dominated urbanity as well as the right to agricultural land. In colonial legislative debates, the 

idea of a racially-defined “way of life” that was used to determine who could come into the 

country was now applied to those who were living in it, based on the same justifications used to 

restrict Indian immigration. Indians were the first to be “foreignized” by these standards of 

civilization, which were then later applied to Coloureds and Africans living in urban spaces. 

“The question of colour is not the only guide” argued one MP, a Captain Bertin, during debates 

in 1927 over the inclusion of the Coloured population “natives” in the liquor act. “The other 

guide is where a person is actually living as a white person, that is to say his associations. His 

colour may be very dark, but if he is received generally as a European he should not suffer from 

those disabilities,” arguing that it was difficult to prove whether someone had “native blood in 

him” in the first place.268 Here, the modernity of the colonial project was juxtaposed with the 

foreignness of non-white populations from white civilization; their lives defined by strange and 

othered customs and traditions which suggested their trajectories of development would not 

follow that accorded to white settlers. 

Indian elites, set between European and African, were a key part of this discourse. In 

response to white hostility to their presence, ideas concerning colonial origins and precolonial 
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civilizations intersected in the language used by Indians to call for civilizational parity with 

white Rhodesians. Indians could not indigenize themselves, and make claims of inheritance to 

the lands of Southern Rhodesia. They could, however, counter their foreignness by arguing for 

inclusion in a space that transcended the boundaries of the African territory. In 1948, D.M. Desai 

wrote and self-published a booklet on the history of Indians in Southern Rhodesia, emphasizing 

this context in his discussion of citizenship rights: 

With the establishment of the Dominions of India and Pakistan, those of our community 
who came to Rhodesia from Mother India may rank our citizenship of Rhodesia with 
those who came to this Colony from the Dominion of Great Britain and who now claim 
citizenship of Rhodesia. In a world of chaos, strife, racial hatreds and conflicting 
ideologies, the Commonwealth of the British Empire is held as a shining example of what 
can be achieved by tolerance and goodwill…We are aware that we have always been a 
separate element in Rhodesian life. We have not become an interwoven part of its pattern 
or fabric. Unlike the Coloured people, for example, who are part and parcel of the 
Rhodesian life, we have remained apart, racially, linguistically and religiously, and this 
we assert has been inevitable and to the good.269 

 
Here, Desai represented the stance that had been taken by the British Indian Association, one that 

would define their politics until the Federation years. Indian elites saw themselves as British 

subjects first, rather than as citizens of a colony administered by a company. According to this 

line of thinking, they were participants in Rhodesian society and economy, a belonging that was 

not precluded by the continuation of their religious and linguistic identities from India, which in 

turn were used to claim civilizational parity.  

 Support of Indian immigration and their rights as subjects was thus couched in language 

of civilization by both white liberals and Indian elites, both as British subjects and inheritors of 

precolonial civilizations, ideas filtered through colonial notions of Aryan descent in the British 

Raj. In 1924, Sarojini Naidu, future president of the Indian National Congress, visited Salisbury 

and was invited to speak to an audience of members of the government and public, praising 
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Rhodesia as the “chosen spot” for Empire, articulating her belief that Rhodesia was the place 

where Indians could be given “chances of regeneration in the finest sense of being born anew in 

this country, and evolving a type of civilisation which would not be in conflict with the 

civilisation of the white race, but which, co-ordinated with other civilisations, would make of 

Rhodesia a wonderland of human achievement.”270 In 1927, former white administrator of the 

Raj C.F. Andrews penned an article lamenting what he called the “crisis” in Southern Rhodesia, 

whereby “Indians today are absolutely excluded from a country, which bears the name of Cecil 

Rhodes – the same Rhodes who invented the phrase ‘Equal rights for every civilised man south 

of the Zambesi.”271 The politics of the British Indian Association, as well as those who saw India 

and its peoples as critical in the development of the colonial world, reflected that of Mahatma 

Gandhi, who just a little further south was pressing for the rights of the wealthier merchant class 

as migrants who were partners in the project of Empire. 

 Closely linked to this concept of imperial belonging were ideas about Indian civilizations 

that predated the colonial experience, and which were foundational to Indian linguistic and 

religious separation from both Europeans and Africans. D.M. Desai suggested that colonial 

repressions of all non-white subjects were founded on the “de-civilization” that would “make 

them less human, not because they are not human, but, being human, are not white.”272 In 

response, through the pioneer experience, Indians argued, their separate civilizational and 

“traditional” origins had become a critical part of the colonial modernity being constructed in 

Southern Rhodesia. But while the pioneer narratives had been limited to the recent past and 

origins in a colonial homeland, narratives of inclusion turned to a deeper past in claiming 
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belonging to colonial society in a new space across the ocean. On India’s independence day, 

N.M. Patel, president of the Hindoo Society, gave a speech in Salisbury in which he exalted the 

“great and glorious past of our Motherland – its culture and philosophy – its arts and sciences – 

its industry and commerce” as a member of the modern world as the “Dominion of India” as an 

equal member of the British Commonwealth of Nations, calling on Indians in Southern Rhodesia 

to do “all in your power to interpret India and civilization to all nations.”273 The historical goal of 

the Hindoo Societies in Southern Rhodesia, according to Vijay Mehta, president of the Bulawayo 

Hindoo Society in 2018, was the maintenance of ancient Hindu “culture and civilization” in the 

context of colonial modernity, which threatened to erase religious and linguistic heritages.274 

These patriarchs of Indian culture echoed Jawaharlal Nehru’s nationalist rhetoric, which saw the 

Indian past as a critical part of its future and participation in modernity.  

 Herein lay the limits to Indian claims to inclusion in colonial society. Ideas of precolonial 

civilizational origins on the subcontinent were articulated in vague terms, by Indian elites and 

colonial officials alike, based on upper caste Indian nationalist rhetoric and colonial Indian 

conceptions of descendancy from Aryan civilization. Abraham Itty has argued that, particularly 

after independence, “Asian articulations of their own differences worked by inverting the 

familiar hierarchy but were not able to transcend it.” Rather than questioning the idea of 

civilization, Indian elites were not “able to think outside the categories of race and civilization” 

even as they “sought to go beyond colonial categories.”275 Because their arguments were framed 

within the context of these hierarchies, colonial legislators articulated the same language of past 
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civilization in India, but argued that Indians in Southern Rhodesia in the present lived a much 

lower standard of living. In response to the debate over liquor rights, one member of parliament 

argued that there should be no differentiation between Indians and Coloureds: “of course I am 

aware that the Eastern civilisation is probably much older than our own,” he said in 1938, “but it 

does not alter the fact that the living conditions of these people are very similar to those of the 

coloured people.”276 Nicholas Dirks articulates these attitudes as “the special perversity of 

colonial modernity,” with the colonial state holding out “modernity as a promise but at the same 

time made it the limiting condition of coloniality: the promise that would never be kept.”277  

Conclusion 

As a result, Indian political activism and contestation moved into a more practical sphere 

when it came to the education of their children and the regulation of their domestic spaces, using 

the mobility of wealthier Indians into white spaces to argue for higher standards of living than 

the colonial state accorded them. At the same time, they continued to argue for the protection of 

their religious, caste, and linguistic institutions as part of their participation in colonial 

modernity. It was here that ideas about civilization translated to concepts of racial “purity,” seen 

in the growth of familial units founded on ideas of communal endogamy. By seeking to make 

their traditions modern, and complementary to, rather than set against, Western ideas of a proper 

way of life, elite Indian interpretations of caste and hierarchy came to inform colonial policy 

concerning Indians in Rhodesia. As the domestic space expanded, Indians constructed their own 

ideas of morality within a white Rhodesian framework regarding the “purity” of races. The 

colonial state in turn continued to attempt to confine Indians to a buffer zone between black and 
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white by engaging with Indian elites in the enforcement and upholding of their ideas centered on 

patriarchal control of the domestic unit. Here, Indian elites served as the interlocutors and 

transmitters of colonial ideas regarding caste and religion in India to racial hierarchies in Africa. 

But the lived experiences of those outside these elite spaces of discourse continued to transgress 

the boundaries being enforced on them by both the white state and society and Indian communal 

organizations. Up until the late 1930s, it was the voices of elite, upper caste Indians that 

dominated calls for imperial citizenship. But it was the voices of those whose lives had been 

relegated to the census, whose daily experiences transgressed the boundaries imposed on them 

by Indian elites and colonial authorities, that would come to the forefront over a critical point of 

contention – the education of their children.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Purity Schools and Hindu Daughters: Colonial Education of Indians, 1930-1960 
 
“Serious strife over site of new Government Indian School: Salisbury Hindoos almost Nazi-like 
in desire for racial purity and willing to pay heavily towards upkeep of school rather than send 

children to Coloured School.”278 
 

 In 1952, Taraben Naik arrived in Southern Rhodesia. She grew up in a village near 

Mumbai, and six months before, had married an Indian man who had come back to India from 

Salisbury to find a wife. She was only sixteen years old. Her husband returned without her – she 

waited half a year for her immigration papers to be processed for her to travel to her marital 

home. When she finally arrived in Salisbury, she lived with her husband in the rooms behind his 

store on Sinoia Street. The very next day after her arrival, she went into the shop to help behind 

the counter. The role of a woman in the “traditional family” during this time, according to a 

report by the Bulawayo Indian Youth League, stated that she “is expected to be subservient to 

her husband as well as her in-laws. A typical Hindu woman runs the affairs of the home from the 

time she gets up to the time she goes to bed.”279 Taraben’s husband often traveled for work, to 

find suppliers for goods, leaving her alone to run both the business and the home. She was alone 

when her first three sons were born.280 She became the backbone not only of the family, but of 

the family livelihood as well. She had four sons over the next decade; and she and her husband 

brought them up with what their third-born son recalls as “values and respect,” a central tenet of 

their family and social life.281 

 Taraben’s story was a typical one for the women from India who joined their husbands 
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across an ocean. Immigration of single adult males was restricted after 1924; thereafter, only the 

wives and minor children of those already resident were allowed in. As families expanded, 

communities constructed religious and caste institutions, which became central to the 

maintenance of endogamous marital and family structures across spaces and generations. The 

men who had first left had already been said to “lose their caste” by crossing the ocean, risking 

their reputations and religious values by taking on habits like drinking alcohol and eating meat, 

or having intimate relations with African women. By bringing their wives back with them, rather 

than staying in India, the male heads of families chose to transplant the marital and kinship 

institutions that structured their domestic lives in Gujarat to Southern Rhodesia. The lines of 

caste and religious identity that had once been blurred and transgressed during the migration and 

early settlement process were solidified. In turn, women’s behavior was regulated, their role as 

the backbone for both family and business becoming essential to the growth of the family. In the 

presence of men, Taraben had to cover her head with the palav of her sari, serving the menfolk 

of the family their dinner first before having her own. She never sat down at the table with them. 

Even now, as the matriarch of the family in Harare, she eats her meals last.282 By passing down 

the societal and domestic norms with which she was raised, Taraben and other women of her 

generation felt they were protecting the family; in turn, they conformed to the standards of 

behavior expected of them by men.  

But not everyone conformed to these idealized standards of domestic life and behavior. 

Those who deviated from upper-caste conceptions of families structured around non-

monogamous marriage were cast as what Durba Mitra terms “deviants” by civilizational 

language which otherized those who transgressed the “moral” and “normative” boundaries, those 
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who married out of caste and sometimes even across racial boundaries.283 Miscegenation, or 

deviation from upper-caste Hindu notions of morality and proper behavior, was regarded as 

taboo and became associated with Muslim men and lower-class Hindus. Class, race, religion, and 

caste identity all intersected in elite patriarchal Indian ideas concerning domestic and behavioral 

normality and a “traditional” way of life in order to protect the endogamous boundaries of the 

family unit. But their domination was not unchallenged, with younger Hindu men joining with 

the leaders of stigmatized Islamic communities to challenge the authority of the elite ideologies 

of their fathers’ generation. Generational divides here intersected with ideas concerning 

firstcomers and newcomers, with younger men descended from older families challenging the 

older patriarchs of newer migrant families who were attempting to establish authority over the 

community through colonial language of caste and race, “gradations of power and wealth that 

crossed…generational lines.”284 This generational conflict was complicated by narratives of 

firstcomer and newcomer status. The former identified as the sons of migrants who had arrived 

earlier on in the century, and had been born in Southern Rhodesia or brought over at a very 

young age. The latter, on the other hand, were older men who had come over in a second wave of 

migrants, usually as the minor relatives of existing residents after 1924, but who had primarily 

grown up in India, refreshing ideas about caste and endogamy directly from India in a 

community that was now starting to see its children born outside the subcontinent. 

 These debates over domestic and social boundaries came to be centered not around the 

wives they had brought over from India, but the children who were born and raised outside the 

subcontinent. The literature on gender and community in African history has in recent years 

 
283 Durba Mitra, Indian Sex Life: Sexuality and the Colonial Origins of Modern Social Thought (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2020), 6.  
284 Thomas V. McLendon, Genders and Generations Apart: Labor Tenants and Customary Law in Segregation-Era 
South Africa, 1920s to 1940s (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2002), 12.  



132 
 

focused on the control of women led by a patriarchal elite as part of communal institutions; by 

the “ethnic patriots” who aimed to control “reproductive politics.”285 Similarly, South Asian 

historians have argued that community in colonial India “was constituted through the symbolic 

identification of women with the ‘inner’ essence of the community.”286 But this chapter argues 

that in Southern Rhodesia, children more than women became critical to the elite Indian project 

of moral society construction. The first generation of women, most of whom came from outside 

Southern Rhodesia, were already protected by the boundaries of marriage and kinship, and fears 

of Indian female miscegenation were not as deeply rooted a fear as they were at the same time in 

other colonial spaces like Durban.287 Instead, it became more important to pass down ideas about 

tradition, culture, and values to the next generation, preparing them for their role as guardians of 

the endogamous family unit that was central to the maintenance of a moral order by families who 

had left the subcontinent, providing a sense of security in an alien world. The education of 

children, in turn, was foundational to this project.  

Central to the maintenance of endogamous family structures were what came to be 

known as “purity schools,” communal institutions that brought together colonial Western 

education in English with the teaching of Indian vernaculars and religious texts to children who 

came from racially “pure” Indian families. In Rhodesia, with fears of tradition being lost with the 

birth of new generations, children became the “essence” of Indian communities, and their 

education became a critical part of elite negotiations with the colonial state. Indian families 

wanted their children to learn their languages and religions, while at the same time receive a 
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Western education. The colonial state, which failed for many years to provide adequate 

educational facilities for non-white populations, simultaneously criticized this vernacular and 

religious education, revealing the inconsistencies of white rule in Southern Rhodesia, which 

aimed to keep racial groups separate but at the same time expand British standards of education 

and “civilization” to non-white populations. Children served the “metaphoric and literal 

functions” of anxieties on the part of the colonial state, prompting intervention in the raising and 

education of Indian children based on “critiques of parenting” by the colonial state.288  

What these debates boiled down to was the protection of daughters in particular. Sons 

were certainly expected to maintain the boundaries of home life with which they had grown up 

by marrying women in their own caste, religious, and racial groups – therefore perpetuating the 

class differences that were emerging through casteist associations with impurity and lower forms 

of trade and labor. But it was the daughters who would bear children and continue running the 

home and the business. By sending female children for their education outside the home, the men 

who controlled them risked their “corruption” and exposed them to the potential for “sexual 

deviancy” through social mixing with those outside their caste and kin group. By pushing for the 

maintenance of a vernacular education in religious tradition, the aspirations of Hindu patriarchs 

both intersected with and challenged colonial policy over control of the futures of their 

community through their families, and specifically, over their daughters, who were critical to the 

physical and ideological sustenance of their project of “purity,” and therefore their continuing 

patriarchal authority through their sons.  

Through this discourse, South Asian ideas about race, caste, and religion were centered in 
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boomerang her arguments back to the empire in the colonial state’s interventions in the family lives of Indians and 
other non-white populations when it came to education and health. 
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colonial education policy and the protection of communities in Southern Rhodesia, with Hindu 

patriarchal elites playing a central role in these debates. Here, Indian elite conceptions of 

communal identities – gleaned from the colonial experience in India and the dominance of upper 

caste ideas regarding morality and purity – came to inform colonial policy in Southern Rhodesia 

when it came to the education of Indian children by arguing for the maintenance of the racial 

boundaries being constructed by the colonial state. Just as African elites were critical in the 

codification of customary law that reinforced their patriarchal control over their families and 

their communities, so too did Hindu elites take advantage of the gaps in knowledge of colonial 

officials in Africa regarding South Asian forms of group identity and the contradictory nature of 

colonial ideology regarding Indians to influence educational policy through the construction of 

their caste and religious institutions, informing the formation of education regulations rather than 

simply responding to them.289  

At the same time, the Indian, Muslim, and Coloured men who challenged upper caste 

dominance of educational structures used the same language of colonial civilization and “way of 

life” to resist the imposition of elite Hindu conceptions of domestic life. But the voices of 

women – as well as of lower caste Hindus – are invisible in the archives. Oral histories with 

women, those who were mothers and daughters during this time period, provide their voices in 

retrospect, revealing the ways in which women supported as well as contested ideas about purity 

 
289 Post Terence Ranger’s argument for the invention of colonial tradition, legal historians drew from his work to 
explore the role of Africans themselves in the construction of customary law. See Terence Ranger, “The Invention 
of Tradition in Colonial Africa” in The Invention of Tradition, eds. Eric Hosbawm and Terence Ranger (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1983); 211-262 Martin Chanock, Law, Custom and Social Order: The Colonial 
Experience in Malawi and Zambia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); K. Mann and R. Roberts, eds., 
Law in Colonial Africa (Portsmouth, New Hampshire: Heinemann, 1991); Terence Ranger, “The Invention of 
Tradition Revisited: The Case of Colonial Africa” in Legitimacy and the State in Twentieth Century Africa, eds. 
Terence Ranger and Olufemi Vaughan (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1993), 62-111; Thomas Spear, “Neo-
Traditionalism and the Limits of Invention in British Colonial Africa,” The Journal of African History 44, no. 1 
(2003): 3-27; among others.  
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and endogamy within the context and strictures of upper caste patriarchal ideologies concerning 

the role of women in the family. Non-elite Hindu voices from this time period are harder to find. 

The fathers and sons of these families did not recall the disputes over education in the 1930s and 

1940s, although elements of experience prejudice due to caste and class status filtered through in 

descriptions of childhoods of the 1940s and 1950s, as well as in the narratives claiming higher-

class origins in India by lower caste groups as a way of finding upward mobility in colonial 

society in Southern Rhodesia. Their voices, however, are mostly subsumed by that of the upper 

caste men who fought on their behalf when it came to the education of their children. Their 

concerns, however, can be filtered not through the voices of those who claimed to speak for 

them, but from the response by colonial authorities regarding the functioning of “purity” schools 

in a society where caste and class divisions were becoming more visible outside the confines of 

domesticity.  

Indian families in turn became “agents of change” of colonial policy through the 

formation of these communal associations.290 Historiography of the British Empire highlights the 

central ideological and political role of the Raj in constructions of colonial policy in later African 

colonies.291 This chapter argues that it was actually Indian colonized subjects, rather than 

colonial administrations, who took Orientalist ideas regarding communal identity across the 

Indian Ocean, which eventually translated into Rhodesian policy regarding the education of 

minority and “in-between” populations, as well as the functioning of “purity schools” 

constructed by Indian religious institutions. Here we see a break down in what Mrinalini Sinha 

terms as a “long precedent in colonial knowledge about India,” where Oriental and liberal ideas 

 
290 Indrani Chatterjee, ed., Unfamiliar Relations: Family and History in South Asia (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press, 2004), 21.  
291 See for example Metcalf, Imperial Connections and Blyth, The Empire of the Raj.    
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concerning caste and religion were not transferred through colonial administrations across 

imperial spaces, but rather by colonized migrants.292  

Women in the Back Rooms, and Behind the Counter  

With the onset of self-government after 1923, the white settler government was finally 

able to restrict the entry of all Indian men to the colony, with the exception of wives and minor 

children. The challenges to the language of education and economics being used to restrict the 

entry of Indians into the colony had been virtually forgotten, with new immigration regulations 

unquestionably using these standards of entry to keep out anyone they deemed “undesirable” – 

and that was any male over the age of 16 from India. In 1954, with the union of Southern 

Rhodesia with Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland, the Federal government passed its first piece 

of comprehensive legislation: an Immigration Act that replaced the individual immigration 

regulations of the three separate territories of the Federation, which had all to some degree or the 

other restricted Asiatic immigration. Southern Rhodesia, as a self-governing colony, had been 

given the most leeway when it came to restricting Indian immigration, to the extent that “it was 

at an almost negligible level” by the time of Federation. Thus, when the three territories were 

joined together under the Federal umbrella, the northern territories took on the policies and 

legislation of Southern Rhodesia, extending restrictions against the mobility of Indian kinship 

networks across Central Africa.293 

 Immigration restrictions meant that the labor of relatives became central to the survival 

of the diasporic community; those who were legally minors were allowed to join their relatives 

as further migration of adult males stopped. Those who did continue to migrate from Gujarat 

were often younger sons or brothers of those who had already set up shop, expanding their 

 
292 Sinha, Specters of Mother India, 5.  
293 “Immigration Policy: Asiatics,” 25 November 1959, NAZ F119/IMM/4/2.  
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kinship networks in business. They listed their employment in census records as “store 

assistant,” both working and living with their older male relatives. This period also marked the 

beginning of the expansion of the community through marriage. The young men who first set off 

for Southern Rhodesia faced pressure from their families and the rest of the community to go 

back to India to find a wife.294 They would typically return to their village in Gujarat, marry a 

woman of their parents’ choosing, and return to Southern Rhodesia on their own, going back and 

forth across the Indian Ocean while waiting for the colonial bureaucratic machine to generate the 

necessary paperwork and permissions for their wives to join them. In the meantime, some 

children were still being born in India, brought over as minors on ships when their fathers were 

allowed to do so.295  

Even as they faced the challenge of immigration restrictions, colonial ideologies of 

morality and monogamy intersected with elite Hindu conceptions of proper family life. Women 

like Taraben Naik were key to this process, responsible in many ways for the melding of 

business and family structures. Home and store were now not only just one in terms of physical 

space, but the integration of women in business meant that they became the backbone of both the 

rooms in the back and store counter in the front, replacing the male labor that was now in 

shortage, with immigration regulations preventing adult males from migrating and increasing the 

length of time for the processing of documents for younger relatives before they could enter. By 

1947, of the 937 Asiatic adult males living in Southern Rhodesia, 598 were engaged in trade of 

some kind, including the selling of food, general goods, leather products, clothing, or laundry 

 
294 Immigration regulations prevented Indians from leaving the country for more than three years; doing so would 
mean loss of their permanent residence rights in Southern Rhodesia. Trips back to India became shorter, with 
children being born in the intervals between paternal visits or before their papers for Southern Rhodesia came 
through. See Asiatic Ordinances Southern Rhodesia 1908, NAUK DO119/523. 
295 Data from Asiatic schedules in census records from 1921, 1926, and 1936, NAZ C6/4/4 and S899/1-45.  



138 
 

businesses.296 A typical urban household during these decades usually included a head of the 

household, his wife and children, his own siblings, usually brothers, who had families of their 

own in turn. Male children would continue to live with their parents after marriage, and have 

their own children. Daughters left their natal home after marriage. A joint family structure in 

Bulawayo, for example, usually consisted of “the parents and the unmarried children, their 

married sons and their wives and children.” The married brothers typically took on the 

responsibility of taking care of other members of the family. “Ideally, the joint family is 

supposed to be joint in residence, worship, business and property and where the ultimate power 

in decision-making lies with the eldest male member of the family,” read one report on the 

history of the Indian family structure in Bulawayo by an upper caste Hindu group.297  

As families were expanding, however, they were also breaking apart. With limited space, 

extended family networks that lived in close proximity to one another in the villages of Gujarat 

could not always replicate this structure in the confined spaces of the colonial African city. 

Brothers continued to live in the same household as their parents, bringing in their own wives 

and having children of their own. As the families expanded, however, their children would not 

stay in this single household; it was rare to find cousins living together as adults in one space. 

One family’s schedules, taken from 1926 and 1941, demonstrate both the growth and breakdown 

of the extended family and its associated business structure, suggesting that the “ideal” family 

unit imagined by caste and religious institutions imagined by male patriarchs was constantly in 

flux over time and generations. In 1926, the address of both home and store was noted as Stand 

881, a “kaffir store” located on Lobengula Street. This home had three heads of household noted 

in the schedule: Khandubhai R. Vashee, Khandoobhai Kikabhai Naik, and Manibhai Vasanji 

 
296 “Statistical Yearbook of Southern Rhodesia,” 1947, NAZ SRG3|STA591.  
297 Bulawayo Ramakrishna Youth League magazine, undated, 12-13, NAZ.  
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Naik.298 Their three wives, Maniben K. Vashee, Maniben K. Naik, and Gangaben M. Naik, 

respectively, were listed as residents. The final member of the family was Manibhai and 

Gangaben Naik’s one-year old son, Haribhai M. Naik, the first of the family to be born in 

Southern Rhodesia.299 The first two adult men listed were brothers; the second was their cousin, 

all hailing from the village of Kadoli in Gujarat. Khandubhai Vashee and Khandubhai Naik were 

part of a larger firm of extended family members conducting business on Lobengula Street. 

Along with a Khandubhai Morarjee Naik, Khandubhai Dayabhai Naik, and Ranchodjee Paragjee 

Vashee, of stand numbers 881, 884, 887, 878, and 922 on Lobengula Street, they had applied in 

1925 for a general dealer’s license in the firm name of K.R. Vashee and Company. Manibhai 

Vasanji Naik was the latest member of this firm listed in their application, taking the place of a 

deceased partner.300 K.R. Vashee and Company went on to be one of the largest trading 

corporations on Lobengula Street, but would eventually dissolve as each partner went on to 

found his own venture. By 1941, Manibhai Naik’s family were living on their own as a contained 

unit; the household of three heads had broken up. Over the years, their family and business 

relationship with their Vashee cousins would fall apart; the growing number of partners 

becoming too wieldy for fair and equitable management and division of profits. M.V. Naik and 

K.R. Vashee became in many ways not just separate businesses and institutions within 

Bulawayo, but separate families, too. The 1941 schedules list the residents of the now separated 

home: Manibhai, Gangaben, Haribhai – and now a daughter, Kokilaben, and two more sons, 

Amratlal and Guvantrai.301  

 
298 Manibhai Vassanji Naik is the author’s great-grandfather; Haribhai M. Naik is her grandfather.  
299 Asiatic Schedules, or Form for the use of Indians and other Asiatics, Colony of Southern Rhodesia, census taken 
on 4 May 1926, NAZ C7/1/1-30.  
300 Letter from Roberts, Letts & Gill, applicants’ attorneys, to the Bulawayo Municipal Council, c/o the Town Clerk, 
Municipal Offices, Bulawayo, 20 January 1925, NAZ-B BLG 4/1.  
301 Asiatic Census Returns, Central Statistical Office, taken from the censuses of 1936 and 1941, NAZ S899/1-45.  
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The insecurity of these ties of kinship when transplanted outside the subcontinent led to 

the creation of communal institutions by patriarchal elites as a way of protecting the moral 

boundaries of the domestic unit. The maintenance of constructed caste hierarchies became 

critical to this project outside India. These protectors of caste and religious identities were akin in 

many ways to the African “ethnic patriots” of eastern Africa, who were “driven by an urgent 

need to find institutions that could protect civic virtues” in the face of the great social and 

cultural change brought about by colonialism, leading to the constructed transformation of 

“primordial” structures to “largely newly homogenized modern constructs” in response to 

colonial restrictions on immigration.302 Historians of caste in India have pointed to the need to 

integrate studies of caste in urban areas with that of the rural to fully understand the changing 

nature of how caste operates and transcends the boundaries imposed by the both the colonial 

state as well as the guardians of caste within communities.303 What has often not been considered 

in South Asianist studies of caste, but has been by diaspora studies, is how caste operated in 

areas outside of India, particularly in the urban setting of multiracial colonial cities. Floyd and 

Lilian Dotson, in their anthropological study of the Indian communities of Central Africa 

conducted in the 1960s, argued that “caste in traditional India and caste among the Indians in 

modern Central Africa are very different phenomena,” with those they interviewed disavowing 

that caste “mattered.” At the same time, the Dotsons also acknowledged that “those Indians not 

born in Africa grew up, typically, in a rural village in India where caste still governed a great 

deal of social behavior and where deeply cherished values of family, religion, and status were 

intrinsically woven with it.”304 Notions of caste identity were certainly transplanted across the 

 
302 Peterson, Ethnic Patriotism and the East African Revival, 16-17; Sinha, Specters of Mother India, 14.  
303 Shah, "Divisions and hierarchy,” 2.  
304 Dotson and Dotson, The Indian Minority of Zambia, Rhodesia, and Malawi, 125-128. Statements countering the 
prevalence of caste when it was very much a significant part of life in Southern Rhodesia can perhaps be attributed 
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Indian Ocean by Gujarati migrants, particularly by later arrivals, even if they claimed that they 

did not matter. But instead of caste identities evolving in an Indian context, they intersected with 

colonial concepts of race and identity in an African setting instead. Specifically, in Rhodesia, 

these caste identities were reworked according to the specific colonial context of constructed 

racial hierarchies as a way to sustain ties of imagined and real kinship for business and marriage.  

But caste identities were not necessarily driven by colonial ideas concerning the 

organization of Indian society outside the subcontinent. Census schedules for “Asiatics” did not 

request families to identify their caste, as they did in India, despite the fact that Hindus in the 

country were beginning to use caste as a primary form of identification in social interactions with 

one another. Rather than ideas about caste being directly translated from India into colonial 

policy in Rhodesia, it was upper caste Hindu migrant patriarchs who controlled the narrative 

about caste identities and used them to both negotiate policy with colonial officials regarding 

civic organization and education, as well as to construct their own institutions centered around 

caste and religious identities. Gujaratis in Southern Rhodesia often highlighted their endogamous 

jati origins and identities, a reflection of trade or profession within the varna, or class-based, 

categories of society. These jati identities were ranked according to their varna classification. In 

turn, upper caste notions of purity were linked to the “way of life” associated with each caste 

group according to the cleanliness of the trade they engaged in. The most common caste 

identities claimed in Southern Rhodesia were that of patidars, or Patels, anavils, khumbars, 

mochis, khatris, dhobis, and brahmans. Patidars, or the landowners, were the dominant peasant 

caste, with local conditions giving them a higher social and economic position than their 

 
to the Dotsons being white, American interviewers; Indian interview subjects may have felt the need to disavow 
“traditional” and “archaic” practices of caste to Western strangers.  



142 
 

counterparts in the rest of India.305 This caste was associated with the name Patel, but as many 

high-caste patidars were known to complain, a large number of kolis, or the landless laboring 

caste, took on the name when migrating to Southern Rhodesia, requiring a surname for their 

travel documents for the very first time. Similarly, members of the anavil caste often claimed 

brahman status; they did not typically become priests, but were instead officials, landowners, 

and civil servants during the Mughal era. Caste took on the same definitions it had in Gujarat in 

many ways; many Indians in Bulawayo, for example, originated from south Gujarat, where they 

belonged to the mochi, or shoemaker caste, an occupation that many families continued by 

setting up leather working and shoe stores in urban spaces.306 There was also a clear hierarchy of 

castes, with marriages between castes frowned upon and marriage with someone from an inferior 

caste resulting in a lowering of status.307 Narratives of caste origins were fictionalized and 

constructed over time, both in India and by its diaspora abroad, within a basic frame of class 

hierarchy. Mobility within diasporic communities was often articulated in terms of “higher” 

origins within this framework, allowing diasporic communities to build on origin myths from 

their villages in India to find mobility in places abroad, where those origins were murkier and 

harder to trace, and therefore easier to manipulate. 

Caste was thus both static and fluid – unchanged in terms of hierarchical conceptions 

brought over by the first and second generations of migrants who came from India in the early 

twentieth century, but dynamic in terms of adjusting to colonial settings and networks, and used 

primarily to protect endogamous kinship structures in a multiracial society where it was mostly 

 
305 In Gujarat, land tenure systems followed the ryot rather than the zamindar pattern, meaning that agriculturists 
were small landowners rather than tenants. See Dotson and Dotson, The Indian Minority of Zambia, Rhodesia, and 
Malawi, 131.  
306 Mpofu, “'Undesirable' Indians,” 459.  
307 See Dotson and Dotson, The Indian Minority of Zambia, Rhodesia and Malawi, Chapter Five, “The Heritage of 
Caste.” 
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Indian men who had first migrated, rather than women. When it came to marriage, most men 

who traveled back to India or found wives from other colonies in Africa took part in arranged 

marriages with women from their caste network through caste organizations, known as mandals, 

whose goal was “the upliftment” of the caste community “socially, culturally, and 

educationally.” The primary purpose of these groups was social organization, providing a formal 

network for practices of endogamy in the consolidation and development of the “family 

economy” both in India and with other branches of the same mandal located from South Africa 

all the way up to the East African territories.308 One example of an extended caste mandal that 

was created to formalize conceptions of jati identity as an extension of imagined origins in 

Gujarat was that of the “Rajputs” of South Africa and Southern Rhodesia, which began 

informally in the 1920s but was formally consolidated into an institution in 1944. The “Rajputs” 

of southern Africa claimed warrior origins. Many rajput groups in Gujarat owned large tracts of 

land under “a traditional Rajput tenure,” were leaders of village politics, and married their 

daughters into “Rajput lineages” in the surrounding localities, distinguishing themselves from 

koli groups. At the same time, many “Rajput” men married koli women, and some koli groups 

claimed “Rajput” status through these connections in order to create some sort of hierarchy 

amongst the general peasant castes in the villages of Gujarat.309 The same sort of caste politics 

seemed to have translated to the urban groups of southern Africa, with 468 people in Salisbury 

and Bulawayo claiming membership of the Rajput mandal by 1970; and 1747 in total with the 

communities of South Africa.310  

The subcontinental and precolonial origins that these groups claimed were murky and 

 
308 Shree South Africa Rhodesia Rajput Mandal silver jubilee brochure, published in 1970, 11, HSA CURE0007.  
309 Shah, "Divisions and hierarchy,” 12-13.  
310 Shree South Africa Rhodesia Rajput Mandal silver jubilee brochure, 1970, 67, HSA CURE0007. 
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imagined narratives of strict endogamous descendancy were claimed as fact in order to justify a 

higher socio-economic standing when it came to class politics associated with wealth and trade 

in the colonial context of Southern Rhodesia. In Bulawayo, a group that was associated with 

mochi, or a laborer identity, took on trade in leather when they migrated, the sort of work 

identified in India with shudra, or artisan, class origins. In Southern Rhodesia, however, in order 

to claim upper caste status, the mochi mandal identified themselves as families with warrior 

origins as “soldiers in the armies of the many rajahs” whose descendants later took to farming, 

labor, and craftmanship. In claiming this precolonial myth of lineage, they attempted to take on 

identities predicated on upper class notions of hygiene and cleanliness as a way of raising status 

in a colonial context outside India. The founders of the group “were inspired with thoughts and 

ideas about progress, reform, knowledge and understanding,” attempting to fight the stigma 

associated with their almost “untouchable” origins and lowly caste status. The goal of the 

mandal, founded as far back as September 1918, was to: 

awaken our people to their rightful position, to enlighten them to stand up against all 
types of social oppression and iniquities, to unite them, to educate them and their 
children, to help the poor among our own groups, to better ourselves from orthodox ways 
and beliefs, to come out of inferiority complexes from which our group suffered, to read, 
learn and take part in religious, cultural and social activities, to reform our eating and 
drinking habits, to improve our cleanliness, orthodox and superstitious customs and 
standard of life and living…311 

 
This language was not only meant to address Gujarati upper caste articulations of moral and 

clean behavior, particularly when it came to the consumption of liquor, and distinctions between 

those who ate meat and those who did not, but also Rhodesian colonial language regarding 

standards of living and “way of life,” language articulated when it came to the regulation of 

racial groups according to moralistic standards of comportment. 

 
311 Pragbhai R. Vaghmaria and Lalloobhai Rama, “Bulawayo Kshatriya Mandal: A Survey,” Bulawayo Kshatriya 
Mandal 75th Anniversary Commemorative Magazine, 1994, HSA CURE-011.  
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 Gujarati Hindu conceptions of caste identity were thus not simply transplanted from 

Indian onto African soil. The creation of knowledge within and about family relationships was, 

as Indrani Chatterjee articulates, “hierarchic and gendered,” with the role of women articulated 

as central to the maintenance and sustenance of endogamous family and labor structures based 

on imagined conceptions of origin in India.312 But these constructed forms of continuity between 

India and Southern Rhodesia were rearticulated “as colonial administrative categorizations 

became the preferred avenues for class mobility,” with Indian elites and their families becoming 

the center of colonial policy regarding the classification of families as Indians or mixed-race, and 

more widely, for making distinctions between different types of colonial subjects.313 Gujarati 

Hindus, using their caste organizations as a way of proving racial “purity” in a multiracial 

society, began to set themselves against those individuals and families who did not conform to 

imagined standards of endogamy and proper behavior, transferring ideas about morality and 

purity learnt from the colonial experience in India to otherize and shame not only Hindu families 

and groups of a lower caste, but the Muslim and Coloured communities with whom they lived in 

close proximity within the segregated zones of urban Rhodesia. It was here that the communal 

divisions between Hindus and Muslims came to the fore, rather than through the subcontinental 

context of political tension in the years leading up to Partition in 1947. 

Temples and Mosques, Schools and Homes 

 According to Taraben Naik, Southern Rhodesia “was like a jungle” when she first 

arrived. Despite the growth of urban spaces like Salisbury and Bulawayo, from the vantage point 

of her life in the home and the business on Sinoia Street, “the town was not built up.” She recalls 

there being a small Indian community of 100 families, and that “Hindus and Muslims lived 

 
312 Chatterjee, Unfamiliar Relations, 23.  
313 Sinha, Specters of Mother India, 14.  
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harmoniously like family.” She felt that the generation after her became more “caste conscious” 

than their parents. Before that, she believes “everyone socialized as equals,” even at weddings 

and at the temple. As the community grew, so did caste consciousness.314 Her son did not recall 

being conscious of caste until he was older. The Hindu children who grew up in the 1940s and 

1950s were aware of the caste system, a “strong but subtle” influence and pressure from families 

that only came out in full force, as he put it, “when starting to look at girls.” While his home did 

not practice caste in terms of limiting who he could bring home with him from school, there was 

a sense that some of his friends came from another caste – and more visibly, from less wealthy 

homes, with caste and class intersecting in quotidian ways. As a member of an anavil family, 

typically seen as higher class, one of his uncles would ask the children who came home, 

especially the lower-ranked dhobis, whether they had eaten chicken for lunch. If they had, they 

would have to sit outside, rather than being inside with the rest of the visiting children to watch 

television. As a result, all the children would say they had eaten moong, or lentils, so that they 

would be allowed to sit inside.315 

 Taraben’s rose-tinted view of harmonious relations between different castes and religions 

in the early days masked the divisions that were actually taking place through the 

institutionalization of what had before been articulated as informal forms of identity (and which 

had in fact begun long before she herself migrated to Salisbury), and what her son was starting to 

see by the strictures being placed on his friendships by his parents’ generation. He, and his 

brothers, would all go on to marry anavil women. The boundaries of caste and endogamy that 

took place within the Hindu population were part of a larger demarcation of communal 

boundaries taking place as the Indian population in Southern Rhodesia grew through marriage, 

 
314 Interview with Tara Naik.  
315 Interview with Hemant Naik.  
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and elite Hindu articulations of civilizational superiority as compared to Muslims, whose 

polygamous and interracial marriages were part of longer narratives regarding the Islamic 

“devolution of true Hindu civilization.”316 Larger, public religious institutes were built around 

the intimate domestic structure of the family, the first physical buildings that paid homage to 

India as both a geographical and cultural ancestral homeland, highlighting the importance of 

religion for migrants and their descendants to a white settler colony founded on the missionary 

values of Christianity and conversion. In the late 1920s, soon after Southern Rhodesia attained 

self-governing status, both Hindu and Muslim communities laid the foundation stones for the 

religious institutes that were meant to continue the religious traditions and Indian vernaculars 

they had brought over with them, passing on this education to their children, who were brought 

over from India at a young age or born in Southern Rhodesia, the first generation of Indians who 

did not know India as a physical homeland in the same way that their parents did.  

By 1935, the Indian population numbered approximately 1,300; 700 were noted as 

Hindu, 400 Muslim, and 200 Goanese, most of whom were Roman Catholics. In Salisbury, there 

were 225 Indian children, 125 of whom were of school-going age.317 But before the mid-1930s, 

colonial schools for Indian children were limited, and only one school available in Salisbury for 

Coloured children. Schools were provided for the children of white settlers; African children 

were mostly educated through mission schools. In the construction of their own institutions, 

leaders of both the Hindu and Islamic communities negotiated their right to practice their 

religions with colonial authorities, articulating colonial ideas regarding communalism from the 

colonial experience in India to apply for access to land and resources to educate their children. 

 
316 Mitra, Indian Sex Life, 16.  
317 Letter from H.M. Patel, President, and Members of the Committee of the Hindoo Society, to V.A. Lewis, 
Minister for Internal Affairs, Salisbury, 17 May 1935, ref. 4898/326, NAZ S245/832.  
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Religion and education were closely linked together in these claims for space, meant to appeal to 

Rhodesian ideas concerning tradition and community, with racialized education providing a 

framework for the development of a color bar which in theory allowed for the advancement of 

“educated” non-whites, even if this rarely occurred in practice.318 Historians of India have 

articulated the clash between colonizers and colonized through the inherent tension between 

Western liberal concepts of civic society associated with the individual in modern political 

culture, and the building blocks of Indian society, which colonial authorities organized according 

to the “communities” which were seen as the building blocks of civil society: caste, tribe, race, 

religion.319 But in Rhodesia, the colonizing white population, primarily made of settlers of 

“British stock,” also organized themselves through group interests, based on imagined 

descendancy from primarily English origins and a “way of life,” with whiteness set against 

blackness as part of settler indigenization in a land to which they could not stake physical 

ancestral claims and which was, decades later, re-articulated as collective loyalty to a constructed 

Rhodesian nationality.320  

As a result, just as Indians had coopted Rhodesian language in constructing their pioneer 

origin narratives, so too did they appeal to colonial ideas regarding collective tradition to appeal 

for their rights to construct their own religious and educational institutes based on a separate, but 

equal, “way of life.” In 1926, the Hindoo Society was formed, meant to serve the 25 Hindu 

families living in Salisbury at the time. The goal of the society was to bring the community 

together through Hindu culture and religion. Education was the primary mandate of the society; 

 
318 This was not a color bar, according to N.H. Wilson, a former official from the Native Affairs Department. It was 
instead a cultural bar, which allowed Africans to advance their way up the “pyramid” should they so desire. 
Apartheid, he argued, kept Europeans and Africans in separate spheres, with no avenue for Africans to advance 
towards European standards of “civilization.” N.H. Wilson, “Two Pyramid Policy and Apartheid: Where They 
Differ,” The New Rhodesia, 6 October 1950, NAZ CA 9/7/1-3.  
319 Sinha, Specters of Mother India, 14.  
320 Suzuki, The Nature of Whiteness, 36.  
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the principles of social responsibility would follow from that.321 Its first task was to obtain land 

on which a school and temple could be built. After what was described vaguely in oral histories 

as a “long battle with the colonial administrators” for both space and the necessary license, the 

founders of the society managed to obtain the leases for three stands in Cameron Street, located 

in the region of the business district where most Indians lived and traded. Membership fees were 

used to fundraise for the construction of the buildings, and in 1928, the foundation stone for the 

Gujarati school was laid, followed a year later by one for the temple. Both buildings were 

completed by the end of that year. The sphere surmounting the dome was made of gold, “this 

being a custom among Hindus to distinguish their temples from Muslim mosques, which 

sometimes have a similar dome.”322 In Bulawayo, the community built the K.R. Vashee Hall, 

initiated by the patriarch of one of the largest families in the city, Khandukaka Vashee. While he 

was the biggest donor, most of the Hindu families in the town donated money for the 

construction of the hall. It was not a temple, but it did serve as a site for communal prayer and 

gatherings, and was also the site of the Hindu school.323  

The education of children was key to the maintenance of imagined concepts of Hindu 

religion and upper caste constructs of purity and hierarchy. The main goal of the Hindoo Society 

was to construct a vernacular Gujarati school. Some instruction in English and arithmetic took 

place, and was the first attempt of the religious communities to provide an education for their 

children as further generations were born in the colony. Realizing that lessons in vernacular 

languages would not prepare their children to enter colonial society, the Hindu communities of 

both these cities set up full-fledged schools in the 1930s that were subsisted by funds from the 

 
321 Vijay Mehta, interview.  
322 “Central Africa’s Only Hindu Temple,” The Rhodesia Herald, 17 December 1951, NAZ.  
323 Sumant Patel, interview by author, Bulawayo, 29 November 2018.  



150 
 

colonial government, whose intent was to eventually create their own schools for these 

populations separate from the facilities already designated for Coloured children. The Bulawayo 

Indian School, which opened in 1933, was partly funded by government subsidies, a temporary 

arrangement that was meant to last until a public government school for Asians was constructed 

in the city. The government agreed to supply teaching staff, while funds for the erection of the 

school came from the estate of the late Charelick Solomon (a Jewish man who had died in 1931), 

“European merchants of this Colony and the Union,” and the Indian community itself, altogether 

totaling 2,500 pounds in donations.324 

Separately, but simultaneously, the Islamic Society built the colony’s first mosque in 

1928, which was mostly financed by three individuals: Hoosein Kassim, Ali Bin Mahomed, and 

Hajee Esat.325 Rather than applying for city land from municipal authorities, they bought the land 

for the mosque from the Transvaal and Rhodesia Estates, and then donated it to the Islamic 

Society.326 Unlike their Hindu counterparts, who used state land and would continue to integrate 

their schools with colonial education policy, Muslims kept their institutions private. The first 

Islamic school was initially housed at a building on Pioneer Street, not far from the Hindoo 

School, with instruction in Urdu and reading of the Koran in Arabic. There was no formal 

teaching of Gujarati in the Islamic school, but it was used as medium of instruction.327 The 

mosque was constructed at the corner of Charter and Kingsway roads, a meeting place for the 

500 or so Muslims who lived in Salisbury at the time. The mosque still stands in the same place; 

according to the strictures of the Quran, once a mosque has been erected, it can never be 

 
324 Minister of Education’s response to petition presented by the Indian Community requesting support for an Indian 
school in Bulawayo, 23 March 1937, NAZ S245/832.  
325 Yusuf Adam, interview.  
326 “Mohammedan’s Place of Worship in Salisbury,” The Rhodesia Herald, 19 December 1951, NAZ.  
327 Indian Vernacular Teaching, 1945-1960, NAZ F209/547.  
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removed or demolished.328 Most Muslims who migrated from Gujarat to Southern Rhodesia 

were Sufis, and while caste divisions were a subtle influence in the institutional politics of the 

Islamic society, the community always came together for the important religious festivals, 

including Eid, Bakr-Eid and the Prophet’s birthday.329 By the 1950s, the Islamic Society had 

begun plans to construct a mosque at the “native settlement” in the Highfield area of Salisbury 

for the growing African Muslim community, most of whom were migrant laborers from 

Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland, identifying themselves as part of the Yao ethnic group and 

known locally as the “Machawa.”330 

The Islamic community of the urban centers of Southern Rhodesia were more disposed 

towards integration with the African population around them, using religion as a bridge between 

racial divides and generally more willing than the insular Hindu community to integrate socially 

with Coloureds and Africans. A common misconception was that Muslims did not recognize 

caste. But caste divisions did exist amongst the Islamic community of Gujarati migrants, derived 

in the same way as Hindu Gujarati caste groupings in the division between so-called foreign 

invaders and those who were already settled in a particular region.331 Caste operated in a 

somewhat invisible manner amongst Gujarati Muslims, some of whom were descendants of 

formerly lower caste Hindu groups who had converted to Islam. Unlike Hinduism, however, 

Islam as a religion was not intertwined with these social groupings, as was the case with caste 

and its ideological associations with the Hindu religion. Caste was more visible amongst Hindu 

families over the years as they created formal institutions and continued marriage practices 

 
328 Ibid.  
329 Moosa Hassan and Basheer Mahomed, interview by author, Harare, 28 January 2019.  
330 Ibid. See also “How Islam came to Zimbabwe,” The Sunday News, 8 December 2019, 
https://www.sundaynews.co.zw/how-islam-came-to-zimbabwe/, (accessed 2 December 2020).  
331 Similar conceptions of caste existed amongst the Goanese community, who date back caste origins to before their 
conversion to Christianity in Portuguese-controlled India.  
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within known caste networks, both in India and with other Gujarati communities in the rest of 

colonial Africa. As a result, marriage and intimate relations outside both race and caste were less 

common amongst Hindus than they were amongst Muslim men. For Muslim families, whose 

religion did not formally recognize any castes, marriage outside the confines of caste were more 

acceptable, and therefore more widely practiced, as seen in census returns as well as when it 

came to classification of children with Muslim fathers. In 1949, in correspondence relating to the 

education of “Indo-African” children after the growth of more colonial schools for non-white 

populations, the Department of Education found that “Moslems were allowed ‘mixed’ 

marriages” in a way that “Hindoos” were not – but that the products of these marriages could not 

be classified as “Coloured” because their “Asiatic ancestry” meant that they were considered as 

“aliens” by leaders of Coloured organization, identity politics that would rise to the surface when 

it came to deciding which schools Indo-African children should attend.332 

These debates over racial purity eventually began to take on a more public stage when it 

came to the expansion of colonial education for non-white children – and therefore who would 

control their lives outside the home. The regulation of the first generation of female migrants was 

left largely under the control of the patriarchs of the families they married into, and their 

behavior and status were therefore governed by the rules of family structure and endogamy 

articulated by group leaders and the mandals they created. Their children, however, attended 

colonial schools outside the home. It was the regulation of their behavior and ideas of what their 

future should look like that became the focus of negotiation between elite Hindu patriarchs, the 

 
332 Extract from conclusions of a meeting of Cabinet held in the Prime Minister’s Room on 24 May 1949, ref. S.R.C. 
(49) twenty-ninth meeting, NAZ S482/179/3/49. In South Africa, on the other hand, children of mixed race with 
Asian parentage were considered “Coloured.” Rhodesian Coloured elites, however, emphasized “European” origins 
in these public debates over education, even as the descendants of Indian and African or Coloured parents would 
eventually be included as part of the Coloured community over generations.  
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colonial state – and those who did not conform to imagined ideals of family and kinship 

structures. Here, religion, caste, and class all came together in the production of complex and 

intersecting hierarchies that were not reflected in official colonial racial pyramids, but which 

were critical to the construction of the colony’s education policy. Children, more than wives, 

became a central focus of communal notions of identity and tradition as Indian fathers – both 

Hindu and Muslim – publicly negotiated the terms of their education with the colonial state and 

another “in-between” group: Coloureds.  

Children, Racial Purity, and Way of Life  

The period from 1923 to Federation in 1953 saw the advance of systems of Western 

education, with the construction of government schools meant to target all segments of the 

population.333 The first Education Ordinance in 1899 provided for European and African schools, 

but did not create separate facilities for Asian and Coloured children, with the former being 

educated at home and the latter attending mission schools. In 1930, education became 

compulsory for all non-African children in the colony.334 Over the next decade, the colonial state 

undertook the creation of educational facilities for all racial groups, with mission schools 

becoming less common as government schools began to open. In 1934, 834 children were 

attending the eight Coloured and Asians schools in the territory, and it was estimated that an 

equal number of children in the territory were not receiving a formal education.335 The Education 

Act recognized three classes of children – European, native, and non-European, “which 

embraces both Asiatic and Coloured.”336 European and African education systems were 

 
333 Mlambo, A History of Zimbabwe, 52.  
334 Compulsory Education Act, Statute Law of Southern Rhodesia 1930, LHCZ.  
335 R. Challiss, “Coloured and Asian Education in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1930,” undated, document no. 33728, 
NAZ. 
336 Memorandum titled “Education of Asiatic Children,” 10 December 1947, NAZ S824/62.  
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separated administratively; European education was maintained by the Department of Education, 

while African Education was dealt with by the Native Affairs Department.337 Education was 

compulsory for all non-African children. Within the Department of Education, schools were 

categorized according to race, separated between European, and Asian and Coloured. According 

to R. Challiss, a scholar of the colony’s educational system in the 1930s, “by treating Asians and 

Coloureds as one and the same people as far as schools were concerned the Government would 

appear to have also hoped to forge a similar unity between these very kinds of people.”338  

But this group was far from being a unified one. The first fractures were seen in the 

running of Hindu vernacular schools and their associated admissions policies based on 

conditions of racial “purity.” In both Salisbury and Bulawayo, these schools had initially begun 

as vernacular schools, run by members of the Hindoo Society and initially staffed by one or two 

teachers brought over from India. Citing a lack of government education facilities for their 

children, the Hindu communities of both cities successfully negotiated some measure of colonial 

support for the two schools, allocated grants by the Department of Education to cover teacher’s 

salaries in the early 1930s. In turn, the children of the Muslim community were allowed to attend 

these schools in order to further their education according to the colonial curriculum, as their 

local madrasas, or religious schools, remained privately-run and focused solely on Quranic 

instruction in Urdu. Muslim children with non-Indian mothers, however, proved difficult to 

categorize within the framework of colonial racial hierarchies. In response, the same Hindu elites 

who had created and sustained caste-based mandals within the Hindu community developed 

what became known as an admissions policy based on “purity” for the schools, applying their 

 
337 Mlambo, A History of Zimbabwe, 102.  
338 Challiss, “Coloured and Asian Education in Southern Rhodesia,” 8. The government curriculum for Asian and 
Coloured schools was the same.  
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upper caste conceptualizations of gradations of “purity” and “pollution” that were used to rank 

jati identities to conditions for admission of children to the schools. “Purity” when it came to 

schools meant that both parents of an admitted child should be of Indian descent or origin, based 

on the assumption that children who had a non-Indian parent had less “pure” origins or ancestry. 

Elite Hindu ideas about caste and colonial conceptions of a racial hierarchy intersected 

here, with the former using the latter’s vague language concerning “way of life” and standards of 

living to press for their rights to decide who their children should interact with on a daily basis. 

In 1934, an Indian deputation to the government argued “that as neither Indians nor Europeans 

are indigenous to this country the conditions in their cases should be similar, particularly as they 

are both races whose civilisation and culture are superior to those of the Coloured and Native 

races.”339 Members of the Hindoo Society in Salisbury in particular justified the “purity” 

principle by referencing “the same objections which Europeans feel to children of mixed 

European and Native descent attending European schools,” arguing that “daily intercourse 

between children of mixed marriages and those of pure descent” would break down the “ordinary 

barriers to further race impurity;” as a result, “Indian culture and ideas will be seriously 

impaired.340 They argued, instead, that these children should attend schools meant for Coloureds 

or Africans. The racial criteria for admission were also based on colonial legal definitions, which 

conflated race with way of life at home, and designated children as Coloured or “Native” 

depending on where and how they lived. For example, the definition of a “Native” child was 

based on two criteria in education legislation. The first was “any member of the aboriginal tribes 

or races of Africa”; the second being “any person having the blood of such tribes and races living 

 
339 Letter from Inspector of Schools, Bulawayo, to the Director of Education, Salisbury, 18 May 1934, ref. 1802/34, 
NAZ S824/580.  
340 Letter from H.M. Patel, President, and Members of the Committee of the Hindoo Society, to V.A. Lewis, 
Minister for Internal Affairs, Salisbury, 17 May 1935, ref. 4898/326, NAZ S245/832.  
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among them and after the manner thereof.” For the children of Indian and African parents, 

therefore, the department recommended that if “an Asiatic provides a home and the native 

mother no longer lives among the relatives and after the manner thereof, it is reasonable to 

suggest that the children of the union should attend the Asiatic School. The same reasoning is 

applicable if the father is a native who provides a suitable home for an Asiatic mother.”341 The 

reasoning behind this policy was that in some cases, children with an African parent were 

“brought up in native reserves and according to native customs.”342 Much later, this policy was 

applied to the case of Kenneth Nakwa, a boy who had an Indian father but an African mother, 

and who was as a result considered a “native” in terms of the Native Status Determination Act 

because he had “lived all his life in an African reserve area in the care of various African 

relatives.”343  

Where the committees of the Hindu Schools went a step further from colonial policy was 

to argue for the exclusion of any children of mixed parentage, even if they did live primarily with 

their Indian relatives. For upper caste Hindu elites, a Hindu “way of life” was predicated on 

racial purity and structures of endogamy, rather than simply where and how one lived. In 1935, 

the Bulawayo Indian School advisory committee took on colonial arguments against 

miscegenation as defense for the “purity” clause: 

The question of mixed marriages is responsible for the whole of the difficulty that has 
arisen between the Indians of pure blood and those who have contracted alliances with 
Coloured and Native women. It is the unanimous opinion of responsible Indian leaders 
that in the Colonies where there is any danger of mixture of blood, the very greatest care 
should be taken that the children of Indian descent should be of good stock and pure 
blood. Some Indians have unfortunately contracted alliances with Native and Coloured 

 
341 Letter from G. Tanser for Chief Education Officer to the Secretary, Department of Internal Affairs, Salisbury, 16 
April 1946, ref. 385/5396, NAZ S245/831.  
342 Letter from A.R. Mackenzie, Director of Education to the Secretary, Department of Internal Affairs, Salisbury, 9 
June 1937, NAZ S245/831.  
343 Letter from Stan O’Donnell, Senior Social Welfare Officer to the Director of Social Welfare, Bulawayo, 22 April 
1959, NAZ F209/G/5/04.  
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women and the Indians of pure blood have the greatest objection to their children, 
especially their daughters the mothers of future generations, associating with children of 
mixed blood during their educational career, and we contend that there is a moral and 
sacred obligation, no matter where we live and what vocation we follow, to rigidly 
maintain our purity of blood. It is therefore incumbent upon us to discourage and protest 
against matrimonial alliances with persons of an altogether different race, otherwise there 
is the great danger of the Indian Race being contaminated.344 

 
The language of purity of caste and of blood, of sanctity and contamination, collided here with 

colonial language of morality against miscegenation in a multiracial society through the dangers 

of exposure of daughters. Because it was primarily Indian men contracting alliances with 

Coloured and African women, these Indian elites were less concerned with the protection of their 

wives than they were of their daughters. Countering arguments of upward caste mobility through 

a change in vocation, and therefore of mobility in race through marriage, these Indian men used 

language that Rhodesian colonial officials would understand and empathize with to make their 

argument for racial and religious purity that would in turn sustain the caste hierarchies they had 

constructed and which they used to justify their own continuing authority.  

In turn, those who resisted the “purity” clause of admissions used the same colonial 

language of “way of life” to press for the inclusion of the children of mixed families in Indian 

schools. In 1935, a leader of the Rhodesian Born Indian Association, argued for the inclusion of 

the children of mixed marriages within the category of “Asian” or “Indian”: 

Among our members are many who have married respectable Coloured women. Our 
wives have lived up to the traditions of Indian women, and we have brought up our 
children in a completely Indian atmosphere, and in all respects as though they were pure-
blooded Indian children, and we can confidently say that there is no difference in any 
way between these children and pure Indian children.345  

 
The Islamic community, in defending the parents of children of mixed race, used colonial 

 
344 Memorandum from Bulawayo Indian School Advisory Committee, Bulawayo, 1935, ref. 12/9.S199, NAZ 
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345 Memorandum written by a committee of the Rhodesian Born Indian Association, presented to the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs on 17 July 1935, NAZ 245/1053.  
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language to justify their rights of inclusion in what they saw as a conflict mired in the communal 

divisions between Hindus and Muslims in the territory, articulated through the composition of 

their families and the exclusion of those who did not follow Hindu strictures of caste, religious, 

and racial endogamy. In Salisbury, the Hindoo School had received not only governmental 

grants when taking on a colonial curriculum, but donations from Muslim families. Now, 

however, the Muslims accused the Hindus of taking control and preventing Muslim children of 

mixed race from attending, which they argued was discriminatory against all Muslim children.346 

They argued that those from their community who married non-Indians “have committed no 

breach against their religion or the established law of this country to merit degradation and 

humiliation…not bound like Hindus to marry within their own caste.” Those who were against 

the purity school stated that they were “peaceful and law-abiding citizens of this country” who 

had done their “duty to the Empire by risking our lives in her wars,” having resided in the colony 

“since the Pioneering days whereas the agitators for the purity school are comparative new 

comers,” a dig against the branches of Hindu families whose young relatives and their wives had 

migrated during the Second World War, rather than earlier.347 Further, they also argued that there 

was no example of such a “purity” school anywhere else within the British Empire.348  

Rather than being a strictly religious division according to marriage practices, the conflict 

between Muslims and Hindus was also articulated as one between firstcomers and newcomers, 

with the latter claiming longer rights of residence, colonial belonging, and integration with 

Coloured and African society simultaneously, against the leaders of the Hindoo Societies, 

 
346 Minutes of meeting of the Bulawayo Muslim Society on 26 January 1936, NAZ 245/1053.  
347 Letter from the British Indian Association and Islamic Society of Umtali to the Minister of Internal Affairs, 
Salisbury, 29 June 1935, NAZ 245/1053.  
348 Letter from guardians of Mohamedan children to the Minister of Internal Affairs, Salisbury, 20 January 1936, ref. 
720/304a, NAZ 245/1053.  
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particularly in Salisbury, who were relatively more recent migrants. While immigration 

restrictions prevented the entry of adult males, younger sons and relatives were able to enter after 

this date if sponsored by a relative already resident, later founding their own families, refreshing 

ideas concerning caste and purity when taking over the leadership of community institutions. 

Within the Hindu community, the conflict was not only one of the descendants of older migrants 

against newer ones, but one of a generational clash between older vanguards of institutions such 

as the Hindoo Societies and caste mandals, many of whom had been born in India and 

immigrated as young adults and a more liberal, younger generation who had been born in or 

moved to Southern Rhodesia as a young age, only knowing Rhodesian colonial society as home, 

rather than an imagined Indian society dominated by endogamous caste divisions. These 

complex contestations over generational mobility and the ability of sons to overthrow the 

leadership of their fathers has been articulated in Africanist historiography as centered around 

ideas of security and its antithesis, insecurity. Similarly, here a new generation disrupted the 

caste hierarchies that created social inequalities by challenging access to educational resources 

and institutions and the “age-based power” that was “partly retained through mechanisms of 

marginalization and mystification.”349 Rather than directly challenging the colonial state, which 

continued to fund these institutions, resistance to “purity” schools took the form of conflicts 

between generations over the treatment of individual children by the teachers charged with their 

education.  

These conflicts over race, religion, generation, and class eventually boiled over in 

response to complaints of violence by the headmaster and teachers of the Salisbury Hindoo 

School, which turned into a conflict between Hindu and Muslim families who claimed firstcomer 

 
349 Meredith McKittrick, To Dwell Secure: Generation, Christianity, and Colonialism in Ovamboland, Northern 
Namibia (Portsmouth, New Hampshire: Heinemann, 2002), Chapter 2; 274.  
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status against the Hindu patriarchs who advocated for the retention of their admissions clauses 

based on purity, and teachers at the school, recruits from India and South Africa, also seen as 

“newcomers.” The school was staffed by three teachers; A.J. Naik from Surat, P. Lalloo from 

Pietermaritzburg, and a Miss M. Remedios, who was Goan; headed by a man by the name of Mr. 

Bitshoo, a teacher from Natal who was appointed in 1941.350 In 1939, N.M. Patel, a parent, 

complained that his daughter had been disciplined with violence by Mr. Lalloo. An inspector 

from the Department of Education visited the school after Patel took the case to court, 

demanding that Lalloo pay medical expenses. The child had marks on her arms, legs, and hips 

that indicated “quite unnecessary violence.” Lalloo admitted to caning the girl, “but did not 

appear to realise its violence,” claiming that he “had been given authority by mother and uncle to 

punish the child when necessary.”351 Physical punishment was a common mode of discipline in 

schools at the time, but was usually reserved for the discipline of male children. According to 

Patel, his daughter was in such a “hysterical state that he feels it desirable not to compel her to 

return to the school.”352 Complaints of violence and abuse by the staff of the school continued, 

particularly against the headmaster, Mr. Bitshoo. In 1941, J.P. Naik’s daughter was “beaten by 

him…so that her ears were bleeding and her earrings knocked out.” In August 1942, Bitshoo 

allegedly punished and beat Chagan Narotan. Other parents noted severe beatings of their 

children, including one N.D. Mehta. Parents also reported that Bitshoo summoned “girls into his 

office to make tea and asks them for similar small personal services as a result of which girls are 

 
350 Education Department applications for employment as teacher, 140, NAZ S824/802/1. In the 1950 and 1960s, 
training colleges were created to train Indian and Coloured teachers for these schools; colonial officials often 
complained that local Indians were not interested in taking on the teaching profession and instead requested teachers 
from abroad, see correspondence in NAZ F119/IMM4/3/1/1. 
351 Report by Mr. Cowie, inspector for the Department of Education, at the Hindoo School in Salisbury, 20 February 
1939, NAZ S824/801/1.  
352 Letter from H.D. Sutherns, Acting Assistant Director of Education, to the Chief Inspector, Salisbury, 16 February 
1939, NAZ S824/801/1.  
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afraid of him. This is particularly resented on moral and religious grounds as he is a bachelor and 

such practices are, in the eyes of the community, likely to cast reflections on the character of the 

girls,” the treatment of female children and potential for their corruption being coopted by the 

leaders both of the “purity” schools as well as their challengers. In 1943, Mehta, one of the 

trustees of the Hindoo Society and a member of the school council, led a group of parents in 

protesting Bitshoo’s actions at an annual general meeting held at the school, calling for Bitshoo’s 

resignation. The meeting erupted in “quarrels” and “violence was threatened,” leading to Mehta 

and his group of friends to walk out of the meeting “in order to avoid violence actually taking 

place.” Of the 86 parents in attendance, 40 were part of this latter group.353 Mehta was far from 

innocent, however. He allegedly “organised an attack on Bitshoo by a gang of Coloured ‘roughs’ 

as he was catching a train at Salisbury Station.” Bitshoo reportedly fought back and the incident 

became known to the police, but he began staying indoors as much as possible, convinced that 

the man who had replaced him as principal of the school was “working behind the scenes with 

Mehta” to inflict violence on him.354  

The real “crux of the matter” behind the rumors and violence, however, was “factional 

recrimination by the teachers against the children of parents in the other group.”355 The issue 

boiled down to the conflict over the “purity” clause of the Hindoo School, with a group of 

parents, both Hindu and Muslim, led by Mehta, protesting the very existence of the school 

through complaints about the behavior of the staff. They were joined by the Goanese parents, 

mainly Roman Catholic families who felt marginalized by Hindu caste politics and whose 

children were supposedly excluded from admission to the purity schools not on “social or 

 
353 Memorandum re: Hindoo School Salisbury, undated, NAZ S824/801/2.  
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personal grounds” but because their numbers (estimated at 15-20 in Bulawayo) presented the 

“danger of overcrowding the school.”356 On the other side were those members of the Hindu 

community who continued to safeguard the school and its interests in racial purity, a faction led 

by a Patel family, more recent arrivals to Salisbury. In March 1943, 22 parents signed a petition 

in which they stated that they would withdraw their children from the school if Bitshoo were 

fired.357 The two main factions in this dispute represented the growing disparity in ideology 

within the Indian community, with one faction, led by the older guard of Hindu patriarchs from 

later migrant families standing their ground when it came to the defense of what they thought of 

as racial purity and their religious and cultural values that could only be preserved by preventing 

any intimate social intermingling. The second faction, on the other hand, led by N.D. Mehta, 

represented a more activist and liberal grouping of Hindus and Muslims, whose families had 

been in the country longer, who used the school and the way it was run as a way to protest 

against the boundaries set by the older vanguard of Hindu elders.358 

Despite these conflicts, the purity schools continued to receive government funding. In 

1940, the school committee requested that it be taken over completely by the government until 

the construction of a public school in Salisbury, a request that was denied as “it would not be in 

accordance with Government policy to administer a school with religious restrictions such as the 

Hindoo Society would desire to retain,” framing the restrictions as religious rather than racial 

 
356 Letter from Inspector of Schools, Bulawayo to the Director of Education, Salisbury, 7 August 1933, NAZ 
S245/1053. Goanese formed a significant percentage of the Indian population – in 1926, there were 73 residents of 
Goanese origin enumerated out of the total Indian population of 390. As their community increased in size, however 
they created their own community organizations centered around their churches and their kinship networks that 
extended to Mozambique and Angola. See interview with Tania dos Remedios. 
357 Letter from the Secretary of the Hindoo Society to the Chief Education Officer, Salisbury, 5 March 1943, no. 
2208/202/118, NAZ S824/801/2.  
358 Mehta’s son eventually went on to become one of the most well-known Indian nationalists of the 1960s, a legacy 
that had begun with his father’s involvement in the conflict over the composition of the Hindoo School. 
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within their own racialized education system.359 After protests to the purity clause of the school 

started coming in, the government realized “that it was a mistake to agree to this restriction” in 

the first place. There was not much that they could do, however. Official colonial policy could 

not admonish these schools while they continued to impose the same rules of racial admission to 

European schools – an irony acknowledged by the Chief Education Officer in a letter written in 

1945, where he noted that it seemed “most illogical” that the government “should deny to others 

the right that we claim so unequivocally for ourselves.”360 After reconsidering the issue, “legal 

advice obtained was to the effect that having agreed to the conditions on which the School was 

built…it would be a breach of faith now to alter the conditions.”361 Until the construction of 

government schools for Indians, these institutions were allowed to continue their racially-based 

admissions policies, revealing the ability of Hindu elites to coopt colonial language regarding 

“way of life” and “racial purity” to advocate for their own concerns regarding the quotidian 

social experiences that their children were exposed to.  

But even after the government fully took over the education of Indian children, conflicts 

between Indians and Coloreds over the separation of schools according to race continued to 

influence colonial policy when it came to minority populations. In 1937, representatives of the 

Hindu, Muslim, and Goanese societies of Salisbury signed an agreement requesting the erection 

of a state school for Indian children by the government, agreeing to “leave the definition of 

Indian children in the hands of the Government” after the chaos caused by the purity admission 

 
359 Letter from A.G. Cowling, Chief Education Officer, to the Secretary of the Education Committee, Education 
Department, Salisbury, 14 November 1940, no. 2208/202, NAZ S824/801/1.  
360 Letter from H.D. Sutherns, Chief Education Officer, to the Secretary, Department of Internal Affairs, Salisbury, 
16 November 1945, ref. 797/99, NAZ 245/1053.  
361 Minister of Education’s response to petition presented by the Indian Community requesting support for an Indian 
school in Bulawayo, 23 March 1937, NAZ S245/832. 



164 
 

clauses of the Hindoo Schools.362 Two years later, the government formally agreed to build such 

a school. But before the schools were even constructed, there were disputes over whether 

separate schools for Asians and Coloureds should be established, a debate that was taking place 

over Moffat School in Salisbury, which several Asian children attended – particularly those 

whose mixed parental heritage prevented them from attending the Hindoo School. A similar 

arrangement was in place at McKeurtan, the Coloured school in Bulawayo. Both Indian and 

Coloured parents were unhappy with this arrangement, and the latter petitioned for the removal 

of “Asiatic children” from Moffat in 1949.363 Coloured parents in particular were concerned 

about the “headache” being caused by Indian parents over the Hindoo School, fearing a takeover 

of the school by those same parents, or a splitting of the school between Indian and Coloured 

children, which had not been an issue when the school was only attended by Muslims and “one 

or two low caste Hindoos.”364 Some did not wish to “hand over” the school, saying that “we 

cannot give way to the Indians,” with others arguing that the government was attempting to solve 

the problem of education for Indians “at [the] expense of Coloureds.”  

Many of these concerns had arisen after requests from Indian parents whose children had 

previously attended the Hindoo School to create separate sections for Indian and Coloured 

children within the same institution. Tensions between the two groups over this proposal reached 

a breaking point in 1945, when some of the Indian parents suggested to colonial authorities that 

the school should be physically fenced off to separate the two groups. The government seriously 

considered the physical separation, and to hand over the school to the Indian community and 

 
362 Note written by A.G. Cowling, Chief Education Officer to L.M. Huggins, Prime Minister of Southern Rhodesia, 
on the education of Indian children in Salisbury, 20 February 1939, no. 2200/68, NAZ S245/831.  
363 Letter from Chairman of the Moffat School Advisory Board to the Secretary for Education, Salisbury, 5 March 
1949, ref. 7/3/49, NAZ S824/580.  
364 Meeting of the Coloured community at Moffat School on 26 September 1945, NAZ S824/580.  



165 
 

build another for the Coloured community. After this, the idea would be to use the physical 

division of the school to allow for the separation of boys and girls in school, another request 

being made by some Indian parents, based on patriarchal ideas over control of the sexual purity 

of their daughters.365 Caving into Hindu demands, the government eventually opened a separate 

school for Indians in Salisbury. Named after Louis Mountbatten, the school was opened on the 

site west of the Kopje in 1946, allowing children who lived in the trading district to walk to 

school every day. The government insisted that the school was not meant to be for children “of 

pure Indian descent only,” and that admission to the school would be at the discretion of the 

Government.366 At the same time, their capitulation to demands for a separate school suggested 

that they were, to an extent, sympathetic to Indian claims for the racial segregation that they 

themselves were constructing as a central part of the colonial project. The Robert Moffat School, 

which was located in the neighborhood of Arcadia, where the majority of the Coloured 

population lived, continued to serve that particular population, but Indian and Coloured children 

could attend either Mountbatten or Moffat. In Bulawayo, the Robert Tredgold School was set up 

for the Indian and Coloured children of the city. In the 1950s, Morgan High School and Founders 

High School were established in Salisbury and Bulawayo respectively, the smaller number of 

both Indian and Coloured students who made it through for a secondary education justifying 

combined schools.  

Conflicts over colonial education policy did not end there, however. Simmering in the 

background of the more visible and violent clashes between Hindus, Muslims, and Coloureds 

were Indian claims to teach their own languages and religions within the framework of a 

 
365 Letter from the Education Department to the Primary School Council, Moffat Primary School, Salisbury, 8 
September 1945, ref. 385/12500, NAZ S824/580.  
366 Letter from A.R. Mackenzie, Director of Education, to the Secretary, Department of Internal Affairs, Salisbury, 9 
June 1937, no. 2208/202/34, NAZ S245/831.  
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Western curriculum set by the Department of Education, revealing tensions between Indian 

conceptions of their “way of life” which they wished to pass down to their children, and colonial 

education authorities, who believed the goal of a colonial curriculum was create a class of 

colonial subjects who were literate in English and skilled enough to work the professions 

associated with their racial group. For Indians and Coloureds, this meant instructing them in 

lessons which would allow them limited participation in colonial society, without necessarily 

leading to upward professional mobility or desegregating the legal racial categories that were 

meant to keep the groups separate from one another. But Indians fought for their ability to 

instruct their own children in constructed versions of what they called “tradition” and “culture.”  

Before the creation of public schools for Indians, the Hindoo Schools in Salisbury and 

Bulawayo were meant to educate children primarily in English, not Gujarati, in return for 

government funds. While colonial officials insisted on the mode of instruction following 

colonial, British standards of education, both the teachers and students at the schools were more 

comfortable communicating in Gujarati, which they spoke at home. In Salisbury, the school and 

colonial reports about its condition perpetuated stereotypes of Indians as illiterate and 

uneducated, with the standards of education and the homes that the children came from presented 

as incompatible with colonial syllabi. While the curriculum was meant to follow that of the 

government Coloured school, the classes appeared to be at least one year behind what they 

should be. While the school committee claimed that all instruction was carried out in English, 

inspection reports revealed that History, Geography, and Arithmetic were taught in Gujarati, 

preventing governmental inspectors from being able to assess the quality of students’ work. 

Exercises that were completed in English were left uncorrected by the teachers, while reading 
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skills suggested “memorisation rather than intelligent understanding.”367 Further reports in later 

years suggested that the school was “rapidly deteriorating.” There was no timetable, no 

systematic marking of registers, no syllabuses, and no supervision of student work, with weeks 

of work left uncorrected and ungraded by teachers – a chaotic, unregulated situation that 

education officers balked at.368  

Education in the English language was a central part of the British colonial project in 

Southern Rhodesia through the strengthening of “Western cultural hegemony,” in contrast to 

government education in countries like Kenya and South Africa, where African schools used 

local vernaculars as the primary mode of instruction.369 But rather than a British government 

imposing a curriculum from afar, it was a white settler government on the ground that created 

curricula, based on constructed ties to English and its inherent centrality to a British identity.370 

This meant, however, that colonial standards of education were malleable and constantly 

evolving in response not only to the spread of education to non-white populations, but to 

resistance by those who tied their sense of identity to the languages they were allowed to speak 

and instruct their children in. For Indian parents, their languages were often the only way a sense 

of an imagined homeland could be passed down in a practical way. Most vernacular classes for 

both Hindu and Muslim children took place in the afternoons and on weekends, outside officially 

sanctioned timetables and school hours, separate from their formal English classes but still a 

significant part of their day. Rather than being taught in a haphazard and chaotic way as 

 
367 H.D. Sutherns, Inspector of Schools, Salisbury District, “Inspection Report: The Hindoo School, Salisbury,” 6 
December 1935, ref. R27/35, NAZ S824/801/1.  
368 Memorandum, Inspectorate of the Department of Education, 16 October 1940, NAZ S824/801/1.  
369 Southern Rhodesia was unique in the region in that education legislation stated that English should be the only 
medium of instruction in government schools. See Kedmon Hungwe, “Educational Policy in African Colonial 
Contexts: The Case of Instructional Media in Southern Rhodesia, 1930-1980,” African Study Monographs 15, no.1 
(1994): 1-36. 
370 Gauri Viswanathan, Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and British Rule in India (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2015), 2-5.  
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portrayed by government inspectors, children’s days were actually heavily regulated. In 

Bulawayo, the Hindu school met at Vashee Hall. The school had 155 students, who met on 

Monday to Friday from 2.15p.m. to 4.15p.m., and on Saturday from 8.00a.m. to 12.30p.m., with 

a six-week break from December to January and no classes on religious and all public holidays. 

In addition to Gujarati, the teachers at the school taught arithmetic and poetry. The Islamic 

school met at the mosque on Khami Street, and had 60 students enrolled as of 1959. Students and 

teachers met from Monday to Friday from 2.30p.m. to 5.00p.m., and on Saturdays from 8.00a.m. 

to 12p.m. During official school holidays, classes met from Monday to Saturday from 8.00a.m. 

to 12p.m., with no classes on religious and all public holidays. The school taught Urdu and 

Arabic, and prayers to the male students only.371  

Colonial authorities objected strongly to these classes taking place outside of standard 

school hours. According to the constitution of the Federation, all groups were allowed freedom 

of religion. Religious education was seen as “indispensable with secular teachings,” and not 

something the Federal government could therefore restrict. However, both the government and 

the administrators of government schools did not see vernacular education as critical for Indian 

children.372 Vernacular schools became one of the greatest thorns in the side of the education 

department, revealing an inherent tension of Rhodesian colonial policy: the continued existence 

of these schools conformed to colonial conceptions of segregation and the idea that each racial 

group had its own “way of life” it was allowed to protect; but the lessons that they taught 

hindered imperial goals of education of colonized subjects according to imagined British 

standards of education and civilization. For the education department, the use of languages other 

 
371 Letter from R. Debra, Acting Headmaster, Robert Tredgold School, to the Regional Director, Ministry of 
Education, Bulawayo, 11 March 1959, NAZ F209/547.  
372 Letter from O.H. Sundi, Chairman, Parent Teachers Association to the Headmistress, Norman Price School, Fort 
Jameson, 3 June 1959, NAZ F209/547.  
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than English was not a necessary part of a child’s education. English was the only language 

required, after all, to aspire towards the British “way of life.” According to the Minister of 

Education, the duty of the government was “to see that they are educated as Rhodesians.”373 

When it came specifically to vernacular languages, this was a problem when they were used as a 

language of instruction for anything other than cultural or religious instruction.374 English was 

the only language required for instruction through the provisions of the Education Act; “Gujarati 

has no official place in the curriculum of government schools in the Federation.”375 The view of 

officials in the Federal Ministry of Education was that “very few primary children can cope with 

a second language…and when the wide and confusing differences between English, Gujarati, 

and Urdu are borne in mind, it becomes all the more imperative to abandon vernacular teaching 

during the normal school session,” ignoring the fact that these languages were spoken primarily 

in the home, and were a critical part of the separate “way of life” that had been the justification 

for the exclusion of Indians from both white and black spaces in urban and rural segregationist 

policies.376  

Further government resistance to vernacular education stemmed from government ideas 

regarding the health and welfare of children in the colony, revealing intersections between 

colonial conceptions class and civilizational standards with upper caste Hindu constructions of 

gradations of purity in caste hierarchies, as well as based on a deeper history of welfare as the 

British Empire’s “most powerful justification” for being, reclassified as “development” in the 

 
373 Letter from the Minister of Education, Salisbury, to Apa Pant, Commissioner for the Government of India, 
Nairobi, 27 May 1953, ref. 580/52, NAZ F209/547.  
374 Memorandum titled “Tuition of Children Outside School Hours: Vernacular Schools,” 18 August 1959, NAZ 
F209/547.  
375 Letter from Under Secretary for Education, Federal Ministry of Education, Salisbury to the Regional Director, 
Blantyre, 13 March 1959, ref. 547/70, NAZ F209/547.  
376 Confidential report by E. Rogers, Chief Inspector of Schools, 1954, Federal Department of Education, 1953 to 
1957, NAZ F209/1644D.  
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colonies during an era of “the activist colonial state at its most intrusively ambitious” in 

regulating the bodies of its colonized subjects.377 Criticism of the health of Indian children was 

linked to the idea that their parents did not raise them according to the nutritional standards of 

white children in the colony, and that their extra time spent in vernacular classes was impeding 

their general health, with religious reasons for both diet and extra lessons after school serving as 

the underlying connecting point of contention. Most government inspectors who were sent to 

Indian and Colored Schools concluded that the children were overworked and exhausted, and 

that these classes were leading to the “detriment of their health and education.”378 In Bulawayo, 

the Regional Director of Education noted that the 14.5 hours per week of extra instruction of 

Hindu children and the 16.5 hours per week given to Muslim children were “quite 

outrageous.”379 European teachers at the government schools complained that “the children are 

overworked” and that as a result “the homework is badly done through insufficient time.”380  

Health, “way of life,” and religion all intersected in critiques of the home life of the 

children. The main concern of the education department’s medical director was that of the 

nutrition of the children. According to his report, the heights and weights of the Indian children 

he inspected were between 10 to 13 per cent lower than that of their white counterparts. While he 

noted that it was “possible that European standards are not applicable to Indians who are of slight 

build,” he found that “both Hindoo and Moslem children showed evidence of malnutrition,” 

which could be attributed to both “overwork” and “dietary habits”: 

The Hindoos are vegetarian and the diet consists principally of bread, rice, dried peas and 
 

377 Bailkin, The Afterlife of Empire, 3-4.  
378 Letter from Acting Regional Director for Southern Rhodesia, Federal Ministry of Education, Salisbury, to the 
Secretary of the Moslem Society and Secretary of the Hindu Mandal, Umtali, 30 July 1955, ref. 547/37, NAZ 
F209/547.  
379 Letter from J.L. Dowley, Regional Director, Bulawayo to the Chief Education Officer, Salisbury, 11 March 1959, 
ref. 547/69, NAZ F209/547.  
380 Letter from R.E. Barclay, Headmistress, Norman Price Asian School, Fort Jameson to the Acting Chief 
Education Officer, Federal Ministry of Education, Salisbury, 19 May 1959, ref. 547/71, NAZ F209/547.  
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beans, vegetables, fruit, ghee and tea. Large quantities of sugar and spice are taken. 
The Moslems include some meat in the diet. It has not been customary to include milk 
although there is no religious objection to it. During the last 6 years intensive propaganda 
has been carried on in both schools on the need for milk in the diet and at the present time 
most of the children drink it at school and many families include it in the diet at home. 
The poor condition of the younger children may be attributed partly to the lack of first 
class protein in the diet. Poverty also plays some part, more particularly among the 
Moslems.   
 

While these children would most likely have been exhausted from the hours they spent both in 

school and in language and religious classes after, the implications behind these reports on the 

health of Indian children was that because they did not live according to Western standards and 

diets, both their health as well as their academic standards were at risk.  

Despite resistance to their existence, these schools continued to be run, today still holding 

classes over the weekend for children from the community. The teachers at the schools, most of 

whom were local Indians, upheld the same discriminations that had constituted the purity 

principles of admission. Hemant Naik recalled the treatment of lower-caste students that took 

place during his time at Gujarati School. Teachers openly treated children differently, “not only 

[in terms of] caste, but in terms of value, money,” with the “guys from very poor families treated 

very badly,” he recalled. For him, it was the first time that he became really aware of the 

disparities that existed between caste groups and their associations with lower forms of labor and 

wealth at Gujarati School.381 The children who grew up in the 1940s and 1950s led, in a sense, 

parallel lives. The first part of their day was spent at “English” school, where they were expected 

to succeed in a colonial curriculum which only educated them enough to take on the class and 

professional roles with which their parents had been associated, and without the same resources 

given to white schools. They were expected to take on colonial culture without fully integrating 

into white society. But the second part of their day was spent at Gujarati school, or the madrasa, 

 
381 Hemant Naik, interview.  
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which was meant to prepare these same children for participation within their communities and 

their domestic lives, continuing the roles their parents imagined for them as protectors of the 

family unit within the confines of caste and religion. Here, the goals of the colonial state and 

Indian patriarchs aligned – their children should be educated enough for limited professional 

participation in colonial society, but kept separate through the lives they led at home and in their 

community. 

Gender, Generation, and Government 

The lives of the children of the post-war world in Southern Rhodesia were heavily shaped 

by and subject to the debates over their future by their parents, their teachers, and the colonial 

state. Beneath the surface of these public contestations over the status of purity schools, colonial 

education, and immigration policy, however, lay the heart of Indian patriarchal concerns about 

the future of their children – and in particular, the future of their daughters, many of whom did 

not stay in school long after they reached puberty. Taraben Naik was the eldest child in her 

family, but while her brothers went on to become qualified professionals in India, she was taken 

out of school at the age of 15 – and married a year later. She did not learn English at her school 

in India, which used Gujarati as the medium of instruction as a local protest against British 

rule.382 Her generation expected the same for their daughters, in a world across the ocean. Caste 

and religion were deployed here with colonial language regarding race and associated 

“traditions” by their fathers, whose control over the future of their daughters came down to 

protecting their sexual and reproductive “purity” as the future bearers of the children who would 

uphold the institutions that had once defined their lives in India. As Indian children transitioned 

to lives outside the home and outside the confines of their communities, these patriarchal elites 
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articulated their insecurity regarding interracial social intimacy by claiming the right to control 

when their daughters would attend school, what they should learn, who they should interact with 

– and when they should leave. 

After education for all non-African children was made mandatory in the 1940s, Indian 

parents began requesting the withdrawal of their daughters from school even before they turned 

15, when they were legally allowed to drop out. Women’s role in the joint family structure and 

business was one that took place in the shadows; girls were expected to learn the necessary 

domestic chores and help with the business, typically by running the shop counters. The 

education of the first generation of daughters born in Southern Rhodesia was largely regarded as 

unnecessary for the place they were expected to take in the joint family social and economic 

structure. The Dotsons defined the joint family in theory as a “cooperative and communal 

enterprise in which all adult male members had an equal share” that was in reality “a pyramid of 

age and sex,” with the ultimate power resting with the eldest male in the family.383 Women, after 

marriage, were no longer considered a part of the patriarchal and patrilineal joint family 

structure, joining the social and economic network of her husband’s family. Very rarely did a 

daughter’s husband join the business or home of her father and brothers.  

Requests to exempt daughters from attending school therefore centered around the 

argument that they needed to prepare for marriage, or at the very least, that they should be 

allowed to continue with their domestic labor in the service of their fathers. In processing these 

requests, the departments of education and internal affairs referred back to the case of Shantiben 

Naik, who had been withdrawn from school at the age of 14 by her father, who wanted her to be 
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“trained for a year in preparation for her marriage.”384 The case was taken to the High Court after 

government authorities refused Naik’s request, who was subsequently charged with contravening 

the Education Act and convicted and sentenced to a fine of one pound, or three weeks’ 

imprisonment. Naik appealed the conviction, arguing that the government and the Hindoo School 

did “not offer suitable educational facilities” that would prepare his daughter for marriage. In the 

judgement regarding the appeal, the sitting judge summarized the following evidence in support 

of Naik’s case: 

The appellant is a Hindoo of high caste, and as such must observe strictly the rules 
governing the Hindu religion. According to such rules his daughter should not attend the 
Hindoo school. If she did she would be compelled to mix freely in class with Hindoo 
boys of her own or of greater age. As she has arrived at the age of puberty and is a well 
developed girl, the Hindoo religion forbids her to consort with males. Another objection 
based on Hindoo rules is that the teachers under whose instruction she would come at 
school are males.385  
 

Shantiben Naik unwittingly here became the focal point for conservative Indian debates 

regarding gender roles and the “purity” of women that was inextricably linked with the “purity” 

of the Indian race, an articulation of colonial legal institutions in the Raj which codified elite 

conceptions of Hindu and Muslim law in a way that traditionalized and sanctioned static ideas 

about custom. Rather than colonial officials in Southern Rhodesia articulating this policy, 

however, it was colonized subjects from India themselves who were attempting to inform policy 

across the Indian Ocean, challenging not only who their daughters would go to school with, but 

their patriarchal right to withdraw the girls from school when they reached puberty.  

The appeal was dismissed, but similar cases were instigated over the next few years by 

both Hindu and Muslim fathers. In 1945, Amina Ismail was withdrawn from school at the age of 

 
384 Memorandum drafted Ministry of Internal Affairs, “Exemption of Indian Girls from Compulsory Education,” 26 
August 1942, ref. GHT/RJG, NAZ 245/882.  
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13. Her parents argued that Amina, who had “attained the age of puberty” was “in danger if she 

attends a mixed school or is taught by a male teacher.”386 The family’s lawyers further argued 

that being of the Muslim religion, “daughters after attaining the age of puberty, should live 

permanently with their parents until they are married…in the event of any misfortune overtaking 

a daughter who is compelled to go to a mixed age school, after attaining this age, the parents are 

also degraded in the Indian community; and the misfortune reflects on the family, a reflection of 

growing stigma against mixed race families.387 In 1947, Mariam Esat’s father requested that she 

be withdrawn from school at the age of 14; his eyesight was failing and he required “his 

daughter’s help in the house.”388 All of these requests for exemption used “religion” as the 

primary justification for the withdrawal of their daughters, and in every case, the girls had 

“attained the age of puberty,” a critical age in the regulation of women’s sexuality and 

reproductive capabilities, a topic “which became the subject of colonial and postcolonial debate 

and intervention because so many people saw its regulation as fundamental to the construction of 

political and moral order, and proper gender and generational relations.”389 These requests were 

supported by the various institutions tasked with safeguarding cultural and religious values, 

including the Bulawayo Hindoo Society, Salisbury Hindoo Society, and the Bulawayo Indian 

Muslim Society.390 

State power was certainly being tested here. While governmental authorities could find 

some sympathy with the Hindoo schools’ principles of racial purity, these cases of withdrawal of 

 
386 Memorandum written by A.G. Cowling, Secretary, Department of Internal Affairs for the Minister, 6 October 
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387 Letter from P.C. Bowles of Allen Bowles to the Minister of Internal Affairs, Salisbury, 11 September 1945, ref. 
E71/43/24, NAZ 245/882.  
388 Request for exemption from school, sent from Chief Education Officer to the Secretary for Internal Affairs, 30 
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August 1942, ref. GHT/RJG, NAZ 245/882.  
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female children called into question “whether the laws of the Colony shall apply to the Indian 

community.” The secretary for the department of internal affairs was firm in his condemnation of 

the Indian population, writing in response to the case of Amina Ismail that “from an educational 

point of view there is no doubt that the Indians take comparatively little interest in the education 

of their girls.” From the state’s point of view, it was “most desirable that this education should be 

continued to at least the minimum age of fifteen years,” seeing requests for exemption as being 

ones of “non-co-operation and indeed passive resistance.”391 A compromise was eventually 

reached: the law would not be relaxed, and the government and the Indian community would 

work together to make necessary changes to the Domestic Arts curriculum that would take into 

account skills in cooking and housekeeping that Indian wives were meant to be versed in  – but 

the Indian community never responded with suggestions for syllabus change.392 The debate had 

become one over which moral order would prevail: that of providing all children with a colonial 

education; or safeguarding their virginity and therefore their prospects for marriage.  

Very few women were given the opportunity for further education during the decades 

before Federation. Those who did defined their generation, as the first daughters born in 

Southern Rhodesia, rather than their mothers who had been born and brought up in India. They 

and the male members of their generation who could afford it were sent to England for high 

school and university education – ironically, it was the daughters of wealthier, upper caste 

families who were the first to break the mold. Jasuben Bhagat was one of the first women to be 

sent to England for her education along with her brothers in the years after the end of World War 

II, studying pharmacy and then nursing. Unusually for the time, her education was a priority for 
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her family. Her grandfather was a headmaster of a school in Gujarat, and so she came from a 

“family of education.” While most Gujarati girls her age were being married off in Salisbury, 

unable to freely move around on their own terms, “prohibited and held down,” Jasuben was 

learning to make her own living. When she did marry in 1962, it was not an arranged marriage, 

but one of love, a revolutionary concept in those years. Her education and her marriage, 

however, did not disrupt the lessons she and her generation were brought up with, centered on 

their role as mothers and the backbone of the domestic unit. Even as she escaped the confines of 

family life her generation had been subjected to, she came back to the fold as the matriarch of a 

large upper caste family, and an officer of the very institution that once refused to educate 

children born outside the imagined boundaries of the community. The system that restricted 

daughters, she recounted, came from the early history of child marriages in India during the 

Mughal period: 

We were ruled by the Muslims…if they were not married young, they [the Mughals] 
would abduct the girls, but would not touch girls wearing a mangal sutra…lots of girls by 
the ages of 13, 14 were married, and that was to protect them from being taken away. A 
lot of these things you find in India are there for a reason.393  

 
While the colonial chain of knowledge regarding the separation and codification of religious law 

through civilizational narratives was disrupted in the extension of the British Empire from India 

to Africa, male Indian “pioneers” brought this knowledge across the ocean themselves through 

these myths of female “corruption” that had to be protected in a new land from “deviants” to 

their imagined social order – and in so doing, came to inform and challenge colonial policy 

through a continuity in elite patriarchal conceptions of the role of women as central to the 

continuation of caste and religious stratifications within the racial hierarchies being constructed 

 
393 Jasu Bhagat, interview by author, Harare, 18 September 2018. A mangal sutra is a necklace made of beads and 
gold traditionally given to a Hindu wife by her in-laws at her wedding ceremony, signifying her status as a married 
woman.  
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by the imperial state in Southern Rhodesia.  

Conclusion 

Rather than existing separately from the colonial state and society, Indian conceptions of 

caste and religion intersected with colonial racial hierarchies, informing and challenging policies 

regarding the education of their children. But the creation of schools specifically for Indian and 

Coloured populations, while articulated through debates over their composition, was also about 

their location, with children classified according to how they lived, an association linked with 

where they lived. In Salisbury, plans for an Indian suburb eventually came about both due to 

white hostility to “encroachment” as well as Indian petitions for their own space. The suburb of 

Ridgeview, designated the “Asian ghetto,” was created in the land formerly used as an airport by 

the Central African Airways Corporation, adjacent to the white neighborhood of Belvedere. But 

Indians did not remain confined to these spaces, or these schools. The next generation of children 

disrupted the roles their parents had played by challenging the rules that educated non-white 

children, but simultaneously attempted to keep them in their place. In 1961, a seminal challenge 

to segregation was mounted by none other than Suman Mehta, the son of N.D. Mehta. That 

legacy would inform not only his challenge to white society, but the lines he crossed to become 

an integral part of black African resistance. Where their parents fought for the creation and 

maintenance of their own separate institutions, a new generation of Indians sought inclusion – 

and recognition – in Rhodesian society.  
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CHAPTER 4 

Contesting Segregation in the Courts: Indian Legal Challenges, 1950 to 1965 
 

“Applicant’s case was that he wished to make use of the Central Baths for the purpose of 
swimming and also as a spectator, and that Respondent’s decision to exclude him from this bath 
was grossly insulting to him by reason of the implication that, purely because he was Asian, he 
was unfit to associate with the other inhabitants of Salisbury in a swimming bath. He alleged 

that the actions of the Respondent were grossly unreasonable, discriminatory, unlawful and in 
breach of his rights.”394 

 
One day, Suman Mehta came home to find the head of a pig spiked on his front gate. His 

white neighbors were waiting, cautiously, outside their house, watching his reaction. Assuming 

he was Muslim, they had left the pig head on his gate at number 36 St. Dominic Road in the 

neighborhood of Milton Park, as a sign of hostility towards his presence in “their” space. 

According to the stories told in the years after the incident, including by his son, Deepak, who 

was with him at the time, Mehta simply laughed and took down the head. Mehta had refused to 

buy a house in the Indian neighborhood of Ridgeview, arguing that to do so would be to accept 

that he was a “second-class citizen,” and that as a rate payer, he should be entitled to buy a house 

anywhere in the city. Mehta had a renowned reputation for being a “troublemaking chap.”395 

Like his father before him, he was actively involved in Indian politics, and was a founding 

member of the Asian Association, which aimed to breach the communal divides that had plagued 

his father’s generation. By 1963, he had become a member of the National Democratic Party, an 

offshoot of the Southern Rhodesia African National Congress. When he moved into the 

neighborhood of Milton Park in 1969, his neighbors responded – not only with the crude gesture 

of the spiked pig head, but also by throwing stones onto the roof of his house at night, or with 

open and unreserved hostility. “We weren’t harassed physically,” his son recalled. “It was more 

 
394 S.N. Mehta v. City of Salisbury, Rhodesia and Nyasaland Law Reports 1961, 911-912, LHCZ.  
395 Natu Patel and Suman Mehta, interview by Dr. Hasu Patel, Harare, 29 March 1970.  
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psychological abuse.”396  

Mehta became one of the most renowned challengers to both the legal implementation 

and the lived experiences of segregation in Southern Rhodesia, but he was not the only one. The 

fluid boundaries of spatial segregation that Indians had contested during their first years of 

settlement had become lines drawn in the sand – not officially demarcated by legislation, but 

unofficially constructed and enforced by white residents and local municipal authorities in towns 

and cities. By 1953, Southern Rhodesia had become part of the Federation of Rhodesia and 

Nyasaland, a primarily economic union that had been in the works for decades with the goal of 

forming a buffer against South African hegemony in the region. The formation of Federation was 

predicated on the lofty imperial goal of “multiracialism,” which envisioned a “partnership” 

between Europeans and Africans in the governing of all three countries.397 But the rhetoric of 

“multiracialism” masked growing racial discrimination and the extension of Southern Rhodesia’s 

segregationist policies to its northern neighbors, leading to a rise in African nationalist activity in 

all three territories in the years leading up to the Federation’s demise in 1963.  

Segregation in the Federation did not quite equate to apartheid, nor was it a lesser or 

shadow version of apartheid. After 1948, apartheid in both urban and rural sectors of South 

Africa was accounted for by a series of legislation that divided access to physical spaces through 

petty apartheid, and to economic and political opportunities through grand apartheid. When it 

came to rural land, Southern Rhodesia’s Land Apportionment Act of 1930 followed the same 

policy and ideology that would be extended from rural to urban in South Africa with the 

institutionalization of apartheid. When it came to urban spaces and civil society, however, the 

 
396 Deepak Mehta, Suman Mehta’s son, interview by author, Harare, 27 March 2018.  
397 “Multiracialism,” as opposed to “nonracialism,” aimed to give Africans limited representation in governance, 
rather than allowing color-blind representation of elected officials.  
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Southern Rhodesian government’s status as a crown colony meant that it could not overtly 

discriminate according to race. It could provide for separate facilities through acts of legislation, 

but the constitution of Southern Rhodesia of 1923 did not create explicit controls for racial 

discrimination.398 Technically, the Land Apportionment Act of 1930, which more than the 

constitution established the basis for white dominance of agriculture and the economy, did not 

extend to urban land, even as it was evoked by local authorities in the creation and enforcement 

of divisive policies. Race, similarly, was vaguely defined in these separate acts of legislation, 

with Indians and Coloureds as minority groups often either grouped together, or classified as 

European or African depending on the purpose of the acts. There was no universal legal 

definition of legal racial groups applied to legislation, creating both ambiguity and legal 

confusion when it came to the application of laws to different races. This ambiguity in the 

definition of racial groups and of the exact boundaries between them meant that segregation 

played out in complex ways on the ground, with the desires and experiences of ordinary people 

often coming to define official policy through their contestations with the state in all its forms in 

the intermediary space of the courtroom, which brought the state into intimate contact with 

ordinary people in a way that would have real implications for Rhodesia’s future.399 Race as a 

concept in Southern Rhodesia was thus not just implemented from the top, but negotiated from 

the bottom, with the insidious forms of segregation based on legislation that was ambiguous 

 
398 Discrimination was enforced through the constitution by the establishment of criteria for the voter’s roll, and the 
income and literacy requirements meant that very few Africans would be allowed to participate in civic society and 
governance. The actual text of the constitution itself, however, did not refer to race. See A.B. Mutiti, “Rhodesia and 
Her Four Discriminatory Constitutions,” Présence Africaine 2, no. 90 (1974): 261-275. In South Africa, the non-
racial franchise of the Cape Colony was not extended to the rest of the country with South Africa’s union in 1931; 
franchise requirements were removed for white voters, but not for Coloureds or Africans.  
399 This chapter is part of the shift in historiography of legal history in colonial Africa from the anthropological 
domain of legal scholarship to that of social and cultural history and the relationship between law and culture, and 
the use of legal records as a lens into domestic affairs. See Richard Waller, "Legal History and Historiography in 
Colonial Sub-Saharan Africa," Oxford Research Encyclopedias, African History (2018): 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190277734.013.548. 
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about race revealing themselves to be deeply embedded when looking at the everyday 

experiences of ordinary citizens making claims to both public spaces and the right to define how 

they lived their private lives. Race was both visible and invisible in the quotidian experiences of 

life in segregated Southern Rhodesia, masked by the public claims of “multiracialism” of the 

politicians leading the Federation.  

Indian challenges to segregation and discriminatory policies took three main forms, and 

this chapter extends its analysis of segregation beyond spatial regulations to the discrimination 

that took place through the implementation of separate legal codes and laws to different racial 

groups. The first was through the use of the court system as an intermediary between the state 

and families when it came to the negotiation of their rights over immigration, marriage, 

inheritance, and care of the elderly. British colonial rule across the continent was characterized 

by the division of legal systems between civil and customary law, the former being defined by 

the principles of English common law and Roman Dutch law, and the latter by invented and 

negotiated ideas of traditional notions of customary justice, under which most Africans in these 

territories lived.400 Indians as primarily urban-based, non-African citizens in Southern Rhodesia 

were supposed to fall under the realm and protection of civil judicial systems of legislation and 

adjudication. At the same time, many of the rules that governed their domestic and private lives 

when it came to their marriage rituals, their rules of inheritance, and who would take care of the 

elderly, were defined by the codification of colonial personal law in India, at the same time as 

they were restricted by the immigration, marriage, and estate laws of civil society in Southern 

Rhodesia. Many of these cases ended up being negotiated by immigration authorities or in the 

courtroom in between these different systems of colonial law across the Indian Ocean as a result 

 
400 Mamdani, Citizen and Subject. 
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of migration and mobility within the British Empire, complicating the traditional distinction 

between customary and civil law when looking beyond the boundaries of a single state or colony.  

The second challenge to segregation took the form of Indian challenges to the regulations 

that restricted the mobility of colonial subjects according to race in a continued attempt by the 

colonial state to promote white migration and discourage further Indian settlement. A new 

generation of Indian men formed organizations which focused on political challenges to 

continued and sustained immigration regulations during the Federation years, rather than the 

communal concerns focusing on the protection of the domestic unit that their father’s generation 

had been occupied with. Here, they challenged the foundations of the system rather than the 

symptoms, creating a semblance of unity between the various communal factions of the Indian 

community that had fractured in visible ways in the previous decade. At the same time, their 

contestations were still predicated on the protection of Indian rights within the Federal project of 

“multiracialism,” rather than to the systems and institutions that upheld segregation as a whole. 

The domestic unit remained the primary center of the worlds which they wished to protect by 

allowing the transnational familial connections and kinship networks that were so critical to the 

sustenance of their commercial enterprises. These challenges by ordinary citizens – neither 

politicians nor lawyers – was part of what Mitra Sharafi terms a “new history of colonial 

lawyering” by legally fluent members of colonized populations “as intermediaries trading in 

colonial forms of knowledge,” who in both South Asia and Africa had played a prominent role in 

the production of personal and customary law.401 These intermediaries from the Indian 

population in Southern Rhodesia, however, did not always take their challenges to the 

courtroom, as in the case of unified Indian opposition to Federal immigration laws, nor were they 

 
401 Mitra Sharafi, Law and Identity in Colonial South Asia: Parsi Legal Culture, 1722-1947 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014), 11.  
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necessarily considered formal practitioners of the law.  

These earlier struggles for the right to regulate the private spaces of domesticity and 

kinship took place within a broader acceptance for the principles of segregation, which kept 

racial groups separate according to their “way of life.”402 The third type of challenge, however, 

saw these intermediaries challenging the concept of segregation altogether. Suman Mehta was 

one of these men who went beyond the limited concerns of his community to challenge 

segregation as a concept, using the courtroom as a space to vocalize his “radical” political 

beliefs. He was not trained in the law, but with the help of his white lawyers, took on the 

seemingly mammoth task of challenging the City of Salisbury over access to the Central Baths 

swimming pool which had typically been reserved only for Europeans. He was not the first to 

challenge the authority of municipal councils, but his case, which appeared both in the High 

Court of Southern Rhodesia and the Supreme Court of the Federation on appeal, became a 

seminal one for future challenges to segregation in the country. Rather than turning to legal 

reports from South Africa, however, the judges in the High Court overseeing the case turned to 

judgements made by the Supreme Court of the United States regarding challenges to segregation 

and access to public amenities to consider the intangible effects of segregation on the identities 

of those who were discriminated against. Here, the nature of constitutionalism in both Rhodesia 

and the United States allowed for challenges to institutions of segregation that apartheid in South 

Africa did not. In turn, this particular case revealed a disconnect between colonial Federal policy 

and local authorities, who were comprised of and run by ordinary citizens of the white settler 

 
402 Supporters of segregation in Southern Rhodesia argued that the color bar was instead a “cultural” bar, which 
theoretically allowed non-whites to move up a racial “pyramid” through advances in education and professional 
development – but which was limited in reality by the provision of separate educational facilities for each racial 
group. In practice then, segregation in Southern Rhodesia operated along the same principles as “separate 
development” of apartheid in South Africa, experiences which were masked by the “non-racial” constitution of 
Southern Rhodesia. See Chapter 3 and H. Wilson, “Two Pyramid Policy and Apartheid: Where They Differ.”   
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community, complicating the idea of the all-encompassing nature of the colonial project 

projected by older studies of colonialism in Africa which centered the state in narratives of a 

one-way imposition of colonial rule. 

Indian challenges to segregation thus took place within the framework of English civil 

law as applied in one colonial context, but drew in debates over the application of personal law 

in India as well as legal challenges to segregation taking place across the Atlantic. Southern 

Rhodesia’s legal status and positionality within the British colonial world thus made it a center 

for legal discourse at the intersection of the Indian and Atlantic Oceans, based on mobility and 

the notions of custom and justice that migrants brought with them in the former; and a long and 

deep history and tradition of settler colonialism and its legacies which lived on in the form of 

institutions of white supremacy and segregation in the latter. As a result of Indian contestations 

over the invisible boundaries of race, class, and civilization, white settler nationalism in 

Rhodesia intensified, leading to local authorities gaining more power when it came to their 

ability to enforce segregation and with it, the rise to power of the politicians and the overt racism 

of the Rhodesian Front.  

Civil Laws and Laws of Custom: Indian Personal Law in Southern Rhodesia 

 Nagarji Dayhabhai Mehta, infamous to both the Indian community and educational 

authorities for his role in the disputes over Hindu purity schools in the 1930s and 1940s, died in 

Salisbury in 1950. In his will, he left a total of £58,863 to his wife, Icchaben Mehta, the sole 

beneficiary. The Master of the High Court, whose job it was to execute the orders of wills, 

asserted that Mrs. Mehta, or the “heiress,” was “a stranger in blood” to the testator because their 

marriage was deemed polygamous by Southern Rhodesian law. As a result, and according to the 

terms of the Death Duty Act, he argued that she was not exempt as his sole surviving spouse 
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from paying succession duty, which came to the amount of £7,292 3s. 6d. The couple had 

married in 1913 or 1914 in Bombay Province in India, and according to the laws in place at the 

time, N.D. Mehta would technically have been permitted to take a second wife. The defense 

countered that while Mehta would have been allowed to marry a second time while still married 

to his first wife, he did not do so. Instead, “the marriage subsisted until the testator’s death and 

throughout the period of its subsistence Icchaben Mehta remained the sole wife of the testator,” 

and was therefore the “surviving spouse” within the terms of the Death Duties Act. The presiding 

judge noted that while their marriage would have been deemed polygamous according to 

Southern Rhodesian law at the time that they were married, the Bombay Act of 1946 prevented 

polygamy, rendering the marriage valid as both Nagarji and his wife were domiciled in Southern 

Rhodesia at that time. He also took into account elite articulations of the monogamous nature of 

upper caste Hindu marriages in India, which the High Court had acknowledged in a previous 

case in 1945. The plaintiff’s claim to succession duty was ultimately dismissed.403  

 Nagarji and Icchaben’s children would have benefited greatly from the declaration of 

their parents’ marriage as valid according to Southern Rhodesian law, the family saved from 

paying a hefty sum in succession duty. Their eldest son, and the one who ultimately took over 

the family estate, was none other than Suman Mehta. Born in 1932 in Salisbury, he was one of 

the few who were sent abroad at the time to the United Kingdom for secondary school.404 There, 

he dreamt of becoming a doctor, but after his father’s death, he came home to run his father’s 

retail and property business.405 Many aspects of his life, and that of his peers, came to be defined 

by their positionality at the intersection between civil and customary law in Southern Rhodesia, 

 
403 Acting Master, High Court v. Estate Mehta, Rhodesia and Nyasaland Law Reports 1957, 727-739, LHCZ.  
404 Asiatic Census Returns 1936, Central Statistical Office, NAZ S899/1-45.  
405 Deepak Mehta, interview.  
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or the concept of legal pluralism, whereby the laws that regulated their lives did not originate 

solely from the state, but from a diversity of “normative orders” which constructed their own 

rules and regulations, methods of enforcement, and institutions for the resolution of conflicts.406 

Mehta and his family would find their lives defined by several orders: the colonial state, the city 

council of Salisbury, the Hindoo Society, and conceptions of personal law in India, where his 

parents had been born and married – in other words, by a multiplicity of “ways of life.” 

 Legal systems in Southern Rhodesia, as was the case in many colonies in Africa, were 

defined by the bifurcation between civil and customary law through British indirect rule: the 

former for citizens, who were white and urbanized, and the latter for subjects, who as non-whites  

were denied access to the same rights that citizens were allowed, regulated instead by colonial 

institutions of traditional leadership.407 In Southern Rhodesia, English law was used for criminal 

law and procedure, while Roman Dutch law was applied to legislation applying to property, 

persons, succession, and contracts, following South African traditions of legal practice and 

application. Rather than being a one-way imposition of legal codes based on colonial forms of 

knowledge concerning African “custom,” however, customary law was shaped by both Africans 

and Europeans. Conquest did not destroy indigenous systems of law, but rather subordinated 

them to metropolitan legal traditions and altered their relation to political authority and modes of 

production.408 Nor was the legal divide between citizen and subject necessarily a strict one 

between Europeans and Africans, either. Africans were not eligible for formal citizenship in the 

colonial state, but they were still subject to metropolitan law and systems of justice whilst living 

in the cities. Nor was the divide between “citizens” and “subjects” a stark and distinct one; 

 
406 Sharafi, Law and Identity, 6.  
407 Mamdani, Citizen and Subject.  
408 Mann and Roberts, Law in Colonial Africa, 8.  
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scholars of colonialism in South Asia in particular have considered the claims that colonized 

subjects were able to make to colonial citizenship, both in and beyond the subcontinent.409 

Similarly, African subjects were able to take what were considered “customary” issues relating 

to domestic and family affairs to civil court, such as contestations over the control of women’s 

sexuality in colonial Kenya.410  

A similar distinction between civil and personal law existed in colonial India, with the 

latter being codified according to elite conceptions of both Hindu and sharia law when it came to 

the administration of domestic systems. At the same time, personal law was codified according 

to British legal procedure, which “understood relationships in contractual terms, sought to arrive 

at a specific decision and saw a dispute as a discrete problem.”411 It was this central ideology 

behind the construction of customary laws that was translated into African legal systems, here 

instead based on ideas of African custom rather than South Asian religious law. Indians outside 

the subcontinent, however, were subject to civil rather than customary law in the regulation of 

disputes concerning their lives at home. But in Southern Rhodesia, both judges and Indian 

litigants referred to specific aspects of South Asian personal law in the regulations of civil law 

conflicts in the courtroom, which became the site where the daily experiences of private life in a 

multiracial society played out in a visible manner through the implementation of transnational 

legal codes.  

 Marriage, and in particular wedding ceremonies that had taken place in India, were often 

the subject of legal disputes between Indian families and the state, with immigration restrictions 

intersecting with civil rights procedure when it came to conflicts over issues such as divorce and 

 
409 Metcalf, Imperial Connections; Blyth, The Empire of the Raj. 
410 Thomas, Politics of the Womb, Chapter 5.  
411 Rohit De, "South Asian Legal Traditions" in International Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences 2, 
no. 23 (2015): 63.  
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inheritance. While the migration of adult males from India was restricted, accommodations were 

made for the wives and minor children of those already resident in Southern Rhodesia and the 

Federation, based on the “accepted principle” (which one immigration official argued was based 

on “biblical authority”) “that the husband is normally the breadwinner and that the wife will 

normally take up her domicile with his.”412 There was thus a gendered element to these 

exemptions to the Immigration Act, based on patriarchal colonial perspectives of how families 

worked. Men could bring their wives from outside Southern Rhodesia to live with them, but 

women who married outside the colony would not be allowed to return with their husbands. 

Exceptions to this policy were made, such as the case of the Shingadia family in Marandellas – 

after several members of the family were involved in a serious car crash, resulting in one death 

and severe injuries to the rest, a son-in-law of the family was allowed to enter Southern Rhodesia 

to act as the breadwinner for the broken family.413 Immigration authorities in general, however, 

argued that the arranged nature of Indian marriages meant that the “sentimental considerations 

which arise in similar circumstances with Europeans are not in any way involved,” and that all 

Hindu marriages were “marriages of convenience” with “no question of a heartless Government 

forcing an innocent girl to choose between marrying the man of her choice and being exiled from 

the country in which she has been brought up,” based on colonial interpretations of the nature of 

arranged marriages.414 

Closely related to the entry of spouses – and restrictions on which women would be 

allowed to enter the colony at all – were colonial assumptions about polygamy and its 

associations with a less “civilized” way of life, part of the construction of Rhodesia’s “moral 

 
412 Acting Secretary, Immigration Department, “Policy: Asian Immigration,” Salisbury, 25 September 1959, NAZ 
F119/IMM/4/5.  
413 Ibid.  
414 Ibid.  
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boundaries” as a way of demonstrating their right to rule through a “modern” way of life that 

was distinguished from “the promiscuity and normlessness of primitive societies,” African and 

Indian alike.415 White settler society was instead mythicized and characterized as one based on 

British and Christian values of monogamy, with children being raised in stable two-parent 

homes, divorce and adultery stigmatized, and family life closely regulated by legal institutions 

and documents that hindered deviations from this norm, with white Rhodesians claiming to form 

“one of the last bastions of Western, Christian, civilization.”416 Indians who wished to bring their 

wives in to the country thus went through an extensive vetting process, one exacerbated by 

administrative issues faced by the postcolonial Indian and Pakistani governments, who were 

often asked to provide identification documents for subjects who had never been granted birth 

certificates in the first place. Further complicating immigration applications for spouses was the 

fact that most marriages in the subcontinent were conducted according to customary rites, and 

until 1955, marriage certificates did not exist for the majority of people living in either India or 

Pakistan. Based on a lack of written documentation, which was associated with the “modernity” 

of colonial bureaucracy, immigration authorities created the specter of the immigrant by 

deploying notions of caste and religious identity and its associations with polygamy to create a 

racist argument about the exclusion of immigrants from India because they did not follow an 

imagined “Rhodesian,” or white, way of life, here articulated as a civil, monogamous marriage 

conducted according to English law.  

Regulations over marriage and divorce were directly linked to the immigration of wives, 

where negotiations between personal law in India and Rhodesian civil law often came into 

conflict. The moral boundaries of the colony were enforced through the restriction of migrants to 

 
415 Mitra, Indian Sex Life, 7.  
416 Godwin and Hancock, ‘Rhodesians Never Die,’ 9.  
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those who conformed to standards of monogamy with which Western domestic relations and 

therefore civil law were associated. Assumptions about the non-regulated, uncivilized nature of 

non-Western marriages, which conflated Hindu and Muslim customs, were based on the idea that 

while there was supposedly “much stricter control over the marriage and divorce of Europeans,” 

Indians who did not register their marriages with the Federation meant that divorce could “take 

place more or less at will with no formality at all and without the intervention of an impartial 

third party” – unlike was the case for the dissolution of European marriages, which could only be 

granted “by a court of law after an investigation into the circumstances.”417 The view of most 

immigration officials was that it was “not possible to judge Hindu marriages and divorces by 

European standards. Although the procedure is slightly different in the case of Hindus and 

Muslims, any Indian can, in effect, discard one wife and take another whenever he feels inclined 

to do so.”418 Authorities justified these assumptions based on cases such as that of a man from 

the Parmar family, who were Hindu, of Ingutsheni, a small locality located east of Bulawayo in 

Southern Rhodesia. In this case, the man allegedly divorced his first wife, citing “insanity” as a 

cause. After a month of living together in Ingutsheni, the man allegedly took the first wife back 

to India after removing her from the mental institution into which he had initially placed her, 

divorced her, and “brought back another woman in her place,” an example of what one 

immigration official referred to as “Indian ‘jiggery pokery.’”419 This case was cited throughout 

the following years as an example of the chaos brought about by the non-registration of Indian 

marriages according to Western custom; without the necessary paperwork, problems “arising 

from marriages and divorces carried out merely in accordance with ancient custom” led to 

 
417 “Immigration Policy: Asiatics,” author unknown, 15 November 1959, NAZ F119/IMM/4/5.  
418 “H.N. Patel: Son of N.K. Patel,” 8 October 1959, NAZ F119/IMM/4/5.  
419 “Representations to the Prime Minister by the Lusaka Indian Association,” Salisbury, 5 May 1956, NAZ 
F119/IMM/4/5; note to the Minister of Immigration, Salisbury, 29 May 1956, NAZ F119/IMM/4/5.  
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instability when it came to both marriage and immigration.420 According to the Immigration Act, 

Indians resident in the Federation could only bring over one wife each, and could not bring over 

a second wife if a first wife was currently residing in any of the three territories. In turn, only the 

children of one wife could be brought in with their mother. With those religions that sanctioned 

polygamy, this “wife” would be allowed to enter the colony if no other union existed between 

the man in question and another woman residing in the Federation, or if the man did not have 

any children with any other woman in the Federation “who is still living.”421  

In 1955, India passed the Hindu Marriage Act. In essence, the act provided not only for 

the civil registration of marriages conducted according to Hindu marriage rites, but also outlawed 

polygamy as a condition for this registration, revealing the postcolonial intersection between 

English common law with colonial personal law and Western ideas of the concept of the family 

with upper caste Hindu definitions of monogamy.422 The act applied to any person who was 

Hindu, Buddhist, Jain, or Sikh. Muslims, Christians, Parsis, and Jews were specifically exempt 

from the conditions of the legislation.423 The act should theoretically have simplified the 

immigration process for Hindu wives migrating outside of India, as well as for their rights when 

it came to divorce and inheritance. Immigration authorities, however, argued that the “legislation 

seems to be of no significance whatsoever insofar as the Federation is concerned since Federal 

 
420 Ibid. 
421 Limitations laid down in the Immigration Act articulated in a letter from the Secretary for Home Affairs to the 
Secretary of the Asian Association, Salisbury, 28 August 1954, NAZ F119/IMM/4/5.  
422 The act was the subject of much debate when implemented in India: it adopted policies regarding the regulation 
of the family according to upper caste preferences when it came to monogamy, but was opposed by Hindu 
nationalists over the allowance of divorce, which was anathema to upper caste conceptions of marriage. The 
eventual compromise gave women more freedom over conjugal autonomy but gave the nuclear family greater 
authority over the control of ancestral property. See Narendra Subramaniam, “Making Family and Nation: Hindu 
Marriage Law in Early Postcolonial India,” The Journal of Asian Studies 69, no. 3 (2010): 771-798.  
423 The Hindu Marriage Act, Act 25 of 1955, 18 May 1955, High Court of India, 
https://highcourtchd.gov.in/hclscc/subpages/pdf_files/4.pdf (accessed 13 January 2020). The postcolonial state took 
on the task of regulating Hindu domesticity, but left Islamic law to be enforced by the upholders of religious 
institutes, a continuation of colonial personal law systems for Muslims but not Hindus.  



193 
 

citizens who go to India to marry are not domiciled there and are not subject to the laws of that 

country.” Further, the act “leaves the door wide open to divorce in accordance with Hindu 

custom…vitiating the value of the registration of marriages.”424 Immigration officials continued 

the procedure of ascertaining whether another spouse was present in the Federation before 

allowing a wife from India to enter; the Hindu Marriages Act did not apply to any marriages that 

took place outside of India. Muslim immigrants continued to face the same bureaucratic 

challenges after 1955; the act did not apply to marriages conducted under Islamic rites.  

The central legal question concerning both immigration and the regulation of Indian 

marriages thus concerned the validity of polygamous marriages under English law, even while 

polygamous marriages for Africans were recognized under the separate sphere of customary law. 

In their consideration of conflicts in these cases, judges took into account African customary 

regulations as well as Indian personal law. While polygamous marriages were not recognized 

according to English common law, which was applicable in Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland, 

or according to Roman Dutch law, which was applied in Southern Rhodesia as a self-governing 

colony, the children of these marriages could be, leading to complications when it came to the 

execution of wills.425 The Native Marriages Act was often considered in these cases. In 1953, 

two cases concerning the validity of polygamous marriage came before the High Court of 

Southern Rhodesia. In the first case, a Muslim man by the name of Karimshah had died that year, 

leaving his estate behind to his second wife and child. The executor of the will held that this will 

was null and void because the second marriage was contracted while the first wife was alive, and 

no divorce with her had been instituted. In considering the case, the judge turned to the Native 

 
424 “Procedure Governing the Introduction of Indian Wives and Minor Children into the Federation,” 8 November 
1958, NAZ F119/IMM/4/5.  
425 Letter to the Secretary for Home Affairs from the Acting Federal Attorney-General, 24 December 1956, ref. 
AGF/21/1/12, NAZ F119/IMM/4/5.  
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Marriages Act of 1950, which validated polygamous marriages, but only if the “both parties to 

any such marriage are natives.” Immigration laws, on the other hand, recognized the wife of a 

polygamous marriage, but only if no other wife was present in the colony.426 While the case was 

dismissed due to a technicality, the complexity of the case, as well as the inability of the judge to 

make a conclusive decision as to whether the executor of the will was acting correctly in his 

judgement of the invalidity of the second marriage, demonstrates the legal ambiguity that 

surrounded polygamous marriages conducted by non-Africans, not only in immigration law but 

in all facets of legislation.  

A second significant case regarding the validity of a marriage seen in the High Court 

concerned a Patel family of Hindu faith. In 1931, the couple were married in India according to 

Hindu rites. The man, Vallabhbhai Patel, was domiciled in Southern Rhodesia; after the 

marriage, his wife, Ambaben Patel, returned with him. In 1950, the man wrote a will, appointing 

his wife as his sole heiress. In 1953, the couple were married civilly, according to the Southern 

Rhodesia’s Marriage Act, possibly advised to do so with immigration cases being complicated 

by the lack of civil marriage records at the time. Three months later, the man died, but the Master 

of the High Court, who was the default executor of wills, argued that the will of 1950 was 

rendered null and void with the wedding ceremony that took place in 1953. The logic behind this 

argument was that the second marriage invalidated the first, making the foreign marriage 

polygamous – despite the fact that the man remained married to the same and only woman 

during this entire time. The judge in this case considered the Native Marriages Act and 

immigration laws concerning polygamy, but also turned to the word “marriage” as it was defined 

in law, concluding that Southern Rhodesian legislation recognized Christian marriages as being 
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essentially monogamous, while Islamic and Hindu marriages could always be considered as 

being potentially polygamous, even if the person/s in question did not marry more than one 

person. The judgment found in favor of the decision of the Master of the High Court, stating that 

until 1953, the couple’s marriage was not one recognized according to Southern Rhodesian law 

for the purposes of the Deceased Estates Succession Act. Because the will had not been validated 

after the second wedding had taken place, it was no longer applicable, and the widow was not 

recognized as the sole heiress to her husband’s estate.427 The estate would then have gone to the 

next legally recognized heir, which in this case would be the couple’s adult children. The idea 

that all Hindu (and Islamic) marriages had the potential to be polygamous, at least before 1955, 

was one that would further complicate not only immigration cases, but the very presence and 

validity of families and relationships constructed by non-Western populations in Southern 

Rhodesia. In debating whether polygamous marriages for Indians could be recognized under 

civil law, the Federation government acknowledged that Indians were definitively not African 

and therefore subject to the same legal codes as Europeans, at the same time that it was 

attempting to deny immigration rights to Indians because their standards of living and customs of 

marriage were not European. 

 The migration of older relatives was similarly regulated according to colonial 

assumptions about the patriarchal nature of Indian family life and traditions, as well as through 

British conceptions of gender and familial responsibilities, revealing the similarities between 

both white and Indian imagined “ways of life” even as colonial authorities continued to otherize 

Indian families and customs. Sons could apply to bring their parents over to live with them, but 

applications made by daughters were often denied, the implication being in Indian familial 
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structures, it was the son’s duty to take care of his parents. Daughters who applied for the same 

allowance must then be cheating the system in some way. While official policy as stated by the 

Ministry of Home Affairs was that “applications by Asians to introduce aged dependants should 

be considered on the same basis as applications by Europeans,” with no differentiation between a 

parent or parent-in-law, the assumption was that “the sponsor is the husband or son, rather than 

the wife or daughter of the dependant.”428 In other words, it was assumed that only the son-in-

law would apply to bring his wife’s parents over. If an Indian daughter applied on her own, her 

case was treated with suspicion by immigration authorities. Even for male residents to bring their 

parents over from India, they had to prove that they were subject to “hardships” of some sort, 

usually financial or health-related, that justified moving them over to Southern Rhodesia. The 

viewpoint of the government was, on the whole, that “aged dependants are much more a liability 

than an asset,” which required proof of humanitarian hardship in order to justify their presence in 

the Federation.429 There were also age restrictions placed; parents had to be over the age of 60, or 

in the case of widowed women, over the age of 55. Though it was “frequently argued that Indian 

women age more quickly than their European counterparts,” any women entering the colony to 

live with their children still had to be above “child-bearing age.”430 Comparisons between British 

and Indian aged dependents also noted that while “the majority of British aged dependants have 

small incomes from invested savings or pensions…Alien aged parents are almost invariably 

quite penniless.”431  The essential driving force behind colonial policy towards Indians was thus 

that they did not live according to Europeans when it came to money, wealth, and savings, 
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rendering them more dependent on their children, and therefore could not be judged by the same 

standards – while subject in many cases to the same laws with even more restrictive conditions 

that Europeans were.  

Navigating the colonial immigration and legal system was a challenge for many Indian 

families. In N.D. Mehta’s case, Icchaben Mehta was successful in claiming her rights as the sole 

surviving wife according to Hindu conceptions of upper caste monogamy. Ambaben Patel’s 

marriage, however, was designated polygamous, her rights to inherit her husband’s estate denied 

by a patriarchal legal code that would instead pass over her to hand over her husband’s assets 

directly to her sons according to the intersection between Hindu colonial personal law and 

Southern Rhodesian civil law, which designated Hindu marriages as inherently polygamous in 

nature. Central to all of these contestations were the Federation’s immigration laws, which 

extended Southern Rhodesia’s restrictions to the northern territories after 1953. Indian political 

organizations realized that in order to claim their rights to bring in their wives and elderly 

parents, as well as manage their own affairs when it came to inheritance and divorce, they would 

have to challenge the immigration restrictions that continued to regulate and define their 

transnational lives, family networks, and rights to mobility. It was the passing of even further 

constrictive immigration regulations in 1954 that would serve as the catalyst for Indian 

unification across communal lines, not only against the colonial state, but against their parents’ 

generation and their style of organizational politics in response to restrictive legislation.  

Crossing Boundaries and Contesting Borders 

 The boundaries of Southern Rhodesia were closely regulated by immigration regulations, 

which since 1924 prevented adult Indian males from migrating to the colony, but allowed white 

migration from Western Europe and a limited stream of temporary African migrant laborers from 
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neighboring territories. Before 1954, Indian responses to these restrictions had been sporadic and 

haphazard, mostly taken on by individuals or single community organizations to request waivers 

in specific circumstances for relatives and employees. In 1954, the Federal government passed 

its first piece of comprehensive legislation: an Immigration Act that replaced the individual 

immigration regulations of the three separate territories of the Federation, which had all to some 

degree or the other restricted Asiatic immigration. Southern Rhodesia, as a self-governing 

colony, had been given the most leeway when it came to restricting Indian immigration, to the 

extent that “it was at an almost negligible level” by the time of Federation. Thus, when the three 

territories were joined together under the Federal umbrella, the northern territories – Nyasaland 

as a protectorate, and Northern Rhodesia as a crown colony –  took on the policies and 

legislation of Southern Rhodesia, part of a larger extension of Southern Rhodesian dominance 

over the region, which African nationalists in Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland had feared.432 

An increase in Indian migration to Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland in the years before 1953 

was the catalyst for reinforced immigration restrictions across all three territories, with the goal 

of curbing Indian migration to the northern colonies because of the barriers that had already been 

erected in Southern Rhodesia.433 Linked to the Immigration Act was one passed by the Southern 

Rhodesian legislature in September of that same year, the Inter-Territorial Movement of Persons 

(Control) Act. While the Immigration Act continued to restrict the entry of those migrants 

deemed “on economic grounds, or on account of standard or habits of life, to be undesirable 

inhabitants or to be unsuited to the requirements of the Federation,” restricting further Indian 

immigration to wives and minors of those already resident or teachers and priests, the Inter-
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Territorial Movement of Persons (Control) Act went one step further to prohibit the migration of 

Indians between Nyasaland, Northern Rhodesia, and Southern Rhodesia.434 While the act did not 

specifically refer to “Asians,” Southern Rhodesia historically prevented from explicitly 

discriminating against non-white populations in legislation not concerning rural land by the 

British government, it prevented voluntary migration to Southern Rhodesia of “any person who 

is born or resident in Northern Rhodesia or Nyasaland and who is not a European or a native or a 

coloured person having the blood only of a European and of a native, is prohibited from entering 

the Colony after the date of commencement, unless he is in possession of a permit.”435 By 

process of elimination, that meant Indians.  

 The Inter-Territorial Movement legislation prevented the mobility of previously fluid 

family networks across Central Africa, intended to prevent the migration of Indians from the 

northern territories to Southern Rhodesia, where educational facilities were more readily 

available and of better quality than those provided in Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia. Before 

this act, movement between the three territories had not been restricted, allowing for the growth 

of extended families not only between Southern Rhodesia and India, but within Central Africa, 

too. Parents living in the northern territories would often send their children to live with relatives 

in Southern Rhodesia, allowing them to attend the local government high schools available for 

Indians in Salisbury and Bulawayo. With fewer urban spaces that were located farther apart in 

Northern Rhodesia, schooling for Indian children was difficult to find. There was no secondary 

school available throughout the entire colony for non-Europeans, and the only boarding school 

for non-white populations was limited to Coloured students. Even with 3,540 Asians living in 

Northern Rhodesia, they were not specifically represented on the Education Board. In 
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Nyasaland, there were no government schools at all allocated for Indians, but the communities 

themselves ran their own schools with some government aid, as had been the case in Southern 

Rhodesia in the 1930s and early 1940s. With 8,000 Asians living in Nyasaland in 1954, the 

problem of Indian education there was even more pressing.436 Despite numerous protests and 

delegations to the governments of the northern territories, the education needs of non-European 

children had not been met, leading to what the Southern Rhodesian government feared would be 

an exodus of Indian populations southward with the institution of Federation.  

 Where in previous years the term “undesirable” had been used as a vague descriptor of 

unwanted migrants, in the 1950s the word “prohibited” was used instead, now qualified with 

legal backing that allowed the government to restrict certain classes of migrants on a permanent 

basis, preventing them from attempting to reenter the colony at a later date. Immigration policy 

for Indians in general assumed that these migrants were attempting to cheat the system. One 

memorandum written on the subject stated that “Indians themselves seem to have different 

concepts and different standards from Europeans,” citing a case of an Indian father by the name 

of Patel who was attempting to bring his 18-year-old son over to the colony, despite having “had 

no compunction” in the past “about leaving the child in India” in the first place. Immigration 

authorities linked these frequent bids at attempting to bypass the system and break the law were 

the result of Indians having “different standards” of living and family values. In 1954, the 

Minister of Home Affairs argued that: 

We have as a country here the right of self-determination of our population, and it is a 
multi-racial community with a great many problems that go with that community. One of 
the prime objects in establishing the Federation was in order to maintain the British way 
of life in this part of Africa, and the Government conceives that the best way of spreading 
civilisation on the British pattern is to encourage Western European immigration and not 
to encourage further Asian immigration because the Asians have a rather different culture 
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and different standards, and it felt that it complicates an already complicated situation if 
we encourage immigration from that quarter.437 

 
The “already complicated situation” the minister referred to was part of the “most significant 

feature” of Southern Rhodesia, according to legal historian Claire Palley: the presence of a 

“considerable portion of immigrant races which created problems calling for additional 

constitutional mechanisms” through the “delegation of power to the settlers under an overtly 

non-racial constitution but with a franchise effectively ensuring a predominantly European 

electorate” who would then in turn dictate who would be allowed to call the territory home.438  

 It was the dominance of this white electorate that prompted a select group of Indian men 

to create a more unified and coordinated political response to the immigration legislation that 

continued to define them as “undesirable” and “prohibited,” regulating their private lives and 

restricting the mobility of their kinship networks. Rather than resisting the system individually 

through single cases of what the colonial state termed “cheating,” Indians unified to resist the 

legislation. After the conflicts over education in the 1940s, Indian societies in Salisbury and 

Bulawayo had fractured over both communal and ideological conflicts. A generational gap was 

seen as being one of the biggest dividing factors within those who were activist-minded: the 

older generation of civic leaders were more content with the maintenance of the status quo, 

making formal representations to the government when issues of discrimination arose, but 

otherwise not causing a fuss or ruckus about the larger issues of racial segregation that were 

becoming more and more pervasive throughout the urban spaces of Southern Rhodesia. The 

younger generation, on the other hand, those who were mostly born in Southern Rhodesia and 

whose connections to India were becoming more cultural and ideological than physical, were 
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part of a growing faction of non-European leaders who saw the need for Indians, Coloureds, and 

Africans to be involved in government itself through political participation, rather than simply 

making complaints when concerns arose.439  

Suman Mehta, whose father had challenged the Hindoo School’s “racial purity” 

admissions policy in the 1940s, was one of the leaders of a new organization which called itself 

the Asian Association, which aimed to unite the membership of the Islamic and Hindoo Societies 

under the umbrella of an organization that used the colonial term “Asian” in its name, a signal 

that it would work within the framework of settler society rather than outside of or against it. 

Formed in 1952, the Asian Association was meant to bring Hindus and Muslims together to deal 

with the impending challenges that Federation would bring. The generational dynamics of Indian 

politics were articulated in an interview with Mehta in 1970, along with Natubhai Patel, one of 

the older members of the Hindu community. Mehta identified the first real watershed moment in 

Indian politics as 1952, while Patel emphasized political activity which dated back “from the 

advent of Asians in the country.” Both agreed, however, that these two groups, the “younger 

generation with their own political views, and the older folk with old dogmatic ideas,” were 

eventually able to “find a medium of understanding in spite of the difference in their political 

views, and come to some sort of compromise.”440 Increased Indian politics mirrored a similar 

increase in African political activity in Southern Rhodesia, with non-white groups taking a 

visible part “in the politics of Rhodesia,” according to Patel, incited by what he described as “a 

definite fear that Asians were a non-entity and not citizens.”441  

The latest immigration restrictions were certainly a large factor in the fostering of that 
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“fear.” Protest against the Inter-Territorial Movement of Persons Act in particular galvanized 

individual societies across the three territories of the Federation, who became “more vocal and 

consistent in thinking” because of the act’s impact on the Indian populations of all three 

countries.442 Within Southern Rhodesia, individual organizations were now connected under the 

blanket of what was called the Southern Rhodesia Indian Conference (SRIC), which in turn came 

under the Central African Asian Conference (CAAC). The formation of the latter was initiated 

by the Nyasaland Asian Delegation, a group led by A. Sattar Sacranie, a lawyer from Limbe who 

had led the challenge to Federal immigration legislation in 1953. The Indian population in 

Nyasaland in particular had historically been active in demanding constitutional reforms under 

the Federation government. Outnumbering the European population (9,000 to 7,000 in 1958), 

Sacranie was one of the Indian leaders in Nyasaland who called for the allocation of separate 

seats for Asians in the Legislative Council of the Federal government, a move that was opposed 

by Europeans in both Southern Rhodesia and in Nyasaland, fearing that Asian representatives 

would outweigh European ones because of the sheer size of the Indian population in 

Nyasaland.443 Indian leaders in Nyasaland, because of their large numbers and the ability to form 

a significant voting bloc within the constitution of the protectorate, had in general had more 

political influence than their counterparts in Southern Rhodesia, leading the call for the 

unification of Indian societies across the three territories of the Federation.  

These individual organizations had initially protested the formation of the Federation, 

which would lead to the restriction of Indian movement throughout the region, the spread of 

racial discrimination from Southern Rhodesia to the northern territories, and the “strangulation of 

the development of Asians,” both politically and economically, allowing white settlers in 
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Southern Rhodesia to take over economic interests in Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland.444 

Under Nyasaland’s leadership, their protests echoed that of African political groups, particularly 

in the northern territories, who feared the extension of Southern Rhodesia’s segregationist 

policies northward. After Federation became an established fact, however, the SRIC and the 

CAAC encouraged individual societies to work within the structures of the new Federal 

government, using the same rhetoric of “multiracialism” to “share in the smooth running of the 

Federation,” hoping as a faction that Federation would lead to greater non-white participation in 

Rhodesian government and society, as did the Southern Rhodesian African National Congress at 

the time.445 In 1954, the SRIC encouraged all the centers under its umbrella to hold “meetings of 

protest” against the Inter-Territorial Movement bill, as well as petition the governor of Southern 

Rhodesia to “with-hold his assent to the Bill as it is a discriminatory measure.” These protests, 

however, were to be done within the context of the very institutions that were creating the 

legislation, with the SRIC arguing that “the Asian Community has to explore every constitutional 

means to remove all discriminatory sections in the Bill even after it becomes the Statute Law of 

this Colony.” The letter ended with the statement: “The Price we have to pay in this Colony is 

constant vigilance,” suggesting an ideology of resistance within the system, rather than against 

it.446  

Within this framework, Indian contestations to segregation were limited to the 

experiences of their own communities. Petitions to the Federal government during the 1950s 

largely took the form of pointing out the various discriminations faced by the Indian population, 
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including access to public amenities, lower salaries for civil servants, and lack of professional 

opportunities, including membership in trade unions.  The basis behind many of these petitions, 

sometimes stated, sometimes not, was a protest against policies that were justified by what they 

called “superficial so-called differences” between Europeans and Asians, which seemed to be 

“deliberately designed to perpetrate those differences,” leading to “a very deep sense of injustice 

and wrongful discrimination.” These groups made use of Federal rhetoric concerning 

“partnership” as articulated in the constitution, suggesting that Indians should be on par with 

Europeans when it came to civil rights.447 This newer generation thus were effectively distancing 

themselves from their parents by conforming to European standards of public behavior and 

representation, separating themselves from the defense of a separate Indian culture and language 

that had to be protected within colonial institutions, a stance taken by Indian leaders in the 1930s 

and 1940s.448 At the same time, this framing of their participation within an older tradition of 

claiming rights of citizenship within the British Empire meant that their influence remained 

limited. Nyasaland and Southern Rhodesia were particularly in conflict over their overall role in 

contesting the system. Some Asian leaders in Nyasaland argued that Asians should be included 

in the definition of “African,” a term that was described in one particular document sent to the 

Federal government as meaning “any resident or citizen by birth or otherwise, irrespective of 

race, creed or colour who has expressly or impliedly one of the Central African Territories as his 

HOME and is loyal to the same. Wherever the word “ASIAN” appears in the context of the 
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propositions it shall be for the purpose of identification only; and the words Africans, Europeans, 

Asians or Coloured referred to singly or collectively shall generally connote a citizen of the 

Central African Territories,” a revolutionary declaration of solidarity for the region with the 

African majority population.  

While immigration legislation united these groups across the three territories, their 

ultimate goals diverged, with Indians in Nyasaland articulating themselves as part of African 

political participation rather than part of the Federal project of multiracialism. Indian protests 

against segregation and immigration were ultimately unsuccessful, characterized by fractures 

between territories as well as within them that the creation of regional committees could not 

cover up. Hindus and Muslims continued to run their own separate associations, schools, and 

religious institutions. After the initial hype that characterized the reaction towards the 1954 

immigration regulations, the fervor for organized action died down. That same “fear” that 

incentivized some to act in turn resulted in many others retreating, feeling they “shouldn’t voice 

themselves loudly.”449 In the end, while a new generation of leaders had taken over, the thinking 

of their fathers dominated.  

In 1961, the SRIC and the CAAC split apart. Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland in the 

1960s began moving towards independence and full majority rule, and the Indian community in 

Nyasaland was active in the party politics and jostling of that period. In Southern Rhodesia, 

however, these years saw the rise of the Rhodesian Front, with those Indians who were a part of 

the broader African nationalist movement facing detention, while others instead chose to vote for 

the Rhodesian Front and what they saw as the “safe choice” in the face of potential black 

majority rule. Suman Mehta was particularly disparaging of the inability of the wider Indian 
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community to move beyond their protests when segregation directly impacted their mobility and 

rights towards the increasing call of the African nationalist movement for full franchise. “The 

Asian as such has tended to put expediency before practical thinking,” he argued in 1970, unable 

to move on beyond a “retarded position” in light of what he saw as the inevitability of black 

majority rule in the near future. Natubhai Patel, in turn, attempted to justify Indian ambivalence 

towards nationalist politics by arguing that he and his father’s generation did not necessarily see 

themselves as full citizens in the first place, insecure in their position in Rhodesia and fearing 

further insecurity with African rule after the postcolonial expulsions of Indians not only from 

Uganda, but in smaller numbers from Malawi, Zambia, Tanzania, and Kenya.450  In the 1960s 

and 1970s, the Indian communities in Salisbury and Bulawayo would fracture further over the 

overt participation of some individuals in the nationalist movement, a result of the diverging 

worldviews and histories of the Indian populations in both cities. Suman Mehta, in turn, moved 

away from Indian politics, frustrated by what he saw as their inability to think of the broader 

picture. In 1961, he would make a name for himself not only as a “troublemaker,” but as 

someone who posed a serious threat to the white settler-imposed boundaries of segregation that, 

even as African nationalism intensified, they would use to continue the Rhodesian “way of life” 

that was critical to their identity.451 

The Intangible Effects of Segregation 

 In 1961, Suman Mehta went to court against the City of Salisbury after municipal 

authorities denied him admission to the Central Baths of the city, typically reserved for 
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Europeans. He followed in the footsteps of an Indian who had challenged restrictions to his 

trading license in 1952, a notable court case that would be referred to in future challenges to 

segregation. But the 1961 case was a seminal challenge against segregation as a whole in 

Southern Rhodesia, and would form the basis for future African contestations over their access to 

public spaces and amenities. This chapter takes the 1961 case as a focal case study, a 

methodology “pioneered by early legal anthropologists” which treated each individual court case 

a “microcosm of the whole.” At the same time, it places this case within the larger context of 

other Indian legal challenges to segregation, urban segregation in Southern Rhodesia, the 

constitutional basis for discrimination, and broader resistance to the power of local authorities 

and the constitution of the Federation.452 Indian legal challenges to spatial segregation, while few 

and far between and initiated by individuals rather than communities, were significant, leading to 

both growing calls by white settler residents for increased power for local authorities through 

wider enforcement mechanisms of segregation, as well as contributing to liberal white thought 

against segregation as an archaic institution that went against the principles of a colonial 

constitution in Southern Rhodesia, articulated through the judgements of the High Court. Two 

cases raised by Indian individuals, represented by white lawyers, bookended this history of 

significant legal resistance to segregation in Southern Rhodesia. The first contested restrictions 

against an Indian man’s ability to trade. The last contested restrictions against Mehta’s ability to 

swim. 

 Segregation in towns and cities, while not officially legislated, took part on the ground, 

regulated and restricted by local authorities on a case-by-case basis. While anyone could 

theoretically apply for a trading license in any part of an urban locale, white-run municipal 
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boards often denied applications on the basis that the race of the business owner would 

depreciate the price of properties in the surrounding area. In January 1952, an Indian by the last 

name of Desai requested a general dealer’s license in the town of Bindura, a center for nickel and 

copper mining located in the Mashonaland Central province. The Town Management Board of 

Bindura denied his application, arguing that “the value of the surrounding premises or property 

would be depreciated by the granting of the license,” a decision allowed them by licensing 

legislation.453 Desai took the case to the High Court, asking that the proceedings of the meeting 

that denied his application be set aside, and that the Board reconsider his application. The sitting 

judge, Justice Robert Tredgold, argued that the Town Board’s decision was based on the race of 

the applicant, and pointed out that, “in the absence of express statutory authority,” it was “not 

lawful for a local authority to introduce into its administration considerations involving racial 

discrimination.” The Board’s justification for denial would make sense if it was based on the 

nature of the trade being applied for; “for example there might be several fishmongers in a street 

but to allow another to open next door to premises built to house a superior type of restaurant 

might be unfair.” The personality of the applicant, however, was not grounds for rejecting an 

application for a general dealer’s license. Even if a board were allowed to consider “the personal 

characteristics of an applicant,” however, “it is not entitled (as was done in this case) to assume 

that, simply because an applicant belongs to a particular race, the grant of a license to him will 

depreciate the surrounding premises.”454 

 This decision ultimately nullified the argument by local councils that the race of a 

particular person in applying for trading licenses or purchasing property would depreciate the 
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value of the surrounding premises, threatening their ability to protect white spaces, and the 

Bindura case would have ramifications beyond the ruling that granted Desai his license. In July 

that same year, the Gatooma Town Council had attempted to deny a general dealer’s license to 

Keshav Kala based on those very same grounds. The local government officer stationed in 

Gatooma notified the municipality that there were no grounds for a refusal, and ordered that a 

license be issued to Mr. Kala.455 Cases like this caused white residents to fear an influx of 

Indians into “their” spaces. Later that year, the Town Management Board of the town of Gwanda 

near Bulawayo resigned en masse in protest against the “alleged encroachment” of Indians, a 

direct result of the decision made in the Bindura case. At a meeting in August to elect a new 

board at which 30 Europeans and four Indians were present, not one person would accept a 

nomination in protest. The incident led to a national conversation about the powers given to local 

town management boards, and the government suggested that new legislation in the future would 

give these institutions wider powers.456 In September 1952, the License and Stamp Act was 

amended to give local authorities more discretionary powers when it came to the issuing of 

licenses and sale of properties, making it more difficult to challenge the decisions of local boards 

in higher courts. While these amendments were still grounded on a “non-racial basis,” the new 

legislation gave town boards wider jurisdiction when it came to the management of towns and 

cities, which they could – and would – use as legal justification to keep Indians out of white 

areas.457  

Public spaces could thus be designated as serving a particular community, especially 

those in residential areas, which were often the result of self-segregation. Everything from 

 
455 “Gatooma Ordered to Grant Indian a License,” The Rhodesia Herald, 12 July 1952, NAZ.  
456 “Gwanda Adamant in Refusing T.M.B.,” The Rhodesia Herald, 29 August 1952, NAZ.  
457 “Amendments to License and Stamp Act,” The Rhodesia Herald, 26 September 1952, NAZ.  
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restaurants to post offices had unofficial discriminatory admissions policies, covered by the 

“admission reserved” clause allowed to public amenities. The lack of visible legislative 

discrimination meant that non-white populations faced discrimination in subtle, underhanded 

ways. When Indians and Coloureds attempted to book first class rail travel, they were often told 

that “the trains are full,” while seats were allocated by race on trains in second and third class.458 

Federal policy was to remove all notices that made “unnecessary references to ‘Natives’” and for 

government institutions to eliminate “discriminatory public notices, documents and government 

forms, instructions, etc.,” many of which were “due to pre-Federation practices…which were 

inherited, but their continuance is in some cases unfortunately due to lack of imagination and 

thought.” However, it was still unofficial practice to designate certain buildings or spaces within 

buildings as reserved for certain races, even if they were not allowed to be labeled as such.459 

Some European stores served Africans “through a hole in the wall,” or only allowed Africans to 

be served by African employees, discrimination which African customers did not have to face at 

Indian stores, where employees were usually all members of the family and the majority of their 

customers were African.460 Municipal by-laws in certain urban areas prohibited Europeans from 

using the same “sanitary conveniences as Asiatics, Natives and/or Coloured people,” who in turn 

were prohibited from using toilets reserved for Europeans.461 Africans continued to be prohibited 

from using sanitary lanes, roads, and footpaths. Federal policy was to not practice racial 

discrimination in the employment of civil servants, but several high-ranking officials in the 

 
458 Notes of meeting held in Chief Superintendent’s Office (Rhodesia Railways Limited) with representatives of the 
British Indian Office, 23 January 1953, personal collection of Dr. Hasu Patel.  
459 Circular minute from H.N. Parry, Secretary, Office of the Prime Minister and External Affairs to all Ministers 
and Heads of Ministries, Salisbury, 22 April 1959, NAZ F148/AGF/72/1.  
460 “A Warning to Shopkeepers in Southern Rhodesia,” Reuters, 3 April 1958, NAUK DO 35/4739. 
461 Section 142 of Government Notice 704 of 1933, referenced in letter from S.G. Hinde, Secretary for Local 
Government to the Secretary of the Municipal Association of S. Rhodesia, Salisbury, 11 September 1959, NAUK 
DO 35/7635.  
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government admitted “misgivings about the future prospects of Africans in the Federal service,” 

and there were large numbers of complaints during the first year of Federation of non-

Europeans’ job applications being rejected.462 Even in death, the population was segregated, with 

cemeteries dividing their burial grounds according to race.463 

Segregation was insidious, pervading both the public and private lives of Southern 

Rhodesia’s non-white populations through the regulation of urban amenities and the policies that 

accorded rights according to race. The two spheres converged in a significant way in 1961 over 

the issue of access to a swimming pool. In 1952, the Municipal Act had created space for a 

number of public swimming baths to be constructed from municipal funds in certain 

neighborhoods in the city, opening up the elite recreational activity to ordinary residents who 

could not afford to have pools in their own backyards. Three baths were placed in areas occupied 

predominantly by Europeans, one in a Colored part of town, and another in an African township 

in the Salisbury area. The municipal board also approved the construction of a bath for the Asian 

community of the city, which had yet to be built. When the baths were opened, a few Africans 

and Asians who were resident near the Central Bath, which was located in a predominantly white 

neighborhood, were admitted to the pool, causing consternation on the part of some of the white 

residents. On September 5, 1961, the municipal council officially restricted the Central, 

Cranborne, and McDonald Park Baths, all located in mainly European areas, for the “exclusive 

use of Europeans.” The Arcadia Bath, located in the Coloured neighborhood of the city, was 

restricted “for all sections other than European and African,” while the Geo Hartley swimming 

 
462 See notes section of Africans, Asians and Coloureds in the Federal Public Service, 1952-1953, NAUK CO 
1015/229.  
463 Hindus, Muslims, and Jews were allocated the space of the Pioneer Cemetery in Salisbury in the 1920s to 
cremate and bury their dead, with Europeans and Christian Africans allocated burial spaces by their churches. When 
the cemetery was opened is unclear, but it was originally designated as a Commonwealth burial site for those who 
fought in World War I, and was initially built to bury the white pioneers and soldiers of the colony.  
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bath was confined to the “African section.” The very next day, Suman Mehta, who owned 

property and was enrolled on the city municipal voter’s roll, deliberately went to the Central 

Bath, paid the admission fare, and asked that he be allowed to use the pool. The attendant of the 

baths denied him entry.  

Mehta took the city to the High Court of Southern Rhodesia later that month. His case 

was “that he wished to make use of the Central Baths for the purpose of swimming and also as a 

spectator,” and that the city’s “decision to exclude him from this bath was grossly insulting to 

him by reason of the implication that, purely because he was an Asian, he was unfit to associate 

with the other inhabitants of Salisbury in a swimming bath.” He stated that the city’s actions 

“were grossly unreasonable, discriminatory, unlawful and in breach of his rights,” and asked that 

the order passed by local authorities on September 5 be declared illegal.464 Here, Mehta 

challenged the restrictions that prevented him, as a non-white citizen, from accessing white 

spaces, rather than simply requesting equality for his own community by demanding the 

allocation of a bath exclusively for Asians. In response, the City of Salisbury argued that 

Europeans were subject to the same restrictions when it came to the use of the African baths, and 

therefore that no discrimination was taking place.465 

The case came at a time when liberal white politics in Southern Rhodesia were espousing 

the multiracial performance of social interactions with Africans, while at the same time 

maintaining the racial status quo.466 It was the era of multiracial organizations such as the 

Capricorn Africa Society and a “non-racial” Rhodes Club, the Sufism and Marxism of the novels 

of Doris Lessing, and the increased public mingling of white and black elites which masked the 

 
464 S.N. Mehta v. City of Salisbury, Rhodesia and Nyasaland Law Reports 1961, 911-912, LHCZ.  
465 Summary of judgement regarding S.N. Mehta v. City of Salisbury (1961), personal collection of Dr. Hasu Patel.  
466 Ushehwedu Kufakurinani, Elasticity in Domesticity: White Women in Rhodesian Zimbabwe, 1870-1979 (Boston: 
Brill, 2019), 179-180.  
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private segregation of the intimate and domestic lives of the population. Overseen by the Chief 

Justice of the High Court, Justice Beadle, and Justice Hathorn, the case was notable for its 

challenge to this façade, adding to the complicated legacy of white liberalism in Southern 

Rhodesia. Judge Hugh Beadle, born and raised in Southern Rhodesia, was infamous for his 

stance against the Rhodesian Front, which he later backtracked on in ratifying Rhodesia’s UDI in 

1968, dismissed by the British government as a “traitor” to the Crown. Beadle was a member of 

the United Party, the party of Prime Minister Godfrey Huggins, whose goal was to attain 

multiracial partnership between black and white in the governance of the country. He was 

opposed to Federation, realizing that the British government was using the union as a farce to 

delay African self-governance. His loyalties have been described as inherently “divided,” a 

supporter of Britain’s mission of supposed “responsible government” in Central Africa, but also 

a negotiator between London and Salisbury who shared “the values of many of Rhodesia’s long-

term settlers” who “came to accept UDI when he realised that Britain would not allow the white 

elite to preserve their racial privileges.”467 His tenure as a judge overseeing notable cases of 

segregation, however, further complicates his legacy, an analysis usually not considered in his 

biographies. 

Beadle was appointed Chief Justice in 1961, the year the Mehta case came before him. In 

their judgement, he and his fellow judges took into account several past cases in the United 

States in deciding whether racial “differentiation” in this case also amounted to racial 

“discrimination,” taking into account the psychological as well as the physical impacts of 

segregation and its validity within the framework of a colonial constitution. The judges turned to 

the decisions of their contemporaries across the Atlantic rather than the ones south of the border; 

 
467 Manuele Facchini, “The ‘Evil Genius’: Sir High Beadle and the Rhodesian Crisis, 1965-1972,” Journal of 
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South Africa’s courts had not questioned the psychological implications of segregation in the 

same way that the Supreme Court in the United States had. Mehta’s case here had the advantage 

of exploiting what John Cell termed the “constitutional ambiguity” of segregationist legislation 

of both Southern Rhodesia and the United States, an “internal contradiction” which South 

Africa’s political system did not contain.468 The High Court judgement thus included references 

to notable cases in the United States, including Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1953), 

Dawson v. Baltimore City (1955), and Holmes v. Atlanta (1955). Brown v. Board of Education of 

Topeka, the most notable case in striking down segregation laws based on the concept of 

“separate but equal” educational facilities for black and white, was cited in Dawson v. Baltimore 

City, which like Mehta’s case challenged access to public beaches and bathhouses maintained by 

the City of Baltimore. The judgement for Dawson v. Baltimore City presented the argument that 

“segregation cannot be justified as a means to preserve the public peace merely because the 

tangible facilities furnished to one race are equal to those furnished to the other,” and that the 

Supreme Court had to “take into account the psychological factors,” including the “feeling of 

inferiority” generated when people were separated “solely because of their race.”469 In Holmes v. 

Atlanta, which was based on a challenge to the city’s regulations over golf courses, the judges 

similarly found that the City of Atlanta “may not deny to a Negro, because he is a Negro, his 

individual, his personal right as a citizen to use and enjoy the facility furnished at public expense, 

while permitting a white man, because he is white, to use and enjoy it.” Importantly, the 

judgement also recognized that there were not “two classes of citizens, a first and second, but 

 
468 John W. Cell, The Highest Stage of White Supremacy: The Origins of Segregation in South Africa and the 
American South (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 250.  
469 Dawson v. Mayor City of Baltimore City, 220 F.2d 386 (4th Circ. 1955), Casetext, 
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one class, with all of equal rank in respect of their rights and privileges to use and enjoy facilities 

provided at public expense for public use.”470 

The Southern Rhodesian High Court also took into account notable local cases, including 

Desai and Co. v. Bindura Town Management Board, in considering whether it was lawful for a 

local authority to make administrative decisions based on racial discrimination. Here, Beadle 

distinguished between “tangible” and “intangible” factors of discrimination. The “tangible” 

factor of discrimination in this case was that the Arcadia Bath was two miles away from the area 

in which most Asians in Salisbury lived, whereas the Central Bath was only one mile away. The 

“intangible” factors of discrimination were, however, more important in his consideration of the 

case, drawing from the Federal Supreme Court of the United States’ decision in Brown v. Board 

of Education of Topeka that although the “tangible factors in schools provided for negroes and 

Europeans were equal, the compulsory segregation of the races in the schools amounted to an 

infringement of the Fourteenth Amendment and was illegal,” based on its consideration of the 

“intangible factors” involved. Specifically, in the Mehta case, these “intangible” factors induced 

“amongst Asians feelings of humiliation, insult, and of inferiority.”471 Here, Beadle took into 

account the psychological effect that segregation had on people of color, and the idea that 

discrimination compromised the rights of all citizens to a sense of dignity, drawing a parallel 

between the constitutions of the Federation and that of the United States without a parallel 

framework of constitutional statements of equality. In response to the City’s argument that 

Europeans were not allowed to use the Colored and African baths, Beadle argued that it would 

“be fanciful to suggest that Europeans have suffered any comparable injury. The fact that 

 
470 Holmes v. City of Atlanta, 124 F. Supp. 290 (N.D. Ga. 1954), US District Court for the Northern District of 
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471 S.N. Mehta v. City of Salisbury, 919-920.  
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Europeans are not allowed to bathe in the Harare and Arcadia baths when the reason for the 

prohibition is the Europeans’ prejudice against the mixed bathing of the races can hardly be said 

to be insulting to Europeans, though it may cause some of them to become indignant.”472 

The Chief Justice’s second consideration was based on whether the Municipal Act, which 

had given local councils more discretionary authority after the white outcry against the decision 

made in Desai and Co. v. Bindura Town Management, allowed the City to maintain separate 

swimming baths for the exclusive use of different racial sections of the city’s inhabitants. 

Mehta’s case was notable as one that did not differentiate between Indian and African; he instead 

deployed his Asian identity as a challenge to segregation in general, rather than specifically 

against his own community. The Rhodesian press picked up on the significance of the suit; if 

Mehta’s challenge succeeded, the preservation of public amenities for the exclusive use of races 

would be compromised. Beadle’s analysis of the case in turn had significant implications for the 

gap that existed between Federal and municipal legislation when it came to the implementation 

of segregation in the urban spaces of all three territories of the Federation. He concluded that the 

relevant sections of the Municipal Act did not give the City the authority to “differentiate” 

between different races when it came to the use of swimming baths.473 Nor, he argued, was the 

Land Apportionment Act relevant. While he acknowledged that the case concerned “Asians” and 

not “Natives,” he interpreted the legislation here as distinguishing between “Europeans” and 

“non-Europeans.” Therefore, if the court allowed Asians to use the bath, that would mean that 

Africans were also allowed to make use of the facility. The Land Apportionment Act, which 

restricted Africans from “leasing, using, or occupying” land reserved for Europeans, was not 

applicable in this case in the original sense of the language in the act. He went further in his 
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interpretation of the word “use” in the act, which would mean that no African was allowed to 

make use of a public space in a European area – which was the argument urban authorities had 

been using to construction their by-laws, even though the act was originally intended for the 

“use,” or development and ownership, of rural land.474 In making this argument, the judge argued 

that the Land Apportionment Act was not applicable to public spaces, defining “use” as 

“occupation,” a significant condemnation of the use of the act by local councils to justify urban 

segregation.  

The City appealed the decision, and the case made it to the Federal Supreme Court. All 

three judges overseeing the case concurred that without a by-law that allowed city authorities to 

exclude Mehta as a non-white resident from the swimming bath, the decision made by the High 

Court stood. Justice Clayden, who penned the final judgement, pointed out that while the 

Fourteenth Amendment in the United States enabled “equal protection of the laws” to all 

citizens, there was not as yet any provision in the Federation that declared that racial 

discrimination was invalid. The Supreme Court, he argued, did not have the power to set aside 

any legislation that did create racial discrimination. What they could do, however, was decide 

whether the legislation invoked was originally intended to discriminate. Here, he turned to 

several cases that had taken place in South Africa, and which had involved analysis of that aspect 

of apartheid legislation. He argued that the language in the Municipal Act did not allow 

regulation of admissions to public spaces in the absence of any specific by-law granting them 

that power. The by-laws of the city pertaining to the baths allowed the reservation of a bath or 

portion of a bath according to gender, but not to race.  The appeal was ultimately dismissed.475  
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475 City of Salisbury v. S.N. Mehta, Rhodesia and Nyasaland Law Reports 1961, 1000-1020, LHCZ. 



219 
 

The decisions by both the High and Supreme Courts were hardly revolutionary in that 

they did not overturn segregationist legislation and policies. That was not in their power. What 

was radical, however, was that they used existing legislation as a safeguard against the 

discriminatory tendencies of local municipalities to enforce racial segregation in public spaces in 

the urban areas of the colony. Ironically, it was the High Court of segregationist Southern 

Rhodesia that called racial discrimination into question more than the Supreme Court of the 

multiracial Federation. While the latter upheld that discrimination was lawful only if the 

appropriate by-laws were put into place, referring here to South Africa’s use of these by-laws in 

maintain apartheid, Justice Beadle questioned the concept of discrimination altogether, drawing 

from legal arguments that were taking place in the United States at the same time to question the 

very constitutionality of the concept of “separate but equal.” He pointed out that these 

“American cases strongly” supported his view that “dividing people up according to race, if 

based on race prejudice, may amount to an infringement of…‘primordial rights,’” and that 

existing legislation did not give the City of Salisbury the power to maintain separate facilities for 

“the exclusive use of a different racial section of its inhabitants.”476 Beadle’s questioning of the 

Land Apportionment Act and its relevance outside of the rural space was one that would be used 

again and again in legal analyses of discriminatory legislation and its application.477  

Importantly, it would be used in future cases to consider the application of discrimination 

to all racial groups in the colony, not just Indians. The next year, Beadle evoked his own 

judgement in another case involving access to a swimming bath. An African by the name of 

Chamboko took the Mabelreign Town Management Board of Salisbury to the High Court for 

denying him access to the swimming bath in that particular neighborhood on the grounds “that 
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he was a native who was not an ‘inhabitant’ of the area under the jurisdiction” of that area. In 

response, the Town Management Board argued that it was not denying him entry because he was 

African, but because he was an African who was not an “inhabitant” of the location. After the 

Mehta case, and the ruling by the Supreme Court in the city’s appeal, the board had added to 

their own by-laws a clause that while any European could use this particular swimming bath, 

non-Europeans who were not “inhabitants” of the area according to the Board’s jurisdiction 

would not be permitted to enter – based on the assumption that in a white neighborhood, there 

was less danger of having any non-whites use the pool. But Chamboko was a domestic servant 

working for a family in the neighborhood, and on this basis claimed that he should be allowed to 

use the pool. In this case, both the High and Supreme Courts found in favor of Chamboko, 

arguing that as an “inhabitant” of the neighborhood, based on the fact that he lived on the 

premises of the family he was working for, entitled him to use of the pool.478 However, while 

Justice Beadle based his judgement once again on the “intangible discrimination” that Chamboko 

experienced, Justice Clayden of the Supreme Court countered that “intangible discrimination 

does not affect the legality of what was done,” arguing that mechanisms in the constitution of 

Southern Rhodesia allowed for special provisions to be made for the treatment of Africans. 

Instead, he based his dismissal of the Town Board’s appeal on the fact that non-inhabitants could 

not be refused entry to the pool on the grounds of race, and that the by-law in question was 

contradictory, and therefore null.479 Once again, it was the Southern Rhodesian High Court that 

questioned the basis for local racial discrimination, while the Federal Supreme Court was more 

concerned with technicalities regarding the by-laws, with the implication that properly 
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479 Mabelreign Town Management Board v. Chamboko, 496.  
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constructed by-laws could allow discrimination. The multiracial ethos of Federation quite clearly 

clashed with more liberal thinking in Southern Rhodesia when it came to the concept of racial 

segregation. 

“Separate, but equal,” was the message being articulated here by elite liberal circles, who 

were willing to socialize with Africans and other non-white groups in spaces such hotels and 

restaurants, but kept them at bay in the intimacy of their homes and even in public spaces where 

bodily interactions took place. Mehta’s claiming of solidarity between Africans and Asians, 

however, within what Ned Bertz terms relationships between different communities within the 

“Indian Ocean world” that goes beyond nationalist as well as diasporic histories, also revealed 

the legislative and constitutional connections that went beyond white liberal rhetoric which 

existed across the Atlantic Ocean between Southern Rhodesia and the United States, suggesting 

deeper links between the legislative frameworks of the spaces of the British colonial world, as 

well as resistance to those institutions. While the obvious comparison of Southern Rhodesia’s 

color bar would be to apartheid, the color bar in urban spaces of the Federation and of Southern 

Rhodesia in particular was, in many ways, more akin to the contemporary Jim Crow laws of the 

United States.  

Southern Rhodesia has largely been left out of the conversation comparing systems of 

white supremacy in South Africa and the United States, which have stressed core differences in 

the implementation of white supremacy in these two spaces, pointing out that apartheid as a 

system was more centralized and pervasive than Jim Crow was in a decentralized United 

States.480 Southern Rhodesia operated as a sort of middle ground between its southern neighbor 

and the American South, a space where apartheid informed rural policy but where Jim Crow 
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served as an ideological model for life in Central Africa’s urban spaces. In both Rhodesia and the 

United States, black populations were allowed limited participation in legislative elections and 

representation. At the same time, both governments allowed the institutionalization of 

disadvantages for non-white populations based on the argument that equal but separate facilities 

in these spaces would be provided for all racial groups. The goal of both societies was to protect 

white spaces, under the mirage of claiming that all its residents were citizens with equal 

opportunities. In this way, the Federation in central Africa operated in similar ways to the federal 

system of the United States, albeit under the umbrella of the British colonial empire and 

commonwealth, the federal model here making “the total uniformity of apartheid somewhat 

more difficult to achieve.”481 Apartheid in South Africa, on the other hand, operated under no 

such false pretenses. While the word apartheid literally translates to “separateness” from 

Afrikaans, the ideology of the system was also predicated on the implication of inferiority of 

these racial groups, with “equal” facilities and institutions not being a priority for the South 

African state. Within the bantustans, “tribal” Africans were confined to their “customs” and 

“way of life” through “separate development” with no outlets for their participation in the urban 

civil society that Southern Rhodesia theoretically allowed. The distinctiveness of Southern 

Rhodesia’s segregation was that it was not apartheid, but rather claimed to allow for multiracial 

coexistence through a “cultural” bar, similar to W.E.B. Du Bois’ views on the opportunities 

allowed by “separate development” that could “lead to accommodation or to black power.”482 

What is therefore most useful from comparative studies between the United States and South 

Africa when it comes to an analysis of segregation in Southern Rhodesia is that while force was 

needed to implement segregation, it was largely self-enforced by the white population itself, 
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drawing away from the centrality of the state that dominates the work of historians such as 

Anthony Marx in particular. As Cell points out, “custom becomes law; law creates custom.” In 

other words, segregation as a state system maintained discriminatory distinctions, which 

persisted on the part of ordinary citizens in order to maintain segregation.483 In turn, it was 

challenges by ordinary citizens like Mehta that became the biggest threat to segregationist 

policies. 

Conclusion 

These legal challenges to the preservation of white exclusivity threatened the Rhodesian 

“way of life” that was critical to the identity of white farmers and businessmen, the “ordinary 

citizens” who upheld segregation on the ground. Mehta and Chamboko’s success in the courts, 

represented by white lawyers and overseen by white judges, prompted letters from local 

conservative whites to the editor of the Rhodesia Herald arguing for the right of residents to 

decide whether they wanted to socialize “inter-racially” or not.484 Their influence as voters as 

well as members of local boards ultimately prevailed. White resentment towards what they 

perceived as non-white encroachment into their spaces would lead a few years after the 

swimming bath case to the triumph of the white nationalist Rhodesian Front in national elections, 

leading to the dissolution of Federation and Southern Rhodesia’s unilateral declaration of 

independence. Southern Rhodesia’s particularly distinct history was reflected in the trajectory it 

took as the Federation dissolved, with its northern neighbors transitioning to majority rule while 

Southern Rhodesia became Rhodesia and stubbornly insisted on continuing the “way of life” that 

had characterized life in the country for the white minority since the beginning of the century.485  
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Suman Mehta was notable as one of the first and most visible challengers to the 

foundations of segregation, shifting his participation from local Asian politics and protests 

against immigration legislation and the mobility of family networks to posing a threat to an 

entire order predicated on the supremacy of a white minority. Segregation in Southern Rhodesia 

was less about the overtness of discriminatory legislation as it was about how it actually played 

out on the ground in the lives of ordinary folk in their day-to-day lives. Mehta’s own evolution 

reflected a shift in the broader nationalist politics in Southern Rhodesia, which now sought to 

overthrow the system rather than to work within it; to create a new order in which Africans could 

live their daily lives as a central part of the country’s fabric rather than a separate element. The 

year before the swimming pool case, Mehta had become a member of the National Democratic 

Party, a revolutionary act for both the Indian community and the atmosphere in Salisbury at the 

time, where elite white liberal circles chose to continue the charade of multiracialism rather than 

recognize its impending doom. He would, however, find camaraderie with Indian nationalists 

further south, in Bulawayo. His peers in Salisbury, however, continued what he had begun with 

the baths case by running for local offices, seeking representation within Rhodesian society 

rather than against it.  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
in the “European” category, their inclusion in such small numbers based on the assumption that they would not be 
able to exert much political influence. White voters could now elect 50 members to the House of Assembly, and 
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CHAPTER 5 

“Rhodesians First, Asians Second”: Politics, Modernity, and War in Salisbury, 1965-1980 
 

“A lot of Europeans are transients: their hearts are still in England or South Africa. But 
for us, Rhodesia is our home – our only one.”486 

 
Bhanabhai Dayhabhai Patel was known as a rather eccentric character in the small 

township of Shabani.487 Born in 1897 in the Surat district of Gujarat, he migrated to Southern 

Rhodesia in 1913. He was not one of the original “pioneers,” but he was one of the first men in 

their family to leave rural India in search of better opportunities. He was of the koli caste, a 

descendant of generations of farmers. He was given the name Parag when he was born, but took 

on the names of recent ancestors when choosing a name with which to migrate. He was the only 

son of a second son; whether he had any sisters is unknown.488 The family owned land in the 

small village of Mandir, located near the town of Navsari, but he was of the generation of 

restless young men who had heard about a land across the Indian Ocean where gold could be 

mined. He was also part of the generation of men who realized that these riches were not meant 

for them. He settled in the town of Shabani, a small town in the Midlands province of the country 

that had grown around the mine, which was opened in 1916 to supply asbestos during the First 

World War. But the railway connecting Bulawayo and Salisbury only reached the town in 1928, 

which apart from mining and trading activities, lived a very quiet existence, away from the heart 

of the colony.  

Bhanabhai was storekeeper of a general dealership. He had first worked in the mines, but 
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later set out on his own as a trader. He was married, but had left his wife and property, including 

farmland, back in India. He rented his trading stand from the municipality, for which he paid five 

pounds per month in rent in 1941. He lived in a room in the back of his store, alone.489 He 

continued to travel to and from India after settling in Southern Rhodesia, fathering three sons: 

Haribhai, Ramanbhai, and Manibhai. All three would eventually migrate to Southern Rhodesia 

themselves when they reached the age of 16. His eldest son, Haribhai, arrived in 1937, and 

worked for various Indian families, spending time in Bulawayo working in stores as an assistant. 

He eventually moved to Salisbury, setting up a retail business of his own. There, his two younger 

brothers eventually joined him. At some point, he returned to India, marrying Dahiben Patel, 

who came from the neighboring village of Hansapur. The store began as a general dealership in 

the business district of Salisbury. Later, Haribhai decided to specialize in men’s clothing, and 

called the store Smartwear Outfitters. The store attracted the “more urbane black clientele, who 

were made to dress in the European Western fashion,” according to his son. It was known in 

those days as a “gentleman’s outfitters,” with a “reputation for being a shop for the smart 

middle-aged black man.”490 It was here in Salisbury that the family set roots.  

Many Indian families today in Harare, once known as Salisbury, are descended from 

more recent migrants to Southern Rhodesia, those who settled in the years up to and during the 

Second World War and maintained ties of property and kinship in India, families who “kept their 

feet on both sides of the ocean.”491 By the 1970s, they were also some of the wealthier families 

in the country. Bharat Patel, Haribhai’s only child, recalled living “relatively comfortably”; as he 

grew up in the 1950s and 60s, he “wanted for nothing.” When he was about five years old, his 

 
489 Asiatic Census Returns 1941, Central Statistical Office, NAZ S899/1-45.  
490 Bharat Patel, author’s father, interview by author, Harare, 7 September 2018. 
491 Dr. Vivek Solanki, interview.  
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mother took him to India for a few years to stay with her in-laws in the village of Mandir, the 

family maintaining some physical connections with an Indian homeland.492 In addition to 

Smartwear Outfitters, the family acquired property all over the city. By the late 1970s, most of 

the extended family had moved into a large residence in Ridgeview, the Indian neighborhood. 

Salisbury as a city was the heart of the Southern Rhodesian settler colonial project, and therefore 

of the independent Rhodesian nation that was a result of the Rhodesian Front’s Unilateral 

Declaration of Independence from Britain in 1965. There, the Indian population grounded 

themselves through participation in white society and politics, using their increasing wealth and 

growing political representation to secure a place for themselves in a country that was 

increasingly isolating itself from the rest of the world.  

Even as they grew more comfortable, however, Indian families in the new nation of 

Rhodesia faced greater threats to their mobility within the city. No longer constricted by London, 

the white minority government led by the conservative Rhodesian Front Party came up with the 

Property Owners (Residential Protection) Bill, or the POP bill, as it was colloquially known, in 

1969. The main goal of the legislation was to extend the racial classifications of the rural Land 

Tenure Act to towns and cities, preventing non-white populations from buying or renting 

property in reserved European neighborhoods, threatening the Indian vision of upward class 

mobility and the ability to move into wealthier white spaces. The Indian population in Salisbury 

rose up in fierce opposition to the bill, collaborating with local Coloured leaders to prevent the 

bill from being passed by running for local offices in town councils and municipal authorities.493 

The POP bill was eventually overturned, facing opposition from both Rhodesian Front 

politicians who thought it was too “watered down,” as well as from the Salisbury City Council, 

 
492 Bharat Patel, interview.  
493 In the 1969 constitution, Indians and Coloureds were classified as European in racialized voter rolls.  
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which contested its validity through the influence of Indian and Coloured representatives. For the 

first time, Indians and Coloureds were seen as significant players in local politics, claiming rights 

of belonging as Rhodesian citizens rather than as transnational subjects of the British Empire, 

attempting change through the system instead of against it. Indians in particular coopted the 

slogan of “Rhodesians first, Asians second” as a means of claiming belonging and the right to 

integrate with white society, complicating narratives of collaboration versus resistance in 

postcolonial nation-building projects, the history of Indian participation in local politics 

contributing to a growing literature on the cosmopolitanisms of diverse forms of opposition to 

white minority rule and the complexity of multiple political cultures in urban spaces.494 

For Indians, opposition to segregation was articulated in rhetoric by local politicians that 

Indians lived like Europeans. Their “way of life” no longer articulated as separate but equal, but 

as compatible with the “modernity” of Rhodesian society. These second and third generations of 

young Indians born in Rhodesia who were running for local office were educated at colonial 

schools and attended the multiracial University of Rhodesia, participating in the wider world of 

social and cultural change being experienced in the 1960s and 1970s through not only their 

education and political participation, but their desire to attend dances, listen to Western music, 

wear shorter skirts, march in protests, and socialize with the opposite sex in a way that their 

parents would have condemned. Bhanabhai’s son would attend private white schools for 

secondary education, as well as the University of Rhodesia and University College in London. 

Rather than taking part in an arranged marriage, he met his future wife at university, played 

cricket and squash, and socialized with fellow white Rhodesian and black African students, male 

and female alike. Rather than seeing their Indian identity as one that was intrinsic to their social 
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worlds, a younger generation of Indians compartmentalized their Rhodesian and Indian 

identities, participating in the Indian “culture” – the prayers they said, the food they cooked, the 

languages they spoke –  of their parents’ generation in the private space of domesticity, but 

performing what they termed their “Western” identity outside the home, “modern practitioners” 

in a “cosmopolitan field of culture” which they argued their Indian cultural identity did not 

preclude them from.495 

But Indians, like young Africans their age across the continent, claimed membership in a 

world in which their country was becoming increasingly isolated because of the resistance of the 

white minority government to the desires of the African majority, which led to war in the 1960s 

and 1970s between the Rhodesian army and exiled African nationalist movements “in the bush.” 

In 1978, Indians and Coloureds were called up to the Rhodesian army, asked to defend a “way of 

life” to which they claimed belonging but did not necessarily see as being “their war” to fight, 

calling into question their commitment to a Rhodesian “way of life.” Before then, the war could 

largely be ignored by an ambivalent Indian community in Salisbury who did not see beyond their 

own insecurities and the protection of their own rights and desires, disregarding the calls for 

black majority rule that were swirling around them. As a new generation of young men were 

called up to fight a war that had been fought decades earlier in other parts of the colonized world, 

they used their sense of community to create a network of security, protecting newer recruits 

from being sent into direct combat. As administrative and transport personnel, Indians used their 

role as indirect soldiers to create connections with rural Africans caught up in the battle between 

black and white, delivering food and essential goods in order to secure their own safety as they 

crossed battle lines. In turn, Indians in Salisbury claimed that African guerrillas deliberately left 
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Indian and Coloured soldiers alone in return. The history of Indian participation in the “bush 

war” complicates postcolonial narratives of the conflict between white Rhodesian and black 

African – those who fell into the “in between” groups of the battle avoided explicitly taking 

sides, and in so doing, found themselves lost in the nationalist politics of Zimbabwe after 

independence. Here, Indians were caught up in a larger strand of African non-participation in the 

guerrilla war, particularly those resident in the rural outposts used by nationalist forces.496 At the 

same time, Indians could not escape their legacy of being descended from formerly colonized 

ancestors, and the connections they created with black Africans during the war were part of a 

global network of Afro-Asian solidarity against the remaining vestiges of white minority rule, 

even if their participation in this context was done for the sake of self-preservation rather than as 

an ideological alliance with the nationalist movement.  

This chapter moves from a bird’s eye view of the transnational networks of mobility, 

citizenship, and colonialism that dominated Indian concerns in the 1940s and 1950s, zooming 

down to the very local and very specific history of life in Rhodesia, and Salisbury in particular, 

in the 1960s and 1970s. But the borders of the Rhodesian nation were porous, and through the 

stories of the young people who came of age during these decades, a specifically “Indian” 

identity shifted from an Indian Ocean perspective to one that was compatible with Western 

modernity and the global politics and culture of revolutions and flower power. But Rhodesia 

itself was an anomaly in this modern world, tearing itself away from its motherland in order to 

declare its “independence,” and its refusal to give way to the winds of change sweeping the 

continent and the globe meant that it found itself becoming increasingly archaic in a new world 

order. This charge was led by white Rhodesians, colloquially known as “Rhodies,” who were 
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content to let the government fight a war on their behalf as long as they could live the “way of 

life” which had become a hallmark of life in Rhodesia, a life lived in “bars or braais, over 

morning tea or dinner, at rugby and cricket matches.”497 Peter Godwin and Ian Hancock, white 

Rhodesians themselves, argued that “Rhodesians were always white,” an assertion backed by 

later scholars of Rhodesia from Luise White to David Hughes, even if that identity was not based 

on a singular notion of race, but instead a very singular idea of racialized rule.498 But that 

perspective ignores the ways in which a Rhodesian identity was coopted by non-white 

populations and used as a means of participation in a very localized white society as well as a 

form of modernity that transcended the borders of the intransigent nation. This chapter goes 

beyond studies that focus on diversity within the white minority to consider non-white 

participation in “the diverse dimensions of the Rhodesian experience, which recognizes the 

complexities and contradictions of Rhodesian responses to war and change,” considering what it 

meant for those who were not white to belong to a nation held together by white power.499  

Archival sources for this time period are limited. In 1980, with the impending transition 

to majority rule in the works, Ian Smith’s government systematically burnt and destroyed 

thousands of documents. This chapter and the next thus rely on archival documents from a 

limited collection in the National Archives of the United Kingdom and newspaper collections 

from the Library of Congress in Washington D.C., but also on documents from the community 

archive of the Hindoo Society of Harare, as well as from the personal collection of Dr. Hasu 

Patel, a professor at the University of Zimbabwe and scholar of Indian politics in Rhodesia and 

Uganda. These chapters also rely heavily on oral histories conducted in Harare and Bulawayo. 
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The lack of governmental archival sources for this time period is both a blessing and a curse, in 

that it allows these chapters to be based on the voices of those who would not be found in the 

state archives, except through the colonial lens of letters and other documents penned by 

members of the non-white populations of the country. Achille Mbembe has argued that while the 

state does not exist without its archives, the archive’s very existence is a threat to the state.500 

The Rhodesian state, in destroying its archives, seemed to attempt to erase its very existence 

from the annals of history. But the legacy of Rhodesia lives on beyond the archives. These 

chapters thus go9 beyond what Ann Stoler calls the “colonial order of things as seen through the 

record of archival productions” to explore the narratives and the voices that the Rhodesian 

government and later, the dominant nationalist narrative, sought to silence.501 

POP Goes the New Bill 

 By the 1970s, Haribhai and his brothers owned property across the city, transitioning 

from retail trade to becoming part of a solid upper middle class of real estate developers in a 

space that was characterized by the wealth of suburban as well as commercial development. 

Salisbury’s growth as the capital of the Rhodesian nation was predicated on a history which 

mirrored the overall development of the colonial and white settler project. While Bulawayo was 

a city first founded by an African king, Salisbury was a fort founded by Cecil Rhodes’ Pioneer 

Column in 1890. The city was constructed around the Kopje, a hill that would later divide white, 

commercial Salisbury from the Indian business and trading district. The Kopje was once the 

precolonial lookout spot for the Rozvi peoples who lived in the area. In colonial narratives, the 

hill was the spot where the Shona people saw the approach of the “fierce Matabele warriors,” 

and fled from their attackers. Their chief was killed, an act predicted by the Shona spirit medium 
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by the name of Chaminuka, whose name would later be invoked in the nationalist struggle 

against their white invaders. The chief was succeeded by a man by the name of Neharawa, a 

lesser chief, whose name would nonetheless provide the inspiration for the city’s postcolonial 

renaming to “Harare.” After years of warring and conflict between the different chiefs and 

“tribes” who lived in the region, or so the colonial history went, the Pioneers arrived in 

September 1890.502  

But the pioneers named the settlement Fort Salisbury, a tribute to the then Prime Minister 

of the United Kingdom, the third marquess of Salisbury, who had led the British in the Second 

Boer War in South Africa. The name of the settlement also evoked a sense of nostalgia for the 

cathedral city in the south of England, a process of naming whereby what Paul Carter terms the 

“spatial history” of the colony that would later be known as Rhodesia began; “for by the act of 

place-naming, space is transformed symbolically into a place, that is, a space with a history.”503 

In so doing, they erased centuries of African history in the region from their own consciousness, 

and the city was remembered as one only with a white past, central to the foundational legends of 

the Pioneer Column. G.H. Tanser’s history of the first ten years of the city is a story of hardship 

and of development; of malaria and dysentery and a lack of food supplies, but also of cricket 

games, the building of roads and homes, and of the creation of the first administrative structures 

that were a beacon of pioneer “civilization.”504 It was thus the center of narratives that would be 

characterized by what Ruramisai Charumbira calls a “paradox of angst and pride.”505  

It was Salisbury that would become the center for the “imperial nostalgia” of the white 
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settlers, one whose precolonial history could be easily erased and appropriated for the 

developmental and civilizational narrative of the founding of the white state of Rhodesia. It was 

the commercial and financial center of the country, as well as the primary site for the 

international trade of the riches acquired in the mines as well as tobacco, maize, and cotton. By 

1973, the population of the city was just over half a million.506 In 1980, a British journalist 

described the city as one besieged by the trappings of colonial society, a city built to house the 

“Lost Race of Africa, the Tribe That Lost Its Head, the Whites of Southern Rhodesia.” Their 

homes were similarly constructed to serve the purpose of that Rhodesian “way of life” that Peter 

Godwin and Ian Hancock argued was so central to the culture of the city, rather than simply 

being a caricature perceived by outside visitors:  

Around the average Salisbury bungalow are three or four acres of rich land, thick with 
shrubbery, flower beds, rolling lawns, arboretums: so much greenery you feel you need a 
platoon of Gurkhas to hack your way through to the front door. A team of servants irons 
the grass each morning as the sun rises over the sparkling pool. Later vast dragonflies 
zoom over the blue water like helicopter gunships as the host and his guests enjoy 
perhaps a "wine race" - swimming a length backwards while drinking a glass of wine 
(Rhodesian wine probably, which is awful. It is the only alcoholic drink to give you 
bilharzia) - or just pushing each other into the water. Then maybe a few glasses of 
"hooligan juice", a large slug of brandy mixed to a slush with a scoop of vanilla ice 
cream.507 

 
For Godwin and Hancock, the one thing that all whites in Southern Rhodesia did share was their 

commitment to this “Rhodesian way of life,” an ideology that was physically ingrained in the 

construction of the city of Salisbury in particular.508 

The fort attained municipality status in 1897; in 1935, it officially became a city, a legal 

 
506 “Population of capital city and cities of 100,000 and more inhabitants,” United Nations Department of Economic 
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designation which allowed it to be formalized as the capital city of Southern Rhodesia. Later, it 

became the capital of the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, and by 1965, the center of the 

“new” Rhodesian nation. With the dissolution of the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, all 

three territories experienced “independence” of some sort. Nyasaland became Malawi; Northern 

Rhodesia changed its name to Zambia on May 24, 1964. That day, government institutions in 

Southern Rhodesia dropped the “Southern” from the name. “Residents had already been doing 

this for years, speaking as if ‘Northern Rhodesia’ were a branch, not the real Rhodesia.”509 A 

month before that, Ian Smith had come to power as Prime Minister after the Rhodesia Front’s 

victory in the elections of 1962. While its northern neighbors were transitioning to black 

majority rule, the Rhodesian government attempted to negotiate with Britain for its own 

independence from the metropole, but under continued white minority leadership. When 

negotiations failed, the Rhodesian cabinet adopted a statement titled the Unilateral Declaration of 

Independence. At 11:00 a.m. on Armistice Day, November 11, 1965, Smith declared that 

Rhodesia was an independent and sovereign state. The declaration stated that while “the people 

of Rhodesia having demonstrated their loyalty to the Crown and to their kith and kin in the 

United Kingdom and elsewhere through two world wars, and having been prepared to shed their 

blood and give of their substance in what they believed to be the mutual interests of freedom-

loving people, now see all that they have cherished about to be shattered on the rocks of 

expediency.”510 With that statement, Rhodesia declared that it was no longer under the 

jurisdiction of an Empire that was now threatening to take away power from the hands of the 

white settler government, those who had been charged with “responsible government.” 
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 But the legislative foundations upon which the country had been constructed as a colony 

did not entirely disappear. The Rhodesian Front government’s Immigration Act of 1966 replaced 

the Federal Immigration Act of 1954, but continued to restrict immigrants on economic grounds, 

a continuation of legislation dating back to 1924.511 At the same time, where before the Southern 

Rhodesian government had used the language of economic grounds to restrict Indian migration 

and segregation, the Rhodesian government openly used criterion of race in order to restrict the 

rights of not only Africans, but Indians and Coloureds as well. The Land Tenure Act of 1969 

repealed the Land Apportionment Act of 1930, but continued to classify land in European, 

African, and National areas with the regulation of Tribal Trust Land.512 Significantly, however, 

the act allowed for the regulation of urban land in what were designated European areas, which 

did not permit the use of land by any other racial group unless it was specifically designated a 

non-racial commercial or industrial area.513 This act drew from South Africa’s apartheid-era land 

tenure legislation, giving municipal authorities the legal basis to maintain exclusive sections of 

European land.  

That year, the Rhodesian government made further moves towards the creation of 

apartheid-like statutory structures with its intended introduction of the Property Owners 

(Residential Protection) Bill, otherwise referred to as the POP bill. The proposed bill would use 

the Land Tenure Act as the basis for racial classification of residential areas in urban spaces.514 

Its main goal was to protect the areas defined as European in the Land Tenure Act, preventing 

the “non-African races” from renting or owning property in these spaces. In Salisbury, where 

Indians more than Africans could afford to move into white spaces, that meant the non-white 
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minority populations of the city. While the 1969 Rhodesian constitution continued the Federation 

policy of including Asians and Coloureds in the European voting bloc, that was a categorization 

intended only for the voters’ roll, based on the assumption that these populations were not 

numerically strong enough to have a significant political impact and elect their own 

representatives. Even then, the bill danced around the definitions of races other than European, 

using vague language to describe non-white racial groups. If “members of a denomination 

infiltrate into a residential area mainly owned by another denomination,” the bill stated, the 

residents of that area could “apply to the local authority for the area to be declared an exclusive 

area,” thereby excluding “members of the denomination to which those persons infiltrating the 

area belong.” The basis of the application had to be “that racial harmony is being endangered or 

that property values are depreciating through such infiltration. Exemptions could be granted for 

cases of mixed marriages, according to the draft bill.515 In other words, the segregationist 

measures that white residents and municipal authorities had been enforcing for the past four 

decades through local by-laws would now be enshrined in state law, allowing the Rhodesian 

government to protect European spaces in the same way that apartheid legislation was being 

enforced in South Africa.  

The language of the bill, however, remained ambiguous, an attempt by the Rhodesian 

Front government to prevent further international condemnation, which it had been facing 

through the United Nations in the form of sanctions since UDI in 1965. Nor did the bill attempt 

to segregate non-European areas. But as a notable group of African reverends and church leaders 

wrote in a statement condemning the bill, the language of “denominations” did not do much to 

mask the fact that this was, indeed, “a Racial Segregation Bill, designed ultimately to enforce the 
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complete exclusion of persons of Asian and Coloured descent from areas of predominantly 

European occupation” based on the “the fact that they are of an alien race.”516 The bill was, in 

fact, a direct response to the growing population of Asians and Coloureds who were moving into 

what had traditionally been “white neighborhoods,” and was meant to pander to the white voters 

who supported the Rhodesian Front’s rise to power, who used the language of “infiltration” to 

evict non-whites from white suburbs.517 Complaints came specifically from the residents of the 

neighborhood of Belvedere in Salisbury. While traditionally viewed as a “white neighborhood,” 

more and more Indian families were buying houses in the neighborhood, expanding from the 

neighboring suburb of Ridgeview. As a result, one white businessmen, a man by the name of 

Dennis Divaris, who both lived and operated supermarkets in Belvedere and was the government 

chief whip in parliament as the representative to Belvedere, led the call to introduce legislation 

that kept non-whites out of white spaces in Salisbury. Similarly in Bulawayo, one member of 

parliament, John Newington, alleged that the Asians in Rhodesia had “resorted over the years to 

importation of foreign brides, to increase their numbers and their economic and political 

influence.” As a result, he argued, Asians across Africa had “sucked the economies dry,” using 

the language of “infiltration” and “alien presence” that was dominant in the proposed residential 

legislation.518 In justifying calls by white residents for protection of their neighborhoods, 

Newington used the decades-old rhetoric based on fear of a growing colonizing Indian 

population that would “infiltrate” and take over African territories. That legislation was 
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expressed in the form of the POP bill.519 

Approximately 375 homes had already been built in Ridgeview, which was formerly the 

site of an aerodrome that had been unofficially allocated as the Asian neighborhood. By 1969, 

Asians still only numbered 8,965 as compared to 228,296 Europeans out of a total population of 

4,846,930.520 But as more and more Indians could afford to build and buy homes and move out 

their rooms in the trading district of the city, the space of Ridgeview was no longer sufficient, 

and their visibility outside Indian “zones” in the city was increasing. Those who desired to 

purchase property outside the boundaries of the Indian space were generally families who had 

expanded their trade beyond the single general dealer’s store, venturing into investment in 

industry, property, mining, or stocks in Rhodesian trade.521 While caste was still associated with 

a hierarchy of trading activities, acquired wealth began to matter more in practical terms, 

creating a divide between the “privileged” families who could afford to send their children to 

private white schools, and those families whose children continued to attend the government 

school for Asians.522 Haribhai Patel’s family, who were associated with a lower koli caste, were 

wealthier than the family of his daughter-in-law, who came from the supposedly higher anavil 

caste, for example, complicating the caste hierarchies that upper caste families had attempted to 

replicate in the 1930s and 1940s. Class mobility became a more visible form of identity politics, 

and even the group of African denominational heads who condemned the POP bill argued that 

while “in every country there is a natural tendency for minority and lower income groups to 
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congregate together…as individuals and families make progress in wealth or social standing, 

they have a right to move into areas more suitable to their new stages of development,” 

articulating elite urban African aspirations for their own upward mobility through both “material 

betterment” as well as “public affirmation of their social standing by the settlers, whose ranks 

they ultimately hoped to join” in their defense of the rights of Indians and Coloureds.523 

Just as the 1954 immigration regulations had served as a catalyst for Indian rallying 

around the defense of their rights to mobility and maintenance of transnational kinship networks, 

so did the 1971 POP bill instigate increased Indian political activity, this time over their rights of 

mobility within the country. The bill lives on in people’s memories to this day as the most 

notable attempt at formal segregation that they can remember; several informants recalled this 

bill in particular when asked about their lives in Rhodesia in the period after 1965. In the 

Federation years, Asian political activity had gradually died down. The Southern Rhodesia Asian 

Organization in particular initially led the call for a unified response to discriminatory Federal 

legislation and segregationist municipal policies. But with the dissolution of Federation, the 

SRAO died too, brought to its demise by the shock of “independence” and a lack of momentum 

resulting from failure to prevent the 1954 legislation and an ensuing inability to create any real 

unity or push for any actual change in government policy. While those who were active members 

of the nationalist movement, such as Suman Mehta, had attempted to have the SRAO become an 

organizing unit for the Zimbabwe Africa Patriotic Union, the organization decided to dissolve 

rather than take a stand and align with either the government or any nationalist party, an 

ambivalence that would lead to a sense of insecurity both under white Rhodesian rule and black 

majority rule in Zimbabwe. The Central African Indian Conference, an annual gathering of the 
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various Indian centers from the three territories, also came to an end as Zambia and Malawi 

gained independence and Rhodesia began its process of isolation from the rest of the world.  

Asian politics in Southern Rhodesia continued to a limited extent, however, and the 

period after 1965 marked a shift from an era of petitions and committees to actual participation 

in local Rhodesian politics. At the same time, where Indian organizations had before made 

claims for equality with Europeans in their petitions, this period also marked a shift in language 

from one of race to that of nation. This rhetoric in Indian politics was now marked by the slogan 

of “Rhodesians first, Asians second,” claiming belonging not only with Europeans as a racial 

group, but with the idea of Rhodesia as a separate and independent nation and republic, as a 

means of ideological support for the community’s more material aspirations towards middle 

class status. By now, most of the Indian population had been born in Rhodesia, rather than in 

India. As a result, this shift in rhetoric was also linked to generational changes, with Indians in 

Rhodesia publicly identifying themselves primarily with the nation in which they had been born, 

rather than the homeland that their parents and grandparents had come from. In 1965, the Asian 

Association amended and ratified a new constitution, using the definition of “Asian” from 

Rhodesian legislation as “any person the original home of whose ancestors was on the continent 

of Asia.”524 They key difference between this definition and that of colonial and Rhodesian 

legislation, however, lay in the use of the word “ancestors,” pointing out that while these citizens 

may have had ancestral rights outside of the country, there was now a generational distance 

between the first migrants to the country, and the second or third generation of children who had 

been born in Rhodesia. Memorandums and petitions produced by the Asian Association after 

1965 thus emphasized that “it is the very basis of the Asians’ life in Rhodesia that they consider 

 
524 Constitution of the Asian Association, Salisbury, 1965, personal collection of Dr. Hasu Patel.  
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themselves, and wish to be considered firstly as Rhodesians, and only secondly as Asians”: 

Except for some elderly folk, and a small minority of immigrants from Zambia and 
Malawi in Federal days, Asian Rhodesians were born in Rhodesia, were educated here, 
were brought up on English as their vernacular language, and against the Western, 
English-South African background of European civilisation. They do not regard India or 
Pakistan as their home; are rapidly losing touch with these countries, and would now be 
completely out of place and unassimilable in India or Pakistan.525 

 
The use of this language was a way for Asians to stress their birthright as Rhodesians, and their 

history of assimilation into the Rhodesian “way of life,” here articulated as more widespread use 

of English, not Gujarati, as their medium of communication outside the home, claiming 

belonging to Western concepts of “development” and “modernity,” a localized node of 

“supranational membership” in a decolonizing world from which Rhodesia was ironically being 

shut out.526 

 The POP bill threatened this vision in a fundamental way, suggesting that Indians and 

Coloureds lived a completely separate life from which European spaces had to be protected, 

putting a bar on Indian material aspirations towards purchasing homes and living in the way that 

white Rhodesians claimed was inherent to their identity. Asian associations across the country 

condemned Newington’s statements, accusing him of “climbing on to the Idi Amin 

bandwagon.”527 But while Newington was an MP for Bulawayo, it was in Salisbury and its 

neighboring towns that leaders of Asian associations began running for office, running on the 

platform of representing their own communities, rather than electing white officials who would 

vote for discriminatory legislation. These men advertised themselves as citizens of Salisbury and 

 
525 Memorandum from the Asian Association, Salisbury, to the Constitutional Commission, August 1967, personal 
collection of Dr. Hasu Patel. 
526 James Ferguson, Global Shadows: Africa in the Neoliberal World Order (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 
2006).  
527 Statement by the Bulawayo Asian Association, 28 August 1972, personal collection of Dr. Hasu Patel. This 
particular statement was a reference to Idi Amin’s infamous expulsion of Asians from Uganda that year.  
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Rhodesia, countering the statements of men like Newington to demonstrate their birthright in 

Rhodesia and their desire to assimilate into Rhodesian society, rather than stand apart from it. In 

1963, Chaggun Kidia became the first Asian alderman and local councillor in Rhodesia for the 

town of Gatooma for the Asian trading zone located in the central business district. “I laughed 

when I was approached to stand” by the Indian residents of the town, he told the press a decade 

later. “What chance did I have as an Asian?” “The blunt answer was rubbish,” he went on. “I 

was told that I was a Rhodesian.” While he scoffed at that reasoning, he was elected for a further 

three terms. “Rhodesia is my home,” he said at the conclusion of his interview. “India does not 

really mean much to me.”528  

 This sort of language became central to Asian political rhetoric in later years, a 

supersession of a Rhodesian identity over the Indian cultural identity that had defined Indian 

politics and elite rhetoric in their negotiations with the state in the 1930s and 1940s, and in their 

defense of their rights to their networks of mobility and kinship in the 1950s. Muhammad Ali 

Adam, son of the Ali Adam who had migrated to Southern Rhodesia in 1922, and an advocate 

who ran for the position of ward councilor in the Salisbury municipal elections of 1963, almost a 

decade earlier than most, highlighted his education in Rhodesia and at Oxford in England. “As a 

born Rhodesian,” one of his campaign pamphlets read, “I have always been proud of Salisbury, 

and am offering myself for election as to me it would be an honour to perform my civic duties in 

the service of my fellow-citizens” emphasizing that he had been “born in Salisbury, and have 

never known any other place as my home.”529 While he lost the election, his candidacy inspired 

others like G. Ismail, who was also the president of the Asian Association, to run in local council 

 
528 ‘Dead duck’ is now an alderman,” The Sunday Mail, 26 August 1973, NAZ MS 308/54.  
529 “Vote for Adam,” published by M.A. Adam, Advocates’ Chambers, Salisbury, 1963, personal collection of Dr. 
Hasu Patel.  
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elections in 1971, with the threat of the POP bill looming. Like Adam, Ismail emphasized his 

commitment to Rhodesian society, including his appointment as a Commissioner of Oaths in 

1961 and his involvement in social work at the Salisbury Central Hospital, the Rhodesia Red 

Cross, the Salisbury Council of Social Services, and the Prisoners’ Aid Society.530 In so doing, 

he highlighted his work as a responsible and civic-minded member of Rhodesian society, as well 

as his participation in Asian politics, which after the demise of Federation precluded African 

participation with Asians taking on the racialist ideas of white Rhodesians through the 

articulation of a Rhodesian nationality at the expense of African political aspirations. 

 The POP bill also united Asian and Coloured voters and communities for the first time. 

While the Rhodesian government had often lumped these two racial categories into one bloc 

when it came to legislation, and in particular when it came to education policies and the 

provision of government schools, the two populations had historically always been at odds. 

Tensions between Indians and Coloureds were the result of both class and racial prejudices. 

“Coloureds looked at the Indians as rich, too close to authority, not really fighters in the physical 

sense – all things which Coloureds prided themselves on,” said the son of Gerald Raftopoulous, 

one of the leaders of the Coloured community in the 1970s. The Coloureds integrated more with 

the poorer Muslims who did not live with the rest of the wealthier Indians, he argued, developing 

a kind of “social hooliganism” and “kind of combativity” that came with being Coloured and less 

privileged than the Indians, whose racial status was not called into question as often as was those 

who took on a Coloured or mixed race identity.531 While most Indians were traders or 

businessmen, the Coloured identity was confined to what another Coloured informant stated was 

a class position based on a working-class status. While Indians used cultural criteria to isolate 

 
530 “Vote For Ismail” postcard, Salisbury, 1971, personal collection of Dr. Hasu Patel.  
531 Brian Raftopoulos, interview by author, Skype, 2 October 2018.  
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and distance themselves from the Coloured populations, the latter felt it more in terms of an 

inferiority complex based on being part of a “lower” race, as well as a lower class.532 In 1967, at 

a joint meeting organized by representatives of Coloured and Asian groups attended by nearly 

two thousand people, it became clear that while “at the top official level between the two 

communities” there was “cordial” dialogue, “at the level of the general public there definitely is 

a mutual feeling of distrust,” which was “an impediment for joint action.”533 

 But the POP bill, because it targeted both Asians and Coloureds specifically, served as 

the impetus for the first formal efforts at public and political collaboration between the two 

groups. During the Federation, both Indians and Coloureds were included in the “non-racial” 

Voter ‘A’ rolls with Europeans, while Africans voters were registered on a separate ‘B’ roll for 

parliamentary and local elections, with lower qualifications of property and income required to 

be able to vote as part of the latter.534 With the 1969 constitution which made Rhodesia a 

republic, explicitly racial voter rolls were created between Europeans and Africans, with 

Europeans granted 50 seats in the assembly and Africans given eight. Indians and Coloureds 

were once again included in the European voter roll, and voting qualification depended on the 

payment of a certain amount of income tax.535 Local elections in urban municipalities were based 

on a universal franchise of qualified European voter roll residents which effectively ensured the 

dominance of white representatives and the erasure of Africans living within the boundaries of 

 
532 Ibbo Mandaza, interview.  
533 Notes of Mussa Essof Hassan regarding the meeting, which took place in 1967 in Arcadia, 24 June 1970, 
personal collection of Dr. Hasu Patel.  
534 Only women who were rate payers on owned property or earned income were eligible to vote.  
535 In 1969, only one person in forty was allowed to vote, and the electorate consisted of approximately 91,000 
registered voters, 81,500 of whom were white, and 6,600 African. Figures taken from P.B. Harris, “The Rhodesian 
Referendum: June 20th, 1965,” Parliamentary Affairs 23 (1969): 72-80. Before 1969, women had limited franchise 
dependent on whether her husband was qualified to vote, dating back to 1919. Because the European voter’s roll did 
not disaggregate according to race between European, Asian, and Coloured, it is difficult to estimate what 
percentage of each of those three groups paid qualifying amounts of income tax.  
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the municipalities. This dominance was threatened, however, when Indians and Coloureds united 

to put up a joint candidate who could speak to both communities’ shared goals. While Coloureds 

and Indians had joined together in the past to petition the government for access to educational 

amenities, this partnership took on a more formal process as a way to organize against a bill that 

would be all-encompassing and that would affect members of both communities in a very direct 

way, prohibiting the upward class mobility that their respective elites shared. The Rhodesian 

Asian Association and the National Association of Coloured People banded together in 1971 to 

arrange “financial backing” for legal challenges to the bill, should it be passed.536 In 1970, Mussa 

Essof Hassan ran for parliament in Salisbury, hoping to attract both the Indian and Coloured 

vote. Hassan entered the election just eight days before election day, after being approached by 

Joseph Thornicroft, the son of former Coloured leader and Salisbury politician Gerald 

Thornicroft. Thornicroft had already been canvassing Asian and Coloured voters, but was facing 

difficulties with his own campaign. He turned to Hassan, a known leader in the Indian 

community that he hoped could take on the Rhodesian Front in the election. Hassan won the 

election – but not due to the overwhelming turn out that he and Thornicroft had hoped for after 

campaigning and canvassing both communities, but because the Rhodesian Front had put up a 

weak candidate, not expecting to win in an area mostly occupied by Asian and Coloured 

residents.537  

While voter turnouts were underwhelming, the election of Indian representatives and 

white representatives to municipal councils who were friendly to minority communities meant 

that Indian voters had more direct influence over segregatory policies for the first time. The bill 

ended up being shelved indefinitely, after going through fifteen drafts, with several clauses 

 
536 “Cash available to fight bill,” The Rhodesia Herald, 23 April 1971, NAUK FCO36/921. 
537 Ibid.  
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facing “watering down” that was unacceptable to members of parliament for the Rhodesian 

Front.538 “Hard liners want the full rigours of racial apartheid, while others are content with the 

existing racial separation and discrimination.”539 Ironically, the bill was opposed by the Salisbury 

City Council, who had in previous decades been one of the biggest enforcers of by-laws that 

allowed property owners and public spaces to discriminate according to race. The council and 

other local authorities had been blamed in past decades by white business men such as Dennis 

Divaris and Rhodesian Front cabinet members for not having taken “action sooner and provided 

adequate land for Asian suburbs.”540 With the election of Asian representatives, as well as the 

election of white representatives who were more friendly to non-white populations, the Salisbury 

City Council as a whole rejected the bill, led by Councillor G.H. Tanser, chairman of the Health 

and Housing Committee and former employee of the Ministry of Education, who had dealt with 

the issue of Asian and Coloured education and the setting up of government schools for these 

communities. Tanser, who had been supported by Asian and Coloured voters when he ran for 

election to the Council, “claimed the Bill was negative and based on an uncharitable and 

unworthy concept of discrimination,” arguing that it was “unwanted except by a small clique,” 

and was “unwarranted because of the harm it would do to racial harmony.”541 Facing opposition 

from all sides, and ultimately unable to garner the votes it needed in parliament to pass, the bill 

was shelved, although the members of the Rhodesian Front who introduced the bill did “not want 

to admit the fact publicly,” leading to the draft being quietly dropped from the legislative 

agenda.542 

 
538 “RF rank and file uneasy on P.O.P. bill,” Sunday Mail, 23 May 1971, NAUK FCO36/921. 
539 R. Elliott Kendall, “Rhodesia’s New Housing Legislation,” Methodist Recorder, 18 February 1971, NAUK 
FCO36/921.  
540 “Councils blamed for Asian influx,” Rhodesia Herald, 29 June 1973, NAZ MS 308/54.  
541 “City Council slams draft Property Owners Bill,” The Rhodesia Herald, 12 February 1971, NAUK FCO36/921. 
542 Telegram from D.J.E. Ratford, Rhodesia Political Department, to W.A. Ward Esq., Salisbury, 16 December 
1971, NAUK FCO36/921.  
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By participating in the system, the power of Asian and Coloured communities to affect 

legislation through protest, as well as through participation in local politics, was becoming clear 

to the Rhodesian Front. A few years after the failure of the POP bill, Ian Smith allegedly reached 

out to directly leaders in Asian and Coloured organizations, offering each community a senate 

seat. The event, while not formally documented in the National Archives, was widely discussed 

and reported in the press through hearsay, narratives which form part of “rumored archives” that 

cannot be officially verified but which were passed down by enough people to suggest that some 

sort of meeting did take place between the Rhodesian Front and leaders of the Indian and 

Coloured communities. In 1974, The Herald reported that Smith had held secret meetings with 

Coloured and Asian leaders during the election season, with the Coloured and Asian vote being a 

“crucial factor” in a vote for a seat for Salisbury City. Smith had reportedly offered five seats in 

total to these communities. Dr. Ahrn Palley, a Jewish lawyer from South Africa who supported 

African representation in government and who had the support of Asians and Coloureds as an 

independent politician but had lost the vote for that same seat in Salisbury by just three votes 

against the sitting Rhodesian Front candidate, was present at one of the meetings, telling the 

press that “it was an attempt to buy off the Asian and Coloured vote.”543 According to stories 

told after the meeting, the Indian community eventually decided to turn down the offer, saying, 

“no, we’re not for sale” a retrospective analysis which may have been qualified in a postcolonial 

Zimbabwe after the defeat of the Rhodesian Front and the rise of black majority rule as a form of 

“resistance.”544 However, one faction of the African nationalist movement issued a public 

statement in support of Indian refusal for separate representation, seeing their refusal as a critical 

act of defiance to the Rhodesian Front’s attempts to justify minority rule. That same year, Abel 

 
543 Anthony Rider, “Secret meetings spark off row,” 21 August 1974, ‘Mail’ Africa Bureau.  
544 Dr. Hasu Patel, interview.  
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Muzorewa, then president of the African National Council, issued a statement in support of the 

Asian community’s stance: 

The ANC welcomes the stand taken by the Southern Rhodesian Asian Association in 
refusing to accept the Rhodesia Front’s offer of a seat in the Senate to the Asians, on the 
grounds that this offer is an attempt to buy the Asian Community as a political bloc. In 
the present political structure of Rhodesia, the ANC is of the view that the Senate is not 
the most important part of the legislature and therefore an additional seat in the Senate 
does not improve the political status of the Asian Community. On the contrary it 
segregates them from the rest of the European voters of which they are constitutionally a 
part.545 

 
While Asians argued that they were Rhodesian first, they also made sure to distance themselves 

politically from the Rhodesian Front, refusing to be “bought” when it became clear that their 

vote was more important than the government had anticipated in including them in the European 

franchise in 1969.  

 But Indian political participation continued to be limited to resistance against legislation 

that directly affected Indians, rather than the entire system of white minority rule, dominated by 

fears of the population’s future under black majority rule, particularly after the expulsion of 

Asians from Uganda in 1972. Those interviewed in the 1970s never directly referenced the 

events taking place in East Africa, but their allusions to a sense of insecurity in a postcolonial 

future suggested that it was very much on their minds. Suman Mehta, one of the founding 

members of the Asian Association as well as member of the nationalist party ZAPU, argued in 

1970 that the “Asian as such has tended to put expediency before practical thinking,” pointing to 

Indian support for the Rhodesian Front in the elections of 1965, “completely contrary to the 

stand that the Association and the community had taken” outwardly towards condemning the 

Front’s racist politics. The trouble is,” he furthered,” “that first and foremost the Asian here tends 

to pay much more attention to his own means, because he’s engrossed in business, business 

 
545 ANC Press Statement by Bishop A.T. Muzorewa, President, 19 September 1974, NAZ MS 308/54.  
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comes to him first. Politics and other things come to him second.”546  Mussa Essof Hassan, who 

ran for election in 1970 in Salisbury, had an even stronger condemnation of Indian political 

apathy: 

Another point in the political apathy of our people is that ‘the anchors haven’t really been 
put onto us yet,” situation is materially “too good” for a lot of our people…our problem 
has been ‘bapna gharma mota thaya, bapna gharma kaam karyu’ therefore little 
opportunity for responsibility and self-reliance. 
… 
Therefore in both Asian and Coloured communities there is a “middle-class mentality” 
where values are placed on material goods than on other things…Today the Asian 
youngster has own home, nuclear family, away from parents, and yet knows if things get 
too rough he could always rely on going back…all these add to the problem of 
responsibility and material values. Also, we are small in number and we don’t have a 
fully developed sense of community consciousness as say in SA. 
Also we, many of us, lack formal education. Of course opportunities started late for us 
and many because of family reasons could not go. But formal education helps us in 
getting a wider awareness and thus of wider interests. In SA the wider interests are found 
in the middle and lower classes of Indians because they are more affected in their day to 
day life; the upper class is affected, aware but not really interested because can buttress 
the ill-effects of SA life (e.g. Group Areas Act). In Rhodesia it is the INDIVIDUAL 
rather than the COMMUNITY which is more affected than the INDIVIDUAL and so 
theirs is a greater community consciousness and thus action.547 

 
The limitation of Indian politics and the continued conservatism of the community as a whole 

was linked to the security that class mobility provided within the confines of Rhodesian society – 

many families in Salisbury in particular secured themselves through the generation of wealth and 

property, protecting their children’s future by limiting themselves to material concerns. A future 

under black majority rule, however, generated fears of insecurity and “vulnerability” because of 

their status as a racial minority, with “reports from the north they don’t really understand” 

threatening to compromise the material security they had attempted to generate for 

 
546 Natu Patel and Suman Mehta, interview.  
547 Notes of Mussa Essof Hassan, 24 June 1970, personal collection of Dr. Hasu Patel. The Gujarati quote in this 
statement loosely translates to “you live in your father’s house, you work in your father’s house,” pointing towards 
the security that most Indians of his generation felt because their homes and incomes were guaranteed.  
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themselves.548 

 Unlike Indians in other former African colonies, however, Indians in Rhodesia were not 

British citizens, granted Southern Rhodesian citizenship in 1948, and automatically granted 

Rhodesian citizenship with UDI in 1965 and the ensuing constitution of 1969, a status Britain did 

not officially recognize. Nor were they eligible for Indian citizenship after India became a 

republic in 1955 and disqualified overseas residents and their descendants from citizenship. The 

sense of insecurity of many Indians in Rhodesia was thus predicated more on the potential loss of 

their material interests than in their expulsion or loss of citizenship after the attainment of 

majority rule, their lives as descendants of Indian migrants and second and third generation 

Rhodesians tied up with the maintenance of the status quo in white society, which they protested 

when their upward mobility to these spaces was compromised, and a “modern” lifestyle.” In 

articulating a political identity as “Rhodesians first, Asians second,” Indians were also claiming 

belonging to Rhodesian and global conceptions of modernity through the way they lived.  

“I Like Miniskirts and I Like Saris. It Depends on Where I’m Going.”549 

Indians were becoming more visible to white Rhodesians’ consciousness – not only as 

“infiltrators” of white spaces, but as political and social participants in Rhodesian life and 

society. But the historiography and fiction of white Rhodesia tends to focus principally on the 

narratives of white Rhodesians, and the “way of life” that was key to their defense of white 

minority rule.550 White Rhodesia had consistently faced challenges to its very existence – able to 

 
548 Natu Patel and Suman Mehta, interview. The “reports from the north” he refers to were that of Asian expulsions 
not only from Uganda, but on a smaller scale from Zambia, Malawi, Kenya, and Tanzania, where Indians who 
retained British citizenship upon independence were being forced out of those countries.  
549 Quote by Ratnaprabha Bardolia, secretary of the Hindu Youth Movement from Dhansuk Jamnadas Nagar, 
Jayanti Gosni Kangee, Ratnaprabha Bardolia, Premlata B. Patel, and Kantilal Nathoo Lalla interview by Dr. Hasu 
Patel, Harare, 1967.  
550 Some of the more notable works of white Rhodesia include Dane Kennedy, Islands of White: White Settler 
Society and Culture in Kenya and Rhodesia (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1987); Peter Godwin, Mukiwa: A 
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survive economically on its own, but politically facing doom on a continent being swept by the 

winds of change and the end of white rule.551 Historians of Rhodesia after 1965 thus explored the 

ways in which the settler state had been constructed and justified, basing its existence on the 

myth of racial superiority and civilization. Histories of white Rhodesia also tended to focus on 

the breach between the settler state and the colonial metropole, as well as divisions within the 

white settler community that complicated the concept of a single settler political culture in the 

country, similar to the division between Afrikaner nationalism and British colonial histories in 

South Africa in the first half of the twentieth century. In particular, the distinction between the 

ideals of British colonialism and later generations of Rhodesian nationalism was highlighted. 

Peter Godwin and Ian Hancock argued that scholarly condemnation of the settler state reduced 

white Rhodesians to “caricatures and categories,” neglecting to take into account the diverse 

dimensions of the Rhodesian experience and the ways in which many of them spent more time 

living their way of life than defending it as one of the “last bastions of Western, Christian 

civilization.”552 Luise White argues against the retrospective narrative of Rhodesia’s transition to 

Zimbabwe, focusing instead on how Southern Rhodesia became Rhodesia, questioning “the 

fissures and fractures in the political ideas these specific settlers used to rule.”553 In complicating 

the notion of white settler identities, however, many of these histories ironically lumped the 

country’s non-white history into a general form of “resistance” against white rule, ignoring the 

intricacies that suggested that these movements and the myths on which they were based were 

not always simply about anti-colonial struggle.  

 
White Boy in Africa (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1996); Alexandra Fuller, Don’t Let’s Go to the Dogs 
Tonight (New York: Random House, 2001); Hughes, Whiteness in Zimbabwe.  
551 Henry Franklin, Unholy Wedlock: The Failure of the Central African Federation (London: G. Allen and 
Unwin, 1963), 233.  
552 Godwin and Hancock, ‘Rhodesians Never Die,’ 9-10.  
553 White, Unpopular Sovereignty, 25.  
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 These narratives tend to ignore the ways in which a Rhodesian identity and way of life 

was co-opted by non-white populations; both by Africans as well as by other non-white 

communities.554 White Rhodesia defined itself as being the other to the black Zimbabwean, a 

form of what Enocent Msindo terms “white nationalism,” or “Rhodesianism.”555 Rather than 

seeing a Rhodesian identity as simply a defense against an “other,” however, Indian articulations 

of their belonging in white spaces and society provide a lens into the construction of a Rhodesian 

identity that included the “other.” Many younger Indians in particular associated upward class 

mobility with growing integration with white Rhodesian society, rather than with the aims of the 

African nationalist movement, who were fighting a war that at the time seemed distant and 

irrelevant to assimilation into a Rhodesian form of modernity. A younger generation of Indians, 

born in Rhodesia and educated at Rhodesian schools, articulated their desire to take part in a 

“way of life” their parents would have seen as taboo – socializing with and “dating” the opposite 

sex, attending dances and socials, wearing miniskirts and wide-legged trousers, listening to 

British and American music; a “way of life” they did not see as incompatible with their cultural 

Indian identity.  

One group that expressed these desires was the Hindu Youth Movement in Salisbury, 

formed in 1966 by a group of young Hindu men in Salisbury. Eventually, the group opened up to 

let women join. Their parents were initially against the idea of mixing with women – one of the 

first female members of the group said that her mother in particular was concerned about “what 

type of girls were there, that I wouldn’t get into trouble with boys, afraid I would mix badly with 

 
554 One of the more recent works on African cooption of white Rhodesian manners and etiquette as a means of 
colonial belonging is Allison Shutt, Manners Make a Nation: Racial Etiquette in Southern Rhodesia, 1910-1963 
(Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2015).  
555 Enocent Msindo, “Ethnicity and Nationalism in Urban Colonial Zimbabwe: Bulawayo, 1950 to 1963,” Journal of 
African History 48 (2007): 274.  
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boys,” concerns about female sexual purity still dominating control of daughters in particular. 

But the founders argued that it would be important to give the girls of their community, who 

“were shy and always lagging behind,” and who “didn’t have an opportunity to advance,” the 

same sort of opportunities they had for social engagement. Members of the club were all between 

the ages of 12 and 25. While the main goal of the club was to organize social events, such as 

dances and debates, the integration of men and women in this sort of way for the first time 

reflected a generational shift in thinking about what the proper nature of gender relations should 

be in Indian society – and therefore giving a new generation of young adults the social skills they 

believed they needed to navigate life as Rhodesians in modern society, not just within the 

confines of the Indian community.556 

This generation in particular associated being “modern” with being “Western,” and 

therefore, with conforming to the “way of life” lived by white Rhodesians. The founders of the 

club had different views about arranged marriages and dating, but agreed that they were as a 

group overall “more modernized” than they had been a decade before. “The older generation is 

dying out, those who came from India originally. Younger parents are coming in, they’re brought 

up here, have a more liberal outlook.” They cited changes in the home, the fact that dating was 

now more accepted, the clothes they wore, and the changing role and education of women as 

evidence of this shift. Television programs that showed “Westernized life,” for example, led to 

more demands by young adults for a more “English way” of life, with a different “way of living 

in the house.” For example, one of the founders pointed out that “in India, men ate first, and then 

the females. Here you find they’re all eating together.” These articulations of belonging in 

modernity were articulated in an article that was published in 1972 in the magazine Strated 
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Rhodesia, the cover of which showed an Indian family with the men dressed in suits and ties, one 

woman wearing a red sari but another a red long-sleeved Western blouse with black pants and a 

black scarf, and a small female child wearing a yellow dress over a white blouse, an outfit 

typically worn by children in the United States or the United Kingdom in the 1970s. Titled 

“Twilight Citizens,” the article described Indians as political and social inhabitants of a “twilight 

zone,” classed as European for the purposes of the vote but discriminated against in most aspects 

of their daily lives. The Indians interviewed by the writer, however, stressed the idea that they 

were “cultured” and “better educated than the Europeans of Rhodesia,” “naturally progressive” 

and “urbanised, Westernised residents” of the “sophisticated” neighborhood of Salisbury that hid 

the community’s “peasant agricultural origins.” Looking beyond the condescending language of 

the white writer, the article was an opportunity for the various Indians interviewed, most of 

whom were educated professionals, to perform a Westernized identity that was a result of the 

wealth they had acquired through “clean money” and trade, rather than precluded by a 

“traditional” identity that was not talked about at all in the article except as a reference to 

conceptions of Indian insularity.557 

Indian culture was now articulated as being part of a transforming world, rather than as a 

hindrance to belonging in a Western modernity defined by increasing education, gender equality, 

and the elements of middle-class suburban life of modern houses and amenities. That same year, 

the Bulawayo Ramakrishna Youth League published a magazine on its history that also surveyed 

the cultural landscape of the Indian community in the city, a publication intended mainly for its 

members. While the magazine focused on the migration history and narratives of the early 

pioneer families, it also analyzed the growing trend of Indians in Bulawayo towards living a 
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more “Western” style of life. In an article on “Housing,” the author pointed out that during the 

past two years, “Hindu families have bought homes in hitherto exclusively European suburbs,” 

suggesting that “these new ventures indicate a change in economic perspective and life-style.”558 

Changes in the role of women were also discussed, with “the trend now…for the wife to gain 

more or less equal status as her husband,” while more and more young girls were finding 

employment outside family businesses, gaining “higher educational qualifications.”559 An article 

on “The Younger Generation” further articulated this shift in values and norms: 

Almost every Hindu youth is Rhodesian born and bred. Consequently, all through his life, 
he has been influenced by the Western type of culture. On the other hand, unless he is 
one of the few, he has never been to India. Thus the classic identity and loyalty which his 
father feels towards his family and relations in the Indian village has no significance for 
the typical Hindu youth. It is so remote from his world of experience, that he feels little 
sympathy towards the basic values promoted by it. He therefore rejects the diverse 
features of all traditional beliefs and practices, and finds them outmoded. The Caste 
System is also rejected by him and he finds it very “undemocratic.”560 

 
That same publication surveyed 50 women and 25 men in the community, asking questions 

about their religious beliefs, generational gaps, arranged marriages and the caste system, the 

education of women, use of drugs and alcohol, music, sex before marriage and sex education, 

and clothing. An analysis of the results suggested that while a “very liberal attitude” was 

“predominating” in the responses, “this liberalism has not been used as an excuse to usurp our 

culture, religion and traditions” through “only slight moderation rather than radicalism.” The 

conclusion was that “today’s youth have a more liberal and open outlook than their predecessors 

but are still prepared to accept most of the traditional norms albeit from a modified viewpoint,” 

with an Indian homeland seen as a distant influence on their cultural lives in domestic and 

religious contexts, but not an intrinsic part of their identity, as articulated by their parents and 

 
558 “Housing” in magazine produced by Bulawayo Ramakrishna Youth League, 1972, 12, NAZ.  
559 Ibid., “Family Unit” 15.  
560 Ibid., “The Younger Generation,” 32.  
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grandparents in claiming a colonial identity in the 1930s and 1940s, and a pride in being part of 

an independent Indian homeland in the 1950s.561  

For this generation, while their Indian values were still important, they were able to 

reconcile their national and cultural identities in a way that their parents or grandparents were not 

able to do by compartmentalizing those identities – performing a Western way of life in a more 

visible, social realm, but retaining an Indian identity in the home, eating Gujarati food, speaking 

the Gujarati language, and living with their parents and grandparents. While Bharat Patel 

attended private high schools mostly attended by white students, the food his mother and aunts 

cooked at home was Gujarati, the family listened to Hindi music, and they all spoke Gujarati in 

the home.562 Rather than a setting of traditional cultural norms against “ cultural imperialism,” 

this performance of a modern identity set against the context of the confines of Indian 

domesticity was part of what Andrew Ivaska terms a larger “reworking of the signs and symbols 

of global mass culture industries” for younger generations across the African continent, 

complicating conceptions of Western modernity as being intrinsically oppositional to a 

“traditional” way of life of the colonized and formerly colonized subject.563 Ratna Bardolia, for 

example, said that she was both a Rhodesian and a Hindu, and that for her, being Rhodesian 

meant she was “born here, brought up here, know nothing else but Rhodesian life” – but still 

“linked with Indian culture” in terms of “respect to my parents, religious thinking, some of my 

social activities.” She wore miniskirts when out with her friends at dances, but would wear saris 

at wedding ceremonies or to the temple; her male peers agreed that while they could get away 

with “dating” women before marriage, a single girl who was seen in the company of a boy who 

 
561 Ibid., “Survey,” 33-43.  
562 Bharat Patel, interview.  
563 Ivaska, Cultured States, 2.  
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was not her husband would mean her “reputation” was ruined and her prospects for marriage 

diminished.564 Rather than the anxieties of the parental generation of caste, class, and religion 

being abated, with young Indians departing completely from the generation before them, 

modernization here became a means to leveling the playing field for a select group of educated 

Indian youths to gain access to white spaces and opportunities, performing a more “liberal” 

identity by publicly castigating endogamous structures of caste and marriage while, at the end of 

the day, still participating in them themselves behind the private doors of their homes and 

religious institutions, a form of “modernity” that did not disrupt the core tenets of their parents’ 

“traditions.”  

Where Indian performances of modernity intersected with the growing restlessness of 

their peers of all races was in the space of the University of Rhodesia. The university was opened 

in 1952 as the University College of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, affiliated with the University of 

London. After UDI, it was renamed the University of Rhodesia. Constructed during the 

Federation period, it was open to students of all races. Ironically, it was after 1965 that the 

university became a truly multiracial space in a way that Federation had not been able to achieve, 

seeing an increased enrollment in black, Coloured, and Indian students from across the country. 

In 1969, there were 470 white students, 320 Africans, and 88 Coloured and Asian students.565 

The first “local black” was appointed to a faculty position in the late 1960s or early 1970s, 

although the appointment was later rescinded because of “political pressure,” according to Dr. 

Hasu Patel, who was the first person of color hired by the political science department in 1971. 

While the university was subject to censorship by the Rhodesian government, including the 

 
564 Hindu Youth Movement committee, interview.  
565 Christopher Munnion, “Rhodesia’s students in a restless mood,” The Daily Telegraph, 20 May 1969, NAZ 
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writings of those like Marx and Engels, it became a space of multiracial collaboration and 

resistance to the apartheid tendencies of the Rhodesian Front.566 Bharat Patel, who was a student 

in the 1970s, said that his time on campus was “like being liberated from a racist schooling 

environment as well as a tightly scrutinized environment at home…the residences were mixed, 

dominated by whites, but there was a large contingent of black students, and a sizeable 

contingent of people of Indian and Coloured origin.” For him, it was the “most mixed 

environment” he had ever encountered until that point in his life.567 Hansa Naik, who came from 

Bulawayo and would later become his wife, articulated similar sentiments, with the university 

providing a space for her to articulate the desires of her generation of women for more active 

participation in the social life outside of the home and religious and caste institutions. In 1975, 

she was crowned “Rag Queen,” a title given to the female student who had raised the most 

money for charity – an achievement she was able to attain because she had the support of the 

Indian community at the university.568 Her marriage was not arranged, but rather one of choice, 

and her father felt that his two daughters should be able to earn their own way if needed, with 

Hansa earning her credentials as a high school English teacher. She was responsible, according 

to Bharat, for a “reorientation” of his values which were predicated on the idea that “white was 

right because the Rhodesian system seemed to work.” Instead, because of her own background 

and her family’s involvement in the nationalist movement, her relationship with Bharat involved 

conversations “about race and color” that radically changed his own outlook on white minority 

rule.569 

 
566 Dr. Hasu Patel, interview.  
567 Bharat Patel, interview.  
568 Hansa Patel, the author’s mother, interview by author, Harare, 18 September 2018. See also “Hansa’s hard work 
wins her the title,” The Rhodesia Herald, 21 April 1975, LoC microfilm collection 646.  
569 Bharat Patel, interview.  
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His change in perspective was part of a larger shift in Rhodesia towards support for the 

goals of the nationalist movement. Some Indian students played a role in public expressions of 

resistance against the state, going beyond desires to participate in white society to protest the 

existing order of suppression of the black majority as a whole. The physical space of the 

university in particular allowed for the fermentation of multiracial dissatisfaction and protest. 

The Law and Order (Maintenance) Act of 1960 was carried forward past UDI, and in 1974 was 

broadened to allow for government restriction of public gatherings and dissemination and 

possession of certain publications.570 The university was exempt from restrictions that required 

police clearance for public gatherings, however, because of its status as a multiracial space. As a 

result, Beit Hall in the center of campus, which was located in the northern neighborhood of 

Mount Pleasant in Salisbury, became a space for political discussions and expressions of dissent. 

Dr. Patel, who used to chair many meetings of this kind, made sure to invite a “cross section” of 

guest speakers – and under this guise, invited prominent nationalist leaders to come speak to 

students.571 This atmosphere eventually devolved into strikes and protests that plagued the 

campus from the late 1960s all the way through to independence. While the protests reached 

their peak in 1970 after calls by Rhodesia Front politicians for the racial segregation of campus 

and increased control over campus activities, protests continued over the next decade.572 One of 

Dr. Patel’s students, Ibbo Mandaza, a noted nationalist and leader in the Coloured community, 

was expelled from the university in 1973 along with other black student leaders, detained under 

the Law and Order (Maintenance) Act, which superseded any decisions made by the university 

 
570 Law and Order (Maintenance) Act, Chapter 65, original act dated 1960 with amendments in 1974, 1975, 1977, 
and 1979, Statute Law of Rhodesia, LHCZ.  
571 Dr. Hasu Patel, interview. 
572 Christopher Munnion, “Smith faces call for campus segregation,” The Daily Telegraph, 22 August 1980, NAZ 
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261 
 

administration, and put into solitary confinement.573 In total, 155 students were arrested and later 

expelled.574 While Indian participation in protests was mostly linked to concerns about 

discrimination against their own group, such as when the special vegetarian diet that was 

provided for Hindus and Muslims until 1974 was withdrawn, some Indian students got caught up 

in the wider, more violent protests themselves.575 In 1969, a student by the name of Kishore 

Desai from Bulawayo was one of two students expelled from the university for “throwing 

articles at the Mayor of Salisbury in her motor car.”576 Desai, who was a student in the medical 

college, was killed just a few months later in a car crash while on a trip to Lake Malawi, a week 

before he was due to leave for the United Kingdom to continue his studies at Birmingham 

University.577 

The politics of the University of Rhodesia – and the participation of Indians in both the 

social and political life of campus – was reflective of changes taking place in the wider society of 

Salisbury and Rhodesia, as well as across the globe. In 1966, international sanctions against 

Rhodesia closed off the borders of the country to trade and formal diplomatic relations from the 

outside, as the government began to censor what came in from the outside world, including 

books, music, and films, from the writings of Marx, Fanon, and Nkrumah to the music of the 

Beatles and local rock music bands including one that called itself “Wells Fargo.” Even as they 

 
573 Ibbo Mandaza, interview. Their protests were in response to a petition circulated by white students that accused 
African students of being “noisy and dirty,” and of being responsible for the unsanitary conditions of the lavatories 
of the Manfred Hodson Hall. Peter Niesewand, “Student petition against Africans,” The Guardian, 24 October 1972, 
NAZ MS308/66/1.  
574 Beatrix Campbell, “Black and white Rhodesia,” University of Rhodesia newspaper, 4 December 1973, NAZ 
MS308/66/1.  
575 Letter from Nitin A. Shingadia (on behalf of all Asian students at U.R.) to the University of Rhodesia, Salisbury, 
5 July 1974, personal collection of Dr. Hasu Patel.  
576 Letter from G. Bond, Senior Proctor, University of Rhodesia, to K.V. Desai, Department of Medicine, 22 April 
1969; letter comes from the personal collection of the author.  
577 “Craig at Desai’s funeral,” The Bulawayo Chronicle, 19 August 1970, personal collection of the author. The 
headline here refers to the fact that the funeral was attended by Prof. Robert Craig, the principal of the University 
College of Rhodesia. 
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sought participation in a world outside their own, young Rhodesians found their country 

increasingly closed off from the rest of the globe. But they were not alone in their protests 

against the status quo; from the increasing radicalism of college students at campuses across the 

United States against the war in Vietnam, to revolutions behind the Iron Curtain in 1968, to the 

increase in student radicalism through the Black Consciousness Movement against apartheid 

from the Sharpeville massacres of 1960 to the Soweto uprisings of 1976; all of which were 

influenced by a larger sentiment of anti-American imperialism, the civil rights movement of the 

United States, and Cold War politics of a “third way” out of the conflict between East and West 

for dominance of the globe. As a part of this larger global shift in student activism and politics, 

even as the Rhodesian Front became more and more controlling of the state and especially of 

“leftist” teachings at the university, protests in urban spaces grew as the “bush war” intensified 

between the nationalist guerrillas and the Rhodesian army after 1972. Nationalist histories 

produced within the country erase the contribution of urban workers and residents of urban 

spaces to what is seen as a rural-based liberation struggle.578 But more recent scholarship has 

countered the view of a single African political culture by calling attention to the complexities of 

Zimbabwean urban history.579 Urban protests and strikes were characterized by a multiracial 

engagement with what was later seen as “Western” forms of intellectual and political forces, and 

the participation of Indians in this engagement through university politics and growing 

participation in elections against the Rhodesian Front is perhaps one of the reasons that it was not 

seen as an “authentic” form of nationalism. As much as the material aspirations of many Indian 

youths within the context of white Rhodesian society were predicated on a subconscious 

 
578 Ranger, “Nationalist Historiography, Patriotic History and the History of the Nation”; Timothy Scarnecchia, The 
Urban Roots of Democracy and Political Violence in Zimbabwe: Harare and Highfield, 1940-1960 (Rochester, NY: 
University of Rochester Press, 2008), 8. 
579 Raftopoulos and Mlambo, Becoming Zimbabwe, introduction.  
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distancing from the war being fought just outside the city, their lives would soon come to be 

defined by a war that some saw as a necessary struggle and as part of the global fight against 

white supremacy, while others were forced to fight on the part of those very same upholders of 

white minority rule in a battle they did not see as their own. 

The Second Chimurenga 

The Rhodesian Bush War – known to the nationalist movement as the Second 

Chimurenga – took part from 1964 to 1979 between the military wings of the country’s main 

nationalist parties, the Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army and the Zimbabwe African 

National Liberation Army, and the Rhodesian army, over control of the country and the 

Rhodesian state’s denial of universal franchise to the country’s majority African population. The 

war took place mostly in the “bush,” with the African reserves in the borderlands serving as a 

frontline between the Rhodesian forces and the nationalist guerrillas, many of whom were 

stationed in the neighboring countries of Botswana, Zambia, and Mozambique. The Rhodesian 

state was assisted in its efforts by apartheid South Africa, who provided both military forces and 

intelligence to root out guerrilla enclaves in the region’s independent countries. The defense of 

the white minority against the aims of the nationalists became an ideological center for white 

supremacists across the world, with white mercenaries from the United States, embittered by 

their loss in the Vietnam War, crossing the Atlantic Ocean to join the Rhodesian forces.580 

Histories of the Rhodesian war tend to focus either on military narratives and strategies, or on 

personal accounts of white Rhodesians who fought in the war, who portray their battle as one 

against “terrorism” and “communism,” stories that fit the Cold War narratives that the Rhodesian 
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state used to justify their continued rule.581 Accounts of ordinary Rhodesians stressed that they 

were not a unified group working toward the same goal in colonial Africa as part of their 

retroactive resolution of their moral conflicts. Peter Godwin argues that one section of Rhodesian 

society wanted to continue the war against the “terrorists” on the eve of Zimbabwe’s 

independence, while the other discovered that racial segregation and white domination were not 

essential to the maintenance of their “Rhodesian way of life,” countering the standard image that 

all Rhodesians stood behind Ian Smith.582 Whites, Godwin contends, had varying levels of 

ignorance, political sensitivity, and sophistication.583 Fictional and autobiographical memoirs of 

life in Rhodesia by those who grew up during the war diminish the nationalists to a malevolent 

“other,” such as the iconic Don’t Let’s Go to the Dogs Tonight by Zimbabwean writer Alexandra 

Fuller, written after the death of white rule, relying on these tropes even as Fuller acknowledges 

in hindsight that these were not objective “truths.” Constantly terrified of being attacked by the 

“terrorists” or “gooks,” the family hold on to their sense of identity as Rhodesians that as whites, 

and the rightful holders of the land, only they had the right to:  

“We’ll be Rhodesian forever and ever on top of the roof driving through mud up the side 
of the mountain, through thick secret forests which may or may not be seething with 
terrorists, we’ll keep singing to keep the car going.”584 

 
Many of these writings are filled with a retrospective sense of insecurity on the part of white 

Rhodesians, whether children or soldiers in the war, and the need to defend their “way of life” 

against threats of “terror.” By 1977, the war had spread throughout the country, drawing in those 

who lived within the false sense of security of suburban life in the cities.  

 
581 David Piro Mucz, “The When Wes: Conflict, Race, and Identity in Rhodesian Bush War Personal Narratives,” 
(M.A. thesis, Nipissing University, Ontario, 2014).  
582 Godwin and Hancock, ‘Rhodesians Never Die,’ 3-6.  
583 Ibid., 11.  
584 Fuller, Don’t Let’s Go to the Dogs Tonight, 95. See also Peter Godwin’s memoirs: Godwin, Mukiwa.  
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The war in the bush and the politics of dissent in the towns came together in 1973, with 

the government’s announcement that it would be drafting all eligible Indian and Coloured men 

into the Rhodesian army. The call-up notice threatened the security of Indian as well as white 

families, even as they distanced themselves from any sense of solidarity with the defense of 

white rule. Coloureds and Asians were mostly employed in transport duties, tasked with taking 

supplies to units stationed at outposts across the country. For the most part, they remained in the 

barracks located in urban spaces. European, African, and Coloured and Asian units were 

separated, with the Ministry of Defense justifying the division by arguing “that the problems of 

integration (colour/creed and other factors)” made any propositions to abolish segregation in the 

army “impractical.”585 Those who were recruited had no choice in their conscription, but were 

able to resist in more quotidian ways. Their political ambivalence in the years leading up to 

minority conscription were translated into the creation of networks of security against the 

insecurity of a war they had until this point largely ignored. Some, like Bharat Patel, whose 

family could afford it, were able to escape the draft by traveling to England; after graduating 

from the University of Rhodesia in 1975, he left to pursue his legal studies in London.586  

Most others his age did not have such an opportunity. Hemant Naik, who was conscripted 

straight out of high school, joined the army on January 19, 1977. He was only supposed to go in 

for nine months, but was retained for three years. The role of the Indian and Coloured recruits, he 

said, was more about “protection” than it was about “fighting in a war,” and most of them did not 

go to “the bush” for actual combat. The Rhodesian state did not put them in the field, concerned 

about their loyalties to a war they had not signed up voluntarily to fight for. This was a battle 

 
585 Letter from the Secretary of Defence, Salisbury, to the Joint Asian and Coloured Community, 30 October 1973, 
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they did not see as their own, neither on the side of the Rhodesian army or the guerrillas, and the 

state treated them as such, keeping them to administrative positions or as transport personnel, 

seeing them as recruits who did not have much stake in the ideology being defended by the 

Rhodesian forces. With the escalation of the war the next year, however, several of their stations 

were attacked. But as the young men were able to rise through the ranks over those three years, 

they became more organized about protecting their own: 

We were more organized. With our Indian guys, we took them and gave them office jobs 
and kept them in towns, because we were able to. We made sure they didn’t go into the 
bush and not exposed to what was going on outside. We were thinking about what are we 
going to do after the war, after the army. All we thought about was staying alive and 
getting home, and trying to do normal things…I don’t know any one of our Indian 
soldiers who thought this was great and wanted to fight a war and kill people. Because 
we were young, we were all thinking about what happens after…We felt it wasn’t our 
war, not going to risk friends and life for a cause we don’t believe in.  

 
These young soldiers thus created networks at army stations across the country. If someone they 

knew was being stationed in another town, they would use their contacts to make sure he was 

taken care of. They learned how to “buck every system in the army to make it better for our own 

people,” in Naik’s words, such as forging signatures of their white superiors in requisition books 

to get better weapons, better food, just to make things “more comfortable.”  

The language of “our people” versus “their war” called into question Indian claims to a 

Rhodesian national identity above all else, suggesting that it was more of a claim towards 

material aspirations and class mobility that did not translate to giving their lives for the idea of 

the “nation.” Where their ancestors had claimed rights of imperial citizenship through their 

participation in the World Wars fighting for Britain, this generation of men did not see physical 

defense of a white “way of life” as linked to their rights for upward class mobility as Rhodesian 

citizens. But this ambivalence towards the stakes being fought for could not survive the potential 

dangers of war on the ground, and they found themselves taking a side which they did not 
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explicitly articulate their sympathies with, but with which they created illicit alliances for 

practical purposes. Even though they were not stationed in rural areas, they made sure to protect 

themselves along their routes: 

Whenever we could take advantage of our positions, we did, we had to, I think. Also in 
the bush we were friendly with the locals. Used to go to the villages and take the medic 
with us and treat them. That time, they used to ration mealie meal for the villages. We 
used to give them stuff like that. If we made friends with them we wouldn’t be attacked 
so often. Like at the village at Vumba where I was, I used to offer them lifts to Mutare. If 
they didn’t come, we didn’t go, because we knew we would be attacked. Give and take, 
that was part of the war.”587 

 
Those with whom they created these practical alliances were, in a sense, also caught up in a war 

not of their making. Norma Kriger in particular has examined the current ruling party’s efforts to 

mobilize political support in the countryside during the war, arguing that peasants suffered from 

guerrilla coercion, rather than being willing participants in what had been portrayed as a popular 

rebellion.588 In return, the guerillas and liberation fighters deliberately did not target Indian and 

Coloured soldiers.589 The rumor was that ZANLA forces, or the military wing of the Zimbabwe 

Africa Nationalist Union, would warn Asian and Coloured soldiers to leave areas before an 

attack.590 As with reports that Ian Smith had met with Indian and Coloured leaders to offer them 

senate seats, this narrative was predicated on rumored archives, corroborated by previous 

statements of the African National Congress which advocated for alliances with Indians and a 

boycott of white “imperial” commercial institutions, but any documental evidence of which was 

destroyed by Ian Smith’s regime upon their departure from power.591  

 
587 Hemant Naik, interview.  
588 Using direct peasant voices, which she accuses older scholarship of neglecting, she suggested that peasants took 
part in the guerrilla war only partly to remove the policies of the white settler government. A more pressing motive 
for participation, she states, was the opportunity to transform oppressive village structures in the face of the 
breakdown of law and order. Kriger, Zimbabwe's Guerrilla War, 8.  
589 Bharat Patel, interview.  
590 Dr. Hasu Patel, interview.  
591 National Democratic Party Resolutions, 1961, NAUK DO 158/32.  
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 The Rhodesian “bush war” was thus one in which allegiances and loyalties were blurred 

and unclear. Those on the margins of the war, including the non-white conscripts and the rural 

residents of the villages did what they could to survive, including working together when 

necessary, emphasized by scholarship which has challenged the language used by postcolonial 

nationalist narratives concerning popular peasant participation in the guerrilla struggle592 The 

history of Indian participation in the war, even if coerced, complicates postcolonial narratives of 

a civil war between black and white that is now being even further complicated by historians of 

Rhodesia in Zimbabwe. With ZANU attempting to mobilize political support in the villages, and 

the Rhodesian Front attempting to protect the white populations in towns and on their farms, the 

Indian and Coloured soldiers served as a bridge between the two spaces in the war. Because of 

their relative marginalization in the army, young Indian men were able to avoid being killed. But 

five men, according to one informant, did not survive the war, shot by the “terrorists,” an 

invocation of the same language used by white Rhodesians as a dismissal of nationalist 

aspirations when some of their own were fatally harmed.593 When the call up notice came for 

Indian and Coloured men over the age of 18, those who had the means figured out ways that they 

could avoid the draft. Some were allowed to spend a shortened period of six months of training if 

they committed to studying law and becoming a military prosecutor. But even those who left the 

country were unable to escape the tainted reputation with which their identity as Rhodesian 

citizens was associated. Those traveling from Rhodesia to the United Kingdom had to receive 

special validation on their passports after the British government declared all Southern 

Rhodesian passports invalid in 1968.594 Once there, Rhodesian students often found themselves 
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in financial difficulties, with sanctions restricting the transmission of remittances from Rhodesia 

to the United Kingdom.595 Despite these issues, these men, along with their African counterparts, 

many of whom had fled the country in exile, would only return when Rhodesia became 

Zimbabwe.  

Conclusion 

The Indian families of Salisbury left behind a complicated legacy of both “collaboration” 

and “resistance” to white minority rule, participating in the system as a way to combat the 

specific threats to their desires for upward class mobility and for the material comforts of wealth 

in white Rhodesian society. As Rhodesia consolidated its power, even as it faced growing 

opposition from both within and without its borders, Indian participation in Rhodesian society 

grew and became more visible, both as social and political members of a racialized society in 

which they attempted to articulate their place as a solid part of a growing middle class. They 

were descended from more recent migrants to Rhodesia in the years before World War II. They 

had more physical ties to India through property and migration, and could afford to send their 

children to England for education, children whose own ideological ties to India became further 

distanced with the compartmentalization of their participation in a world beyond the home, even 

as a cultural Indian identity remained an intrinsic part of their domestic lives. Many Indian voters 

in the country had helped the Rhodesian Front’s rise to power in the first place, fearing their 

future in African-led countries even as they displayed reluctance towards giving their lives to the 

white cause. 

Salisbury, the center of Mashonaland and of local Indian politics, was in the heart of the 

country. The Rhodesian way of life seemed almost permanently entrenched, and the effects of 

 
595 See correspondence in Rhodesian Students to the U.K., British Council, 1965-1079, NAUK BW161/1.  
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the war were distant. Even in the postcolonial creation of Zimbabwe as an independent state, 

Mashonaland and the dominant Shona nationalist narrative of victory in the guerrilla war secured 

the continued centrality of the new city, Harare, taking its name from the Shona village of 

Neharawa located near the kopje. Indians in the city were able to fight for their belonging in the 

Rhodesian state, and later in Zimbabwe, despite their fear of their status under majority rule, the 

question of their belonging remained unchallenged for the first two decades of independence. 

But the participation of some Indian students in the wider campus protests taking part at the 

University of Rhodesia, as well as the fragile and tenuous alliances between Indian and Coloured 

soldiers with rural African residents, was part of a wider solidarity between some Indian families 

with the African nationalist movement, which took place in the southern town of Bulawayo.  

The generational and firstcomer/newcomer divides of the Indian community of earlier 

decades translated into a stark divide in the political legacies of the Indian communities between 

the two cities, reflective of what Tsuneo Yoshikuni has articulated as the sharp difference 

between the relationships of the two urban spaces with the “surrounding African countryside,” 

with urban life in Salisbury “marked by a scarcity of indigenous influence” in contrast to the 

central role of a Ndebele identity in the culture and politics of Bulawayo.596 According to one 

informant from a Bulawayo family, Indian families in Salisbury had come to the country to 

trade, and “kept their feet on both sides of the ocean,” as compared to Indian families in 

Bulawayo, the “original pioneers” who had settled more than a century ago. Bearing the brunt of 

racial segregation right from the beginning, they became more politically active with future 

generations.597 But the difference between the Indian residents of both cities stemmed more from 

 
596 Tsuneo Yoshikuni, "Notes on the Influence of town-country relations on African urban history, before 1957: 
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Raftopoulos and Tsuneo Yoshikuni (Harare: Weaver Press, 1999), 113.  
597 Dr. Vivek Solanki, interview.  
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just how long they had been in the country.  The history of labor and activism in Bulawayo 

meant that it was a center for nationalist recruitment, and Indians as members of the Zimbabwe 

Africa People’s Union were a part of this politicization of Ndebele ethnicity. As descendants of 

the first migrants from South Africa in the 1890s, rather than eastwards directly from India, 

Indian families in Bulawayo had firmer roots in these urban spaces through their relationships 

with their African laborers and customers. It was in Bulawayo that Indian families became 

involved in the underground politics of ZAPU, and became a critical part of the running of the 

nationalist movement.  
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CHAPTER 6 

The Kumalos of Lobengula Street: Afro-Asian Politics and Anticolonialism in Bulawayo, 
1950-1980 

 
“Nkomo made it his duty to see what my living conditions were life, and told everyone 

that Naik is one of us, but he has his own way of life, and we must try and make it as comfortable 
as possible.”598 

 
Manibhai Vasanji Naik migrated to Southern Rhodesia in 1919 from the village of Kadoli 

in the Bombay district of the Raj, invited to join the family business in Bulawayo by his maternal 

uncle, Khandoobhai Vashee. He was nineteen years old. In 1924, just as immigration regulations 

were closing the borders to single, unattached males, he returned to India to bring back his wife, 

Gangaben. A year later, their first son, Hari, was born, on April 1, 1925. Initially, the extended 

family lived together at Stand 881 on Lobengula Street, along with Manibhai’s uncle and his 

cousin and their families.599 All three male adults were part of a larger firm of extended family 

members conducting business on Lobengula Street. Manibhai Vasanji Naik was the latest 

member of this firm listed in their application, taking the place of a deceased partner.600 K.R. 

Vashee and Company went on to be one of the largest trading corporations on Lobengula Street, 

but would eventually dissolve as each partner went on to found their own venture. In 1930, 

Manibhai started his own general dealer’s store, M.V. Naik’s. As the family grew, it would be 

called M.V. Naik and Sons, and the store catered for African customers by selling clothing and 

“pots and pans and things like that.”601 Haribhai Naik began working in the family business at 

 
598 Quote from Ramanbhai Naik in his biography, compiled by his family on his 75th birthday, 46, copy of book held 
by Ranjit Naik in London. This quote referred to nationalist leader Joshua Nkomo’s reported concern for the 
requirements of Naik’s vegetarian diet while they were both imprisoned in the detention camp of Gonakudzingwa in 
the early 1960s.  
599 Asiatic Schedules, or Form for the use of Indians and other Asiatics, Colony of Southern Rhodesia, census taken 
on 4 May 1926, NAZ C7/1/1-30.  
600 Letter from Roberts, Letts & Gill, applicants’ attorneys, to the Bulawayo Municipal Council, c/o the Town Clerk, 
Municipal Offices, Bulawayo, 20 January 1925, NAZ-B BLG 4/1.  
601 Gunvantrai Naik, author’s grand-uncle, interview by author, Bulawayo, 27 November 2018. 
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the age of sixteen. Both fluent speakers of Ndebele, Manibhai and Haribhai were given the title 

“Kumalo” by African residents and their customers in Bulawayo, knowing both men as generous 

and benevolent. The business of M.V. Naik was better known by its customers as “Kumalo 

Bazaar.” 602 It was this relationship with their customers that led to Haribhai’s involvement in the 

nationalist movement in Bulawayo, a cause to which he would give most of his energy and his 

finances.  

As a population, Indians at large were not involved en masse in the nationalist politics of 

the 1960s and 1970s in Rhodesia, which intensified as the conflict shifted from a political forum 

to civil war between the Rhodesian forces and nationalist guerrillas based in neighboring 

countries. Within the context of white Rhodesian society, Indian racism towards Africans dating 

back to their early years of settlement through the establishment of social boundaries against 

interactions with their African customers generally kept them socially and politically separate, 

even as their livelihoods as a growing middle class trading community were dependent on 

African markets. But in Bulawayo and the adjacent town of Gwanda, Indian participation in the 

nationalist movement was critical to the quotidian activities of the National Democratic Party, an 

offshoot of the Southern Rhodesia African National Congress, which in turn later emerged as the 

Zimbabwe Africa People’s Union. These stories of daily collaboration exist beneath the surface 

of the glorification of the Bandung moment of Afro-Asian anticolonial solidarity, which Indian 

Ocean scholars have recently begun to criticize for its romanticization of collaboration between 

Indian and African nationalisms at the expense of the realities of friction between African and 

Indian communities. Antoinette Burton in particular frames this tension through the hierarchical 

 
602 “Kumalo” or “Khumalo” was the Ndebele term given to a royal. In the colonial period, the khumalos were given 
colonial authority to act as traditional leaders on behalf of the Southern Rhodesian state. See “Obituary: Mr. M.V. 
Naik,” Lotus IV.II (June 1958), 36, collection held by Hansa Naik.  
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positioning of “brown over black,” with Indian nationalism conscripting “Africa” as the lowest 

tier in a “hierarchy of civilizations” in the creation of a racialized and superior identity in the 

postcolonial world.603  

This chapter, however, is less of a story of fraternity versus friction than it is of the daily 

acts of participation of a group of Indian men and their families in the nationalist movement; 

their quotidian acts of resistance that were subsumed within the larger story of African 

nationalist politics; of an active attempt on the part of both brown and black peoples to stress the 

inclusion of these Indian nationalists rather than being framed as intersections of separate Indian 

forms of nationalism, as was the case with the East African Indian Congress in Kenya and the 

Indian National Congress in South Africa. This chapter takes a step back from the grander 

narratives of nationalism and anticolonialism in Rhodesia to explore the daily actions and 

networks of resistance that were part of the larger anticolonial struggle against white minority 

rule. As Indians made claims to solidarity with and belonging to the city of Bulawayo, their 

occupation as traders and middlemen between the city’s residents and the nationalist movement 

meant that Bulawayo as a critical space for the fermentation of resistance politics was as much 

constituted by them as it was by its black and white residents. Rather than keeping them separate 

from Africans and nationalist imaginations of a world after Rhodesia, the Indian “way of life,” 

grounded in their historic positionality as trading middlemen in colonial economic networks, 

allowed the participation of a certain section of Indian businessmen to participate directly in the 

nationalist movement. This claiming of solidarity was not color-blind, as narratives of non-

racialism in South Africa in particular strive to imagine Mahatma Gandhi as an ideological 

partner to Nelson Mandela in the same breath, but very much color conscious. But an Indian way 

 
603 Antoinette Burton, Africa in the Indian Imagination: Race and the Politics of Postcolonial Citation (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2016). 
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of life, intrinsic to their racial identity within a colonial context, was articulated by both Indians 

and Africans as compatible with African ideologies of political resistance and a future where an 

African majority ruled, a radical proclamation in a country where race had been defined since its 

inception by where and how one lived within a hierarchy constructed by a white minority. 

These declarations that highlighted an Indian stake in the future imagined by the African 

nationalist struggle were articulated through the forum of the Lotus Magazine, a publication 

initiated in the 1950s by a group of Indian and African men in Bulawayo who were responsible 

for small-scale protests against the exclusion of non-whites from public spaces in the city. The 

first issue of Lotus, which was printed from an outbuilding at the back of Manibhai Vasanji 

Naik’s property, was meant to project an “imagined community” between brown and black in the 

common goal of attaining the vote for the majority of the country’s population, and the end of 

white minority rule.604 Intended for a local Indian audience, the publication took an editorial 

stance aiming at convincing Indians that their belonging in the country was as much at stake as 

that of Africans in the anticolonial struggle against the Rhodesian Front government. The notable 

African politicians and scholars who contributed articles stressed that solidarity did not have to 

mean domestic intimacy, but could instead be found through increased social contacts and 

political collaboration. The magazine was discontinued in 1965 after Indian businesses across the 

country threatened to pull their financial backing and advertisements for their businesses if 

articles in support of the nationalist movement continued to be published, fearing retribution 

from the Rhodesian state through their association with a political publication. As the African 

nationalist movement went underground with UDI, so too did the former editors of Lotus and the 

Indian members of ZAPU, disentangling their political actions from their visible social 

 
604 Anderson, Imagined Communities. 
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interactions with the rest of the community. 

But these ZAPU members served as secret fundraisers for the party, soliciting donations 

in private from their business connections in the Indian community, and recruited their African 

customers to the movement, using their positionality as economic middlemen between the Indian 

trading class and African activists, as well as political intermediaries between the elite leadership 

of the party and their customers in the reserves. Haribhai Naik served as ZAPU’s treasurer in the 

1960s, using his business connections to facilitate funds to support the party’s activities. The 

ideology behind their position was a sense of marginalization from the idea that an authentic 

nationalist movement could only be found in the rural space, in the land where the ancestors 

were buried.605 Those who fought from the towns and the cities, in turn, were erased as 

“alternative nationalist visions,” where “sellout politics” and urban forms of resistance were 

removed from what Terence Ranger called the “patriotic history” of the postcolonial state.606 

Linked to this marginalization was what was depicted as an ethnic split in the nationalist 

movement between a Shona and Ndebele leadership, which would translate into postcolonial 

violence against insurgents in Matabeleland in 1982. The participation of Indians in the 

nationalist movement as specifically members of a Ndebele collective in Bulawayo complicates 

contemporary state narratives of an indigenous struggle for control of the land as “mwana 

wevhu,” or children of the soil, a belonging Indians could not claim with ancestral roots in 

another land, and their stories became part of a larger project of foreignization, which cast the 

 
605 David Lan in particular has explored the connection between the nationalist movement and the ancestral spirits, 
with the traditional playing a critical role in the playing out of the modern during the guerrilla war in Rhodesia. 
David Lan, Guns and Rain: Guerrillas and Spirit Mediums in Zimbabwe (London: James Currey, 1985). Ruramisai 
Charumbira has since offered an historical context for understanding nationalistic imaginings of the ancestors and 
the role of spirit mediums through oral traditions of founding myths of these same communities. Charumbira, 
Imagining a Nation. 
606 Scarnecchia, The Urban Roots of Democracy and Political Violence in Zimbabwe; Terence Ranger, “Nationalist 
Historiography, Patriotic History and the History of the Nation.” 
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Ndebele people in Zimbabwe as foreign settlers and invaders from a precolonial era. The 

contribution of Indian traders, men who did not have an education beyond a basic colonial 

schooling, also counters the classic narratives of the leadership of African nationalist parties 

coming from an elite network of educated men. And yet, these men spoke Ndebele, English, and 

Gujarati; moved fluidly between Indian spaces of domesticity to African spaces of trade and 

politics; and used their “foreign” origins as a way of inclusion; part of a longer history of Indian 

Ocean cosmopolitanisms which enabled their belonging in a subsection of the nationalist 

movement. 

That meant that these Indian men were also detained and imprisoned with their African 

peers in the 1960s as the Rhodesian state clamped down on all forms of resistance through the 

Law and Order (Maintenance) Act. Most members of ZAPU were detained at a camp called 

Gonakudzingwa, located in a remote corner of the country along the southern border with 

Mozambique. Even in detention, the idea that Indians had their own way of life that had to be 

catered to was one shared by both their fellow African prisoners as well as their white prison 

guards, with diet in particular becoming a way of articulating these differences, the intimacies of 

domestic life transferred to the space of the prison camp. But this way of life did not preclude 

Indian participation. Gonakudzingwa became a space where the nature of Indian participation in 

the nationalist movement played out in an immediate and confined way, with the two racial 

groups housed separately in the camp, but coming together once a week on Saturdays for central 

committee meetings of the leadership of ZAPU. Nationalist historiography in Zimbabwe tends to 

focus on the ethnic and ideological split between ZAPU and the split-off faction of the 

Zimbabwe Africa National Union, or ZANU, which took place in 1963, with the former 

embodying Soviet principles of Marxist-Leninist revolution, and the latter taking on a Maoist 
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orientation aimed at rallying the rural peasantry. Indian involvement in the nationalist movement, 

and with ZAPU in particular, however, reveals that another key difference between the two 

parties was the ability of ZAPU to include both ideas and people beyond indigenous imaginings 

of self-rule in postcolonial Zimbabwe, part of an ideological urban/rural divide between the two 

movements where the city became a space for the playing out of the non-racial principles of 

ZAPU that were more difficult to achieve in the countryside. The prison camps also became 

reflective of the domination of ZANU in the future after independence, with the Rhodesian state 

sending members of ZAPU to Gonakudzingwa, and members of ZANU to the southeastern 

camps of Wha Wha and Sikombela. This split between the two parties was enabled and 

demarcated through their physical separation in separate prisons, with those in Gonakudzingwa – 

including their Indian compatriots – both marginalized and silenced in the years after 

independence was attained. 

As with the previous chapter, state and official documents from the national archives are 

missing for this time period. This story thus relies on oral histories, newspaper articles, memoirs 

and autobiographies, and the entire collection of Lotus Magazine, some of which were kept in 

the national archives in Harare, but the majority of which were in the possession of the widow of 

one of the Indian members of ZAPU at her home in London. It is often difficult to escape the 

rose-tinted view of hagiographic oral histories and memoirs which romanticized Indian 

participation in the nationalist movement, highlighted as part of a glorious struggle for freedom 

from white oppressors. This chapter attempts to parse these accounts for the daily acts of 

resistance which transgressed the racial boundaries imposed by the colonial state and reinforced 

by Indian and African ethnic patriots, exploring the small deeds of defiance and statements of 

support which collectively contributed to the end of white minority rule. In between the accounts 
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of conflict between guerrillas and Rhodesian forces, and between ZAPU and ZANU, were the 

lives of individuals and their families who lived on Lobengula Street in Bulawayo, which 

became a borderland, a frontier, between their identities as the descendants of Indian ancestors, 

and their claiming of belonging in an African future.  

Lobengula’s City and Nkomo’s Party  

 Zimbabwe today still faces the repercussions of the split of the nationalist movement in 

the 1960s, a conflict that would reverberate into the postcolonial era and divide the ruling state 

party and its founding myth of struggle for the land between various forms of opposition that 

would rise up again and again in the form of urban trade unions or dissidence in the Ndebele 

province of Matabeleland, often articulated as political “tribalism” between the Shona and the 

Ndebele. While the colonial state was responsible in many ways for the creation of a unified 

Shona identity, one that was set against depictions of the invading and alien centralized Ndebele 

state, it was the leaders of various factions within the nationalist movement who ensured that that 

this divide would characterize both the politics of the Rhodesian “bush war” and the postcolonial 

future of Zimbabwe. Here, the role of rural nationalism and the spirit mediums in giving 

traditional legitimacy to modern guerrilla movements was key.607 Nationalist narratives that 

invoked the spirits of the ancestors led in turn to an academic tunnel vision to the rural origins of 

these myths, suggesting that the souls of the ancestors could only be found in an authentically 

African countryside, and not in the colonial construction of the city. Myths that served the 

nationalist cause were easier to find in rural land and in the forests, in the rhetoric of the land that 

had been taken away from the original tillers and given to the white foreigners. The guerrilla war 

to take back the land was easily transferrable into a postcolonial agenda and the creation of a 

 
607 Lan, Guns and Rain. 



280 
 

nation that was based on an exclusionary “us versus them” dialogue, whether it was a Ndebele 

minority or a class of white farmers.  

But the divide in the nationalist movement was about more than ethnic and nativist 

identity politics, and found its roots in the historic development of resistance in the country. 

African protests in the years after World War II had been largely driven by trade unions 

organizing mass workers’ strikes against wages, working conditions, and police harassment, 

which later folded into the rise of radical mass African nationalism demanding “one man, one 

vote” that became the calling point for student protests and continued strikes.608 The nationalist 

movement, led by the Southern African National Congress party, was largely driven by the 

socialist principles embodied in the Afro-Asian world during the Cold War, informing visions 

for postcolonial economic policy and political institutions. The party later emerged as the 

National Democratic Party, which was reformed as the Zimbabwe African People’s Union after 

being banned in December 1961, with trade-union leader Joshua Nkomo as president and the 

revolutionary and Pan-Africanist Robert Mugabe as information and publicity secretary. ZAPU 

was in turn banned in 1962, but continued to operate underground. In August 1963, Mugabe and 

several other ZAPU leaders decided to split off and form their own party, dissatisfied with 

Nkomo’s increasingly militant tactics, which largely took the form of sporadic sabotage 

campaigns involving cadres trained overseas in the Soviet Union. They formed the Zimbabwe 

African National Union, and most of its operations were conducted from exile as both parties 

eventually moved towards more coordinated and consistent military attacks against the 

Rhodesian government, leading to a guerrilla war between African cadres and Rhodesian forces. 

The differences between ZAPU and ZANU were initially negligible. Both advocated for 

 
608 Mlambo, A History of Zimbabwe, Chapter 6.  
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majority rule; both continued to seek external support; and both set up bases outside Rhodesia to 

coordinate foreign activities and guerrilla training and recruitment.609 But ZANU had a more 

Maoist orientation and aimed at rallying the rural peasantry, based on Pan-African principles and 

“Nkrumaism” and the cooperative economics of Julius Nyerere’s Ujaama, while ZAPU 

embodied principles of Georgism and an ideological alliance with the Soviet Union through 

urban laborer uprisings. According to Elizabeth Schmidt, “Maoism had significant appeal in 

emerging African nations, where the populations were predominantly rural and colonial powers 

had done little to develop the productive forces,” as was the case in Rhodesia.610 At the same 

time, ZANU elites preached a Marxist-Leninist ideology to their troops, even collecting Marxist 

classics for the library at their training camp in Tanzania. ZANU socialism was thus an 

amalgamation of Maoist mobilization tactics combined with a Marxist-Leninist single-party 

structure that advocated the creation of a socialist public centered not on the urban working class, 

but the rural peasantry. For this, land redistribution post-independence would be critical. 

Because of these differing visions of resistance and a postcolonial future, the 

historiography of the nationalist movement in the decades after independence was preoccupied 

with the ways in which the nation was imagined and constructed, shifting in recent decades to 

considering the ways in which singular political myths erased complexities of political culture. 

The early focus on nationalist history analyzed the centrality of spirit mediums and ancestors, 

particularly Ambuya Nehanda in the First Chimurenga War and her medium in the Second 

Chimurenga, Charwe, part of a larger trend in Africanist historiography in the 1980s and 1990s 

that attempted to explain the ways in which the old was entangled with the new, demonstrating 

 
609 Martin Meredith, The Past is Another Country. Rhodesia: UDI to Zimbabwe (London: Pan Books Ltd., 1979), 
40. 
610 Elizabeth Schmidt, “Africa” in eds. Richard H. Immerman and Petra Goedde, The Oxford Handbook of the Cold 
War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).  
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African agency in calling upon their precolonial pasts to respond to colonialism.611 Just as 

Nehanda became the “mother” of the Zimbabwean nation in 1980, with her spirit continuing to 

be evoked in the wake of independence, so too did historians in turn attempt to explain why she 

and other ancestors had captured the imaginations of the new nation’s creators. But the 1990s 

wore on and the Zimbabwean government, dominated by ZANU-PF and its nationalist rhetoric 

of justifying rule because of the role it had played in the liberation war, was haunted by the 

specter of Ndebele and ZAPU massacres in Gurukahundi that had taken place soon after 

independence. The Zimbabwean public and academic historians alike began to question the 

narrative myths of independence that dominated the country’s history.612 This focus on rural 

narratives, however, marginalized the history of urban spaces in Zimbabwe’s colonial past. 

African scholarship in general had a tendency in previous decades to center on rural resistances 

to colonialism, focusing on movements such as Mau Mau in Kenya and Maji Maji in Tanzania, 

for example.613 The seemingly ethnic split between ZANU and Shona leadership against ZAPU 

and Ndebele factionalism had become a rural/urban one too, with ZANU guerrillas fighting in 

the forests while ZAPU became the trade union party of cities such as Bulawayo in the southern 

part of the country.  

Urban histories, on the other hand, came into the spotlight just as the contentious process 

of land reform was taking place in the country, testing the boundaries of the nation and notions 

of who belonged, complicating narratives of a single rural-based nationalist trajectory that erased 

 
611 Lan, Guns and Rain. See also Terence Ranger’s other works during these decades, which focused primarily on 
peasant consciousness and the guerrilla war, including Terence Ranger, Peasant Consciousness and Guerrilla War 
in Zimbabwe: A Comparative Study (Oxford: James Currey, 1995); Terence Ranger and Ngwabi Bhebe, eds., 
Soldiers in Zimbabwe’s Liberation War (Oxford: James Currey, 1995).  
612 Kriger, Zimbabwe's Guerrilla War; Charumbira, Imagining a Nation. 
613 The scholarship on Mau Mau has now come to recognize the importance of Nairobi. See in particular Chapter 8 
in Luise White, The Comforts of Home: Prostitution in Colonial Nairobi (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1990) and Chapter 5 in Anderson, Histories of the Hanged. 
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the complexity of multiple African political cultures, disentangling tropes of a singular 

nationalist movement towards considering the multiple kinds of “movements” resisting the 

colonial project.614 Decades later, urban histories resurfaced in greater number to question the 

rural myths that had dominated the country’s history. As land reform plummeted the country into 

economic crisis, the Movement for Democratic Change emerged as an opposition party, finding 

its greatest support base in the trade unionism of Harare and Bulawayo. In response, scholars 

began to delve into the nature of township life on the outskirts of Salisbury and Harare, arguing 

that it was urban areas that played the critical role in “defining who would lead and how leaders 

would interact with their supporters” before independence.615 Urban historians emphasized their 

avoidance of a view of a single African political culture that rural histories, which their strict 

divides between customary and modern, propagated. The urban spaces of the country, they 

argue, demonstrate that the “process of imagining a ‘named nation and its social boundaries’ was 

part of a complex dynamic in which identities such as ethnicity, region, gender and labor 

consciousness competed with and complemented each other.”616 

Bulawayo was a space in which these identities played out in complicated ways, with a 

specifically Ndebele nationalist consciousness finding its roots in a violent and controversial 

precolonial past. Bulawayo was the first city founded by Lobengula when he settled in the region 

that would later be named Matabeleland, in the south of the land that would be named after Cecil 

John Rhodes, the founder of the British vision of an African empire from the Cape to Cairo. In 

the words of Terence Ranger, “there have been three Bulawayos, two established by Lobengula 

 
614 This scholarship had its roots in earlier works such as Charles van Onselen’s monograph on the chibaro labor 
system that existed in the southern Rhodesian mines, which was one of the first works to transition from a rural 
perspective to a more urban lens, connecting the two spaces through labor migration. Charles van Onselen, Chibaro: 
African Mine Labor in Southern Rhodesia, 1900-1933 (London: Pluto Press, 1976). 
615 Scarnecchia, The Urban Roots of Democracy and Political Violence in Zimbabwe. 
616 Raftopoulos and Mlambo, Becoming Zimbabwe, xvii.  
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and a third established by Cecil Rhodes. Lobengula’s Bulawayos both ended in fires,” one 

destroyed by Lobengula himself when he moved his capital, and the second during the Matabele 

War of 1893. “White man’s Bulawayo” first began as a shanty settlement located three miles 

away from Lobengula’s original settlement. The street set along the western border of the town 

was thus named Lobengula Street, dividing the allocated native location from “European” 

Bulawayo. The location was chosen so that Rhodes and the British South Africa Company could 

claim control of the region and defeat of the Ndebele state.617 The city was thus haunted by the 

specter of its violent past throughout its colonial history, and Bulawayo’s identity as the site of a 

precolonial massacre would define its role in the nationalist struggle for the country. While 

Salisbury would become a flashier town, a city of gold and wealth that as a space articulated the 

Rhodesian “way of life,” colonial Bulawayo would become a quieter, humbler town whose 

“business was commerce and the railway.”618 The link between the railway and urban political 

consciousness was key to the city’s participation in the nationalist movement. Here, participation 

in nationalist politics was also defined by what Ranger terms “Ndebele consciousness,” a sub-

thread of “black resentment” that was being felt by rural and urban workers alike in the years 

after World War II.619  

Bulawayo became a space where conceptions of precolonial identity politics played out 

in a modern setting. Scholars of urban politics in Bulawayo have suggested that ethnicity and 

nationalism here worked in tandem, with ethnic groups expanding as political ones from the 

1950s onwards. The leaders of these groups increasingly turned to the precolonial past and the 

idolization of fallen heroes like Lobengula.620 The African location of Bulawayo in particular 

 
617 Ranger, Bulawayo Burning, 14-16.  
618 Ibid., 24 
619 Ibid., 31.  
620 Msindo, “Ethnicity and Nationalism in Urban Colonial Zimbabwe.” 
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was the site of settlement by Africans “who retained a connection with the traditions of the old 

Ndebele state,” and newer immigrants from the rest of the region, including urban South Africa, 

who saw themselves as “modernizing pioneers.” But “as the Ndebele became Christianized and 

the immigrants became localized, a shared sense of Bulawayo as an African town emerged.”621 

Here, union politics in particular fermented through the development of worker solidarity. In 

1947, laborers in Bulawayo were the first to strike in protests against food rations led by the 

Bulawayo Municipal African Employees Association. From there, the strikes spread and 

continued throughout the next year to Salisbury and other towns including Umtali, Gwelo, and 

Gatooma.622 Bulawayo was the center of labor consciousness across the colony, and because of 

the centrality of the railway to the life of the city, became the center of a nationalist movement 

defined by the struggles of the urban worker, rather than the rural farmer.  

Bulawayo also became the center of Indian involvement in the politics of resistance 

fermenting in the city. Indians were not laborers. They were traders and landlords, although 

many Indians in the city claimed origins from south Gujarat as part of the mochi caste, a group 

associated with “impure” occupations of shoemaking or leather work. In the 1930s, a group of 

“lower class” Indians had been forced out of an African township on the outskirts of the city, 

most of whom were Muslims or Hindus associated with lower-caste status who ran “native 

eating houses.”623 More “high class” Indian Hindu families, however, were “more prosperous in 

their trading activities,” separating them socially from the African migrant laborer communities 

 
621 Ranger, Bulawayo Burning, 28.  
622 A.S. Mlambo, “From the Second World War to UDI, 1940-1965” in Becoming Zimbabwe, eds. Raftopulos and 
Mlambo, location 2883.  
623 See Chapter 2. At the same time, mochi families also claimed “warrior” origins, descended from a subsection of 
Rajputs who took on craftwork and carpentry. These Hindu families claimed worker origins in oral histories with 
Zimbabwean scholar Busani Mpofu, perhaps wishing to retroactively express class solidarity with the African 
laborers of the city, even as they emphasized that they had arrived in the country as settlers “who wanted to carve 
out a better life” rather than as migrant workers. See Mpofu, “'Undesirable' Indians,” 559.  
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of Bulawayo. Unlike in Salisbury, however, where Indian families were largely by this time 

settled in the wealthier neighborhood of Salisbury, most trading families in Bulawayo continued 

to live in housing behind or above their stores, on the frontier between white and black 

Bulawayo: Lobengula Street. Ranger has conceptualized and articulated the differences and 

divides between white Bulawayo and black Bulawayo; white Bulawayo created a vision for the 

space, black labor built the city.624 There was, however, a third Bulawayo – one that served as a 

bridge between the two spaces and the two populations of the city. By 1930, it was Lobengula 

Street, the frontier between the precolonial city and the colonial town, that was widely known as 

the Asian trading road. The founding families of Indian trade, including that of M.V. Naik and 

Sons, also created an informal residential zone based on commercial activities. In so doing, they 

served as intermediaries between white and black Bulawayo, quite literally, by purchasing goods 

from European wholesalers to sell to African customers, whose aspirations towards colonial 

modernity through purchases of clothing, cooking utensils, and furniture drove Indian trading 

activities as part of a larger process of commodification and secondary industry “connected to 

the determinative role of consumption.”625 It was Lobengula Street that would become a critical 

site for the playing out of quotidian experiences of the nationalist movements, serving as a 

frontier zone between African customers and Indian traders, a relationship that would enable 

ZAPU’s underground growth and expansion to more militant activities within the context of 

growing unrest and the escalation of the war outside the cities. 

“Love, Oneness, Truth, Usefulness and Service” 

 
624 Ranger, Bulawayo Burning. 
625 Burke, Lifebuoy Men, Lux Women, 167. The central role of African markets for colonial trade and economic 
networks between India and Africa has a longer history in the Indian Ocean world, with African consumer needs and 
social meanings of commodities on the Swahili coast dictating a zone of globally circulating goods. See Prestholdt, 
Domesticating the World. 
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The 1950s in Southern Rhodesia saw increasing interactions between elites of all racial 

groups, enabled by an atmosphere of liberal “multiracialism” which called for partnership and 

friendship across lines of communal identity. The façade of multiracialism masked the insidious 

and pervading forms of racial segregation that continued to dominate life on the ground across 

the country. But in Bulawayo, one such group’s connections found their origins before the 

multiracial rhetoric and performativity of elite liberal circles and went on to survive the demise 

of Federation and the onset of the political dominance of an overtly white nationalism. They 

were educated Indians and Africans, writers and activists who formed a “radical City Youth 

League” which called itself the Civil Rights League, and who were responsible for small-scale 

protests against the exclusion of non-whites from public spaces, infiltrating “whites-only” 

cinemas or publicly protesting segregated seating at mixed-race events. In 1955, they decided to 

express their solidarity in print, creating what would be called the LOTUS magazine. It was 

named for the lotus flower, a Hindu religious symbol common to India, but also for an acronym 

that the founders called LOTUS, or “Love, Oneness, Truth, Usefulness and Service.”626 The core 

group of editors consisted of Ramanbhai Desai, Don Naik, Dhirubhai Desai, Natubhai Mooney, 

and Ibrahim Rahman, who was responsible for the layout and the cartoons, while notable African 

names in the city’s political scene, such as M.M. Hove, a Federal member of parliament for 

Matabeleland, and J.W. Vera, a social organizer in Bulawayo and sportsman, regularly 

contributed articles.627 The magazine also made a point of reviewing books written by Africans, 

 
626 Lotus was also the name given to a later publication by the Afro-Asian Writers’ Association, a triquarterly 
journal based in Cairo, whose contributors included notable African and Asian poets from Chinua Achebe to 
Ghassan Kanafini. Like the editorial board of the Rhodesian version of Lotus, the Cairo publication condemned 
colonial aggression across the globe, including U.S. involvement in Vietnam and the Israel-Palestine conflict, 
suggesting that the lotus was not only an Indian and Hindu symbol, but one that was coopted by those across the 
world were committed to the principles of Afro-Asian anticolonialism. See Su Lin Lewis and Carolien Stolte, "Other 
Bandungs: Afro-Asian Internationalism in the Early Cold War," Journal of World History 30, nos.1-2 (2019): 17. 
627 Biography of Ramanbhai Naik. 13. 
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such as that of Ndabangini Sithole in 1959, or publishing excerpts from the writings of Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. The printing press for the magazine was initially run from the house of 

Manibhai Vassanji Naik.628 While the women and children lived in the main section of the house 

located at 47 Lobengula Street, the printing press was set up in a longer section of the house 

attached to the back, where Manibhai lived as well. Because of its location in a private home, it 

was able to operate smoothly and without interference or censorship from the government. While 

it was not marketed as a political journal, the fact that it was being produced by Indians would 

have been “frowned upon.”629 After his death, the magazine was moved to the home of 

Ramanbhai Naik, who converted an outhouse on his property into a room which housed both the 

printing press and a library of books donated to the Lotus Group by Nirmal Singh, the second 

secretary from the India High Commission in Salisbury. Throughout the 1960s, the “Lotus 

Library” and its reading room were available to nationalist leaders, activists, and teachers who 

could use the books for their external degree courses. The Indian High Commission also offered 

the services of its mail service for ZAPU personnel to send correspondence to its recruits 

overseas.630  

The magazine was part of a growing print culture expressing nationalist views and 

articulating dissidence against white minority rule, including the Bantu Mirror from South 

Africa, and the African Weekly, African Parade, and the African Home News in Bulawayo (run 

by Charlton Cezani Ngetsheba, a regular contributor to Lotus), which until 1956 were the 

mouthpieces for the views of “Western-educated African middle classes and intelligentsia.” 

While the editors were criticized for being “stooges” who were seen to propagate colonial rule, 

 
628 “Lotus Group Secretary’s Report,” Lotus III.I (March 1957), 54. 
629 Hansa Patel, née Naik, interview.  
630 Biography of Ramanbhai Naik.  
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these publications later became “the voice of the African masses that articulated people’s desires 

for self-rule,” which as a result led to their closure by the Rhodesian government.631 Lotus was a 

part of this growing expression of nationalist interests articulated by non-white populations in 

print, both within a regional context as well within the framework of an earlier Indian Ocean 

printing press culture by diasporic South Asian populations across the landscape of the British 

Empire, from Mauritius to Durban.632 Lotus used its forum to expand on the history of Indian 

nationalism and print biographies of Indian heroes from Rabindranath Tagore to Dr. 

Radhakrishnan, and reproduce the independent Indian national anthem and even the first 

postcolonial Indian constitution. But was also a deeply localized publication that was entrenched 

in the facets of life in Southern Rhodesia and local politics, intended for a local Indian audience, 

and increasingly taking on an editorial stance that advocated for growing connections between 

Indians and Africans and overt support for the activities of the nationalist movement and ZAPU.  

The stated goal of the magazine was to publish “articles of interest to all” members of the 

“Indian Community” of Rhodesia, and in so doing, to counter the “misrepresentation of Indians 

in this country from certain quarters,” primarily from a wider articulation of racist sentiments 

against Indians as foreigners that came from white urban residents during the Federation years.633 

Its audience reached beyond Bulawayo to Indian communities in East Africa as well as 

Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia. Articles published included write ups on sport, religion, 

culture, and the biographies and obituaries of India “pioneers” in Rhodesia. A typical edition 

would print an article on an aspect of precolonial Indian culture, such as the history of the art of 

 
631 Sylvester Dombo, “African Newspapers Limited and the Growth of Newspapers for Africans in Southern 
Rhodesia,” Media History 25, no. 2 (2019): 183-207.  
632 Isabel Hofmeyr, Gandhi’s Printing Press: Experiments in Slow Reading (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2013).  
633 “Editorial,” Lotus 1.1 (March 1955), 4.  
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the Ajanta caves; a summary of sporting events, mostly cricket matches, between Indian teams in 

Bulawayo and Salisbury; the history of a local landmark, such as the “discovery” of Victoria 

Falls; a news piece on the activities of a local Indian organization, such as the Indian Women’s 

Council; a political editorial on Southern Rhodesian politics, usually critical; and finally, a 

contribution by an African writer on the history of African oppression or of the need for 

solidarity between local Indians and Africans. It was the latter two types of articles that, over the 

years of publication, began to take on an increasingly radical stance, even as both Indian and 

African contributors stressed that Afro-Indian collaboration did not have to mean social or 

domestic intimacy, highlighting instead separate “ways of life” which did not preclude political 

connections, but instead made them possible. 

The magazine thus provided a forum for the expression of African-Indian relations that 

was not mediated through a colonial or white lens, allowing both groups to articulate their vision 

of what a society under African majority rule would look like, and to claim an Indian stake in 

this future. Ngcebetsha, editor of The African Home News, penned one particular piece which 

brought together the views of African and Indian patriarchs alike, translating the debates of 

earlier decades over interracial intimacy that were used by white colonial officials to segregate 

Africans and Indians into a vision of contact and collaboration that was compatible with the aims 

of the nationalist movement and goals for a postcolonial modernity and society: 

Whilst for obvious reasons it is not desirable, at least in the foreseeable future, to 
encourage blood admixture through inter-marriage between Africans and Indians I, 
however, think that most broad-minded Africans and Indians will readily admit that there 
is a great need for more and more social contacts between racial groups. True, in sporting 
fields such contacts exist, in some measure, but I think it is essential to extend them, as 
far as is feasible, to cultural and political spheres as well.634  

 
Ngcebetsha went on to articulate the view of the Home News that total racial mixing would lead 

 
634 C.C. Ngcebetsha, “Afro-Indian Understanding,” Lotus I.II (June 1955), 24.  
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to “mistrust and suspicion,” calling instead for more “cordial relations” between the two 

groups.635 That message pervaded most of the writing on African and Indian relations throughout 

the magazine’s publication history: the idea that political and social connections were necessary 

and vital, but that intimate mixing was inimical to a broader sense of understanding between the 

two groups. In so doing, contributors like Ngcebetsha reconstructed what Jon Soske has termed 

“the proper boundaries between races in terms of the relationship between gender and social 

space,” a demarcation of the “larger social worlds” of the city “defined by race” which 

“interpenetrated, borrowed from each other, and defined their boundaries through a set of 

exclusions, hierarchies and ongoing struggles.”636 But rather than rearticulating a racial hierarchy 

of “brown over black,” which Indian nationalists stressed in the 1940s in the Natal, voices like 

this suggested a reconstitution of racial privileges, advocating for continued separate spheres of 

intimacy but increased social and political interactions in spaces where Indians and Africans 

could treat one another as equal peers.  

This reorientation of the relationship of “brown over black” was also articulated through 

articles which considered the parallels between precolonial “Oriental” and African civilizations, 

both of which predated the ideals and norms of “Western civilization” which had dominated 

colonial ideals of citizenship. In addition to the construction of relationships on the ground 

between Indians and Africans, African writers considered the idea of India as an ideology which 

nationalist movements in the country could use as a counter against the complete 

“westernisation” of African subjects. Jerry Wilson Vera, an officer of the African Welfare 

Society’s office in Bulawayo and keen cricket player, as well as uncle to the writer Yvonne Vera, 

argued that while “Orientals” extracted elements of western culture from the colonial experience, 

 
635 Ibid., 78.  
636 Soske, “Navigating Difference,” 198; 210.  
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Africans had instead taken “everything Western Civilization had offered him,” because “he 

thought he did not have good enough a culture to be added to,” advocating for a resuscitation of 

pride in an African civilizational heritage.637 Continuing in this line, the editorial board invited 

Roger Summers, the white keeper of antiquities at the National Museum of Southern Rhodesia in 

Bulawayo to pen a piece on the long history of connections between Africa and India, and the 

“story of Asia’s past in African history,” using recent archaeological findings to describe the 

migrations of Moslem Malays from Java and Sumatra to Madagascar in the 8th and 9th centuries 

A.D., which set the course of later migrations of sailors across the Indian Ocean to the East 

African coast and perhaps even further inland. Summers concluded that the National Museum “is 

always anxious to hear of Indian, Chinese and other Asian objects found in ruins, ‘ancient 

workings’ in the soil of S. Rhodesia. We shall welcome any help which the readers of ‘LOTUS’ 

can give us in our task of solving the problem of our country’s past.”638 From the long Indian 

past to its more recent struggle for independence, African writers called for ideological alliance 

of African politics with India, imagined through collaboration on the ground with the 

descendants of migrants from the subcontinent. Interlinked civilizational pasts were also 

translated into goals for connected modernities. In 1959, the Reverend Michael Scott, who self-

identified as a “student of African affairs” and was a noted antiapartheid activist who had 

worked in Bombay and Johannesburg, called for assistance for the application of rural 

development policies that were taking place in India, and argued that India as a nation had a 

“great and vital part to play in the future development of Africa,” both through practical policies 

and by serving as an inspiration through the “non-violent methods that were used by India’s 

 
637 J.W. Vera, “Africans and Western Civilization,” Lotus I.II (June 1955), 34.  
638 Roger Summers, “Ancient History: Asian Influences in African History,” Lotus Vol. II, No. III (1956): 14-16.  
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peasantry and middle class” in India’s own “struggle for her independence.”639 

It was Rhodesia’s future, however, that Indian contributors and editors began to turn 

towards in the later years of the magazine’s publication, advocating not for the principles of non-

violence, as the Indian National Congress did in South Africa, but making bold statements of 

support for the increasing militancy of Africans against the white government as it became clear 

that majority rule was not around the corner. Dr. Hasu Patel in Salisbury noted that the formation 

of Lotus marked a shift in the political attitudes of Asians in Southern Rhodesia who were 

rejecting the Federation’s principles of “Partnership,” with the Lotus Group expressing “views 

which were quite radical in relation to those of the conservative-minded community leaders” but 

which were part of a growing militancy on the part of Indian students at the University of 

Rhodesia and an Asian group based in London which called itself “Rhonya” and which was 

responsible for demonstrations overseas against Federation.640 As the Federation began to fall 

apart, and African nationalist politics intensified, the writers of the magazine called for African 

governance, calling out the white state as undemocratic.641 The links between ZAPU and the 

magazine became clearer, articulated in articles that defended the party against charges of 

violence by the state. In September 1962, the same month that ZAPU was banned, an editorial 

argued that ZAPU was not responsible for the current “wave of arson and sabotage sweeping 

though S. Rhodesia,” and these acts were instead “the work of the ‘angry young men’ who are 

tired of the apparently fruitless effort of Zapu to gain political advancement,” a statement made 

in the wake of increasingly violent demonstrations as a result of ZAPU’s political rallies, with 

 
639 Rev. Michael Scott, “How Indians Can Help,” Lotus V.VII (July 1959), 15-17.  
640 Hasu Patel, “Changing Asian Politics,” The Central African Examiner, 4, no. 7 (1960), personal collection of Dr. 
Hasu Patel. “Rhonya” was made up of Indians from the Rhodesias and Nyasaland living abroad in the United 
Kingdom. 
641 “Editorial,” Lotus VIII.9 (September 1962), 1.  



294 
 

individuals taking on the call to confront the colonial administration through the destruction of 

government offices and institutions.642 While defending ZAPU, the article denounced the 

retaliation of Southern Rhodesian security forces as ineffective against the acts of violence 

committed by individuals in the country. “So long as the Government remains in power against 

the wishes of the majority of the people, strong-arm methods will utterly fail to restore peace in 

Zimbabwe.”643 By then, ZAPU had made the decision to both smuggle arms into the country, as 

well as recruit cadres for training abroad, primarily in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, to 

take on a more coordinated strategy of sabotage and confrontation. After being banned, the party 

went underground.  

In 1963, the Rhodesian Front won national elections in Southern Rhodesia, defeating the 

United Federal Party led by the then Prime Minister, Sir Edgar Hughes. In two years, this would 

lead to the country’s Unilateral Declaration of Independence, and the transition of Southern 

Rhodesia to Rhodesia. In response, the Lotus Magazine ceased publication. The editorial for the 

last issue argued that this was the final shattering of the “myth of partnership preached by the 

Europeans,” and that white politics were thoroughly out of sync with the wishes of the masses: 

To the non-white, there is no difference between the two main parties that contested the 
elections. The RF, though, has been honest about its future plans for S. Rhodesia. Today 
the Non-European knows exactly where he stands and who his enemies are. Hence, the 
RF victory has been a blessing in disguise for the Nationalist forces – it will unite the 
different factions and with unity achieved, their task will be much simpler. 

 
Here, the editors of Lotus magazine lamented the inability of the larger Asian population to 

express solidarity with the nationalist movement. They also spoke to the widening gap that was 

taking place between the few who were involved in the nationalist movement and tied to ZAPU, 

 
642 Mlambo, A History of Zimbabwe, 147.  
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and the rest of the Indian community, who were wary of and resistant to the more radical shift in 

tone that the magazine had taken over the years: 

It is a matter of regret that right throughout the publication of ‘Lotus’ as quarterly, 
support from readers by way of contribution of articles was negligible. It is also 
significant that Asian leaders failed to use ‘Lotus’ as a medium for expressing and 
leading Asian opinion…We have evidence and are proud, that the ‘Lotus’ had 
tremendous impact and influence on the intelligentsia in Rhodesia. We consider it 
significant that in later years the non-Asian support for ‘Lotus’ outgrew that of the Asian. 
Our comment on controversial and political topics may have been unpalatable to a 
section of our readers (some advertisers even threatened to withdraw their adverts if we 
did not change our political opinions). Those opinions were the sincere belief of the 
Lotus Editorial Board; it is regretable that that section of our readers who found these 
opinions unpalatable should be so intolerant as to withdraw their support.644 

 
Even as the magazine ceased publication, the Lotus Group, as the editors and contributors were 

known, took their operations underground, facing opposition not only from the Rhodesian 

government now led by the Rhodesian Front, but also opposition from the larger Indian 

community, whose fears about their security in a future under black majority rule prevented them 

from finding solidarity with the nationalist movement, even as members of the Lotus Group 

stressed the need for an alliance with African nationalism to avoid their insecure position as 

minorities in a postcolonial future. Those who had once supported the magazine with donations 

and by buying out pages for advertisements for their businesses withdrew their support, fearing 

retaliation from the state as it began to crack down on all forms of dissent, both in print and on 

the ground, with the implementation of legislative measures which gave them full rein to arrest 

and detain suspected “insurgents.” As ZAPU went underground, so did the members of the Lotus 

Group. The end of the publication of Lotus, however, did not mean the end of the ideals and 

visions articulated by the magazine’s editors and contributors – nor did it mean the end of the 

contribution of the Indian community in Bulawayo to the nationalist cause.  

 
644 “Editorial,” Lotus VIII.12 (December 1962), 1-2.  



296 
 

The In-Between World of Lobengula Street 

Lobengula Street had once been the site of the publication of the Lotus magazine, a 

publication printed in the outhouses of people’s homes and businesses, on the sidelines of the 

growing unrest and dissidence taking part in the city and the rest of the country. The members of 

the Lotus Group, however, became a central part of nationalist activism in the 1960s, a decade of 

turbulence across the globe, from behind the Iron Curtain, to Vietnam, to college campuses in the 

United States. Indian dissidence in Rhodesia, however, took place in the shadows, with the 

vibrant trading hubs of Lobengula Street serving as a façade for ZAPU’s underground activities. 

Very much above ground, however, was a space that was used as a meeting space for Indians 

and Africans, and which came to be a symbol of collaboration “between the Indian community 

and the emerging black political community” in the city.645 The hall was named after K.R. 

Vashee, the entrepreneur who was responsible for the migration and employment of relatives and 

family connections from his village in the Valsad district of southern Gujarat, many of whom 

went on to join the NDP and then ZAPU. He was the maternal uncle of Manibhai Vasanji Naik, 

and the two families lived together in one home on Lobengula Street until the 1940s. The hall 

had been erected in 1939, built from donations initiated by Vashee. It was not a temple, but was 

used as a space for prayers, and was the site of the Hindoo School in the 1930s and 1940s, and 

later the vernacular Gujarati School.646 Joshua Nkomo, ZAPU’s leader, often gave talks and 

speeches at Vashee Hall, and meetings held there were attended by other prominent members, 

including Robert Mugabe after one of his trips to Ghana. On his return from a stay in England, 

Nkomo’s first stop on his march across Bulawayo in a series of rallies held to welcome him back 

 
645 Reg Austin, former member of ZAPU and lawyer, interview by author, Facebook call, 2 June 2020. 
646 Sumant Patel, interview.  
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was Vashee Hall.647 Today, it is rented as a Praise and Worship Centre by a church in Bulawayo, 

which retained the name “K.R. Vashee Hindoo Hall” as well as the building’s aumkar symbol 

mounted above the front door, a monument to the interwoven histories of the city’s Indian 

families and nationalist past and the critical role that the heads of several families all connected 

through K.R. Vashee, through their way of life on Lobengula Street, played as intermediaries 

between the Indian trading community and the struggle for freedom. 

Haribhai Naik, Vashee’s grand-nephew, was one of those remembered as a “kumalo” of 

Lobengula Street, and a vital link between the Indian trading economy and the men he recruited 

and trained from his customer base for ZAPU. Haribhai completed a basic schooling, but as soon 

as he was old enough, he began working in the family business, as did his younger brothers. For 

him, as the eldest son, there was no question of taking on further studies. He and his brother, 

Amratlal, married two sisters from India, Lilavati and Kusum, and together with their younger 

brother Guvantrai and his children, the house on Lobengula Street above M.V. Naik and Sons 

would continue to be occupied by the family until the 1990s. In 1951, Haribhai and Lilavati’s 

daughter, Anila was born. In 1954, Lilavati gave birth to a second daughter, later named Hansa, 

but passed away soon after childbirth. In 1958, Manibhai, the patriarch of the family and the 

original “kumalo,” passed away. Haribhai was a fluent speaker of Ndebele, and his children grew 

up speaking Ndebele, Gujarati, and English.648 Years later, in 2019, Hansa and Anila would meet 

Chief Mpisi, who was head of a small village located just outside the town of Victoria Falls 

while on vacation with their families. He was from Bulawayo originally, and was one of the 

members of ZAPU who had been recruited to ZAPU by Haribhai, whom he still recalled fondly 

 
647 Ranger, Bulawayo Burning, 241.  
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as the “Kumalo” of Lobengula Street.649 

The goal of ZAPU in the early 1960s, before its split with ZANU, was to “undermine 

security morale, organize support among the rural population and begin to build an intelligence 

network” by recruiting young men like Mpisi.650 The Lotus Group became a key part of ZAPU’s 

leadership during this time. Haribhai was first a member of NDP, and later was the treasurer of 

ZAPU. With Haribhai’s background in business, and his connections with the Indian trading 

community in Bulawayo, he was able to serve as an effective treasurer, backed by underground 

financial networks.651 He, and the other Indian businessmen who were members of ZAPU, 

became critical to the day-to-day operations as the party began to build up a broader urban base. 

The participation of these men in the running of operations, most of whom did not have anything 

beyond a basic high school education, counters the classic narrative of the leadership of 

nationalist parties in Africa in general coming from an elite network of university educated men 

returning from abroad. They used their business and family connections, many of which dated 

back to the days of partnership under the patriarch K.R. Vashee, to channel funds and donations 

from the rest of the Indian trading community to support ZAPU’s growing underground network 

of operations. Many of them had the last name of “Naik,” although they were not all necessarily 

related. Instead, their ties of real and imagined kinship as business partners were translated into 

their participation and common membership in ZAPU. They would put up visiting African 

lawyers in their homes, such as the Ghanaian Advocate Mills-Odoi, who was representing Dr. 

Hastings Banda during his detention in Southern Rhodesia for his activities in Nyasaland, and a 

 
649 The author was present at this trip, as was Anila’s daughter, Rakhi, and her son, Roshan. The chief was 
overwhelmed on realizing that he had met not only “Kumalo’s” daughters, but his granddaughters and his great-
grandson.   
650 Eliakim Sibanda, The Zimbabwe Africa People’s Union, 1961-87: A Political History of Insurgency in Southern 
Rhodesia (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2005), 121.  
651 Hansa Patel, interview. 
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one Urmilla Naik worked voluntarily as his secretary during his stay in Bulawayo.652 Her 

brother, Dhirubhai Naik, known more widely as “Don,” was known for his campaigns and 

speeches on behalf of the party at rallies in the city, and in 1960, he was part of the working 

committee that formed to welcome back Joshua Nkomo to Bulawayo after 20 months in exile, 

along with Jason Moyo, Dumiso Dabengwa, Ethan Moyo, and Pillani Ndebele – all familiar 

names in the history of the NDP and the nationalist movement in Bulawayo. Less lauded and less 

known were the names of the Naik men: Haribhai, Don, Ramanbhai, and Amratlal.  

After the NDP was banned in 1961, Joshua Nkomo’s relationship with his Indian 

colleagues deepened, and this was, according to his former Indian comrades, the high point of 

the collaboration between Asians and the African democratic movement.”653 Because of their 

business contracts, these men were essential not only for the collection of funds, but also for the 

organization of items such as cars and bank accounts, and for providing shelter to those who 

were in hiding. Haribhai Naik’s family once harbored a soldier from ZIPRA, the military branch 

of the party, who was being sent to the Soviet Union for training. His daughters had to refer to 

him as kaka, or “uncle,” outside of the home as not to raise suspicions about their visitor. When 

the solider left, he left the family a small blue transistor radio as a gift, because that was all he 

could give to the family that had looked after him. One night in 1963, the house was raided by 

armed policemen. They overran all of the rooms in the house, turning the lights on, rushing into 

bedrooms “without any regard for children or women, no sense of decency.” They opened all the 

closets, searching for secret financial documents, knowing that Haribhai was one of the main 

fundraisers for the party. Later, Haribhai told the family that he had been tipped off about the 
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raid, and had managed to hide all his paperwork.654 The incident revealed not only that state 

authorities knew about Indian involvement in the underground movement, but that the security of 

these families was under threat.  

More openly, Indian businessmen played another intermediary role as recruiters of their 

customers to the party. The areas outside Bulawayo became critical to the recruitment of African 

residents and laborers to the party. Between the neighboring town of Gwanda and Bulawayo, a 

network of operations was formed, both with the NDP and later with ZAPU. One notable figure 

was Amratlal Naik, whose family was based in Gwanda, which was and remains a small town. 

Founded in 1900, it was a mining center for gold, asbestos, and chrome, constructed on the road 

from Bulawayo to Beitbridge at the border with South Africa.655 It was a small, safe town, but 

with educational facilities virtually non-existent, most children were sent to Bulawayo at some 

point to attend school, connecting the two towns both economically and socially. In the late 

1950s, Amratlal joined the NDP. A few years later, his brother, Ranjit, joined too. The family’s 

connections with the nationalist movement grew. They often hosted men such as Robert Mugabe 

and Ndabangini Sithole in their home. One of the young men whose education the family 

sponsored, a man by the name Rupiah Banda who was the son of a tailor in Bulawayo, would 

later become the president of Zambia. The brothers’ activities included organizing Africans in 

the reserves to join the nationalist movement, a task that was easier in a small town like Gwanda 

because all their customers came directly from the rural areas and the African reserves.656 

Bulawayo and Gwanda in the 1950s were vibrant outposts of African migrant laborer 

life; “conditions were terrible, they say, but Bulawayo was wonderful.”657 The industrial base 
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brought over workers from across the country as well as from South Africa, with the railway 

serving as a connecting point for traffic between Rhodesia, South Africa, and Botswana. Most 

Africans lived in the “locations” outside the cities, but a vibrant social life developed at the 

intersection between the townships and the city proper, with worker activism through the 

organization of rallies and protests by local groups and unions forming the backdrop of daily life. 

Africa’s oldest township, once known as the Old Location, and today as Makokoba, was the 

center of Terence Ranger’s history of the city, inspired by the writer Yvonne Vera’s Butterfly 

Burning, a story of a failed and tragic romance set in Makokoba in the 1940s.658 It was a location 

set in Ndebele lore by its Ndebele residents as being the site of Lobengula’s original city, but it 

was also home to migrants from across southern Africa. It was the site of soccer matches, of 

political rallies, of newspaper printing and political meetings.  There were concerts, dances, 

church services, and strikes.659 It was also set just beyond the frontier of Lobengula Street. It was 

here that the lines between black Bulawayo and the Indian trading street became blurred through 

the intricate and complicated relationship between a wealthier class of businessmen and the 

customers who frequented their stores, and on whom the activity of the street depended.  

The relationship between Indians and Africans was complex. Indians were employers and 

business owners; their relationship with their customers was predicated on hierarchical 

differences of class and race, and on a general racism towards Africans. Most Indians in 

Southern Rhodesia emulated the specific racism of white Rhodesians, and “quite naturally 

looked up to whites and looked down on blacks.”660 In a decades-old debate over the exploitative 

role of Indian traders, the African Daily News published an article in 1965 accusing Indians of 

 
658 Yvonne Vera, Butterfly Burning (New York: Farrar, Strous and Giroux, 2000). 
659 Ranger, Bulawayo Burning, 3-4. 
660 Ranjit Naik, interview.  
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cheating their customers and preventing African trade in the reserves.661 Older anxieties relating 

to domestic structures of endogamy and caste concerns about the protection of female sexual 

purity were translated into comments to Haribhai Naik by other members of his caste group, who 

suggested he was willing to threaten the family by allowing his daughters to marry black men.662 

Indians could have been constituted as the “Other” in colonial Bulawayo as they had been in 

cities such as Durban and Dar es Salaam, an “economically aggressive actor who served to 

mediate between society and state.”663 The role of African subaltern intellectuals and the rise of 

nativist racial nationalist politics had certainly led to a very different and more violent history 

between Indians and Africans in colonial Zanzibar around the same time, where Indians and 

Arabs were seen to “be acting as members of a racial category (rather than a socioeconomic 

one).”664  

But in Bulawayo, the racism that Indians displayed towards Africans was rearticulated 

over the years into a relationship of mutual dependence that was articulated by a select group of 

Indian families, who moved beyond the continued racism of the community around them to 

translate their traditional role as colonial economic middlemen into an intermediary one between 

the city’s residents and resistance to the state, rather than supporting it. “There were people who 

didn’t take care of their black staff and were very exploitative,” said former ZAPU member Reg 

Austin of Indians in Bulawayo. “But there was also a very strong part of the Indian community 

who were committed to the kind of values of freedom of the movement and were accepted on 

that basis. It was a mutual acceptance of each other.”665 Black customers were vital to the 

 
661 “Indian Traders in Rural Areas Criticised,” African Daily News, 18 December 1956.  
662 Hansa Patel, interview.  
663 Brennan, Taifa. 
664 Glassman, War of Words, War of Stones, 251.  
665 Reg Austin, interview.  
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survival of Indian businesses, paying these families’ “wages and for us to put food on the 

table.”666 At the same time, Africans relied on the shops of Lobengula Street for quotidian 

supplies, from food to clothing, and the street served as a symbol of Indian centrality to African 

life in the city, which did not happen in spaces like Salisbury as more and more Indian families 

relocated to their own neighborhoods or white suburbs. The Indian presence in Makokoba, the 

African location situated in Lobengula’s former capital, was pervasive, from the goods that came 

from their stores to their monetary donations to the mission school of St. Columbia’s.667  

Zimbabwean scholars have articulated these connections as part of an “ambiguous 

situation.” Educated African traders who “resented the presence of Indian traders, would say 

Indians are exploiting us.” African laborers alleged “being pushed around a lot, being 

commanded.” But Africans were also aware of class politics amongst Indians, with wealthier 

Indians regarding themselves as “better than low class Indians…that aspect of that class of that 

group of Indians, demeaning other Indians who associated with Africans, led to a tendency 

where Africans viewed Indians with suspicion.”668 That suspicion was based on rhetoric that was 

not necessarily antagonistic. The haggling that took place between an Indian trader and an 

African customer was a well-known practice. “The Indian stop has a price, you tell the shop 

owner that you don’t have the money, and that leads to haggling.” But in Bulawayo in particular, 

Indians were seen as “predominantly fighting on the side of the blacks.” Indians were not 

beneficiaries of colonial land policies, nor were their numbers large enough, as was the case in 

 
666 Naik, interview. Antoinette Burton has argued that “even when they function as the foundation for new 
developmental hierarchies, Africa and Africans repeatedly demonstrate how structurally dependent Indians were on 
them for their own political and economic fates.” See Burton, Africa in the Indian Imagination. 5.  
667 The former headmaster of the school, Canon Dhlula, wrote that “I could always rely on the Asian community.” 
An Indian businessman by the name of Lalabhai Naik was known for donating curtains “to prevent the students 
from being distracted by the sun pouring into the classrooms.” Quoted in biography of Ramanbhai Naik, 12.  
668 Dr. Busani Mpofu, interview.  
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South Africa and Uganda, to generate widespread African hostility to their presence.669 Instead, 

Indian traders in Bulawayo became known throughout the city as those who were taking their 

role as colonial economic middlemen and using it instead to disrupt the state’s power, which 

before then had been articulated by the racial hierarchization of “brown over black.” By 1966, 

even ZANU member Nathan Shamuyarira articulated his belief that “Indians and Coloureds are 

gradually being absorbed into and identifying themselves with the African people.”670  

ZAPU’s African leadership recognized this relationship, and therefore the access, that 

Indian traders provided to those workers whose lives were defined by the civil unrest of the 

unions taking place in the background of their daily routines, where food and goods still had to 

be purchased to support their families. The stores which they frequented provided a crucial site 

to draw them in to the larger and more cohesive conversations and strategies surrounding 

resistance that were taking place beneath the streets where worker strikes and protests took place 

in a more visible – and therefore more vulnerable – way. But rather than this collaboration being 

based on vague principles of color-blind “non-racialism,” it was very much color conscious – 

and the “way of life” associated with Indians and their cultural heritage from a foreign land 

which had earned its own independence was coopted by and subsumed under African forms of 

political and militant resistance to forge networks between the primarily urban-based party and 

the dissidence of urban workers to the freedom fighters in the “bush.” Beyond the trading 

lifestyle of Lobengula Street, Gujarati, the language of most Indians in Rhodesia, and “which the 

authorities did not understand…became a vehicle for communication between freedom fighters 

in the three Central African territories and people in the liberation movement in South Africa” 

through the use of select phrases and words that white secret service agents would not be able to 

 
669 Francis Musoni, interview. 
670 Nathan Shamuyarira, Crisis in Rhodesia (London: Andre Deutsch, 1965). 
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comprehend.671 Indeed, ZAPU more than ZANU was influenced by the ideas of the Indian 

National Congress from the years leading up to India’s independence, and although this was not 

a key feature of the party’s ideology, its Indian members served as symbol of a greater 

transnational resistance to white rule and the remnants of the colonial project. Through both 

small, daily acts of resistance, and participation in larger protests and recruiting, the nationalist 

movement, and ZAPU in particular, was able to take on a nonracial political stance, though not 

on as large a scale as the multiracial politics of the ANC in South Africa, which was allied 

formally with the South African Indian National Congress, or in Kenya, where the East African 

Indian Congress cooperated with the Kenya African Union before its dissolution in 1962.672 

“That was distinctive about ZAPU,” according to a former lawyer for the party as well as a 

member. “It was launched in a way which consistently emphasized its nonracial quality,” 

allowing not only Indians to join the party, but whites as well.673 But because there was no 

formal Indian political party in Rhodesia, nor as large a population, the Indians who joined the 

nationalist movement did so almost seamlessly, with Afro-Indian collaboration not being 

characterized by the same frictions that took place between the political goals of separate African 

and Indian parties in other countries on the continent.   

As a result, Indians outside Bulawayo were able to participate as part of a longer history 

of Indian activism established by the families of Lobengula Street. From Salisbury, they were 

joined by Suman Mehta, who had already attracted the ire of local authorities when he 

 
671 Biography of Ramanbhai Naik, 19. There were about 20,000 ZIPRA insurgents based in Zambia and Malawi.  
672 The ANC in South Africa in particular practiced multiracialism, allowing only African members from 1912 until 
1969 but participating in a wider alliance with other racial political parties. ZAPU, on the other hand, was nonracial 
in that it allowed the membership and direct participation of non-Africans. See “A lesson in the ANC’s history of 
multiracialism and non-racialism,” The Daily Vox, 3 March 2016, https://www.thedailyvox.co.za/anc-
multiracialism-nonracialism-history/ (accessed 4 March 2021).  
673 Reg Austin, interview. According to Austin, there were a “few white” members of ZAPU – “unfortunately very 
few.” 
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challenged discrimination in access to public swimming baths in the city in 1961, one of the first 

Indians to go beyond the politics of racial rights to advocate for the access of public amenities to 

all non-white populations. He was “there right from the beginning,” using his platform as a local 

leader in Asian politics to attempt to create Afro-Asian solidarity in the nationalist movement.674 

After the election of the Rhodesian Front to power and UDI, the Land Tenure Act triggered 

Mehta’s involvement in the NDP, bringing him into contact with leaders of the Coloured 

community, such as Gerald Raftopoulos.675 He was later joined in Salisbury by Dr. Hasu Patel, 

who was by now teaching at the University Rhodesia, and was part of a larger network of 

academic activists that included Terence Ranger. Kantibhai Patel, who had migrated from 

Gujarat to Northern Rhodesia, and then to Southern Rhodesia in the 1950s, also emerged as one 

of the leaders in ZANU, rather than ZAPU, and was responsible for the organization of a cell for 

the party in Ridgeview in the years leading up to elections in 1979, his involvement in the Indian 

nationalist movement from his rural village of Dharmaj attracting him to the rural mobilization 

of ZANU.676 

While the history of Bulawayo and of ZAPU after the factional split of ZANU has since 

been marginalized in narratives of Zimbabwean nationalist history, the participation of Indians in 

ZAPU, and in particular the participation of Indian men from Bulawayo, has been further 

marginalized still. The ideology behind Indian involvement in the nationalist movement in the 

region of Matabeleland was thus founded on this sense of marginalization – not only from 

colonial society, but from the wider context of the growing nationalist movement and the 

domination of the idea that an authentic nationalist movement could only be found in the rural 

 
674 Deepak Mehta, interview. 
675 Brian Raftopoulus, Gerald Raftopoulos’ son, interview. 
676 Vijay Patel, Kantibhai Patel’s son, interview by author, Harare, 10 October 2018. Ironically, Kantibhai refused 
the offer of a farm after the government’s controversial fast-track land reform process began in the 2000s.  
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space, and by those who were “indigenous” to the country. The families in Bulawayo who were 

involved in the NDP and ZAPU networks always had a “sense that Bulawayo was different from 

Salisbury, almost a different state because of the Ndebele-Shona rift.”677 While this was a 

perspective that came retroactively, particularly after the Gukurahundi massacres of ZAPU 

dissidents and civilians that took place in Matabeleland in 1983, the postcolonial erasure of the 

history of urban nationalist politics in Bulawayo in particular stemmed from the infamous split 

between ZAPU and ZANU in 1963, a rift that reflected what would later become a Shona-

dominated narrative of what Terence Ranger calls the “patriotic history” of the country.678  

The politics of marginalization and inclusion would continue even as members of the 

nationalist movement became more vulnerable to the state. Nationalist and patriotic 

historiography of the Zimbabwean nationalist movement, which academics like Terence Ranger 

himself helped create, tend to focus on the ethnic, political, and Cold War-related split between 

the two parties of ZANU and ZAPU. But a large part of the ideological division between the two 

parties was due to ZAPU’s ability to include ideas and people that went beyond the nativist 

politics of ZANU that would dominate postcolonial politics after the merger of the two parties 

into the Patriotic Front. ZAPU’s inclusion of Indians was often presented as a de facto statement, 

a natural extension of life in the city of Bulawayo to the centralization of resistance politics. 

Indians served as intermediaries not only between Indian businessmen and the nationalist 

movement, but between ordinary residents and the elite leadership of the nationalist movement, 

transgressing boundaries of class and race in quotidian strands of resistance that often escape the 

 
677 Hansa Patel, interview.  
678 Terence Ranger, “Nationalist Historiography, Patriotic History and the History of the Nation.” Gukurahundi 
refers to the massacres of Ndebele civilians and militants in 1983 by the Zimbabwean National Army after arms 
caches were found by state security forces in ZAPU outposts in Matabeleland, the culmination of clashes between 
ZIPRA troops and the Zimbabwean army in the aftermath of independence.  
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grander narratives of Afro-Asian solidarity within and between countries in the former colonial 

world. As in South Africa, Indian merchants and “coolies” had different relationships with 

Africans, the latter more able to relate in terms of class politics to the African laborers who were 

marginalized by merchant-dominated Indian politics.679 But Indians in Bulawayo, who primarily 

belonged to this “merchant” class, existed in between the lines of class solidarity and friction. 

The participation of Indians would continue even as the main cadre of leadership elites were 

incarcerated and separated by race within the detention camps set up as part of the white state’s 

security apparatus against growing dissidence, narratives of collaboration that would be erased 

by both the white state and by ZANU’s dominance after independence.  

“Where the Banished Ones Sleep”680 

In 1960, the Southern Rhodesian government passed the Law and Order (Maintenance) 

Act, which allowed the government wider powers to arrest people associated with anti-

government politics. The act, which was then maintained by the Rhodesian Front government 

into the post-UDI era, also allowed for greater powers of detention, and was the “foundation of 

Rhodesian security legislation.” Suspected persons could be searched and arrested without a 

warrant, public meetings could be banned, and provisions made for the physical restriction of 

political detainees.681 Under the act, people could be restricted “to particular areas of Southern 

Rhodesia for periods up to five years.”682 That year, the offices and homes of known members of 

the NDP were raided, including the main offices of the NDP in Salisbury in July of that year. 

Several arrests were made, leading to demonstrations in both Salisbury and Bulawayo.683 .684 

 
679 Burton, Africa in the Indian Imagination, 4.  
680 Translation of the Shona name “Gonakudzingwa” for the detention camp where ZAPU dissidents were 
imprisoned.  
681 “Amnesty International Briefing: Rhodesia/Zimbabwe, Issue: A Journal of Opinion 6.4 (1976): 34-37.  
682 Palley, The Constitutional History and Law of Southern Rhodesia 1888-1965, 590.  
683 Letter from Central Africa Department, London, to Salisbury, 29 July 1960, NAUK DO35/7600.  
684 Ibid.  
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London was surprised by the “disturbances” in “view of Southern Rhodesia’s record of internal 

tranquility for more than 60 years,” suggesting that the Southern Rhodesian government was 

acting of its own accord in suppressing the nationalist parties.685 At the same time, they were 

following tactics that had been used by the British government in other places on the continent, 

most notably in Kenya, in the raids that followed the declaration of Emergency in 1952. In 1963, 

Haribhai Naik’s home was raided, and he only narrowly avoided arrest thanks to a tip-off that 

allowed to him to remove incriminating documents from the house.686 Suman Mehta’s business 

was raided several times in the first few years of the 1960s.687 In 1962, the home and business of 

L. Govan, an Indian member of the party living in the town of Sinoia on the main road from 

Salisbury to Zambia, was raided soon after ZAPU was banned. Security forces in Southern 

Rhodesia believed that the building had been used as main headquarters for the party.688   

By 1963, raids by security forces had borne fruit in the form of physical arrests of those 

associated with the banned NDP, who were by now members of the newly formed party of 

ZAPU. These arrests would result in the detention of hundreds of political prisoners, many of 

whom were sent by train to the restriction camp of Gonakudzingwa. There were no trials after 

the arrests, which were not reported in the national press, suggesting that they were covered up 

by the state. Those who were famously detained at Gonakudzingwa included Josiah and Ruth 

Chinamano, Joshua Nkomo, and Leopold Takawira, amongst others. Less famously, other 

detainees of Gonakudzingwa in the years before UDI included Amratlal Naik, Suman Mehta, 

Ramanbhai Naik, Don Naik, and Gerald Raftopoulous. Ranjit Naik can still remember his 

 
685 Telegraph from Foreign Office, London, to certain of Her Majesty’s Representatives, 29 July 1969, NAUK 
DO35/7600.  
686 Hansa Patel, interview; Gunvantrai Naik, interview.   
687 Deepak Mehta, interview.  
688 Report by John Desmond Lennett, Detective Inspector in the Criminal Investigation Department, Sinoia, sworn 
before the Commissioner of Oaths for the District of Lomagundi on 22 October 1962, NAZ S3330/1/35/19/2/2/9.  
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brother’s arrest: one night in 1964 at about two in the morning, several police showed up to the 

family’s home in Gwanda and served a restriction order to Amratlal. He was first taken to a jail 

in Gwanda, then transferred to another jail in Bulawayo, before being transported to 

Gonakudzingwa, where he was detained with Ramanbhai Naik and Suman Mehta.689 When 

Ramanbhai was arrested, he was transferred immediately to the airstrip in the town of Gwelo, 

where there was a cargo plane waiting to transport him and 11 others who had been arrested – 

and were all chained together – to Gonakudzingwa.690  

Ian Smith’s declaration of UDI in 1965 was seen as a break from the British colonial 

vision and so-called civilizing mission that would eventually educate Africans to the degree that 

they could take over the country. But Gonakudzingwa as a detention space was an indication of 

the continuities that existed between British colonialism and independent white minority rule. 

The camp, which was set up before the Rhodesian Front came to power, was a detention camp 

designed to both detain and demoralize those who protested white rule in any form, a space that 

was allowed to exist because of laws that were created by white settlers but sanctioned by the 

British government, which had created similar camps on a larger scale for the detention of 

suspected Mau Mau insurgents in Kenya in the 1950s. Located just two kilometers from the 

border with Mozambique in Tribal Trust Lands, the camp was surrounded by nothing but 

wilderness for miles. Fences put up around the camp were flimsy; anyone who tried to escape 

would die of thirst and hunger long before they were able to reach any sort of human settlement 

– or encounter lions and elephants in the surrounding game reserve. The reserve extended over 

400 square miles along the Lourenco Marques railway line. When the camp was constructed, a 

few villages remained in the area, but the inhabitants were soon relocated.  

 
689 Ranjit Naik, interview.  
690 Biography of Ramanbhai Naik, 43.  
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By 1965, there were 604 political detainees in Southern Rhodesia, including 

Gonakudzingwa and two other camps.691 In May 1966, there were 320 Africans in detention at 

Gonakudzingwa.692 By the time the war ended, there were still about 50 detainees at the camp.693 

Reports by humanitarian groups such as Amnesty International revealed that colonial attitudes 

about racial segregation pervaded even the organization of the physical space of the camp. There 

was a “difference in the way the government treated political opponents, showing a preference to 

Asians.”694 While all the detainees could meet during the day, under the supervision of guards, 

they were kept apart at night. White prisoners were considered “Scale 1,” which gave them 

access to more resources. Indians and Coloureds were on “Scale 2,” while black Africans were 

classified as “Scale 3.”695 While detainees were all transported together, they were separated 

when they got to the camps according to their race. Detainees were organized into groups of 

seven, and were responsible for preparing food by themselves and cleaning their housing. They 

were also responsible for building their own barracks. African detainees were given sticks and 

mortar to construct crude forms of housing. The Asian and Coloured detainees, who shared 

Camp Number 5, were provided with tin houses that in the dry southern climate of that part of 

the country would become very hot, and very uncomfortable. The barracks were built from metal 

sheets and an iron framework, and despite two windows and a door, the heat inside was often 

unbearable because of the lack of ceilings and lining for heat insulation. Most occupants of the 

camp slept on thin, prison type mattresses placed directly on the concrete floors.696 White 

prisoners, on Scale 1, were given a bed, mattress, table, chair, and cutlery.697 

 
691 Palley, The Constitutional History and Law of Southern Rhodesia, 591.  
692 Biography of Ramanbhai Naik, 43.  
693 Jan Marsh, “Detainees in Rhodesia” 15 February 1980, NAZ MS 734/1/1.  
694 Deepak Mehta, interview.  
695 “Detainees in Rhodesia,” NAZ MS 734/1/1/. 
696 “Gonakudzingwa Restriction Camp Living Conditions,” NAZ MS 1194/23.  
697 “Detainees in Rhodesia,” NAZ MS 734/1/1/. 
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The differences between Indian and African prisoners were further articulated through 

the diet plans offered for Grade Two, or Asian and Coloured prisoners. Food became an issue of 

collaboration between the Indian and African prisoners, even as Indians advocated for a 

vegetarian diet based on upper caste restrictions by the Naiks and Mehta, who identified as part 

of the higher anavil caste that did not eat meat. Even then, Joshua Nkomo allegedly took on the 

task of supporting these dietary requirements, which meant that the Indian prisoners would get 

better quality supplies. “Nkomo made it his duty to see what my living conditions were like,” 

Ramanbhai Naik later recounted, “and told everyone that Naik is one of us, but he has his own 

way of life, and we must try and make it as comfortable as possible.”698 Nkomo eventually 

helped the men obtain their required diet with vegetarian substitutions for protein. After some 

negotiation, the Asian prisoners were given supplies for a vegetarian diet. According to a report 

by Amnesty International in 1966, the official daily food ration for Grade Two, or Asian and 

Coloured prisoners, was: 

10 oz rice 
8 oz wheaten flour or maize meal 
16 oz bread 
8 oz meat or 12 oz fresh fish 
4 0z beans or peas or dal 
6 oz fresh vegetables 
1 oz onions 
¼ oz chillies or peppers 
1 oz margarine 
1 oz ghee or dripping or ¼ oz groundnut oil 
2 oz cheese or syrup or jam 
¾ oz salt 
½ oz tea 
1.5 oz sugar 
¼ pint milk 
4 oz fruit in season 
1 oz curry powder699 

 
698 Report of statement made by Joshua Nkomo regarding his fellow prisoner in Gonakudzingwa, Ramanbhai Naik, 
in the early 1960s, quoted in biography of Ramanbhai Naik, 46.  
699 Report cited in biography of Ramanbhai Naik, 45-46.  
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In comparison, the prisoners on Scale 3 were denied sugar, bread, and milk. Outside food parcels 

were forbidden for these prisoners, and the only supplies allocated to them were a sleeping net, a 

mug, and the very bare essentials. Their daily food rations, which were sparse when compared to 

what was given to the Asian and Coloured prisoners, included: 

Meal – 20 oz700 
Rice – 7 oz 
Sugar – 2 oz 
Tea – ½ oz 
Powdered milk – 1 oz 
Salt – ¾ oz 
Fresh meat – 4 oz 
Fat – ½ oz 
Vegetables – 11 oz 

 
By keeping the detainees separated when it came to housing and supplies, the government aimed 

to prevent the interracial solidarity of the nationalist movement that had led to all of these men 

being detained and arrested at the same time, and which had meant that ZAPU leaders such as 

Nkomo supported Indian demands for a specific diet, articulating the ideas printed in earlier 

years by the African contributors to Lotus that interracial collaboration did not have to mean the 

erasure of the “ways of life” associated with the domestic and intimate space of Indian members. 

When requests made to improve the rations for African prisoners, which were based on colonial 

perceptions of a “tribal” and “timeless” diet and “way of life” were denied, the Indian men 

would often share their cooking with their African compatriots, with some in particular, such as 

Vote Moyo, expressing a liking for the “hot chillies” that they used – while others like John 

Mabhena could not handle the spice levels. To ensure discipline in the camps, the African 

prisoners even reportedly took on the teetotalling practices of their upper caste Indian 

 
700 Maize meal.  
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colleagues.701  

Anecdotes such as these were erased by the racial grading system in Gonakudzwinga, 

which was reminiscent of the Pipeline of the Mau Mau detention camps in Kenya. But while 

prisoners in those camps were “graded” as black, grey, and white according to their level of 

cooperation with prison authorities and their willingness to renounce the Mau Mau oath, 

prisoners in detention camps in Rhodesia were literally graded according to the color of their 

skin. While this was a policy that was clearly reflective of the racial hierarchies in place outside 

the barbed wire of the camp, this separation and ranking within the prison system was suggestive 

of the idea that whites could be more compliant with the state than Asians and Coloureds, who in 

turn could be seen as more cooperative than their black counterparts.702 But Indian and African 

prisoners alike were subject to the same restrictions that cut them off from the world outside the 

camp, a denial of access to their families that bonded them together in detention. Between May 

1965 and March 1966, no wives were allowed to visit the detention camp at all, while the return 

fare from Bulawayo was too costly for some women.703 The exception was Suman Mehta’s wife, 

Lilli Mehta, who was permitted to live with her husband in the camp on grounds of his poor 

health, while their son was placed into a boarding school for the duration.704  

While essentially cut off from their families and their lives outside the wire, 

Gonakudzingwa, along with other political camps and prisons in Rhodesia and South Africa, 

became spaces for political organization. Despite efforts by the Rhodesian authorities to 

physically isolate the detainees, as well as separate them according to race, they became “spaces 

 
701 Quote by Margaret Mabhena, widow of John Mabhena, in biography of Ramanbhai Naik, 49.  
702 Caroline Elkins, Imperial Reckoning: The Untold Story of Britain’s Gulag in Kenya, (New York: Henry Holt and 
Company, 2005), 152.  
703 Biography of Ramanbhai Naik, p. 51.  
704 Deepak Mehta, interview.  
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in which detainees actively negotiated their incarceration and challenged rules of detention” 

through “academic and political education, political debate,” and the development of “powerful 

critiques of colonial rule through writings that were smuggled out of detention.”705 Much has 

been written about Robben Island as a space for political organization for the ANC, where the 

alliances and hierarchies formed would be translated into the leadership roles given after 1994, 

with those who were not imprisoned being marginalized from this process.706 In a way, it was the 

political elites who were detained and who were able to negotiate for majority rule from prison, 

while more radical and revolutionary leaders fought the physical battle in the bush. But in 

Rhodesia, ZAPU and ZANU leaders were separated and imprisoned in different camps; ZAPU 

leaders primarily at Gonakudzingwa in the south, ZANU at Sikombela (located near the town of 

Que Que) and Wha Wha (located on the main Salisbury-Gwelo road and railway and near the 

town of Gwelo). The goal of the Rhodesian authorities was to prevent political alliances between 

the two parties.707 While the conditions of detention were similar at all three camps, it was the 

ZANU leaders who were incarcerated with Robert Mugabe at Wha Wha who would emerge as 

the victors in general elections held in 1979, and who would be given posts in the postcolonial 

cabinet.  

The prison camps thus became reflective of what the postcolonial future would look like, 

where the nonracial membership of ZAPU would translate to an erasure of not only the party’s 

central contribution to resistance, but to its non-African members who were imprisoned with 

 
705 Munyaradzi Bryn Munochiveyi, “The Political Lives of Rhodesian Detainees during Zimbabwe’s Liberation 
Struggle,” International Journal of African Historical Studies 46, no. 2 (2013), 284-286. Munochiveyi here cites 
Derek R. Peterson, "The Intellectual Lives of Mau Mau Detainees," Journal of African History 49 (2008): 73-91. 
706 See in particular Nelson Mandela’s recollection of his years on Robben Island in Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to 
Freedom: The Autobiography of Nelson Mandela (London: Abacus, 1994). See also Tom Lodge, Mandela: A 
Critical Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007) and Patti Waldmeir, Anatomy of a Miracle: The End of 
Apartheid and the Birth of the New South Africa (New York: WW Norton, 1997).  
707 Munochiveyi, “The Political Lives of Rhodesian Detainees during Zimbabwe’s Liberation Struggle,” 296.  
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them in Gonakudzingwa.708 ZAPU became associated with a primarily Ndebele base, with 

precolonial narratives of “invasion” translated into postcolonial modernity and the politicization 

of an ethnic identity.709 The Indian men who had once found comradeship with the people of 

Bulawayo became disillusioned with the idea of the nationalist movement as articulated after 

independence by the state. In 1974, the two parties had merged once more to form the Patriotic 

Front, but divisions between the different factions remained. In the postcolonial state, ZAPU’s 

leaders would be marginalized from mainstream politics. Nkomo was appointed to Mugabe’s 

cabinet, but in 1982 was accused of plotting a coup, leading to the events of Gukurahundi, which 

saw the mass executions of Ndebele dissidents in Matabeleland the next year. The memory of 

that violence would live on, through first-hand accounts of the violence down to the next 

generation’s “feeling of betrayal.”710 Haribhai Naik, once the treasurer of ZAPU, felt a “total 

disillusionment” in the country after Gukurahundi, according to his daughter, one from which he 

never recovered.  

The Afro-Asian collaborations of ZAPU were coopted by the postcolonial government 

into a narrative of “foreign” aid for the nationalist movement, rather than a local collaboration 

with groups who were not indigenous to the country, their imprisonment in Gonakudzwinga 

narrated as part of a singular nationalist movement rather than specifically as members of ZAPU. 

Indians who participated in the nationalist movement were celebrated regularly by government-

controlled media sources, but in the same breath that foreign investments from China and India 

were lauded, suggesting that Indian allies in the nationalist movement were foreign ones, rather 

 
708 ZAPU stood in stark contrast to ZANU, allowing nonracial membership including that of the few white men who 
were participants, including Guy Clutton-Brock and Reg Austin. Austin’s wife was also a member of the party. As 
Austin put it many years later, “I was a member of ZAPU, not just a supporter.” Reg Austin, interview.  
709 Jocelyn Alexander, JoAnn McGregor and Terence Ranger, Violence and Memory: One Hundred Years in the 
'Dark Forests' of Matabeleland' (Oxford: James Currey, 2000). 
710 Enocent Msindo, Ethnicity in Zimbabwe: Transformations in Kalanga and Ndebele Societies, 1860-1990 
(Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2012), 231. 
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than imagined as part of an indigenous guerrilla struggle against imperialism. In an article 

celebrating the role of nationalists such as Suman Mehta, the narrative of Indian contribution to 

the party and the movement was articulated within the larger context of the state’s “Look East” 

policy as it attempted to solicit investment from not only India, but from China as well, making 

note of its financial contribution to the nationalist movement: “above all, the cordial relations 

that Zimbabwe enjoys with the Asian community date back to the days of the liberation struggle 

and have been given a fresh impetus and a new meaning with Zimbabwe’s Look East policy.”711 

Haribhai and the other men of Indian origin who were once an integral part of the ZAPU 

leadership, were never recognized by the national government for their role in the struggle, and 

after their deaths, were not buried in Heroes’ Acre, whose sacred and political burial grounds are 

reserved for those who were designated heroes by the ZANU-PF regime according to a selective 

nationalist history and memorialization.712 But unlike state narratives which villainized ZAPU, 

Indians were not perceived as enemies of the state in the same way that those who were killed 

during Gukurahundi were, and so their erasure in narratives of national heroism suggest an even 

deeper marginalization of their legacies from the idea and one of the central conflicts of the 

nation. Bulawayo, as the center of Matabeleland, serves as the space in which this history and 

trauma of marginalization remains to this day, in separate ways, for Indian and African alike. 

Conclusion 

Lobengula Street as a space existed at the frontier between white and black Bulawayo, 

 
711 Sifelani Tsiko, “Look East policy rooted in liberation struggle,” The Herald, 18 April 2005, HSA POL0012-1.  
712 Ruramisai Charumbira, Imagining a Nation: History and Memory in Making Zimbabwe (Charlottesville: 
University of Virginia Press, 2015), conclusion. There were two exceptions. The first was the burial of Amratlal 
Naik, who remained involved in local politics in Gwanda and later became the town’s mayor. Upon his death in 
2014, he was buried in the regional heroes’ burial ground after his family petitioned the state to recognize his 
achievements. The second was Kantibhai Patel, a member of ZANU, who was buried along with white nationalist 
Guy Clutton-Brock in the national Heroes’ Acre. But the rhetoric surrounding the declaration of their status as 
national heroes emphasized their exception, and that men were lauded as rare examples of the participation of non-
black populations in the nationalist movement.  
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but also between the people who formed the elite leadership of the nationalist movement and the 

African working class living in the reserves, as well as between the wealth of Indian trading 

families and the nationalist cause. But this was primarily a story of the men who led that 

movement; the story of Haribhai Naik told through the eyes of his daughter was one in which she 

and the other female members of the family existed on the sidelines from the greater cause. 

Haribhai was not arrested, but the sacrifices he and those who were detained made on the part of 

their families left behind remnants of trauma. Haribhai was dedicated “to a fault” to the 

nationalist movement, in the eyes of his family. He neglected his family and the business. After 

the raids, the Vashee family, on whom M.V. Naik and Sons was still financially dependent, gave 

Haribhai an ultimatum. He had to either give up his involvement with politics, or he would lose 

the business, disrupting the key networks that had allowed Haribhai to serve as a crucial 

intermediary in financially supporting ZAPU. Eventually, he chose the latter. With a large 

extended family to take care of, he had no choice.713 Even as the domestic space which was used 

as the site for the hiding of activists, the stashing of secret documents, and underground meetings 

was breached in a violent way during an era of raids and arrests by the white state, the public 

sphere of resistance politics overshadows these smaller and yet as significant stories of daily life 

that were disrupted in a fundamental way by a war being fought in the shadows. But the lives of 

the women and children who were literally left behind when their husbands and fathers were 

arrested in Bulawayo, or whose narratives remained confined to the domestic realm of Indian 

politics and patriarchal conceptions of modernity in white society, would be brought to the center 

of attention with an event that took place in 1978, one that would crash between the private and 

public spheres of Indian life in Rhodesia in a life-changing way.  

 
713 Hansa Patel, interview.  
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EPILOGUE 

Air Rhodesia Flight 825 
 

On September 3, 1978, a scheduled passenger flight from Kariba took off for Salisbury 

just after five o’clock in the evening, Central African Time. The flight was on the second leg of 

its regular journey from Victoria Falls to Salisbury. Most of the passengers were residents of 

Salisbury who had been vacationing at the lake. About five minutes after the plane took off, a 

group of ZIPRA guerrillas fired a Soviet-made infrared homing missile at the plane. It critically 

damaged the Viscount aircraft, which was forced to make an emergency landing just outside the 

town of Karoi. Of the 52 passengers and crew, 38 died on impact. ZIPRA insurgents allegedly 

later approached the plane, and shot 10 survivors. Three others were hiding in the bush and 

managed to escape; another five had left to look for water. The passenger list released the 

following day revealed that eight of those who had died from the actual plane crash were of 

Indian origin, and members of the same family: Ramesh Gulabh, Shankatula Gulabh, Veena 

Gulabh (aged 8), Leena Gulabh (aged 4), Prababen Natu Lalloo, Neela Lalloo (aged 20), Ramola 

Lalloo (aged 11), and Mrs. D.A. Dulabh.714 The Lalloos lived in Salisbury; the Gulabhs lived in 

Bulawayo. Mrs. Gulabh and Mrs. Lalloo were sisters; the former had decided to take her sister 

and her children on holiday with them after the latter had been widowed a few months before.715  

News of the crash reverberated around the country. Initially, its causes remained a 

mystery. Later that day, however, Joshua Nkomo publicly claimed responsibility for the shooting 

in an interview with the BBC, claiming that the airplane was actually being used for military 

purposes. The shooting was classified by the Rhodesian state as an act of terrorism. The crash, 

along with its repercussions, would bring together the two previously separate spheres occupied 

 
714 “Passengers Aboard Flight 825,” The Herald, 4 September 1978, LoC microfilm collection no. 646.  
715 “Family of eight wiped out,” The Herald, 5 September 1978, LoC microfilm collection no. 646.  
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by residents of Indian origin in Rhodesia; that of the families who remained politically isolated 

and safe from the war raging throughout the country; and that of those who were publicly allied 

with the nationalist movement, and with ZAPU in particular. While the Hindu community of 

both Salisbury and Bulawayo came together to mourn the loss of the family, the conservative 

majority of the population, mainly based in Salisbury, would remember the plane crash as an 

example of the perceived threat to their security in a future ruled by an African majority, and the 

family would become a symbol of the loss of the idea of Rhodesia articulated by the collective 

nostalgia of white “Rhodies” for the past. The former members of ZAPU from the community 

were in turn excluded for a time from participation in this memorialization of the lives that were 

lost; their membership in the movement which had brought down the plane suggesting that they 

were to a degree responsible for the instability and insecurity felt in the aftermath of the crash.  

While the crash shocked the country, the shooting of the survivors caused even more 

reactions of horror, a response which ignored the century of violence inflicted on those who were 

represented by the nationalist movement by the colonial project. The story continued to dominate 

the headlines of newspapers that entire month, and well into 1979 as the mystery surrounding the 

shootings after the crash continued. According to eyewitness reports of the three survivors who 

hid in the bush when insurgents approached the scene of the crash, “ten ‘shocked and numbed’ 

survivors…were ordered to their feet by terrorists…and shot dead at point blank range.” 

According to these reports, the “terrorists…opened fire with communist-made Kalashnikov 

assault rifles and 10 of the passengers…died in a hail of fire.”716 Those in hiding stayed in the 

bushes for two hours; “then the terrorists came back. They raided the aircraft wreckage, looting 

suitcases that were strewn around.” One survivor, a Mr. Hansen, was “sure he heard a terrorist’s 

 
716 “Terrorists kill 10 survivors,” The Herald, 5 September 1978, LoC microfilm collection no. 646.  
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bayonet as he drove it several times into the body of a seriously injured survivor who was killed 

in the first sustained burst of automatic gunfire.”717  

The language used by the Rhodesian press and the white survivors to describe the attack 

was reminiscent of general discourse in white society about the nature of the “bush war” and of 

the guerrillas, acts of “terrorism” that threatened the stability of the way of life that was critical 

to their identity as a minority in charge. “For days on end,” wrote Peter Godwin and Ian Hancock 

of the event, “White Rhodesia was overwhelmed by shock, grief, and anger,” reactions that were 

exacerbated by another ZIPRA attack on Umtali’s residential suburbs only days later. “There 

were also the customary tales of distraught relatives waiting for news, of people who joined the 

flight unexpectedly, and of others who had a miraculous change of plans.”718 The deaths of the 

white and Indian passengers received more coverage in the news than did any killings of African 

civilians during the entire course of the bush war. White Rhodesians mourned the passengers at 

mass church services across the country. Nkomo was condemned as the “terrorist leader” of the 

attack. The Minister of Transport and Power, Bill Irvine, expressed his “utter disgust at the vile 

action of the Patriotic Front in shooting down an unarmed aircraft carrying civilian passengers, 

many of them women and children. The subsequent slaughter by the Patriotic Front killers of the 

injured and dazed survivors, who included defenceless women and children, was an action more 

barbaric than anything that can be read in the annals of Ghengis Khan."719 In government 

meetings after the event, the “killers” were demonized as “vermin,” “sub-humans,” 

“Neanderthals,” and “animals.”720 Rumors that one of the survivors had been raped before being 

 
717 “Three describe a night of terror,” The Herald, 5 September 1978, LoC microfilm collection no. 646.  
718 Godwin and Hancock, ‘Rhodesians Never Die,’ 228-229. 
719 “Missile was the cause of crash,” The Herald, 8 September 1978, The Hunyani Disaster, Compilation of 
Newspaper Reports, http://www.rhodesia.nl/viscount.htm (accessed 6 April 2020).  
720 Godwin and Hancock, ‘Rhodesians Never Die,’ 229. 
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bayoneted were later refuted by pathology reports, but the narratives surrounding what had 

happened to the survivors were characterized by similar tinges of racialized immorality.721 Ian 

Smith took advantage of the crash to delay negotiations towards majority rule, arguing that such 

an act of terrorism necessitated closing the door to the nationalist leaders in exile, condemning 

them for their inability to denounce “terrorism.” He was supported by the white farmers of 

Rhodesia, who felt they were particularly at risk from guerrilla attacks in the rural areas.722 

Several parts of the country were placed under martial law, and in response to the plane 

crash, ZIPRA’s bases in Zambia were attacked by Rhodesian forces in October 1978, in an 

attack known as Operation Gatling. While the Rhodesian government claimed that it had killed 

over 1,500 ZIPRA personnel, historians later uncovered that many of those killed were actually 

unarmed civilian refugees living at the ZIPRA camp.723 In a move characteristic of the nervous 

and fragile white state, minor attacks which threatened the security of white citizens were met 

with retribution on a much larger scale. The leader of the mission, known colloquially as the 

“Green Leader,” was celebrated and praised by “White Rhodesia” in the aftermath of the 

bombings. A sanitized tape recording of this particular squadron leader’s reaction during the 

bombings was released to the public, but the uncensored version of the recording revealed the 

true nature of the operation, in the words of white Rhodesia’s hero: 

Beautiful! Jesus Christ, you want to see all those fuckers…The fucking bombs were 
beautiful…Fucking beautiful…Roger, let me just get onto the fucking tower and give 
them our bloody message. Where’s this fucking piece of shit?...Fucking hundreds of the 
cunts. Fucking magnificent. Jesus, those fucking Kaffirs everywhere…Yah, they’ve got 
the K-cars in there. They’ll have a beautiful time. They’re like fucking ants running 
around there…Just check that tape recorder…OK, let me try and get this spiel 

 
721 “Viscount survivors ‘were not raped,’” The Herald, 20 September 1978, LoC microfilm collection no. 646.  
722 Ronald Golden, “Only one road to take after air disaster – Smith,” The Herald, 16 September 1978, LoC 
microfilm collection no. 646. 
723 See Sibanda, The Zimbabwe Africa People’s Union and Paul Moorcraft and Peter McLaughlin, The Rhodesian 
War: A Military History (Barnsley, U.K.: Pen and Sword Books, 2008).  
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off…Lusaka Tower, this is Green Leader.”724  
 
In February 1979, another passenger Viscount plane was shot down by ZIPRA forces, 

and all 59 people on board were killed in the crash. In one of his last speeches as Prime Minister, 

Smith condemned the British government for their traitorous abandonment of the Rhodesian 

cause by exerting pressure on the government to transition to majority rule.725 A few months 

later, the country’s Internal Settlement was negotiated by Britain and the United States, leading 

to the election of Bishop Abel Muzorewa, a former member of ZAPU and now head of the 

separate party of the United African National Council, to power, and who supported the 

Rhodesian plan for separate electoral seats by race, ensuring the continued influence of the white 

state. But the settlement did not include the heads of ZANU and ZAPU, both of whom 

commanded the guerrillas taking part in the war. After failing to gain international recognition, 

fresh elections were negotiated at the Lancaster House talks in the United Kingdom in 1979 

attended by delegates not only from Rhodesia, but from South Africa, the United States, and the 

Organization of African Unity; by 1980, ZANU-PF, under the leadership of Robert Mugabe, had 

been elected to the government. Rhodesia was now known as Zimbabwe.  

In postcolonial Zimbabwe, it was the retributory Rhodesian strikes against the nationalist 

guerrilla camps, resulting in the deaths of innocent civilians, rather than the crash of the 

Viscount, that were memorialized, part of the new government’s project of national construction 

that propagated a united black struggle against white rule. While Nkomo took credit for the 

downing of the plane, he denied responsibility for the shooting of the survivors: “We brought 

that plane down, but it is not true that we killed any survivors,” he told the press. He argued that 

ZIPRA was “not interested in killing civilians, but when people start using civilian aircraft how 

 
724 Godwin and Hancock, ‘Rhodesians Never Die,’ 234.  
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do you know when the plane is up there?” He further added that “that there had been a massive 

outcry in the West because white civilians had been killed,” when 30 black Africans were killed 

a day in Rhodesia. “So the life of a black person is different from a white person? Any European 

child is supposed to be worth a million blacks.”726 He pointed the blame for the subsequent 

shootings at the Selous Scouts security forces, and therefore at the Rhodesian government, who 

had been accused of killing and torturing civilians in the rural areas while pretending to be 

members of the guerrilla forces of the nationalist movement.727 ZIPRA’s shooting of civilian 

planes was justified as a legitimate act of war, in which civilian deaths were an unfortunate but 

inevitable consequence of the Rhodesian government’s refusal to allow a transition to free and 

fair majority rule. In 1998, a monument to those who died during Operation Gatling was erected 

in Zambia, dedicated by both the Zimbabwean and Zambian governments. 

The contentious nature of the events of 1978 and 1979 was thus reflected in the different 

ways it was memorialized by black and white. Even after independence, white Rhodesians 

included the crash as part of their “imperial nostalgia” which valued “white” lives over 

“black.”728 The crash was articulated as part of the threat that the nationalist movement, or the 

“terrorists” had posed to their security and to their lives, and therefore to their sense of insecurity 

in postcolonial Zimbabwe. In 2012, the Viscount Memorial was built on the same grounds as the 

Voortrekker Monument in Pretoria. The funds for the monument were raised by a group called 

the Rhodesian Services. The names of the dead passengers and crew were engraved on two 

granite slabs that were topped by a symbol of an aircraft, while the Rhodesian flag was set on a 
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pole in the ground besides the monument.729 The memorial became one not only to the lives lost 

in the crash, but to the idea of Rhodesia as a whole, which for white Rhodesians had been lost 

with the election of Robert Mugabe.  

The response of the Indian community in Salisbury in particular took on a similar tone of 

memorialization, but without an explicit nostalgia for Rhodesia and life under white rule, 

reiterating the ambivalence most Indian families felt towards a war they claimed was not theirs 

to fight. The narrative of the events that led to the family being on the plane was a familiar trope 

that was replayed in the news for weeks and months after the crash: if not for an unlucky 

coincidence, the family would not have been in Kariba, and on that particular flight back to 

Salisbury, at all. Winter was just coming to an end, and Bulawayo, located further south in the 

country, was still “chilly.” Ramesh Gulabh had thought he would take the family to Kariba for a 

week. When he first inquired with the travel agent, he was told the flight was fully booked. The 

travel agent’s office in Salisbury kept following up with the airline for him. A few days later, 

some seats opened up, and Ramesh was able to book eight for the entire family. They were all 

excited to go to the lake, a frequent holiday spot for white and Asian Rhodesians after the 

artificial dam’s construction in 1959. They spent a weekend at the lake, and on the Monday, got 

to the airport at four o’clock, in good time to catch the flight back to Salisbury at five.730 They 

would never make it back. Hundreds of people gathered at Mrs. Prabhaben Lalloo’s home in 

Milton Park in Salisbury for the joint funeral of the eight family members. “The house was a 

scene of overwhelming grief as the six coffins, two of them small and white, were laid on the 

lawn. Two wreaths lay on Mrs. Lalloo’s coffin, representing her two daughters, Neela and 

 
729 Contact! Contact!, monthly publication of the Rhodesian Services Association Incorporated, 
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Ramola, whose bodies were not identified.” A bus load of about 50 people came from Bulawayo 

and its outlying districts for the funeral, along with relatives from across the world, gathering at 

one of the family’s homes in Salisbury. “The whole area was full of coffins, people were 

screaming and crying.”731 After the funeral, the coffins were taken to Warren Hills crematorium 

for the final cremation rites.  

Public statements by the family were guarded, questioning the violence that had led to the 

crash but without making an explicit statement of support or condemnation for either side in the 

war. Chagan Lalloo, who spoke to the press on behalf of the family after the funeral, questioned 

the security and safety of residents of the country, but also called for peace, fearing an escalation 

in violence if retaliation for the crash was attempted, which would lead to “more needless 

deaths.” “Security, peace and a smooth transition of power which can be enjoyed by all the 

inhabitants of this country, is what we now pray for,” he told the press.732 But when Suman 

Mehta, a known member of ZAPU, attempted to attend the funeral, he was turned away by the 

grieving family. According to Mehta’s son, the whole community “turned against him” in the 

aftermath of the plane crash, and despite being good friends with the Lalloo family, “he was 

lambasted and called a killer.” 733 The next day, Mehta was arrested and detained briefly at 

Chikurubi Prison in Salisbury for “being an active member of Zapu following the shooting down 

of two Rhodesian civilian planes by Zipra forces.”734  

The condemnation of Mehta as a “killer” was reflective of the attitude of many members 

of the Indian community towards those who were involved in the nationalist movement. Mehta 

was from a Salisbury family, but until 1966 had spent time in Gonakudzingwa with his ZAPU 
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comrades who all hailed from Bulawayo and Gwanda. They were seen as rebels who were 

fighting a cause that was not theirs to fight, and one that endangered the safety of their families 

and their neighbors, a fear that dated back to the withdrawal of Indian support for the Lotus 

magazine, whose public statements of support for ZAPU threatened the security of the 

community, or to the family conflicts that arose when the finances of the businesses run by 

members of ZAPU were compromised. Indians had found some sense of security in white 

Rhodesia, even as they continued to battle discrimination in their daily lives and sent their sons 

to the frontlines. As a result, many families in Salisbury, removed from the day-to-day politics of 

ZAPU and life in Bulawayo which transgressed the divides of colonial racial segregation, could 

not envision a future for themselves in a new nation. As black majority rule became an 

increasing reality, there were many Indians in Rhodesia who feared their status in a postcolonial 

world, with the specter of 1972 in Uganda still looming from the recent past. Black majority rule 

was associated with another form of racialized rule for many Indians in Rhodesia, who had never 

lived in a world in which racial hierarchies did not predicate access to the rights of full 

citizenship. In an interview in 1970, Mehta believed that there was still “quite a proportion of 

people who think they are safer under white rule, and that everything is fine as long as a white 

government is in power…they accept eventual majority rule as inevitable, but they are 

frightened.”735 It is possible that many Indians did not vote for Mugabe, and for ZANU or 

ZAPU. In South Africa, where Indian political participation was divided between those who 

sought collaboration with the white ruling class and those who allied with the broader politics of 

the African National Congress, significant numbers of Indians voted for the National Party, 
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rather than the ANC, in the elections that took place in April 1994.736 While it was impossible to 

isolate the exact numbers of Indian voters from South African election data, the authors of one 

study made use of polls conducted by national newspapers before the election and data from 

predominantly Indian neighborhoods to conclude that the National Party gained significant 

support from working class Indians.737 While these class divides did not exist in Rhodesia as 

distinctly as they did within the Indian populations of South Africa, similar voting patterns could 

be expected from many Indians in Rhodesia, especially in Salisbury, where support for the 

Patriotic Front was limited. 

Retroactively, in a postcolonial reality, the tragedy was remembered differently. One of 

the members of the Lalloo family, Amratlal, did not mention what was said to Suman Mehta 

when interviewed in 2018. In 1978, just after the event, Amratlal had described the event “as a 

holocaust to us as a family as and as a community.” He emphasized the history and the role that 

the family had played in Rhodesian society, saying that “as a family, we have been involved in 

national as well as community affairs in both business and social spheres. We are one of the 

oldest families in the community with our roots in Rhodesia going back to the early 1900s.” In 

1978, this was “the biggest tragedy the community has suffered,” in his words.738 But by 2018, 

when Mehta had passed away almost two decades before, Lalloo, as well as the rest of the Indian 

community, revered him outwardly as a hero of the nationalist movement and therefore of the 

country as well as the community. Lalloo’s response to the tragedy in 2018, exactly forty years 

later, was that it was “accepted in times of war that these sorts of tragedies do occur,” recalling 
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Mehta as a dear friend.739 At the same time, the family had held a memorial that same year for 

the eight members who had been lost in 1978, holding a havan, or a ritual involving fire into 

which offerings are poured and burnt, at the Aumkar temple on September 16, 2018, described as 

a commemoration of the “Viscount air disaster.”740 The family, and the Hindu community in 

Salisbury at large, memorialized the deaths of the civilian passengers who had been lost in 

isolation to the context of the war in which they had lost their lives, in contrast to the nationalist 

memorialization of the thousands of deaths of Africans that had occurred in retribution.  

The events of 1978 and 1979, which took place as the Rhodesian government and army 

made its final, desperate attempts to violently hold back the guerrillas in the “bush” and hold on 

to control of the country’s administration in Salisbury, held different meanings for all involved. 

While it is clear who shot down the plane, and why, the mystery surrounding the shooting of the 

survivors remains. Was it ZIPRA guerrillas who came back to take care of those who had 

survived the crash? Or was it the Selous Scouts, notorious for their acts of barbarity done in the 

name of the state, posing as members of the nationalist movement in order to further demean the 

political goals of the guerrillas? For the Rhodesian government and the white settler population 

who lost some of their own citizens, family members, and neighbors to yet another “terrorist 

attack,” the shooting down of the plane was one in a series of such events that demonstrated that 

they would not, and could not, hand the country over to the “barbarians” responsible for the 

deaths of innocent white Rhodesians. Today, the event is remembered as one that signaled 

disaster and impending doom for the glory days of white Rhodesia, which is still nostalgically 

commemorated by those who refuse to call themselves Zimbabweans and instead, mostly from 

the diaspora, reminisce about the “good old days” through digital newsletters and Facebook 
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community groups. Black Zimbabweans instead remember the hundreds of civilians who were 

killed in retribution for the plane crash, and the thousands more who were killed during the bush 

war – while the memory of what was done by the postcolonial state to the former ZIPRA 

guerrillas during Gukurahundi is not a part of ZANU-PF’s nationalist tale of glory of taking the 

land back from the white colonial government.  

Even with the attainment of majority rule, and the principle of “one man one vote,” race 

remained the most salient category for ideas of belonging and heritage in a postcolonial world on 

the eve of independence. But for Indians, an in-between population in Rhodesia in many 

interpretations of the term, their racial identity as a minority was used to claim belonging both 

with white Rhodesia and with black Zimbabwe, by different groups at different times. For the 

Hindu community, the deaths of eight members of a single family were a blow to all who knew 

them in both Salisbury and Bulawayo. But the vilification of Mehta for his involvement with the 

same movement that was responsible for the shooting down of the place revealed the divisions 

that existed between those who chose the safety of participation and inclusion in Rhodesian 

society, symbolized by the growing economic wealth and the resulting security net of families in 

Salisbury, in comparison to those families, mainly located in Bulawayo and the surrounding area, 

who had sacrificed both their finances and their freedom for the cause of black majority rule. 

While these men and their families, including Mehta, are now recalled as heroes in postcolonial 

Zimbabwe by the Indian community, the lives of the eight who lost their lives because of the war 

between black and white are still quietly remembered. 
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CONCLUSION 

I was born and grew up in Zimbabwe as one of the “born free” generation, raised by 

parents and a society who divided history into the period before independence and the years after 

1980, when the country finally transitioned to black majority rule. I was part of the generation 

who had not been alive when the land was called Rhodesia. But the legacies of racialized rule 

stayed with us, permeating civic society in a way unique to Southern Africa, where white 

minority rule had survived the winds of change sweeping the rest of the continent. Taking back 

the land had been key to dominant resistance narratives, and by the early 2000s, the Zimbabwean 

state began a process known as fast-track land reform, which aimed to redistribute land from 

white farmers, who dominated the agricultural sector, to black smallholders. That process has 

been detailed in depth by other scholars.741 Beyond the political and economic ramifications of 

the process, land reform revealed the inherent racialism that existed in Zimbabwean society at all 

levels, where race, because of the nature of the colonial project in Rhodesia, became inherent to 

the anticolonial politics of Zimbabwe.  

But as this dissertation has demonstrated, race has its limitations as a category of identity, 

even as it is simultaneously critical to understanding Zimbabwe’s history. Race and its associated 

hierarchical ordering of society was foundational to the Rhodesian project, with institutions of 

 
741 Some scholars who have contributed to the discussion and debate over the results of land reform are W. 
Chambati, “Restructuring of Agrarian Labour Relations after Fast Track Land Reform in Zimbabwe,” Journal of 
Peasant Studies 38l, no. 5 (2011): 1047-1068; G. Magaramombe, “‘Displaced in Place’: Agrarian Displacements, 
Replacements and Resettlement among Farm Workers in Mazowe District,” Journal of Southern African Studies 36, 
no. 2 (2010): 361-375; N. Marongwe, “Farm Occupations and Occupiers in the New Politics of Land in Zimbabwe,” 
in Zimbabwe’s Unfinished Business: Rethinking Land, State and Nation in the Context of Crisis, eds. A. Hammar, B. 
Raftopoulos, and S. Jensen, (Harare: Weaver Press, 2003), 155-190;  P. Matondi, Zimbabwe’s Fast Track Land 
Reform (London: Zed Books, 2012); B.A. Rutherford, “Commercial Farm Workers and the Politics of 
(Dis)placement in Zimbabwe: Colonialism, Liberation and Democracy,” Journal of Agrarian Change 1, no. 4 
(2001): 626-651; amongst others. Many of these scholars have focused on the A1 farms which reserved the most 
productive and fertile sections of land for members of the political elite, rather than distributed through the A2 
scheme to the war veterans and small-scale farm workers for whom it had been promised. 
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white privilege managed by ascribing notions of ranked categories of “civilization” and “ways of 

life” as a justification for the oppression of the black majority. But these boundaries were 

transgressed every day, in both small and intimate moments as well as more visible and public 

contestations to a societal order predicated on these hierarchies. People’s lives on the ground 

were defined by so many other aspects of their experiences both within and beyond Rhodesia.  

Even after 1980, land reform and attempts at dismantling these hierarchies became less about 

white versus black than it was about class dynamics of redistribution of access to agricultural 

wealth from one elite group to another. Class, religion, ethnicity, language, and political 

affiliation are all as equally important and salient categories of identity in colonial and 

postcolonial Zimbabwe. And yet, the language of race often masks the ways in which the daily 

lives of ordinary Zimbabweans transgress the boundaries of colonial racial hierarchies whose 

legacies were carried over into independent Zimbabwe.  

Indians, as an “in-between” population, highlight the ways in racial hierarchies were 

dismantled by the lived experiences of people on the ground. At the same time, Indians propped 

up these hierarchies by maintaining modes of identity based on their experience as colonized 

subjects in another part of the British Empire, claims that the Coloured population, with localized 

roots in the region, could not.742 Indians, like Coloureds, claimed affinity with both black and 

white at different times, and in different spaces, and in different ways. In so doing, they shattered 

the “cultural bar” of white Rhodesian society which claimed to allow upward mobility in 

categories that linked class and race by making claims to categories of identity that went beyond 

 
742 Indians and Coloureds, as “in-between” populations, did share what James Muzondidya has articulated as the 
negotiation of identity and politics “within the realm of day-to-day politics,” with identity formation “resulting from 
a combination of both structure and agency” that considers the construction of segregation by non-state actors. 
James Muzondidya, Walking a Tightrope: Towards a Social History of the Coloured Community of Zimbabwe 
(Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2005), 12-13.  
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a simple association of a higher standard of living and “way of life” with a colonial racial 

hierarchy. But Indians in particular did so in unexpected ways, not only by claiming membership 

in an imperial commonwealth, but also by using their experiences as colonized subjects in 

another space to both inform and contest colonial institutions and structures.  

The experience of Indians in Zimbabwe thus also highlights the limitations of the 

boundaries of singular spaces in studies of colonialism. At the same time, the lens of a 

transnational diasporic identity is not enough, either, through its isolation of a singular 

community abroad which suggests that Indians were transplanted rather than translated into 

localized African colonial settings. The story of Indians in Rhodesia and Zimbabwe is one not 

only of a diasporic peoples, but that of migrants and settlers who founded new family lines in 

specifically African contexts in a way that even the original white Rhodesian settlers could not 

claim. This localized contextualization of a diasporic frame of identity has larger implications for 

the study of empire and its fall, suggesting that the colonial project was both constructed and 

deconstructed across and within imperial spaces by the experiences of those whose lives could 

not be confined to the borders of single nation-states.  

By centering the experience of a population that were both colonizers and colonized, with 

transnational origins which depended on imperial structures to enable their migration, Rhodesia’s 

history can be seen as both typical and atypical within larger structures of colonialism. Founded 

on similar administrative principles as South Africa, Rhodesia’s status as a white settler colony 

meant that “postcolonialism” as a status became more complicated, with minority rule 

continuing the imperial project at the same time as it was entrenched in specifically racialized 

structures independent from the metropole which persevered well into the end of the twentieth 

century, with Rhodesia subsumed under narratives of South African exceptionalism as a 
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specifically southern African settler colony.743 Unlike South Africa, however, Rhodesia 

remained a crown colony until 1965, the same status as the other notable settler colony of Kenya 

in British Africa. India’s role in the British Empire meant that even as Indian communities across 

these three spaces made imperial claims of rights of citizenship, it was Rhodesia – and 

Rhodesian urbanity in particular – that provided a space for Indians to transgress the physical 

and intangible boundaries of race and identity in ways that both upheld and disrupted the 

implementation of the racial hierarchies that were foundational to white minority rule because of 

the ambiguities in the legislative foundation of a territory founded on specifically racialized 

principles. Unlike South Africa and East Africa, however, the numbers of Indians in Rhodesia 

never made up more than two per cent of the total population. Indian stories have thus largely 

been subsumed into broader narratives of Rhodesian politics between black and white, even as 

those two categories have been disaggregated and complicated in nuanced ways in recent 

decades.  

By separating Indians as a significant and impactful “in-between” group, and then using 

the hyperlocal stories of individuals to in turn problematize the homogeneity ascribed to them by 

both colonial and diasporic narratives, Rhodesia’s uniqueness on the continent and in the larger 

colonial world as a settler colony whose demise was written into its inception is elucidated. As a 

colony-not-a-colony whose policies on race were ambiguous and contestable, the experiences of 

Indians in Rhodesia demonstrate the fragility of the racial hierarchies on which it was founded. 

By positioning Indians in between black and white, the colonial state provided a framework for 

 
743 Liberal historians saw the apartheid regime’s history as a distinct and unique one in the continent’s historical 
trajectory, rather than as an extension of segregation and a regional migrant labor system. See Merle Lipton, 
Liberals, Marxists and Nationalists: Competing Interpretations of South African History (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2007). Mahmood Mamdani in particular questioned the notion of South African exceptionalism, arguing 
that South Africa “has been an African country with specific differences.” Mamdani, Citizen and Subject, 27.  
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Indians to both challenge white racial privilege through claims of belonging as well as find 

affinity with those who saw a future for Zimbabwe. The Rhodesian project died when it became 

clear that the preservation of the privileges of a white minority were being compromised 

ideologically by Indian encroachment into white spaces, and physically by Indian participation in 

the African nationalist movement.  

Indian transgression of these boundaries of belonging reiterates the need to move beyond 

the racialized categories that still dominate Zimbabwean politics and debates in civic society that 

still consider Indians inherently foreign, even as Indians themselves continue their historic 

resistance to full “Africanization” of their lives outside the domesticity of their intimate lives. I 

was born at the Ambuya Nehanda hospital in Harare to parents who had been born in Salisbury 

and Bulawayo, and a grandfather who was born in Bulawayo. I am still asked on a regular basis, 

both in Zimbabwe and out, which part of India I come from. An “Indian” identity continues to be 

associated with the nation long after the Indian nation itself fractured and then disassociated 

itself from its diaspora. Is there a space for an Indian cultural identity to be fully delinked from a 

national one? This dissertation has argued that racial categories are not the sole or even dominant 

form of identity politics on the ground in the everyday experience. Without the label of “Indian,” 

or “Asian,” what are the other names which Indians could take on or be given as a community or 

a population that would allow them to both be and be declared Zimbabwean while retaining a 

specifically diasporic cultural identity? 

That answer, perhaps, lies in the stories of the individuals whose lives have shaped each 

chapter of this particular narrative. In many ways, it is difficult to collectivize their experiences, 

even as they are linked through common experiences and origins but simultaneously marked by 

divergent trajectories and legacies. The stories of their lives are essentially, however, the story of 
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Rhodesia’s transition to Zimbabwe, and this dissertation has ultimately been a story of an Indian 

identity forming part of a larger and longer transition to becoming Zimbabwean, both willingly 

and reluctantly, both consciously and subconsciously.  

Their stories began with that of the arrival of Bhimjee Naik, the original “pioneer” 

recalled as the founding member of an Indian community in Southern Rhodesia, the leader who 

fought for the rights of Indians as imperial citizens of a colonial collective. But in 1912, 

Bhimjee, known as the “first Indian trader” in the territory, ironically returned to India. He never 

came back to Africa, dying in Surat in Gujarat in 1942 at the age of 63.744 His three sons, and 

now their sons, manage their businesses located throughout southern Africa from afar. But his 

life and his legacy in Rhodesia were enabled by the structures of imperial mobility which meant 

that Rhodesia became a land not only of British settlers who would construct a hegemonic 

narrative based on their “way of life,” but of migrants who would claim the same rights based on 

a separate “way of life” rooted in colonial origins. But his return to an Indian homeland 

emphasized that Indians were settlers from another land as were the first white pioneers, and 

their evocation of Bhimjee as the first in a line of migrants emphasized their foreign origins 

which would remain a definitive part of their identity generations after.  

At the same time, these dominant pioneer narratives of a majority Hindu population in 

Southern Rhodesia are complemented and contested by that of Muslim families, such as the 

Adam family, whose lives have become very much ingrained in a Zimbabwean landscape and 

history. Ismail Adam’s son, Ali, became a lawyer for black nationalists in the 1960s, the second 

non-white person admitted to the bar after Herbert Chitepo.745 His sister, Zulekha, married 

 
744 “Death of Rao Bahadur Bhimjee R. Naik: First Indian Trader in Colony, The Rhodesia Herald, 4 June 1942, LoC 
microfilm no. 646.  
745 Justice Mahomed Ali Adam, interview.  
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Ahmed Ebrahim, a public prosecutor in the Rhodesian attorney general’s office.746 Both became 

judges of the high court in independent Zimbabwe; their lives compromising the buffer 

positionality to which their family and their community had been confined by the colonial state. 

They both upheld and challenged the colonial state; their presence outside the categories in 

which they were classified compromising the hierarchies on which Rhodesia was founded but 

also the ways in which its legacy would extend through into Zimbabwe.  

And so unlike Bhimjee Naik and his descendants, there were families who stayed and 

made their lives in Rhodesia and then in Zimbabwe. But Taraben Naik’s grandchildren have now 

all left the country, creating “twice migrant” communities of Indian-Zimbabweans who are now 

scattered across the globe. The debates over the education of children that dominated her own 

life as a wife and a mother have now become about enabling them to leave the country as a result 

of a series of postcolonial economic crises in the aftermath of land reform while still conforming 

to patriarchal ideas of caste and religion and endogamy in their expectations for the expansion of 

their families outside Zimbabwe. The lives of her grandchildren complicate the concept of a 

“homeland” and the intertwining legacies of an Indian and an African heritage for the “double 

diasporas” sent out into the world; the history of Taraben’s family from India to Zimbabwe to 

beyond reflecting the history of a “brain drain” of a younger generation from a country still 

battling the demons of its racialized past.  

Some of those who were sent out of the country for their education did return, however. 

Suman Mehta was one of the few of his generation who were educated abroad in England. He 

came back to Salisbury, however, in 1951, to take over the family business, never realizing his 

dream of becoming a doctor.747 Suman Mehta was not a lawyer, but initiated a court case which 

 
746 Justice Ahamed Ebrahim, interview.  
747 Deepak Mehta, interview.  
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would become seminal in future legal challenges to segregation. His son, in turn, became a 

lawyer in postcolonial Zimbabwe. Suman Mehta was appointed high commissioner representing 

Zimbabwe in Canada in the 1980s, but was not accorded the honor of being buried in the 

National Heroes’ Acre when he died in 1989, as his contemporaries from the nationalist 

movement had been. While he is often brought up in narratives of “Asian” involvement in the 

resistance struggle, his role in the swimming pool case is left to legal historians and experts to 

consider, with the conflicts and contestations over segregation in urban spaces not considered as 

important as direct participation in the guerrilla war to reclaim the land in the dominant patriotic 

histories constructed by the state. 

All of these narrative threads come together in the story of one family. The two men 

whose lives are at the center of the final two chapters, who shared the same first name and were 

born in the same year, led extraordinarily different lives and left behind diverging legacies. 

Haribhai Patel and Haribhai Naik’s lives complicated the divide between rural and urban in 

nationalist histories, with their lives both ingrained in Salisbury and Bulawayo respectively, but 

whose children’s experiences would reflect a more complicated history of collaboration with and 

resistance to white rule. Haribhai Patel’s son, Bharat, benefited from his father’s financial 

success in Salisbury, and was able to avoid conscription into the Rhodesian army by leaving for 

law school in London. He returned in 1982, and after serving as one of the architects of the land 

reform program as the country’s deputy attorney general, is now a judge of the Supreme and 

Constitutional Court in Zimbabwe. He fulfilled his father’s dream for his son to become a judge, 

a sign of upward class mobility in colonial society – but also a position he would use to attempt 

to correct the imperial legacies which had led to his success but oppressed the majority of the 
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country’s peoples.748 Haribhai Naik’s daughter, Hansa, on the other hand, whose family 

struggled financially because of their involvement in the nationalist movement, ended up 

becoming a teacher, one of the only two professional career options available to “Asian” women 

in Rhodesia, making a career for herself as an educator in postcolonial Zimbabwe.749 The lives of 

Haribhai Patel and Haribhai Naik collided when Bharat and Hansa married in 1976, and thirteen 

years later, the product of both their legacies was born. That child was me.  

Before I was born, Haribhai Patel died in 1981 in Harare of cancer. Dahiben, the 

matriarch of the family, died in 1987. The only grandparent I have known in life was my 

maternal grandfather. I knew him as a quiet man whose presence gave my childhood a sense of 

peace and stability I did not realize was there until it was gone. I grew up in Harare, but also in 

the space of M.V. Naik and Sons on Lobengula Street, causing chaos with my cousins behind the 

store counter. But the times I remember best were the quiet ones, the daily walks to the post 

office with my grandfather where we only exchanged occasional words, comfortable in our 

mutual silence. Beneath his placid exterior, however, Haribhai Naik lived the rest of his life in a 

state of disillusion with the country he had fought for, unacknowledged by those he had once 

counted as comrades. He had chosen his family over the cause, leaving ZAPU when the security 

of his business was critically at risk, and for that, he would not be welcomed back into the fold 

once that cause had been achieved. That choice led to a downward spiral for him, both politically 

and psychologically.750 One day in August 1997, when I was eight years old, he ordered a taxi 

that took him down to a lake located just outside Bulawayo. His second wife, Urmila, thought 

this was a strange trip to make. He had said nothing to her about where he was going, and had 

 
748 Bharat Patel, interview.  
749 Hansa Patel, interview. 
750 Ibid.  
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left his wallet and house keys behind, almost deliberately, in the living room. Later that day, his 

body was found in the lake. He was 72 at the time of his death. His name is not one of those 

mentioned in occasional newspaper reports commemorating the Indian contribution to the 

nationalist movement. It cannot be found in any scholarly histories or outside the archives. He 

was not buried in Heroes’ Acre. His story has been left to his granddaughter to tell instead. 
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