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HISTORY

UNIT 1

The Mineral Revolution in South 
Africa

Britain, diamond mining and increasing 
labour control and land expansionism

Learner's Book • Grade 8 Term 2
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WEEKS: 1–2
TIME: 2 HOURS

IN THIS UNIT, YOU WILL LEARN ABOUT:
• Why diamonds are valuable
• British take-over of diamond-rich land in Griqualand West
• Diamond mining and the development of a monopoly.

INCREASING CONTROL OVER BLACK WORKERS
The discovery of diamonds and subsequent opening of multiple diamond mines led to an increased 
need for labour. Many of the people coming from overseas were wealthy and unwilling to work on the 
mines themselves. Laws meant that black people could not own mines. Out of a need for money, black 
workers (including migrant workers from other parts of Africa) took jobs on mines and were exploited by 
mine owners. They were paid very little in comparison to the wealth they generated for the mine owners. 
Working and living conditions were dangerous and unpleasant.

COMPOUNDS
Because black mine workers often travelled from their homes to diamond fields for work, they had no 
place to live. Mine owners had accommodation for the black workers, called compounds. These were 
buildings that were kept separate from the accommodation for white people. Men were free to come 
and go on the compounds. When leaving the mines for the day, they were strip-searched for diamonds. 
During their free time, men engaged in various activities such as dancing, singing and eating. Food was 
provided, but there was very little, so they often had to buy more using their wages.

Source A: Cramped living quarters

The compounds were uncomfortable and unhygienic. Many men had to sleep in the same room, on the 
floor or in uncomfortable bunks. The floor was often just dirt that turned to mud when it rained. There 
were many deaths due to pneumonia, because the rooms were not kept warm and the workers were not 
given enough food or medical treatment. Diseases such as tuberculosis spread quickly because of the 
close living quarters.
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CLOSED COMPOUNDS
In 1885, large mining companies decided to implement a closed compound system. This meant that 
workers would not be allowed to leave the compound, except for work, for the duration of their contract. 
They were kept behind walls topped with barbed wire, separate from their families. This was done to try 
to prevent theft and to prevent workers from leaving before their contract has expired.

Source B: A Kimberley mine compound

Source C: From a chapter of a book on South African history 

Source D: From an article by Martin Zhuwakinyu in Mining Weekly 

Men were divided into 
buildings based on tribe. 
This created divisions 
between the men and 
sometimes led to tension. 
The lifestyles differed from 
their traditional village 
lifestyles and this was 
emotionally straining on 
the men. 

At the end of workers’ 
contracts, they were strip-
searched for diamonds. 

Sometimes workers would swallow small diamonds to smuggle them off the compounds. To stop this 
from happening, they were expected to remain on the compound for eight days after their contract 
ended, during which time they were given laxatives and made to wear thick gloves. The gloves were to 
prevent them from being able to pick up and swallow diamonds after the first search.

Activity 1
1. Refer to Source A. Describe what the living conditions were like in the compounds, based on the   
 images.            (3)

2. Refer to Source B. 
 a. What does the compound look like?        (1)
 b. How do you think this would have made workers feel?      (2)

3. Read the two descriptions of compounds below, and answer the questions that follow.

“The compounds were badly built, often with no windows or lights. 
Cracks in the walls were stuffed with rags to keep out the wind and 

cold.” (p. 43)
“The toilets were nothing but a long bench with holes where 20 men 

could relieve themselves at the same time.” (p. 44)

“Plenty of breathing space is granted him within its four walls ... 
Clean urinals and latrines are provided ...” 

https://goo.gl/CZsyxU

https://goo.gl/fZyTWU

https://goo.gl/CZsyxU
https://goo.gl/fZyTWU
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 a. How does the speaker in Source C feel about life in the compounds?    (2)
 b. How does Source D contrast with Source C?       (2)
 c. Suggest one person who may have agreed with Source D.     (1)
 d. Why do you think the two people had such different viewpoints on compounds?  (2)

4. Explain why mine owners thought it was a good idea to have workers live in compounds on the   
 mines.            (3)

5. Suggest one other reason why mine owners wanted to keep workers on the mines permanently. (2)

6. Explain how compound life had an impact on the culture of the men living there.   (2)

7. In groups or as a class, discuss how you think the compounds affected the lives of black men both  
 during and after their work contracts were completed. Write down the ideas in point form.  (5)

8. Write a diary entry as a worker on the mines, living in a compound. In your entry, describe your   
 activities during the day and your feelings.                   (10)

Total: 35

FURTHER LAND DISPOSSESSION AND DEFEAT OF AFRICAN 
KINGDOMS
After the discovery of diamonds, the British sought to take further control of land in southern Africa. In 
order to attract investors, it was deemed necessary to secure the land surrounding the mines for safety 
and control. The indigenous people were forced off their land and the British strengthened their hold. By 
the late 1870s, most smaller tribes had been dispossessed. The Xhosas, Pedis and Zulus still had control 
over their lands. The Boers did not have the strength to fight these tribes and therefore encouraged the 
British to do so.
Despite resisting and going to war, the British eventually defeated these kingdoms. The Xhosas lost 
their land in 1878 and the Zulus and Pedis in 1879. These people had to move far away or ended up as 
labourers.

Source E: An artist’s impression of a battle during the war between the Zulus and the British (Anglo-Zulu War)



5www.e-classroom.co.za                                  © e-classroom   

Activity 2
1. Give a definition for the term ‘land dispossession’.       (1)

2. Explain why the British felt that they needed to secure the lands around the mines for the 
 investors.            (2)

3. Suggest a reason why the Boers wanted the British to take control of the indigenous people’s 
 land, despite being at odds with the British themselves.     (2)

4. Refer to Source E. Using evidence from the image, explain why the British were eventually able 
 to defeat the Zulus in battle and take possession of their land.    (2)

5. What happened to many of the indigenous people after their land was taken?   (2)

Total: 9

Image reference list
• Cover image: https://goo.gl/2btd6E(accessed 19 February 2018)
• Source A page 1: https://goo.gl/t1Xgbo (accessed 19 February 2018)
• Source B page 2: https://goo.gl/KpyTmA (accessed 19 February 2018)
• Source E page 4: https://goo.gl/GNF6Be (accessed 19 February 2018)
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