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Lesson 7 – History 

 

Conditions in the mines 

Working underground was extremely difficult and very dangerous for the many 

reasons: 

● Temperatures were up to 45°C 

● Dampness or flooding 

● Darkness or candlelight 

● Roofs collapsing, causing rock falls 

● Risks of explosions and fires from poisonous gases like methane 

● Claustrophobia (fear of small enclosed places) in tiny tunnels. 

● Back-breaking work with picks and shovels 

● Constantly breathing in dust or tiny sand particles causing lung diseases 

● Difficulty in breathing as a result of poor air circulation 

● Being trapped under mudslides. 

 

Informal activity. 

Re-arrange the 10 underground working conditions in your exercise book: 1 will be 

the most dangerous condition causing death; 10 will be the least dangerous 

condition. 

 

The Randlords and the formation of the Chamber of Mines 

The Randlords 

● The Randlords or mining magnates were extremely wealthy industrialists, who 

were mainly Jewish. Some of them were on the side of the “Uitlanders” (greedy 



foreigners who came to the mining camp to make money) and others sided with the 

Volksraad (government of Transvaal) and President Kruger. 

● Edward Lippert had the monopoly for selling dynamite. He made 200 percent 

profit. 

● Some of the other wealthy Randlords were Cecil John Rhodes, Barney Barnato, 

Herman Ekstein and Alfred Beit. 

 

The Chamber of Mines 

● In 1887, the Chamber of Mines was formed. This was a group of mainly British 

men who represented 30 mines. 

● The main aim of the Chamber was to serve the interests of the mine owners. 

● The wanted to work together so they could have the same policies towards 

labour and the prices of suppliers. 

● Unlike diamonds, gold had an international fixed price. Therefore, the only way 

the Chamber of Mines could make a profit out of gold was to cut the costs of labour. 

● Herman Ekstein was the first president of the Chamber of Mines. He brought 

skilled engineers from overseas who shared the latest technology of deep level 

mining with all members of the Chamber. 

● The balance of power in South Africa shifted in favour of the Randlords and the 

Chamber of Mines. 

● The Chamber instructed President Paul Kruger and his Volksraad on what laws 

should be passed, threatening them with bankruptcy if the mines failed. 

● President Kruger was determined to keep the identity and independence of 

the Afrikaners in the Transvaal. 

● A bitter struggle for power existed between President Kruger and the 

Randlords for 12 years, resulting in the Anglo-Boer War in 1899. 

 

Migrant workers (more systematic control and borrowing of the compound system 

from Kimberley) 

● In 1900, about 100 000 migrant workers arrived at the gold mines. They came 

from all over the country. 



● New tax laws forced black people to work on the mines to earn money and pay 

their taxes. 

● The same compound system used on the diamond mines was also used in 

Johannesburg. This gave mine owners better control over the workers. 

● The living conditions in the compounds were crowded and unhygienic, causing 

diseases to spread quickly. 

● Workers had to have a pass so that the officials could control the number of 

workers on the gold mines. 

● Once workers had a contract with one mine they were not allowed to look for 

a better job at another mine. 

● It was a criminal offence to break the six-month or one-year contract. 

● Labour recruiting agents received money for each person they signed up for 

the mines. These agents lied about the “wonderful” living and working conditions.  

 

ACTIVITY  

  1.  You are a recruiting agent for the mines. Make a propaganda poster 

encouraging people in South Africa and the neighbouring countries to come and 

work in the mines in Johannesburg. 

Key word: Propaganda: the organized spread of information to make something 

look good or better than it really is. 


