The Rand Rebellion
The Horse Gunners part in the
1922 Miner’s Strike.
By
Major (Ret) A.D. Pestana

Broad Timeline of Events
•

1907 – 1921

-

Prelude to the Rebellion.

•

01 to 10 Jan 1922

-

Coal & Gold Miners’ strike commences.

•

14 to 27 Jan 1922

-

Justice Curlewis Conference fails to resolve crisis;

•

01 to 28 February 1922

-

Strikers start to form Commandos;

•

07 February 1922

-

Fisher warns miners against holding local meetings with management.

•

08 February 1922

-

Strike leaders arrested at Trades Hall.

•

11 February 1922

-

Government started protecting miners returning to work.

•

27 February 1922

-

700 Special Police appointed.

•

28 February 1922

-

Turning Point as Police fire on strikers demonstrating at Boksburg Gaol killing 3 of them.

•

04 March 1922

-

CoM rejects meeting proposed by Union Amalgamated Executive.

•

06 March 1922

-

Radical leaders hijack union ballot and a General Strike is declared.

•

09 March 1922

-

ACF Units mobilised & SAP on Brixton Ridge.

•

10 & 11 March 1922

-

Police Stations are seized or besieged;

-

Martial Law declared;

-

Transvaal Scottish ambushed at Dunswart Station;

-

ILH attacked at Ellis Park;

-

Brakpan Mine attacked.

•

12 March 1922

-

East Rand and Brixton Ridge are cleared.

•

14 March 1922

-

Fordsburg cleared.

•

23 March 1922

-

ACF units demobilised.

Introduction
• Known as the 1922 Miners’ Strike, Rand Revolt or even Red Revolt;
• The insurrection occurred only five years after the Bolsheviks seized power in Russia;
• It was, until July 2021, the most violent political upheaval on the Witwatersrand.

Grouping

Killed

Wounded

Soldiers

43

133

Policemen

29

86

Revolutionaries &
suspected revolutionaries

39

118

Civilians

42

197

153

534

Totals

Introduction
• After the revolt was put down 4 692 men, 62 women and 4 children were detained for questioning.
• 853 people, including 9 women were charged with various contraventions, from murder and treason to minor infringements of the
martial law regulations.
• 46 people were charged with murder and 18 were sentenced to death.
• Only 4 people, namely C. C Stassen, Samuel A. (Taffy) Long, Herbert K. Hull and David Lewis were executed between 5 October
and 17 November 1922.
• Vehement public protests against their hanging forced the government to backtrack and instead recommend clemency for the
remaining 14 to the Governor General.
• Dissatisfaction with the way the SA Government handled the crisis is said to be the direct cause of it’s defeat in the 1924 election.
• The mine workers, who deeply resented the government’s handling of the strike, voted for either Barry Herzog’s National Party or
Colonel Creswell’s Labour Party, who had entered into an election pact.
• The National Party won 63 seats (18 more than previously), the Labour Party increased from 9 to 18 with the South African Party
obtaining merely 53 seats.
• The subsequent Pact Government created the Department of Labour in August 1924 to implement the provisions of the Industrial
Conciliation Act.
• The Pact Government also enacted the Mines and Works Act 25 of 1926 to reinforce the colour bar on the mines.
• This legislation remained in force for decades to come.

Prelude
• Four events predicated the 1922 Rand Rebllion:
• 1907 Miners’ Strike – first large scale union organised strike to take place in South African History and introduced
Afrikaner labour onto the mines;
• Miner’s Phthisis – decimated their lives causing greater economic hardships;
• 1913 Miner’s Strike - Mine owners tried to break the unions, and kept the mines in production by using scab
labour, which were mostly Africans and some Whites;
• The Great War 1914-18 - lasting effect on veterans;
• Russian Revolution 1917 - rise of global Bolshevism/ Communism;
• The severe post war economic recession lasting from1920 until the beginning of 1922, also contributes to the reasons
for the strike;
• The declining gold price from £6,37 to £5,20 per fine ounce, placed marginal gold mines at risk;
• The Chamber of Mines (Chamber) tabled three proposals for the gold mine wage negotiations in 1921:
• firstly, to reduce wages of mine workers because the cost of living was decreasing;
• secondly, to change underground working arrangements to reduce costs;
• and thirdly to modify the Status Quo Agreement, to lower the ratio of White to Black employees.
• In July 1921 Mr. E. J. Way the President of the Institute of Engineers, stated that 50% of White mine workers could
be replaced by skilled Black employees, thereby saving £1 million annually;
• He said the gradual removal of the ‘sentimental colour bar’ would also bring lasting prosperity to the mining
industry, through the restarting of marginal gold mines.
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Prelude
• The South African Industrial Federation (SAIF) representing the unions, rejected the Chamber’s proposals;
• It argued it was unfair to reduce all wages to a lower rate which the marginal mines could afford, since many gold
mines remained profitable;
• The colour bar dates from the 1911 Mines and Works Act, when certain occupations were reserved for Whites;
•

To ensure the gold mines operated without disruption during wartime, the Chamber and the SAIF implemented the
Status Quo Agreement in 1918;

• It prohibited the replacement of Whites by Blacks in occupations traditionally performed by White employees;
• By 1920, thirty-two occupations employing 7 000 people were reserved for Whites, based on a ratio of one White
employee for every 8.2 Black employees;
• The SAIF feared 4 000 Whites would lose their jobs if this Agreement was modified, although the Chamber
maintained it would only affect about two thousand;

Prelude
• The Transvaal coal mines in dire straits.
• During the First World War they prospered because of increased exports.
• By 1921, exports had dried up because of cheaper British coal.
• Hence, the Chamber proposed to reduce coal miners’ wages by 5s per day.
• Although the Chamber’s arguments were valid, so were the fears of White mine workers.
• Thousands of poorer Afrikaners had drifted from farms to the mines and because of the recession there was little
alternative employment.

PRELUDE contd.

• The Rand trade unions had been formed by British immigrant workers specifically to protect Whites
from competing against cheaper Black labour.
• Initially refusing to interfere, the government felt the Chamber and SAIF should themselves resolve the matter.
• Nevertheless, monitoring the coal mining negotiations the government cautioned the SAIF in December 1921, that it
would ensure essential public services continued during a strike.
• This specifically applied to the Victoria Falls and Transvaal Power Company, the main electricity provider on the
Rand.
• Without electricity, the deeper underground levels of gold mines would flood causing lasting damage.
• The SAIF, unsurprisingly felt government was siding with the mine owners.

Prelude
• On 21 December 1921, Patrick Duncan Minister of Foreign Affairs, met the SAIF to discuss the coal dispute.
• The SAIF proposed arbitration, which Duncan conveyed to the Chamber.
• The Chamber rejected this, citing the precarious state of coal mines.
• The SAIF convinced the Chamber intended to force matters, supported the coal miners’ strike, commencing 01
January 1922.
• On that day, all coal mines in the Eastern Transvaal and along the Vaal River ceased production.

PRELUDE contd.

• A strike on the gold mines also seemed imminent when the Chamber informed the SAIF on 28 December 1921, that
it still maintained its three proposals.
• On the same day, the Victoria Falls Power and Transvaal Company (VFP) informed the SAIF, further
negotiations would be fruitless as it intended to freeze existing wage rates.
• The affected unions formed an Augmented Executive to co-ordinate this pending strike.
•

All nine unions on the Augmented Executive supported the strike on the gold mines and at the VFP, with 12 192
workers voting in favour and 1 336 against, from a White workforce of just over 20 000.

Beginning of the Strike
• The strike started on 10 January 1922, halting all gold mining activities, from Springs in the east to Randfontein in
the west, causing 20 000 White and 180 000 Black mine workers to stand idle.
• The power stations of the VFP, supplying electricity to the gold mines and municipalities, excluding Johannesburg,
also shut down for a while.
• Initially, only the Rosherville Power Station, situated between Johannesburg and Germiston was allowed to operate
on a reduced basis.
• It provided just enough electricity for underground pumping and lighting operations.
• Johannesburg, although having its own power station, remained vulnerable because coal was provided by strike
affected mines.
• The government tried hard to get the Chamber and SAIF to resume negotiations.
• Several meetings and even a lengthy tri-lateral conference chaired by Justice Curlewis (14 - 27 February) took place.
• The meetings confirmed the Status Quo Agreement remained the stumbling block to resolving the strike.
• Demonstrating against the proposed modification of this Agreement, strikers coined the bizarre slogan, ‘Workers of
the world fight and unite for a White South Africa!’
• This slogan placed the socialists in a difficult position. While not supporting it, they hesitated to repudiate it for fear
of alienating Afrikaans mine workers.
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• As the strike continued into February 1922, the situation became ominous.
• Striker commandos were formed, supposedly to maintain order, but seemingly more concerned with intimidating scab
labour.
• A rumour that shopkeepers were no longer granting credit to strikers caused widespread concern.
• Strikers also marched on Crown Mines in an aggressive mood, warning officials of the consequences if they continued
working the mine.
• Around this time, a leadership vacuum developed between the Augmented Executive and the Central Strikers’
Committee, responsible for coordinating activities of all local striker committees.
• It gave opportunity to extremists of the militant but fringe mine workers body, the Council of Action, to take over the
strike for their own purposes.
• Some of the Marxist members of the Council of Action were; Percy Fisher, William Wordingham, Ernest Shaw, F. W.
Pate, A. McDermid, D. McPhail and Henry Spendiff.
• At a Johannesburg meeting on 7 February, Fisher warned strikers against any local meetings to discuss terms with
employers.
• He said the first man to return to work should be smashed until not a breath was left in his body.
• The following day to neutralise the growing influence of the Council of Action, the police arrested Fisher, Spendiff, Shaw
and Wordingham at the Trades Hall in Rissik Street, for inciting public violence.
• The magistrate refused to release them on bail ordering their remaining in custody.

Strike ring leaders
Fisher, Spendiff,
Shaw and
Wordingham after
their release from
jail are carried aloft
by strikers.

Strike escalates into Rebellion
• Government aggravated the tense situation by announcing on 11 February 1922 that Police would protect those strikers
returning to work.
• By mid-February 1922, there were strike pickets at every mine shaft on the Rand.
• The Council of Action members, upon their release from custody on 22 February 1922 , immediately preached violent
action.
• On 24 February 1922, Shaw told a crowd that: “All great political and social changes have only been achieved through
militant action.”
• The first group of Special Police, the “Blues” assumed duty on Monday 27 February 1922.
• This force of about 700 personnel protected the mines, relieving the regular police for other pressing duties.
• The first serious clash between the Police and the strike commandos happened on the same day:
• Captain John Fulford, District Police Chief of the Eastern Rand, saw 50 mounted members of the Boksburg and
Driefontein Hill striker commandos near the Witwatersrand Deep Goldmine, between Germiston and Boksburg.
• After the strikers delayed a train at the Angelo Crossing, the police overtook them and ordered a dispersal.
• When the strikers refused, a scuffle broke out with three policemen and eight strikers sustaining injuries.
• More than 20 strikers were arrested and detained in the Boksburg prison.

Strike escalates into Rebellion
• The next day, Tuesday 28th February 1922, Captain Fulford observed about 250 strikers marching from
Boksburg North to the Boksburg prison in Commissioner Street, supposedly to sing the Red Flag to their
imprisoned comrades.
• Fulford, convinced they intended to free the prisoners, twice ordered the crowd to disperse.
• When they refused, the police fired into the crowd killing three strikers.
• Their funeral procession for the deceased at Boksburg on 02nd March stretched for three kilometers, while at the
Union Grounds in Johannesburg, 5 000 people gravely listened to the mournful sounds of the Last Post.
• The strike had reached a turning point, paving the way for the subsequent collapse of law and order.
• Henceforth, striker commandos attacked not only scab workers, but also police contingents.

Strike escalates into Rebellion
• Concerned at the escalating violence, the Augmented Executive wrote to the Chamber on 4th March 1922, proposing
an urgent meeting to discuss terms to resolve the strike.
• Unfortunately, the Chamber replied the same day with a very tactless letter.
• It rejected the meeting request and replied it would no longer recognise the SAIF for any purpose, claiming that the
SAIF no longer represented the bulk of employees in the gold and coal industries.
• Presumably, the Chamber felt it had the upper hand and thought a forceful response would rapidly end the strike.
• The response aided the Council of Action to hijack the strike and turn it into an armed revolt.
• The Augmented Executive met throughout the night to discuss the Chamber’s response.
• The next morning, it announced that a strikers’ ballot would be held to decide whether the strike should continue, or
not.
• The Council of Action, dead set against this ballot, decided to take over the strike with the backing of the striker
commandos.

Strike escalates into Rebellion
• The Council of Action immediately set up a Committee of Action in order to take quick decisions;
• Andrews, Fisher, Spendiff, Mason, Wordingham and Shaw, known for their radical views, were appointed to
this Committee.
• The immediate plan was to thwart the ballot and force a general strike across the Rand.
• On 5th March 1922, the Central Strikers Committee called a meeting of the district striker committees.
• Bill Andrews representing the Council of Action eloquently argued against the ballot and for the start of a
general strike, as the only means of defeating the employers. His proposals were soon adopted.
• On 6th March 1922, thousands of strikers congregated at the Rissik Street Trades Hall where delegates from
the union executives were discussing the strike situation and the proposed ballot.
• The striker commandos gathered outside, while the Committee of Action agitated them to a fever pitch
• In the late afternoon, Joe Thompson, Acting President of the SAIF, announced the decision to embark on a
general strike, commencing immediately and to be coordinated by a Council of Five.

Strike escalates into Rebellion
• The Council of Five shortly abdicated, unconditionally handing over authority to the Committee of Action.
• The striker commandos started arming themselves.
• Police reports described strikers armed with bicycle chains, old swords and bayonets, poles barbed with spikes and a
variety of firearms.
• The strikers also intensified their activities, marching everywhere, recruiting more workers to the strike and
intimidating non-strikers.
• Overnight, striker violence seemed to spread across the Rand.
• On 7th March 1922, strikers stopped railway employees at the Braamfontein, Kazerne, Johannesburg, Germiston and
other stations from working.
• When the police arrived outside the New Law Courts at Von Brandis Square to control a crowd of several thousands,
they were stoned and fired upon.
• Later the day, strikers were seen attacking Africans in Vrededorp.
• Lieutenant Colonel Godley Deputy Commissioner of Police for the Witwatersrand believed the racial attacks were
instigated by the Council of Action to embarrass the authorities and intimidate citizens

Strike escalates into Rebellion
• On Wednesday 8th March 1922, the railway line near Driefontein on the East Rand was sabotaged and a train and a
ganger were fired upon.
• In the afternoon reports of fighting between strikers and Africans in Ferreirastown were received.
• On the Primrose Mine further racial violence occurred.
• It became clear the police were no longer able to control the strike, which was now rapidly developing into an armed
revolt.
• The government, for political reasons, were hesitant to declare martial law, but as a precautionary measure requested
the Governor-General to issue a proclamation on 9th March 1922, calling up several Active Citizen Force (ACF)
units.
• The ACF units that were mobilised were the Transvaal Horse Artillery, Transvaal Scottish, Imperial Light Horse,
Pretoria Regiment, two companies of the 1st Infantry Battalion, Railways and Harbours Brigade and the 1st Field
Ambulance, SA Medical Corps.

Strike escalates into Rebellion
• on 9th March 1922, the police obtained alarming information.
• Striker commandos planned to attack the Newlands, Fordsburg and Auckland Park Police Stations, as well as the
Cottesloe Camp of the Special Police.
• Following these attacks, the striker commandos intended to march onto the Town Hall to take full control of the city;
• Three troops of police were accordingly deployed to the south of the Brixton Ridge overlooking the main road between
Brixton and Newlands, with a fourth troop on a smaller ridge overlooking the Auckland Park Race Course;
• Although surrounded, they managed to prevent the various striker commandos from linking up and marching onto the
City.
• The Brixton Ridge, a long-curved spine of low hills, spreads to the west of the city and flattens out in the south.
• Commanding this ridge was vital to the strikers to be able to fend off attacks against their western stronghold from the
north or north-east.
• From the ridge they would also be able to support the planned advance on their left and right flanks.

Strike escalates into Rebellion
• On Friday 10th March 1922, ‘Black Friday’ as it was subsequently called, fighting occurred from Newlands to Springs,
excluding only Germiston and the West Rand.
• For a while it seemed that the strikers’ revolt would carry the day.
• In the early hours, striker commandos attacked the Newlands Police Station and at 07h50 the beleaguered police
surrendered.
• The Police Charge Office at Fordsburg and the barracks about 400 meters distant, were both attacked.
• Lieutenant McDonnel and nine men held out at the Charge Office until about 18h00, when their ammunition ran out.
• They then fled to the nearby barracks, where the strikers were held off until the end of the revolt.
• One of the fleeing constables was assisted by a shopkeeper called Pieter Marais.
• The following day Marais was seized by the strikers, tried as a police spy, sentenced to death and summarily shot
against one of the walls of his shop.
• Marais prior to dying a few hours later, uttered he was shot by a striker called Long.

The Horse Gunners enter the Fray.
• At 09h00 on the 10th March 1922, the government finally proclaimed martial law on the Rand and the adjoining
districts.
• Simultaneously, an seven additional ACF units and twenty six burgher commandos were called up.
• The ACF units were the Durban Light Infantry, Railways and Harbours Brigade (Headquarters and two infantry
battalions), Witwatersrand Rifles, Rand Light Infantry, two units of the SA Service Corps, and the 1st Sanitation
Section – SA Medical Corps.
• The burgher commandos were drawn from the Eastern and Western Transvaal and Pretoria to Middelburg Military
Districts.
• General Beves was placed in charge of the Johannesburg area.
• Generals J. van Deventer and Coen Brits were to lead the offensive on the East Rand, and
• Colonel Hussey was given charge of the West Rand, where fortunately the revolt had largely fizzled out.
• Notified of martial law, a strong police contingent surprised and arrested several delegates of the Council of Action at
the Trades Hall.
• The police haul netted, amongst others, Bill Andrews, George Mason, Ernest Shaw and some incriminating documents.

The Horse Gunners enter the Fray.
• Within a week of activation 307 men of the THA had reported for duty.
• This included 60 of the former wartime officers;
• Battle Order :
• 4 x QF 13 Pdr Gun detachments, each under an officer,
• 4 x Infantry sub-sections to escort each gun detachment;
• By early morning on 10th March 1922 the THA was in position on the slope on the town side of the Brixton Ridge;
• The Special Police were deployed to their left and the Regular Police were deployed at the depot south of Artillery HQ
and closer to the ridge;
• At 10am one gun detachment and sub-section under Lt Lever was deployed to Benoni towed by a lorry but saw little
action during the strike.

Attack on Brixton Ridge.
• Sporadic sniping took place on 11th March 1922, while an
attack on the Ridge was planned for the next day;
• The Durban Light Infantry, Witwatersrand Rifles, Rand
Light Infantry, Imperial Light Horse, a reserve detachment
form the Transvaal Scottish and SAMR troops were to
attack;
• The THA guns were ordered to Jan Smuts Avenue, and took
up positions in the fields on the corner of Empire Road and
Jan smuts Avenue;
• As the attack commenced the THA put 34 rounds onto the
Ridge in the vicinity of Cottesloe School firing over open
sights;
• This engagement scored a direct hit on the school, causing
the “Forsdburg Knobkieries” to scatter, scurrying in a cloud
of dust;
• Badly shaken by the bombing and shelling , to which they
had no adequate reply, the strikers were no match for the
ACF infantry who pressed on with artillery support from the
THA gun located at the Diocesan Hostel;
• Soon white flags came up and about 1700 revolutionaries
were rounded up;
• One gun was deployed to Auckland Park Race Course where
it provided artillery support on call the whole evening to the
infantry and mounted troops engaging other bands of
strikers.

Attack on Brixton Ridge.
• The following day, 13th March 1922, the
gunners spent the whole day assisting to
clear our the neighbouring suburbs;
• With Brixton Ridge firmly in their hands
and cleared of belligerent revolutionaries,
the government forces turned their
attention to Fordsburg;
• The main body of the strikers were
virtually trapped;
• Police, ACF and Burgher Commandos
were converging on their positions.
• Lt Lewis detachment joined the infantry
for this actions, coining the phrase:
‘Infantillery”;
• The attack was planned for 14th March
1922, and warnings were dropped from
the air advising all citizens to clear the
area;

Clearing of Fordsburg
• One THA gun under Capt HelyHutchinson was brought into action
in Sauer Street, with it’s OP located
on the top of Corner House, the
tallest building in Johannesburg at
the time;
• The other 2 guns were in position on
Brixton Ridge under Major Adler,
just above their Auckland Park HQ;
• The detachment under Lt Lewis
were with the infantry;
• at 11am on the 14th March 1922 the
guns on Brixton Ridge opened fire;
• a few minutes later the third gun
opened up from south of Marshall
square, using shrapnel to minimise
danger to police being held captive
in the Market Buildings;

Axis of Advance of Government Forces

Clearing of Fordsburg
THE STRIKE escalates into
rebellion.

Clearing of Fordsburg
• From Sauer Street the Striker’s HQ was hammered by Capt Hely-Hutchinson’s gun, scoring a direct hit on the
gable of Macintosh’s Store.
• They continued engaging until they were ordered to cease fire owing to danger to captive policemen;
• Under cover of the THA’s guns, which fired 68 rounds from HH’s gun and 69 rounds from Adler’s gun, the
mounted burghers, infantry and police went in;
• Lt Lewis detachment was among the first troops to reach the Market Square in Fordsburg;
• The strikers were surrounded, but fought desperately till 14h00 when they finally surrendered;

Clearing of Fordsburg
• The revolt had been smashed;
• The only further THA casualty was Driver C.G. Downing who was wounded with Lt Lewis’ detachment;
• Over the next days the THA helped with mopping up operations in Fordsburg, Brixton, Vrededorp,
Turffontein and Rosettenville looking for revolutionaries and arms.
• On the 16th March 1922 there were strong rumours some miners were marching on Johannesburg from the
South, so Maj Adler left 75 men at HQ and took the rest of the Battery to Turfontein Racecourse;
• This attack never materialised and the battery received orders to demobilise;
• By the 23rd March 1922 the battery was released from service.

Clearing of Fordsburg

Clearing of Fordsburg

Aftermath
• The actual armed revolt lasted less than
a week;
• Government forces lost 72 killed or died
of wounds;
• 219 others had been wounded;
• The strikers were initially very
successful:
• The Transvaal Scottish lost 12 men killed
and 30 wounded at when ambushed at
Dunswart close to Boksburg;
• The ILH were ambushed at Ellis Park
and lost 8 men with 15 wounded I one
action.

Aftermath
• Fifteen thousand men were put out of
work and gold production slumped;
• Some of the rebels were deported;
• Smuts was widely criticized for his severe
handling of the revolt and in the 1924
General Election, the South African Party
Government was ousted by a coalition
between Labour and the National Party;
• The white miners were forced to accept
the mine owners' terms unconditionally,
and gold production again increased
because of the use of a higher proportion
of African labour, lower wages for whites,
and new labour-saving devices which had
come into operation.
• After this, as South Africa grew
increasingly industrialized, the
government came under stronger pressure
to protect skilled white workers in mining
and in the manufacturing industry.
• The repercussions were felt for many
years as a result of the labour laws
passed.

ROLL OF HONOUR.
• Gunner M.L.C. Walsh.
• buried Brixton cemetery
• Grave 5688 Section N
• Tombstone erected.

• Gunner J.T. Perridge
• buried Brixton cemetery.
• Grave 6912 Section P
• Tombstone partly toppled
over.
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