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Preface

The Orient Islamic School in Durban, South Africa, is situated at the northern
edge of Curries Fountain. Its grounds form the eastern border of the municipal
Botanic Gardens, where lush terraces level out towards the bustle of the Indian
Ocean port city. The school’s geographical positioning, between an important
site of South African Indian struggles for civic recognition and a verdant display
of the British Empire’s global reach, reflects its origins in a century of dramatic
political change. The school’s architecture conveys a fusion of Eastern design
and apartheid-era utilitarianism: an impressive façade of stylised Kufic script
adorns the exterior of the assembly hall, which rises adjacent to an otherwise
generic multilevel edifice of classrooms. Visible in the very location and physical
structure of the school are some of the profound dilemmas faced by its founders
in their determination to create – in their own words – ‘a modern educational
institution founded on Islam’.1
The story of the Orient School is embedded within the historical transformations of Indian education and the Muslim community in what is now
KwaZulu-Natal. Settlement by Gujarati merchants in the British colony of
Natal began in the 1870s. From the outset, the patriarchs of prominent trading
houses deployed their wealth and power to generate and sustain community by
establishing mosques and madressas. This was a feature of Muslim settlement
everywhere. By the end of the nineteenth century, the emergent politics of
diaspora shaped negotiations over the conditions in which Indians (of all
religious identifications) would be accommodated in the nationalising spaces
of South Africa and Gandhi led the way in fortifying lines of solidarity across
two continents. Over the course of the twentieth century, the schooling of
Muslim children was shaped and reshaped by local and global cultural and
political changes.
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One way to gauge the historical significance of Durban’s Orient Islamic
School is by situating it within these broad realities. This means bringing to
light the formative processes of class, identity and the state to show how certain
actors emerged with sufficient authority to institutionalise their own particular
vision within a competitive marketplace of ideas. This approach positions Orient
School implicitly within comparative perspectives on Islamic education and
helps to identify its unique experiences.
But this is also the story of an institution that has been socially transformative.
The history of the school lies as much in its impacts and initiatives as in the
political, doctrinal and institutional changes it has weathered. In this sense,
its significance may be best ascertained through the lives and achievements
of the more than 8 000 individuals who constitute its alumni. For more than
five decades, generations of young people who have filled its classrooms have
been the school’s most obvious and important legacy. Orient has helped to
educate scholars, physicians, lawyers, teachers and other professionals, as
well as homemakers, clerics, civil servants, sports stars, entrepreneurs and
executives. Prominent figures who have passed through Orient include Saleem
Badat, who was Rhodes University’s vice chancellor, until he stepped down
in 2013 to take up a post with the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation in New
York as its programme director for international higher education; Dr Imtiaz
Sooliman, founder and director of the Gift of the Givers, a non-governmental
organisation regarded as the largest Africa-based relief organisation; Shabnam
Palesa Mahomed, a former Miss India South Africa, now a human rights activist;
cricketer Yacoob Omar, who was one of South Africa’s premier batsmen in the
1970s and turned down an opportunity to play for a mixed-race South African
team against a touring inter-nation team because of apartheid; footballer Fikki
Vally, who was given the accolade by M-Net as one of South Africa’s ‘football
legends’; Shubnum Khan, whose novel Onion Tears was published by Penguin in
2011; and Mahomed C. Bassa, a member of South Africa’s archery development
team at the Barcelona Olympics in 1992 to name but a few. Other alumni, though
with names perhaps less widely known, are no less a measure of its influence
and importance. Since opening in 1959, the school has undergone several key
changes in structure and direction. Yet, Orient – as it is called by its students
and staff – continues to be an important locus of faith-based community for
Muslims in Durban and farther afield.
We aim to situate this history in its broader context and to convey something
of the experiences and views of individuals within the events and processes
we recount. It is important to acknowledge that our telling of this story is
overwhelmingly concerned with the vision, agency and sensibilities of the
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Men of taste. Intensive co-operation between Orient Institute members was furthered
by strong social ties, nurtured through enjoyment of dining and conversation.
Among this party: M.A.H. Moosa (far left); A.M. Moolla (third from left);
Mawlana Ansari (turban).

school’s early founders. Our information is derived largely from documents
related to their labours – meeting minutes, correspondence, news articles,
archival records and so on. These were men passionately engaged with the
local intergenerational survival and transmission of Islamic values and faith and
who were well positioned – socially and economically – to broker this cause
in constantly hostile political conditions. They were also men of their times,
who revered modernist innovation and ideals of scientific progress, confident in
their embrace of these principles as forward-thinking and universally beneficial.
That the modern project is now questioned and challenged on many fronts
does not detract from the historical significance of their undertaking, nor
the remarkable political will they exercised in the face of myriad obstacles.
Our account emphasises their dreams and labours and therefore – perhaps
inevitably – reads as a story that is structured sympathetically to triumphs,
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Minutes of an Orient Institute
meeting record some of the early
trustees and members.

Ebrahim Ansur, former principal of Orient School, is collating its archive,
including documentary sources that were important for this book.
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compromises and failures, as defined from a particular perspective. We are
unapologetic for this choice, convinced as we are that the struggles and impact
of the Durban Muslim commercial elite on the making of the local in this
southern African region are both enormously important and much neglected
in histories of twentieth-century (KwaZulu-)Natal. Still, our aim has been to
write a critical history rather than hagiography, and we have worked – hopefully
with reasonable success – to bring context and complexity to our narrative, to
highlight tensions and struggles within the political morass of different periods.
One of the authors of this book, Goolam Vahed, brings his own personal
memories of Orient School, which he attended from 1974–8. With a daughter
recently matriculated from Orient (2013), he has also been involved as a parent.
As with many co-authorships, this book has also benefited from Thembisa
Waetjen’s ‘outsider’s eye’.
We would like to thank our historian colleagues and participants of the
History and African Studies Seminar where some of this work was first aired.
We are grateful to all those interviewed for this book; to the staff at the Natal
Archives (Pietermaritzburg and Durban Repositories) and at the Gandhi-Luthuli
Documentation Centre, University of KwaZulu-Natal (Westville); to Ebrahim
Ansur, former Orient School principal, who heads the project to archive the
history of the Orient; to Professor Salman Nadvi – retired, Islamic Studies,
University of Durban-Westville – who commented on several chapters; and to
all those who volunteered photographs, many of which appear in these pages.
In particular, we would like to thank Ebrahim Ansur, Zubeida Barmania, Cas
Coovadia, Pearl Harris, Ahmed Jhazbhay, R.Y. Khan, Salim Kolia, Zuleikha
Mayat, Omar Moosa, Ismail Paruk, Leonard Rosenberg, Mohamed Essop Sheik
and Khatija Vawda for their photographs.
We are indebted to all members of the Orient School board and its chairman,
Advocate Omar Moosa, who provided access and encouragement through
opening the way to this project and agreed that it must be an academic and
peer-reviewed enterprise. The analyses, interpretations, content choices and
shortcomings of this book are the authors’ responsibility alone. Finally, our
thanks to Louis Gaigher and Alison Lockhart, and to Debra Primo and Sally
Hines at the University of KwaZulu-Natal Press.
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Dedicated service: Essop Timol (seated) and Ebrahim Moosa served
the Institute with distinction. Moosa, now almost 90, was chairman
of the Orient Institute at the time of writing.
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Dedicated service: Essop Timol (seated) and Ebrahim Moosa served the
Institute with distinction. Moosa, now almost 90, was chairman of the
Orient Institute at the time of writing.

Natal pre-1994.
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