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HISTORICAL SKETCH

In the early 1900s, the Kaffir Boy Choir of South Africa toured Indiana and other states to
perform songs in African languages and in English. They performed at churches and at
Chautauqua events throughout Indiana. The choir was under the direction of James H.
Balmer and accompanied by pianist Elsie Clark. Balmer and Clark also spoke to audiences
about Africa at these performances. The choir members were presented as uncivilized people
who were trained and reformed by British missionaries.

Balmer, the son of the Reverend J. H. Balmer, of Blackpool, England, went to South Africa
in 1892 as a missionary. Clark, the daughter of missionaries, was born and raised in South
Africa.

Balmer brought South African choirs on tour in the United Kingdom in the 1890s; their
audiences included Queen Victoria, members of Parliament, and Cecil Rhodes, the prime
minister of British South Africa’s Cape Colony. The performers during these early years
included men, women, and boys. At least as early as 1893, they performed on tour in Canada
and the United States. The purpose of the tour was to raise funds to build an industrial
training school for St. Philip’s Mission at Grahamstown (now known as Makhanda in the
Eastern Cape province).

By 1898 Balmer and Clark were touring with only boys, usually five boys representing
different ethnic groups. The boys sang soprano, contralto, and tenor, while Balmer sang bass.

An incident occurred in December 1900 when the Christian Endeavor Society of the
Presbyterian Church in Huntington, Indiana, sued Balmer for $50 for failing to show up with
the choir for a performance. After an article about this appeared in The Fort Wayne Sentinel,
Balmer submitted a rebuttal to the newspaper, explaining that they had missed the
Huntington engagement due to a railway accident. A judge determined that Balmer was to
pay $15.

Note: The Oxford English Dictionary and other sources indicate that at some point the term
“Kaffir” became derogatory. From the OED: “It is difficult to overstate the extent to
which Kaffir is a word of great racial and political sensitivity in southern Africa today as a
result of the offensive impact and derogatory intent of these later uses, but the fact that its
usage is currently legally actionable as crimen injuria under South African law underlines
its status as one of the most highly sensitive and potentially offensive words in the English-
speaking world. For this reason, when people from southern Africa travel to parts of the
world in which ‘Kaffir’ is not inseparably associated with racism, they can be shocked at its
usage, even when it is used with a meaning that does not relate to southern Africa.” In 2018,
a white woman in South Africa was sentenced to three years in jail for calling Black police
officers “kaffirs.” She was the first person in that country to be jailed for that reason. Often
referred to as “the K-word,” it is derived from the Arabic word for non-believer and then
was influenced by the Dutch-derived Afrikaans language. The term is associated especially
with the era of apartheid (1948-1994).

Sources:
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“A Novel Missionary Meeting.” Rochdale Observer (Greater Manchester, England), 17
March 1897, p. 3.

“Assorted Kaffirs Sing: Melody By a Choir of Ex-Savages from South Africa.” The Sun
(New York, NY), 16 December 1894, p. 10.

Baderoon, Gabeba. “The Provenance of the term ‘Kafir’ in South Africa and the notion of
Beginning.” University of Cape Town https://humanities.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/
content_migration/humanities uct ac_za/1009/files/2004 MS4.pdf Accessed 19
September 2025.

“Balmer’s Kaffir Boy Choir of Africa” (part of Chautauqua Ligonier advertisement). The
Topeka Journal (Topeka, LaGrange County, Ind.), 9 July 1914, p. 5.

“Chautauqua Is Nearing Finis: Kaffir Boys’ Choir Will be Chief Attraction for This
Evening.” The Evening Republican (Columbus, Ind.), 7 August 1914, p. 6.

“Chautauqua Opens with Patriotic Ceremonies.” The Evening Item (Richmond, Ind.), 26
August 1904, pp. 1-2.

“Chautauqua Program.” Noblesville Daily Ledger (IN), 13 August 1914, p. 1.

“Dusky Singers: A Sketch of the Kaffir Choir Now in the City.” Cleveland Plain Dealer
(Ohio), 23 September 1894, p. 1.

“Entertainment is Picturesque.” The Daily Republican (Rushville, Ind.), 9 July 1914, p. 1.
“Famous South Africans.” The Millville Evening News (NJ), 9 May 1899, p. 1.

“From Far Africa: Kaffir Choir on a Tour of the United States and Canada.” The Boston
Daily Globe (MA), 10 January 1894, p. 4.

“Good Talent is Procured: Union Lecture Course at Cambridge City, Has Many Features.”
The Evening Item (Richmond, Ind.), 29 September 1905, p. 5.

“He Paid Fifteen Dollars.” The Fort Wayne Sentinel, 17 December 1900, p. 6.

“Interesting Service in Second Church.” Lafayette Evening Call (IN), 19 November 1900,
p. 5.

“Kaffir Boy Choir: An Entertainment that Will be Unique and Brilliant.” The Fort Wayne
Journal-Gazette, 12 December 1900, p. 3.

“Kaffir Boys’ Choir.” The Brazil Daily Times (IN), 15 November 1915, p. 1.

“Kaffir Boys’ Choir Takes Chautauquans.” Evansville Journal-News (IN), 9 July 1906,
p. 1.

Oxford English Dictionary. “Word Stories: ‘Kaffir.”” https://www.oed.com/discover/
kaffir/?tl=true Accessed: 18 September 2025.

“People’s Lecture Course.” Steuben Republican (Angola, Ind.), 18 October 1905 (no page
number).

“Singers from Africa: Last Night’s Unique Concert at the Grand Opera House.” The Ottawa
Citizen (Canada), 14 April 1893, p. 8.

“Special Sunday Services.” Fall River Daily Herald (MA), 16 April 1898, p. 8.
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“The African Choir.” Poughkeepsie Daily Eagle (NY), 18 November 1893, p. 6.
“The Chautauqua Special Program.” Greenfield Daily Reporter (IN), 8 July 1914, p. 1.

“The Famous South Africans: Their Splendid Entertainment at School Hall Last Night.”
Blairsville Daily Courier (PA), 14 November 1899, p. 1.

“The Kaffir Boys’ Choir: Delights a Large Audience at the Glen.” The Daily Palladium
(Richmond, Ind.), 2 September 1904, pp. 1, 4.

“The Kaffir Choir: Novel and Interesting Entertainment at Plymouth Congregational
Church.” The Fort Wayne Journal Gazette, 15 December 1900, p. 5.

“The Manager is Nabbed: Kaftir Boy Choir Company in Trouble.” The Fort Wayne Sentinel,
15 December 1900, p. 1.

“White Woman Becomes South Africa’s First Person Sent to Jail for Racism After Yelling
Racial Slurs at Black Police Officers.” Newsweek, 30 March 2018
https://www.newsweek.com/white-woman-becomes-south-africas-first-person-sent-jail-
racism-after-yelling-865488 Accessed: 19 September 2025.

Indiana Historical Society Kaffir Boy Choir Group Portrait Page 4


https://www.newsweek.com/white-woman-becomes-south-africas-first-person-sent-jail-racism-after-yelling-865488
https://www.newsweek.com/white-woman-becomes-south-africas-first-person-sent-jail-racism-after-yelling-865488

SCOPE AND CONTENT NOTE

This group portrait is a mounted halftone reproduction of a photograph showing James H.
Balmer, Elsie Clark, and five South African singers of the Kaffir Boy Choir. This was likely
a publicity photo. The choir members’ names are written on the back of the mount, along
with their ethnic identities. One is listed as a “Bushman,” a term that was applied to the San
people. Two are listed as “Basuto,” an outdated colonial-era spelling of what is now known
as Basotho or Sotho. One is listed as a “Kafir,” which possibly referred to someone of a
Nguni ethnic group. The other is listed as a Zulu.

CONTENTS

CONTENTS CONTAINER
Mounted halftone reproduction of a photographic Upright Graphics,
group portrait showing James H. Balmer, Elsie Clark, Folder 1 of 1

and five South African singers of the Kaffir Boy Choir.
Miss Clark and the boys are all dressed in traditional
native South African clothing. The boys’ names and
ethnic identities are written on the back of the mount as
follows:

“Bushman — Gert Brieda

Basuto — Mlien Mtsela

Kafir — Skelpat Mooiaca [?]

Zulu — Figo Soga

Basuto — Mtyelele [?]” [another copy of this found
online adds the second name Mytyelele Mtsela:
https://humanzoos.net/?page_id=3324]

[The handwriting is not very legible; the spelling of the
names is the processor’s best guess.]
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