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    FOREWORD


    Not many South Africans understand the sheer scale of this country’s human development and past, which stretches back to the early hominids of 3.5 million years ago. Archaeology is a complex discipline that through a detailed forensic process enhances our knowledge of past people, events and climates. Archaeological methods evolve over time as the discipline makes use of scientific discoveries to help it put together the jigsaw puzzle of the past.


    This vast depth of South African archaeology is generally difficult for ordinary people to access, as the language in scientific journals and university-level textbooks is tiring to read, sometimes overly formal and uses terminology that is generally outside daily use. In some ways this has not only put people off but also given rise to half-truths and the development of alternative, untested histories, many of which are in circulation today.


    In First People: The Lost History of the Khoisan, Andy Smith has wisely limited the time scale covered to the period in which we believe the ancestors of modern humans and the people of the Cape existed – a complex but fascinating period of our existence. In South Africa today there are actually a number of people and groups that are rediscovering a heritage that was effectively lost to the colonisation process. They are beginning to form groups as they rediscover their identity. A number of these groups are political in their agendas and are informed by hearsay and legend, while others are historically well-informed. At the bottom of this is the deep need for communities to rediscover history and identity – a very positive thing for society at large. The problem is that there are few up-to-date, modern history/archaeology books to assist communities to do this.


    At last, we have a considerately written book that fills this gap in a major way. Not only does it abandon old colonial ideals and versions of the past, but it is also sensitively written and full of up-to-date knowledge on scientifically based findings and modern techniques. However, most important is the fact that First People is easy to read and accomplishes the almost impossible task of marrying academically based knowledge into a well-written and carefully executed book. It can be kept at home and read from cover to cover, yet would also be comfortable as a teaching book in a university or school. This book needs to find its way into family homes, school libraries and academic settings.


    In a way, First People also parallels Andy Smith’s life. He is an expert in the subject as a result of a lifetime of research, physical excavation and accumulation of knowledge, yet the book does not indulge in self-praise but gives knowledge to us all.


    Tim Hart (MA)


    Director of ACO Associates CC


    Archaeology and Heritage Specialists
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    INTRODUCTION


    The name ‘Khoisan’ was created to encompass the ‘click-speaking’ people of southern Africa assuming that they were all genetically connected, before it was recognised that there are three separate languages (two Bushman languages, and Khoe), all of them mutually unintelligible. These were the aboriginal hunters and herders of the subcontinent. The genetics of the San (or Bushmen) are the most complex and diverse in the world today. This means it is possible that they are ancestral to all living humans. The Khoekhoen were the herding people who introduced domestic animals and occupied the winter rainfall areas in the west that precluded the expansion of Bantu-speaking Iron Age farmers whose crops were summer rainfall. This book is dedicated to the descendants of these fascinating people who survive today, even though, in the 21st century, they are still pushed aside by black (beginning 5th century) and white (beginning 17th century) colonial interests.


    My first experience with traditional herders was on the Persian Gulf coast in Iran in 1964 where I used camels and donkeys to get my camping gear and equipment to the top of the mountains to give offshore seismic operators a navigation fix during oil exploration.


    In 1968, after I had finished my undergraduate studies at the University of California, Berkeley, I hitch-hiked from Glasgow, Scotland, where my parents were living, to Nairobi, Kenya, to meet up with one of my professors, Glynn Isaac. During my stay in East Africa I had the opportunity to visit Maasai homesteads (manyattas), my first contact with Africa’s pastoral people. While in Nairobi, I got a message from one of my other professors, J Desmond Clark, inviting me to be part of the scientific contingent to the Ennedi Mountains of Libya to start at the end of the year (1969).


    Unfortunately, Muammar Gaddafi seized power in Libya in September of that year and our plans had to change, so the expedition became the British Aïr Mountains Expedition to Niger. On this expedition I had my first contact with Tuareg herders, who helped us with finding camels and with the logistics of working in the Central Sahara. The excavations I conducted in Niger included work on early pastoral sites of the Sahara, and this became the focus of my doctoral research.


    I was able to formulate an additional programme to do the second half of my thesis research, which I did in the Tilemsi Valley, north of Gao in Mali, in 1971. Again, I worked closely with Tuareg herders, and was able to learn a great deal about nomadic pastoralism.


    On my return to Berkeley in 1971, I was invited by Desmond Clark to join an expedition to the Nile Valley, south of Khartoum, which took place in 1972.


    I went to Ghana to teach at the University in 1973, and finished my Berkeley PhD thesis there, which was awarded in 1974.


    I joined the Department of Archaeology, University of Cape Town, in 1977. It was a natural step in South Africa to continue my research into herding societies there, and so began my interest in the Khoekhoen. I excavated at the richest prehistoric herding site in the Western Cape, Kasteelberg, on the Vredenburg Peninsula, between 1982 and 1992, and published a monograph on the work in 2006.


    In 1993, I attended a month-long course on the Bedouin at Sde Boker in the Negev, Israel, meeting a number of the last transhumant herders in the country.


    I worked with Richard Lee (University of Toronto) and Ju/’hoansi associates in northern Namibia in 1995 and 1997, doing archaeological excavation, while Richard gathered information on the Bushman history of Nyae Nyae from local elders.


    In 2000, I was invited to be an expert witness at a court case in Cape Town on behalf of the Richtersveld community who were trying to claim aboriginal rights to their land from Alexkor Mine. The case was decided in favour of the community by the Constitutional Court in 2001.


    In 2001, I excavated at Bloeddrift 23, a pastoralist site on the Lower Orange River in the Richtersveld, and that year I was also invited by Rudolph Kuper to join an expedition organised by the Arid Climate Adaptation and Cultural Innovation in Africa group from Cologne, Germany, to the Western Desert of Egypt, where we worked on prehistoric sites.


    I subsequently surveyed archaeological sites in the Western Cape, and excavated the St Helena Bay skeleton, published in 2014 as ‘First ancient mitochondrial human genome from a pre-pastoralist southern African’.
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    CHAPTER 1


    Khoisan Peoples


    [H]e saw the fate of history in popular culture as conditional on its self-appointed masters being prepared to reacquaint themselves with the imaginative skills of the storyteller.
– Simon Schama, in The New Yorker, 1998


    ‘I’ve found one!’ exclaims a young learner from a school in rural South Africa on a field trip to see where Palaeolithic stone tools come from. The learners have been given clues on how to recognise flaked stone, and the site they are walking across is an open path inside a nature reserve. Such excitement underlines the fact that archaeology is everywhere, if you know how to see it.


    To this group of pre-teen children, these tools are a first awareness of people in the distant past having lived in the same space that they themselves inhabit today. The next step is to ask how prehistoric people lived, and what would have been important to them. To answer this question, one child quickly says, ‘Water’ – and, yes, their stone tools are not far from a permanent stream. Discussion about food, hunting and gathering, then, is a logical addition to understanding the cultural ecology of early Khoisan people in their area, even if a time depth of 50 ٠٠٠ to 100 000 years might be difficult for them to envision. Middle Stone Age artefacts dated to this period are widespread across the South African landscape, sometimes in the most unusual places, such as in the high country and on steep slopes.


    The importance of leaving the stone tools where they are found is stressed by the archaeologist. The learners quickly understand that the tools are important clues to the past, and if removed without proper documentation and recording, would be lost to scientists in the future.


    In this book I would like to introduce the archaeology and genetic background of the First People of southern Africa: the Khoisan. This is not purely an isolated academic exercise, as there is a good chance that we all, in our distant past, are ultimately descended from these people who lived at the southernmost end of Africa.


    The Khoisan peoples of southern Africa have a long history of being pushed to the social periphery. The Bushmen were often considered as just animals who stole cattle, and so deserved to be shot, while Khoekhoen were regarded as convenient labour as herdsmen. In the ‘new’ South Africa Khoisan peoples have been pushed aside by ‘black’ aspirations, and no Khoisan language has been given the status of an ‘official’ language (even though the South African coat of arms bears a saying in a Khoisan language). There is a common complaint among Khoisan descendants: ‘We were not white enough under apartheid, and are not black enough for the new South Africa’. So it is understandable that so-called coloured descendants of the Khoisan should feel marginalised. This is a theme that permeates all ex-colonial countries. The Aborigines of Australia, the Native Americans of North America and the isolated peoples of the Amazon also feel the heavy hand of historical colonial exploitation and neglect.


    It is not always easy to bridge the gap between science and what the general public know about their society and where it comes from. There is a tendency for academics to focus too much on their closed world, as historian Yuval Harari describes: ‘Scientists hope to dispel wrong views by better science education … by presenting the public with accurate facts and expert reports … Most of our views are shaped by communal groupthink rather than individual rationality, and we hold on to these views out of group loyalty … Even scientists are not immune to the power of groupthink … The scientific community believes in the efficacy of facts, hence those loyal to the community continue to believe that they can win public debates by throwing the right facts around, despite much empirical evidence to the contrary’ (Harari 2018: 219–220).


    There has been some attempt by archaeologists in South Africa to close the gap. John Parkington of the archaeology department at the University of Cape Town (UCT) and his colleagues at the Krakadouw Trust have made fine steps to open that part of the academy to a wider audience (Parkington et al. 2015). It is over 90 years since Isaac Schapera (1930) wrote his seminal work on the social anthropology of the Khoisan. In the quarter century since the publication of The Cape Herders (Boonzaier et al. 1996), and later the companion work on the Bushmen (Smith et al. 2000), ideas on Khoekhoe history have changed. I am aware that we do not have all the answers, and I hope that this book, designed for students and Khoisan descendants interested in early southern African history, will show how the research into their history keeps evolving in the 21st century. I will try to build up a picture of the archaeological, linguistic and genomic history to make sense of this complexity, and to describe the lives of these people, many of whom have lost their language and culture in the modern world. We are all the poorer for the loss of stories, experiences and skills that can never be replaced.


    To develop this picture of the history of Khoisan people, we will travel back to the beginnings of early modern humans, then take a timeline to the direct Stone Age ancestors of the Bushmen and continue up to the present. We will look at the way of life of hunter-gatherers in the recent history of southern Africa, and then introduce the first herders who later became known as the Khoekhoen at the Cape. We also want to see what modern genomics can tell us about how the various linguistic and economic groups related to each other. Finally, we will ask about the Khoisan today, and where they find themselves in the modern world of independent African states.


    Names


    The names Europeans called indigenous people they met on their travels often were the result of assumptions created by ancient geographers, such as the Greek Herodotus (5th century BC) and the Roman Pliny the Elder (1st century AD), who attempted to describe the peoples who lived beyond the circum-Mediterranean (or the then known world). Such fantastic creatures were the source of myth, and many of those described were assumed to be Anthropophages (man-eaters). So influential were these early writers that their ideas held sway until the Portuguese voyages of exploration at the end of the 15th century.


    In southern Africa, these assumptions also held, and the ‘savages’ described by the early travellers fitted their assumptions. Franck van der Does, who sailed on the Hollandia as part of the Cornelis de Houtman expedition of 1595, offered this description: ‘[W]e feared that … the African savages would kill and eat us’ (Raven-Hart 1967: 19).


    The naming of southern Africa’s First People was done by early colonists, and, of course, because it was written down, achieved authenticity (see Brink 2004). The names the various groups used for themselves would have been their own ethnonyms (who they were in their own language, usually at the band or group level). They seldom had general collective names, and these, when they existed, such as ‘Khoekhoen = Hottentot’, were usually seen as a shorthand by colonial interests. For example, Khoe means ‘people’; therefore Khoekhoe means ‘people/people’, but with the subtext of ‘real people’, which they probably used to distinguish themselves from hunter-gatherers. Let us look more closely at these names.


    Khoisan: What does this name represent, and where does it come from? The word was first coined in 1928 by Schultze as a way of collectively describing the click-language users of southern Africa. The assumption was that these people were in some ways connected to each other through their languages. This name was also used to mean the small, brown-skinned people who were quite distinct from black Africans, the Bantu-speakers of southern Africa. Thus, it had both a genetic and a linguistic assumption built in. The word ‘Khoisan’ is a colonial artefact but is in common use by descendants today.


    Recent research among linguists (Güldemann 2008) has shown that there are two distinct Bushman languages, Kx’a (Ju) and Tuu, which are mutually unintelligible, that is, they cannot speak to each other, and are genetically distinct. Khoe is a quite separate language group and may well have origins outside southern Africa.


    Strandloper: This means ‘beach ranger’ and refers to foraging people living along the coast and subsisting off marine resources. They apparently had no domestic animals, so may have been either Soaqua or impoverished Khoekhoen.


    Hottentot: This was the name given to the herders of the Cape by the Dutch. The derivation of the name is not clear, but it may have been a commentary on the clicks in their language. All Khoe groups had their own ethnonyms, for example Goringhaicona (!Uri-//’ae, a group living around the Cape Peninsula), Cochoqua (whose territory included Saldanha Bay), Chainoqua and Hessequa (who lived beyond the Hottentots-Holland Mountains), etc. These were clan names recorded at the time of the first colonial observers in the 17th century. These names would probably have been flexible, as there was a great deal of fluidity in who was the leader, and how the groups changed over time (for more detail, see Fauvelle-Aymar 2008).


    Khoekhoen is the collective name used by the Nama-speakers of Namibia today, but variants include Khoikhoi and Quena. Khoekhoe would be the language spoken, and like Khoe could be used as an adjective (Smith 1998).


    Soaqua or Sonqua: These were hunter-gatherers without domestic stock. The name came from the Khoekhoen, meaning ‘people of the bush’, but it probably had a subtext meaning ‘people unlike ourselves with no cattle’, and who spoke a different language. Again, each group would have had its own ethnonym, but few of these were recorded by the Dutch at the Cape. An exception was probably Swy Ei or Oesjswana, the Sneeuberg Bushmen encountered by Colonel Robert Jacob Gordon in 1777. Their name might have been recognised as they were very effective in keeping the Dutch colonists out of their area for many years. At the Cape they probably spoke a Tuu language, like the /Xam of Bushmanland (Bleek & Lloyd 1911). The name ‘Bushmen’ is a direct translation from Khoe, and was the word used by the early colonists for southern African hunter-gatherers. Because it was deemed derogatory, some researchers prefer to use the name ‘San’, but this was the name given by the Khoekhoen (San-qua = bush people) and was probably equally derogatory when used by them. For the hunter-gatherers, I prefer to use the term ‘Bushman’ instead of ‘San’, because, in my experience in working with them in the field, this is the collective name they would use themselves.


    Differences between Bushmen and Khoekhoen


    Perhaps the most significant difference between hunter-gatherers and herders is in their social systems. Using examples of modern hunters in southern Africa, Alan Barnard (2002; 2007) shows the anthropological differences between what he calls the ‘Mesolithic’ (hunter) and ‘Neolithic’ (food producer) modes of thought, rather than modes of production. The differences are great, and include concepts of accumulation and consumption of resources, leadership, kinship models and how land is perceived and used. His examples are of modern hunters who are in transition in the 21st century to fit into the dominant societies around them.


    A basic premise offered by Barnard (2007: 15) is the following:


    In broad terms, the foraging mode of thought is resilient and resistant to contact with agro-pastoralists. Typical characteristics of hunter-gatherer society include a band level of social organisation, large territory for size of population, lack of social hierarchy, universal kinship (everyone being classified kind of ‘kin’, no non-kin), widespread sharing, a dualistic mentality (farmers think in ‘threes’), symbolic relations between hunted animals and humans, and flexibility in all realms.


    There are two types of hunter-gatherers: ‘immediate return’ and ‘delayed return’ (Woodburn 1988). Kalahari hunter-gatherers are immediate return, as they go out to forage for food every day and store very little for future use. They are known for their egalitarianism, with no one person being above another socially. In fact, levelling is the way that people are kept in their place. Anthropologist Richard Lee spent many months working among the Ju/’hoansi of Nyae Nyae when he was doing his doctoral research in the early 1960s. To thank the people for their help and patience, Lee brought in a large fat ox as a gift. He was initially shocked by the response he got from his Bushman friends. They basically told him he was very ungrateful for all the trouble they had gone to, and totally denigrated the animal offered as something of such poor quality that it was beneath them. What Lee finally realised was that they had accepted him into their group and he was not to think of himself as better than anyone else by providing such a splendid animal. In other words, he was being ‘levelled’ (Lee 1969). This shows that no one within Ju/’hoansi society is a leader. No one makes decisions for the group. This is only done by talking … and talking … and talking until a consensus is reached. A hunter must show humility even when he has been successful. Often, other camp members have to work hard to get out of him what has happened, and where the dead animal is. No boasting allowed!


    To put this into perspective: egalitarianism and levelling practices are not unique to southern African hunters. They are common features of immediate-return hunter-gatherers everywhere. If any resources can be accumulated, then social hierarchies can exist, as seen in delayed-return hunters. Wiessner (1996: 187) says that social restrictions have to be in place to force egalitarianism because, ‘as the many leveling mechanisms in forager societies imply, the tendency of individuals to seek status and influence is a current that runs through all societies’.


    To elaborate on delayed-return hunter-gatherers: these would be people who have a resource that could be stored for future use. It could be fish that is dried or smoked and kept until the dry season, or even traded for other food, as done by the coastal people of the Pacific Northwest of the United States and Canada who harvest the salmon runs every year. This allows them to have big celebrations called ‘potlatches’, with status accrued through the success of these (Suttles 1960). Other examples might be the hunter-fisher shellfish collectors on the shores of Lake Victoria in Kenya, or the hunter-fishers of the Botletle River in northern Botswana. It has even been suggested that the huge accumulations of black mussel shells on the Cape West Coast, known as ‘mega-middens’, were left by foraging people who dried the mussel meat for delayed use or exchange (Henshilwood et al. 1994).


    By way of contrast, pastoralists own animals, and are responsible for their wellbeing. The herders need to make sure the animals have enough pasture and water, and to keep them away from potential predators (both human and animal), disease vectors and harmful plants. Ownership also incurs wealth, as some herders could have more animals than others. If a herder has a very big herd, he may have to have someone to help with the needs of the animals, and the person he hires cannot consider himself an owner, and so might have lower status. We also know from the historical record that the Khoekhoen often had Sonqua as herdsmen, or at least as guards (Waterhouse 1932).


    Early contact


    The Portuguese sailor Bartolomeu Dias was the first European to meet the Khoekhoe herders of the Cape when he made landfall at what is now Mossel Bay in 1488. He called the place Angra dos Vaqueiros, or ‘Bay of Cowherds’, because of the large cattle herds he saw there. The first contact between Europeans and the hunter-gatherers of southern Africa probably occurred in November 1497 when members of Vasco da Gama’s crew met several local men, including one collecting honey, at St Helena Bay on the West Coast. There is no mention of domestic animals having been seen by Da Gama or his crew, so this individual was most likely a coastal foraging Soaqua (Axelson 1973: 22), from a people later called Strandlopers. Of course, there was no language communication possible, but through the use of signs the Portuguese sailors understood the man to tell them that his people lived near some hills ‘two leagues’ distant (Raven-Hart 1967: 3). Excavation of some small rock shelters in the hills along St Helena Bay indeed has shown that there were people living there for many years (Smith 2006).


    The small ships of Bartolomeu Dias had been travelling for six months when they finally made landfall at Mossel Bay. What has survived of his journal records that the local natives ran away from him. Nine years later Vasco da Gama, in what is known of his journal, informs us that Dias’s crew had been taking water when they were attacked by the herders, who threw stones at the visitors – no doubt because of their bad manners in not asking permission first, as would have been expected among the Khoekhoen (see Schapera 1930: 225). Dias responded by firing a crossbow and killing one (Raven-Hart 1967: 5).
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    Figure 1.1: Adam and Eve, engraving by Albrecht Dürer, 1504 (public domain).


    The very first contact between Europeans and Khoisan did not bode well for how colonists and local people would deal with each other in the future. Lack of communication and understanding on both sides was to continue, and little information came back to Europe that showed any sensitivity about who the local herders were, or how they lived. This lack of sensitivity is expressed in a description by one of the earliest travellers, Giovanni da Empoli, in 1503:


    The men have no hair; their scalps are scabby and ugly; they have rheumy eyes, and their bodies down to the waist are covered with shaggy hides. They carry their private parts in a hairy pouch like a sheath always upright. The women wear similar cloaks of skin, and to this they attach a hairy tail from the same animal, which they wear before and behind to cover their shame. They have very long breasts which look very deformed. The men carry darts with tips of iron, which someone has discovered. They have no religion, eat their meat raw, so far as we could see, they speak in their throat with many signs and hissings, and we never succeeded in understanding a word they uttered … to sum up, they are a bestial people. (Noonan 1989: 140)
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    Figure 1.2: Khoekhoen parents with child, woodcut by Hans Burgkmair, 1509 (public domain).


    Although the visitors thought the Khoisan were bestial, they initially also saw them as living in a Garden of Eden, untouched by many of the problems that European Christianity believed were created when humanity fell from biblical grace. The depiction of the Khoekhoen illustrating the 1506 journey of Balthasar Springer to the Indies shows great similarities to Albrecht Dürer’s Adam and Eve (Figures 1.1 and 1.2), no doubt because the artist, Hans Burgkmair, was part of the same artists’ club as Dürer in the German city of Augsburg, and the Fugger family, also of Augsburg, were the bankers underwriting the voyage (Smith & Pasche 1997). It is remarkable that Burgkmair’s woodcut depiction is the first image known to have been made of the Khoekhoen but it lacks the ‘savage’ elements all too evident in many of the later images of the 16th and 17th centuries (Smith 1993). This fact is elaborated by Leitch (2009: 135) in her analysis of the place of Burgkmair in the development of ethnography: ‘Burgkmair pushed the boundaries of printmaking … advanced naturalism … developed formulas for proportion … that better render the empirically observed world … Using familiar iconographic models, he relativized his subjects to the European viewer by bringing them into line with recognizable narratives and European traditions. He familiarized Africans … by endowing them with recognizable proportions, taking them out of the conventional categories of the exotic.’ By making them recognisably ‘human’ to his European audience, Burgkmair was demonstrating that cultural difference could be comparable with similar universal categories on which ethnography would later be built.


    This idyllic view of the Khoekhoen was not to last. In 1510, the soldier and explorer Francisco de Almeida, on his return voyage from India, made a stop at Table Bay. The Portuguese sailors badly wanted fresh meat, so in order to entice the local herders into giving them cattle, they kidnapped some children. This was a big mistake. The Khoe immediately responded by attacking the crew and managed to kill De Almeida and many of his men before the survivors made it back to their boats. The consequence of this was that the Portuguese avoided Table Bay for the next century, making their African headquarters on the East Coast at Delagoa Bay (today Maputo).


    Almost 150 years later, the first long-term contact between Khoekhoen and Europeans was with the Dutch crew of the Haarlem, which was wrecked at Bloubergstrand in 1647. The ‘Remonstrantie’ of 1649 was a report by members of that group to the Heeren XVII, the board of directors of the Dutch East India Company (VOC), in Amsterdam. The report gave a very positive view of their relations with the Khoekhoen and was probably one of the reasons behind the company’s decision to set up a refreshment station at Table Bay to supply ships sailing to and from the East Indies.


    The colony at the Cape


    The Dutch station established at Table Bay in 1652, under Jan van Riebeeck, was initially seen purely as a place to refresh ships outbound to or returning from the Far East, where spices, in high demand in Europe, could be obtained. There was little incentive at that time to establish a permanent settlement in southern Africa, as the attraction was only seen in the meat that could be exchanged with the Khoekhoen. It did not take the Dutch long, however, to realise that the Cape could be agriculturally productive, and the Heeren XVII gave permission for a limited number of ‘free burghers’ to be allowed to farm, as long as their produce would go to the VOC. The first were given land around Rondebosch and Newlands in 1657, but farmers had expanded as far as Stellenbosch by 1680, and on to Paarl by 1687.
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    Figure 1.3: Khoekhoe man helping a European farmer, late-17th-century drawing, National Library of South Africa (Smith & Pheiffer 1993: Plate 8).


    Thus, the pasture lands of the Khoe around Table Bay were quickly taken over by farmers. This extended to the Overberg, beyond the Hottentots-Holland Mountains, after 1700. Not only was the land usurped, but gradually the cattle of the Khoe were either stolen or exchanged for non-productive goods, such as metals or alcohol. A crisis occurred in 1713 when a smallpox epidemic tore through the Cape Khoekhoen. This was viewed as some form of witchcraft by the Khoe, many of whom fled upcountry away from the Cape. Those who survived became a labour source for the colony (Figure 1.3).


    Two wars were fought between the Khoekhoen and the early Dutch settlers, in 1659 and 1673. The Khoekhoen were the losers in both cases, but the outcome might have been very different if the assumptions on the part of the Khoe had not been that the wealth of the Dutch lay in their cattle, instead of in the mercantile empire that supported the VOC. Stealing cattle was not going to make the Dutch go away.


    In the early 1900s, this same focus on cattle would undermine the struggle of the Witbooi Nama and Herero in German South West Africa against the German colonial forces. The indigenous herders were too absorbed in fighting among themselves over cattle raiding and pasture expansion to be aware of the greater threat from German imperialism (Gugelberger 1984). Had they presented a united front against the intrusion, they might have pushed the Germans aside, and avoided the Herero War of 1904 that resulted in the setting up of the concentration camps, which killed many Hereros.


    It is important to note that virtually all the information on the Khoisan hunter-gatherers and herders of the Cape is one-sided. As the aboriginal people of southern Africa had no written language, all reports come from European observers – until much later, when local people learnt to read and write Dutch. Although there were a few Khoekhoen who learnt to speak Dutch or English and acted as translators – for example, Autshumao, leader of the Goringhaicona, became Van Riebeeck’s interpreter – literacy, however, only developed once mission stations were set up at the end of the 18th century, by which time many of the Khoisan groups had either disappeared or been absorbed into colonial society, speaking Dutch and adhering to Christianity. Very few Dutch colonists learnt to speak a Khoisan language because they found the clicks in the speech too difficult to master.


    Mission stations


    Because the emerging farmers in the colony regarded the Khoisan as basically subhuman in comparison with Europeans, there began the general treatment of them as virtual slaves, even though this was formally forbidden by the VOC. The loss of land, livelihood and language took such a toll on the Khoe that mission stations were set up, such as those founded by the Moravian Church or the London Missionary Society. The intention was primarily to convert the Khoisan to Christianity, but the missions set up in the 18th and 19th centuries were in fact havens for dislocated Khoisan forced to work for colonial famers (Figure 1.3). Along the South Coast these were mostly Khoekhoen.


    One such haven was Genadendal, in the Overberg, which was first visited by the Moravian missionary Georg Schmidt in 1737. When he left seven years later, a few of his converts had become practising Christians. When the next group of missionaries arrived, in 1793, there was just one Schmidt follower, a certain Lena, still able to read her Bible. In time Genadendal, under Moravian tutelage, became a major centre of learning and artisanship. It became the largest town of its kind after Cape Town, renowned for the skills it imparted, especially literacy, although a Khoekhoe language (probably local Chainoqua) was still spoken at the station until the middle of the 19th century. So adept were the Khoe at learning to read Dutch that it provoked the jealousy of the local colonial farmers, many of whom were illiterate.


    The base of the Moravian Church was in the town of Herrnhut (today close to the border between Germany and the Czech Republic). At Genadendal, Khoe blacksmithing skills were so good that they made a very special and highly prized knife, which was called a ‘Herrnhuter’.


    Genadendal was often a stopping place for travellers going east. One such traveller was Lady Anne Barnard, the wife of the British colonial secretary, who stayed over in May 1798. In a letter home to England she wrote how wonderful the voices of the Khoekhoen were in the church. She also noted that the missionaries she met ‘professed themselves perfectly happy in their situation, though it was by no means free from danger, not from the Hottentots, who loved them, but from the boors [sic], who were angry at their having come amongst them to teach the others how to be industrious and independent … They (the farmers) did not care whether they (the Khoe) were enlightened or not, provided they were kept poor, lazy and subordinate … the farmers had found the Hottentots more patient, tractable and laborious than the slaves of other countries they had bought – they also came infinitely cheaper to them’ (Lewin-Robinson 1973: 122). In 1815, when the clergyman Christian Latrobe visited Genadendal, the village had grown considerably since Lady Anne’s visit, to 256 cottages. There were 300 children at a meeting, and 130 girls attended the school. Two local children were drawn by the artist Charles Davidson Bell during a trip to the Overberg in 1850 (Figures 1.4 and 1.5).


    [image: ]


    Figure 1.4: ‘Fytje, Bushman Girl at Bot River, 15 October 1850’, sketch by Charles Davidson Bell (Bell Trust Collection, UCT).
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    Figure 1.5: ‘Boy at Genadendal, 17 October 1850’, sketch by Charles Davidson Bell (Bell Trust Collection, UCT).


    Racial ‘othering’


    We must recognise that the ‘Hottentots’ have a very important place in world history. As the earliest African herders encountered by Europeans, and people who were widely described in travel literature from the 15th century onwards, they became stereotypical ‘natives’. So startling were the differences from what was considered ‘normal’ European culture that even the descriptions of the monstrous races thought to exist beyond the circum-Mediterranean area were not enough to prepare the European mind for the reality. In mid-18th-century England, Lord Chesterfield said of one of his contemporaries, Lord Lyttelton, ‘The utmost I can do for him, is to consider him a respectable Hottentot.’ This meaning of ‘Hottentot’ became fixed in the imperial mentality, so that in the third edition of the Shorter Oxford Dictionary (1970) we see the word defined as ‘a person of inferior intellect or culture 1726’. As Hudson says: ‘Europeans needed to neutralise the ideological threat represented by the Khoikhoi, a programme that culminated in the development of the modern science of “race” … and its corresponding ideology of “racism”’ (Hudson 2004: 308). This was the origin of the ideology of social Darwinism of the 19th century as the European powers assumed their superiority and divided Africa among themselves.


    Such imperial ideas were built on the idea of terra nullius (empty land), initiated in the 11th century when Pope Urban II issued a bull (official statement) that allowed the Crusaders to take over Islamic lands in the Near East. This idea entered European legal thinking and was later used by imperial forces to justify the occupation of lands, especially in Australia and Africa, that were used by nomadic people, and so were deemed empty and not productive in European eyes.


    Not only was the name ‘Hottentot’ seen as derogatory, but the shortened version, ‘hotnot’, became entrenched in the South African colonial mind as the most insulting epithet. Gabrielle Ritchie (1990: 5) puts it succinctly when, quoting Francis Meli, she says that ‘an aim of colonialism and its strategies was to “inculcate among the oppressed a feeling of inferiority towards and rejection of their own heritage and potential”. This element of colonialist practise applies to the situation in which the word “hotnot” is regarded as insulting.’
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    Figure 1.6: A group of Khoe women, late-17th-century drawing, National Library of South Africa (Smith & Pheiffer 1993: Plate 5).


    This book is intended as an exercise in attempting to understand who the Khoisan were, using the fragmentary evidence available from the biased colonial records and what archaeology has discovered. We must recognise that the Khoisan have not disappeared. Their genetic descendants are still living at the Cape and in Namibia and Botswana, although the Cape descendants mostly speak Afrikaans or English. We hope to be able to offer to these First People of the Cape as full a picture as is possible. New evidence is appearing of the genetics of the populations at the Cape that will add an even greater dimension about who the Khoisan were (see Petersen et al. 2013).
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