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    There are literally tens of millions of such artefacts scattered across the karoo surface, the result of a super abundance of useful stone available along the dolerite ridges. This is a massive residue of human occupation.


    John Parkington


    Patrick then said,
‘This is an intricate tale …’
‘What word other than “intricate” could describe such a tale,’ said Benén, ‘given its plot?’
Thus the old saying ‘an intricate business is storytelling’ comes from this.


    Tales of the Elders of Ireland (c. 1200 AD)


    


    Documentary evidence, with its distortions and selections, is itself an indicator of what was becoming lost in the past while the present was being made. Thus, even the gaps in a history based on documentary evidence can be revealing, gesturing mutely to that which vanished most permanently, most decisively.


    Nigel Penn
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    Glossary


    Achterveld: In Cape Dutch this means ‘the field behind’. The term refers to the Karoo area north of the Hantamberg now known as Agter-Hantam.


    baas: Boss, employer or farm owner (Afrikaans).


    Baster (Bastaard, Bastard): ‘Bastaards [Basters] were the Dutch-speaking, mixed-race descendants of the European-settler farmers, slaves and Khoe who had been interrelating in the Northern Cape frontier region from the first decades of the 18th century’ (Nell 2005: 123). The original meaning of the Dutch term bastaard is ‘mongrel or half-caste, rather than illegitimate’ (Ross 1993: 257). See also Penn 2005: 20–21.


    dolerite: A type of rock abundant in the Karoo, seen on the ground or accumulated on dykes forming ‘long ridges and koppies of boulder-strewn shiny black rock’ (Deacon & Deacon 1999: 82). These shiny rocks can be as small as a lentil or quite big, their metallic appearance giving them the shape of natural sculptures reminiscent of those of Henry Moore. When scratched with a sharp rock or another hard object, the marking can last for centuries. This is the reason these rocks, mostly the bigger boulders, are the medium on which the |xam produced their art in the form of delicate engravings.


    dorp (diminutive dorpie): A village (from Dutch).


    Droster: ‘A runaway, usually a slave or (subsequently) a servant; an outlaw’ (DSAE).


    Field cornet (veldkornet): ‘A civilian official invested with the rank and responsibilities of a military officer and with various judicial powers enabling him to act as a local administrator, magistrate, sheriff, and keeper of the peace in a ward’ (DSAE). From Cape Dutch Veld kornet.


    Karoo (Karroo): Defined by Noble (1875: 11) as ‘the vast interior deserts of the Colony’. To be more precise, this is the name given to several contiguous regions of South Africa usually known as Upper, Great and Little Karoo. The word comes from a Khoekhoe term meaning ‘arid, dry, hard ground’ (Nienaber & Raper 1983: 148).


    Khoekhoe: Nomadic herders whose click languages, physical aspect and worldview resemble those of the Bushmen. The word is often shortened to Khoe, especially as an adjective. The Dutch called these people ‘Hottentots’, a term now universally rejected as pejorative.


    Khoisan: Term used to refer to the Khoekhoe herders and the Bushman hunter-gatherers. Historians and other researchers use this term when from the sources it is unclear if the people referred to are herders or hunters.


    Korana (Coranna): A Khoekhoe group that inhabited the areas north of the Gariep/Orange River. The more precise form is !kora.


    kum (pl. kukummi): A |xam term meaning ‘story, talk, history, news’ (Bleek 1956: 196).


    Mantis: Also known as |kaggen, the trickster hero of |xam oral literature, not quite a god, but with divine attributes.


    MLA: Member of the Legislative Assembly, the colonial parliament of the Cape.


    San: A Khoekhoe term used to refer to a person without livestock. For some time it has been used as an alternative to the often pejorative word ‘Bushman’. ‘San’ is, however, rejected by some groups in Namibia because it has also pejorative connotations.


    sjambok: Long-handled whip often made from hippo hide, used, among other things, for driving teams of oxen.


    skerm: A ‘screen, barrier, or windbreak, usually of (thorny) branches and brushwood, but sometimes of stones, earth, reeds, or animal skins, and taking various forms’ (DSAE). From Cape Dutch scherm, ‘screen, protection’.


    trekboer (pl. trekboere): Pastoralist, migrant or transhumant farmer (from Cape Dutch, ‘itinerant farmer’).


    trekveld: ‘[U]noccupied and un-granted country called “Trekveld”, which literally means Movefield (a country where farmers go to in certain seasons with their flocks)’ (Noble 1875: 12).


    VOC: Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie (Dutch East India Company). The governing body of the company formed and controlled by the Heeren XVII or Lords XVII.


    werf: ‘The temporary settlement of a nomadic group.’ (DSAE). 


    windpomp: A windmill used for pumping water.

  


  
    Preface: Stones, stories and silences


    What we commonly mean by ‘understand’ coincides with ‘simplify’: without a profound simplification the world around us would be an infinite, undefined tangle that would defy our ability to orient ourselves and decide upon our actions.


    Primo Levi


    On 28 August 1913, at the Kenhardt location in today’s Northern Cape province of South Africa, a woman called Meitjie Streep passed away after an illness of two months. The certificate that contains these details states also that she was ‘Bushman’, born in the Cape Province and ‘about 105 years’; that she was in domestic service; and that she had died of ‘senile decay’. Present at her house when she died was another woman, Elsie Alexander, who had witnessed Meitjie’s death and signed the death certificate with a mark.


    As Streep and her relatives probably knew, two years earlier she had become widely known among students of African folklore when a gold-embossed image of her holding a digging stick was used as the cover illustration of a book titled Specimens of Bushman Folklore, by Wilhelm Bleek and Lucy C Lloyd, published in London in 1911. The photograph on which the image is based also featured in the book as photograph 13, even if, oddly, Streep was not identified by name. 


    Twenty-three years later, Dorothea Bleek, Wilhelm’s daughter, published in a learned journal a series of photographs she had taken in 1911. They included images of several relatives of Streep, and it was here that Miss Bleek revealed that it was Mikki (as she writes her name) Streep in the photograph in Specimens and thus, by implication, the woman in the gold-embossed image on its cover. 


    Bleek also supplied one of Meitjie Streep’s |xam names, |ogen-aŋ, and estimated her age in 1911 as 80, probably more realistic than the death certificate suggested. Even today, in the area where she lived, people tend to exaggerate the age of those who look really old. This is not surprising among communities where people tend not to know their age, not even the one guessed for them by some functionary filling in the details for their official identity documents.
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    Still, Dorothea Bleek’s estimate would place |ogen-aŋ’s date of birth at around 1831, at a time when the part of the Upper Karoo from where she came was outside the limits of the Cape Colony and largely unexplored by settlers of European or mixed descent. 


    Dorothea obtained snippets of information from |ogen-aŋ when she saw her in 1911. Only Bushmen were in the country when she was child, she said, many Bushmen. The first strangers they saw were the Korana, Khoekhoe herders with horses and guns who lived north of the Orange River. ‘They fought the Bushmen and killed them,’ she told Bleek. ‘The Korana came first from the north and killed many Bushmen and women. Then the white men came from the south and killed more.’ 


    She had been born at !kuries, near Kenhardt. ‘She was a married woman, with three children when the first White man came, Baas Frederick, who came to hunt.’ Dorothea had known |ogen-aŋ when she herself was only 11 years old. The |xam woman and other members of her band, several of them direct relatives, had been brought to Cape Town early in 1884 in an effort by the local magistrate to cleanse the area of obnoxious and redundant hunter-gatherers who stubbornly clung to their traditional lifestyle. It was then that the photograph of |ogen-aŋ with the digging stick was taken at the request of Dorothea’s aunt, Lucy Lloyd. 


    The stones, stories and silences present in this book are all emblems of discontinuity and absence. The story to which this book is devoted needs to be told, even if it is full of gaps and obscurities, not to mention tangents, subplots and a varied cast of characters. What Primo Levi states in the epigraph of this preface must be borne in mind: if we want to understand, we have to simplify. In these chapters I am not by any means telling everything that can or even needs to be told about the events and individuals at the centre of this book, but I have tried to achieve a meaningful simplification of what I know to help others obtain an adequate understanding of them and hopefully open new avenues of research. 
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    The region variously known as |xam-ka !au, Bushmanland or the Upper (or Bo) Karoo has always been maligned by European visitors and settlers. Environmentally speaking, today it is in a state of devastation after almost three centuries of, among other things, sheep farming, destruction of fauna, garbage accumulation, over-exploitation of the water table and legal and illegal mining, not to mention missile-testing from Cape Agulhas to the Strandberg. Yet for the people who called themselves |xam-ka !ei and their ancestors, this was home, a place which, to use Hugh Brody’s phrase, they had ‘made perfect by knowledge’.


    The history of genocide, dispossession and the forced pauperisation of the Upper Karoo |xam that haunts this book remains one of the lesser known and more tragic chapters in the history of South Africa. The tragedy went almost completely unnoticed when it happened, and this state of things has continued for more than a century. Needless to say, there has been no acknowledgement, apology, redress or attempt to ameliorate the plight of the survivors’ descendants. One of the aims of Fading Footprints is to make this tragedy more widely known and the present communities of |xam descendants more visible.


    The happy confluence of several archives has made this book possible. One of them is found in colonial records kept in Cape Town. Another is the Bleek and Lloyd Collection, whose holdings are divided mostly between the University of Cape Town (UCT), the Iziko South African Museum and the National Library of South Africa. The story of the Bleek and Lloyd Collection and its creators is another of the book’s narratives.


    Especially for the last chapter, another important source is what I call the Archive of Traditional Narrative in Afrikaans (ATNA), the collection of oral histories and traditional narratives I have been gathering from the present inhabitants since 2011. I have also made extensive use of my own field notes and correspondence. 


    The ‘tens of millions of … artefacts scattered across the karoo surface’ mentioned by John Parkington in one of the book’s epigraphs can be considered another important ‘archive’, as can the many images engraved in the dolerites strewn across |xam-ka !au. These are the archaeological records explored by Parkington, Janette Deacon and others.


    Valuable information has also been sourced from newspaper articles, directories of several kinds, private memoirs, travellers’ accounts and printed official reports, as well as the holdings of several other academic and public institutions.


    My personal history and that of my research in the landscape and in the libraries and archives between 1986 and 2011 serves as the framing narrative for the stories set in the past. This has proved a convenient way to organise the historical and ethnographic material, while at the same time it has allowed me to share my experiences as a traveller and researcher in the Upper Karoo and give the reader an idea of the methodologies I have gradually developed to work with the texts and conduct fieldwork.
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    In the 19th century, the spelling of personal names – especially the names of places in remote areas – could be highly fluid and variable. Because these variations are part of the texture of the past, I have left them unchanged. Some adjustments in punctuation have, however, been made occasionally for the sake of clarity. The texts of the |xam kukummi (stories) quoted throughout the book have at times been slightly edited. A glossary has been added at the beginning of the book for terms that appear often. 


    Throughout these pages I refer to the hunter-gatherers by the name they call themselves, in this book mostly |xam or |xam-ka !ei, but I also use ‘Bushman’ when it features in the original sources or when a generic is necessary. I repudiate, of course, all negative connotations the word may hold for some readers. The word ‘San’, favoured by some authors, is in itself problematic and is rejected by several communities of hunter-gatherers in southern Africa, who prefer to be called Bushmen.


    For the herders formerly known by the now pejorative designation of ‘Hottentots’ I use the term ‘Khoekhoe’, documented in the early sources and which means ‘people of the people’. The word ‘Hottentot’, however, appears in some of the contemporary documents cited.


    The Basters are also mentioned often. ‘Baster’ is the modern Afrikaans spelling of the Cape Dutch ‘bastaard’, which can be translated as ‘hybrid’. William Porter, the liberal Attorney General of the Cape Colony, wrote in his 1839 journal that the word ‘is not understood as involving any indelicacy or reproach’. However, there can be no doubt that, depending on the historical moment, the place and the general context, this designation did carry a stigma. In the historical documents cited here, it appears more often as ‘bastard’. Nowadays, the term has indeed become pejorative, and in South Africa it has been replaced by ‘coloured’, which in this country and the subcontinent in general is mostly used to refer to people of mixed descent, many of them of Khoisan descent (for the term ‘Khoisan’ see the glossary). There is, however, one community in Rehoboth, Namibia, formed by descendants of some of the people magistrate Louis Anthing encountered in Bushmanland during his investigation from 1862 to 1863, who still call themselves Basters.


    The now ugly word Kafir, today considered an ethnic slur, appears in several of the sources cited in these pages. In the 19th century it was not necessarily always derogatory, and although it applied mostly to the Xhosa people of the eastern regions of the Cape Colony, it was often used to refer to all Bantu-speaking cultures in the southeast African region.
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    The haunted bookshop


    Even then everything happened because of adventures with books.


    Elias Canetti


    In the years 1985 to 1987, when I was a student, I spent most of the summer months in Cambridge in the UK, attending courses organised by the then Board of Extramural Studies. Interesting as some were, the courses mattered less to me than the fact of being there, in Cambridge, wandering its streets and frequenting its bookshops and libraries.


    My literary tastes and intellectual interests were then as diverse and unruly as ever. In the main university library I searched, among other things, for the publications of the Spanish liberal exiles of the 1820s, for Philip Henry Gosse’s Omphalos and for certain obscure anthropological works about cargo cults in Melanesia and shamanism in Siberia. In the bookshops, I looked for works such as TS Eliot’s translation of St John Perse’s ‘Anabasis’, The Pillow Book of Sei Shōnagon or Gershom Scholem’s Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism. 


    For my hunts in libraries and bookshops I had recently opened a new front: collections of oral narratives from all over the world. I looked for these, inspired by an author I loved, and still love very much, Elias Canetti. In his essay ‘The writer’s profession’ Canetti had written that the corpus of traditional literature that ‘nourish[es] us’, which included works such as the Odyssey or Ovid’s Metamorphoses, could not be considered ‘completed’. This was not only because new major works such as the Mesopotamian Gilgamesh could turn up, but because ‘there still remains the enormous reservoir of oral traditions among the primitive peoples’. In these, Canetti emphasised, ‘there is no end of metamorphoses … one could spend a lifetime collecting and reenacting them, and it would not be a bad life.’ These mythical stories, he said, were ‘an inexhaustible spiritual legacy’ whose ‘true preservation, its resurrection to our life [is] up to the [writer]’.


    And since I aspired to become a writer, that was precisely my task. And I already had a liking for such tales, having discovered at an early age, like Canetti, the delights of the Odyssey and Gilgamesh.


    Second-hand bookshops were an essential part of my hunts. In them I looked for the publications of Cyril Connolly, Gerald Brenan and Arthur Waley, among others. There were many such bookshops in Cambridge at the time, and new ones opened every now and then. In 1986, in a narrow passage near King’s College, I noticed a new place called The Haunted Bookshop. I happened to know the owner, Derek Gibbons, since I had been his customer the previous year when he sold books from a room of reduced proportions in one of the several art galleries in King’s Parade. 


    As I remember him, he was a man in his early fifties whose appearance and style of dressing reminded me of James Joyce in his Paris years. ‘No plastic, please!’ he had warned me in 1985 when I was about to pay for my acquisition, by which he meant he didn’t take credit cards.


    In 1986, I returned often to The Haunted Bookshop, as I did to many others. Cambridge being a small place, Gibbons noticed this habit of mine and at some point, when we unexpectedly ran into each other in King’s Parade, he said: ‘You spend a lot of time in bookshops, don’t you?’ To which, not without slight embarrassment, I responded in the affirmative.


    At his new place, Gibbons had more extensive yet well-chosen stock. During my first visit I made a mental note of several items, including a thick volume in green covers, embossed in gold, entitled Specimens of Bushman Folklore. In that first contact, I only briefly examined this book, since its price, £30, was offputting.


    On a second visit I bought a collection of Korean popular tales and could not resist another examination of the book of Bushman folklore, whose title was vaguely familiar. In its favour was the fact that the Bushmen had intrigued me ever since, as a child, I had watched a documentary that featured them, then read in a history textbook that in colonial times they had been hunted down like animals.


    The materiality of Specimens attracted me from the first moment: the binding in raspy green cloth, the cover image of a woman dressed as a European peasant, bent and holding in her hands some kind of stick, all this embossed in gold. Then the interior, lavishly illustrated with photographs and drawings, some in colour; the bilingual text, in the Bushman original and what appeared at first sight to be a very literal rendering into English. The frontispiece was the half-length portrait of a man with a wrinkled face and curly hair wearing a brown coat and a red shirt. From his left ear hung an earring that ended in a red ball, perhaps a glass bead. At the bottom was what no doubt was his name: ||KABO (rendered as ||kabbo elsewhere in Specimens, and in this book). The title page bore the date 1911.
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    Very attractive, yet the book, I reasoned, had been published ages ago and there were more recent publications about the Bushmen. Was it smart to pay such a large sum for a book that was, in all likelihood, hopelessly dated?


    In the ensuing days I could not get the green-covered book out of my head. It materialised in my mind with alarming insistence. When I recalled that it was included in the bibliography of Crowds and Power (Canetti’s magnum opus, in which he analyses one of the stories in detail), I realised resistance was futile. I had to get it.


    An unexpected refund of £25 from the university finally decided the matter. After receiving the money first thing in the morning, I returned to The Haunted Bookshop to take possession of the beautiful book of Bushman folklore. ‘Yes, I know, no plastic,’ I told Gibbons as I took the notes out of my wallet.


    In this way, Specimens of Bushman Folklore by WHI Bleek and LC Lloyd entered my life. That summer afternoon, I had no way of knowing the book would radically alter my existence. Yet that proved to be the case. A wind that had begun to blow from a faraway place a long time ago had finally caught up with me. 
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    I loved Cambridge because it was the ideal place to make up for the unsatisfactory months spent as an undergraduate student in English language and literature at the University of Barcelona, mediocre and scarcely brightened by the occasional brilliant lecturer. At the end of summer I returned to that routine, which often led me to the border of depression. In 1986 I had bought so many books in Cambridge that Specimens lay forgotten for quite some time. When I gave it my undivided attention, I admired its craftsmanship, especially the typography of the pages in the Bushman language, which I guessed used fonts that had probably been designed specifically for the volume.


    The book’s table of contents promised, among other things, stories about mantises, girls and stars, children and the sun, and people being captured and taken to Cape Town. At the head of each new story the name of its teller was given, as well as that of the person from whom it had been heard, something unusual for the times. The unexplained bracketed numbers in the margins of the texts mystified me.
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    I skipped most of the preliminary matter, which I judged was not particularly informative, especially the lengthy and alarmingly racist introduction by South African historian George McCall Theal. Then I plunged into the first narrative, ‘The Mantis assumes the form of a Hartebeest’, which baffled me. The translation was literal to the point of being almost unreadable, and I wasn’t left with a clear idea of what the story was about, although one thing was evident: this mythical mantis was a trickster, and the trickster was a type of character in which I was beginning to develop a great interest. After this first interaction I abandoned the book for almost two years.


    In the summer of 1988, instead of returning to Cambridge, I went to Siena to improve my Italian. It was during that stay that I discovered the works of Primo Levi and the journals of Cesare Pavese. In the latter I was surprised to find an entry, dated 9 December 1949, in which the Italian novelist and poet expressed his desire to find a copy of Specimens of Bushman Folklore, by Bleek and Lloyd, because it contained ‘the stories about the mothers and the moon, the magic world of the hunters, things and animals of the Aurignacian’.


    The autumn of 1988 was difficult as my dissatisfaction with university studies plunged me into a state of great melancholy. I spent hours dozing in bed and could not concentrate on anything, not even books. In spite of this, as I do even now, I sought solace in bookshops. In one of the few shops in Barcelona that sold books in English I found a copy of Testament to the Bushmen, a richly illustrated volume about the contemporary Kalahari Bushmen by Laurens van der Post and Jane Taylor. Leafing through it, I was surprised to find, in the part contributed by Van der Post, several mentions of Bleek and Lloyd. I bought the book, and although I never read it in full, the references to the stories in Specimens encouraged me to return to the green-covered volume.


    This time I tried a tale about a man who was carried off by a lion while asleep in the veld. At first, the literalness of the English translation held me back, but the story was so strange and was told in such a compelling way that this soon ceased to be an impediment. The effect was dazzling, a veritable revelation. I could not believe I was reading a folk story told a century before by someone from a ‘primitive people’. I then read some of the myths about stars and other celestial bodies, and even if I didn’t always understand what was going on, the poetic nature of each narrative was so evident that the literality of the translation, rather than being a hindrance, sometimes appeared to be a felicitous device that greatly enhanced the beauty of the texts. 


    The true revelation, however, came from the text entitled ‘||kabbo’s intended return home’, one of the autobiographical narratives related by the man whose portrait served as the frontispiece to the book. This testimony was a profound meditation on the act of storytelling. It reflected, among other things, on how vital stories, and the need to tell them, can be. ‘I sit in the sun,’ this man had said, ‘that I may sitting listen to the stories which yonder come.’ A footnote added the following: ‘||kabbo explains that a story is “like the wind, it comes from a far-off quarter, and we feel it”.’ A little further down, in the body of the text, ||kabbo emphasised this point: ‘A story is the wind. It (the story) is wont to float along to another place.’


    This completely knocked me out. I gave myself up, not only to the Bushman tradition of which ||kabbo spoke but also to the unknown framing narrative which explained how such a sophisticated reflection could have come from the lips of someone who – as he told Bleek and Lloyd – had been taken in chains to Cape Town to break stones after being found guilty of stock theft.
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    In the following months I tried to find as much as possible about the Bushmen, especially those who had interacted with Bleek and Lloyd in the last third of the 19th century. In the libraries of several museums in Barcelona I found anthropological journals from which I was able to obtain the publications of Lorna Marshall on the Kalahari !kung of Namibia and Botswana and David Lewis-Williams on southern African rock art. At the Archaeology Museum of Catalonia I was lucky to find another copy of Specimens (from which I ordered photocopies so as not to damage mine) and a rare 1875 pamphlet, A Brief Account of Bushman Folk-lore and Other Texts by Wilhelm Bleek. There, I could also consult several books on rock art, some of them veritable bibliographical gems. One of these books, Bushman Paintings by Helen Tongue, included an appendix titled ‘Notes on the Bushmen’ by Doris (Dorothea) and Edith Bleek, two of Wilhelm’s daughters. It offered a fascinating glimpse of life in the Bleek household while the ‘Bushman researches’ were taking place. 


    Thanks to these books and others, I began to get an idea of the many complexities (historical, linguistic, ethnographic etc.) that surrounded the Bushmen. I thus learnt to distinguish between the southern groups, to which the (sadly extinct) |xam belonged, and the northern ones that inhabited the Kalahari and, to a certain extent, were still hunter-gatherers (or so I understood). I learnt that even if all these groups shared many physical and cultural traits, the linguistic differences among them were, in some cases, great. I thus found out that the Bushmen were not a ‘tribe’ or a homogenous people but a constellation of cultural and linguistic groups that historically had lived all over southern Africa. This meant that even if the data gathered in the 1950s by researchers such as Lorna Marshall and her daughter Elizabeth Marshall Thomas among the !kung and other northern groups were of great interest, these groups were not directly connected with the |xam.


    The relationship of the 19th-century ethnography to that produced more recently was complex, as was the connection of both sets of data to the rock art and the history of each cultural area where Bushmen lived or had lived. Equally complex, even more than I had initially thought, was the history of the project that had led to Specimens, a history that could not be reduced to a linear pattern and kept branching out into other people, places and time periods.
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    By mid-1989 my interest in oral traditions went beyond that of the |xam and had become an absorbing passion. Grounded as it was in my devotion to Canetti, this passion peacefully coexisted with the rest of my literary interests, and certainly with my interest in comparative literature. That same year, the department of this discipline at Columbia University admitted me to its postgraduate programme. My choice of this field was largely inspired by Entre lo uno y lo diverso (‘between the one and the diverse’) by Claudio Guillén. In this introduction to comparative literature, Guillén stated that ‘openness to “primitive” cultures and to oral poetry, which promise a new access to universality, is a decisive step’. I completely agreed, but at that time it was written literature that attracted me more.


    By then, I had begun to develop my interest in translation and was slowly trying to teach myself the basics of this delicate art, using short texts, in prose and verse, from my favourite authors. I didn’t show these early attempts to many people and they were not intended for publication, even though I eventually published a few of them. I didn’t aim to become a professional translator, either, but a set of fortunate circumstances propelled me close to that in the late 1980s, even if my strategy was to approach publishers with my own projects or accept only books that interested me.


    A Spanish version of some of the Bushman stories soon became one of these projects, one that involved a great deal of experimentation and trial and error. I first considered retelling some of the stories for young readers, doing away with the click symbols that abounded in |xam words. (These clicks, I had learnt earlier, were characteristic of the family of languages to which all Bushman languages belonged, and had a consonantal value.) I soon realised this was at the very least a misguided idea, and settled into translating the stories as they were, clicks and all, without altering their content or structure or attempting to ‘tame’ or paraphrase them. The fact that the aesthetics that informed the narratives were very different from those that prevailed in Western literature required careful consideration. Beginnings were abrupt, endings frustratingly open, and things happened in the tales for which no motivation was given; not to mention the numerous repetitions – of sentences, paragraphs and even complete episodes. At some point I settled on a satisfactory course of action, or so I thought.
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    Between September 1989 and December 1990 I was a master’s student at the Department of English and Comparative Literature at Columbia University in New York. But what should have been the fulfilment of a long-cherished ambition turned out to be a period of loneliness and unease. The prevalence in most of my courses of a theoretical and ideological approach to literary studies took me by surprise and did not contribute to my enjoyment of the classes, which were organised in a programme of studies that was far too intensive. Then, my shyness and introversion, combined with the highly competitive ethos of my fellow students, almost guaranteed that I didn’t have much of a social life. Worse than all this, my father had been diagnosed with prostate cancer shortly before my journey to the United States, and being away from home was not easy. I was in such a state that even though New York is a paradise for book-hunters, I indulged in comparatively little of this usually refreshing activity.


    Things improved somewhat when I reduced my course load, which gave me time to study at leisure and continue with my own reading programme. I also began to use Columbia’s well-endowed libraries to engage in an ambitious plan of bibliographic wish-fulfilment, photocopying all kinds of books and other printed materials that until now had been beyond my reach. This meant I completed my collection of the Bleek family publications on the Bushmen and began to search for any secondary literature on their activities recording the stories of people they called their Bushman Teachers.1 In this way I finally obtained the series of texts published in the 1930s, under the general title ‘Customs and Beliefs of the |xam Bushmen’, by Dorothea Bleek, Wilhelm’s daughter, in the learned journal Bantu Studies. Also her booklet The Mantis and His Friends, published in 1923, which contained most of the narratives her elders had recorded about this character.


    As for secondary literature, it turned out there were indeed some publications about Bleek, Lloyd and their work. Among them were one or two fascinating articles by an archaeologist, Janette Deacon, who had identified the places from which these teachers came and written about the importance landscape had for them and for a proper understanding of their stories. Reading these articles whetted my appetite for visiting this landscape, something that crossed my mind precisely when the unexpected turn in South African politics in early 1990 heralded the beginning of the end of apartheid, something I considered a good omen.


    Another important find was a book published in 1986, Structure, Meaning and Ritual in the Narratives of the Southern San by Roger Hewitt, a monograph about |xam oral literature which focused on the cycle of myths about Mantis, the trickster. It was from this book that I learnt to what extent the texts in Specimens were samples from a much wider archive of more than 150 notebooks totalling about 12 000 manuscript pages. These were kept at the University of Cape Town (UCT). The numbers in the margins of Specimens turned out to be those of the pages in the notebooks. From Hewitt I also learnt that the |xam called their stories kukummi (kum in the singular), whatever their nature, as Dorothea Bleek’s Bushman Dictionary stated that kum meant ‘story, talk, history, news’, the verb ‘to tell a story’ being kumma.


    After reading Hewitt’s book, obtaining in whatever form at least part of the unpublished kukummi of the |xam became an obsession. Hewitt mentioned that he had used microfilmed copies of the many stories he had analysed in the book, and I tried to obtain that microfilm. This proved to be a dead end. Eventually, I realised that trying to get photocopies of the narratives that most interested me was the best course. I made a list using the reports of Bleek and Lloyd, which contained detailed descriptions of what they had recorded, and gave the notebook and page numbers of each narrative. When I tried to get the interlibrary loan department of the Columbia library to process the request, UCT replied that I should contact it directly. ‘Don’t order anything without asking for an estimate,’ was the wise advice the interlibrary loan department folks gave me when conveying this information.
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    At the start of the fall term of 1990 I decided I would return to Spain in December; my father’s illness had taken a turn for the worse and I was feeling increasingly isolated and miserable. About that time, a ‘double review’ of Hewitt’s book by Megan Biesele and Melissa Heckler fell into my hands. I had heard of Biesele, a Harvard anthropologist, and her important work on the folklore of the contemporary !kung, but had no idea who Heckler was. Yet her review was of special interest because of her references to the need to ‘transmit the dialogues’ and ‘prepare’ some of the stories ‘for a modern public’, words which led me to believe she was working on a project similar to mine.


    I immediately wrote to her about my work on the stories and asked if we could meet before the end of the year, since we both lived in the state of New York. She answered promptly, sending me information about a talk she was giving in November at the headquarters of the CG Jung Foundation in Manhattan, which were shared with the New York City Storytelling Center. I decided I would not miss it, and I also decided about that time to buy an unbound (and expensive) copy of Biesele’s Harvard dissertation, which contained a substantial number of the stories she had recorded in the Kalahari.


    To my astonishment, the event at the CG Jung Foundation on 39th Street turned out to be a performance rather than a talk. Heckler – who in my diary of that period I described as ‘a truly exceptional person, with an enviable gift for telling stories’ – performed several narratives from the contemporary !kung of northern Namibia. Afterwards, she explained to me that her work on the |xam narratives was not for a book; instead, she told them orally, as she had just done with the !kung stories. She was particularly fond of the Mantis cycle, as published by Dorothea Bleek in 1923.


    In this unlikely way – and for the first time in my life – I bumped into the world of urban storytellers. It would be another decade before this world, in its Spanish incarnation, crossed my path again. In any case, what I experienced that cold autumn evening was what my obsession with Bushman literature and oral literature in general badly needed: a powerful wind coming not out of books, but from experience.


    It was also a relief to know there were other people like me with whom I could communicate. And that some of them, like Heckler, were professional storytellers. The experience also had an impact on the way I approached the texts. The day after the talk I wrote in my diary how during a subway ride I had told myself the story of the man who was carried off by a lion, because the experience the previous day had made me aware of how crucial performance was. ‘In connection to this, I intend to translate nothing that I haven’t “recited” at least once, even if it’s only to myself,’ I wrote.
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    By the end of December 1990 I was back in Barcelona. My father died six months later after undergoing several weeks of radiotherapy in Montpellier, France. The fact that I perceived my period at Columbia as a defeat did not make my mourning any easier.


    The photocopies of |xam stories arrived shortly after we returned from Montpellier. They came in several huge, brown, padded envelopes. I did not understand at first how could there be so many, until I checked my list and saw that I had ordered hundreds of pages, each of which carried only a few lines of narrative.


    I began transcribing the texts during the painful agony of my father in the weeks after the radiotherapy. It was painstaking work that provided a distraction from what was happening around me. Most of the stories I had requested were in Lloyd’s handwriting, which was clear and easy to read. In the manuscripts, as in the pages of Specimens, the original |xam text was written side by side with the English translation, in two columns on the recto side of the notebook pages. On the verso side, but always referring to the page on the right, were comments, addendums and clarifications, which in Specimens appeared as footnotes. It was not difficult to find my way through those manuscripts, yet the results of my first transcriptions were disappointing.


    Even after being converted to printed letters, the stories appeared to make little sense. Was this due to the translation being in a rougher form than in the printed texts? Or was it due to the many blanks in the English versions that, at first sight, dotted the pages? Then the repetitions, to which I had become accustomed in the published narratives, became tiresome in the manuscripts, obscuring the sense of the narratives.


    Trapped in a mixture of enthusiasm and inexperience, I was still unable to see that the process of editing ethnographic texts (or texts of any kind, for that matter) from manuscripts was more complex and time-consuming than I had imagined, and required a close understanding of the documents and their context that I did not yet have.
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    My father, who had arranged the cheque that paid for the photocopies, was curious about this new project, and I had one or two conversations with him about it before he gradually plunged into a stupor induced by the opioids he was being given for acute pain.


    While in New York, I had indulged in veritable orgies of myths and folktales to assuage my solitude and isolation. In the weeks before and after my father’s death, I indulged in them to maintain my sanity.


    During the long period of mourning that followed, I sometimes considered turning to another kind of reading matter, as the range of my intellectual interests had always been wide. Yet I found it difficult to stay away not only from the stories but from their multiple ramifications.


    My long immersion in oral narratives led me to what folklorists and other scholars had written about them. The theoretical approaches to myths and folktales that for some time I had virtually ignored now became a focus of interest. I read them as I had read the stories themselves, in a chaotic and asystematic way: Claude Lévi-Strauss, James George Frazer, Stith Thompson, Richard Dorson, Albert Lord and many others. 


    I found merit in most of the approaches these authors developed, but the book that was a real revelation was Folktales and Society by Hungarian folklorist Linda Dégh. This lengthy study completely shook up the way I saw folktales. Rejecting the text-centred bias that dominated the work of most of her predecessors, who reduced the stories to abstract types and combinations of motifs or ‘functions’, Dégh focused on the storytellers and their audiences, and their historical, social and cultural milieu. I had not been able to picture myself devoting my life to structures, motifs or functions, but this was something different.


    In their researches, Bleek and Lloyd had adopted a similar approach, since in the materials they recorded the storytellers featured as individuals. They took care to identify each of their informants and always asked from whom they had heard the stories; more importantly, they encouraged them to speak about their personal experiences. The circumstance that the narratives had been recorded in a domestic environment, one in which researchers and researched shared a common space, had no doubt contributed to the scholars having a clear sense of the personality of each of their Bushman Teachers. This was also reflected in how Lloyd had identified the contributors to Specimens as ‘givers of native literature’, offering biographical information about them and adding their portraits.


    I made these connections because by then I was as interested in Bleek and Lloyd, and in how they had conducted their researches, as I was in ||kabbo and the other Bushman Teachers. What I had read about the history of the Cape Colony in the last third of the 19th century persuaded me that the creation under those circumstances of such a unique archive was almost a miracle. 


    In addition to their beauty, the narratives transmitted, as I saw it then, the voice of an extinct people, one that, as I then thought, had succumbed to a genocide that had left scarcely any survivors. This tragic history infused my work on Bleek and Lloyd’s archive with great sadness. This sense only increased as my knowledge of the history grew.


    The only way to make the sadness bearable was by throwing light on the kukummi and the wider history that encompassed them, one in which the scientific and the domestic, the intimate and the public, were present in unusual proportions, even within the often-colourful early history of anthropology and folklore. 
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    I finished my book of |xam kukummi in the spring of 1992. I sent the manuscript to eight or ten publishers with no success, then a fellow translator, the Sinologist Gabriel García-Noblejas, put me in touch with the recently established Lengua de Trapo, where he had published a collection of Tang Dynasty ghost tales. This was a mainstream house, Gabriel told me, and it was interested in stories and in ‘rescuing’ unusual texts. 


    Javier Azpeitia, the editor I contacted, was intrigued by my proposal, and when we met in Madrid in June 2000 I gave him a selection of the kukummi. The decision to show only a sample of the texts almost threw the whole thing overboard. From my selection, Azpeitia deduced that the book I was proposing was formed by texts which at best were only rudimentarily narrative, because they concentrated their force, he wrote, ‘in the symbolic value of the characters more than in a succession of actions’. Fortunately, I persuaded him that, if anything, the kukummi were pure narrative. The formal acceptance of my proposed book came shortly afterwards. It is worth noting that by then I had already published four folklore-related books, the first in 1994.


    I asked the publishers for three months before submitting the final manuscript but I soon realised the deadline was too tight; as it existed then, the book – essentially the text I had finished in 1992 – had far too many shortcomings. During those eight years, my self-taught studies of folklore and my skills as a translator had made considerable progress. Despite my decision not to ‘tame’ or paraphrase the texts, I now realised to my dismay that in many cases I had done precisely that. The book required a serious shake-up for that and other reasons, one of them being that by now I felt qualified to include some of the narratives I had tentatively transcribed in the early 1990s.


    For several weeks I worked for long hours, surrounded by books and photocopies. Among the former was Dorothea Bleek’s Bushman Dictionary, which I had bought some years earlier out of sheer fetishism,2 but whose potential to improve the existing translations I had by then realised. The result of all these efforts was a completely new book, one which included several previously unpublished texts.


    Among the books I read at this stage were Voices from the Past (1996), edited by the archaeologists Janette Deacon and Thomas A Dowson, the proceedings of a 1991 conference on the Bleek and Lloyd records; and Miscast (1997), the companion to an exhibition curated by the artist Pippa Skotnes that had opened in 1996 at the South African National Gallery (later the Iziko South African National Gallery) to commemorate the extermination of the |xam and celebrate the achievements of Bleek and Lloyd. Both volumes contained a wealth of new information, including unpublished images.


    One of the primary documents printed in Miscast was the almost complete text of the report about the extermination of the Bushmen south of the Gariep/Orange that a magistrate, Louis Anthing, had sent to the colonial government in 1863. It is a document that conveys like few others the full horror of the atrocities perpetrated against the |xam. I knew about Anthing’s report, thanks to Hewitt’s book, but only now could I read it in full. It shattered me, but it also helped me move from the generic descriptions of massacres found in many sources to what had happened at a specific time in a specific place to specific people. In this case, these were the communities to which Bleek and Lloyd’s |xam teachers belonged, as was clear from the places mentioned in the report.


    These materials helped me craft the lengthy introduction to the book, in which I gave as much detail as was then possible about the history of the archive, based on the work with primary sources (such as judicial, administrative and penitentiary records) of Deacon and others. 
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    When the definitive text of the book was somewhat advanced, I contacted Skotnes, who was the key figure when it came to obtaining images not in the public domain. I also admired her work. ‘It is thrilling for me,’ she wrote when I told her about the imminent publication of my book, ‘[having] worked so long with this material and [feeling] as though I “know” these people, to know that their stories are becoming known internationally. How well ||kabbo would have liked that!’ 


    The book was published in the autumn of 2001, a time of anxiety and uncertainty after the 9/11 attacks. A launch in Madrid was sponsored by the South African embassy but it was quite lacklustre, not because of the diplomats but because of the publisher’s blunders that prevented Skotnes flying in from Cape Town. The reception was slow but positive. The book caught the attention of Spanish writers such as José María Merino and Gustavo Martín Garzo, who recognised the literary magnitude of the |xam stories I was making available to a larger audience. In the following years, La niña que creó las estrellas (The girl who created the stars) sold several thousand copies – a substantial achievement for a book of this kind.


    In the months before publication, I had also corresponded with Deacon to ask her permission to use maps and tracings of rock art that featured in her publications. Having recently learnt that she had taken a group of scholars to the former |xam territory, I also told her I would happily join any similar excursion she organised. Her answer was most encouraging: ‘If ever you are coming to South Africa, let me know and I will see if I can take you to the Northern Cape. It is a very special experience.’

  


  
    2


    The living landscape


    The landscape was sacramental, instinct with signs, implying a system of reality beyond the visible realities.


    Seamus Heaney


    On a map of the Northern Cape spread out on a table, Dr Janette Deacon showed me the route she proposed to follow. Our schedule was tight. The plan was to head north on Wednesday, 25 May 2005 and cross the Vanrhynsdorp Pass into the Northern Cape. There, we would visit several major sites associated with the |xam teachers of Wilhelm Bleek and Lucy Lloyd, all of them on private farms where we would spend the night, either camping or, with luck, sleeping in the farmhouse. The trip would conclude on 29 May, when we would view from a distance a rock formation in the Kareeberge which probably features in a story told by Dia!kwain, one of the teachers. From there we would drive back to Cape Town. 


    We were in UCT’s Manuscripts and Archives Department with curator Lesley Hart. She was the librarian with whom I had arranged the tons of photocopies that began my work on the original manuscripts 14 years earlier. 


    I hadn’t travelled alone. Nuria Lago, a friend and fellow translator with a passion for Africa, had come with me. Actually, Nuria had made the trip possible when she suggested that we join forces for a journey she knew I had been anticipating for many years but for which I needed someone with a driver’s licence. And there we were.


    Before the meeting with Janette, Professor Pippa Skotnes had taken me to the graves of Bleek and Lloyd and some of the Bleek children at St John’s Anglican Church cemetery in Wynberg. Pippa picked up the keys from a nearby flower shop, telling me it was necessary to keep the gate chained, otherwise people would sleep in the cemetery.


    ‘The cemetery used to be bigger,’ she said, pointing to recent buildings nearby. ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve bought the graves and I take care of them. Otherwise there is no guarantee that they would be kept clean, no matter how important those who lie there might be.’ I was moved by this demonstration of devotion. 


    Before we visited the graves Pippa told me how, years before, while trekking with friends in the Lesotho mountains, a sudden downpour had forced her group to take refuge in a rock shelter. It turned out to be decorated with rock paintings, like so many in the area, but chance had it that the images in this shelter showed a violent encounter between Bushmen and colonists. Soon she found herself consulting the Bleek and Lloyd notebooks kept at her university. She also discovered the hundreds of drawings made by Bleek and Lloyd’s |xam and !kung informants and the musical instruments these people had made while staying at Bleek’s homes in Mowbray, The Hill and Charlton House. It was not only what the notebooks had to say that fascinated her, but also their visual presence, and that of the other materials in the legacy of Bleek and Lloyd: the drawings, the photographs, the musical instruments, the genealogical charts.


    I knew what she was talking about because I had experienced a shiver of pleasure a few days earlier when holding the notebooks for the first time after many years of knowing them only via photocopies and poor facsimiles. I could relate to people vulnerable to the kind of fetishism for written materials that had played a part in my purchase of Specimens at The Haunted Bookshop almost twenty years earlier. I told this to Pippa while we were parting.


    ‘I know what you mean,’ she said. ‘Not long ago, Janette told me there was going to be an auction of items that had belonged to the Bleeks and that the family was selling. She bought some small things but I was seduced by a cabinet that had belonged to Lucy Lloyd. I thought I would get it at a reasonable price, but suddenly I saw someone was bidding against me, probably not because of the connection with Lloyd; it’s simply a beautiful cabinet. I persisted, and at some point I entered an altered state of consciousness and kept bidding until it was mine. I had to get a second mortgage on my house to pay for it.’
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    Nuria’s unexpected offer had made the trip to South Africa possible, and it was planned in a few weeks. But by then I had been in touch with Pippa, Janette and Lesley for years. The key contact had been Janette, who had offered to take me to |xam-ka !au if I made it to South Africa. In her reply to the message in which I cautiously reminded her of her generous offer of four years before, Janette renewed it but warned me with the utmost clarity that the trip was necessarily more than a pleasant touristic excursion:


    I would love to take you to |xam-ka !au. We should set aside at least 5 days, although even then it will mean a lot of travelling. … The round trip will take about 1 500 to 1 800 km. I can take my vehicle if you can take care of the fuel costs (about US$200 to 250). We can camp or stay with the landowners, but remember it will be nearly midwinter and cold at night.


    I responded, agreeing to everything and placing myself completely in her hands.


    In the days before our departure, and when I had finished my work at the archive, Nuria and I visited some of the places in Cape Town associated with Bleek, Lloyd and their |xam teachers. We walked around the National Library at the bottom of the Company’s Garden, where Bleek had been curator of Sir George Grey’s collection. We stood in front of Mowbray railway station, where ||kabbo had journeyed by train, and visited what used to be the Breakwater Prison. It was an early 20th century avatar of the building in which ||kabbo and the others had been imprisoned, yet even though it now functioned as UCT’s Business School, the penitentiary architecture of long corridors and thick-walled cells was unmistakable.
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    Janette lived in Stellenbosch, about 50 kilometres north of Cape Town. Historically, it is the second urban centre in the Cape, established by the Dutch once they decided to expand beyond the original settlement and its castle. It made sense to overnight there, Janette said, as it gave us a head start in our progress north and guaranteed that we would reach the farm Varskans with enough time to set up camp and visit its engraved hill.


    We gladly accepted this suggestion, and on the evening of 24 May Janette picked us up at All Africa House, the residence for visiting researchers to UCT where we were staying. We went to her house in Stellenbosch after stopping at a supermarket to buy provisions for our expedition. We scarcely saw anything of the town, not even the outside of the university buildings in which Janette had studied and where her husband, Hilary Deacon, was then a professor of archaeology (he died in 2010). 


    I talked with Hilary while Nuria helped Janette in the kitchen. The Deacons were great researchers of human beginnings, and Hilary clarified for me many aspects of a subject I then knew only vaguely. In South Africa, he told me, relatively few hominin remains had been preserved because the soil is so acidic that it does not favour their conservation. Stone tools, settlements and other findings related to the occupation of the territory by Homo sapiens and their ancestors were quite another matter. 


    In contrast to other parts of the world, Hilary told me, the soil has in general not suffered great commotions, just erosion, causing these remains to be often only a few inches from the surface. Hand axes dozens of thousands of years old, an extraordinary discovery in many places, could be found practically everywhere. Stellenbosch, he assured me, was famous because they popped up in the middle of the street. The problem, he added, was that often the lower strata pushed upwards because of rain and other agents of erosion, so objects that were really old appeared mixed with others that were much more recent.


    Now, Hilary said, it was easier to refute the idea, allegedly commonsensical, that anatomically modern human beings acquired language and complex forms of behaviour only 40 000 years ago. This could have happened much earlier, Hilary said, perhaps even 100 000 years ago, because remains had been found that pointed in this direction – such as fireplaces that suggest sophisticated forms of social interaction.


    Was it possible to connect the Bushmen with these early populations, I asked. In the Kalahari, Hilary said, arrowheads identical to those excavated at sites of great antiquity were used until not long ago. The Bushmen, he explained, are a very old population of anatomically modern human beings. When our species began its great migration from Africa to colonise the world, their ancestors moved into the areas where they are now, or where they lived until recent times, and never left. 


    After supper, Janette showed me the items she had bought at the auction where Pippa had acquired the cabinet: a little porcelain basket and a (broken) fan of mother-of-pearl. She forgot to show me the candleholder which, she had been told, always stood on Dorothea Bleek’s table. I could picture Janette holding the notebooks in her hands with the same fervour with which I had held them a few days earlier. 
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    As agreed, we departed at 6 am in Janette’s 4x4 camper van. It was still dark, and Hilary showed us the Southern Cross and its two pointers, the most easily recognisable constellation in the southern hemisphere. The |xam saw in it a pride of lions, and in the pointers Alpha Centauri and Beta Centauri, which they called Mat and Belt, two especially mischievous lions about whom Bleek and Lloyd had gathered several myths. In one of them, a girl in menstrual seclusion looked at Mat and Belt and transformed them into the stars they are today.


    After the previous evening, when we followed the steps of the colonists who had founded Stellenbosch in 1679, we now took the N7, a road which follows the route north taken by the Dutch-Afrikaner trekboere (transhumant farmers). These trekboere, as I will relate in the next chapter, gradually expanded north of the colonial borders, more often than not contravening the Dutch East India Company’s policy of no expansion and the prohibition of excessive violence against the indigenous population.


    As the day began to clear, we crossed a flat cereal-growing region and left behind the small towns that dotted it: Malmesbury, Piketberg and Porterville. About 150 kilometres from Cape Town, we began to see the Olifants River, so named, Janette explained, because in September 1660 an expedition sent by Jan van Riebeeck, the first commander of the Dutch settlement, and led by cadet Jan Danckaert, saw several hundred elephants on its banks.


    Prompted by Janette, I picked up Human Beginnings in South Africa, the book she had coauthored with her husband, and read aloud what they had written about the Dutchmen’s encounter with Bushmen, citing Danckaert’s original journals of the expedition. The story was that at Piekenierskloof Pass, which we would soon be crossing, the explorers ran into a band of Bushmen, a group the Dutch so far knew only from the descriptions of the Khoekhoe herders, who invariably depicted them as cattle thieves and murderers. The encounter at Piekenierskloof was peaceful, though Danckaert described the Bushmen as ‘a poverty-stricken band of tiny people who had helped them to cross the first range and had been very friendly to them, giving them some honey and dried fish’. Other exploratory patrols, Danckaert wrote, had met those small people in areas closer to the Dutch settlement in Cape Town.


    It wouldn’t be long before the relationship between the colonists and those allegedly poor people soured.


    After Piekenierskloof Pass the landscape gradually changed. A chain of low mountains began to rise on either side of the road and the river. In them, said Janette, were many shelters decorated with polychrome paintings, but regrettably we didn’t have time to see them. In fact, our only stop was at a small farm stall near the road to buy potatoes and firewood for our braais, and oranges for us and as presents for the Karoo farmers who would welcome fresh fruit. Janette had already warned us that the part of South Africa we were heading for prided itself on being ‘red meat country’. Fresh produce didn’t abound there.


    The owner of the farm stall was a kind, elderly man with whom Janette communicated in Afrikaans, clearly the predominant language in the areas we were travelling through. His assistant was a young man whose features, I thought, perhaps did not differ much from those of the group Danckaert had encountered not far from there 345 years earlier.


    At Clanwilliam, on the other side of the Olifants and the huge dam that regulates its waters, we made a short pause at the shop of the Clanwilliam Living Landscape Project, started by John Parkington, then professor of archaeology at UCT. Pippa and Janette had played a role in its establishment, and Pippa had created for it several stunning artworks. The aim of the project was to create jobs and involve the local population in the preservation of the rich heritage that graces not only both sides of the river but also the mountains north of it, the Cederberg. 


    It organised training workshops in which, among other things, people from the Clanwilliam township learnt to make craft objects similar to those created by the hunter-gatherers. These items were sold at the shop, which also stocked Parkington’s books and offered guided tours to nearby shelters. The crafts incorporated motifs from the rock paintings, and in some cases they were inspired by the kukummi gathered by Bleek and Lloyd. 


    After we crossed the Pakhuis Pass into the Cederberg, the landscape changed again. Now we were surrounded by impressive mountains in which decorated shelters abounded. As we travelled, Janette and I exchanged our respective origin stories. When I finished telling her how I had found Specimens at The Haunted Bookshop, she told me that at the beginning of her career she worked on areas which didn’t have much to do with rock art. Then, while supervising the work of a student on the abundance of elephant paintings in Cederberg rock art, she realised the student was not citing Specimens at all. 


    When she consulted the book’s index, she was surprised to see that the word ‘elephant’ did not feature in it. Nor, for that matter, did ‘eland’, another species often depicted in the rock art of southern Africa. Intrigued, she went to the original manuscripts, which so far she hadn’t consulted. Later, David Lewis-Williams told her that Bleek had collaborated with ||kabbo in drawing a map of the territory of the |xam who had been taken to Cape Town. She decided to study it and realised the area it covered was in the dry Karoo, a territory in which rock engravings abound but where there are scarcely any paintings. 


    Before visiting the region, Janette spent much time studying modern and historical maps to identify the places mentioned in the sketch drawn by ||kabbo and Bleek. The central point of reference in it, from which distances in walking time had been calculated, was Kenhardt. She compared the manuscript map with high-scale modern maps to detect possible correspondences. Some, such as the Strandberg hills, could immediately be identified, but if she wanted to go beyond that it was necessary to tour the area. 


    With the same camper van in which we were now travelling, Janette had driven thousands of kilometres into the Karoo and spoken to dozens of people, from labourers to landowners, with the purpose of finding the precise places mentioned not only on the manuscript map but also in several testimonies featuring specific spots.


    Without this titanic effort, anyone wanting to know the former |xam territory would be constrained to wander aimlessly in the area between Kenhardt and the Strandberg, trying to get a general impression of the landscape in which ||kabbo, his son-in-law |haŋ≠kass’o and the other Bushman Teachers had lived. This would have been at least something, but it would have excluded visitors from the more intimate dimension of the landscape as a home, a dimension which now could at least be partially accessed from the more specific identifications Janette had made. The result of her sleuthing was an article published in 1986, ‘“My place is the Bitterpits”: The home territory of Bleek and Lloyd’s |Xam San informants’, which I had read in 1990 while studying at Columbia. 
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    We reached Varskans at about 4.30 pm, not long before sunset, and stopped at the farmstead for a few minutes to greet the owners, Nico Louw and his wife. Louw, whom we found outside, was in his eighties and the degree to which his face and hands were tanned by the sun took me by surprise. It proclaimed that he belonged to the farm as much as it belonged to him.


    We drove to the place where we were planning to spend the night, quickly set up camp and returned to the vehicle to get closer to the hill where the engravings were. We had very little time before sunset but Janette said this was the perfect hour to photograph them. The first engraving we found, a large image of an antelope, was on an elongated stone. It was reminiscent of an eland but according to Janette it was a ‘rain animal’, similar to the one drawn by Dia!kwain in blue crayons for Lloyd and which is one of the most striking illustrations in Specimens.


    The connection with Dia!kwain and his drawings has special relevance on this koppie. According to Janette, this is probably the hill alluded to in one of the rare mentions of rock art to be found in the |xam records. Dia!kwain had told Lloyd in 1876 about ‘a place named !kann’ where his father, Xa:atiŋ, ‘had himself chipped pictures of gemsbok, quaggas, ostriches, etc.’, animals that ‘used to drink [there] before the coming of the Boers’.
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      Dusk projected a mellow reddish light which caused the engraved part of the boulders to stand out sharply, conferring on the already fading images an unexpected, ephemeral visibility. It was as if they suddenly existed only in that vanishing light, which thus became the primary reason for their existence. Once this instant of splendour had passed, images and boulders vanished. 


      Janette made it clear that the moment to see the engravings was now, as in the morning we were to depart early. Obviously, she had led many similar excursions into the former |xam territory and knew how important it was not to exceed the allotted time for each place. So Nuria and I followed her from rock to rock as she guided us to the more interesting engravings on the site. We thus saw all the animals mentioned by Dia!kwain. Other species were present, as were creatures that could not be easily identified.


      On top of the hill, the archaeologist picked up objects from the ground and placed them in our hands. They were fragments of ostrich eggshell and a few splinters of white rock. These, she told us, were the residue of many visits the |xam had made over a long period to the top of the hill. They used ostrich eggs as water vessels, and when they broke they often made beads with the fragments. With the white rock, chalcedony, they produced arrowheads and other objects.


      ‘Remember,’ Janette said, ‘that ||kabbo told Lloyd that the Grass Bushmen made arrowheads with a type of white stone.’ As we returned the artefacts to the ground following Janette’s instructions, she told us the |xam brought the chalcedony from elsewhere. I looked on the ground, trying to see more of those tools, but I detected only the objects I had just put there. Everything else looked to me like common stones.


      On one of the boulders at the foot of the hill we saw a splendid carved quagga, and on nearby rocks were some of those unidentified figures, perhaps the kind of creatures shamans saw in a trance, Janette told us. As the sunset progressed, the creatures vanished, just as if they had entered the rock. Anxious to return to the camp before the road became similarly invisible, we left.
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      While eating our supper by the fire, I asked Janette how she reached the conclusion that Varskans is indeed !kann, where Dia!kwain’s father carved the engravings. In Afrikaans, she told us, vars means ‘fresh’ or ‘new’, and kans could derive from the |xam name of the waterhole, minus the click, which usually disappears when a Khoisan term is incorporated into a European language. However, she added, in Afrikaans kans can mean ‘opportunity’, so it was also possible that one of the first farmers in the area decided to name his property ‘new opportunity’ in reference to a previous failure. 


      When the owner of a neighbouring farm said his elders had told him that kans meant ‘spring’ in the Bushman language, she had had no doubt that she was at the right place. And the engravings, as we had seen, included all the species mentioned by Dia!kwain in his testimony: quagga, ostrich, gemsbok.


      After a while, Janette indicated that I should turn round, and I saw an enormous moon, almost full as it gradually rose from behind the hills. It was a red moon that irradiated an intense brightness even though it was surrounded by low clouds. That was the moon who, as Dia!kwain told Lloyd, had split the lip of the incredulous young Hare when the Hare refused to accept that his mother was not dead but sleeping, and would return to life. Thus came death into the world. The moon produced such a strong light that the boulders cast shadows, and one would have had no trouble walking in the veld. I wondered if the moonlight would have brought the engravings back from the depths of the rock, but I was too shy to suggest we return to the hill.
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      My first-ever attempt to sleep in a tent was a failure. After several hours of restlessness, and while Nuria slept placidly, I dressed as best I could and went out. I was expecting to encounter the early signs of dawn, so I was surprised to find myself enveloped by the persistent night. The moon was still very bright but now in a much higher position. The few stars still visible had also changed their position, so the whole place looked different.


      Sensing the coming of sunrise, I looked in the direction which, according to Janette, was east. Gradually, something extremely bright began to emerge from the horizon. This could only be the Dawn’s Heart, I told myself, one of the main actors in a kum of extraordinary beauty. Yet this was an unusual morning star, given its brightness and size. It was unusual also because it twinkled like a star, perhaps because of the distorting effect of the atmosphere. Still, it made me think of the beating of a heart. Much later, I learnt that what I had seen rising from the horizon was Mars, no doubt at a moment of great proximity to Earth which had conferred on it the uncommon role of the morning star. Yet that morning what I saw was the Dawn’s Heart, whose eyes ‘were large, as he came walking along; they resembled fires’ as he returned from the waterhole after rescuing his wife, the Caracal (Lynx), who had been bewitched by the Hyena in her attempt to take her place as the wife of the Dawn’s Heart.


      After a hasty breakfast of supper leftovers, we went to the Louws’ home to say our goodbyes. Unfortunately, we lacked a common language in which we could communicate, so Janette, who didn’t make great efforts to serve as an interpreter, dominated the conversation. I could gather that, at least to begin with, she was telling them what had brought her there this time: to serve as a guide for someone from far away who was interested in the Bushmen. I knew it was absurd, but as I observed the conversation I couldn’t help feeling I had just arrived in a very different world, and now faced with its inhabitants the arduous task of identifying what we shared and from there finding a language in which we could converse.
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      Janette decided to take the shortest road to Kenhardt. Until this point we had followed her initial plan strictly, but it seemed we were still short of time. Because the dirt roads were in poor condition, she told me we had to skip our visit to Gifvlei, the area where Dia!kwain and his brother-in-law ≠kasiŋ had killed a farmer, Jacob Kruger, in self-defence. 


      We would have also to miss our visit to Verneukpan, or ‘deception pan’, an enormous flat area so named because of the mirages that had caused the death of more than one unwary traveller. Janette thought this could be the pan where Dia!kwain and his sister saw what appeared to be the ghost of his recently deceased wife, in the shape of a little girl, while they were on their way back from burying her. The area, Janette told me, was full of much smaller pans that fill only when the rains have been good, so we could briefly stop at one of them to take a few photographs.


      As we proceeded north the landscape changed again. We were now in the Flat Country, the home territory of Bushman Teachers |a!kuŋta, ||kabbo and |haŋ≠kass’o. Kenhardt is a typical frontier village, spread around a central street, quite long and wide enough to allow ox-wagons to turn round. It is next to the usually dry Hartebeest River, surrounded by hills in which the so-called quiver trees or kokerbome (a species of giant aloe) abound.


      We arrived at noon, and the whole village seemed to be immersed in what ||kabbo called ‘the noonday’s sleep’, although the petrol station where we filled our tank appeared quite animated. Janette told me that today was Friday, or payday, and that many people rushed to spend their salaries at the liquor store adjoining the petrol station.


      From Kenhardt we took a dirt road and headed south towards Arbeidsvreug, ‘the joy of work’. As Janette had established during her research, this was the farm that was home to the natural well ||kabbo had identified as ‘my place’. He had done so on a trip in the suburban commuter train that linked Mowbray with the centre of Cape Town, when a Xhosa man had asked him ‘Where do you come from?’ Famously, ||kabbo had answered: ‘My place is ||xara-||kam,’ which in the English translation is rendered as ‘My place is the Bitterpits’, that is, ‘the brackish well’.


      I had the feeling that Arbeidsvreug was far more isolated than Varskans. Or maybe it was the fact that the terrain was much flatter, giving me the impression that I truly was in the middle of a semi-desert. The owner of the farm was Frans Reichert, although for some time the managers had been his son and daughter-in-law, Nak and Alma. Pippa in Cape Town had told me a story about Frans’s wife which had to do with the same water ||kabbo mentioned during his conversation on the train. 


      The Reichert family settled on the farm shortly after Frans bought it in 1948. His wife came from a more fertile region in the north of the country, and adapting to the arid Karoo terrain was difficult for her. Surprised that no one had tried it before, Mrs Reichert decided to plant a garden with vegetables and flowers. She set to work with enthusiasm and the initial results were promising: what she had sown began to sprout and grow. Yet suddenly the growth stopped, and soon everything withered and died. The water of Bitterpits, true to its name, had cut short the dreams of Mrs Reichert, who had to be satisfied with planting the ancestors of the cacti we had seen alongside the house when we arrived and our hosts invited us in.


      Once inside, we were offered coffee and tea. The powdered milk reminded us of the dearth of fresh food – especially on farms such as this – Janette had told us about. I would have appreciated a glass of water, but for the time being the hot drink slaked my growing thirst.


      The Reicherts didn’t speak English either, so once again Nuria and I were largely left out of the conversation between them and Janette. Alma had scarcely begun to talk when I fell under the spell of her voice. I could not understand a word but it inspired peace and calm, something I instinctively connected with her name. She truly was Psyche, incarnated in a harsh land branded by a violent past.
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      It wasn’t long before sunset but the farmer took us to Bitterpits-||xara-||kam in his pickup truck, known in South Africa as a bakkie. Janette sat in the cabin with Nak while Nuria and I travelled precariously on the back. We had finally reached the place that had been ||kabbo’s, and where strangers now walked, as he had told Bleek and Lloyd in a farewell testimony to his pupils. 


      The water of the underground well had been redirected to a cistern, which was brimful when we arrived. We knelt and peeped into the well. Water flowed a certain distance from the mouth. Nak told us that years ago a cow had fallen into the original well and that the one we were seeing was excavated later. A red dusk gradually enveloped us. The |xam had a word for such a twilight moment: !nau.


      We were about to leave when Janette looked at me and asked if I didn’t want to taste the water. Of course I wanted to, but I hadn’t dared to ask, fearing it might be considered an outlandish request. I approached the cistern and filled the cup of my hand a couple of times. The water was lukewarm and the taste was indeed strong and pungent, but not exactly ‘bitter’. Through Janette, I asked Nak if the water was safe for human consumption. It was indeed, he answered, but if you wanted to make it more palatable it was better to drink it in a strong brew of rooibos tea. 


      Our host gave us rooms in a smaller building in front of the main house. When we had settled in, Alma told us dinner was served, and after being on the road all day we responded with enthusiasm. Nuria and I were surprised to find a lavish and well-served feast. Alma, Janette told us, was fond of cooking. The main dish was a mutton stew accompanied by roasted butternut. In a gesture of Homeric hospitality, Nak had slaughtered a sheep just for us.


      During the after-dinner conversation, Nak’s father told us, in Afrikaans, about a strange experience he had had as a boy. This time, Janette was good enough to translate the tale for us. Young Frans was travelling with his mother and sister on a donkey cart on the road from Kenhardt we had taken earlier that day. Suddenly, the animals became uneasy and Frans saw several Bushmen emerge from under the cart. They were quite small (the seated elder put his hand just above his shoulder) and walked in single file. They carried bows and quivers with arrows and it was as is if they were floating above the bushes. One of the donkeys was very nervous while the others didn’t notice anything. Nor did his mother and sister sense anything unusual. 


      This had happened about 70 years earlier, around 1935. Frans was born in 1922, as we knew from the headstone that at the time awaited him in the family graveyard between the house and the flat-topped hill beyond it. As it transpired in the ensuing conversation, Arbeidsvreug didn’t belong to the Reicherts then. They were trekboere who moved around the veld at a time when there were no fences and farmers could move freely in exchange for a fee they paid the government. Then, in 1948, the trekveld was divided into demarcated properties and sold. Frans bought the farm, and until recently, close to where we were sitting, the remains of the wagon in which he and his family traversed the veld could still be seen.


      I found Frans’s tale of ghostly Bushmen very suggestive and regretted not having my sound recorder. Janette told me it was not the first time she had heard the story, always told in the same way, so perhaps Frans was recounting an actual experience.
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      Nuria and I spent a cold and (in my case) thirsty night inside our sleeping bags, even if we were now under a roof and had the luxury of individual beds. We rose very early and had breakfast in the kitchen of our little house. Over mugs of coffee, I asked Janette if it had been hard for her to find Bitterpits. It was, she replied, because there was another well of the same name in the area and the one on Arbeidsvreug was not on modern maps. But when she talked with Nak, who had always been interested in archaeology and the Bushmen, she concluded that the well at Arbeidsvreug was the one mentioned by ||kabbo. Initially it was also the name of the property, but the late Mrs Reichert changed it for the present one, more optimistic and inspirational. I kept my peace but wondered if Mrs Reichert’s failed attempt at creating a flower and vegetable garden watered with the ‘bitter water’ had influenced her decision. 


      We also discussed Janette’s excavation a few years earlier of a 19th-century |xam campsite on the farm. ‘No doubt,’ she said, ‘those who lived at the campsite got their water from that well. Its proximity to the white stone mentioned in the records confirms that’s where ||kabbo and his people camped.’


      Janette told us that at first she was unable to find the stone in question because she was looking on the wrong farm. Thankfully, Nak, who had a good eye for these things, pointed her in the right direction. It is a big granitic boulder alongside one of the many dry riverbeds that carry water only after rainfall has been bountiful (which is seldom). The rugged white stone stands out in this landscape of smooth dark rocks. 


      The campsite is quite close in a flat, stony area that gently slopes towards another dry riverbed. The many stones in this spot make it an odd place in which to camp. A big scattering of arrow points, scrapers, stone knives, bits of pottery and grinding stones is found there, as are the remains of several fireplaces and other signs of intense human habitation. There are also several circles made with rocks, no doubt used to keep in place the bushes with which huts were made. 


      It was astonishing, said Janette, that after so much time these stones were still there. Not far away, near a small riverbed, there was another campsite that had not been excavated. Yet this camp appeared to have fallen into disuse a long time ago, while in the other she found many remains from the colonial era.
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      To my great chagrin, we had no time to visit the campsite and the nearby white stone. The roads were bad at the moment, Nak said, and it would take us a long time to get there. Immediately after breakfast we again boarded his bakkie and drove to the flat hill nearby which features on modern maps as Tafelkop, ‘Table hill’. In her 1986 article, Janette identified this hill as the ||gubbo gwai (‘Great ||gubbo’ or ‘Male ||gubbo’) of the records. The name appears first in a list of places which ||kabbo dictated to Wilhelm Bleek in September 1871, places that he claimed belonged to him. A maze of black dolerites covers the extensive surface of ||gubbo gwai, on many of which the |xam engraved splendid images of elephant, ostrich, antelope and other creatures. The view of the surrounding veld is magnificent.


      It was blazing hot, and the light was not the best to observe and photograph the images. On the ground I distinguished bits of quartz, ostrich eggshell fragments and other signs of human habitation that were gradually becoming more visible to me. Although large, Nak was nimble and he moved around this labyrinth of dark boulders at a leisurely pace, indicating the engravings. At the bottom of the hill he showed us several edible plants that the Bushmen ate, among them an inconspicuous little stem with two leaves under which, he told us, lay the big, juicy, turnip-like root of a kambro. It was very difficult to take out of the ground, he told us; you needed an iron digging stick. 


      On the way back to the vehicle I reflected on the fact that more than a century ago it would have been the |xam themselves who taught the farmers about these veld foods and other skills essential for surviving in this harsh environment. 
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      We left Arbeidsvreug later that morning and headed towards the Strandberg, or, as Janette sometimes called it, ‘Lizard Mountain’, a cluster of three substantial hills which are clearly visible in this mostly flat landscape.
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        Once again we took secondary dirt roads, and Janette stopped several times to unfold over the bonnet the large-scale maps of the area she had been consulting from time to time. Finally, the hills appeared on the horizon. After a while, we stopped to take photographs at a point from which, our guide said, it was possible to capture the full profile of the mythical lizard. Janette told us that it was around here that the colonial police arrested ||kabbo, his son ||goö-ka-!kwi and ||kabbo’s son-in-law, |haŋ≠kass’o. According to the research of linguist Anthony Traill in the colonial archive, the three were part of the so-called Toreen Gang, a band of cattle rustlers greatly feared by local farmers. 


        The three hills lay on several properties, Janette told us. One belonged to the South African National Defence Force, and in apartheid times missiles were tested there, launched from near Cape Agulhas, the southernmost point of Africa. The farmers who owned the rest of the hills had surrounded their properties with electrified fences to keep jackals away. 


        The best option was to visit the northern hill, the smallest one, which is on a farm whose owner she knew (he was the brother of Rina van Wyk, the proprietor of Springbokoog, where we were going to spend the night). It pained me to learn that a place of such importance for the |xam was so divided, making it impossible to walk around the hills without asking for a myriad of permissions, some of them virtually unobtainable – not to mention the desecration derived from the missile testing.


        While driving towards the hill after stopping at the farmstead, Janette told us that on the oldest maps the hills feature as Strontberg, which in Cape Dutch means ‘shit mountain’. According to a legend she had heard, it was called that because before the farmers crushed the resistance of the |xam, a group of Bushmen had dug in at the top and the attackers shat themselves at the prospect of having to go up the mountain to shoot them. In a variant of this account, it is the |xam who shit themselves when they see the farmers, armed to the teeth, approaching the hills. Another option, said Janette, was that the stront element in the old name derived from a German word of identical spelling which refers to the nodes that are formed when iron cools, and that are somewhat similar to the dolerites. 


        The story the |xam knew about these hills is very different. According to the brief version of the narrative |haŋ≠kass’o dictated to Lucy Lloyd, the !khau, a lizard of the genus Agama but also one of the early people, was travelling towards certain red sand dunes, and when he was crossing the hills at a pass they ‘caught him’ and he was split in two. ‘Therefore, his forepart fell over (and) stood still; it became !guru-|na [the smaller hill]; while his hinder part fell over (and) stood still; it was that which became |xe-!khwai [the larger hill].’ The myth was probably longer and more detailed but we have only the condensed telling |haŋ≠kass’o gave Lloyd.


        Janette told us we were going to ascend what she believed was the head of the mythical lizard. We were panting as we reached the flat top of the hill but the view from there was superb, as were the rock engravings on many dark boulders: elephant, eland, ostrich and dream-like creatures perhaps known only to the artist who carved them.


        I was surprised to see also another kind of engraving, more recent petroglyphs depicting men on horseback and carts drawn by horses or mules. Janette told us these were made about a century ago by people who were perhaps of |xam origin but by that time worked as shepherds and passed the time carving the pictures. These late engravings, she said, have nothing to do with the oldest ones because the art of engraving rocks had disappeared long before ||kabbo and the other |xam teachers were born. That is why there is scarcely any mention of it in the notebooks. For that generation, she told us, the art had no social or ritual meaning.


        I wasn’t sure whether I agreed with Janette’s hypothesis that the engravings had no ritual significance for the 19th-century |xam. Yet we were on the highest point in the Flat Country, surrounded by stunning images, and it was not the right time for an academic discussion.


        Resuming our drive east, the hills became more abundant and higher and the vegetation appeared to be different. We frequently encountered flocks of sheep which reminded me of how the fate of the |xam had been determined by those harmless-looking creatures, at about the same time that other hunter-gatherers, such as the Selknam of Tierra del Fuego and several Australian Aboriginal groups, were decimated for the same reason. 


        When I mentioned this to Janette, she told me the sheep we were seeing were of a breed called dorper, which had been introduced in the region relatively recently. They were reared for their meat, the much-prized free-range Karoo lamb. The early colonists came with merinos at a time when there was a wool boom all over the British Empire. 


        Nature, however, has found a way of taking revenge for the damage, human and environmental, caused by the sheep. The eradication of big predators like hyenas, lions, leopards and cheetahs has caused an explosion in the population of jackals, which thrive on the farmers’ flocks and are more difficult to exterminate than the bigger carnivores. Every year jackals destroy up to 20 per cent of the flocks and the farmers have great difficulty in keeping their population under control. It’s poetic justice, I told Janette. The |xam are gone but those who now prey on the farmers’ sheep are enjoying their greatest historical moment. There had never been so many jackals, and so well fed. 
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        We occasionally saw a hare or a small antelope running in front of us before, to our relief, it escaped into the veld. We also spied meerkats, mongooses and ground squirrels recklessly crossing the road at full speed. Sadly, some of these creatures hadn’t made it, and we saw their bodies beside the road or in the middle of it. The most common victim was the bat-eared fox, a beautiful medium-sized carnivore that features in several |xam myths. This made their undignified deaths even sadder.


        Reflecting on all these creatures that were crossing our path, several of which are mentioned in the kukummi, I asked Janette what we would have seen in these parts had we arrived, say, 200 years ago. Would the veld have been as empty as it was now or would we have seen herds of antelope, and buffaloes and rhinoceroses grazing in the distance? 


        Janette said that in the past there would have been plenty of grass after good rains, and antelopes and other animals would be all around. Yet we had to keep in mind that this part of the Karoo was subject to frequent droughts. She then retold an episode from the travels of George Thompson who, in the winter of 1824, headed for the Gariep/Orange River from the Hantam with several Khoekhoe servants, crossing the region of Brandvlei and the Katkop hills – the Grass Country where we spent our first night. 


        There are few permanent waterholes there and at that time the region was ‘infested’ with ‘wild Bushmen’; yet Thompson’s problems were not caused by the Bushmen. An unscrupulous farmer from the Hantam sold him horses which hadn’t been properly broken. The animals ran away, causing him to lose a substantial part of his food and almost all his water. This could have meant certain death for him and his companions, but luckily a |xam family crossed their path. 


        The man had been fortunate in the hunt and was carrying part of the carcass of a young gemsbok; his wife carried the rest, while a child travelled on her shoulders. The beaming face and sparkling eyes of this woman caught Thompson’s attention. When he asked about the probability of finding water, the man pointed to a certain part of the heavens and told the traveller that if he and his companions rode hard they would find water by the time the moon stood there. This guidance proved to be more reliable than the horses he had bought. Frequently stalked by lions that sensed they were almost defenceless and finished, Thompson and his companions found the water and survived to tell their tale.
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        We reached our destination in the mid-to-late afternoon after hours on the dirt road. According to Janette’s interpretation of the landscape, this area was still part of the Flat Country. Smaller than Kenhardt or Brandvlei, Vanwyksvlei was also a frontier town with a wide central street. Although placed in what looked to be a region much better watered than the flat area we had left behind, everything here betrayed a recent yet definitive decline. Janette stopped briefly in front of a structure that, like most things around us, had known better times. ‘This was a service station,’ she told us, ‘and now is a liquor store. It symbolises the decadence of Vanwyksvlei.’


        Indeed, around the useless petrol pumps stood a crowd of men and women showing the effects of liquor. This was much the same as we had witnessed in Kenhardt, yet after 24 hours the condition of those who had gathered there was far worse. They had probably been consuming cheap wine from the more fertile areas to the south, which since time immemorial has been produced especially for this segment of the population. Since the early days of the Cape Colony, alcohol had been used to subjugate the indigenous people. Although it had reached the Upper Karoo relatively recently, its effects were still very visible. ‘The owner of the store is not from around here,’ Janette told us as we resumed our journey.


        Springbokoog is about 50 kilometres from the village. The road to the farm was quite steep, suggesting we were in what the |xam called the Mountain Country, and this became more evident as we left the Strandberg behind us. When we got to the farm, Rina van Wyk, the owner, came to greet us, alerted by the raucous barking of her Labradors. Rina was a tall woman in her fifties and lived alone on the farm. Her house and her general demeanour suggested her social world was not necessarily that of the Louws or the Reicherts, although she was as weather-beaten as the men of those households. The farmstead was certainly bigger. As Janette told us later, there was more water in that area, and hence more sheep and more income.


        Rina showed us to our rooms, which were cosy and comfortable. Joining her in the kitchen, we were offered the hot drink de rigueur. Janette gave the farmer several things she had brought with her, among them a framed photograph of an elderly man who, she told us, was now in his seventies and lived in Vanwyksvlei. His name was Jan Berend and he was a direct descendant of the |xam.


        ‘Jan’s grandfather was Abraham Berend,’ Janette told us. ‘As a child, Abraham was captured by a Boer during a raid against the place where his family was camped. He was little, and the man held him tight between his legs when the boy tried to escape. He brought him to his farm and locked him in the barn as if he were an animal. He gave him food, but at first he didn’t dare touch anything for fear of being poisoned. Finally, hunger got the best of him and he began to accept what he was given. In this way, the farmer gradually “tamed” the boy and taught him to take the sheep out and care for them, and other tasks like that.’


        Nuria and I had no words to say about this story, which I imagined Janette had heard from Jan’s grandfather. After his ‘taming’, no doubt the boy became a serf for life of the farmer who had captured him, following a pattern which in South Africa goes back to the early 18th century. Abraham Berend had died not long ago at Swartkop, north of Brandvlei. He was reputed to have been more than 100. Rina broke the silence, singing the praises of his grandson. He was an extraordinary man, she said, in whom she had total trust. He had conveyed to her his desire to be buried at Springbokoog, a wish Rina had gladly granted.
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        Around 5 pm we went to look at the engravings. From the beginning of our trip, Janette had assured us the petroglyphs on this farm were among the most impressive in |xam-ka !au because of their quantity and quality. Again, as at Varskans, we saw the creatures engraved in the dolerite boulders vanish into the rock after a moment of splendour conferred by the fading light of sunset. On one of these rocks, a lioness opened her mouth wide in front of a stylised human figure. Another feline also attracted our attention, appearing to come straight out of a Romanesque capital or a medieval bestiary. On another rock, a female elephant and her calf were surrounded by human figures that appeared to worship them; some of these anthropomorphs seemed to be floating above the mother and her calf. 


        Back at the farmhouse, the conversation turned to the breeding of sheep. Rina didn’t remember a time when anything but dorpers were bred. And it was a hard enterprise. One could not always make it profitable because of the depredations of jackals and caracals. I was surprised to learn that the caracal (rooikat in Afrikaans) was still abundant in the area, to the extent of being considered vermin. The |xam were aware of the beauty of this nocturnal creature, which in the world of myth is the wife of the Dawn’s Heart, whose spectacular appearance in the night sky I had recently witnessed. Rina told us that in the modern world the caracal is even more harmful than the jackal, because every night it kills whole flocks just for the fun of it, while jackals’ forays were not so frequent, and usually they took only one animal. 


        After supper, I asked Rina how close the Gariep/Orange River was, and I was surprised to learn that it was about 250 kilometres away. The |xam would have covered this distance in just a few days. The farmer stressed that, although relatively close, the river was not just around the corner. Sometimes, however, one could find river stones on the farm, perfectly rounded by the action of water. Rina went to a nearby shelf and picked up a round stone of a curious greenish hue. On rare occasions before the dam regulating the river was built, she told us, it rose to such an extent that it overflowed and its waters could reach even her property, or so her elders had told her. The last time such a thing had happened was in 1910. 


        Rina passed the stone around and we handled it with curiosity. When it reached Janette, she took a quick look and told us it had been shaped by human hands. It had been used as a pestle by the |xam, grinding grass seeds, bulbs and other materials which they placed on a larger, slightly concave stone. These were often found in places where the Bushmen used to camp, and Janette had shown us such a stone at Varskans. The ‘river stone’ was in fact a tool, hundreds, if not thousands, of years old. 


        In the morning, we returned to the engravings and Janette said we were on an extensive flat-topped hill from which we could see for many kilometres. She pointed to the Strandberg, clearly visible to the west. It was cold and the sky was overcast. A light rain fell, but it didn’t last long. When it stopped, Janette pointed to the horizon and said rain was also falling there. Indeed, dark clouds were visible, with long, grey strands of rain descending from them.


        ‘That is what the |xam called the rain animal,’ Janette said. ‘The clouds are the body and the strands descending from it are the legs. The Bushmen would have called the kind of rainfall we have experienced “female rain” because it is soft and gentle. Over there it seems to be quite a thunderstorm. That would be the “male rain”. Remember that ||kabbo said the rainmakers were asked to “milk” the “female rain” because people were afraid of the male one.’


        Soon after, Janette said she would leave us alone so we could discover and admire the engravings at our own pace. Varskans and Arbeidsvreug had impressed us but this site was something else. The boulders were blacker and the landscape noticeably different. The quantity and variety of images was overwhelming. I examined in detail a series of boulders with engravings of what Janette had recently identified as elephant shrews, mammals the size of a mouse with huge ears and a long snout to which they owed their common name. Also known as a sengi, it is not the kind of creature you would expect to find depicted in rock art. I was astonished to see these images because not long before I had identified this creature in several kukummi |haŋ≠kass’o had related to Lucy Lloyd. The presence of this fragile-looking little mammal in rock engravings and myth suggested a rare connection between narrative and art.


        
          [image: ]


          When she came to fetch us, Janette suggested that we go to the neighbouring farm to examine an extraordinary and rare engraving of a hippopotamus. The visit would require scaling several fences but it was worth the effort, Janette assured us. Nuria and I enthusiastically agreed, among other reasons because we loved the prospect of being able to walk over that stunning landscape. 


          Carved on the completely flat surface of a boulder facing a ravine, the engraving was indeed spectacular. Over the neck of the hippo a set of crossed lines had been scratched, similar to the ‘cuts’ in the great antelope at Varskans which Janette interpreted as a ‘rain animal’. The scratches, she had told us then, could reflect a ritual performed by rainmakers with the aim of controlling the rain visible from the hills in the form of clouds, similar to those we had just seen.


          The Gariep/Orange, so close to where we were, came to my mind. Hippos, elephants, antelopes and zebras would have gathered on its banks before they were wiped out by the colonists 200 years ago. Janette reminded us of what Rina had said about the sudden swellings of the river. These may have been rare, she said, but if the water reached this area, the artist who carved the delicate petroglyph could perhaps have done so from life, not from memory. And people standing there would have had a perfect view of the rain animal progressing over the veld. 


          We walked from the hippo to another boulder with engravings of what looked like bags, or perhaps aprons, both of which I had seen at the museum in Cape Town. Then we headed towards Janette’s camper van. For me, the joy of this walk over the veld was combined with its potential to better understand the kukummi I had been studying for 15 years in books and photocopies of manuscripts. In my mind’s eye I pictured stories unfolding in the area I was traversing, and imagined the |xam themselves moving from one camp to another in single file. 


          Daydreaming and observing, I dragged my feet. Soon my companions were well ahead of me, chatting animatedly. I am, in any case, a slow walker. Yet it paid off, for the connections between text and land came to me without my trying to force them into my consciousness. One of the things I realised was that the hill on which we were walking, its slopes sliced by ravines, resembled the landscape of one of the kukummi told by |haŋ≠kass’o, who had described it in detail. Could this be the same place? Of course, I didn’t know how frequently those features could be found in the region. The hill in this story was surrounded by campsites. Hadn’t Janette said that one of the reasons there were so many engravings in this place was because people aggregated here around a permanent and powerful waterhole?


          Soon another connection became evident: a perfect rainbow formed in front of us, perhaps like the one |haŋ≠kass’o described when in March 1878 he told Lloyd about how his people saw Mantis and his son-in-law |kwammaŋ-a in the rainbow, the former (yellow) above the latter (red). According to the teller, |kwammaŋ-a was not only part of the rainbow but also the rainbow itself, as befits an exemplary hunter who handles the bow with lethal precision.


          
            [image: ]


            Eventually I caught up with the two women, somewhat annoyed by what to me appeared as unwarranted hastiness on their part. It was then that I learnt Janette could not find her vehicle. We had lost our way.


            [image: footprints]


            We wandered around the veld for hours, trying to find the camper van. Sometimes I walked with my companions, sometimes I lagged far behind. There was no time to be annoyed, for although I knew we were lost in a potentially lethal semi-desert without water, a compass or anything with which to start a fire, the uncertainty allowed me to meditate on the landscape and experience it as I had not been able to during two-and-a-half days of closely timed and regulated visits following a set itinerary.


            After about an hour of walking, we realised we had been wandering in circles. We stopped at a place where a concentration of dolerite boulders formed a shelter of sorts. Nuria climbed one of the rocks but couldn’t see much further than when she was on the ground. I managed to reach the top of a higher boulder, with no better luck. On returning to the ground, I saw that a small area around the shelter was littered with the usual collection of tools and artefacts that I was gradually learning to distinguish from ordinary stones. The people had camped there, people who really knew how to move in a landscape that to us appeared to be no more than a monotonous plain dotted with a few hills.


            The seriousness of our predicament began to dawn on me. Our lack of preparation for such a situation was appalling, and I promised myself that if we pulled through and I ever returned to the area, I would have a decent knife, a lighter, a compass and, above all, a bottle filled with water before setting out into the veld.


            Eventually we came across a farm at the foot of one of the ravines, mercifully not a very steep one. We descended and startled a farmworker in her small house. She directed us to the farmhouse and Janette called Rina, asking her to fetch us. Relieved, she arrived in minutes, because chance had brought us to her neighbour’s farm. It was quite late, and our adventure in the former |xam hunting ground was over. 


            During the conversation after the braai, Janette translated for us two articles in Afrikaans about a violent event in 1862 at Kalabasputs, a nearby farm. Four Bushmen (part of a group of seven) had attacked a family of farmers, the Lourenses. Jacobus Lourens had been shot with a gun and one of his sons, Bernardus, with a poisoned arrow. Both died. Terrified, the rest of the family fled, but one of the daughters, Jacoba, was hit by two arrows as she ran towards Springbokoog shouting ‘The Bushmen are murdering! The Bushmen are murdering!’ Badly hurt, she was dragged by the attackers to an aardvark burrow and pushed into it with her back bent. There she died, and her body was still warm when a group of Basters arrived. 


            According to one of the articles, the objective of the raid was a cask of brandy Lourens had recently brought to the farm. The murderers escaped but they and their group were eventually captured by a farmer and delivered to Kenhardt. As I found out years later, the colonial administration there was represented by none other than magistrate Louis Anthing, in the area to investigate reports of massacres. Four of the prisoners were sentenced to death and hanged. When Janette finished reading, Rina said: ‘That is only part of the story. We don’t know why the Bushmen made that raid. Certainly, I don’t think it was for the sake of the brandy.’
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            We resumed our journey very early the next morning, wanting to be back in Cape Town at a reasonable hour. We also wanted to stop at |kwi-||neiŋ, the rock formation which, according to a kum told by Dia!kwain in December 1875, used to be a young man of the first humanity who was turned into stone by the glance of a ‘new maiden’. Stories of transformation fascinate me, so I had a special interest in seeing the rock that used to be a man. The kum hadn’t yet been published in English, although it was one of the narratives I had asked Lesley Hart to photocopy for me in 1990, and I had translated it for my book.


            Dia!kwain had told Lloyd that a group of |xam was camped behind a hill. A girl had had her first menstruation and was thus secluded in a hut. From there she heard the music of a young man who was playing the goura, a string-wind instrument, while he walked on the ridge of the hill. The girl knew she shouldn’t do it, but she felt so attracted by the music that she looked at the young man. As he felt her eyes on him, he turned to stone where he stood. Dia!kwain specified that the transformed man stood at ‘a place called |kwi-||neiŋ (the Vultures’ House)’, between the present towns of Carnarvon and Williston, at ‘a high mountain where vultures and crows sleep, which is the reason of its name’.


            On our way to the farm Kareeboom, where the Vultures’ House is, Janette told us how she had identified this rock formation. ‘It was not easy,’ she said. ‘The notebook stated that it was between Carnarvon and Williston, but that’s a huge area. Yet Dia!kwain mentioned a specific farm, Paardekloof, and there is today a farm of that name close to Kareeboom. I drove up and down that area, and everywhere I thought I spotted concentrations of dolerites that looked like a person. I asked at several farms but no one knew anything. Until at one of them they pointed me to a certain farmer. I went to see him. He was quite old and told me that as a child he had a Bushman nanny who told him of a pillar of stone on top of a slope that long ago had been a man. And that’s where we’re going now.’


            ‘Did he know the full story?’ I asked, eagerly. Janette shook her head. ‘The nanny had just told him that before becoming a stone the pillar had been a man.’


            We drove up a steep and narrow dirt road, scaring the dassies on the rock face as we advanced, until the hill with the pillar was clearly visible. To my great frustration, its summit was shrouded by dense cloud and it didn’t look as if it would clear up soon. If we wanted to reach Cape Town at the planned time we couldn’t wait long. Fortunately, the wind began to disperse the cloud, and gradually the young man became visible. 


            The kum said that the campsite was ‘behind’ the hill, which probably meant it was at its foot. The man, no doubt, had to climb quite a stretch to get the privacy that perhaps he was looking for, and which is usually difficult to find when you are part of a small-scale society. The formation was truly singular and worthy of a myth. Nothing similar could be seen elsewhere in the Kareeberge.
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            It was about 11 am when we set off for home. It was a considerable distance, Janette said, but the roads ahead were good and quite unfrequented, so we should be back in Cape Town as planned with only a short stop for lunch. Hundreds of kilometres, but I was beginning to see that for a South African that’s no big deal.


            We had been driving for some time on the tarred road towards Calvinia when the archaeologist turned to me and asked: ‘What has impressed you the most on your visit to |xam-ka !au?’ laboriously pronouncing the full name with its two clicks.


            Taken by surprise, I mumbled something about having seen the Dawn’s Heart rising on the horizon. But that wasn’t what Janette meant. ‘Perhaps it’s a little too soon for you to know,’ she said graciously. ‘Perhaps,’ I admitted. Absorbed by the monotony of our steady progress on the flat road, the matter faded from my memory.


            Around 7 pm, Janette dropped us at the entrance of All Africa House where we would spend the night before departing the next morning in a rented car towards the Garden Route. This landscape would, no doubt, be the antithesis of the Karoo. From Port Elizabeth (now Gqeberha) we planned to fly to Durban then drive to the Drakensberg, where we hoped to visit several rock art sites. To this end, Janette had given me the telephone number of historian John Wright, who had written about the extermination of the mountain Bushmen and knew the area well.


            After hugging each other effusively, showing the solid bonds we had built these past few days, I felt I could answer the question Janette had asked me in the morning. What had most impressed me about |xam-ka !au (and I also did my best to pronounce the clicks) was the land itself, apparently so empty, dry and merciless, yet so beautiful. The vertigo of its open spaces, the delirium of its constant transformations, the stunningly beautiful cloud formations and, at night, the limitless canvas of stars, which appeared to be so close as to be almost within reach of human hands.


            ‘I trust we can keep in contact. In any case, I’m sure I’ll return soon,’ I said. Janette smiled and returned to her camper van. 
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