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Description


The negotiated transfer of power in apartheid South Africa was the last act in the dismantling of white supremacy on the African continent. While opening a new era for the whites in Africa, it closed an earlier one that contains some of the most colourful episodes in world history. South African journalist and writer Gerald L’Ange gives a warts-and-all account of the European experience in Africa, from the explorations of the 15th-century Portuguese mariners to the presidential inauguration of Nelson Mandela in 1994. The story is traced through the Europeans’ exploration and settlement, through their slavery and economic exploitation, their conquest and colonisation, through decolonisation and the liberation struggles in Kenya, Algeria, the Portuguese territories, Rhodesia and Namibia to the negotiation of democracy in South Africa. Avoiding both past falsities and recent distortions, the book seeks the truth of the European experience, examines the present situation of the white Africans and looks at might lie ahead for them.
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Author’s note


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Much has been written about various aspects of the European experience in Africa, but this is believed to be the first attempt to pull it all together in a single book and to place it in the context of the creation of that modern phenomenon, the white Africans.


In telling their story, the book recounts the whole European experience in Africa from the 15th century to the formal ending of white supremacy, which is taken to be Nelson Mandela’s inauguration as president of South Africa in 1994. The story is told, however, in brief – the size of the book reflects only the wide scope of the subject.


This is a journalistic rather than an academic work, a storyteller’s rather than an historian’s construction. Rather than being divided into the compartments appropriate to academic analysis, the story has been told more or less in the somewhat untidy form of chronological order in the belief that allowing it to unfold in its natural sequence more effectively traces the threads of cause and effect, more interestingly places events in the context of their period, showing the relationship between them – and, in the end, makes for a better read.


The book attempts to tell the white Africans’ story as truthfully as possible, viewing it from a modern perspective and eschewing past historical falsities as well as more recent propagandising and political correctness.


The ethnic divisions cause problems of nomenclature in a work of this kind. Since the book is about the whites as Africans, it was impossible to use the term African in reference to the black people as well without causing confusion. Therefore those who are commonly called Africans are referred to as blacks, and the whites simply as whites (except, of course, when they are specifically called white Africans). As these two are commonly referred to without a capital letter, the same rule has been applied to those who are called coloureds. Indians or Asians as well as Chinese naturally get the capital.


In general, the nomenclature of the time has been used. The people in Ethiopia, for instance, are called Abyssinians when that is how they were commonly referred to at the time, and Ethiopians when they became known as such.


I am indebted to a number of people who helped me in the preparation of this book, not least to Barry Streek, Jonathan Ball Publishing’s editor-in-chief, who unerringly detected initial faults in the manuscript, and to Francine Blum, the production manager, who steered it expertly and expeditiously to publication, helped me patiently over technical hurdles and generally guided my efforts with wisdom and warmth. I gratefully acknowledge the skill with which Owen Hendry edited the work. Much appreciation is owed to Kevin Shenton for the designing of this book. My greatest debt – and it is indeed a large one – is to Jonathan Ball himself for publishing this book.


Most of the historical research I did myself, drawing unreservedly on the works of professional historians and other writers, to whom I have made some acknowledgement, unavoidably inadequate, in the end notes. For some of the material on more recent times I have drawn on my own knowledge and experience as a journalist in Africa, at the United Nations and in Washington, and elsewhere. I owe a great debt of gratitude, however, to several persons, most of them journalists, who brought me up to date on later developments in Zimbabwe, Namibia and Kenya, where they respectively live. I do not know whether all of them would appreciate being identified with a book over whose writing they had no direct influence, for not even journalists can be certain of how a colleague will view or interpret information. I am especially hesitant to identify those who helped me in Zimbabwe, given the vindictive attitude of the government there to honest reporting. I therefore confine my open thanks to Fanie Kruger in Eldoret and to Des Erasmus and Dudley Viall in Namibia. The others will know if they read this that it records my gratitude to them.


I can with less inhibition thank those who helped provide the illustrations: Dr Rayda Becker of the Library of Parliament, Rowena Wilkinson and Gerda Viljoen of the Museum of Military History in Johannesburg, Melanie Guestyn of the National Library in Cape Town, Cathy Brookes of Museum Africa in Johannesburg, Lalou Meltzer of the Fehr Collection in Cape Town, Paul Smith of the Thomas Cook Archives in England, and the Illustrated London News office in London.


To my wife, Barbara, who endured my preoccupation with this book for the best part of seven years, I make a grateful salute.














Introduction


INTRODUCTION


In Africa, where human time began, the European occupation of the continent was but a drip in the ancient stream of the millennia. For the Africa of the period, however, it was a powerful phenomenon that changed the entire continent.


The rush for colonies at the end of the 19th century, popularly known as the Scramble for Africa, was especially transforming, sweeping across the continent like a tsunami, destroying existing states and creating new ones wholesale, splitting old communities and throwing diverse peoples into forced association, bringing social destruction but also, in its wake, a measure of development and infrastructure.


Never before or since has a continental map been so comprehensively redrawn, so many established societies so drastically reshaped, in so short a time.


Even before the Scramble, Europeans had settled in large numbers at the southern and northern extremities of the continent. Afterwards they came in even greater numbers and into east Africa as well, confident that they were taking Africa for their own by the right of innate superiority.


The colonial and settler intrusion of the Europeans ran for close on four centuries, peaking in the Scramble. Then the wave receded almost as precipitately as it had rushed in, leaving a genetic sediment, the white people who could not or would not leave Africa, the millions who either by choice or compulsion of circumstance have become Africans, white Africans.


The collapse first of colonialism and then of indigenous white supremacy has left the native-born whites facing a future of excruciating uncertainty. Hugely outnumbered by the black people whom they or their forebears dominated and often exploited, their very identity and culture are now in question. Seldom in history have so few people been able to dominate so many others for such a long time. And seldom has a dominant minority like that in South Africa so dramatically surrendered its power, putting its fate in the hands of those it formerly subjugated and often oppressed.


Once ostracised in the world, the white South Africans have been restored to international respectability, lauded even, for their courageous act and the example it has set for a world still fraught with racial intolerance and oppression.


As Africans themselves now, they must find ways to live with the black majority whose traditions and habits are in many ways starkly different from their own. By the same token, it is in the interests of the black majorities to make the most of what the whites can offer wherever the latter live, for their skills and material resources are rare and precious in their continent.


The future of the major community of white Africans, those in South Africa, must inevitably be sharply cleft from their past, for there is too much that is bad in the past for them to take much of it forward in their culture, too much that is resented by the black people with whom they must now live in brotherhood. There being no sound future, however, without knowledge of the past, they must know their own story, which often has been distorted or hidden for base purposes. The story is intertwined with the whole European experience in Africa, an experience as wide and dramatic as the continent itself, forming some of history’s richest episodes.














Preface: The Hinge of Destiny


PREFACE: THE HINGE OF DESTINY


There was a moment during the inauguration of Nelson Mandela as president of South Africa in May 1994 that came close to being sublime. In politics sublimity is rare indeed, but Mandela’s installation went beyond politics. It was a carnival, a celebration of humanistic triumph shared by the world, and therefore especially open to notions of something beyond excellence.


The special moment came when the air force planes flew over, trailing smoke in the new colours of a nation ostensibly united, democratic and at peace after nearly three and a half centuries of racial division, conflict and oppression. For the delegates of the global community that had made the struggle against apartheid one of the main events of the century, it was the equivalent of the culinary cherry on top. For the South Africans it had deeper significance, giving credence to the evidence that apartheid was dead and to the expectation that it would be replaced by true democracy.


When the aircraft came Mandela had already taken over as head of state. The formalities were done, the pact sealed. What the serried warplanes did then was put the stamp on the seal: the assurance that the armed forces that had been deployed in defence of apartheid would now assert and defend black majority rule. Surely the power was now truly with the people if the armed forces that had once been the power of apartheid were now with the people. It could never again be held exclusively by the whites, even if some of them tried to reverse the process. It had gone too far now; there was no going back.


Freedom had, of course, been declared in the new constitution and demonstrated in the first election open to all. But it was never fully proven until Mandela was installed in office and the planes came over. Then it became tangible and credible for everyone, blacks and whites. The fly-past brought the biggest cheer of the day, but it was more than just delight at a stirring spectacle. It was blacks and whites cheering for different forms of release, but in the end for the same freedom. For the blacks, it was release from oppression. For the whites, it was release from a bad past, release from shame. And for both, it was freedom to enter a pristine future, freedom to jointly forge new relationships and create respectable social structures.


Some of those in the amphitheatre found it necessary to ram a knuckle up under the nose to keep from weeping. Some quietly wept; others openly screamed. It was about as close as a political event can get to being orgasmic.


Sublimity, ecstasy, euphoria – all are, like orgasm, short-lived, however. Their real significance often lies in their aftermath, and so it will be for the South Africans.


The climactic moment did not reach full sublimity because for many of the celebrants the rapture was shadowed by anxiety about what might follow for the nation, by uncertainty that the new democracy would survive in the harsh environment left by apartheid and the fight against it. For some, it was far from sublime, only painful, for the nature of the ceremony – a formal handover of power – required that the vanquished be there as well as the victors. It is doubtful that the joy was unequivocally shared, for instance, by all the chiefs of the armed forces who had directed the defence of white supremacy and who now stood in fealty behind the black man who was their new commander-in-chief. Or by FW de Klerk, probably the last white president of South Africa ever, standing beside Mandela to hand over the power, to officially end more than three centuries of segregation and white domination – and indeed looking rather unhappy.


Even the vanquished, however, could find a certain triumph in their surrender: the triumph of reason over their unworthy and hopeless cause. Even those whites who had not supported apartheid but had passively acquired its taint could now hope to wipe off the stain. All of them could know that they were no longer pariahs around the globe, that the world’s doors were open to them again


Twice in the recent past, first in Rhodesia and then in Namibia, a minority of white citizens had surrendered power to a black majority after waging different versions of civil war to defend it. Now, in the last lair of white supremacy, the only remaining white oligarchy was peacefully handing the power to those it had oppressed – and doing so with no real guarantee, only with hope, that the power would be used wisely and without retribution. It was partly in salute of this act of sanity and courage that the representatives of the international community had come to the inauguration.


There was, however, a wider significance to the occasion than the formal ending of apartheid. The ceremony marked also an acute turn in a great sociocultural process that had begun five centuries earlier when Prince Henry the Navigator sent Portuguese sea captains out from Lisbon to find a sea route to India. From that initiative had come the first European settlements in sub-Saharan Africa, and half a millennium of transformation in the continent. The process was not ended by Mandela’s inauguration; rather, the ceremony marked the start of a new phase of it, for the whites are still present in their millions. Their story is still unfolding.


A major part of it, however, the era of white domination – as distinct from white presence – in sub-Saharan Africa, was symbolically terminated on that day. It was an era that had begun with the almost simultaneous expansion into the hinterland of Portugal’s coastal trading enclaves and of the Dutch settlement at the Cape of Good Hope. It had climaxed with what has been called the Scramble for Africa, the unseemly episode late in the 19th century in which the European powers descended on the continent in a colonial feeding frenzy. The era had waned with the advent of independence in the former colonies, and now had ended with the scrapping of apartheid.


Except for the tiny Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla in Morocco, Africa was now ruled by black people from Cairo to the Cape.


Mandela’s inauguration marked the end not only of white domination but also of the struggle to throw it off, which had begun in earnest after the Second World War. The wave of liberation had stirred with anti-colonial riots in the Gold Coast, then swelled up in Kenya and Algeria, where the indigenous peoples showed that European domination might successfully be challenged by force of arms – by insurgency and terrorism. The wave had then swept peacefully but inexorably through the colonies and protectorates, impelled not only by black nationalism but in much of Africa by the colonial masters’ readiness to surrender power. Bloodied again in Mozambique, Angola, Rhodesia, Namibia and South Africa, the wave had at last washed to Africa’s southern tip and the continent was liberated from sea to sea.


So there was at Mandela’s inauguration a powerful sense not only of present significance but also of history, of an epochal roll-over.


One could easily imagine the ghosts of white ascendancy gathered there to observe and ponder the magnitude of the occasion. Portuguese navigators like Vasco da Gama rubbing spectral shoulders with leaders of the Dutch settlement at the Cape, such as Jan van Riebeeck and Simon van der Stel. Perhaps Napoleon, whose fascination with the Egypt of the Nile led him to conquer it. And the missionaries, certainly Livingstone, driven by religious zeal and geographic curiosity to become one of the most renowned figures in history. The explorers would be there, Mungo Park, Baker, Burton and Speke, and others who experienced amazing hardships and adventures in the cause of ‘discovering’ for Europe what the natives had always known. There would perhaps be the ghosts of the point-men of the Scramble: the British/American Henry Morton Stanley, and the Francophone Italian, Pierre de Brazza. And imperialist visionaries such as Cecil Rhodes, who dreamed of an Africa British from Cairo to the Cape; Lord Lugard, who tightened Britain’s grip on the continent from east coast to west; Gustave Borgnis-Desbordes, who did much the same for France in the west. Certainly there would be the stern ghost of Prince Otto von Bismarck, more opportunist than visionary, who triggered the Scramble in order to promote German interests against the other European powers.


There would have to be the soldiers, the stiff-backed martinets who in large numbers stamped colonialism on Africa. Perhaps Thomas-Robert Bugeaud, the private in Napoleon’s army who became a Marshal of France and ruthlessly subdued Algeria. Sir Charles McCarthy, whose heart was eaten by the Asante he tried to conquer. Sir Garnet Wolseley, the dedicated militarist who led the British armies in ‘Ashanti’, on the Nile and in the Boer War. Charles Gordon, the mystic who lost his head to the Mahdi at Khartoum. Kitchener, who avenged Gordon and imposed Victorian pride and imperatives at both ends of the continent. Roberts, who in the same cause instituted atrocities against Afrikaner families. Assuredly there would be the Boer part-timers such as Botha, De Wet and Smuts who out-generalled the British professionals in the South African War. Somewhere in the ghostly assembly would be the Germans, Lothar von Trotha, who tried to exterminate the Herero nation, and Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck, who in turn out-generalled Smuts in East Africa.


There would, of course, be the spirits of Paul Kruger and the other Boer presidents who created white republics in lands claimed by the blacks, and fought to keep them from being seized by the British. There would surely be the merchant princes, perhaps George Goldie, who clamped British commerce firmly in West Africa, and Sir William Mackinnon who did the same in the east. Colonialism’s developers might be represented by Ferdinand de Lesseps, builder of the Suez Canal.


The monarchs would be essential presences, Victoria herself, of course, and Kaiser Wilhelm. Also Leopold II of Belgium – if he dared show his disgraced face – who got rich from atrocity. There might even be that shabby latecomer to the colonial scramble, the fascist Mussolini, no monarch but kingly for a while in his empire-building. An inevitable though woebegone spectre would be that of Hendrik Verwoerd, watching the final dissolution of his apartheid dream.


Not only the famous would be there but also the infamous – the slavers, the land-grabbers and the Congo rubber barons who devised the production incentives of death and mutilation.


Also the loyal servants of European colonisation: the white bwanas – the governors and district commissioners. And the entrepreneurs – the traders, the prospectors, the white hunters – who helped fix Europe’s grip on Africa and left their seed behind when the European powers released their hold and departed.


Somewhere in the ghostly assembly would surely be the souls of some of the thousands of Africa-born whites who left their native lands in answer to Britain’s call in 1914 and again in 1939, and died on foreign fields and distant seas.


Spectrally or in memory, all these figures were present as Mandela’s inauguration brought their saga to its close, and they will be recalled in these pages.


The inauguration stands now in history as an epochal pivot in the fortunes of the whites in Africa. The past axis of the pivot is the era of white intrusion, settlement and dominance. The future axis extends into uncertainty, an immediate period when the whites born and remaining in Africa can be sure only of minority status and political impotency. Living now in a state of existential anxiety, they know only that they must find fortitude and hope with which to replace the comfortable certainty once seemingly conferred by segregation and supremacy. They must come to terms with being Africans.


* * * *


The Africanisation of the whites was not, of course, an overnight transmutation catalysed by democracy. It took place gradually over the centuries. Still, the realisation probably came as a surprise to many when democracy snapped up the blinds.


Their ancestors came to Africa to colonise it and Europeanise it, but instead the colonisers have decamped and their descendants are being Africanised. In the lands of those ancestors they are now regarded as foreigners, entitled to no more consideration than any other foreigner.


The Afrikaners, of course, had long accepted their Africanisation, embracing it in their very name, but with a fundamental reservation: white Africans they might be, but whites above all else. The acceptance has come less easily to the whites of British extraction, for their ties with Europe were tighter than those of the Afrikaners, their bond with Africa looser.


All the whites were aware that the ethnic residuum they formed was unlike the others left by British colonialism in the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, unlike even those deposits left by the Spanish in Latin America, in that they alone were a white minority among a majority whose skin colours and cultures were vastly different. The white settlers in all these other lands had been outnumbered at first by the natives, but all except those in Africa had ended up outnumbering the natives. It is arguable whether the reason is that the forebears of the others killed off more than did those of the South Africans.


In any event, once the European settlers in the Americas and Australia had conquered the natives and begun to outnumber them, they could afford largely to ignore them, which they did. The whites in Africa, on the other hand, were increasingly outnumbered and had always to live with the possibility of being overwhelmed – culturally, economically and politically if not physically – by the indigenous peoples. The fear of it was never strong enough to make the white settlers abandon the more temperate parts of Africa, but it did make them take extreme measures to protect themselves by way of dominating the black peoples. Parallel with the fear of being swamped by the blacks ran the desire to acquire ever more of their land and to exploit them as cheap labour. More than any others, these three factors shaped white behaviour from the first settlement to the inevitable advent of majority rule.


Now, of all the descendants of white settlers around the world, only those in Africa still face the possibility of cultural extinction, of an obliteration of custom and identity. There is some irony in this, given that the European presence in Africa preceded that in any of the other places of settlement. It was established (by the Portuguese) a decade before Columbus discovered the Americas and about half a century before the first such presence in Canada. The first permanent settlement at the Cape came more than a century before it happened in Australia and New Zealand.


The end of their domination left the whites with a choice between fleeing black rule or coming to terms with it. Most chose to stay, either opportunistically, or out of readiness to embrace African identity, or because they were too old or poor or their ancestors too long out of Europe to find a new home elsewhere.


Hybrids of a peculiar sort, the white Africans are deeply rooted in and adapted to their Third World environment and yet are endowed with much of the technology and practices of the First World. It was this technology, for instance, that in South Africa pioneered human heart transplanting, that built the southern hemisphere’s first nuclear bombs and Africa’s only nuclear power station. Their skills and capital gave South Africa assets possessed by no other African countries, certainly not on the same scale. In turn these assets gave black South Africans a unique chance to avoid following the many other African countries that had gone down the slippery slope from independence to economic ruin, corruption, civil war, dictatorship and despair – and perhaps a chance to help haul back those who had slipped.


Besides their material assets the whites also had relatively large numbers. These had declined somewhat from something over six million at the peak of white settlement in Africa, but they still numbered some five million, mostly in South Africa. Together they exceeded the populations of a number of sovereign countries elsewhere. There were at least as many of them as there were Danes and Finns, and they outnumbered the Norwegians, the native Irish and Lebanese, the New Zealanders, the Israelis, the Nicaraguans, the Jordanians, the Panamanians and others. When colonialism began to collapse there were nearly five million whites in South Africa, more than a million in Algeria, about three hundred thousand in Zimbabwe, some eighty-five thousand in Namibia, about eighty thousand in Kenya, and smaller pockets elsewhere in places as scattered as Zambia, Madagascar, Mauritius, Seychelles, Ivory Coast and Gabon. Not all were Africa-born or otherwise eligible for a white African identity, but the majority probably were.


The democratisation of South Africa, besides ending white supremacy, was widely seen to hold a brilliant promise: if blacks and whites could succeed in living and prospering together they would light a lamp for the world, one that would shine into the remaining dark corners of ethnic prejudice and conflict elsewhere on the planet.


Ten years later, the lamp remained lit, though burning with a flickering flame. The common white fear that black rule would send the country into disorder and decline had not come about. The fear had nonetheless driven thousands of whites to emigrate, depleting the pool of both skills and capital. For most of those who stayed, life went on much the same as before – but with greater anxiety than ever. Those who cannot or will not flee have become, in a sense, colonialism’s castaways, stranded among people whose languages and culture few of them even now understand, but which they must now either adapt to or adopt.


The South Africans in particular form a unique community, one that has come out of a past filled with more violence and hatred, with perhaps more political conflict and warfare, with more social upheaval, than has been experienced in the ethnic residuums left by European migration elsewhere in the world. Previously vilified, ostracised and penalised in the world more than any other community in modern history, this one has now resumed a decent place in international society.


But in their own continent these people are now vulnerable as well as valuable. They can now only guess at what lies ahead for them, for their accustomed lifestyle, for their traditions, their languages, their cultural heritage, the whole of the separate, eurocentric world that their predecessors began to create more than four centuries ago, when Europe was emerging from the Middle Ages.














1. Sea Of Darkness and Ghosts


CHAPTER 1


SEA OF DARKNESS AND GHOSTS


Though the Europeans came early to Africa’s shores, they went slowly round them and even more slowly into its interior. It took them nearly a century just to feel their way round the coastline from Portugal to the Arabian Sea. Another three centuries passed before they became seriously interested in what lay in the interior, let alone possessive about it.


As late as the middle of the 19th century much of the continent’s middle was blank on the European maps, even though Europeans had lived in the Cape for two centuries and had been visiting or occupying north Africa for twenty-five.


When David Livingstone’s party footslogged their dusty way in 1849 to Lake Ngami, his first major geographical ‘discovery’ in Africa, there were already more than three thousand kilometres of railways in England – more than twice the distance covered by Livingstone’s trek. The Victorian era was into its second decade, and its technology was blooming. Ether was being used in anaesthesia, and safety matches were old hat. The world had got its first nightclub (in Paris).


By the time Livingstone stumbled across the Victoria Falls in 1855 the Europeans were already well into an industrial revolution lit by gas and driven by steam and soon to be powered and illuminated by electricity (the first light bulb having been invented the year before). They had begun planning the Suez Canal to cut the sailing time to the East – ‘sailing’ being a relative term since by then ships were being driven by steam. The first iron-hulled Cunard liner had in fact crossed the Atlantic, and in only nine and a half days. The British had laid the first undersea telegraphic cable across the English Channel and were busy laying another to America. Double-decker, horse-drawn trams were running in London, and work had begun on the city’s underground railway system. The hypodermic syringe and cold storage were coming into use. The first elevator, which was to become known as the lift in England, had been installed in America.


Exploration of the hostile reaches of both the Arctic and Antarctic had begun almost two decades before Burton and Speke in 1858 ‘discovered’ Lakes Victoria and Tanganyika in their warm tropical setting. At a time when the Europeans had pinpointed the position of the magnetic north pole they were uncertain about the source of the Nile, that ancient wellspring of some of their own civilisation.


The Europeans’ ignorance of hinterland Africa was remarkable considering that they had been in contact with the continent even before Alexander the Great’s conquest of Egypt. But not even Alexander’s Greeks, or even the Romans after them, had ventured deep into Africa. Neither had taken their occupation much beyond the lower cataracts of the Nile, their further exploration presumably having been blocked by the Sudd, the great, shifting, mosquito-plagued swampland barring the river’s upper reaches.


The Romans had some indirect knowledge of Africa’s western coastline north of the ‘bulge’ but seem never to have explored it. Seeing no incentive to cross the hostile sands of the Sahara desert, they extended their empire along the entire Mediterranean littoral, defeating the Carthaginians, the descendants of Semitic Phoenicians who had brought their own sophisticated technology to the littoral. By the end of the 6th century the Romans had been expelled by the Arabs. Aside from fluctuating Spanish occupations of the area across the Gibraltar strait, Europeans would not again control any part of the region until Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798.


Before then, however, they would establish a presence south of the Sahara that would bring revolutionary change to the continent. That presence would come not over the traditional routes across the Mediterranean and the Sahara but, startlingly for the Africans, from out of the unknown, from the stormy and unsailed Atlantic.


The Europeans came not with conquering armies but in small bands, tentatively, as trade-seeking explorers. Their interest was primarily commercial, overshadowing the lesser ones of religious zeal and of scientific and geographic curiosity. The religious motive was essentially to promote Christianity, if necessary at the expense of Islam, for the Crusades were still relatively recent and the rivalry still fierce. The Papal authorisation of war against Islam was still in effect and taken very seriously in Portugal and Spain.


The commercial interest was mainly in gold and ivory, later also in slaves. Gold, together with silver, was even in the late Middle Ages the principal medium of exchange in trade and the index of wealth. Ivory was the nearest thing to the plastics of the late 20th century, even if relatively more expensive. More versatile than bone, more durable than wood or ceramics, it was incomparable for making almost anything from sword hilts to buttons. Europe’s enduring desire for ivory would profoundly influence the course of Africa’s history.


The Europeans had known for centuries that gold and ivory came from somewhere south of the Sahara, transported by way of the caravan routes across the desert. It seemed possible that they could more efficiently and cheaply be obtained by sailing southward down the African coastline and fetching them back by the shipload. The possibility remained hypothetical well into the 15th century, however, since no-one was willing to try it for the reason that southern European sailors had not yet mastered the art of tacking against the wind.


This was not a serious problem on the relatively small and usually placid Mediterranean, where ships could be rowed by banks of oars in the absence of a favourable wind. But it was a serious handicap to marine exploration far out into the stormy Atlantic, where the prevailing winds blow from the north. Neither the Portuguese nor the Atlantic Spanish had ships of the right design, or the skills necessary, to sail far out to sea and come back against the wind, not even, it seems, by hugging the coastline. And none was willing to brave the unknown perils that might lie out in the Atlantic – giant sea monsters, perhaps, or ship-swallowing vortexes or perpetual storms. No-one had found the courage or the skills to sail much beyond the Canaries.


There was no lack of incentive to do so, though, not so much to find out what was beyond the Atlantic horizons but to find a sea route round Africa to the East Indies. Besides the desire for direct access to Africa’s gold and ivory, the Europeans were eager to find a new way to reach the silks, precious stones and spices of the East. Spices, for one, meant a great deal more to the Europeans of the Middle Ages than they do to modern generations for the simple reason that they were the best means then available to preserve food and to make it still palatable when it was going off, a common occurrence before the invention of refrigeration. It would be an exaggeration to say that the Europeans’ early exploration of Africa was motivated by their abhorrence of bad meat, but that certainly played a big part in it.


The spices and silks had to be carried expensively and perilously to Europe overland along the Silk Route from China, or from India by way of the eastern Mediterranean. All of this trade first went through points controlled by Muslims, the Ottoman Turks, and then through Venetian and Genoese middlemen, all of whom imposed prohibitive duties. The Portuguese, being at the wrong end of this line, developed a strong incentive to find a way to bypass Islam and the Venetians by sailing round Africa.


The Portuguese found themselves particularly well placed to respond to these incentives towards the middle of the 15th century. Not only had they thrown the invading Moors out of their own country, but they had taken the fight to Islam, crossing the Mediterranean to capture Ceuta in Morocco in 1415, an act some historians see as the beginning of Europe’s exploitation of Africa. Having in addition firmly installed a new dynasty in the form of the house of Aziz, Portugal was then the only European nation-state besides Spain with the political stability and economic strength necessary to back foreign exploration and expansion, and possessing the technical skills to carry it out.


Technology made a fortuitous advance at this time with the development by the Portuguese of the caravel, a relatively small but highly seaworthy vessel with up to four masts. Rather than the rectangular, centrally-slung sails used by the Mediterranean sailors, the caravel had triangular sails copied from the lateen sails of the Arab dhows of the Red Sea. Easily pivoted to either side of the mast, the sails made seamen better able to counterpoise the force of the wind on the sail and the force of the water on the rudder, thereby squeezing the boat diagonally forward against the wind, tacking in a zigzag but always forward pattern.


Equipped now to take on the one-way winds of the Atlantic, the Portuguese began to venture further from shore, reaching Madeira in 1418 and the Azores 12 years later. But for decades no sea captain was willing to challenge what had always seemed to be the point of no return: Cape Bojador on the African mainland immediately south of the Canaries. Beyond Bojador was a sea ‘of darkness and ghosts’ into which none dared go.


The breakthrough came in 1434 when a daring seafarer, Gil Eanes, took his courage (not to mention that of his crew) in his hands and sailed some way past Cape Bojador, then turned about and zigzagged his way safely back home. Still, it took the Portuguese another half-century to make their coast-hugging way to the southern tip of Africa, which Bartholomeu Dias rounded in 1488. The exploration had been extraordinarily slow when measured by modern standards, but the perils and difficulties were still great. Though the Portuguese seamen had astrolabes and compasses and could navigate by the stars in the northern hemisphere, the night skies beyond the equator were strange to them and they were still feeling their way through the southern seas – or, more accurately, along the African coastline.


Not until 1498 did Vasco da Gama complete the voyage to India. Drawing on the experience of Dias, he followed a bold new plan that was in concept and execution a 15th-century equivalent of the ‘slingshot’ technique used in modern space exploration, in which a craft is rocketed off to orbit a distant body, gathering momentum to then shoot off from that for an even more distant objective. Instead of hugging the coast, Da Gama’s flotilla headed south-west deep into the frighteningly unknown reaches of the Atlantic. Then, beyond Tristan da Cunha, it turned to run with the Westerlies to round the Cape.


Da Gama’s first landfall three months into his voyage completed the longest open-sea voyage yet made by Europeans. More important, it established that the sailing time to the Cape could be halved by taking the slingshot route. Thereafter the route to India was relatively certain, and Da Gama anchored off Calicut ‘with great rejoicing and with the sound of trumpets after dinner’. Ten months later he was back in Lisbon with the first cargoes of spices to be carried to Europe round the Cape. He had opened the way for the European colonisation of the East.


In the course of their search for the sea route to the east, the Portuguese had reached the coast of the main gold-producing hinterland, now modern Ghana, and gained direct access to the Akan and Black Volta goldfields. To defend their trade against the competition now coming from other European seafaring nations, the Portuguese built Elmina fort on what was to become known as the Gold Coast. Elmina, the first of the strongholds the Portuguese were to string along the west and east coasts, was completed in 1482, giving Europe its first toehold in sub- Saharan Africa.


The Portuguese had hoped that Christian kingdoms in north-eastern Africa would provide a base for Portuguese operations in the Indian Ocean. Christianity had not fared well in Africa, however. The Christian Nubians on the upper Nile had been overwhelmed by the Muslims, and the remaining Christians in Abyssinia were hard pressed. In an effort to save them, the Portuguese landed soldiers at Massawa on the Red Sea in 1541. The Muslims were driven back but 17 years later recaptured Massawa, isolating the Abyssinians in their mountain fastnesses.


To their great disappointment, the Portuguese had found no trace of Prester John, the Christian leader reputed to rule on or beyond Africa’s east coast.


The rounding of the Cape meant that Africa’s coastline was known, albeit only roughly. Portugal’s acquaintance with Africa remained largely peripheral, however, for while its naval strength gave it control of the coastline, tropical diseases and strong African societies discouraged inland conquest.


Portugal’s main concern in any case was to secure the sea route to the East against Arab or any other competitors, and then to exploit the African gold and ivory trade. To that end the Portuguese established a headquarters on Mozambique Island and bases on Zanzibar, Pemba and Lamu islands and, later, at Mombasa in addition to those at Elmina, Shama and Axim on the Gold Coast, Fernando Po and Sao Tome in the Gulf of Guinea, and at Luanda and Benguela on the Angolan coast. No serious effort was made to penetrate inland other than a tentative presence up the Congo River and a deeper and more permanent one up the Zambezi, in which bases were established at Sena and Tete, in order to gain control of the upriver gold trade.


* * * *


In their exploration of the African coastline the Portuguese became the first to pass through all of the great social divisions that geography and migration had created in Africa, the fundamental differentiation that dictates the continent’s basic ethnic variety, making, for example, a Xhosa as different from a Hausa as a Finn is from a Spaniard.


First the Portuguese passed along the Atlantic end of the strip of Africa that had been known to the Europeans for centuries, the continent-wide stretch between the Mediterranean and the Sahara, inhabited by Egyptians, Arabs, Berbers, Moors and Bedouins. Rounding Africa’s ‘bulge’, they encountered the Negroid societies who had to some extent been cut off by the Sahara from the powerful influences of the Mediterranean, though tenuously linked by the caravan routes across the desert. The further south they went the weaker became these influences, the societies there still making their own way through their Iron Age.


In Africa north of the equator, kingdoms and empires rose and fell for hundreds of years before the arrival of the Portuguese. The kingdoms had tended to agglomerate at the intersections of the great caravan trading routes, which for centuries had provided a link across the Sahara, bringing information and cultural influences from the Mediterranean, Egypt and the Middle East, notably the cultures of Islam. Though the Sahara discouraged any mass movement of people southwards from the Mediterranean, the caravan routes gave the African kingdoms a measure of overland contact with some of the sources of European civilisation long before the Portuguese came by sea.


When the Portuguese stepped ashore from their caravels there were in sub- Saharan Africa some highly organised states, with centralised systems of government and structures for collecting taxes and dispensing justice. Their armies had infantry, cavalry and archers.


On reaching the forested southern half of West Africa, their ‘Guinea’, the Portuguese came to the Negro states which, only tenuously linked to the caravan routes, had not become Islamised. Where present-day Ghana is situated the Portuguese found the gold-rich Akan states. In what is now Nigeria they came across the Yoruba states of Oyo, Ife and Benin and their now-famous bronze sculptures.


As elsewhere in tropical Africa, some Guinean communities engaged in human sacrifice and cannibalism. Further south, in what is now Gabon, the Fang people were especially noted for eating their fellows, and not only because of their custom of filing their teeth to points. Such habits, though rare, would later be seized on by Europeans as evidence of the lesser status they wished to impose on Africans. In this context, it is worth recalling the eminent Africanist Basil Davidson’s comparison of Africa and Europe during the medieval period.


‘If anything,’ he wrote, ‘the comparison between Africa and Europe is likely to be in Africa’s favour. Throughout the medieval period most African forms of government were undoubtedly more representative than their European contemporaries. Most African wars were less costly in life and property. And most African ruling groups were less predatory. So far as the comparison has any value, daily life in medieval Europe was likely to be far more hazardous or disagreeable for the common man …’1


As they sailed further south the Portuguese encountered the people who had migrated far beyond the influence of the caravan routes during the great outpouring of negroid people from West Africa that has been described by some historians as the most important happening in African history. It was this slow but massive migration from the Negro heartland that filled most of the southern half of the continent with the Bantu people whose descendants occupy it today.


Supposedly triggered by growing population pressure in the Negroes’ customary territory in the lower half of the bulge, the outflow began at the start of the first millennium, when the Roman empire embraced the Mediterranean littoral. Spreading east and south, the fecund flood met first with the pygmies, the little hunter-gatherers who at that time occupied most of the equatorial rain forests, and assimilated some.


Moving on into the savannah, the negroid migrants encountered other hunter-gatherers, the San (Bushmen) people who are believed to have occupied all of southern and eastern Africa up to the Horn, and whose tongue clicks are thought by some to have eventually entered the languages of the southern Bantu known as the Nguni. The migrants also met with the Caucasoid Hamites who had worked their way down from what is now commonly known as the Middle East, and whose intermarriage with the San is believed by some anthropologists to have created the Khoikhoi (Hottentots).


Pushing the San and the Khoikhoi before it, sometimes simply absorbing them, the negroid flood spread across from coast to coast. It also moved south until in the middle of the second millennium it had reached beyond the Tropic of Capricorn.


The migration crept rather than flooded into the lower two-thirds of the continent. Along the way, elements of the flood settled and jelled into ethnic groups that have developed different customs and beliefs but are mostly linked through common elements of language.


As they moved on round the continental tip, the Portuguese mariners came across the Khoikhoi and San peoples in their last refuge. Moving on eastwards and northwards, they encountered the southern vanguard of the great Bantu migration that had ousted the Khoikhoi and San: the Nguni peoples living in late-Iron Age societies in the south-east of present-day South Africa, which they had reached about four centuries earlier.


In most of southern Africa at this time the migration had generally formed not kingdoms but smaller chiefdoms. Since there was still enough room in the Khoikhoi and San lands into which the pastoral and agronomist Bantu could spread, the chiefdoms, rather than expanding by conquest into kingdoms, tended to split when they exceeded a convenient size. The offshoots then moved off to displace the hunter-gatherer San and the pastoral Khoikhoi. Only when the demand for land exceeded the supply did the stronger chiefdoms begin to incorporate smaller ones, most notably leading to the emergence of the militant Zulu kingdom under Shaka and its influence on the mfecane of the early 19th century.


In this reversal of the great southward migration, Nguni groups moved inland from the coastal Zulu kingdom, fleeing Shaka’s indomitable regiments, to establish new societies in the interior. The great migration had run out of room and was rebounding off its own stalled front: the Xhosa tribes now firmly entrenched on the south-eastern coast. Further dispersal to the south was blocked by the northward expansion of the European settlers. To the west were the Tswana peoples, pressed up against the Kalahari and Namib deserts.


By the time of the mfecane, the Portuguese had been established in Mozambique for two centuries, though only shallowly. As their predecessors, the early Portuguese explorers, had made their way further up the coast beyond Mozambique they had found themselves dealing with Swahili and Arab people, and indirectly with the Nilotic and Bantu communities of the East African hinterland. The cultures of the coastal societies had been influenced by ancient trade across the Indian Ocean with the Arabs and Indians and, indirectly, the Chinese. The port of Kilwa, on the coast of what is now Tanzania, had for instance been founded by Muslims in the 10th century to handle the gold trade with the hinterland to the south. Yet, aside from the links with the Zambezi valley and Katanga, there was little intercourse with the wider hinterland.


When they reached Africa’s Horn, the Portuguese came to the last of the great social divisions, the Somalis and Ethiopians whose societies had long been infused with Hamito-Semitic influences from beyond the Red Sea.


Beyond the few inland trade routes, the southern and central hinterland of Africa was largely unknown to the outside world when the Portuguese completed their coastal explorations. There is evidence in the writings of the Greek geographer Claudius Ptolemy that the traders of Alexandria in the 4th century had heard about the great lakes and even about snow-capped Mount Kilimanjaro. Still, the hinterland remained blank on European maps for centuries after the coast had become known to them.






1 Davidson, Basil Africa in History (Phoenix Press, 2001) p 145.




















2. Shrinking the World


CHAPTER 2


SHRINKING THE WORLD


When brave Gil Eanes sailed past Bojador and out into the unknown Atlantic he was making a great leap that was to have larger significance for humankind than the more celebrated one to the lifeless moon has yet had.


For Eanes’s voyage did more than open the sea route to the Indies – it opened up the world. The lives of the great majority of succeeding generations everywhere on the planet were affected by it, indirectly if not directly. By proving the more effective sailing technique, Eanes’s leap cleared the way for the Europeans to spread their technology and mercantilism around the globe. Besides a sizeable indigenous component, the Europeans’ technology had largely been acquired through their special facility for emulating and improving on the discoveries of others, principally the Arabs and the Chinese. It was a facility that was to make them masters of the world, enabling them to subjugate other peoples who, for various reasons, were less imitative and innovative.


Trans-ocean sailing made possible a much wider acquisition of knowledge. With their guns, it also enabled the Europeans to extend economic and political dominance across the seas. Whether the rest of the world benefited more than it suffered from these initiatives is a matter of debate. The voyages of discovery that followed Eanes’s great leap are, however, matters of fact. Before the century had turned, the sea route to the East had been opened, Columbus had made his first voyage (in 1492), John Cabot had explored the north American coast for the English (1497), and Amerigo Vespucci and others had sailed to South America. They were followed in the next century by Cordoba, Balboa, Cortes, Magellan, Cartier, Frobisher, Drake, and others in a host of seaborne pioneers.


In modern terms, the pace of discovery was slow. The 88 years that elapsed between Eanes’s voyage and the first circumnavigation of the globe by Magellan’s crews was more than seven times greater than the 12 years between the launching of the first Russian sputnik and the first moon landing. Nonetheless, the spurt of exploration that Eanes sparked was dramatic on the time scale of the age. The expansion of geographic knowledge in the 15 decades after his voyage was explosive in relation to what had gone on before. In terms of communication, the world suddenly shrank; meetings and exchanges were made possible between most of its peoples for the first time since their very distant ancestors had migrated in hunched and hirsute bands from mankind’s presumed point of genesis in Africa.


Besides their technology, the Europeans took into the outer world their extraordinary commercial energy and competitiveness. In Africa as elsewhere it was the imperative of commerce more than any search for knowledge or power that was to drive them further and wider into new territories and ventures. The flag almost always followed trade, was at times even its servant, for it was trade that was powering the levitation of Europe out of the dead-end of the Middle Ages. The Renaissance was rising on the wings of commerce.


Spanish and Portuguese monopoly in the East Indies and the New World came to be challenged by Dutch, French and English entrepreneurs. It was brutal commerce, for the competition, unhampered by writ or regulation, was fierce, sometimes literally cut-throat. At times it became outright buccaneering, not only when pirates and privateers filled their own chests but even when blue-blooded Elizabethan sea-dogs like Drake, Hawkins and Raleigh promoted English trade in the Caribbean by cannon and cutlass. The takeover bids of the time were conducted not by stock acquisitions but by grapeshot, not quietly by boardroom vote but to gunpowder’s roar.


While piracy could feed off trade it could not sustain it, and neither could the anarchous adventures of the privateers. It became imperative that the trade be made more orderly, and in both east and west this was done to a large extent by organising it under the banners of companies formed by the public sale of shares but operating in some cases under government or royal charter. Formation by the English of their East India Company in 1600 was followed two years later by the Dutch equivalent, the Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC), which was to play an important role in white settlement in Africa. It was followed by French and Danish companies. Separate Dutch and English companies were formed to operate in the New World.


In 1637 the Dutch, having largely expelled the Portuguese from the East Indies, turned their interest to Africa’s Gold Coast and captured first Elmina and then the other forts, shutting the Portuguese out of the gold trade on the west coast. The Portuguese were left with a presence at the Luanda and Benguela forts in Angola, and a slightly deeper one in the Kongo kingdom. By the middle of the century the Danes had managed to get a toehold on the west coast, and the Swedes were also trying to horn in. Elsewhere in West Africa the French had established a presence at the mouth of the Senegal River, a beachhead that would in time expand into a colonial holding covering most of West Africa.


On Africa’s east coast the Portuguese were successfully challenged by Arabs coming down from Oman until eventually their presence was confined more or less to the Mozambican coast and Zambezi valley.


Still there were no Europeans at the Cape. For all its temperate climate and physical beauty, the Cape held little interest for them. In the 15 decades since Da Gama had stopped at the Cape, European seamen had called intermittently to take on water and obtain slaughter cattle from the Khoikhoi. Other than that, however, the Cape seemed to have nothing of commercial value. It had no gold or other minerals, and it was populated by natives who were not always friendly, and were so primitive that they had no manufactured goods such as the fine cloths, jewels and perfumes of the Indies to offer in trade, and no spices. Whatever ivory, pelts and ostrich feathers they could offer were insufficient to excite the Europeans.


Neither the Portuguese, who had resupply stations in Angola and Mozambique, nor the French, who had them on Reunion and Madagascar, had any interest in establishing a station at the Cape. It did, however, become an important watering point for the Dutch and the English, both of whom followed ‘slingshot’ routes that took wide sweeps out into the ocean, coming close to land only at the Cape.


During the long voyages both lost seamen – as many as half the crew on a single voyage – to scurvy and, knowing that the disease could be prevented by the eating of fresh fruit and vegetables, both the Dutch and the English began to look more closely at the Cape as a station for resupplying their ships with greens. The Dutch had in addition begun to worry that one of the other European powers might establish a base there for the strategic purpose of controlling the growing shipping traffic round the Cape.


Amsterdam was aware that the English had almost beaten the Dutch to the Cape when in 1620 two officers of the English East India Company had landed there and taken formal possession in the name of King James I. The king, perhaps fearing it would be too expensive to maintain, had declined the gift, little knowing how his decision would shape the future of the sub-continent.


Amsterdam’s corporate mind was made up by the experience of the crew of the Dutch ship Haarlem, which had been wrecked at the Cape in 1647. Forced to fend for themselves on land for a year before they were picked up by another Dutch ship, the crew began growing their own food. Thus the castaways inadvertently demonstrated the practicability of supplying the East Indiamen with fresh greens. Four years after the Haarlem survivors came home, Jan van Riebeeck was sent to the Cape to set up a resupply station.


His flotilla of five ships dropped anchor in Table Bay on 6 April 1652. For most of his party of about ninety men, women and children it was their first sight of the great slab-sided, flat-topped mountain in whose shadow would rise South Africa’s first city.


Van Riebeeck’s orders were not to found a permanent settlement but merely to provide food for the passing ships by growing vegetables and buying slaughter livestock from the Khoikhoi. He was to build a fort, mainly for defence against European competitors. The first earth-walled structure was ravaged by the winter rains. Work was started on a stone fort in 1665 when war broke out with England. Known as the Castle, it became the Company’s headquarters at the Cape. Today, still in use, though not as a fort, surrounded by office blocks, hotels, shopping malls and reclaimed foreshore, the building stands as a memorial of the most consequential of all the European settlements in Africa.


Van Riebeeck was initially expected to take no more land than was necessary for his buildings and gardens. But Jan Compagnie’s innocent little vegetable garden was to become something of a Jack’s beanstalk, growing uncontrollably, taking on a life of its own, shucking off the Company and expanding into a colony whose own growth would spark wars. From it would hive off independent republics which in turn would ignite bigger wars until very little of the sub-continent would have been untouched by conflict with or among the Europeans.


Van Riebeeck’s little band of gardeners would swell and subdivide into communities, sucking in more European settlers and setting off internal migrations and still more immigration that would carry white people on a tide of technological superiority deep into the heart of Africa, in a saga of conquest and domination that would remake the southern sub-continent. From it would emerge the most powerful nation in Africa – and also the most widely hated and contested racism in history.


The Cape station’s switch from supply depot to colony was relatively quick. While easily providing the Company’s ships with meat, fruit and vegetables and wine – dreadful stuff at first that gave no hint of the fine wines for which the Cape would in time become famous – the station had not succeeded in growing its own wheat or rice. These had to be imported at considerable cost, dashing the Company’s hope that the base would be self-sufficient.


To overcome the problem the Company decided to set up former employees as private entrepreneurs on land on which they would produce wheat, cattle and wine for sale to the Company. Only five years after Van Riebeeck’s landing, nine free burghers were established on small farms in the Liesbeeck Valley at Rondebosch, on the other side of Table Mountain. The revictualling station had become a colony. The first white settlers had come to sub-Saharan Africa. The white man was there to stay.


* * * *


The Liesbeeck settlers brought to Africa a new dynamic, expansive white settlement, that was to change the southern part of the continent forever.


The impetus came not from the Company that had placed them on the farms but from the settlers themselves. By their own choice, their settlement became an enrootment that meant cutting their ties with Europe and identifying themselves with Africa. And the further into Africa they went the closer became that identification, the looser their ties with Cape Town, the Company and Europe.


In this respect their ethos was fundamentally different from that of the Portuguese, who, despite having come to Africa more than a century earlier, had kept their cultural roots and loyalties in Portugal. In this sense the Portuguese were sojourners rather than true settlers, unlike even their cousins in Brazil who eventually declared independence from Portugal in 1822. On their way to the riches of the East the Portuguese had stopped at various places on Africa’s tropical coasts to exploit gold, ivory, slaves and other commodities. These stoppages had became permanent footholds but, apart from the presences up the Zambezi and Congo rivers, had not been widely extended. Only when the European powers began to scramble for African territory late in the 19th century would Portugal fully extend the colonies of Mozambique and Angola and create the little new one of Portuguese Guinea (Guinea Bissau at independence).


So wherever the Portuguese stopped in Africa, they remained sons of Portugal. Lisbon in time declared the colonies to be parts of Portugal but hardly anybody accepted this fiction, least of all the original inhabitants, who contested it through the gun barrel. It was to be dramatically disproved when the toppling of the Caetano dictatorship in 1974 opened the way to independence for the colonies. Then ‘Portugal in Africa’ suddenly became empty of Portuguese, most fleeing to Portugal.


The Liesbeeck farmers were different. Their adoption of Africa as home in effect made them the first of the white Africans. They were the nucleus of a European expansion in Africa that would soon send white settlers driving vigorously into the interior, looking not so much for colonial advantage as for land – farmland, homeland, land for the putting down of roots. And for breaking free of control from Europe, or even from Cape Town – and especially from Cape Town after the British seized it in 1795.


The Cape settlement would lay the pattern of racial attitudes – white competition with, exploitation of and discrimination against blacks – that would shape South African life for centuries and perhaps even influence European attitudes towards Africa in general.


Jan Compagnie did not see the Liesbeeck settlement as enrootment; it was just a necessary adaptation in the matter of feeding the passing seamen. The farmers were instruments in a process, nothing more. It was almost as impersonal a deployment as the dumping of the English convicts in Australia in 1788; expediency rather than colonisation. That changed, though, as the settlers began to take Africa for their own, to implant themselves forever in the land.


Because the Company placed its interests above those of the settlers, and because it was beyond any kind of democratic accountability, its rule became as irksome to the Cape burghers as London’s later did to the rebellious English colonists of America. Their resistance to the Company’s dictates grew as they adapted to their often harsh environment and became increasingly self-sufficient. With or without the Company’s consent, they expanded their settlement ever further into the hinterland. In a generation or two they developed an affinity with and a love of the country that left no desire to return to Europe, which had become as alien to them as the Cape had been to their pioneering fathers.


In taking their lifestyle into the hinterland the settler farmers were extending precedents set by the Company, beginning with the seizure of land from the Khoikhoi, whom the Dutch called Hottentots. Since the Khoikhoi’s land ownership was communal and not recorded in any form of script (for they had none), their rights of ownership could be expressed only verbally or by occupation, which was not always constant as these pastoralists followed the grazing. Even less claim could be demonstrated by the hunter-gatherer San, for whom land ownership was an even more alien concept than it was for the Khoikhoi. For that reason, if not out of plain pioneering need, the Dutch never gave more than token recognition to the indigenous peoples’ title to the land. The Khoikhoi resisted the taking of the land as best they could, but their Iron Age culture was no match for the Europeans’ equestrian mobility and guns. They were defeated in two relatively major conflicts and many smaller scraps.


Having acquired enough land for his raison d’être of supplying the passing ships, Van Riebeeck had marked off a boundary by building three blockhouses along the Liesbeeck and planting a pole fence and a bitter-almond hedge between the sea (at Salt River mouth) and Table Mountain. That was the frontier, but it was soon left behind by the colony’s expansion – an expansion led by the burghers, with the Company scrambling to catch up and impose its authority.


In its style and purpose the Europeans’ seizure of the natives’ land in the Cape was no different from that in the Americas and Australasia – except in one important respect: both Dutch and later English settlers in the Cape took not only land but, in effect, labour as well, coercing the indigenous people to work on their farms as serfs if not as slaves. While some native Americans and Australasians also ended up working for the whites who had taken their land, in the Cape it happened on a larger scale and was effected more systematically.


One reason may be that in the other countries of settlement there were fewer native people and they were less suited to work in European-style commercial farming, being mostly hunter-gatherers, often nomadic, or subsistence farmers. In contrast, the Khoikhoi – and the Bantu nations whom the Europeans were later to meet – were pastoralists. Peoples of the grasslands and the semi-desert, they were skilled cattlemen, managing large herds. As in the other grasslands of Africa, their herds were food, currency, wealth – the very nucleus of their lifestyle.


This culture must have made them more useful than the hunter-gatherer San to the intruding whites and less vulnerable to extermination, more open to exploitation as farmworkers when the settlers discovered the benefits of cheap labour and an easier life. The method of coercion into labour – depriving the Khoikhoi of their means of self-support by taking their land, their water sources and sometimes their cattle as well – was devised soon after white presence became white settlement.


A precedent of sorts was set with the introduction of slavery, a development that was perhaps an inevitable reflection of the prevailing mores of the age but one that would have social consequences far beyond it.
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CHAPTER 3


BONDAGE BEGUN


The Dutch presence at the Cape began as an incidental scraping off the East India Company’s great trade with the Far East as it swept past Africa’s southern tip. Likewise the white settlement, and likewise the bringing of the slaves. All, however, took root and spread deep into the sub-continent, and with the expansion went the ethos of slavery and subjugation of the indigenous peoples.


Initially the slaves were brought to the Cape to provide labour for the Company’s food-growing, the Khoikhoi having refused to work for the Dutch while they could still acquire the white man’s manufactures by bartering the products of their own herding and hunting. Van Riebeeck proposed enslaving them but the Company refused, believing they had a greater value as suppliers of the meat for the ships. He was ordered to rely on the contracted workers the Company sent from Europe. These, however, proved unable to handle the growing volume of work, and after five years the Company agreed to send slaves to the Cape – but only to work on its own undertakings and not those of the free burghers. Jan Compagnie felt that giving slaves to the burghers would encourage them to become idle and unproductive.


But if the Company could use slaves, the burghers wanted them too. Their struggle to create viable farms out of the wild lands along the Liesbeeck was being hampered by the shortage of white labourers and their high cost. It was, however, only after some of the burghers gave up farming after a couple of years and returned to Holland that the Company, seeing the food production for the ships threatened, relented and allowed the remaining farmers to have slaves.


There was a continuous influx of slaves thereafter, from Madagascar, eastern Africa, the Guinea coast and Angola, and a steady flow from the East Indies – from Java, Malacca, Borneo, Burma, Ceylon, Bengal, Iran and almost all the lands of the Indian Ocean Rim. Some were Chinese – mostly convicts from the Company’s Eastern territories serving long terms – and a few came from Japan.


From this unique and polyglot genesis came a community quite unlike any other on the continent. Neither European nor African, neither black nor white, the slaves brought from the Far East were to found a distinctive people synonymous with the Cape itself. Their blood would mix with that of Europeans, of slaves from elsewhere in Africa and of the Khoikhoi to create the people known as the Cape Coloureds, including, in a narrower genetic band, the Cape Malays.


There was steady but not large growth in the slave population from 1658, the first year of official slave importation, until slavery was formally abolished in 1835 under British occupation. At abolition there were 36 304 officially listed. Altogether, about sixty-five thousand slaves were imported into the Cape.1 Slaves came to form a significant proportion of the total exotic population, at one point even the majority. By 1760 more than half of the slave population was locally born.2


Most slaves at the Cape came to be owned not by the Company but by the burghers and by Company officials, including Van Riebeeck. Some slaves enjoyed a comfortable life, but most had to endure the hardships and indignity basic to slavery. All were subject to harsh laws designed to keep them subservient. Severe penalties, including lashing, branding and amputations, were imposed for infractions and, for serious crimes, execution, sometimes by roasting or impalement, in which a long iron spike was thrust into the anus and up alongside the spine to come out at the neck. The other end was then fixed in the ground.


A story, possibly apocryphal, is told of an impaled slave who was offered a drink of brandy by a sympathetic onlooker to ease his agony. When another bystander protested that the slave might get drunk, the slave is said to have responded: ‘Well, at least I can’t fall down!’


The slaves ostensibly had basic rights of decent treatment and owners could be – and sometimes were – punished for maltreating them. Manumission (freeing) of slaves was infrequent, however, for they often constituted a large part of the owners’ assets and could be hired out, mortgaged for loans, bequeathed in wills or given as wedding presents.


The morality of slavery was seldom challenged. It could hardly be questioned when the practice appeared to have the endorsement of the Dutch Reformed Church, some of whose ministers owned slaves.


For a great many of the Dutch at the Cape, especially those in rural and frontier areas, Christianity was synonymous with European identity and culture; it did not apply to black people. Thus the outlawing of slavery by the British was resented by many of the Cape Dutch not because it gave the blacks social equality but because it opened the way for them to be baptised. Proselytisation by the British missionaries was resented for the same reasons.


Often excluded from baptism and marriage in the Christian church, many slaves turned to Islam, which had been brought to the Cape by slaves from the East. Though most of the descendants of the slaves are Christians, Islam remains a major faith among the coloured people.


Slavery left a greater legacy, however, one not so benign, in its influence on the emergence of racial discrimination in the Cape society. There being no white slaves – the law specifically excluded it – slavery was associated with people of dark complexion. The social structure assumed a pyramidal form, rising progressively from the darkest skins to the lightest.


A significant proportion of the society comprised children born to female slaves of white fathers. A Company report of 1671 estimated that as many as three-quarters of the children born to the Company’s slave women had European fathers – Company employees, soldiers stationed at the Cape, and visiting seamen.3 Quite often female slaves bore children fathered by their owners through the casual gratification of carnal desire. Only infrequently did an owner marry the slave who bore his children, even though mixed marriages were at first socially acceptable in the isolated and largely womanless expatriate society. Van Riebeeck in fact encouraged the practice, and a number of Europeans married Khoikhoi women. Cohabitation within or outside of marriage between whites and Khoikhoi created the light-skinned Baster people who in time established themselves near the Orange River.


Children of mixed marriages were at first accepted with little or no reservation into white society, but they came increasingly to be subjected to discrimination and rejection as a relatively wealthy elite formed among the descendants of the original settlers.


Ironically, some of apartheid’s most ardent practitioners would later strive to deny the evidence of the African and Asian genes bequeathed to them – a darkness of skin or a kink in the hair – through their forebears’ visits to the beds of slave women or through a liaison with a Khoikhoi girl. But recent research suggests that more than seven per cent of the white Afrikaner population has ‘non-white’ ancestry.


Racial discrimination grew partly from the dual stigmas of slavery and the primitivism ascribed by the Europeans to the Khoikhoi. It was accentuated by the need felt by the whites to find means to debase the enslaved in order to justify their enslavement. Male slaves, for instance, were forbidden to wear shoes or stockings, even in winter. Dress codes were imposed not only on slave women but also on free black women, who, in order that they should not outdo the whites, were denied fancy clothing, hairstyles or jewellery.


Land and labour – from the beginning of European settlement these were the prime elements in the shaping of social and political forms around racial discrimination in white-dominated Africa. It would always be about land and labour as much as about ethnic difference itself – and perhaps even more so.


* * * *


Appalling as it was in its content, in scale the Cape slavery was a sideshow to the main event to the north, the trans-Atlantic slave trade to the Americas.


That long-running atrocity, growing ever larger over more than two centuries, affected Africa more profoundly than any other activity of the Europeans except colonialism. The extent of the damage is argued to this day. Some hold that large parts of the western continent were stripped of their most vigorous people and left socially and economically debilitated for generations after slavery was abolished. At the opposite extreme of the polemic is an assertion that the profits of slavery brought a measure of prosperity to West Africa that it would not otherwise have had, and that social structures quickly recovered. What is not in dispute, though, is the suffering inflicted on those taken from Africa as slaves and on their descendants in the Americas.


Neither is there argument over the price paid by the descendants of the slave users, certainly in the United States, in the form of intractable social problems and enduring agonies of conscience.


Both the Cape and the trans-Atlantic slaving contributed fundamentally to the prejudice against people of colour that shaped the attitudes of the Europeans as they built their colonial empires, and of the Americans as they grew into a world power.


Other factors did indeed contribute to the European view of Africans as inferior, factors that have to do with differences in appearance, culture, environment and technology rather than with innate ability. But slavery sealed the perception of blacks as lesser beings. Slavery required an excuse for its iniquity, one most easily found in ethnic difference. To justify slavery, the slave had to be made out to be of a lower order of life. The fact that some West Africans practised cannibalism was a useful clincher, the image eventually being stereotyped in cartoons of white missionaries and explorers being cooked in huge pots by blacks with bones through their noses.


Historians who hold that the European perception of African inferiority was neither justified nor inevitable point out that the first Europeans to arrive on the west coast, the maritime explorers from Portugal, respected the natives for their social organisation and commercial abilities.


At first the European presence was largely beneficent, bringing to the ‘Guinea Coast’ a measure of prosperity it had not known before. Living standards of many Africans were raised by the tools and other imports from Europe. Food production was improved by the introduction of rice, sugar cane and citrus from the East Indies, and of maize, cassava, sweet potatoes and tomatoes from the West Indies. Some historians credit these new foods with sparking something of a population explosion in a West Africa whose indigenous foods were not as nourishing or as prolific.


Soon another commodity was added to the list – the living, breathing commodity of slaves. It was then that the European impact on Africa switched from being largely benign to being malign as well.


The Europeans did not introduce slavery to Africa, they only extended it. Slavery was as ancient a practice in Africa as it was anywhere else in the world, but in the absence of labour-intensive industry and agriculture there was no big demand for large work forces. Slaving was therefore not an industry, as it was to become under the Europeans.


Before the white men came, slaves captured in the Sudan belt* were sold in North Africa to meet the demand there and in the Middle East. The Europeans, through the impact of their advanced technology and commercialism, radically transformed this pattern. It was their maritime technology that had enabled them to find the sea route round Africa to the East Indies and to discover the New World of the Americas. And then it was the cutting edge of their technology, the firearm, that had enabled them to subdue the native peoples of the new lands. Their technology enabled them to exploit the agricultural potential of these lands and to run transport efficiently to and from them, thereby expanding trade across the oceans in the produce of these lands.


Mining (mainly for diamonds) and the commercial production of sugar, cotton, tobacco, timber and the other products of the New World became vital to the development of the increasingly industrial economies of the European states. However, the labour-intensiveness of the plantation system created a shortage of workers. European men forced to labour as convicts in the tropics seldom lived long. The native Indians and Caribs of the New World generally objected to working for their conquerors. They were in any case too few for either purpose, many having been killed in the European conquest or by the diseases brought by the Europeans. They had, besides, been given a form of protection against slavery by a convention of theologians at Salamanca in 1550 which ruled that the Indians should not be used as slaves. The men of God decreed, however, that it was acceptable to enslave Africans (a decision, incidentally, that some might hold to belie the assertion that Africans were not regarded as inferior beings by the post-medieval Europeans).


The ruling was wonderfully convenient for the European planters and traders. Not only were the Africans native to the tropics and accustomed to its rigours, but they were numerous enough to meet the rising demand for slaves. Some were experienced in mining (for gold) or in tropical agriculture. Being situated directly across the Atlantic from the New World, it was relatively convenient to ship them over.


The African victims of the trade simply did not have the means to resist European technology: the gun as instrument of enforcement, and manufactured goods as means of payment. Africans themselves monopolised the traffic on land in Africa. European slaving agents had simply to set up coastal bases stocked with trade goods and barter these for slaves brought to them by local chiefs or slave-catchers.


The ethos that the white people applied to mass slavery might be seen as a human equivalent of mechanisation, with the slaves regarded not much differently than cogs and pistons were in the industrial revolution. Often they were in fact viewed less as humans than as machines, and were treated accordingly, to be pushed to the limit of their productive capacity and, if they broke down, to be mended if possible, otherwise scrapped and replaced by a new one. If they were looked after, it was in many cases to preserve their commercial value rather than for humanitarian reasons.


Estimates of the number of Africans torn from their homelands for slavery in the Americas go as high as fifteen million, an enormous proportion of the populations of the times. There seems little doubt that at least eleven million were shipped across between 1600 and the ending of slaving, a gradual process which commenced when the British outlawed slavery in 1807 but could not be said to have achieved final success for another thirty years or so.


Nearly twenty per cent of those packed and layered on board the slave ships died from illness or hardship and were dumped overboard, leaving trails of human bones across the seabed, unseen monuments to one of the greatest atrocities in history. It was criminality that went unpunished, for there were no power blocs or international organisations to stage Nuremberg-type trials.


In any case, in the rise to slavery’s heyday relatively few non-Africans saw it as morally wrong. Either from conviction or defensively, as a shield against moral discomfort, white people in general accepted a lesser status and rights for black people.


Inevitably, however, the Africans’ equal humanity came to be recognised, and the morality of trans-Atlantic slavery came increasingly into question. The issue became so controversial in America that the Americans fought a civil war over it, or partly over it, in which nearly one in thirty of them died. That, ironically, left a demographic gap in their country proportionately bigger than the one created in Africa by the American south’s participation in the slavery.


African-American historians contend that there was a cardinal difference between the slavery conducted in the New World and the slavery traditional in Africa. The Africans, they argued, generally saw their slaves simply as less fortunate people, perhaps to be cruelly treated, perhaps to be well treated, but very often to be absorbed into the conquering society. In contrast, most Europeans and Americans rejected any notion of black slaves ever being taken into their society, not only believing them to be inferior in their present predicament but forever inferior, culturally and intellectually.


These historians hold that slavery and the colonialism that succeeded it left Africa crippled in almost every way – demographically, socially, economically, educationally, technically, scientifically. The Atlantic slave trade, by stripping western Africa of the cream of its able-bodied men, is held to have been largely responsible for a social and economic decline of the region as advances were made in these respects in Europe and America.


This claim might be extended in a lesser degree to eastern and central Africa, from where Arab slavers took large numbers of captives. It surely cannot be applied, though, to large regions in the south and elsewhere that were untouched by large-scale slavery but remained no less backward than West Africa.


Some British historians contend that the slaves taken to the Americas were almost always captives of war – wars that would have taken place even if there had been no demand for slaves across the Atlantic. Furthermore, since most of the trans-Atlantic slaves were men, a high proportion of the women seized in war remained behind in Africa, in whose generally polygynous societies they very likely had as many children as they would have had if they had not been captured. Hence there was no great denudation of population.


A British view is that it was the abolition of slavery that brought economic hardship to West Africa, prompting the British, for instance, to compensate by paying subsidies to promote the production of palm oil in the Niger delta. The closure of the slave markets of the Americas is said to have left a surplus of captives from African wars, resulting in an increase in execution, ritual sacrifice and cannibalism.


While Britons had been the prime movers in the Atlantic slave trade, it was they who took the lead in suppressing the traffic. In this is reflected the conflict between mercantile and moral imperatives that bothered the British for centuries, the one creating the Empire and the other contributing powerfully to its eventual dissolution. It was British commercial enterprise that had created the prime market for slaves in the New World and which largely fed it. King Charles II himself had shares in the Company of Royal Adventurers, to which his government in 1660 gave a monopoly for the sale of licences to British slavers operating in West Africa.


The moral sensibilities that drove the international campaign against slavery were not always nurtured by the Christian churches, certainly not by the 18th-century Church of England. One of its divines, Bishop Fleetwood, declared in 1711 that ‘the laws of God did not forbid the keeping of slaves, nor do the laws of the land’. His belief was shared by the Anglican church’s missionary arm, the Society for the Propagation of the Christian Gospel. When a planter bequeathed his estate in Barbados to the society, the new owners had the word ‘Society’ branded on the chest of each of its newly acquired slaves to affirm their possession.


British efforts to promote alternative forms of trade to compensate for the abolition of the slave trade made it necessary to establish consular offices on African soil, the first opening in 1849. Together with the incidental protection provided by the navy’s anti-slavery patrols, these encouraged British merchants in their trade in commodities other than slaves. Thus did first slavery and then anti-slavery help blaze the trail for British colonisation.


The winding-down of the African slave trade, however, coincided with a decline in the supplies of both gold and ivory, and therefore with a general decline in European interest in the continent. Few Europeans saw much incentive to explore a hinterland that seemed singularly unattractive, a hostile world occupied by people who appeared to be primitive and savage, a place made miserable by humid heat and diseases. It was the Dark Continent, a world to be avoided, and avoided it was, except for the temperate extremity at the Cape of Good Hope, where the Dutch had unwittingly planted ineradicable seeds of European dominance.


* * * *


The other extremity, the Mediterranean littoral, was climatically as temperate as the Cape but for many years it was not considered a healthy place for Europeans because of the depredations of the piratical Arabs known as the Barbary corsairs. Not only did they rob the Europeans – and Americans – but they enslaved them as well.


Skilled seamen and able soldiers, and well armed, the Islamic corsairs plundered the shipping routes of the Mediterranean and North Atlantic, and even pillaged ashore in raids from Italy to Iceland. They are thought to have captured more than a million Europeans and Americans in a reign of terror lasting from the early 17th century to the second decade of the 19th. Operating from fortified strongholds at Sale in Morocco and at Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli, the Barbary pirates sent fleets marauding far and wide, in one sense waging a holy war against Christianity but primarily robbing the growing oceanic trade of the Europeans and raiding their countries for slaves – men, women and children. They brazenly sailed even into English seaports in Cornwall in 1625 to seize slaves. Capturing Lundy Island in the Bristol Channel, they used it as a base for more raids, defeating English warships sent to chase them away.


Many of the whites seized were sold to the slave markets of north Africa and the Middle East, forming a principal source of the corsairs’ revenue. Of the others, a fortunate few were ransomed by their governments or families, but large numbers were made to labour for their captors, and subjected to extreme ill-treatment, horrific tortures and executions, such as, according to some accounts, being burned alive, crucified or progressively dismembered from the fingers and toes onwards.


Estimates of the number of whites taken into slavery vary, but the most authoritative account estimates that over two centuries some five thousand were seized each year.4 In Algiers, where there was always the largest concentration, there were at any one time some twenty-five thousand, sometimes many more.


The Americans appear to have been specially angered by the attacks on their shipping in the Mediterranean, particularly by the ignominy of having their frigate, the Philadelphia, captured by the corsairs of Tripoli after becoming stuck on a reef. After years of attempting to deal with the pirates through appeasement and bribes, President Thomas Jefferson in 1804 sent an American fleet to bombard Tripoli, where the Philadelphia was being refitted by the corsairs. During the action a daring American party sneaked aboard the Philadelphia at night and burned the ship to the water. A year later a small American force reinforced with Greek and Arab mercenaries set out overland from Egypt to seize Tripoli, but was inexplicably recalled by Jefferson after capturing Derne.


The corsairs continued their depredations for another decade before the Americans and British were moved to put a stop at last to the piracy. In 1815 American ships under Commodore Stephen Decatur defeated an Algerian fleet off the coast of Spain and forced Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli to pay reparations and agree to stop attacking American shipping. It took a more destructive blow by the British to finally end the piracy and slavery.5 As the Napoleonic Wars ended, a group calling themselves the Society of Knights Liberators of the White Slaves of Africa persuaded the British government to send a strong fleet to attack Algiers. It was hoped that by defeating the most powerful of the corsair leaders, the dey of Algiers, a stern warning would be sent to Morocco, Tunis and Tripoli to cease their piracy too. In a furious gun battle in 1816 the corsairs’ shore batteries severely damaged the British ships, but much of Algiers was blasted to ruins by 50 000 British cannon balls, and the pirate fleet was destroyed. The dey surrendered and soon thereafter the other pirate capitals renounced slavery. Grateful governments of other European nations that had suffered from the marauding of the Barbary pirates showered honours on the commander of the British fleet, Admiral Sir Edward Pellew. And thousands of white slaves began returning to Europe.


Black slaves continued to be shipped from West Africa to the Americas for another three decades or more. The British, if not the Americans as well, presented their attacks on the Barbary pirates as a moral crusade against slavery, but a stronger reason probably was the need to end the plundering of their shipping. There was no such exigency in the case of the trans-Atlantic slavery, however, and so neither was a moral duty acknowledged.


* Not the modern country of that name but the whole strip of territory immediately south of the Sahara, running from West Africa to the Nile.
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4. The New Africans


CHAPTER 4


THE NEW AFRICANS


Compared with the heavy influx of Europeans into North America, white settlement in sub-Saharan Africa was small and slow. Africa, it seems, was too distant, strange and savage for the Europeans.


North America was not only closer but much more like Europe in its seasons, climate and vegetation. Africa was different. Only its coastal regions were known to the Europeans when they began their trans-Atlantic migrations. And the parts closer to Europe were either unbearably hot and dry for Europeans, or unbearably hot and humid and plagued by lethal diseases. Some were occupied by strong, well-ordered societies better able than the indigenous peoples of the Americas to resist European encroachment.


Even Africa’s southern tip, for all its temperate climate and physical beauty, was less attractive than the Americas. The Dutch were in any case not much inclined to foreign colonisation; their population was simply too small to sustain it. The Company did try to encourage European immigration to the Cape by offering assisted passages to settlers from 1685, hoping settlers would alleviate the labour shortage, reduce the preponderance of slaves over Europeans, and help defend the Cape against the French and the English. But when the assisted passages were ended after 22 years slaves still outnumbered officials, burghers and their families.


The still small settler population received a stimulating injection of new blood from 1688 in the form of Huguenot refugees from France, who had fled to the Netherlands to escape Louis XIV’s persecution of Protestants.


Only about two hundred Huguenots came, arriving in small groups, while larger numbers migrated elsewhere in the world. They were destined, however, to have a disproportionately large influence on the Cape’s culture and economy, notably by transforming the viticulture. The French brought an element of sophistication to the Cape, an elegance that was to remain integral to its character long after the rebellious Dutch farmers had gone off to found republics in the far interior.


White numbers were increased somewhat by the immigrant European labourers known as knechts. Though generally unskilled they were paid wages. Some acquired enough experience and capital to set themselves up as farmers with their own slaves and become absorbed into the resident white community and assume its privileges.


Among those privileges was the assumed one that white people did not do manual labour. That was only for people of colour. The assumption, born out of slavery, was to persist through the centuries to the present day, broken only in exceptional circumstances, such as when the depression of the 1930s forced poor white men to accept pick-and-shovel work on government development projects. The assumption has been reflected up to the present time in the customary employment of black domestic servants in even the poorer white households.


Small though it was, the white immigration encroached inexorably inland. To help meet the growing demand for fresh produce for the ships, the Company enlarged the freehold allotments and by the early 18th century was allocating farms of up to six thousand acres. By 1750 the settler population exceeded the complement of Company officials. Thirty years later, the free burghers and their families numbered 10 500. Most of the burghers were now farmers.


Their demand for more land was exponentially increased by the effect of the Dutch custom of equal division of an estate among the heirs. Often, in order to keep a farm viable, one son would buy out his brothers, who would then seek farms of their own, usually in virgin lands deeper in the interior. Any Khoikhoi who happened to be in occupation were ousted, much as the Xhosas had displaced the Khoikhoi. From this grew a notion among the settlers’ descendants of land endlessly available beyond the moving frontier and of a facility, almost a right, of acquiring it without purchase. The settlers brought to the frontier the European concept of individual land ownership and simply asserted it over the African custom of communal land use.*


Whites seldom bought land from the Khoikhoi, usually acquiring it either by simple occupation, by taking their cattle or by seizing their water sources. The Khoikhoi resisted by attacking the settlers’ homesteads and herds. Unable to get adequate protection from the Company, the frontiersmen at times took the law into their own hands, banding together in groups of mounted riflemen to attack the Khoikhoi.


This may have been the beginning of the commando – the military arm of the farmers and their descendants for the next two centuries – although some historians place the commando’s genesis in the local militia that had been organised in Van Riebeeck’s time. Commando service became obligatory from 1739, and by the closing decades of the 18th century commandos were riding out almost every month at one point or another on the frontier.


Against the commandos’ horses and guns, the spears and arrows of the Khoikhoi and San were ineffective. Their numbers drastically depleted by outbreaks of smallpox brought by the Europeans, the Khoikhoi were slowly driven off their customary lands and gradually lost their herds. Some of the Khoikhoi moved further inland, displacing the San. Thus one of the ancient social cycles of Africa – migration, conquest, displacement, migration – was repeated. These Khoikhoi in turn barred others displaced later by the whites, forcing them to return south to the control of the whites.


As the white farmlands spread further inland, the rising demand for labour made both slave and knecht more expensive to get and hold. So the farmers turned to enserfment of the Khoikhoi. Landless and herdless in the regions taken over by the white farmers, the Khoikhoi had little alternative but to give their skills as cattlemen in exchange for a piece of land for a crop patch, and grazing for a few cattle of their own.


From the expansion of white settlement emerged the trekboer, a personage whose ambitions and customs would powerfully influence the course of South African history for the next two centuries. The first trekboers moved inland to acquire land, and to this fundamental desire was later added the almost equally powerful urge to escape the authority first of the Company, which frequently was corrupt and inept, and later of the British colonial administrators, who could be equally inept.


Literally translated, trekboer means migrant farmer, but the term came more from his search for permanence – but independent permanence – than for any urge to move on for the sake of it. It is not possible to farm well and travel at the same time. Perpetual migration was not a way of life that the trekboers chose above settlement.


By the 1740s the trekboer vanguard had left the green Cape far behind and had crossed the mountains to enter the drier land beyond them, the Little Karoo. Two decades later they were deep into the wide scrub plains of the Great Karoo


Despite Cape Town’s attempts to define the frontier, it remained open and mobile. And the further the trekboer moved from Cape Town, the more independent he was of the authority of the Castle and the more self-reliant he became, making his own housing, clothing, furniture, candles and many other essentials, and producing his own food. As a result, he became less susceptible to the Cape’s social and cultural influences.


All these factors contributed to the development of a strongly patriarchal society among the trekboers. The large, widely dispersed rural families came close to being separate communities in themselves, with the head of the household ruling autocratically, even if often kindly, over his lineal dependants as well as his slaves and serfs. Frontier custom and the influence of the Bible made patriarchy the fundamental characteristic of trekboer society. Attempts by Cape Town to impose its authority were seen as interference in the rights and duties of the patriarch, as an intrusion into the sanctity of the household, and were resented accordingly.


Distant from the instruments and influence of state and church, the farming families tended to develop their own social and religious laws. The Calvinism brought by their forebears from Holland was the handfast to which their societies held as they adapted to an environment that was at the front edge of white settlement, sometimes beyond it. Their common faith was the binder that gave cohesion to those societies’ loose and often quarrelsome elements. But in the absence of ministers of the church – there were fewer than ten Dutch Reformed ministers at the Cape by 1790 – it was the head of the family who interpreted the Bible and Calvinism’s principles. By the time the organised church caught up with the trekboers deep in the hinterland, it sometimes found itself having to adapt to their beliefs and principles rather than the other way round. And in the absence of police and courts, it was the patriarch who dispensed justice, arbitrating disputes and deciding punishments.


Two centuries after Van Riebeeck’s landing, by which time the trekkers had settled in the far interior and founded their independent republics, they had developed a culture that was as much indigenous as it was exotic. It had been moulded by generations of life in Africa, with Europe’s influence growing progressively weaker and Africa’s correspondingly stronger. But it was an isolated culture, cut off from its foreign roots, introverted and closed. It had been formed by adaptation to and identification with the physical environment but by dissociation from the human environment, the indigenous, black one.


As the trekboers widened their distance from Cape Town the Company’s relatively moderating influence on racial attitudes weakened accordingly. The trekboers developed a strongly paternalistic attitude not only towards slaves but to all black people associated with their households. From this and other influences emerged a more rigid discrimination, a social code in which the black slave or serf was forever inferior and entirely dependent on the head of his household for whatever privileges and kindness came his way. That code came to be extended to people of colour outside the patriarchy. And it came to be fixed in the subconscious minds of many black as well as white people: blacks inferior, whites superior; that was ordained, that was the way of things.


Far from the Castle’s ken, the trekboers not only enserfed the natives but they also enslaved them. San, Khoikhoi and later – when the frontier expanded far enough eastwards – even Xhosas were seized and forced into slavery on farms. So established was the practice that it was taken up by some of the English settlers who came to the eastern Cape in 1820. Enslavement of the indigenous people on the frontier continued through the 18th century, even increasing after the price of slaves went up as a result of the outlawing of the slave trade by the British in 1804.


Some of the enslaving was done by trekboers in the course of reprisal raids for cattle theft. Such reprisals could be especially vicious when launched against the San, whom most whites appeared to regard as more animal than human. Their contempt was mixed with fear, though – and therefore hatred – because of the San’s use of poisoned arrows against the trekboers. The San were like gadflies to the trekboers in their resistance to the encroachment on their hunting lands. The San recognised no personal ownership of land or animals, including the trekboers’ cattle and sheep, which had replaced much of the game the San had always depended on for a living. In turn the farmers hunted the San, winkling them out of their mountain hideouts, advancing behind outspread blankets held up to catch the venomous arrows.


Even as the farmers trekked inland, the Company lumbered after them, concerned not only to protect its lines of supply but also to retain control of the suppliers. Thirty years after the first settlement, the farmers had become established in the Stellenbosch area, 40 km from Cape Town, and the Company formally declared it a district and opened an administrative office. Sixty-five years later another district was proclaimed at Swellendam, 240 kilometres east along the coastal plain. After another 40 years the farmers were established at Graaff-Reinet on the Sundays River, some seven hundred kilometres from the Castle, in the heart of the Great Karoo, and another district was established there, in 1786.


As they probed beyond the Sundays River the frontiersmen began to encounter the Xhosas. Though lacking a national structure, and existing in clans that sometimes fought one another, the Xhosas were more numerous than the Khoikhoi, more aggressive, better organised and led, and more skilful at war. They were the southern tip of the great movement from the Negro heartland north of the equator. Their own migration down the coastal plain had taken their main body to the region of the Fish River by the time they encountered the trekboers. They had lived in the region for generations when the whites began edging in from the west, and their numbers were beginning to strain the comfortable capacity of their traditional lands. It was time for another onward move of the excess population, another step in the ancient pattern of migration.


This time, though, it was the whites, equipped with guns and horses, not the Khoikhoi or San, who were in the way. The Xhosas were in no mind to retreat, especially as behind them were the Zulus, soon to become rampantly expansive under the tyrannical genius, Shaka. And so began a sporadic testing, a pushing and shoving, between trekboers and Xhosas. Fluctuating between contest and coexistence, varying from bloody fighting to cattle raiding, it kept the frontier in a state of periodic agitation for decades.


The Company, its merchant soul disturbed by this disorder, tried to define the frontier and get the farmers and the Xhosas to respect it, but was largely ignored by both. The frontiersmen were becoming impatient with other aspects of Company rule too, as were the burghers in Cape Town. Both saw the Company as autocratic, tainted with corruption, and little concerned with the interests of the burghers. In 1778 members of the burgher elite in Cape Town, inspired in part by the Americans’ fight for independence from Britain, formed a group known as the Cape Patriots with the purpose of presenting their grievances to the Company. Intentionally or not, it was a first step towards white independence in Africa.


Burgher dissatisfaction erupted into open rebellion in February 1795, inspired now by the French Revolution. The trekboers at Graaff-Reinet threw out Maynier the sheriff and declared an independent republic. The white African was for the first time hauling up his own flag, so to speak, in his adopted continent. Four months later the burghers of Swellendam back in the Little Karoo followed suit. These were the first of a number of mini-republics that the Boers were to form as they sought to take root in the hinterland – all destined to be short-lived.


The Company made no immediate effort to put down the Graaff-Reinet and Swellendam rebellions. It had steadily been losing interest in its expanding and rebellious colony as its own fortunes went into decline, eroded by the challenge of its European rivals. A few months after the rebellions the once-great Dutch East India Company acknowledged bankruptcy and was taken over by the Dutch state, which was itself having trouble with its political viability and, coming under the domination of the revolutionary French, became in 1795 the Batavian Republic.


* Later, when there was no longer land for the taking, the younger members of large rural families often ended up working for their older brothers with little prospect of advancement, or drifting into the poor white population.














5. Enter Britannia


CHAPTER 5


ENTER BRITANNIA


With imperatives swiftly changing and alliances suddenly shifting, European politics was like a mad game of musical chairs in the power struggles that convulsed Europe shortly before and during the time of Napoleon.


The Cape in effect become one of the chairs, for whoever occupied it sat in the halfway house to India and could put an interdictory foot into the shipping between the Far East and Europe. Not only was merchant shipping now carrying a large part of the world’s trade, but naval traffic too was increasing as the trade went from merchanting to colonising as well.


The Dutch were still firmly seated when in 1748 the British came in force into Table Bay as allies in a joint expedition against the French in the Indian Ocean. The long-lasting Anglo-Dutch alliance collapsed in 1780 when, the French having intervened on George Washington’s side in the War of American Independence, the Dutch refused a British call for assistance, and so the British declared war on them too.


With the British and the French at the same time locked in a struggle for dominance of India, the Cape’s strategic importance heightened and it was only a matter of time before one of them attempted to secure control of it. Both made their move in the same year, 1781, that Washington’s forces won their decisive victory at Yorktown in Virginia. Two fleets sailed simultaneously from Europe in a race for the Cape, the French expecting to be welcomed there and the British to seize it. Their courses converged off the Cape Verde islands, and after some heavy fighting the French sensibly sped on for the Cape. By the time the British fleet arrived the French were already ashore, toasting their success with the quite drinkable wine now being produced by their former countrymen, the Huguenots.


With a strong garrison stationed at the Cape and their ships needing supplies, the French brought a boom to the Cape for the next three years. The bubble burst when the French left in 1784, the Dutch having made peace with Britain. The economy of the Cape went into decline together with that of the Company.


The French Revolution in 1789 set off fresh bustle around Europe’s political chairs. By 1793 France was at war with England and Holland. The matter of who occupied the Cape again became pressing when in 1795 the Netherlands came under the influence of the Jacobin French as the Batavian Republic, which took over the dying Dutch East India Company. The English were not prepared to see the Cape again fall into French hands, not with India now become England’s major foreign interest since the loss of America. They occupied the Cape, overcoming resistance by the Jacobin sympathisers among the Dutch there.


Britain now had the firmest foothold it had yet had in Africa, with control over a well-established community of more than sixty thousand people, including the only sizeable white community – numbering 20 000 – in Africa. Besides the whites, most of whom were Dutch, there were 25 000 slaves, 1 000 free blacks and 15 000 Khoikhoi living in an area stretching 700 km inland from Cape Town to Graaff-Reinet.


The British had got what they wanted: control of the strategic Cape and its naval base. With it they had acquired, wanted or not, a colony of doubtful commercial value occupied by refractory Dutch settlers and roiled by racially-based politics.


Up to now the English had established only shallow footholds in Africa. The Royal Company of Adventurers in Africa, to which King Charles II had given the monopoly for the issuing of the slaving licences, had expanded into other forms of trade as well. By 1672, when their organisation was renamed the Royal African Company, it was operating a string of fort-like trading stations, garrisoned by troops, on the coasts of what are now Gambia, Senegal, Ghana and Nigeria. When the royal warrant was abandoned in 1698 and the company abolished, the trading was continued by independent operators. These maintained the link that would in time allow the British government to return as a colonial power, but until then it was always a matter of trade, not occupation.


The British in 1758 had seized the French slaving stations at Fort Louis and Goree on the coast of Senegal, but these had been returned under the Peace of Versailles of 1783.


The Cape was thus Britain’s first significant territorial acquisition in Africa. Besides the Cape and the slave trade, the British had no great interest in the continent. Their focus, like that of the other European powers, was on the West and East Indies. It was for the colonies there that they fought each other. By the end of the 18th century Britain’s naval and industrial strength had gained her seemingly rich prizes from the French, Spanish and Dutch, including Quebec, Tobago, Martinique, Guadeloupe, St Lucia, Trinidad, Curacao and Ceylon. In all of sub-Saharan Africa, only the Cape of Good Hope had been considered worth seizing.


At the other extremity of the continent it was, of course, a different matter. Mediterranean Africa had long interested the Europeans, and now one of Europe’s major figures, Napoleon Bonaparte, fixed a covetous eye on Egypt. By occupying Egypt, he reckoned, the French would open the way for seizing India, or at least making the British more vulnerable there. Napoleon’s interests were more than strategic. Long fascinated by Egypt’s past, he intended that the French should uncover more of the secrets of ancient Egypt for Europe and at the same time take European technology to Egypt. On board his invasion fleet in 1798 was a Commission of Arts and Sciences consisting of more than a hundred and fifty engineers, scientists, mathematicians and archaeologists.


Defeating the Turkish forces in the Battle of the Pyramids, Napoleon occupied Egypt but then was left stranded when Horatio Nelson caught the French fleet napping at anchor off Alexandria and destroyed it in the Battle of the Nile. Napoleon went ahead with his colonisation nonetheless. He initiated civil engineering works and surveys. His archaeologists uncovered extensive writings that provided the foundation for modern Egyptology and led to the discovery of the Rosetta Stone, which provided the key to the deciphering of ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs.


Napoleon, however, was not one to meekly accept being bottled up by the British. After repulsing a Turkish attempt to regain Egypt, he slipped through the British blockade on a small ship and returned to France, leaving his occupying forces in place in Egypt. In France he went on to institute a military dictatorship and eventually to crown himself emperor.


Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt had brought home to the British the vulnerability of the land route to India and the need to have control of Egypt. In 1801 they invaded the country and, with the help of Turkish allies, captured Cairo from the French. The next year France, Britain, Spain and Holland signed the Treaty of Amiens, under which, among other things, Egypt was to revert to Turkey and the Cape of Good Hope to the Batavian Republic.


During their eight years in possession of the Cape the British had run into the same problems that had bothered the Dutch East India Company. The first British governor, Major General James Craig, had brought the rebellious burghers to sullen obedience by the threat of cutting off their supplies of arms and ammunition. Any lingering thoughts of resistance were discouraged when a Batavian Republic fleet sent to recapture the Cape was defeated by the British in Saldanha Bay.


The frontier farmers, collectively known as the Boers, resumed their preoccupation with land. Soon they were demanding the right to occupy land beyond the Fish River. Craig responded in words that might have made modern South Africa a very different place had their sense been heeded then and by succeeding generations.


‘With what face can you ask of me to allow you to occupy lands which belong to other people?’ he asked. ‘What right can I have to give to you the property of others? … what would be your own sensations were you to hear that I was even debating on a proposal … to turn you out of your farms and give them to others?’


The British had always to remember, however, that they relied on the settler farmers for the meat and other foodstuffs for their Cape base and for their passing ships. Craig, and the later British governor, Earl Macartney, tackled the frontier problem in the same way as the Company’s governors had: by fixing the Fish River as the boundary and ordering both Boers and Xhosas (whom the British called the Kaffirs) to stay on their respective sides of it. Neither did, of course; the pressure on both sides for more land was too strong, and the British, like the Dutch before them, had no effective means of policing the divide.


Ensconced in the Castle at Cape Town, the British found themselves dealing with a local white population split between sympathisers (the Anglomannen) and opponents (the Jacobynen). Relations between the burghers and the occupying force varied from cordiality in Cape Town to surly acceptance in the hinterland, but were cooperative overall.


The British found themselves dragged into the third of the nine Frontier Wars (until relatively recently known as the Kaffir Wars) that had begun in 1779 and were fought intermittently over the next hundred years. The Boer commandos reluctantly helped their British conquerors against the Xhosas. When the time came for the British to hand the Cape to the Batavian Republic in 1803 under the Treaty of Amiens, the frontier was still so unsettled that they had to call out the Boer commandos to cover the withdrawal of their troops.


The Batavians’ administration was more liberal than that of the Company had been. Influenced by the egalitarianism of the French Revolution, they applied elements of the Enlightenment that was liberalising attitudes in Europe. In trying to bring order to the frontier, however, they were not much more resourceful or successful than their predecessors.


Only four years after reclaiming the Cape, the Batavians found themselves once again at war with Britain, dragged in through their alliance with France. Again it was only a matter of time before the Cape was occupied by the French or British, and this time the British got in first. In January 1806 an invasion force under Major General David Baird was hazardously put ashore through the surf at Blaauwberg, on the northern shore of Table Bay. After short resistance, Governor Jan Willem Janssens surrendered and was allowed to sail for Holland. With him went the last vestige of Dutch colonialism in Africa.


The twenty thousand or so people of Dutch, German and French descent who found themselves at the Cape through the enterprises of the Dutch East India Company were now irrevocably under British rule. They and their descendants would remain so for the next hundred years. Overnight, so to speak, they had become Dutch-speaking British subjects who, with few exceptions, did not understand the language of their overlords. Although the Cape would not be ceded to the British until 1814, their formal links with the homelands of their forefathers in Europe had been cut forever. In ethnic terms they were stranded in Africa. Most were not much bothered by this, though, certainly not those in the hinterland, for already they had become as much African as European, if not more so. They were less concerned about being abandoned by the Dutch than they were about being ruled by the British – a circumstance that neither they nor succeeding generations would ever accept with equanimity.


* * * *


The return of the British to the Cape set off a domino effect reaching far beyond their immediate preoccupations, a knock-on sequence running for longer than a century.


Like the Dutch, the British were drawn in beyond their primary concern, in their case, having a naval base to guard the sea route to India. In order to maintain that base they had to control the local sources of its food supplies. Over and above this was the fear that by limiting themselves to the Cape Town foothold the British would leave the coastline to the east intolerably open to military or commercial invasion by competing powers in Europe.


While the second British occupation was not necessarily intended to be permanent, the turn of events made it so, sending repercussions far beyond the Fish River. Three developments in particular brought profound change.


The first was the ripple effect of the Enlightenment in Europe, in time ending slavery but before that bringing to the Cape the British missionaries who would have a radical impact, both socially and politically.


The second was the arrival of the 5 000 British settlers of 1820, the largest influx of white immigrants that Africa had yet seen and proportionately the biggest it would ever know, increasing the white population by ten per cent in a matter of months.


The third was the concerted exodus of Boers from the Cape Colony in the Great Trek, which sent an even larger number of whites migrating deep into Africa, fleeing from British rule but more importantly seeking land and lebensraum.


These three European-inspired developments overlapped an indigenous one that also had enormous consequences: the mfecane, the violent tribal conflicts and migrations, emanating from the territory of the Zulus, that swirled devastatingly across the south-eastern part of the sub-continent.


The combined effect of these influences, added to later on by the discovery of great mineral wealth in the interior, would transform southern Africa, giving it a social and political volatility extraordinary to Africa and, indeed, the wider world.


Events in Africa were deeply coloured during this era by one other development: the ascent of Queen Victoria to the British throne in 1837. It is possible that the Victorian age would have been much the same with some other monarch in Buckingham Palace, for it was driven and shaped by social forces beyond the influence and perhaps even the ken of the palace. Still, as her reign extended, as teenage queen matured into autocratic empress, Victoria came to personify the nation, to understand its perception of destiny, to infuse her stiff yet sentimental personality into its psyche, and to serve as an enduring figurehead, a living symbol of unity, assurance and pride. It was the totem of Victoria that was carried – figuratively, of course – in the van of the British advance into Africa and implanted from its rearmost bases to its farthest outposts.


But Victoria was just a year-old babe and her uncle had just been crowned King George IV when John Bailie led the first party of British settlers ashore at Algoa Bay on 10 April 1820.


It would be a traumatic switch, they knew, from cobbled streets and tidy English fields to the wilds of Africa. Beyond that, though, neither Bailie nor the 255 members of his party had much idea of what might lie ahead as they made the difficult landing through the surf in longboats. Bailie, then aged 32, was pulling up roots that went deep in England, back to William the Conqueror’s Normans in 1066, according to a legend preserved among his descendants. As a lieutenant in the Royal Navy, but fluent in French, he had been assigned by the Foreign Office to adjudicate claims against the French after the Battle of Waterloo. The legend holds that Napoleon was so impressed with Bailie’s fairness in carrying out this task that he presented him with a fine set of silverware, each piece marked with Napoleon’s honeybee symbol. When he led his party to Africa the silverware went along with his other effects.


At Algoa Bay, Bailie’s group, like the 59 other settler parties that followed his, was issued with rations, tents, implements and seeds – and then left with this advice from the local landdrost: ‘When you go out to plough, never leave your guns at home.’ It was with grave misgiving that the Boers commissioned to transport the settlers to their allotments left them standing lonely and bewildered among their boxes and bales in the bush, some still wearing the stovepipe hats and frock coats that had been everyday wear in London.


The British settlers learned to adapt, but at harsh cost. At least a hundred and twenty of the men were killed in encounters with Xhosas, mostly while serving as volunteers with British troops. One of John Bailie’s sons was killed in the fighting, and most of his possessions lost in the Xhosa attacks, the Napoleonic silverware among them. The legend has it that during one of the raids the silver was hastily buried for safekeeping as the family fled to safety. Afterwards they could not find where it had been buried. If the story is true, the silver must still lie there somewhere in the African earth, a part of Africa now, like Bailie’s later kin.


Whatever other motives might be ascribed to it, the 1820 settlement was essentially a cynical and callous dumping of women and children in the front line of the Frontier Wars in the hope that their menfolk would sufficiently reinforce the British troops and the burghers to keep the Xhosa from encroaching east of the Fish River. A lesser motive was the British government’s hope of winning popularity at home by being seen to be doing something to tackle the unemployment, hunger and other hardships prevalent in Britain at the end of the Napoleonic Wars.


As far as Whitehall was concerned, the Cape station existed only to serve the greater British interest in India, and it was opposed to any form of territorial expansion in southern Africa. Had the government wanted to encourage emigration to the colonies it would have made more sense to channel it to Canada, where prospects were better, or even Australia or New Zealand. The scheme was motivated primarily by the government’s reluctance to spend the money necessary to station enough troops at the frontier to keep the Xhosa from disrupting Boer farm production. The £50 000 voted by Parliament to settle white families there was the cheaper alternative.


The settlers for their part could hardly have been unaware of the hazards awaiting them, for all that some of the criticism of the scheme was exaggerated – such as a cartoon by George Cruikshank, the leading pictorial satirist of the day (and illustrator of some of Charles Dickens’s novels), showing settlers being chomped alive by black cannibals.


Public interest in the scheme remained high and largely favourable, nonetheless. William Barrymore, progenitor of the family that was to achieve theatrical fame in America, ran a sketch entitled Cape of Good Hope, or, Cafres and Settlers, at a London theatre. Among its characters were ‘Zomai, a Caffre chief’ and ‘Lily Piccaninny, a Hottentot slave’.


The idea of using civilians as a frontier buffer had been explored as early as 1807 when an assessment ordered by the Earl of Caledon had recommended that the Xhosa be forced back east of the Fish River and that European colonists be settled on the west side. The next governor, Sir John Cradock, had implemented the first part of the recommendation in 1811, driving an estimated twenty thousand Xhosas out of the region west of the Fish River, known as the Zuurveld. His successor, Somerset, had further secured the frontier with cavalry and infantry posts, but most of the 105 Boer families who had moved into the Zuurveld had soon fled in the face of Xhosa raiders slipping between the redcoats’ guns.


In a determined effort to drive the Europeans out of the Zuurveld, 10 000 Xhosas had attacked Graham’s Town, the main settler base, in 1819 but had been thrown back by the musket volleys and grapeshot of the 330 defenders. The action saved the Zuurveld for the whites, but in Cape Town it underlined the great cost of defending the frontier by military means. When London had withdrawn the artillery and cavalry for what was considered more urgent service in India, Somerset had revived the idea of creating a buffer of British civilian settlers.


Government offices in Britain were swamped with thousands of applications for settlement, but the funds voted by Parliament were enough for only 4 000. These set sail in 27 ships from London, Liverpool, Portsmouth and Bristol between December 1819 and March 1820. Although they were being settled as farmers, fewer than half the settlers had any farming skills. There were 12 medical doctors among them and a number of military officers on half pay, ranking from general down to lieutenant. About a third were artisans and mechanics, most of whom soon abandoned their allotments and went to practise their skills in the towns as these formed.


Africa was not kind to these innocents from Europe. Some had to run for their lives from elephants they tried to chase from their crops by peppering them with birdshot. A little girl out herding cattle was confronted by a maned lion which roared until the ground seemed to shake, then walked away, no doubt leaving her considerably more shaken than the ground had been. Some settlers had to walk fifty kilometres or more to fetch their government rations, at times dodging rhinos and other big game. Lions, wild dogs, leopards, hyenas and other predators ravaged the settlers’ herds. One settler, trying to round up straying sheep, tied the feet of those he had caught and left his young daughter to watch over them while he went after the rest. He returned to find vultures devouring the tied sheep alive as the girl looked on in helpless horror.


Again and again the settlers’ crops were wiped out by drought, flood, hail, pests and disease. Some were reduced to bartering their precious possessions for food from the Boers. Some wore crude clothing made from tent canvas or animal skins. When accounts of their plight reached Cape Town and England, relief funds were set up.


Three years after the landing, fewer than half of the settler men remained on their allotments to claim title. The rest had given up farming. Most remained in South Africa, though. They and their descendants spread throughout the country, exercising a strong cultural, commercial and political influence.


Though sometimes at heavy cost, the 1820 settlers did what the politicians in London had intended: they helped to stabilise the turbulent frontier and to check the advance of the Xhosa.


* * * *


Of all the forms in which European religion came to Africa, few were more contentious than that brought by the fundamentalist Protestant missionaries who came to the Cape with the first British occupation. Rather than as beneficent clerics, they seemingly saw themselves more as crusaders. Before long they were being viewed by burghers, trekboers and officials alike as something more like pyromaniacs let loose in a gunpowder magazine.


The missionaries brought a radical and aggressive morality to a British occupation that essentially had been a matter of political strategy. Sometimes eccentric, sometimes arrogant in their personalities as well as their faith, these single-minded men brought to the raw frontier the idealism of both the Enlightenment and the evangelical movement then flowering in Europe. Besides seeking converts to their faith they fought against the injustices and exploitation they perceived to be inflicted on the natives by the whites. Mixing religion with politics, they injected into Cape society an ethical element largely absent from the conventions of military governors, settlers and frontiersmen. And they did it with a vigour that at times shook the white social structure to its foundations.


At the Cape, white settlement preceded the church and often remained both physically and doctrinally beyond the Dutch mother church as the settlement spread inland, shaping Calvinism to its own circumstances. At the frontier, however, the settler ethos was overtaken by and clashed with the human rights principles imported by the missionaries from England.


Missionary work had not figured large in the designs of the Dutch settlement at the Cape, where the Dutch Reformed Church allowed its ministers – all employees of the Company – to own slaves. Serious missionary work was not begun by the DRC until the late 1850s, after slavery had been abolished. It was left to outsiders, the Moravians, to begin dedicated missionary work at the Cape. From the German arm of this Lutheran sect came George Schmidt in 1737 to set up South Africa’s first mission station at Baviaanskloof, later known as Genadendal. Obstructed by the DRC because of his baptising of the Khoikhoi, he left the Cape in despair after seven years.


Into the vacuum left by Schmidt came the London Missionary Society, riding on the coat-tails of the British occupational forces. The LMS was representative of a number of missionary bodies formed in Britain around the turn of the 18th century. All had their genesis in the growth of industrialisation and the relative decline of the (slave) labour-intensive plantation economy, which led Britain to embrace free trade. The perceived need to create markets for British products among the colonial peoples required that they be emancipated and ‘civilised’, which in turn required that they be converted to Christianity. It was heaven-sent both for secular opponents of slavery and for missionaries.


Missionary societies mushroomed, the Baptist one arising in 1792, the LMS in 1795, the Glasgow one in 1796, the (Anglican) Church Missionary Society in 1799, the British and Foreign Bible Society in 1804, and the Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society in 1813. In South Africa the Wesleyans established a series of mission stations stretching from the Cape Colony frontier to Port Natal. Other nationalities came in, too: the Rhenish, Berlin and Paris missionary societies and the American Board all operated within a region stretching from the eastern coast to Basutoland. By the time the whites spread inland in numbers with the Great Trek, the missionaries were deeply if not widely established there.


None, however, was quite like Johannes Theodosius van der Kemp. Once a high-living medical doctor in the Netherlands, Van der Kemp found religion after seeing his wife and child drown in a boating accident. Joining the LMS, he opened a mission station for the society at Bethelsdorp in 1797. He quickly antagonised both the burghers and the British brass. Conservative churchmen were pained by his literal application of Christian principles to relations with Khoikhoi, San and Xhosa. And they were appalled when he ‘went native’, living among the local peoples, dispensing with much of his European clothing and marrying a 14-year-old Madagascan slave girl.


Besides trying to convert the Khoikhoi, Van der Kemp and his fellow Bethelsdorp missionaries began to educate them, raising fears among the burghers that it would induce notions of equality. At the frontier the burghers were even more riled by the missionaries’ unending complaints to the authorities about the way they recruited and treated their workers. In 1801 they assembled a commando and rode on Graaff-Reinet to drive the missionaries out, but were seen off by the British dragoons in the town, though not before firing a few shots at Van der Kemp.1


Though the LMS missionaries were allowed by the Batavian government to remain at the Cape, they were expelled from the frontier as burgher complaints against them mounted. Returning to Bethelsdorp when the British came back, the missionaries renewed their complaints, obliging the British to put some Boers on trial for mistreating their labourers.


Like their Batavian predecessors, the British governors saw the missionaries as troublemakers and tried to curb their activities. In this atmosphere the LMS mission in South Africa waned after Van der Kemp’s death in 1811. The LMS looked for a strong restorative hand and found it in Dr John Philip.


The son of a Scottish schoolteacher, Philip had extraordinary determination and power of personality. Both burghers and colonial authorities at the Cape found him arrogant and professionally ambitious Arriving in 1819, he stirred and stung the colony’s white inhabitants for the next 30 years.


Philip represented a Methodist school of thought that saw God best served not only through righteous living and good works but also through hard work and thrift, ideals that mirrored the simultaneous and interlinked rise of humanitarianism and industrialisation in Britain. Rejecting the then emerging concepts of scientific racism, the missionaries believed that Africans could be as competent, productive and inventive as Europeans if shown the way and given the chance.


Their beliefs were rejected by Dutch burghers convinced by Calvinist notions of predestination of the divinely ordained inferiority of the black people, and who in any event required them to be kept subservient as a source of labour. Whereas the missionaries’ values had sprouted in the relative prosperity and liberalism associated with Britain’s rising technocracy, those of the Boers had been shaped by adaptation to a crueller, more primal environment in which life remorselessly fed on other life, and human relations and ideals were dictated by fundamental imperatives of survival.


The missionaries’ militancy also antagonised many of the British settlers at the frontier. Many had gone into business in the towns, and some speculated in land, covetously eyeing that of the Xhosa.


Philip’s campaigning caused him to be called the most hated man in the Cape. He had an influential ally, however, in John Fairbairn, the Cape Town newspaper publisher who became his son-in-law. Fairbairn became the voice of the mercantile-humanitarian lobby in Cape Town, whose attitudes he reflected when he wrote: ‘To stimulate Industry, to encourage civilisation, and convert the hostile natives into friendly customers, is … a more profitable speculation than to exterminate or reduce them to slavery.’


After the Xhosa attack on Grahamstown in 1819, Somerset declared the area between the Fish and Keiskamma rivers a no-man’s-land. That measure proved unavailing in the pressure-cooker atmosphere created by rising demand for land on both sides of the frontier. In 1834 some twelve thousand Xhosas attacked on a broad front in the Sixth Frontier War.


After the Xhosa had been driven back across the frontier by the redcoats and colonial forces, the governor, Sir Benjamin D’Urban, widened the buffer by extending the no-go area all the way to the Kei River, calling the extension the Province of Queen Adelaide.


Angry protest shot forth from the missionaries and from humanitarians in England, prompting the secretary of state, Lord Glenelg, to take the view that the Xhosa had been justified in invading the colony. He castigated the frontier authorities for ‘a long series of acts of injustice and spoliation’ against the Xhosa.


Glenelg abolished the Province of Queen Adelaide, allowing the Xhosas to return, and instituted a system of dealing with them through treaties rather than military force.


In 1846 the border pressures again burst out in conflict, the Seventh Frontier War. By now the governor’s seat was occupied by Sir Harry Smith, a fireball of a man with conservative views and a propensity for action before contemplation. He restored D’Urban’s annexations under different names, making the territory between the Fish and the Keiskamma a district of the Cape Colony, calling it Victoria East in honour of the queen, then in the ninth year of her reign. The land between the Keiskamma and the Kei he annexed as the crown colony of British Kaffraria. Smith ceremonially terminated the treaty system, and soon land in Victoria East was being auctioned and eagerly bought by English settlers.


When Smith deposed Paramount Chief Sandile in 1850, the most bitter of the Frontier Wars erupted. Smith resorted to scorched earth tactics, destroying crops and seizing cattle to deprive the Xhosa of food, and burning their kraals to intimidate their families – tactics that were later to be used by the British against the Boers almost half a century later. About sixteen thousand Xhosa died in the war, and the Xhosa social infrastructure was ravaged.


Smith was replaced in 1852 by General Sir George Cathcart, who after a year in office castigated the settler merchants as ‘a set of covetous, profligate, unscrupulous, land-jobbers of colonists’ who sought to get rich by fomenting and supplying war with the Xhosas. Of the same group he later said: ‘I am heartily disgusted and sick of these mean, dishonest people; the Kaffir is much the finer race of the two.’2


An even larger calamity than the eighth war befell the Xhosa when in 1857 many responded to a young girl’s prophecy that if they planted no more crops and killed all their cattle, a whirlwind would sweep the British into the sea. Then dead heroes of the past would come to life, bringing cattle and grain. Many obeyed the injunction, and thousands starved to death as a result. The governor of the time, Sir George Grey, cleared the remaining Xhosa from east of the Kei River and opened it to white settlement. Although border troubles continued, Xhosa power was in effect broken and white hegemony firmly installed.


Under British rule the native peoples had acquired statutory freedom and overt equality, but in practice their subjugation had been completed. The whites had acquired effective control of land, labour and capital resources. The indigenous peoples had largely been deprived of the means to compete in a productive market.


The LMS missionaries, for their part, had only delayed and ameliorated the process of subjugation and dispossession. By the end of the eighth war their interests were in any case turning to new frontiers and opportunities to the north.


1 Report of the London Missionary Society for 1899, pp 495-6.


2 Keegan p 243.
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6. Big Wrong-Way River


CHAPTER 6


BIG WRONG-WAY RIVER


Beware, beware, the Bight of Benin


For few come out, though many go in.


They didn’t come out because they died of heatstroke and tropical diseases, of parasites such as worms that burrowed through their bodies and came out through their eyes. Some perhaps died of drink and despair.


The old rhyme about the hazards Europeans faced when sojourning on the West African coast reflected their reluctance to penetrate inland for much of their time there. It was bad enough at the coast, with its relatively cool sea breezes; there was no good reason to go inland where it was even hotter, into the still and sodden jungles where the diseases were probably even deadlier, the parasites more prolific, and the natives sometimes hostile. Better to stay at the seaside and let the Africans bring in their slaves and other commodities of trade.


The few Europeans based at the coast lived an unhappy existence at the trading stations. Many of them went there in the first place out of desperation – poverty, escape from creditors or the law, that sort of thing – and stayed as briefly as possible. Many, if not most, never made it back, dying of malaria, blackwater fever, yellow fever, sleeping sickness or other afflictions. Not for nothing was West Africa called ‘The White Man’s Grave’.


Europeans did not begin to venture in numbers into Africa’s tropical interior until some time after quinine (first isolated from the bark of the South American cinchona tree in 1820) was found in 1847 to offer protection against malaria. Long before then, however, hardy explorers began to venture into the interior in response to Europe’s urgent and growing need for foreign raw materials and markets and to satisfy the basic curiosity that was fundamental to European development.


Explorers everywhere in the world generally followed the major rivers first, since they generally provided the easiest passage for both explorer and trader. Though few of Africa’s rivers were navigable for far, and most were plagued by deadly diseases, efforts to explore them nevertheless began with the earliest coming of the Europeans. The Portuguese went some way up the Senegal, the Gambia and the Congo but, like most of those who came after them, were defeated by ‘the fever’ – the catchall term for all the feverish diseases but primarily for the biggest killer, malaria.


The Europeans were especially fascinated by the glamour and mysticism of the Nile – the river of the pharaohs and the pyramids, the river of the Bible, of Cleopatra and the Romans – and deeply curious about its source. Along its known length it was clear of malaria but the Europeans’ early efforts to trace it further were foiled by the cataracts and the Sudd – and confused by the river having two sources. The major tributary, the White Nile, can be traced back certainly to Lake Victoria and arguably even further back to the Luvironza River, flowing into the lake from Burundi. The secondary tributary, the Blue Nile, flows from Lake Tana in the highlands of Ethiopia. But no-one knew that until it was confirmed in 1770 by James Bruce, one of the many Scots whose names pepper the annals of African exploration.


Large, loud and red-headed, Bruce became interested in the Nile while serving as British consul in Algiers. In 1768 he set out on a private expedition to find the river’s origin, marching with a string of porters from Massawa on the Red Sea to Adowa, Axum and then Gondar. In a kingdom where violence and cruelty were endemic, the flamboyant Scottish giant survived through the force of his personality. It took him several years of adventure and hardship to establish that the Blue Nile flowed from Lake Tana and perhaps could be sourced from there back to the Little Abbai river. Bruce returned to Britain five years after he had set out on his quest. To his dismay, his story was disbelieved in England, and he retreated into bitter seclusion in Scotland, where he died falling down the stairs of his home.


Bruce had effectively mapped the Blue Nile but the more intriguing mystery, the source of the White Nile, had still to be solved.


Fascinated though they were by the Nile, the British were even more interested in finding the source and mapping the course of the Niger, evidently because the Niger’s hinterland seemed to offer greater commercial opportunity than that of the Nile. No other river inspired more extraordinary efforts to map it than the Niger. And in no other exploration did so many die in the attempt.


The Europeans knew the river where it flowed into the sea, into the Bight of Benin, and split into a many-channelled delta 320 km wide, called the Oil Rivers delta because of the palm oil produced there. What lay upstream intrigued them for more than two centuries before they were able to find the answer.


Over this period, 19 expeditions were sent out by the British to establish the source and course of the river. At least seventy Europeans died in these attempts. When at last it was mapped, the Niger’s odd course, curved back somewhat like a magnet, was aptly symbolic of its special attraction. It was that very shape, the great stream running first one way, away from the nearby sea, and then bending hugely to run in almost the opposite direction back to the sea, that baffled European explorers for decades and had fascinated and puzzled Arab geographers for centuries before them.


While the river’s source, middle course and mouth were all known as separate entities, no-one had been able to link them up as a single river. The reason, besides its odd shape, was that the river traversed a vast area occupied by ruthlessly competing kingdoms that made travel between them hazardous and communication scanty.


European efforts to investigate the stories of a great river in the interior and to link it with one or other of the rivers emerging at the coast began in the early 17th century. The search was given impetus in 1788 when a group of prominent merchants led by Sir Joseph Banks founded the English African Association on a rising wave of interest in Africa. Rising with it was the recognition that commercial exploitation could not in the end be divorced from scientific and geographical exploration. The association was inclined to support the theory that the Oil Rivers delta was the mystery river’s mouth. Three successive expeditions commissioned by the association failed, two of them with the death of the leaders.


Then in 1795 Mungo Park became the first to reach the upper Niger after setting out from a trading post on the Gambia and surviving fever, captivity and escape, starvation and exposure. At last, too weak to continue, he turned back and returned to England two years and seven months after he had set out. He became a celebrity, married, and opened a medical practice at Peebles. But Africa was not finished with him yet.


In the ten years following Park’s return three more explorers sent out by the African Association failed, two dying of disease and the third being killed by robbers. Interest in Africa was growing, however, not only in business and academic circles but also in government, where some were beginning to perceive the probability of colonial competition with other European powers.


In 1805 the British government asked Park to go back and complete his survey of the river. He was given 36 British soldiers, two sailors and five ships’ carpenters who, on reaching the river at Segu, were to build a boat in which the party would sail down to the sea. But by the time the party reached Segu nearly all the soldiers and four of the carpenters had died. Park carried on by canoe with the survivors, fighting off repeated attacks from the shore. At Bussa they were ambushed in rapids and all but one, a slave, drowned.


Park’s journey had taken him nearly three thousand kilometres from the starting point on the Gambia, but he was still about fifteen hundred kilometres from the sea.


Park was posthumously enshrined as one of Britain’s heroes. Few asked whether his achievements justified the cost in British lives; most had no doubt about the value of his journeys in increasing European knowledge of Africa, it being impossible to trade with parts that were unknown. Park had died promoting the interests of every British factory owner, every engineer and mechanic, every loom-minder, every grocer and innkeeper, every ship’s chandler and miner. He was a hero not just because he was brave, determined and enterprising but because he was helping to create the means of British prosperity (and therefore security), which was what imperialism was all about.


That men should have risked their lives to find out where a river ran made more sense in Park’s day than space exploration does today, for it promised more direct commercial benefits, greater in their time than those so far produced from probing beyond Earth.


In the next 25 years seven more expeditions, mostly led by military officers, were despatched by the British to solve the riddle of the Niger. All were defeated by disease and native hostility. In the end the mystery was solved by Richard Lander, the manservant of an earlier explorer, Lieutenant Hugh Clapperton, who had died of the fever at Sokoto.


Almost in desperation, the British government sent Lander back in a small and poorly financed expedition. With his brother John, Lander marched from Badagri in 1830, reached Bussa and travelled down the river by canoe. Close to the delta, they were seized by a local chief and John was held hostage while Richard was taken downriver to negotiate a ransom with a European ship. When Richard saw two sailing ships, one British, anchored in the delta he knew that the quest was over at last.


The brothers returned in the British ship to England and a heroes’ welcome. Liverpool merchants formed a company to trade up the Niger with two wood-burning steamboats. Besides trade, the company professed to be concerned with suppressing slavery and spreading ‘true religion’ and civilisation among the natives. To help achieve these objectives it equipped the steamers with cannons. The era of the gunboat had begun.


Sweeping aside the coastal middlemen with whom they had previously traded, the British opened direct trade links with the hinterland.


Only after the Lander brothers had completed the mapping of the Niger in 1830 did British trading begin to expand into the hinterland behind the Oil Rivers delta. Not until 1861, however, did the British feel obliged to annex Lagos, where they had much earlier set up an anti-slaving base. The Niger delta was not annexed until 24 years later. Even then the British did not move to expand these conquests into what became the colony of Nigeria until the Europeans commenced their ‘scramble’ for Africa in the late 19th century.


While palm oil gave the Niger delta an economic value to the British, it was the Gold Coast that they had coveted and fought for longer. Indeed, the campaigns against the native Asante people became one of the most enduring conflicts waged by the Europeans against a single nation in Africa.


* * * *


When British troops fought the Asante in 1824 the British commander, Sir Charles McCarthy, began the action by standing to attention in his scarlet jacket while his brass band played ‘God Save the King’. The Asante responded loudly with drums and elephant-tusk horns. Then, apparently tiring of war by music, they opened fire with their flintlock muskets and the British responded with theirs.


McCarthy had taken a relatively small force against the Asante, evidently expecting an easy victory, but he was to be mortally disappointed. Before the day was out his British regulars and native militia had been routed, and McCarthy, badly wounded, had shot himself dead rather than be captured.


As they often did with enemies killed in battle, the Asante cut his heart out and ate it.1 The top of his skull was preserved as a trophy to be kept in the Asante capital of Kumase with those of other eminent enemies.


Previous to McCarthy’s battle, the Europeans on the west coast had tended to fight one another – over trade – rather than the natives. None of the Europeans trading there had previously made a serious attempt to extend their presence inland, for none fancied taking on the relatively strong African armies as well as the diseases, heat, rain and dense forests. The Europeans had named sectors of the West African coast according to their main trading activities: the Gold Coast (now Ghana), the Ivory Coast (now the Republic of the same name) the Grain Coast (where Liberia was implanted) and, on the western sector of the Bight of Benin, the Slave Coast, covering present-day Nigeria and Benin (formerly Dahomey). There was great interest in what might lie in the hinterland, as was evidenced by the determined efforts to trace the course of the Niger. But until the interior was opened up the Europeans saw little point in hinterland conquest away from the rivers, especially when the needs of trade were met at the coast by the African middlemen.


A different situation arose on the Gold Coast, however, when conflict between the Asante gold producers in the interior and the Fante middlemen at the coast threatened the free flow of trade. Intervention by the British traders or their government became inevitable.


Like many other early extensions of empire, the intervention, when it came, was not so much a matter of territorial ambition as of the government being hauled in to protect the foreign interests of its merchants – which in the end were those of government, too.


By 1824 the British dominated Gold Coast trading but had not acquired a monopoly. They had taken over the fort the Swedes had built in 1652, and were calling it Cape Coast Castle. The Dutch had long displaced the Portuguese and taken over their fort at Elmina. The Danes still occupied their own 17th-century fort at Accra, but both they and the Dutch were beginning to feel the pinch as the British suppression of slaving cut their income from this source. Both would sell out to the British before the turn of the century, but in its third decade they were still competitive and the British considered it important to protect their dominance on the Gold Coast. If that required subduing the Asante, who had unsuccessfully attacked Cape Coast Castle in 1807, then it would be done.


Britain was then beginning to establish herself as a major presence in Africa, having evicted the French from Egypt, occupied the Cape, and established dominance over the Gold Coast trade. The African Company of Merchants, which had replaced the old British Royal African Company in 1750, was taking a more expansive view of its operations. Though chartered and subsidised by the British government, the company ran its own show on the Gold Coast, with minimal interference from the Foreign Office.


Rather surprisingly, the company knew little about the Asante (whom the British persisted in calling the Ashanti) even though they were the dominant ethnic group in the region and produced most of the gold that was the principal commodity of trade. The British merchants were content to deal with the Fante who, living between the Asante and the coast, were able to act as middlemen. The Fante, also Akans but nonetheless implacable rivals of the Asante, did their best to keep them apart from the British and to depict them as oppressors.


Only quite late in their acquaintance did the British come to know that the Asante had in many ways one of the most advanced civilisations in Africa, one that seemed at odds with their practices of human sacrifice and execution on a grand scale, and occasional cannibalism. Governance was carried out by a national assembly and cabinet, and an extensive civil service. The major towns were linked through the forest by gravelled paths. The British were impressed by the dominant aristocracy, whom they found striking physically and in their dress (silk robes and gold-studded sandals for formal occasions) and their habits. Their buildings were well constructed and ornamented, in some cases in stone with bas-relief designs, and, according to some accounts, many had indoor toilets that were flushed with boiling water.2


Britons granted an audience with the king, Osei Bonsu, in 1817 were literally dazzled by the sun reflecting off the masses of gold ornaments worn by him and his courtiers and guards. Gold, extracted both alluvially and from shallow mines, was liberally used in the Asante capital for ornamentation and artifact as well as for exchange.


Exasperated by the continuing friction between the merchants and the Asante, the British government terminated the African Company of Merchants’ charter in 1822 and attached its assets. The government had in any event decided to establish British protection over the Gold Coast as the best way of ending the now illegal but persistent slaving. McCarthy, formerly governor of Sierra Leone, was appointed governor and decided that British interests required the subjugation of the Asante. In 1824 he led a force of 3 000 against an Asante army 10 000 strong, and paid for it with his life.


Malaria proved a more deadly enemy to the British troops than the Asante, however. After more than three hundred soldiers and many of their wives and children had perished in sickbeds, the British abandoned efforts to establish a redcoat garrison at Cape Coast. The defence of the coastal stations was entrusted to native militia led by British officers.


In 1829 the government, feeling that British interests could now be looked after by the merchants, handed control back to them. The merchants set up an administrative council and, in 1831, signed a treaty guaranteeing the protection of the Asante’s coastal trade. Relative peace prevailed for the next three decades, during which the Danes saw their West African trading profits so reduced by the suppression of the slave trade that they sold out to the British, handing over the Accra fort in 1850.


A parliamentary select committee appointed in 1862 to look into British activities in West Africa as a whole recommended a severe reduction in British interests. The recommendation was largely ignored, however, by both politicians and merchants. There was not much sentiment in the City or Whitehall for abandoning one of the world’s richest sources of gold, certainly not when Britain’s arch rivals, the French, were expanding into the Senegal basin.


As it turned out, however, the British faced no competition on the Gold Coast from the French, though they had a fort at Ouidah not far along the coast in Dahomey. French trading was centred on their first fort, St Louis, at the mouth of the Senegal River, far to the west around Africa’s bulge. In the long warring between the French and British, St Louis and the former slaving station on nearby Goree Island changed hands a number of times until they were finally returned to the French in 1814. The French in turn several times seized and lost Fort James, the British base in the Gambia, which the Royal Adventurers Trading in Africa had built towards the end of the 16th century. The French never made a grab for the Gold Coast, however, which was perhaps just as well for the British, considering the troubles they had not only with the Asante but with the Fante too.


In 1868 the Fante established an independent confederation, modelled on European lines. The British proscribed the confederacy and interned its leaders.


Not until 1900 were they finally able to put down Asante military resistance. Political resistance continued for another half-century, however, until the Gold Coast in 1957 became the first British colony in Africa to be granted independence, reverting to the ancient name of Ghana.


Elsewhere on the West African coast the British had developed another significant presence in Sierra Leone, where a philanthropic body, the Sierra Leone Company, had in 1787 resettled slaves who had sided with the British during the American War of Independence and had then been dumped in cold Canada. The Africans were being returned to the Africa from which their forefathers had been torn, but not to the same part of Africa. In effect they were foreign settlers, and behaved towards the natives almost as badly as the white settlers did elsewhere in Africa. Economic problems were to lead to the settlement being taken over by the British government and declared a Crown colony in 1808. The colony became a major centre of British administration and missionary activity in West Africa, with Gambia being administered from there until it, too, became a separate colony in 1888.


With the ending of the slave trade European interest in West Africa would have receded sharply but for the industrial revolution’s growing need for raw materials and markets for manufactures. Commerce kept the Europeans looking to Africa and penetrating ever deeper into its unmapped centre. That penetration did not seriously begin, though, until some way into the 19th century, after the Europeans had been clinging to their commercial beachheads for some three hundred years.






1 Edgerton, Robert B The Fall of the Asante Empire (The Free Press / Simon and Schuster, 1995) p 79.







2 Ibid p 26.
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