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				Description

				After a sabbatical of eight years, with an all-new volume of his Fireside Stories, Roger Webster is ready once again to capture our hearts and imaginations with more tales of people, places, patriots, battles and heroes who changed the course of our history.

				Roger needs very little introduction to lovers of South African history. He has been reading his ‘chats’ on SAFM for well over ten years. Since 2002 he has written several volumes of stories on the subject closest to his heart – South African people – their lives, their legends, their ancestors, their battles and their triumphs. His books have also been translated into Afrikaans and German and have sold in excess of 80 000 copies.

				South Africa is a cornucopia of history and Roger has travelled the length and breadth of this country, often accompanied by his wife, to find the stories at first hand, which have been passed down through the generations and that we can now enjoy for the first time.

				Roger began his career in mining and stock broking and is today an historian, a reconteur and an award-winning public speaker. He spends a lot of time in libraries and archives all over the country, but enjoys most hearing the little-known oral histories that he garners on his travels. These are sometimes alarming, intensely interesting and often controversial. Rodger ‘has a nose’ for South African history.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Title Page

				AT THE FIRESIDE

				Roger Webster

				JONATHAN BALL PUBLISHERS

				JOHANNESBURG & CAPE TOWN

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				As I trod the winding staircase of life, I came across a companion and we have walked our paths together … my cariad.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FOREWORD

				FOREWORD

				Picture Roger Webster crouched low on his haunches at the edge of a slow-flowing stream, tin plate in hand and leather hat tilted against the sun. He’s panning not for gold, but for stories – and very soon his pan will have more in it than a prospector’s richest dream. Because Roger has a nose for a good story. He can spot one coming from a mile away – and the river rushing past his feet is jumping with them.

				But that’s just a whimsical image. Webster is, in fact, an excavator of stories. A career in mining and stockbroking gave him some fertile ground to get started in, but it’s as an itinerant historian that he operates now. Battered, strapped suitcase in hand, he climbs down from a weary wagon to walk the dusty track to yet another abandoned dorp, in search of the last wizened resident who harbours the remaining piece of the puzzle to some heinous tale as yet untold.

				He settles into a creaking chair on the old codger’s stoep and listens till the sun drops behind the purpling mountains. Sorry, that’s just another image – chances are he booked a flight, hired a car and called the old boy on his cell – it’s just that when you read Roger’s days-of-yore stories, you kind of get carried away.

				However he unearths them, the thing about Roger’s stories is the way he relates them. Devilish detail, language that’s quaint, narrative that’s colourful – in every sense – and spiced with opinion that is not afraid to rise to the occasion if piqued by injustice. And it’s in the name of justice that many of his characters finally get an airing after decades – even centuries, sometimes – of being overlooked by official history.

				If you’ve heard Roger deliver one of his stories on radio, as you read, you will also be able to hear his rounded, deeply decibelled voice rising and falling in delight or disdain. You may also be able to see him perched on a bum-worn stool in front of a dimly lit men’s bar hung about with dubious trophies in a Royal or Standard Hotel in a town that never made it onto a map – swapping anecdotes with a pipe-smoking Piet and making mental notes, brandy tot in hand.

				Oops, done it again, the image thing. Actually, rumour has it he prefers a good, matured merlot – and you can be sure that in the men’s bar is his wife, without whom he never travels, and who is his co-excavator and scribe. Now there’s a story.

				Nancy Richards

				

			

		

	
		
			
				The Second Frontier War, May 1793

				THE SECOND FRONTIER WAR,

				MAY 1793

				As I have mentioned previously, the conduct of the Prinsloos in the Zuurveld Bruintjieshoogte area of the Eastern Cape was one of the major causes of the First Frontier War, and an enigmatic man called Coenraad Buys, or de Buys, was equally responsible for the Second Frontier War in May of 1793.

				He was a prominent member of a group of freebooters – the others were the Prinsloo and Bezuidenhout families – which the fed-up authorities rightly called a ‘cabal of rebellious frontiersmen’, violent and treacherous men who played all sides against one other for their own vicious and self-serving interests.

				Today the best-remembered of them is Buys. A huge man who reportedly stood almost seven feet tall in his very large boots, Buys spent his life doing exactly what he pleased, whether other people liked it or not. Single-handedly, so to speak, he created a clan of his own – the so-called ‘Buysvolk’ – by siring a great number of children by a variety of wives, concubines and captives. One of them was the vastly corpulent mother of Ngqika, the Xhosa boy-king, whom Buys served as councillor at one time.

				In the late 1820s Buys moved his vast family – the ‘Buysvolk’, as they came to be known – away from the Eastern Cape frontier and eventually penetrated deep into the Soutpansberg area of what would eventually become the Transvaal. There, in the malarial northern elephant country, he founded a little town called Buysdorp which exists to this day.

				In the late 1970s Buysdorp gave rise to great hilarity when PW Botha told a National Party meeting at Pietersburg that there were absolutely no non-white towns in the surrounding area, at which the inhabitants of Buysdorp fell about laughing. But that’s another story.

				On the Eastern Frontier, as Martin Legassick pointed out in his study of the South African frontier historiography, the earlier frontiersmen did not view the black man solely as an enemy or servant, and there was little if any clear distinction in parts of the social system, for the Xhosas demonstrated a high degree of military skill when the circumstances arose; and since the Xhosa nation was racked by continual factional fighting there was scope for some interesting combinations and alliances.

				But military alliances were only one aspect of Boer-Xhosa relations. The Boers adapted easily to Xhosa life when it suited them, and what foreign visitors of the time might have recoiled at, the frontiersmen took for granted. Skin colour was not a problem in those early days. They had black concubines and Khoina women, and sometimes even took up residence in Xhosa kraals under the authority of the local chief. Proximity and intimacy achieved familiarity – sensual gratification, a shared lifestyle and mutual convenience.

				But strangely enough, this did not promote either tolerance or understanding. It must be remembered that in the early 1780s, this far-flung frontier was still administered entirely from Cape Town, and everything – including disputes, farm rentals, judicial summonses and marriages – had to be settled there. It was only after continual representations following the rather cursory First Frontier War that Graaff-Reinet was founded in 1786 as a seat of government, with a landdrost, or magistrate, and a small military headquarters.

				This did not mean that peace had come to the Eastern Frontier. Everybody – the trekboers and various tribes, clans and factions – laid claim to the lush grazing of the Zuurveld along the Fish River, although the only rightful occupants were some increasingly harried Khoina clans. The first war had allegedly cleared all the claimants out of the Zuurveld, but they soon started moving back, and in fact it is doubtful if one group, the Gqunukhwebe, even left in the first place. The situation was not improved by the fact of a drought so terrible that in 1789 one traveller reported seeing several thousand Xhosa and over 16 000 head of cattle concentrated on just one farm.

				And then, of course, there were the interminable bouts of factional warfare among the Xhosa clans. The Gqunukhwebe and Mbalu were harassed by Ndlambe’s Rarabe clan, who had usurped his throne from the rightful heir, Ngqika. Ndlambe used a classic divide-and-rule strategy by using the Mbalu to help him defeat the Gqunukhwebe. This caused more trouble because it pushed the Gqunukhwebe up against the Boers, who complained that the newcomers were using up all the grazing and scared all the game away.

				A patrol was sent up from Graaff-Reinet to ask Gqunukhwebe to leave the Zuurveld. The Gqunukhwebe politely refused, and the Zuurveld was racked by both war and drought. The Gqunukhwebe, impoverished by both, sought new pastures – and food – and as a result the theft of trekboer livestock increased markedly. As far as Buys and others of his mindset were concerned, this provided for cattle raids on the Xhosas, since Graaff-Reinet could quite clearly do nothing about maintaining any sort of order.

				The landdrosts of Graaff-Reinet preached caution, but the trekboers began taking matters into their own hands from the end of the 1780s through into the 1790s. The chiefs of the Gqunukhwebe and Mbalu claimed that their cattle and households were raided at a whim, and that when their people went to complain, they were either whipped to within an inch of their lives or shot.

				How much of this was true was not known, of course, but there is no doubt that many raids on both sides took place, and there was certainly some severe humiliation of both chiefs.

				In one case Buys carried off some women to press them into service as concubines, which was bad enough, but what made it worse was that one of them was a wife of Chief Langa of the Mbalu. On another occasion Langa stopped off at a Boer’s house while on a hunting trip, expecting the usual bushveld hospitality. Instead, he said, the Boer locked him up in the house, took away his assegais and forced him to barter away his cattle. In yet another incident, the infamous Bezuidenhouts locked up a senior chief called Chungwa in their grain mill and forced him to provide its motive power, which was usually the work of a draught animal.

				It was a bad time for the chiefs, and particularly for Langa, the brother of the late great Rarabe, and what made it worse was that he began paying the price for helping Ndlambe against the Gqunukhwebe who now regarded him as their quarry. So the Zuurveld was like a fuse which was steadily burning down to where it would set off two related but separate explosions: Xhosa against Xhosa and Xhosa against trekboers. On top of all this, the Bushmen – everybody’s enemy – still regularly stole cattle from the Boers and others along the length of the frontier.

				And so the scene was set for the Second Frontier War. This was to be a much more serious one than its predecessor, which was more a drawn-out series of raiding back and forth rather than a real shooting war. But things had changed. The heavily bushed terrain meant that the Boers’ commando system was less effective than it was in more open country, and the Xhosa had also taken to fighting with horse and gun in addition to their traditional weapons. As always, there was no clear line between the belligerents. Some of the recruits to the Gqunukhwebe ranks were former workers of the Boers, who had found their terms of employment with the Boers close to forced servitude. In other cases the Khoina, who had received little mercy from the Xhosa clans, stood firm.

				So once more the frontier trembled on the brink of war. Theoretically it would be possible to bring justice and peace to the frontier, but that would require a huge influx of troops to quell all sides of the argument, and the Dutch East India Company was in such steep decline that it could barely afford to garrison the Cape of Good Hope. So every time the resident Boers asked for permission to form a commando, and the necessary support for it, the Graaff-Reinet landdrost refused. The situation wound up tighter and tighter until it reached breaking point in May of 1793.

				The point I’m making is that inevitably there are reasons behind the reasons that really set a situation towards spiralling out of control, but only rarely do these baseline reasons get aired.

				Just look at the start of the Somaliland pirates. Very few people know that it was the rape and devastation of their fishing fields that then drove the fisherman to piracy to be able to survive! That’s the part that is swept under the carpet of convenience.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Nice Places, Even Nicer People

				NICE PLACES,

				EVEN NICER PEOPLE

				I am often asked about which places I particularly enjoy as I travel around South Africa, ferreting out the stories of its people and places. Well, one of my favourite destinations is George, just along the coast from Knysna, and let me tell you about why I enjoy going there so much.

				Getting there is simple. George Airport is just one and a half hours’ flight away from Johannesburg’s OR Tambo. You arrive there, pick up a small hire car, go into George itself for some shopping and thereafter it takes a mere 20 minutes to get to the smallish cove named Victoria Bay.

				And when I arrive at ‘Vic Bay’, as the locals call it, the place I head straight for is ‘Land’s End’, the nearest B&B to the sea in all Africa. And it is a splendid place to be, with the sea literally metres away from you, beautiful accommodation and unsurpassed hospitality from the owners, Rod and Shanell (Miss World!) Hossack.

				It even has its own ghost – Mrs Marais. And here’s her story.

				Many years ago a Mr Marais and his wife Daphne came to what is now ‘Land’s End’ to retire, and in the course of time she died, as we all do sooner or later. But Mrs Marais never left her home, not even when it was turned into a guesthouse.

				The Hossacks tell me that on specific occasions they have felt an unseen presence in a certain part of the house. But it is a benign one, and they got used to it. What the presence was remained a mystery, however, till a clairvoyant came to stay there and asked if they were aware of the elderly women who would come down and sit at a breakfast table in one corner. This was new to the Hossacks and they asked her what the old lady looked like … and when she described the unseen visitor, there was no doubt about who it was – Mrs Marais!

				Some B&B owners might throw a wobbly at hearing such tidings, but not the Hossacks. Instead, Rod – being the natural gentleman that he is – has made her welcome. He always sets a place for her and every morning pulls out her chair. So far she has not thanked him. Should she ever do so, I expect he will simply say: ‘You’re welcome, Mrs Marais …’

				Victoria Bay was originally called Gunter Bay, and it might have looked quite different from the way it does now. In August 1847 there was a meeting at George to discuss the viability of building a harbour there and one, Captain Allen, voiced the opinion that it was as practicable as Algoa Bay. In due course it was patriotically renamed after Queen Victoria, but fortunately that was as far as the development plans went.

				So instead this beautiful little bay became what it is today, a quaint, picturesque resort with a marvellous and well-used beach which is a great place for surfing, and no unsightly congestion because only local residents’ cars are allowed through the booms. The word ‘idyllic’ could have been coined to describe Vic Bay.

				Part of Vic Bay’s charm is directly due to an amazing stroke of good fortune which befell a struggling bookkeeper named Bramwell Butler more than a century ago. Butler decided to have a flutter on the last of the great Calcutta Sweepstakes, renowned throughout the British Empire for their fabulous payouts. Being decidedly thin in the wallet, it was a real struggle to cough up 10 shillings – a sizeable sum at that time – to buy a ticket from the local agent, a jeweller named Lipshitz.

				Butler was so broke, in fact, that he tried to acquire a partner or two to share the cost of the ticket. Nobody was interested, and in fact he was told he was mad even to try. So Butler bit the bullet and put the entire half-sovereign on his choice, a horse called Tiga at 22 to 1.

				Well, it turned out he wasn’t mad. Tiga romped home (no doubt against all expectations) and Butler was richer by £250 000 – a truly enormous sum at a time when the average working man took home only a few pounds a week if he was lucky. To his credit, Butler tried to spread his good fortune and offered to donate £10 000 to the local Dutch Reformed Church which – possibly after some agonised spiritual wrestling – declined the donation on the grounds that it was ‘gambling money’.

				Butler then offered it to the local Methodists who were normally as strict as their Dutch Reformed brethren but proved more amenable, on the rather thin grounds, theologically speaking, that all of life was a gamble. The rest of his windfall Butler invested in property on the seafront which is how Vic Bay acquired its tidal pool and jetty in 1929.

				Twenty-five minutes away, on the way to Ernie Els’s Oubaai and just 10 minutes from the airport, is a wonderful restaurant called ‘Down to Earth’. The entire restaurant is beautifully made of clay and straw, wooden beams and thatch, and it boasts a lovely central bar and a marvellous choice of cuisine … not at Johannesburg prices either, I can assure you.

				I keep on going back there, and it has got to the point that on my last visit but one the owner came up to ask if I lived in George because he had seen me so often! He was floored when I told him I lived in Johannesburg.

				Another lovely spot is, of course, Herold’s Bay, or Dutton’s Cove, to use its old name. George Dutton came to the Cape in 1840 at which time he was already a man of considerable means. He commenced his rather colourful South African career as the gaoler of George in 1841, but very soon became a man of property when he acquired the Avontuur estate. Apart from Avontuur, which he eventually sold, he also owned Woodville, the land on which St Mark’s Cathedral was built (and which he sold to Bishop Grey for £45 in 1848), and several other properties in nearby Mossel Bay.

				But he is mainly remembered as the co-founder (with Captain Thomas Horn of Knysna) as the founder of Dutton’s Cove, George’s seaport, on the farm Buffelsfontein. Dutton’s Cove, situated about 20 kilometres east of Mossel Bay, was an ideal outlet for export merchandise from the George area, and was opened with much pomp and splendour on 9 October 1852; appropriately, Dutton was the commissioner in charge when the schooner Musquash arrived to offload and take on cargo. Within the first year the schooner had loaded wool and other goods to the value of £5 000, a tidy sum indeed.

				The old cave at the beach is a melancholy memorial of sorts: This was where they found the last skeleton of the Cape Bloubok, or Bluebuck (Hippotragus leucophaeus to give it its official name), which had become extinct in the 18th century. But there is still an abundance of wildlife in the area. Here you can spot the very rare Knysna turaco or loerie, and in the winter months you can sit with a pre-lunch gin and tonic on the verandah of the very nice little restaurant, which overlooks the entire bay, and watch the Southern Right whales playing behind the backline, not to mention visiting shoals of dolphins and barracuda.

				Go a little further down the road which runs westwards towards Cape Town and you come to Fransmanshoek which will delight you with unspoilt scenery and a fine story – it is named after an old four-masted French windjammer which was wrecked in the bay many years ago.

				George’s airport has really opened that whole area, as you can see from the development that has taken place. Many a businessman commutes from wherever to spend an extended weekend with his family in these lovely surroundings. Makes a lot of sense when you think about it!

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Road of No Return

				ROAD OF NO RETURN

				This story captures one of the most tragic episodes in the annals of missionary history in southern Africa. Yet it remained unrecorded and would almost certainly have ended up on the scrapheap of our history, like so much else, if not for Stella E Kilby who emigrated to England and died a few years ago after making a new home for herself at Southend-on-Sea.

				Stella Kilby became aware of it when she returned to South Africa on a visit and was asked by her cousin, Grace Norton, to look after a cache of letters and documents which were part of the family’s history. Stella did more than stash the papers in a safe place. She read them – and found herself immersed in an engrossing tale.

				The story concerned a missionary couple, Holloway and Anne Helmore, and several of their colleagues, all members of the London Missionary Society. Anne Helmore (née Garden) was born in London’s Islington in 1811 and Holloway at Kidderminster in 1815. They grew up, Holloway was ordained, and they married on 21 January 1839, just five days before they set sail for South Africa with absolutely no idea of what awaited them.

				Holloway and Anne did not know what their ultimate destination in the Cape Colony would be – the London Missionary Society had left that to the veteran Dr John Philip. He decided that the greatest need for a missionary was beyond the Orange River in Griqualand on the Cape Colony’s northern boundary – Batlhaping country ruled by a chief called Mothibi.

				Slowly – because in those days nobody travelled quickly – they made their way inland and on 14 October arrived at Klaarwater (today’s Griquatown or Griekwastad) where there was a small mission station run by Peter Wright and Isaac Hughes. Most of the residents of Klaarwater were Griquas, one of the distinct ethnic groups which had arisen at the Cape since 1652 from a mingling of whites, Khoina and others.

				In 1750 a remarkable man of mixed ancestry named Adam Kok led a group of like-minded pioneers – who were then still called ‘Bastaard-Hottentotten’ or ‘Basters’ – into Namaqualand. There they stayed for several decades, pursuing a nomadic existence, before trekking eastwards into what later became known as Griqualand.

				In 1813 the missionaries persuaded them to settle down and adopt the name ‘Griqua’. The result was the Klaarwater (‘Clear Water’) mission village which became Griquatown or Griekwastad. Adam Kok had died in 1800 and his place as chief of the Griqua nation, now several thousand strong, was taken by Andries Waterboer.

				From Klaarwater Holloway and Anne moved on to their first place of work, the Batlhaping Mission Station at Lekhatlong (better known today as Delportshoop) on the confluence of the Vaal and the Harts Rivers about 120 kilometres – four days’ journey – from Griquatown.

				Chief Mothibi welcomed their arrival because, in 1817, he had become a devout Christian after being converted by Robert Moffat who built up the mission at Kuruman into the most successful and active station in the whole of southern Africa, and was destined to become one of the most famous missionaries in our African history.

				On his first Sunday, Holloway conducted a service for more than a hundred people and instantly realised that getting to grips with the Tswana language was an urgent priority. Anne took charge of a school of 140 children while Holloway himself took on the task of teaching the older children to read and write, and also ran evening classes for the adults. All these activities took place in the open air or in the little church that had been hastily built of reeds and mud walls with a thatched roof in the traditional style.

				It was satisfying but exhausting work, even though they had servants to help them, and they were both keenly aware of their isolation, thousands of kilometres away from family and friends, with no one to turn to. But as devout Calvinist Christians they accepted what they believed God had destined for them.

				On 4 April 1841 their feeling of isolation must have lifted slightly when Anne gave birth to a baby daughter, but she ailed from the day of her birth and lived just 10 days. Grieving, Holloway and Anne buried her in the aching hot sands of the Kalahari and then carried on working.

				After many months of hard work their labours began to bear fruit. Holloway was beginning to get his tongue around the Tswana language and he had 70 candidates being prepared for baptism. They still felt desperately lonely and isolated, reading and re-reading the letters and magazines that arrived infrequently from England, but Anne was pregnant again.

				All was not well, however. A dispute had arisen, as happened so often in the politics of missionary work. Should the hitherto independent Batlhaping Mission Station fall under the auspices of Kuruman or not?

				Chief Mothibi greatly feared Waterboer’s Griquas – understandably, because they were notoriously efficient warriors and many had resorted to plunder and livestock theft – and he realised that the dispute had been deliberately engineered to place the Batlhaping under Griqua control.

				The upshot of the dispute was that Holloway and Anne were advised to leave for Borigelong, an outpost of the Kuruman Mission some 50 kilometres north of Lekhatlong. A distraught Mothibi begged them to stay, declaring that he would rather follow Holloway to Borigelong because the Batlhaping did not want a new missionary from Griquatown, they wanted the Helmores!

				But there was nothing for it. The Helmores took leave of a grieving Mothibi and spent a few weeks at Kuruman before leaving for Borigelong. It was a rare treat to meet fellow Europeans and hear all the latest news: that the young Queen Victoria had married Prince Albert and already produced a son and heir, and that the Tories had returned to power under the leadership of Robert Peel.

				They also met two new young missionaries who had recently arrived from England. One was William Ross; the other was David Livingstone who was destined to become a famous African explorer. A familiar face was missing, however: Peter Wright, one of the missionaries who had welcomed them to Griquatown on their arrival from England, had died at the untimely age of 45.

				Then it was on to Borigelong. There they toiled hard in a hostile and unhealthy environment. There was a lack of fresh water and no fruit or vegetables, which seriously affected their digestions, and Anne and their new baby daughter, Olive, showed symptoms of undernourishment.

				But it did not stop them. Holloway earned the respect of the people, and one of his greatest achievements was the setting up of a church amongst the people under the notorious Korana robber-chieftain Jan Bloem the younger (there is a belief that the later Bloemfontein was named after him, but this is only one of several unverified stories).

				Then in 1843, the dispute which had landed the Helmores at Borigelong was resolved, and in October they returned to a warm welcome at their beloved Lekhatlong and resumed work on the new church they had been building on their departure. To Holloway and Anne, this place was their home. Humble, remote and extremely primitive it might be, but these were their people, and they loved them.

				But their absence had brought a serious problem. Holloway found that while he and Anne had been in exile at Borigelong, many of their Batlhaping converts had reverted to the old beliefs and practices under the new chief, Jantjie, and his head deacon, Thabi. The nights were often disturbed by the doleful sound of drums that made children scream and dogs howl.

				When he questioned Jantjie and Thabi, he was told that ‘it is the voice of our god who is evil, and we are trying to drive him from the village’. Things happened that horrified Holloway. One night a man was dragged from his sickbed, beaten and left to die; sometimes pregnant women were trampled on until they aborted and died; at other times children were strangled. When Holloway confronted Jantjie, he was told to go back to his own country because ‘you have your religion and we have ours’.

				But Holloway and Anne persevered; they ministered to their converts and spread the word of God, taught the Batlhaping to read and write, and introduced better farming and irrigation techniques. By and large these were happy, industrious years during which they were able to spend some time with Robert and Mary Moffat at their house at Kuruman, which still stands after almost two centuries, and their baby daughter Ann Sofia was baptised in the little church there.

				One of those at the baptism was David Livingstone who was recuperating from a near-death experience at his mission at Mabotsa, about 320 kilometres north of Kuruman, near what was to become the border of Botswana. A lion had attacked him and severely mauled his arm and, but for the intervention of his companion and fellow missionary, Roger Edwards, Livingstone would surely have been killed.

				Holloway did not like Livingstone very much. He found him far too fiery and completely restless, talking endlessly about setting up new mission stations all over the north and west. Holloway was much quieter by nature and favoured a different approach; to him there seemed much to be gained by improving and consolidating the existing stations, and creating continuity within a settled mission and stable environment in which their work could be promoted by good deeds and word of mouth rather than by charismatic conversion.

				I spoke of Livingstone in depth about a year ago and, after many hours of research, decided that I did not particularly like his attitude and approach. As a missionary he failed; it was only after he resigned from the London Missionary Society and joined the Royal Geographical Society that he attained his fame. I shall not go into his story here, but his sojourn as a missionary in our country was destined to be relatively brief as he sought to gain the fame and fortune he so desperately craved. Little did the Helmores realise then, however, that the strand of their destiny would eventually be plaited into Livingstone’s.

				But first, a slight digression. In 1838 the British had already abolished slavery at the Cape – a process which had been initiated in 1803 by the short-lived Batavian regime but then stopped after the invasion of 1806.

				The abrupt transition and a bungled compensation scheme brought great hardship and discontent to the Cape farmers because slavery and indentured labour were pillars of the economy, and over a few years an estimated 6 000 of them plunged into the unknown with everything they possessed. Some trekked northwards over the Orange River and others went eastwards towards the Zulu kingdom Shaka had established so bloodily a few years earlier.

				Inevitably there were clashes with some, although not all, of the tribes they met along the way. There were skirmishes about land rights and borders, there were back-and-forth cattle raids and other sources of friction that fell into an ever more vicious cycle, and the missionaries found themselves involved.

				The Boers accused the missionaries of inciting the local people, supplying them with firearms, and siding with them in disputes. The missionaries’ sympathies lay with the local inhabitants, and the missionaries retorted that land treaties were often obtained through trickery and that sometimes farm boundaries were extended in spite of the treaties.

				The deciding factor was that the trekboers had firearms and the local people did not. But it was not as simple as that. On one occasion or another, the local chief would enlist the help of some Boers in conquering one of their neighbours. The end result was usually the decimation of one or both of the tribes concerned.

				It reached the point where the ZAR spawned two independent satellite mini-states, Stellaland and Goshen, the result being internecine wars between the chiefs Mankoroane, Botlasitsie and Gasibone, and, to the north, the well-respected old Chief Montshiwa in the area of Mafeking. This chaos finally ended when Colonel Sir Charles Warren annexed Bechuanaland as a British protectorate and chased the freebooters back into the ZAR.

				In the meantime, in the winter of 1849, Livingstone set out from his newly opened mission station at Kolobeng (near today’s Kanye in Botswana), with William Cotton Oswald and Chief Sechele, to find the fabled Lake Ngami (he did not discover it since it had not been lost and was just invisible to the outside world). There he met Chief Lechulatebe who, with his Batswana tribe, had fled south from the Makololo tribal area around Linyanti on the Chobe River to settle on the lake’s shores.

				Now Livingstone set his sights on establishing a mission station far to the north, among the Makololo in the Linyanti area near the great Zambezi River, and so in April of 1850 he ventured northwards from the Kolobeng mission into the semi-desert Kalahari to make contact with Chief Sebituane of the Makololo.

				This time he took his wife Mary, the Moffats’ daughter, and their three little children with him, even though Mary was well into her fourth pregnancy – and those of you who have taken on the Kalahari, particularly through the Makgadikgadi saltpans, will realise what that must have meant for travellers bumping along in an ox wagon through the December heat which sometimes reached 48 degrees in the shade – if any could be found!

				But after a long struggle they eventually reached Lake Ngami. It was a hollow victory. It was an unhealthy place and all of Livingstone’s children came down with fever. In spite of all the hardship and deprivation, Mary gave birth to a baby daughter after they had returned to Kolobeng. They christened her Elizabeth Pyne, but now the trek to Lake Ngami exacted its price. It had seriously weakened Mary, and the little girl lived only a few days before succumbing to fever that her small body could not fight off.

				Broken-hearted and afflicted with facial paralysis, Mary went off to convalesce at her father’s mission station at Kuruman and many months passed before she had recovered enough to return to Kolobeng. Her mother never forgave Livingstone for putting her daughter and grandchildren through the ordeal of the journey to Lake Ngami.

				In the meantime, the relations between the Boers and the missionaries had worsened. In the September of 1851 William Ross sought sanctuary at Lekhatlong, having been obliged to abandon his mission station at Mamusa on the border of the Transvaal (later the town of Schweizer-Reneke).

				By his telling there had been a dispute between Mahura, the chief of the Batlhaping at Mamusa, and a party of Mahurutse, and Ross was blamed for distancing himself from Mahura’s murderous actions, and for causing trouble with the Boers. The Boers took advantage of the situation and ordered Mahura to pay a fine of 2 000 oxen for shedding blood on their lands. So Mamusa was abandoned and Mahura took up residence at Taung, further west. This is how the boundaries of Boer influence slowly increased, bit by bit.

				In the meantime Livingstone had reached the Linyanti River and had realised his wish to meet with Sebituane of the Makololo. In a series of conversations which Livingstone recorded in his journal, Sebituane described the amazing 1 800-kilometre march that had brought him and his followers to the Linyanti about forty years earlier.

				It had started, he said, with the ‘Difaqane’, the years of wasting, which had set off a mass movement of Bantu tribes and clans – or what remained of them – from what is now the South African midlands. Today there are some disputes as to the causes of this period of very bloody internecine tribal warfare, but the accepted version is that the refugees were fleeing the Zulus under Shaka, who was expanding his kingdom by fire and sword.

				Sebituane, who was then about 20 years old, took 10 000 of his people, the Bafokeng, from their homeland in the foothills of the Drakensberg Mountains, and like the Voortrekkers they set off with everything they possessed – wives, children, cattle – in search of a place where they could live in peace and tranquillity.

				It was a great ordeal that nearly brought them to their end. They crossed the (later) Vaal River and ran into Mzilikazi and his Matabele tribe, breakaway ethnic Zulus who had struck terror into other tribes over a vast area. A skirmish followed which ended with Sebituane losing all his cattle.

				Sebituane recovered from this setback by taking his people west of the Vaal into what is modern-day northern Botswana, raiding, looting and conquering, so that his tribe grew larger and once more had its own herds. Then one day at Dithakong – Lattakoo as it was called then – he was told that an enormous mass of people were advancing on him from the direction of Kuruman. Sebituane responded by taking his tribe further northwards through the lands of the Baralong, the Bakwena and the Bangmangwato, fighting and robbing all who stood in his path.

				Eventually he reached the banks of the Chobe River where he found the Batswana people living in the swamps at Tshoroga in the Linyanti marshes. Sebituane soon realised how unhealthy the region was; malaria attacked his men and the tsetse fly destroyed his cattle. So he went even further north, crossing the Zambezi and subjugating the tribes he found there, including the powerful Barotse. The Barotse’s lands were wonderfully green and fertile and he realised, he told Livingstone and Oswell, that ‘this was indeed the paradise I had sought’.

				All this was to have a dreadful effect on Holloway and Anne Helmore, living humbly but happily with their people at Lekhatlong, so far down to the south.

				For many and very convoluted reasons, mainly deriving from Livingstone’s vision of the future, the London Missionary Society decided that a party of missionaries already in South Africa should trek into the Makololo country on the northern side of the Makgadikgadi saltpans, namely the Helmores and the Price family – Roger and Isabella Price and four of their seven children, the remaining three being left in England with relatives.

				In July of 1859 the Helmores and Prices left for the Makololo country, about 1 000 kilometres away as the crow flies. It is easy to picture the scene of their departure from Kuruman. Four big, clumsy ox wagons, each with its 14 patient oxen yoked in place, and a commissariat wagon line-up in the dusty main street outside the mission buildings, the travellers standing with heads bowed as John Moffat leads them in prayer. Then the long whips crack and, with a grinding of iron tyres on sand, they set off into the unknown.

				Although a long ox-wagon trek was hardly a novelty in those days, they were surprisingly ill-equipped for such a massive undertaking. For example, they had no portable furnace, an essential piece of equipment for such a trek (it arrived later and when it finally appeared there were no tools for using it – tongs, hammers with which to beat the heated metal, bellows. It was, in other words, completely useless. Yet a day-to-day account of that entire journey I have in my possession makes it clear that broken disselbooms, axles and the like were about par for the course.

				For those of you who either know the country well or who are interested enough to look it up on a map, the route they followed went from Kuruman to Dithakong, then just west of Mafekeng into the Bakgwaketse country in modern Botswana, then Kanye, Kolobeng and Molepolole into the Bakwena country, Lophepe, Shoeshong, just west of Letlhakane (close to the modern Orapa diamond mine), and then northwards into the Ntwetwe pan in the Makgadikgadi.

				This is rough country now and was infinitely rougher for them. There was little or no water. They struggled to get local guides who refused – justifiably – to venture into the ‘area of delusion’. All – the missionaries, the children, the wagon drivers, not least the cattle – suffered from thirst, the worst of all earthly torture.

				They say there is no sound on God’s earth as ghastly as the lowing of cattle dying of thirst; it stays with you forever because it is burnt into your soul. Long after the event, in the deep hours of night, the pain wakes you from your slumber, sweating and gasping, and you remember.

				The travellers camped out at Chapman’s baobabs, pressed onwards to Khama-Khama and then hit the Mababe Depression whose flood plains become hellholes infested with tsetse flies and mosquitoes when they there inundated by the Chobe’s waters. From there they struggled on to the Chobe itself where they awaited the pleasure of Chief Sebituane because, by ancient custom, one did not cross into a tribe’s area of influence without permission from its ruler.

				Sebituane was in no hurry to allow them across the river because Livingstone had gone east quite a long time before and he had heard nothing from him since. The reason for this, so we are told, is that German missionaries were trying to gain a foothold with encouragement from the trekboers who believed that all of what is now Botswana belonged to them, and Sebituane knew that the English missionaries, like Livingstone, were going to urge him to move to a healthier climate. But he was not going to move until Livingstone returned in person.

				They waited a week before a team finally came to bring them across. After the customary gifts they enquired as to the whereabouts of Ngaka (The Doctor). Sebituane told them that Livingstone had been gone far too long and the tribe was still waiting for him to return (Livingstone had told Dr Tidman, head of the London Missionary Society, that the Zambezi was navigable, only to make the horrifying discovery that it was not when he stumbled on the Cahora Bassa falls).

				What happened after this is a tale that hardly bears telling. One by one the members of the party started dying – whether from poison or the belated effects of malaria no-one will ever know.

				They had arrived on 14 February 1860. On 2 March a drover named Molatsi died. Five days later, on 7 March, young Henry Helmore died. On the 9th, the infant Eliza Price. On the 11th, Salina Helmore and one Thabe. On 12 March, Anne Helmore. On the 19th, Sekloti. On 21 April, Holloway Helmore.

				On 19 June Sebituane allowed the survivors to leave. By this time he had robbed them of almost everything they possessed, and as a parting shot demanded Holloway’s wagon. The survivors, weakened by fever and sometimes almost completely delirious, had no option but to give him his way. But the old robber-chief had not finished with them. As payment for letting his people help them across the river he demanded – and got – all their blankets.

				Now Roger Price, his delirious wife and the two remaining Holloway children started the long journey back through the Mababe Flats. Two days later his beloved Isabella died in his arms. He left her in an unmarked grave, so very far from her family and the soft green fields of England, and carried on – devastated to his very soul, kept going only by his promise to a dying Holloway to see the orphaned Holloway children on a ship home.

				Price decided to turn south-east towards Lake Ngami where, he knew, Livingstone had friends. Most likely Price would never have reached Lake Ngami except that another missionary, the Rev John Mackenzie, had decided to come to the expedition’s rescue. When he heard the story of what had transpired he found it almost unbelievable, but he set off towards Lake Ngami and caught up just in time with a delirious Price and the handful of emaciated survivors.

				Yet this terrible tragedy had a happy ending of sorts. Mr Mackenzie got them all safely back to Kuruman, and in due course the Helmore orphans took ship for England. When he had recovered Roger Price married John Moffat’s other daughter, Lees, and – believe it or not – stayed in what is now Botswana, ministering to the people of Shoshong. That is what you would call indomitable spirit.

				But, as Stella Kilby so rightly says, ‘There are no crosses that mark the spots.’
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