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Poet and former journalist, Cato Pedder was born in California and raised in Hampshire. She studied at Cambridge, SOAS and Kingston universities. Childhood holidays were spent in South Africa where here great-grandfather, Jan Smuts, had been prime minister. In early adulthood she returned to Johannesburg to work as a newspaper reporter and experienced a very different country. Her clear-eyed determination to explore the roots and dreadful blossoming of apartheid, along with her own family’s part in it, sits at the heart of Moederland. Cato now works for the Quakers and lives in Bristol with her husband and three children.
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Author’s Note


I have tried to be as historically accurate as possible, using primary texts, academic articles, published books, family archives, interviews and so on. Where I have been unable to find information about individual women’s lives, I have used contemporary memoir and history to flesh out scenes. All these sources are listed in a bibliography at the end.
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The conditions under which the obscure mass of women live and fulfil their duties as human beings have a vital influence upon the destinies of the human race.


Alice Clark, Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century, 1920










Prologue


All my life I have been mistaken for someone else, a misfortune for which I blame my parents, who choose to name me after a long-lost mother, a strange, humorous name that affords me no anonymity at all. Cato, I am called, a name mispronounced by well-meaning strangers in line with the Roman senator or Inspector Clouseau’s sidekick, so I must say the same thing, over and over, ‘No, not Kate-o, Cuh-too. It’s Afrikaans, short for Catharina. No, I’m not Afrikaans, just named for my grandmother.’ Sometimes, when this label gets too heavy, I exaggerate to lighten the load, ‘No, half South African, through my mum.’ And, sometimes, there’s the suggestion of an erasing. ‘Why don’t you just change it to something more English?’ asks the creepy old poet, trousers tucked into his socks and sandals.


In calling me Cato, my parents are not trying to burden me, but to follow an Afrikaans tradition where names are passed down through generations, and where, as second daughter, I am named for my maternal grandmother, the only Afrikaner among them. It is an owning and a commitment that ensures I am forever connected to a country 6,000 miles from home, to a culture freighted with shame. In 1973, perhaps, claiming descent from a world statesman, warrior, philosopher, from Prime Minister Jan Smuts, is a source of pride, not shame. But surely even then, I think, the stain of apartheid must have been apparent. Still, here I am. My name is Cato – pleased to meet you.


 


As children, we are fresh film on which no light has fallen, pristine. Until the reel starts to turn, and the light falls, and we too fall, into knowledge. It is all new to us, all strange, unsullied. Backlit with an unholy light. Our South African grandmother might die before we are born, but we make the long journey south nevertheless, take trips cross-country to trees, monuments, landscapes. South Africa is stitched into the fabric of our selves from the beginning, from before the beginning, in all the actions and reactions of other lives that coalesce in our bodies.


For so long, that first film seems to be the only one. That the world has always been the same and will always stay the same. The stories we are told are huge, enormous. Creation myths. And if there are things we don’t know about the creation, we can ask. But time turns. People die. It all gets a bit lonelier. Until there is no one left to ask; there is only the ephemera they leave behind.


I take down a volume of Hancock and Van der Poel’s Selections from the Smuts Papers. ‘Renée Chiffers’ it says on the fly leaf, and below that: ‘from Cato Smuts Clark, Christmas 1966’ and then further down: ‘Catharina Petronella Pedder, from Renée Chiffers, January 1994’. These books have sat on my shelves for decades, unread. I think of my grandfather’s secretary, Renée, with her neat white hair and bright pink lipstick, who passed them on to me because of the name I share with my grandmother. Of my mother who carefully transported them to university for me when I turned twenty-one: ten volumes in a cardboard box with grapes stencilled on the side. Of how, full of the preoccupations of Finals and irritated by the endless repetition of old stories, I pushed the box under the armchair in my college room and forgot about it.


By the time I turn to them, those old stories prove hard to unravel. Even my own memories are occluded. Here is an example: Lesotho, 1982. Under blue gum trees, we are stopped at a roadblock. The dusty leaves flicker in the sunlight. The soldiers are dressed in khaki and carry guns. With a jerk of those guns, they urge us out of the minivan. I struggle again with time, against memory; the looped film is patchy, incomplete. All this friable footage. The frames that show whether this is Lesotho or South Africa are missing. I think it might be Lesotho because the soldiers are black. I can remember that, and their faces: business-like. My father tries to use his fountain pen to sign the papers, but it has dried out.


‘It must have been the aeroplane,’ he says, making a nervous noise in his throat. My father is not a nervous man.


I phone my mother, whose film does not have the same gaps. Lesotho, not South Africa. And the aftermath of a murderous cross-border raid by South African commandos. Travelling with my cousin Hugh, they were worried he might be taken for a South African mercenary, with his hairy white legs, his shorts. A gentle soul, Hugh is not likely to have taken up a machine gun, grenade or bazooka and killed any of the forty-two people slaughtered on 10 December. Which was just a fortnight before this moment we are remembering together, my mother reliving her relief as we drove on. She sends me a photograph. There are no gum trees on the stretch of tarmac occupied by army trucks. Only rocks and a couple of scrubby bushes. And the blue mountain range in the distance.


My Great-Aunt Daphne dies in Cape Town in 2009. ‘Bury me in a bin bag,’ she said. Years since she arrived in the retirement complex with its little white houses, when children were already learning about her era from textbooks. ‘What beautiful skin you have,’ she tells me, a dishevelled teenager in a shapeless skirt. That fine grace standing her in good stead when she is cast adrift in a land suddenly foreign. The society beauty who entertained the king of a diminishing empire on a farm on the veld. In the photograph from the archive, she leans fetchingly on a cane, slim in her pussy-bow floral blouse and waisted jumpsuit, dark hair beautifully shingled. Behind stretches the dry veld, with its wire fences and rocky margins.


History has begun. Daphne’s reel of memory burnt out. But even when people are still here, documents can reveal more than their memory, or lips. I keep rediscovering that a question must be asked in exactly the right way, as if it were a key to a secret door to the doll’s house of memory where each room is exactly as it was left. I don’t have that key, only a chisel, which breaks the doll’s house as it enters, so I must try to reconstruct it.


 


It is important, suddenly, to reconstruct this lost past, where we came from. Because time does turn and twenty-five years after the racist paraphernalia of apartheid has been dismantled, after black people are legally entitled to vote, to have sex with and marry white people, to live wherever they like instead of in so-called ‘tribal homelands’ or slums on the outskirts of white cities, twenty-five years after this has all become history, race has been mobilised in post-Rainbow Nation South Africa by an embattled African National Congress (ANC) and a proletariat fed up with the slow pace of change and the entrenchment of white power. #RhodesMustFall, proclaim students as they occupy universities, topple statues of old white men: South Africa begins to appear less a miracle of reconciliation and more a weeping sore. Globally, identity politics catch fire, #BlackLivesMatter activists protest against the continuing violence visited upon black people, #MeToo activists against the continuing violence visited upon women and girls.


I struggle with my place in all this, what ties me to it, to the white male power that continues to saturate South Africa and further afield: Jan Smuts, a South African statesman so revered by the British that in the 1950s a statue is raised to him in Parliament Square. My great-grandfather was the only man to sign the peace treaties after both world wars. He was father of the Royal Air Force, central to the creation of the League of Nations and drafter of the Preamble to the United Nations Charter. He was prime minister of South Africa, twice, and Albert Einstein held him to be one of only ten people who truly understood the theory of relativity. But Jan Smuts was also a white supremacist who supported racial segregation in South Africa. Moral narratives shift and Smuts falls out of the history books, at least until the summer of 2020, when anti-racist campaigners, having thrown a statue of Edward Colston in Bristol Harbour, turn to the statue of Jan Christiaan Smuts in Parliament Square.


Struggling to understand on which page to find myself in this contested history, I construct family trees, pin them to the back of my study door. The same names, my names, hang like fruit on this tree. I run my finger down lists of the dead where women’s names are misplaced as they marry, the lost girl sliding into the depths as the grown woman takes her husband’s identity. I try on the masks of the past, consider how South Africa has a powerful narrative attached to it, of tragedy, oppression, blood. How it is a narrative populated by men. Those old half-truths frustrate me, those battles and political wrangles, with their exclusive masculine patina, the women consigned to silence, swelling a crowd, swaddling a baby. How do people like me fit in? Where are we while the camera is on the men?


The family tree remains silent, a palimpsest written over by successive generations. It does not say a word about a woman’s greed for honey, or whether she showed her teeth when she smiled. It does not say a word about how a white woman in Africa might fit into the jigsaw of her country, how she might relate to men in that country, or people of a different colour, how she might shape the past, and so the present and the future. Not a word about this secret history. Identity is fluid and contingent, and those names are no more than gravestones, all present together in death. But, once asked, a question cannot be unasked.


Complicit, (adj.) meaning: involved with others in an activity that is unlawful or morally wrong. Also, culpable, Middle English, (adj.) meaning: deserving blame.


The family tree remains silent about all of this. About what it means when the people whose DNA threads through yours, from whose wealth you benefit, put together the cage that entrapped and maimed millions of human beings. About what it means to live in the heart of whiteness, with the sjambok of the slave owner in your ancestral hand, the sweat of an African feeding your body. What it means to live six thousand miles distant, so the result of those beatings, those separations, is hidden by mountains and deserts. The bloodline that ties me to South Africa leads directly down into this abyss. Inside its most celebrated son, my great-grandfather Prime Minister Jan Smuts, pools a dark slick of pride and shame.


Working through the past, the Germans call it as they struggle to come to terms with the Third Reich: Vergangenheitsbewältigung. Which you will also find listed under South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, designed to lay the horrors of apartheid to rest. But apartheid’s legacy persists, the Vergangenheitsbewältigung unfinished, these ancient tangles too complex to unravel, too divisive to lay bare. I think about belonging and exclusion; about those leaky frontiers between guilt and innocence; about whether that burden can be unpacked, its parts used to construct something more worthwhile.


It is an ongoing process, delivering us from evil. I wonder about looking the basilisk in the eye, if I am brave enough to hurt people I love by bringing our shame into the light, by unpicking the tapestry of our identity. I think about collective guilt and individual responsibility, how impunity allows sin to continue to walk among us. How Archbishop Desmond Tutu says that because human beings live in communities, groups must acknowledge their part in the past in a symbolic confession of wrong-doing. I think about the collective looking away from violence done to black bodies, the theft, dispossession and denial of black people as human beings. All the centuries that edifice took to build, the weight of the ship of history, how long she takes to turn. And how empty she is of women’s stories, not only of our triumphs, but of our crimes, our complicity.


How would it be, I think, if I could excavate the life stories of these women, all the way back to the beginning? If I could find their stories and try to understand how we got here? How I got here? I picture the women of my prehistory lined up, daughter to mother to mother, back and further back in a chain, an insane game of Chinese whispers where what the first mother said is changed in almost all its essentials: language, form, content. How all those lost words shape South Africa into her monstrous, distorted present. And I think it would help us all bear it, this history: to understand where it, where we, come from.


After a while, I pick up my pen, turn on my laptop, begin to reconstruct.










I


Krotoa • Angela van Bengale • Elsje Cloete


1652–1720


A host country is neither a tabula rasa, nor a fait accompli, but a page in the process of being written.


 Amin Maalouf, In the Name of Identity, 2012


 










‘A savage set, living without conscience’


Seeking a path, I jump straight in. This story of the knotted lives of women weaving the framework of apartheid could begin with the wife of an Afrikaner statesman in 1920. Or with the Voortrekker who hauls her wagons over mountains in 1837. But I am going to start at the furthest point I can find, the furthest point from us in time where I have information about women in my ancestry on South African soil: 1652.


After all, all Afrikaners descend from the small group of white settlers who arrived at the Cape of Good Hope, the southern tip of Africa, in the 1600s. And all Afrikaners have an estimated seven per cent non-white ancestors, the result of early unions between these settlers, slaves and local Khoikhoi people. So our first ancestor will not be white at all. But she will interact with white people, and with brown people from further afield. In the racialised bodies of three women, unrelated to each other, but all related to me, I will find the start of a centuries-long and ongoing race war on South African soil.


7 April 1652


Three tall ships are at anchor in Table Bay. Each vessel is a spider’s web of rigging and masts. They fly the blue, white and red tricolour of the Dutch emblazoned with the black entwined VOC of the Dutch East India Company (the Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie). The reed huts of the Goringhaikona people are visible on the slopes of the mountain above, and by evening Autshumao, their leader, boards one of the ships: the English he learnt from sailors on his travels to Java and back proving useful once again. The following morning the Dutch row ashore, dressed in their coarse woollen trousers and linen shirts. Autshumao wears only a small leather apron.


The white men put up their canvas tents near the Camissa River, which has sweet-tasting water, and soon they are hacking away at the ground, building long thick walls. Autshumao and his people carry their reed huts down the slopes of the mountain and set them up by the canvas tents, planting the green poles into the ground, bending and tying them together, covering them with reed mats. They are offered white man’s food – rice, mutton – at every meal, although sometimes they forage still for mussels and wild roots along the seashore. The arrival of the Europeans is a boon, and they do not expect them to stay long: the previous group only stayed a year before being picked up by another ship.


What do these people think of each other? Autshumao is well used to Europeans, having travelled to the Far East on their ships, observed their practices and facilitated local trade for twenty years. Pragmatic and flexible, he sees them as a useful source of income, but not to be depended upon. And we know what the leader of the white men thinks because he tells us: ‘They are by no means to be trusted, but are a savage set, living without conscience.’ But without Autshumao and his smattering of English, Van Riebeeck’s trade for cattle and sheep would be impossible.


We can tell something of Commander Jan van Riebeeck from the thousands of documents the Dutch leave behind: at thirty-two, he is a small, fiery-tempered, resolute man who has sailed the world’s oceans from the Caribbean to Northern China. His wife, Maria de la Quellerie, and his infant son accompany him on this fast journey from the Netherlands: 104 days, with only two deaths. But why, after fifty years of using Table Bay as a stopover on their voyages east, are the Dutch coming ashore with tents and building mud walls twenty feet thick and twelve feet high?


The Dutch East India Company, a consortium of Dutch trading companies that monopolises trade in the southern oceans for almost two hundred years, is at the height of its powers in the 1650s. No company has ever approached the VOC for influence and size: it is worth an adjusted £6.3 trillion at its peak and acts in all ways like a state, with no control from any political authority. Trading in spices, silk, tea, coffee and precious metals, the VOC’s power is concentrated in Batavia, modern-day Jakarta: it needs a way station to re-provision its ships on the long voyage to and from Amsterdam.


For their part, the ‘half-naked band of savages’ are the Khoikhoi people, pastoralists who compete with subsistence hunter-gatherers, known as the San people. They live in clans, each clan united into a larger group. No one owns the land, but clans can use the water, vegetation and animals of the ground they range over. The San share everything but the Khoikhoi own goats, sheep and cattle. Some are rich, some poor. Cattle symbolise wealth, only slaughtered for weddings and funerals.


Isolated for millennia by mountains, deserts and oceans, and far removed from the Bantu-speaking people to the east, for the past hundred and fifty years the Khoikhoi have had contact with Europeans, starting with the Portuguese. By the late 1590s, the Portuguese are eclipsed by the Dutch and English, who visit Table Bay for provisions before sailing across the Indian Ocean. In 1647, Dutch sailors are shipwrecked at the Cape for a year. Safely back in the Netherlands, they tell tales of the cabbages, pumpkins, turnips and onions that thrive in the Cape climate; the game that fell under their guns in abundance. Cows can be bred, and cheese and butter made, enough hogs can be reared and fattened to supply all the Company’s ships, they promise. So Commander van Riebeeck sails into Table Bay.


 


It is here that Krotoa enters recorded history, a girl aged nine or ten living with her uncle Autshumao across the lower slopes of Table Mountain – Hoerikwaggo, they call it, ‘mountain of the sea’ – and the dunes of the hinterland. Autshumao’s Goringhaikona are outcasts, refugees, orphans, the poor, people who scavenge for stranded whales, shellfish, fish and herbs along where tourists now buy curios at the Victoria and Alfred Waterfront, beneath the mirrored windows of anonymous apartments.


Krotoa, small, spirited and golden-skinned, with curls tight as peppercorns, lives in and around what will become the most prime real estate in Africa. But the tower blocks clinging to cliffs, the tourists walking the narrow pavement next to the drop-off into the Atlantic, none of that exists yet. The mountain is as it has always been, with Lion’s Head and Signal Hill watching over Table Bay, but where Church Square now sits, at the top of Adderley Street, hippopotami wallow in a great swamp. The wild animals give the strongest sense of how different the Cape of 1652 is: to the Europeans, starved of fresh meat after a hundred days at sea, the flesh of hippopotamus is a great delicacy, said to taste of veal.


Krotoa is the ward of Autshumao, or so this name suggests. But all these relationships are opaque to the Dutch and to us, thanks to the discrepancy between European and Khoikhoi designations of kinfolk. We don’t even know her real name – Krotoa is probably just the Dutch transcription of ‘!Oroloas’, a Khoikhoi designation meaning ‘ward-girl’. When Maria de la Quellerie takes a fancy to the little girl and installs her in the Van Riebeeck tent she can’t be bothered with the child’s name and calls her Eva instead.


So much of this history is ironic: ‘Khoikhoi’, as the Cape pastoralists call themselves, means just ‘real people’, but these ‘real people’ are precisely those regarded as less than real, less than human, by the Europeans. Early on, they are given the name ‘Hottentot’ by the Dutch, a derivation of the German ‘hotteren-totteren’, meaning ‘stutter’, which is how, to the European ear, the implosive clicks and staccato pronunciation of the Khoikhoi language sounds. Or is it the sound they make when they dance? Later ‘Hottentot’ evolves to mean ‘person of inferior intellect or culture’ and, by the early eighteenth century, English novelist Daniel Defoe is referring to the ‘Hottentots’ as the ‘worst and most savage of all savages’. Today the word is a racial slur.


But this first winter, vulnerable and exposed, the Dutch are still dependent on these despised ‘Hottentots’. Living in tents, they are battered by the Cape’s wind and rain and stricken with dysentery, the dreaded ‘red flux’. Nearly every day there is a death. The fort is semi-habitable four months after the Dutch arrive, and Krotoa moves inside. She learns to speak Dutch and wears an Indonesian sarong and blouse. She is not a slave but a servant, ‘being trained to civilised habits’ Victorian historian George McCall Theal later remarks, without irony.


In October, the rich Goringhaiqua arrive with ten thousand cattle and, with Autshumao’s help, Van Riebeeck trades copper plates, brass wire and tobacco for cattle, sheep, ivory and ostriches. The Khoikhoi won’t hunt elephant or ostriches to trade; they just bring along whatever they can pick up. The Dutch sneer – such sloth! – but by January 1653 Van Riebeeck has hundreds of sheep and cattle. There are enough vegetables and livestock to provision the VOC fleet returning from Japan, Ceylon, Malacca and other points east of the Netherlands, even if the Dutch are terrorised by lions so bold they invade the cattle kraal at night and leopards that carry sheep away in broad daylight.


But wild animals are not the only threat and the Dutch are weak and exposed here, at the tip of the African continent, thousands of miles from home.


19 October 1653


Table Valley is quiet, a fine mizzling rain blowing in off the Atlantic. Commander van Riebeeck’s wife, Maria, has given birth to a son the previous day. Sentries patrol the thick mud walls, long muskets over their shoulders. The fort is deserted, all the soldiers inside listening to the pastor, Dominie Wylant, and his droning sermon. The VOC cattle graze on the slopes of the Lion Mountain.


As the soldiers listen to the dominie, little Krotoa takes off her sarong, puts on her leather apron and slinks out of the fort. Only when the sermon ends does Commander van Riebeeck hear that ‘Herry’ (as the Dutch call Autshumao) has gone and ‘Eva’ too. As he sits down to his midday meal, more news arrives: all the cattle have disappeared. Soldiers set out for the fine green pasture at the tail end of the Lion Mountain, where Hendrik Wilders, the cattle herd, left the herd boy while he went to fetch lunch from the cook.


They find no sign of the cattle, nor David Janssen, the Company’s herd boy. Calling his name, they mill about, scanning the grass for the tracks of the cattle, which seem to be heading away from the settlement. Suddenly a shout goes up. A soldier has found the boy’s body, crumpled next to a stream. He has been stabbed to death. The soldiers set off in pursuit of the Goringhaikona, but the Khoikhoi drive the cattle around the peninsula so fast they cannot catch them. Cornered in the dunes on the other side of the mountain, the Khoikhoi escape again, fleet-footed over the heavy sand. Late on the second day, they take refuge among the herds of the Goringhaiqua, and the soldiers reluctantly abandon their pursuit.


This is the first fracture in the Dutch relationship with the Khoikhoi, but Commander van Riebeeck is not allowed to retaliate. Unable to trade for cattle, the Dutch eat penguins and salted seal and carry palisades for the fort on their shoulders instead of using an ox wagon. They mutter about bloody retribution and carry muskets for protection while different groups of Khoikhoi wash in and out of Table Bay, stealing food and metal, preventing the Dutch from collecting wood or grass. The Khoikhoi’s perceived dishonesty, their ‘savagery’, are a leitmotif in the Commander’s journal, but they are too important to be punished, even for murder.


All that second summer, little Krotoa sleeps on grass scented with sprigs of woody, herby buchu instead of a straw mattress and drinks sour sheep’s milk from a skin bag. But, after months of coaxing, Autshumao’s people are back at the fort when the weather starts to turn, even if, privately, the Dutch continue to sneer: ‘We embraced each other, like the greatest friends in the world, so that we had again a suit of clothes destroyed, from the greasiness of the oil and filth with which they [. . .] had so besmeared themselves.’


It is clear now that the Dutch mean to stay. They have replaced frail wooden houses with substantial brick, turned twelve morgen (ten hectares) of land into market gardens. What can the Khoikhoi do? In February 1655, Commander van Riebeeck records that fifty ‘Hottentoos’ have erected huts near the fort, telling him boldly that the land belongs to them, and that they will build their huts wherever they like. If the Dutch try to stop them, they will kill them with the help of the inland clans. But even this mild rebellion falters when Van Riebeeck continues, reluctantly, to turn the other cheek.


Meanwhile, astute Krotoa, more flexible than her uncle, learns to speak Dutch ‘almost as well as a Dutch girl’, making herself central as interpreter and trade broker. No European masters the Khoikhoi languages, spiked as they are with implosive clicks, and Krotoa runs through the fabric of Commander van Riebeeck’s journal like a thread now, scurrying here and there, saying what she thinks they want to hear. At fifteen, on the cusp of maturity (she has not yet ‘seen the moon’, as the Khoikhoi call menstruation, but soon will, Khoikhoi girls starting later than European), she shines with beauty.


Standing in the council chamber, hair neatly covered by a cotton head-wrap over slanted cheekbones, she tells Commander van Riebeeck that her uncle secretly plans to build huts near the fort, but later alleges that another clan is massing to plunder Dutch cattle. They mean only to barter, not attack, claims the other interpreter Doman.


‘Look, Mr van Riebeeck,’ Krotoa says quickly, brown eyes snapping, ‘Doman jokes and curries favour. He only flatters you, but I speak sincerely.’


Van Riebeeck records: ‘It appears that the every-where-travelling Eva does the Company the greatest service by conciliating these tribes’ and Krotoa’s position appears secure. But five years after the Dutch arrive at the Cape, the feeding station is evolving, pushing against its boundaries as more and more humans alight from ships, stepping onto the shore and altering its fragile balance.


Mooi Ansela


21 February 1657


‘Land hoi!’ comes the cry from high above the deck: faint on the horizon lies a low grey mass, the Cape of Good Hope. After 5,900 nautical miles and two and a half months, the Amersfoort is nearing the end of the first leg of her voyage home. Aboard is an eleven-year-old girl, slave to Rear-Admiral Pieter Kemp, a VOC official on his way back to Amsterdam. Snatched from her parents by pirates in Bengal and taken to a VOC station on the Ganges Delta where the Dutch purchase clothing, opium and saltpetre for export, Angela was transported by ship to Batavia, just a small child in the dark below deck for a month with little to eat or drink. Slavery is firmly established in Bengal, with new slaves branded on their forehead and breast. Does Angela spend a lifetime bearing the physical mark of her slave past?


The big Dutch East Indiaman lumbers on, its hold full of cloves, nutmeg and pepper, part of the VOC return fleet from Batavia. Batavia (modern-day Jakarta) is a new town: in need of a secure location to store goods and run the spice trade, in 1619 the VOC found an Eastern headquarters on the coast of Java. Angela was a housemaid in Master Kemp’s Batavia home, built in the Dutch style and completely different from the wood and thatch hut in which she last lived, next to the estuary in Bengal. Batavian streets are in an efficient grid, crisscrossed with canals and arched bridges. Angela would accompany Master Kemp to church, trotting amenably behind with a parasol to keep him cool, pretty slave girls being a status symbol here. Walking through the main square, Master Kemp and his slave would run the gamut of merchants, bankers, engineers, soldiers and tax collectors; packed warehouses share space with busy trading houses, VOC administrative offices and alehouses.


 


Angela van Bengale – one of the many names her captors give her. The Dutch don’t bother with accurate records of brown-skinned people, partly because they don’t care and partly because to rename someone is to claim their identity. Angela lines up alongside Krotoa/Eva, her given name not recorded anywhere, her names in the literature varying so widely that we cannot know what name an acquaintance passing her in the street would have called out.


Ancilla she is called, Latin for slave girl. Or – in another classical tradition – Angela, Greek for messenger and angel. The gulf between these two meanings illuminates the voyage she will take. Later she is mooi Ansela (‘pretty’ in Dutch), or is it (in the Cape muster roll of 1692) maaij Ansela, maaij the creolised Dutch or Portuguese for ‘mother’. Maaij Ansela is an elderly matriarch, a woman widely respected in her community: what price now the Ancilla of 1657? Slave girl, pretty angel, mother.


Then there is the surname: Van Bengale. A name laden with meaning and yet essentially meaningless. Slaves are given the tag ‘van’ (‘from’ in Dutch), followed by the region from which they are acquired. The VOC does not care where its slaves originate, only the law under which they live before capture: the slave transforms into a new being, with no roots to tempt them to rebellion. Angela van Bengale might be from Bangladesh, of ‘pariah’ or untouchable status, or from a small mountain community. She might be from Burma or Assam or somewhere else entirely.


These names are more tenacious than any slave irons: once freed, slaves are still known by the country where they were captured. Once a slave, always a slave, in the eyes of society, at least. For many humans, this parallel loss of identity and imposition of a slave persona represents an insurmountable hurdle, but not for Angela.


 


The Cape Angela arrives at in the late summer of 1657 is a tiny settlement, quite different from bustling Batavia, with only fourteen other non-native women. A small hospital lies along the shoreline, and there is a jetty out into the bay. Around the fort, streets lie in three neat grids. Krotoa is living with the Van Riebeecks and is something of a favourite. Slavery is not legal in the Netherlands; slaves must be freed on arrival or sold en route, and so Rear-Admiral Kemp sells Angela to Commander Jan van Riebeeck. Soon she sleeps alongside Krotoa in the cramped and dirty Van Riebeeck quarters, cooking, cleaning and washing alongside the other young slaves. Water is collected from the stream; candles are scarce, so they go to bed with the sun and get up with the sun: there is not much here, except for clean air and wild animals.


Slavery and the slave trade are integral to the VOC from its inception in the early seventeenth century, and at the Cape, as we shall see. As a house slave, Angela is sheltered from the floggings and shackles of collective slave labour: in 1658, the first official slave consignment docks, carrying people captured off the coast of Angola, bound for Brazil. There are sourcing trips to Madagascar and Mozambique; slaves are brought from Batavia (Jakarta) and Ceylon (Sri Lanka) on the VOC’s return fleets. But the Khoikhoi are never enslaved: it is too risky to capture these people who can easily abscond and retaliate. So, while Angela washes clothes and sweeps out the grate, Krotoa is free to come and go. She is in ascendance, for now.


October 1658


Spring and the fynbos, that distinctive shrubland of the Cape peninsula, is vibrant with life: red disa flowers in the streams, sugarbirds swoop between the proteas, searching for nectar. Honeybees drone over the sweet thorn and bushwillow, and the sky is a great arc of blue. Krotoa walks through the clear air, laden under the weight of brass, iron, beads, bread and brandy. Hearing of another clan, the Cochoqua, and their Chief Oedasoa’s store of assegais (short spears), bows and arrows; that he is ‘so greased over, that the fat ran in drops down his body, which was the highest mark of distinction’; and that his cattle are so numerous that there is ‘no end of them to be seen’, Commander van Riebeeck longs to trade with him.


When Krotoa first suggests she undertake this visit, Van Riebeeck resists; she is too young, too vulnerable, too unschooled in trade. But Krotoa persists, wheedling, reminding him of the elephant tusks, civet, amber, seed pearls and buckskins that she could bring back. Commander van Riebeeck capitulates, and, setting aside her soft eastern garments, Krotoa departs, confident and at ease. First stop will be the Goringhaiqua encampment where her mother, or the woman identified by the Dutch as her mother, lives. Then a few hours fast walk further on to the Cochoqua and, with them, Chief Oedasoa and his wife: Krotoa’s sister.


As she enters Gogosa’s kraal, Krotoa looks around for her mother. All the women are dressed as she is: skin cloak and apron of sheep hide, little pointed skin cap, leather shoulder bag and leather sandals. Some of these women have necks and ears, fingers and arms, draped with beads of copper and coloured glass. But Krotoa trumps them all with her brass bracelets, which replaced the copper, which in turn replaced the traditional ivory. And her face is clean of the detailed swirls and points of red ochre, mixed with fat, which adorns the faces of the other women; her body is free of the fat and buchu that smears theirs.


When Krotoa finally spies her mother and walks toward her, the older woman barely acknowledges her. And when Krotoa wakes in the morning to find the iron beads, the bread and the brandy, all her trade goods, have disappeared, her mother will not meet her eyes, stalking off into the fynbos, the sugar bushes swinging shut behind her. Nonplussed, Krotoa leaves the kraal while the dew still glints on the fynbos. In the late afternoon, she reaches the vast herds of Oedasoa’s cattle, and Khoikhoi erupt all around her, chattering excitedly. Contented, Krotoa allows herself to be led to Oedasoa’s kraal. Oedasoa, a small, lean, but kingly man, welcomes her, and the two sisters, who have not seen each other since Krotoa was an infant, fall into each other’s arms, gossiping away in their quick, plosive tongue.


That night, the Khoikhoi dance around the fire, skipping on the spot, leg rings rattling, while Krotoa spins tales of the hairy Dutchmen. She accepts ostrich eggs and the softest part of the buck, sleeps with her sister on straw mats in the chief’s big hut and the following morning she is seated on an ox as if she were a chief’s daughter. Not only does Oedasoa want to trade with the Dutch, but Krotoa’s sister promises to find her a rich husband.


Krotoa returns to the fort with some of Oedasoa’s men, regaling Commander van Riebeeck with tales of Oedasoa’s wealth and friendliness. Her rival, Doman, spreads rumours that the Cochoqua plan to burn down the Fort and kill the Dutch, but Krotoa brushes it off: he is a liar who speaks with a double tongue, she retorts. A party sets off from the fort: Europeans, Krotoa and Oedasoa’s men, followed by an ox swaying under the weight of gifts – brass, beads, tobacco, brandy, a hundred pounds of bread. When the Europeans reach the Cochoqua, they cannot help smiling: the herds are ‘in number like the grass in the field’, stripping the pasture bare in minutes.


Trading brass wire and beads for hundreds of cows and sheep, they return to the fort a few days later. But Krotoa is not with them. ‘Eva’, they report, has set off into the interior with her sister, telling them ‘that she had a Dutch heart in her body and would never forget this, but do everything for our benefit wherever this was possible’. Krotoa’s future as a Khoikhoi princess is mapped out.


Yet six weeks later she is back at the fort. I think about Khoikhoi puberty rituals, held at the start of menstruation, of Krotoa, like other Khoikhoi girls, isolated in a hut and taught how to be a mother, a wife, a Khoikhoi woman. Of Khoikhoi society, where men hunt and guard the herds while women forage, choose when to butcher livestock. But Krotoa cannot resist what ties her to the Dutch: childish loyalty to Maria de la Quellerie; the thrill through her bones when she talks in the council chamber; the comfort of soft cloth on her skin, soft rice in her mouth. Departure, return: this pattern endures for the rest of her life. Each time she leaves, she removes her cloth garments, putting on her skins. Each time she returns, she swaps her skins for her sarong. The Dutch are appalled: she is not civilised at all!


Krotoa experiences the flux in Cape society, the collision of African pastoralist and European capitalist, on her skin. And all we can do is watch as new arrivals continue to disembark, in their white skins, ready to take everything away from her. Land, freedom, belonging. As Krotoa sets out on her first trading visit, a little girl, standing on the docks in the Netherlands, catches my eye. Waiting to board a ship to take her down the long sea road to the Cape, this child, the final character in our opening trio, has skin that is not golden like Krotoa, or coppery like Angela’s, but a pallid ivory, and hair the colour of straw.


The open ocean


Vlie, Netherlands, October 1658


It is cold on the dock, a clear day. The young Cloete family shiver. The air smells salty, autumnal. Three-year-old Elsje mirrors her mother in miniature: linen shift under blouse and petticoats, apron and a white linen cap, woollen shawls for warmth if they are lucky. Elsje has travelled with her mother, brother and uncle from the small village of Oedt near the bishopric of Cologne.


In the 1650s, much of north-central Europe comprises a hotchpotch of kingdoms, baronies and bishoprics. I find a map drawn by Dutch cartographer Willem Blaeu in the 1600s. Tiny trees scatter this plan, red castles, heraldic lions and crossed swords. Rivers and their confluences, borders in green, pink and yellow. And at the top, under a river, sits Oedt. I flick through web pages to the present day: here is Oedt, encircled by a small commuter town on the Niers River. The photographs show deep woods, campervans and elderly people litter-picking. The Pearl of the Niers, they call it.


Oedt is a hundred and eighty miles from Vlie, a long way for Elsje’s little legs. People walk everywhere, transporting goods in wheelbarrows and handcarts, although the network of canals, rivers and streams makes travelling by boat possible and, in the winter, by skate. Elsje’s mother, Fytje (a diminutive of Sophia), is following her husband Jacob Cloete, who signed on as a sailor bound for the Cape the previous year. Most European immigrants are illiterate peasants or labourers employed by the VOC. VOC soldiers earn less than peat-cutters, and fifteen to twenty per cent of those who set sail on Company voyages die every year. Penniless and ragged, some migrants are helped by agents while waiting for a VOC job and then take five years to repay the debt: people trafficking, seventeenth-century style.


It is a long and dangerous journey, overland from Oedt. Fytje and her brother shelter Elsje and her older brother Gerrit as they run the gauntlet of criminals in the back streets, although since the late 1500s the roads have been lit by lanterns to prevent people falling in the canals. Fytje and Elsje walk past people living on the streets during the day, markets selling fish, cheese, butter, wood, cattle. Girls stay near the house, playing tag, hopscotch, blind-man’s bluff. There are porters who deliver letters or act as a childminder, kargadoors whose job it is to pull handcarts over the steep canal bridges, night watchmen, lamplighters. There are fire and water shops where you can buy a bucket of hot water or a bucket of hot coal.


In the Netherlands, poor people do not get old: women marry at twenty-two and live for another twenty-five years; death rates are so high that remarriage is very common. A widow, especially with children, must be rich or beautiful, or she faces a life grubbing around for charity. Plague is rife, medical care basic. Surrounded by death, uncertainty and despair, people celebrate hard when they get the chance. Feast days are loud and vulgar: fires on corners and in squares, magicians and jugglers in the inns and streets, women wearing men’s clothes and men women’s, and everyone wearing a mask. Secret drinking, and sex.


Fytje’s children might be educated in poor schools run by the church and city councils. Elsje might be hired very young as a servant to make the fire and breakfast, to ventilate the house, make beds, clean clothes, polish the tin and copper. She would be lucky: the Dutch do not beat their servants. Or she might become a prostitute. But Elsje’s life is going to look nothing like this.


 


The changes of the seventeenth century are dramatic. Ships carry European sailors (Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, English) around the globe; they explore and colonise new continents. European states grow, merge and strengthen; they extend their long trading arms across the world’s oceans. The fate of Africa’s southern tip is directly involved with these changes.


Seven provinces that now make up the Netherlands rebel against Spain in 1568 and slowly win independence. With cheap energy from windmills and peat burning, the Dutch Republic, formed in 1648, becomes a powerhouse of trade, industry, the arts and the sciences. This is the era of Rembrandt, Vermeer, Van Ruisdael. Christiaan Huygens invents the pendulum clock and explains Saturn’s planetary rings. Always keen sailors and mapmakers, in the 1600s, the Dutch begin to trade with the Far East. In 1602, the Dutch East India Company appears. The Dutch dominate trade with Japan and within Europe. Eighty years later, Louis XIV, the Sun King, repeals the Edict of Nantes – which allowed the Protestant Huguenots religious and political freedom in France – forcing two hundred thousand Huguenots to flee as far as the Americas and even South Africa.


Dutch society revolves around trade and wealth, and people climb up and down the social ladder. The nobility has no special privilege, and this Calvinist country reveres humility. Dutch women are strong stuff, their penchant for kissing in public, frank conversations and walks without chaperones shocking the French. Unmarried mothers can force the child’s father into marriage and women can initiate legal proceedings, even against husbands. This is the culture that influences the character of the Cape most: Roman-Dutch law applies, the Calvinist Reformed Church is the only church for more than a century and Dutch is the official language, giving rise to the creolised dialect, Afrikaans.


 


The small party wait on the docks in the shadow of the Arnhem and its ornate stern, a ship that can carry two hundred and fifty to three hundred people to the Cape and beyond. On average, four thousand people leave Europe for East Asia every year in the seventeenth century on ships that travel at what now seems like a snail’s pace: seven knots or eight miles per hour. Given the scale of the VOC enterprise and the profits involved, it is not surprising that it is well managed, with relatively few shipwrecks. Ships follow prescribed routes and are issued with maps and coastal descriptions with dangers detailed from rocks to shallows. But sailing the world’s oceans remains a risky business. Four years later, the Arnhem sinks in a violent storm off the coast of Mauritius. Struggling ashore on an islet, some of her crew are the last to see a living dodo.


Fytje holds tightly to Elsje’s hand as they walk up the swaying gangplank, clutching a bundle of clothes and a small Bible. She is trusting their lives to this floating wooden vessel with barnacles and seaweed on its hull. They will travel across open oceans where seas reach as high as the townhouses lining the quay. The passengers are herded below deck, stumbling over ropes and barrels in the dimness. The stench is so overpowering they breathe through their mouths. The bunks are narrow and stacked high, a thin mattress on each, a chamber pot beneath the lowest. Meagre possessions are stowed in bunks, coins strapped securely round the waist or sewn into clothes. Fytje keeps to herself: a woman among so many men does not wish to draw attention. The deck starts to move, masts creak, ropes snap and a fresh wind comes down through the hatch. The great ship is making its way towards the open sea.


The Arnhem leaves the Netherlands in the autumn, setting sail across the North Sea for the English Channel. The captain has waited for favourable winds as the heavy ship takes half an hour to turn and cannot sail close to the wind. This leaves her vulnerable to running aground on the shores of France or England. (Visit Bexhill-on-Sea in East Sussex 350 years later, and the price of such a mistake can still be seen. At low tide, the Amsterdam’s wooden ribs protrude through the sand where they have rested since she was lost on her maiden voyage in 1749.)


During storms, the hatch is latched down and the stink of urine, faeces and vomit becomes unbearable. Seasickness is a constant problem. High-ranking officials and passengers have cabins behind the main mast with more space and better food. But Fytje and her family sleep, eat and live crammed in with hundreds of sailors before the mast. There are provisions of salt beef or pork, fish, cheese, ale. The longer the ship sails, the worse the food becomes until only ship’s biscuit is left: hard as a rock and full of weevils and maggots. Everything is dirty and covered with flies. Sailors suffer with the bloody flux, with bleeding gums and loose teeth.


Once out into the Atlantic, the Arnhem sails across the stormy Bay of Biscay, round Cape Finisterre and makes for her first stop: Cape Verde for fresh water and supplies. From there, she catches the north-east trade wind toward Fernando Po off the Brazilian coast. Here she risks getting caught in the Doldrums, converging winds along the equator where ships can lie becalmed for days. Then it is a run on the west winds of the southern hemisphere to the islands of Tristan da Cunha and from there to Cape Town.


As the Arnhem sails into Table Bay on 16 March 1659, Fytje and the children make out the mountain’s flat shape. The Arnhem drops anchor, and goods and passengers are rowed ashore in small boats. Clutching Elsje, Fytje struggles down the steep ladder into the boat as the water seethes below, although there is only a light breeze from the north-west. On the quayside are faces darker than Fytje recognises, in a settlement where there are nearly two hundred slaves to the fifty-one freemen, and ninety-five VOC soldiers and officials. Fytje and her children are vastly outnumbered. And, unbeknownst to her, they are walking into a guttering conflict.


Eighteen months earlier, in 1657, Commander van Riebeeck, in need of more supplies, releases VOC men to live as farmers outside the fort (‘burghers’ they call them, including Jacob Cloete, Fytje’s husband). From her vantage point in the Dutch inner circle, Krotoa watches as these men occupy Khoikhoi land and stop them sending their cattle to the river to drink, listens while Khoikhoi mutter about violent attacks from these new farmers. She watches as runaway slaves are fitted with heavy chains that rub their skin raw, sees her fellow Goringhaikona loiter in the fort and cut the brass buttons from the coats of passers-by.


Van Riebeeck talks of barricading off the Cape Peninsula with a canal or border wall, enslaving the Goringhaikona, and preventing them from influencing trade, but his Amsterdam overlords dismiss the scheme as too expensive. Increasingly barred from their traditional way of life, the Khoikhoi are reduced to stock raids. In 1659, just as Fytje and her family disembark at the Cape, the first of two Khoikhoi–Dutch wars breaks out.


Liesbeeck River, Cape settlement, May 1659


Skirts tucked up, bare feet placed carefully between reeds on the soft riverbed, Fytje scrubs at the petticoat draped over a rock. An observer might note her tight back, her frequent glances around. Lions, snakes, hippopotamuses are all still common – even the Khoikhoi, so naked and so brown, and she can’t get used to how they appear, silent with their spears. Elsje plays on the bank, close to a pair of breeches and a dress drying over the wild almond bushes. In the distance Jacob and Gerrit are turning the earth. The fields around the thatched cottage with its earthen floor and mud walls already show green with rye and wheat.


The sudden burr of insect, whistle of bird in the humming silence of the wilderness – how different does this feel to five months aboard ship, surrounded by stinking bodies? The fort lies six miles away, and a fold in the land hides the nearest cottage: Harman Remajenne is a bachelor from Cologne and shares their dialect. It is a harsh life; even Commander van Riebeeck admits they can hardly survive on what he paid Jacob for last year’s wheat. Other farmers have already given up, finding work as carpenters, bricklayers and innkeepers.


Fytje wipes at the perspiration trickling into her eyes. It is heavy work, and she sweats despite the cool weather. Behind the cottage rises the mountain, with its strange flowers and flitting birds. Harman complains that the climate is too changeable, with too little rain too often, and the vicious south-west wind destroys his harvests; that he can’t grow the sugar or tobacco the sailors describe from their voyages. She takes Harman’s complaints on advisement, given that she has seen with her own eyes the cattle he has traded from the Khoikhoi for bits of iron. Which the Company forbids them from doing, keeping all the trade for themselves. Which leaves them reliant on low pay for meagre harvests, so poor that they share their cottage with two sheep and a cow, sleeping on straw and the naked earth.


What I know, and Fytje doesn’t, being so far from the settlement, is that the Khoikhoi have attacked the Arnhem’s skipper and mate, and that a European has been stabbed seven times and killed, his gun stolen by Doman – Krotoa’s rival, who turns out to be just as loyal to his own people as she claimed. A bounty has been put on any Khoikhoi, caught dead or alive. Livestock, crops, ploughshares and tobacco have been stolen from other farmers. Yesterday, under dark grey skies, the Company animals were hustled into the fort.


The first she knows of it all is a messenger from the fort running through the fields, shouting, trampling on all the new wheat, Jacob and Gerrit standing suddenly straight. She lifts the petticoat from its rock, pulls the other clothes carefully under her arm (how could she replace such things?) and hurries up the narrow path to the cottage.


Within two hours, she, Elsje and Gerrit are stuck in a fortified redoubt with their animals and iron tools. Jacob is left to defend the farm from the Khoikhoi who, under Doman, are fighting to use the land as they have for the past few hundred years, to reach the river with their cattle, so the animals can graze on the rich grass of the river plain. From the very next day, Commander van Riebeeck forces all the free burghers to take part in commando drills every Sunday after church, a martial unit that will dominate Afrikaner culture for centuries.


Krotoa and Angela remain in the fort as throughout May and June, under cover of rain, which prevents the Dutch from keeping their matches alight to fire their guns, the Goringhaiqua attack the settlers. Krotoa is the only Khoikhoi to stay. When Commander van Riebeeck sends for her, she walks confidently into the council chamber, a slight brown-skinned girl among the bearded Dutchmen. Her brother-in-law, Oedasoa, has promised to help the Europeans. Will she discuss terms with him, Commander van Riebeeck asks?


Krotoa travels north to Saldanha Bay where Oedasoa is camped, but when she arrives her brother-in-law avoids her, or so she tells Van Riebeeck. For months, she travels to and fro by small boat or on foot, but to no avail. In the council chamber Van Riebeeck grows tired of his protégé: ‘She has been found to fib a little, and is a little given to flattery, and to saying whatever she thinks one would be pleased to hear,’ he records. Later historians speculate that Krotoa is working for Oedasoa, who has no intention of siding with the Dutch and is instead trying to contain them and control trade for himself. As for other Khoikhoi, well, they despise Krotoa as a traitor. But they sue for peace in the end, seeing no road to victory, and are forced off the Liesbeeck lands forever.


The Cloetes return to their mud farmstead and Fytje gives birth to another daughter (Catryn, for Jacob’s mother, back in Oedt). Angela, thirteen now, is a washerwoman. Krotoa can still pull a little magic out of her apron. In 1660, she persuades Oedasoa to visit the fort, and the grateful Dutch give her tobacco pipes, knives, sticks of brass wire, pounds and pounds of tobacco, strings of beads, axes. This is the only time that her putative true name is recorded in the journal – ‘Eva, named by them Krotoa’ – and even this is inaccurate. But the honeymoon period is over: at home in neither European nor Khoikhoi society, she floats between the two, shipping more and more water. As Van Riebeeck notes: ‘She seems so much habituated to Dutch customs and Dutch food that she will never be able entirely to relinquish them.’


‘This is a kind of death’


Elsje is still only five, but both Krotoa and Angela are growing into womanhood early, because they must: to survive, to thrive. Angela lives in the Van Riebeecks’ rooms, breathes in and out alongside Krotoa. I wonder at their relationship, if there is one.


August 1660


It is murky in the castle even by day, and now, at gone ten at night, the light comes only from the pitch torch Commander van Riebeeck carries as he leads three soldiers past the gunpowder magazine further down a passageway to a door, where they all stop. Turning the iron ring set into wooden planks to lift the latch, Van Riebeeck pushes the door open. In the flaring light, Gunner Willem Cornelisz can be seen, undressed on the rough sheets. Alongside him lies the woman they are searching for, the Commander’s slave Maria.


As the pair struggle to find their clothes, the Commander tells Maria to return to his quarters. Cornelisz is locked in a cell for the night, protesting. The next day the soldiers testify that they found Cornelisz in bed with Maria when he was supposed to be on duty. Cornelisz accuses Commander van Riebeeck of victimising him: other soldiers regularly keep slaves as concubines and escape scot-free! It is not his fault they are not allowed to marry! Yet here he is dismissed from his post and fined fifty reals!


Fellow soldier and stonemason, Francois de Coninck, keeps his eyes on the floor. Later, he watches covertly as another slave crosses the courtyard, sleek black hair caught up at the nape of her neck. Pretty, charming, and able to flirt in both Portuguese and Dutch. Angela keeps her eyes downcast, her smooth brown cheeks flushing as she feels his eyes on her. She is fourteen and slight. Better the free stonemason than the enslaved Africans who also stare, she might think. In this isolated community, male slaves, their masters and other Europeans all assault female slaves and Khoikhoi women. Commander van Riebeeck does not disapprove of his men having relationships with slaves or indeed, as he calls it, ‘fructifying’ them and creating new slaves; Cornelisz is only in trouble because he neglected his work. For a slave woman, too much resistance is risky, and it is far more sensible to pair off with the least unpalatable man.


A year later, in August 1661, we find Angela, aged fifteen, in labour. There is no midwife at the Cape yet, but the other slave women light a fire, walk her up and down through contractions, hold her upright as she strains. The baby, Anna de Coninck, is destined to be a great society beauty, but her father does not stick around for long, disappearing from the Cape records in 1662. Angela has already moved on; her first child with the Belgian cooper Jan van As is baptised this year. She is still only seventeen. Together they have Jacobus in 1662 and his brother Jan in 1665. (Born bastard slaves, one of these sons will break Angela’s heart, but not for a couple of decades yet.) Although unbaptised herself, Angela attends church regularly, as does Krotoa. It is all part of taking on the rites and customs of white society. Krotoa cannot tolerate this framework in the long term, but Angela can: easier to assimilate when you have no access to, and little memory of, your own people. What is more, when the Van Riebeecks leave the Cape in 1662, they sell Angela to a kind man named Abraham Gabbema, but leave Krotoa out in the cold.


3 May 1662


Dutchmen crowd the hall at the fort of Good Hope: soldiers with long lank hair, thin moustaches and beards, tall boots; Company servants in grey curled wigs under wide-brimmed black hats, wearing white collars, knee breeches, fitted jackets. The stench of unwashed bodies is pungent as the minister gives the sermon. It is cold, the rain pattering on the thatch overhead.


At nineteen, Krotoa has fallen out of favour, perhaps because, like Angela, she has recently given birth to a baby that is half white. The new Commander, Zacharias Wagenaar, old and ill, despises her, speaks to her as if she were a slave or a prostitute. The Van Riebeecks haven’t even bothered to turn up for Krotoa’s baptism. The sermon rumbles on. Krotoa knows her catechism and can read the big old Bible with its Dutch lettering. ‘Gelooft u in de enige ware God?’ asks the minister, a stranger who arrived on the ship due to take the Commander and Maria away. Dost thou believe in the only true God?


‘Ja,’ Krotoa says – yes – but she might be thinking of Tsui-//goab, creator of rain, clouds, thunder and lightning. At full moon, the Khoikhoi still dance in his honour. How can we know what she thinks as the water washes over her head?


Within the last year, Krotoa has lost her mother, her sister, her uncle Autshumao, and given birth to a child she could not purify in the Khoikhoi way, where she would have been confined to a hut for seven days, untouched by water, learning how to feed him. No, she gave birth in the fort, like the Dutch. Perhaps another Khoikhoi woman helped her, rubbing the new baby with fresh cow dung, leaving him green and sweet-smelling. But I think not.


And now this: appointed head of the Company in Malacca, Jan van Riebeeck and his wife are leaving. Van Riebeeck mentions Eva two hundred times in sixty-five diary entries, but in his official letter of transfer he can only bring himself to say that, while Eva can speak Dutch well, her reports should be taken with a pinch of salt. As the rain continues pattering on the thatch and Krotoa takes her place back on the rough bench, her body loosens. Baptism will surely prove to Commander Wagenaar that she is nearly Dutch. And it will allow her to marry the sober young Dane who smiles at her as she sits down and murmurs something in Dutch. She touches the cross at her throat, smooths her cotton sarong and reaches out for baby Jacobus.


 


When, years earlier, Commander van Riebeeck shows Krotoa the map from Amsterdam, of a north-flowing river and the kingdom of Monomotapa, the kingdom he says is rich in gold, ivory and pearls, she thinks of the Namaqua people, who live to the north. Could he mean them? No reason for her not to tell the commander that the Namaqua are rich, which pleases him no end; he stays fired up for days. The other Khoikhoi mutter in displeasure.


And when the young man who watches her in the council chamber volunteers for all six expeditions to the north, it opens a path to the future. A story goes around that the men come across Bosjesmans women and children in a camp and Corporal Cruythof orders them put to death, but that Pieter van Meerhof refuses, and all the other men stand by him. That Pieter finds the Namaqua, gaining their trust and starting a craze for red nightcaps when he gives his to the chief, Krotoa understands as proof of his promise. Although as it turns out, the Namaqua are not rich at all.


Pieter can read, like Krotoa, and he can write, and has been promoted to under-surgeon since arriving three years previously. Born Peter Havgard, Krotoa knows him by the name the VOC give him: Pieter van Meerhof. Most of the VOC men visit the female slaves in the Company slave lodge, but those women can offer nothing but sex and companionship, while Krotoa provides a leg-up into the world of Commander van Riebeeck. She is the only Khoikhoi woman with a European partner; the others are kept in the kraals and, besides, the Dutchmen are revolted when the Khoikhoi women smear themselves in sheep fat.


By June 1664, the couple are in the hall again, exchanging vows beneath the leopard and lion skins that line the walls. Sunlight falls on the planks of the floor thanks to glass windows that have replaced the old calico screens. Later, the Cape’s Council provides a feast, having agreed to the marriage because Krotoa has ‘long since’ been baptised. Pieter is promoted to surgeon. Two months later, Krotoa and Pieter set out to visit Oedasoa, but the moment has passed, and her brother-in-law will only trade five skinny bullocks and fourteen sheep. He promises Krotoa cattle and sheep as a wedding present, but they never materialise. With his wife, Krotoa’s lovely sister, dead, the chief leaves her life.


When Krotoa is a teenager, time and change are vague theories. Only as the days and years accrue does she realise that the treasured role of translator and go-between will be irrelevant within five years once the Dutch find there are no rich clans, no mythical kingdoms inland; once they complete their plundering of Khoikhoi land; once more and more Khoikhoi speak Dutch. Krotoa has become an irrelevance, and the old hidden disdain seeps out. When her husband travels abroad, she is ordered to stay within the fort. But Krotoa is not Dutch, nor a slave, so when her niece gives birth in November 1663, she takes her small half-European children to visit. How this looks to Wagenaar: ‘the thoughtless wench has often played us the same trick before, throwing aside her clean and neat clothing, and resuming old stinking skins of animals, like all the other filthy female Hottentoos’.


19 May 1665


Krotoa is aboard De Bruydegom, the children turning green as the little ship wallows all seven miles to Robben Island. The island is already a penal colony, and Pieter is not being promoted. As superintendent, he will watch for ships entering the bay, monitor the convicts who collect shells for lime and quarry stone for the castle. The small town dwindles in the lee of the mountain. How long the family will be isolated on the island Krotoa does not know. It will be quiet after the fort, where the Khoikhoi rest on their haunches, chewing tobacco, as the dark African slaves play their instruments and dance in the dusk.


In theory, the boat crosses from Cape Town every day to collect the lime, but wind and storms often conspire to leave the residents marooned. Pieter can slaughter sheep for his family, but must feed the prisoners through fishing while ridding the island of snakes and spiders. Under Krotoa’s hands, her belly is rounded: there are no other women on Robben Island, no one to deliver the child. Was it inevitable, this posting? The two superintendents before Pieter were also married to women with skin darker than their own pale, burning pelts. Van Riebeeck, who appropriated the child Krotoa, his wife who moulded her into this curious hybrid, are long gone, and the new order finds her so embarrassing, this ‘filthy native’ with her Dutch language, that they banish the entire family. The devious vines of colonisation are creeping over Krotoa now, up her legs, towards her throat.


April 1667


Krotoa lies on the beaten earth, an overturned bench next to her, blood tracking from the cut above her left eyebrow, across her nose and dripping onto the ground. Little Pieternella runs to where her father is supervising the boat’s unloading at the slipway with their new slave, Jan Vos of the Cape Verde Islands. April winds whip across the dry grass and rocks. Pieter comes at a run and stoops over his wife before carrying her inside. Jan Vos heats water, and cleans the wound, but it won’t stop bleeding. Pieter tears a sheet and binds it round Krotoa’s unconscious head. He finds paper and an old quill and scribbles a note to the mainland, asking for surgical assistance. Handing the captain of De Bruydegom the note, he urges him on his way.


With no women on the island, Pieter and Jan Vos nurse Krotoa until the boat returns with the surgeon onboard. Krotoa comes round, confused and vomiting, and keeps ‘fainting away’. The surgeon can do no more than suggest she has a skull fracture and hope for the best. He is accompanied back to the mainland by thirty fat sheep and sacks of lime.


There are coincidences in the commander’s journal, unexplained lacunae and little interest in Krotoa, so I cannot tell when she succumbs to alcohol. Beer and wine are drunk by everyone, and harder spirits, including Eastern rice brandy, or arrack, are supplied as part of the convicts’ rations. The Khoikhoi are fond of alcohol, but it is not as initially catastrophic as it is to Native American populations, as the Khoikhoi already brew traditional drinks from fruits and grains. Yet several Khoikhoi integrated into the white community fall prey to drunkenness, their in-between state too much to carry.


May 1667


After the boat carrying Pieter has left the shore, Krotoa walks up the Vuurberg, where they light the great bonfires to warn passing ships of rocks. From here Table Mountain, Hoerikwaggo to her still, seems close. You could almost lay a hand on its flat top. Robben Island is so small, just two miles long, the walk so short, that the boat is still struggling on its way to the mainland. How it worked was that, first, the Company stopped building at the castle, so Pieter had no work. And then, a few days later, they asked him to go on a trading expedition somewhere over the ocean.


For a man who jumps on the back of wild animals and volunteers to travel deep into the African interior six times, there would be no question of refusing even if he hadn’t been stuck on the island for two years. The VOC allows Krotoa to stay in d’baas zijn woning, the boss’s house, until he returns. What she might do, alone on an island full of criminals with three children under six, is never explained.


A few days later, Pieter van Meerhof sets sail for Mauritius and Madagascar. Krotoa never sees him again. In February the following year, word arrives at the Cape: Van Meerhof and eight of his men have been murdered after going ashore at the Bay of Antongil, Madagascar. ‘While unsuspicious of danger the little party was attacked by local people and all were murdered,’ the journal records. This dreadful news is written down on a paper and passed to the captain of De Bruydegom. He, in turn, carries it in his pocket when De Bruydegom makes her daily crossing to Robben Island, along with a cargo of rice and prisoners. The captain passes the paper to Krotoa when the boat docks at the island.
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