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A fresh and penetrating exploration of South Africa’s history, from the earliest known human
inhabitation of the region to the present“I did not think it was possible for a white person to write
a history of South Africa which a black South African would find to be a fair and accurate
account of a beautiful land and its people. Leonard Thompson has disabused me of that notion.
His is a history that is both accurate and authentic, written in a delightful literary style.”—
Archbishop Desmond TutuThe Fourth Edition of this classic text brings South Africa's history up
to date with a new chapter chronicling the first presidential term of Mbeki and ending with the
funeral of Nelson Mandela.“An admirably objective history of South Africa . . . [that] will be most
useful in contemplating the country’s future.”—Lorna Hahn, New York Times Book Review“This
is a work of insight and durability that is certain to assist South Africa’s coming generation of
nation-builders to reach a more objective understanding of their past.”—Foreign
Affairs “Concentrating on southern Africa’s black inhabitants, rather than on its white minority,
this work has received universal praise from scholars and activists alike.”—Washington Post
Book World“The text is basic for any reader who wishes to comprehend the historical patterns
that preface the struggles that seethe and boil in this country. A careful, reliable book for student
research.”—School Library Journal 

"Lynn Berat’s brilliant addition to Leonard Thompson’s superlative history takes the reader on a
riveting tour of twenty-first century South Africa in all its triumph and tragedy."—Cindy Kaplan,
Committed Artists of South AfricaAbout the AuthorLeonard Thompson was Charles J. Stillé
Professor of History Emeritus at Yale University. Lynn Berat is an internationally renowned expert
on southern African law and legal history who worked closely with Thompson on previous
editions of A History of South Africa.
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PRAISE FOR EARLIER EDITIONS OFA History of South Africa“An authoritative text by a
distinguished historian.”—Beverley Naidoo, Times Educational Supplement“Highly readable....
For a neatly compressed, readable, authoritative account of South African history, this book will
take some surpassing.”—Paul Maylam, Journal of African History“In A History of South Africa
Leonard Thompson again proved his mettle as an historian by augmenting his own insights with
the best of those of his erstwhile critics.... The greatest strength of this work is its presentation of
such a sweeping and complex history in some of the most lucid prose to be found in such a text.
It is an excellent choice for an introductory course, as well as one of the best windows for the
general reader to gain perspective on contemporary South Africa.”—Donald Will, Africa
Today“This magisterial history throws a floodlight on South Africa’s current crisis by examining
the past. The absurdity of the apartheid philosophy of racial separatism is underscored by the
author’s argument (backed with convincing research material) that the genes of the nation’s first
hunter-gatherers are inextricably mixed with those of modem blacks and whites.”—Publishers
Weekly“Should become the standard general text for South African history. It is recommended
for college classes and anyone interested in obtaining a historical framework in which to place
events occurring in South Africa today.”—Roger B. Beck, History: Reviews of New Books“A must
for any serious student of South Africa.”—Senator Dick Clark, Director of the Southern Policy
Forum, The Aspen Institute, Washington, D.C.“This is a book that fills a great need. As an up-to-
date and authoritative summary of South African history by one of the world’s leading experts on
the subject, it will tell students, citizens, and policymakers what they need to know about the
deep roots of the current South African imbroglio.”—George M. Fredrickson, Stanford
University“This is an outstanding book and in every sense of the word, ‘revisionist.’ It reflects
sound scholarship and is highly readable as well.”—John S. Galbraith, University of California,
San DiegoA HISTORY OF SOUTH AFRICALEONARD THOMPSONA History of South
AfricaFOURTH EDITIONREVISED AND UPDATED BYLYNN BERATFirst edition published
1990. Fourth edition 2014.Preface to the Fourth Edition, Chapter 10, and Appendix copyright ©
2014 by Lynn Berat.Copyright © 2000 by Leonard Thompson.All rights reserved.This book may
not be reproduced, in whole or in part, including illustrations, in any form (beyond that copying
permitted by Sections 107 and 108 of the U.S. Copyright Law and except by reviewers for the
public press), without written permission from the publishers.Yale University Press books may be
purchased in quantity for educational, business, or promotional use. For information, please e-
mail sales.press@yale.edu (U.S. office) or sales@yaleup.co.uk (U.K. office).Printed in the United
States of America.A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.10 9 8 7 6
5 4 3 2 1CONTENTSList of IllustrationsList of MapsPreface to the Fourth Editionby Lynn
BeratPreface to the Third EditionPreface to the 1995 EditionChronology1. The Africans2. The
White Invaders: The Cape Colony, 1652–18703. African Wars and White Invaders: Southeast
Africa, 1770–18704. Diamonds, Gold, and British Imperialism, 1870–19105. The Segregation



Era, 1910–19486. The Apartheid Era, 1948–19787. Apartheid in Crisis, 1978–19898. The
Political Transition, 1989–19949. The New South Africa, 1994–199910. Beyond the New South
Africa, 1999–2014by Lynn BeratAppendix: StatisticsNotesIndexILLUSTRATIONSFrontispiece
Nelson Mandela casts his vote in South Africa’s first all-race election, April 27, 1994. Photo: AP/
World Wide Photos.Following page 1341. Rock Painting, Mount Hope, Eastern Cape Province.
Reprinted from Major Rock Paintings of Southern Africa, ed. Timothy Maggs (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1979), pl. 43. Courtesy Indiana University Press and David Philip,
Publisher, Claremont, South Africa.2. Khoikhoi Pastoralists at Table Bay in 1706. Reprinted from
Abraham Bogaert, Historische Rewizen Door d’oosteresche Deelen van Asia (Amsterdam,
1711).3. A View in the Tswana Town of Ditakong, 1812. Reprinted from William J. Burchell (1781–
1863), Travels in the Interior of Southern Africa, 2 vols. (London, 1824), facing 2:464.4. Zulu
Blacksmiths at Work, 1848. Reprinted from George Frederick Angas (1822–1886), The Kaffirs
Illustrated (London, 1849), pl. 23. Photo: Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.5.
Zulu Kraal at the Tugela River: Women Making Beer, 1848. Reprinted from George Frederick
Angas (1822–1886), The Kaffirs Illustrated (London, 1849), pl. 26. Photo: Yale Center for British
Art, Paul Mellon Collection.6. Vergelegen, the estate of Gov. Adriaan van der Stel, circa 1705.
Painting after a modern mural by Jan Juta. Photo: The Mansell Collection Limited, London.7.
Cape Town and Table Bay, circa 1848. Reprinted from George Frederick Angas (1822–1886),
The Kaffirs Illustrated (London, 1849), pl. 1. Photo: Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon
Collection.8. Genadendal, a Moravian Missionary Settlement, circa 1848. Reprinted from
George Frederick Angas (1822–1886), The Kaffirs Illustrated (London, 1849), pl. 9. Photo: Yale
Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.9. Trekboer’s Outspan. Painting by Charles
Davidson Bell (1813–1882), reproduced in William F. Lye, ed., Andrew Smith’s Journal of His
Expedition into the Interior of South Africa, 1834–36 (Cape Town: A. A. Balkema, 1975), facing p.
138. Photo: Africana Museum, City of Johannesburg Public Library.10. South African Traveling.
Painting by Charles Davidson Bell (1813–1882), reproduced in William F. Lye, ed., Andrew
Smith’s Journal of His Expedition into the Interior of South Africa, 1834–36 (Cape Town: A. A.
Balkema, 1975), facing p. 132. Photo: Africana Museum, City of Johannesburg Public Library.11.
The Landing of the 1820 Settlers. Painting by Thomas Baines (1820–1875). Photo: William Fehr
Collection, The Castle, Cape Town.12. Wagon Broken Down Crossing the Klaas Smit’s River,
1848. Reprinted from Thomas Baines, Scenery and Events in South Africa (London, 1852), pl. 4.
Photo: Africana Museum, City of Johannesburg Public Library.13. Graham’s Town in 1848.
Reprinted from Thomas Baines, Scenery and Events in South Africa (London, 1852), pl. 2.
Photo: Africana Museum, City of Johannesburg Public Library.14. Ivory and Skins for Sale in the
Grahamstown Market. Reprinted from Illustrated London News, April 21, 1866, p. 392.15. The
Diamond Diggings, South Africa. Reprinted from Illustrated London News, supplement August
31, 1872, between pp. 212 and 213. Photo: Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.16.
South Side Staging, Kimberley Mine. Photograph by Aldham and Aldham, Grahamstown, circa
1880. Photo: Manuscripts and Archives Collection, Sterling Memorial Library, Yale University.17.



Sorting the Gravel for Diamonds. Photo: Manuscripts and Archives Collection, Sterling Memorial
Library, Yale University.18. Morning Market, Kimberley, circa 1887. Reprinted from Robert Harris,
South Africa (Port Elizabeth, 1888). Photo: Manuscripts and Archives Collection, Sterling
Memorial Library, Yale University.19. Witwatersrand Main Reef Workings, circa 1887. Reprinted
from Robert Harris, South Africa (Port Elizabeth, 1888). Photo: Manuscripts and Archives
Collection, Sterling Memorial Library, Yale University.20. Morning Market, Johannesburg, circa
1894. Reprinted from Photo-Publishing Co., Photographs of South Africa (Cape Town, 1894).
Photo: Manuscripts and Archives Collection, Sterling Memorial Library, Yale University.21. A
Canteen, circa 1850. Painting by Frederick Timson I’Ons (1802–1887), reprinted from Victor De
Kock, Ons Erfenis (Cape Town, 1960), p. 179.22. The Conference at Block Drift, January 30,
1846. Reprinted from Henry Martens, Scenes in the Kaffir Wars (London, 1852–54). Photo: Yale
Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.23. A British Wagon Convoy, circa 1853. Reprinted
from Lt. Lumley Graham and Lt. Hugh Robinson, Scenes in Kaffirland (London, 1854). Photo:
Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.24. The Zulu War: Volunteers Burning Kraals
and Driving Away Cattle. Reprinted from Illustrated London News, September 6, 1879, p. 217.
Photo: Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.25. Creating a New Colony: Hoisting the
Royal Standard at Bloemfontein at the Formal Annexation of the Orange Free State. Reprinted
from Illustrated London News, supplement, July 7, 1900, between pp. 36 and 37. Photo: Yale
Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.26. The Guerrilla Warfare in South Africa: Repairing
Railway Lines Cut by the Boers. Reprinted from Illustrated London News, January 5, 1901, p. 11.
Photo: Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.27. The Congress of the People, 1955.
Photo: International Defence and Aid Fund (IDAF) Photographic Library, London.28. Police in
Action against African Women, 1959. Photo: IDAF Photographic Library, London.29. Forced
Removals, Sophiatown, Johannesburg, 1959. Photo: IDAF Photographic Library, London.30.
Nelson Mandela Burns His Pass, 1959. Photo: IDAF Photographic Library, London.31. A Farm
House and Laborers’ Huts. Photo: IDAF Photographic Library, London.32. A United Democratic
Front Funeral, 1985. Photo: IDAF Photographic Library, London.33. Crossroads, Cape
Peninsula, 1986. Photo: IDAF Photographic Library, London.34. Cape Peninsula, 1988. Photo:
IDAF Photographic Library, London.35. An elderly couple waits to vote in 1994 elections. Photo:
Rapport/Getty Images.36. President Nelson Mandela and Archbishop Desmond Tutu, 1998.
Photo: Walter Dhladhla/Getty Images.37. ANC centenary celebrations, 2012. Photo: Getty
Images.38. Marikana Massacre, 2012. Photo: Getty Images.MAPS1. Southern Africa in the
sixteenth century2. The Cape Colony under the Dutch East India Company, 1652–17953. Xhosa
land losses, 1795–18504. Shaka’s Zulu Kingdom and the Mfecane Wars, 1817–18285. The
Afrikaner Great Trek, 1836–18546. Basotho land losses, 1843–18707. Southern Africa in 19088.
The African “Homelands” of South Africa9. Modern Southern Africa10. South Africa’s
Postapartheid ProvincesPREFACE TO THE FOURTH EDITIONSouth Africa is a place of
stunning contrasts: extreme wealth and desperate poverty, heroic devotion to the greater good
and klepto- and megalomaniacal self-interest, exceptional natural beauty and environmental



desecration. It is, perhaps, not so much a “World in One Country” as the official tourism slogan
once claimed, but a universe where worlds collide, always jarringly, sometimes violently. This,
the fourth edition of A History of South Africa, includes a new chapter describing the major
developments of the post-Mandela years, a time when the euphoria over the political redemption
from apartheid ended and a new struggle for equality and democratic maturity began.My thanks
in this enterprise go to many friends and colleagues in South Africa, the United States, and
elsewhere. My deepest gratitude goes to Sarah Miller, my editor at Yale University Press, who
endured my frequent delays with equanimity and patience.This edition is dedicated to the
memory of Leonard Thompson.Lynn BeratPREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITIONThis edition
contains two new chapters: a study of the complex political transition process in light of
substantial new evidence and an original account of the new South Africa under President
Nelson Mandela and his successor, Thabo Mbeki.Once again I am deeply grateful to Lynn Berat
for her knowledge and insights, her careful reading of drafts of the new chapters, and her skills in
taming my extremely ill-behaved computer; also to Charles Grench, former editor in chief of Yale
University Press, Laura Jones Dooley, associate managing editor, and Ali Peterson, reprints
editor, for their friendship and professional skills.PREFACE TO THE 1995 EDITIONReaders
should be aware that, in South Africa as elsewhere, historians are shaped by the context in
which they live and work, and that their publications in turn—especially their textbooks—
influence the history of their times. During the British colonial regimes of the nineteenth century,
many authors wrote in an imperialist mode. In reaction against that metropolitan bias, British
colonists composed works that embodied their perspective as a dominant minority in an African
milieu, often at odds with the British metropole; and by the end of the century, when British
imperialism was reaching its apogee, Afrikaners were laying the foundations of an exclusive,
nationalist historiography. In the segregation and apartheid years, the white regime authorized
textbooks and favored other publications in the settler and Afrikaner nationalist traditions of the
previous century. Today, those traditions are becoming obsolete. They have been overshadowed
by counter-historiographies that, since World War II, have become increasingly rich, varied, and
nuanced.Historians writing from a critical liberal perspective began to expose the racial bias in
the established historiography in the late 1920s. From the 1940s onward, their successors
placed unprecedented emphasis on the historical experiences of Africans, Indians, and
Coloured People. By the 1970s, some scholars were creating a “radical” historiography, which
was influenced by Marxism and highlighted the role of capitalism and the growth of class
divisions in South Africa. Initially, a rather clear line demarcated the “liberal” and the “radical”
perspectives, though each group also contained great differences—there were variations within
the liberal tradition, and radicals drew on rival schools of Marxism. Recently, following the
disintegration of the Soviet Union, the collapse of the communist regimes in eastern Europe and
elsewhere, and the global movement toward an open economy, the perspectives have
converged considerably. With some exceptions, liberals have been radicalized, radicals have
been liberalized. In this book, I have drawn on the rich achievements of both streams of



contemporary South African historiography.What of the future? Because historians now live in a
post–Cold War and postapartheid context, we may expect new departures in South African
historiography. Historians with strong commitments to the African nationalist movement may be
expected to write from that perspective, which may lead to partisan works resembling a mirror-
image of Afrikaner nationalist writings. Meanwhile, scholars and bureaucrats are working to
create and authorize school textbooks that reflect the democratic ideology of the new
government, in place of the old textbooks, which emphasized the achievements of Whites and
denigrated Blacks.As a result of the racial structure of South African society, almost none of the
scholars who currently hold appointments in history departments in South African universities
are Africans and nearly all the historiography of South Africa has been written by white people.
In the future, Africans will bring new perspectives, new experiences, and new linguistic skills to
the study of South African history. They may be expected to explore fresh topics and produce
works with distinctive features. This process will be gradual. It will take time for Africans to
acquire professional training and research experience and to receive appointments that provide
opportunities for historical research.We may also expect that historical themes that received
scant attention in the past will now come to the fore. Ethnicity is a typical example. Ethnic
divisions among Africans were so central to the apartheid ideology that they were taboo for most
scholars not tainted by the apartheid regime. Now, the history of the politicization of ethnicity in
South Africa, among Blacks as well as Whites, has become highly relevant. Women’s history
has already received considerable attention in South Africa, but deeper examination of the role
of gender in South African history has become a high priority, owing to unresolved tensions
between the ideal of gender equality and the patriarchal traditions and practices of African
societies. Among many other themes that warrant closer examination in the new South Africa
than previously are historical studies of African health, of African families, of African spirituality
and ideology, of South African urbanization, and of the South African environment. We may look
forward to works on such themes cast in long-term perspective—exploring the continuities and
changes through the centuries before and since the conquest and the impact of industrial
capitalism.The scene of a variety of complex relations among diverse cultures, South Africa will
always offer challenges to creative scholars. One hopes that South African historiography will
remain a rich field of intellectual inquiry into the distant future. Meanwhile, this volume is a
succinct survey of the present state of knowledge.I am grateful to Lynn Berat, Leonard Doob,
William Foltz, Christopher Saunders, Robert Shell, and Johann van der Vyver for valuable
criticisms of a draft of chapter 8; and to Leslie Bessant, Catherine Higgs, and Sean Redding for
comments on the first edition, which they have been using in their university and college classes.
This edition, like the first, has benefitted greatly from the professional skills of Charles Grench
and Laura Dooley of Yale University Press.CHRONOLOGYMillennia B.C.Hunter-gatherers,
ancestors of the Khoisan (Khoikhoi and San: “Hottentots” and “Bushmen”), living in Southern
AfricaBy A.D. 300Mixed farmers, ancestors of the Bantu-speaking majority of the modern
population, begin to settle south of the Limpopo River1487Portuguese expedition led by



Bartholomeu Dias reaches Mossel Bay1652The Dutch East India Company founds a
refreshment station at the Cape of Good Hope1652–1795Genesis and expansion of the
Afrikaners (“Boers”); the Khoisan conquered; slaves imported from Indonesia, India, Ceylon,
Madagascar (Malagasy), and Mozambique1795Britain takes the Cape Colony from the
Dutch1803The Dutch (Batavian Republic) regain the Cape Colony by treaty1806Britain
reconquers the Cape Colony1811–12British and colonial forces expel Africans from the territory
west of the Fish River1815Rising of frontier Boers (later known as the Slagtersnek
rebellion)1816–28Shaka creates the Zulu kingdom; warfare among Africans throughout much of
southeastern Africa (the Mfecane)1820British settlers arrive in the Cape Colony1828The Cape
colonial government repeals the pass laws1834–38Cape colonial slaves emancipated1834–
35Xhosa defeated by British and colonial forces1835–40Five thousand Afrikaners (later known
as voortrekkers) leave the Cape Colony with their “Coloured” clients; a movement later known as
the Great Trek1838An Afrikaner commando defeats the Zulu army at the battle of Blood
River1843Britain annexes Natal1846–47Xhosa defeated by British and colonial forces1850–
531852, 1854Britain recognizes the Transvaal and Orange Free State as independent Afrikaner
republics1856–57The Xhosa cattle-killing1858Lesotho wins war versus the Orange Free
State1865–67The Orange Free State defeats Lesotho1867Diamond mining begins in
Griqualand West1868Britain annexes Lesotho (“Basutoland”)1877Britain annexes the
Transvaal1879British and colonial forces conquer the Zulu after losing a regiment at
Isandhlwana1880–81Transvaal Afrikaners regain their independence1886Gold mining begins
on the Witwatersrand1895–96Leander Starr Jameson leads an unsuccessful raid into the
Transvaal1897–98Rinderpest destroys vast numbers of cattle1898Transvaal commandos
conquer the Venda, completing the white conquest of the African population of Southern
Africa1899–1902The War between the Whites: Britain conquers the Afrikaner republics1904–
7Chamber of Mines imports 63,397 Chinese workers1906–7Britain gives parliamentary
government to the former republics; only Whites enfranchised1910The Cape Colony, Natal, the
Transvaal, and the Orange Free State join to form the Union of South Africa1912South African
Native National Congress (NNC) founded; later becomes the African National Congress
(ANC)1913Natives Land Act limits African landownership to the reserves; the beginning of a
series of segregation laws1914–19As a member of the British Empire, South Africa participates
in World War I1917Anglo American Corporation of South Africa founded1921Communist party
of South Africa founded1922White strikers seize control of Johannesburg but are crushed by
government troops1936African parliamentary voters placed on a separate roll1939–45South
Africa participates in World War II on the Allied side194670,000 to 100,000 African gold-mine
workers strike for higher wages; troops drive them back to the mines1948The Afrikaner National
party wins a general election and begins to apply its policy of apartheid1950The Population
Registration Act classifies people by race; the Group Areas Act makes people reside in racially
zoned areas1950 ff.Security legislation gives the government vast powers over people and
organizations1952The ANC and its allies launch a passive resistance campaign1953The



government assumes control of African education1955The Congress of the People adopts a
Freedom Charter1956156 members of Congress Alliance charged with high treasonColoured
parliamentary voters placed on a separate roll1958–66Verwoerd is prime minister1959Pan-
Africanist Congress (PAC) founded1960African and Coloured representation in Parliament (by
Whites) terminatedPolice kill 67 African anti–pass-law demonstrators at Sharpeville; the
government bans African political organizations1961South Africa becomes a republic and
leaves the British Commonwealth1964Nelson Mandela and other ANC and PAC leaders
sentenced to life imprisonment1966–68Lesotho, Botswana, and Swaziland become
independent states1975–76Mozambique and Angola become independent states1976–77At
least 575 people die in confrontations between Africans and police in Soweto and other African
townships1976–81South Africa grants “independence” to the Transkei, Bophuthatswana, Venda,
and the Ciskei Homelands, but they are not recognized abroad1977The U.N. Security Council
imposes a mandatory embargo on the supply of arms to South Africa1978–84Botha is prime
minister1979African trade unions can register and gain access to the industrial court and the
right to strike1980Zimbabwe (previously Rhodesia) becomes independent1981–88South
African forces invade Angola and make hit-and-run raids into Lesotho, Mozambique, Zimbabwe,
and Zambia; anc guerrillas sabotage South African cities1983United Democratic Front (UDF)
formed1984A new constitution gives Asians and Coloureds but not Africans limited participation
in the central government; Botha becomes state president1984–86Prolonged and widespread
resistance to the regime in black South African townships; violent government
reactions1985First contacts between the government and imprisoned and exiled ANC
leaders1986Pass laws repealedThe government proclaims a nationwide state of emergency,
detains thousands of people, and prohibits the press, radio, and television from reporting
unrestThe U.S. Congress passes the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act over President
Reagan’s veto1986–95Violent conflict between Zulu supporters of Inkatha and the ANC in
KwaZulu and on the Witwatersrand1987Three-week strike by 250,000 African mine-
workers1988South Africa undertakes to withdraw from Angola and cooperate in U.N.-monitored
independence process in Namibia1989De Klerk succeeds Botha, first as leader of the National
party, then as president1990De Klerk unbans the anc, pac, and sacp; releases Mandela and
other political prisoners Namibia gains independence1990–911913 and 1936 Land Acts, Group
Areas Act, Population Registration Act, and Separate Amenities Act repealed; political
organizations unbanned; state of emergency revoked; amid widespread violence, delegates
from 18 parties start formal negotiations1992White voters support the negotiation process in a
referendumThe ANC breaks off negotiations with the government after an Inkatha mob
massacres 461993Negotiations resume; de Klerk, Mandela, and leaders of 18 other parties
endorse an interim constitution1994Governments of the Bophuthatswana and Ciskei
“Homelands” collapseThe ANC wins first nonracial election (April 27–30)Nelson Mandela is
sworn in as president (May 10) and forms Government of National UnityForeign governments lift
sanctions; South Africa rejoins the British CommonwealthCrime escalates1995Racial conflict in



the police force (January)Inauguration of the Constitutional Court (February); it abolishes the
death penalty (May)Disturbances in universities (March)Inkatha withdraws from the Constituent
Assembly (April)Inauguration of the Commission for the Restitution of Land Rights (May)The
Truth and Reconciliation Commission starts work1996The Constituent Assembly enacts a
permanent constitutionThe National party withdraws from the Government, leaving the Inkatha
Freedom party as well as the ANC1998Publication of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s
report1999General election: the anc wins 66 percent of the voteThe Democratic party replaces
the National party as the official oppositionMandela retires, succeeded by Thabo MbekiStrikes
by government employees, including teachers2000Large-scale industrial strikeCrisis in
Zimbabwe has repercussions in South AfricaThe National party merges with the Democratic
party13th international conference on AIDS meets in Durban2001Promotion of Access to
Information Act takes effectGrootboom right to housing case decided by Constitutional
Court2002Treatment Action Campaign case on access to anti-retroviral drugs decided by
Constitutional CourtFormation of Democratic AllianceAfrican Union launched in DurbanNew
Partnership for African Development created2003Patricia de Lille forms Independent
DemocratsCabinet overrides Mbeki and announces antiretroviral drug rollout planEnactment of
Broad-Based Black Empowerment Act2004Mbeki elected for second termLaw on Anti-Terrorism
adoptedJaftha v. Schoeman right to housing case decided by Constitutional Court2005New
National party disbandsMbeki removes Jacob Zuma as deputy presidentZimbabwean
parliamentary elections2006Zuma acquitted of rape chargesJudicial Service Commission
rejects public inquiry into activities of Cape judge John HlopheU.N. Special Envoy for AIDS in
Africa says South Africa promotes “lunatic fringe” attitude toward AIDS2007Scorpions indict
Zuma on corruption chargesConstitutional Court judges file charges against Judge HlopheZuma
defeats Mbeki for ANC presidency at ANC conference in Polokwane2008Power-sharing
agreement in ZimbabweCorruption charges against Zuma droppedMbeki resignsKgalema
Motlanthe inauguratedBarbara Hogan becomes minister of healthCongress of the People
(COPE) founded2009Zuma elected presidentZuma appoints Sandile Ngcobo as chief
justiceZuma gives World AIDS Day speech announcing policy to distribute antiretroviral drugs
widely2010Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development report labels South Africa
one of the world’s most unequal societiesGovernment acknowledges that Broad-Based Black
Economic Empowerment Program has been largely a failureSouth Africa does not issue visa to
Dalai Lama to attend Desmond Tutu’s eightieth birthday party2011Activist Andries Tatane killed
by police during service delivery protestSouth African Human Rights Commission investigates
complaints about water quality and supply2012ANC centenary celebrationsMarikana
MassacreMoody’s downgrades South AfricaANC conference at Mangaung, Zuma reelected
ANC president2013Mamphela Ramphele forms Agang SASouth African troops killed in Central
African Republic Passage of Secrecy BillJulius Malema forms Economic Freedom
Fighters2014Twentieth anniversary of end of white ruleCHAPTER 1The AfricansThe
Significance and Problems of Precolonial HistoryModern Western culture is inordinately present-



minded. Politicians are ignorant of the past. School curricula foreshorten the historical record by
focusing on recent events. People lack a sense of their location in time and fail to perceive that
contemporary society is constrained by its cultural as well as its biological inheritance.Many
historians of the white South African establishment start their history books with a brief reference
to the voyage of Vasco da Gama round the Cape of Good Hope in 1497-98 and then rush on to
the arrival of the first white settlers in 1652.. Other historians are so committed to emphasizing
the role of capitalism as the molder of modern Southern Africa that they ignore the processes
that shaped society before Europeans began to intrude in the region.The precolonial history of
Southern Africa is significant in its own right, providing examples of the constraints and
possibilities, achievements and setbacks of preindustrial and preliterate communities as they
established their niches in a variety of environments. It is also significant as providing essential
links in explaining what has followed. Indigenous Southern Africans were not a tabula rasa for
white invaders or capitalists to civilize or to victimize. Over many centuries, they had been
developing social forms and cultural traditions that colonialism, capitalism, and apartheid have
assaulted, abused, and modified but never eradicated. One cannot understand how Africans
have endured the fragmentation of their family life by migrant labor unless one has knowledge of
their customary social values and networks. Nor can one fathom the vigor of black resistance to
the apartheid state without knowledge of precolonial African ideas about the social and
economic obligations of rulers and rights of subjects, and the basis of political legitimacy.The
precolonial inhabitants of Southern Africa, however, were not literate, and there are peculiar
difficulties in reconstructing the history of preliterate societies. Archaeologists, physical
anthropologists, and linguists provide us with information. So do social anthropologists who
study the societies in their present condition and authors who record the traditions that have
been handed down within those societies. But even when we have a rich collection of such
sources, our knowledge of the history of societies in the period when they were neither literate
nor in contact with literate people is patchy. The archaeological record includes only a fraction of
human remains and human products. We are on shaky ground when, as we must do, we draw
historical inferences from comparative linguistics and from social anthropology. We know,
moreover, that people manipulate and modify traditions to suit their interests.In unraveling the
prehistory of Southern Africa, the best we can do on many crucial topics is to express
approximations, probabilities, and informed conjectures derived from the available evidence.
The situation improves when we reach the time when literate eyewitnesses began to produce
written descriptions; but not until the nineteenth century do we have the first substantial
descriptions of societies in the interior of South Africa. Those accounts, moreover, have their
limitations. Alien observers are imperfect recorders and interpreters, and we cannot be sure how
ancient or how recent were the things that they described. Finally, it was not until the twentieth
century that many Africans themselves began to write about their past. The reader should bear
these problems in mind throughout this chapter.The Southern African EnvironmentAlthough
Southern Africa is at the southern end of the Eurasian-African landmass, it Was an isolated



region before humanity’s technological advances of the past few centuries (map 1). Ocean
currents impeded regular access by sea. In the South Atlantic, the Benguela current sets in a
northerly direction and retards the approach. In the southern Indian Ocean, the Mozambique
current sets strongly in a southerly direction, making it difficult for sailing craft to leave the region,
so that the ancient Indian Ocean trade system did not penetrate Africa south of Sofala (modern
Beira).The Southern African coastline, moreover, is punctured by few natural harbors. The best
are those in the Cape peninsula and Durban. But in the Cape peninsula, Table Bay is exposed to
winter gales from the northwest and False Bay to summer gales from the southeast; and a
shallow bar impeded the entrance to Durban harbor until it was dredged using modern
equipment. Before the sixteenth century A.D. Southern Africa was a region where human activity
was an indigenous process, except as the arrival of people by land from further north modified
it.1. Southern Africa in the sixteenth century“Pula!” (May it rain!) is a popular greeting in Lesotho,
and it is the name of the currency in Botswana. Rainfall has had a profound influence on the
history of the region. In the west, the average annual rainfall is fewer than five inches, resulting in
desert conditions along the coastline of Namibia and the northern Cape Province. In the east,
the average rainfall reaches forty inches a year, producing subtropical vegetation along the
Transkei and Natal coastlines. In between, a transitional zone receives about twenty inches of
rain a year. To the east of that zone, the rainfall is sufficient for arable agriculture; to the west, it is
not. One exception to this division is the Cape peninsula and its vicinity, where heavy winter
rains are sufficient for intensive agriculture.These rainfall figures are annual averages. In fact,
rain varies greatly from season to season. Throughout most of the region, droughts are frequent.
They vary in range and intensity. A drought might affect a very small area or last no more than a
single year; but sometimes—perhaps at least once in a human generation—devastating
droughts hit entire subregions and persist for as long as a decade. The climate may have been
somewhat moister throughout the region during the six thousand years before about 4,000 B.C.,
but since then there do not seem to have been any distinctive climatic changes.Most of the
region is a plateau, ringed by an escarpment that runs parallel to the coast about a hundred
miles inland and reaches its greatest height, more than ten thousand feet above sea level, in the
Drakensberg range between Natal and Lesotho. No navigable waterways flow through the
region, but the river valleys attracted early human occupation and provided early trade
routes.Except in the sheer desert in the far west, the region could support small, dispersed
populations of hunter-gatherers with a variety of edible plants and animals. The region teemed
with game—elephants, rhinoceroses, hippopotamuses, buffalo, lions, leopards, giraffes, zebras,
quaggas, and numerous species of antelopes—until hunters with firearms had cleared many
areas and exterminated several species, including the quaggas, by the end of the nineteenth
century. Much of the region could also support domesticated animals, but tsetse flies and other
bearers of diseases of cattle, sheep, and goats have made pastoralism extremely hazardous in
the tropical lands of the northeast. East and north of the twenty-inch rainfall zone, arable
agriculture is possible. Throughout Southern Africa, however, agriculture is constrained not only



by the irregular rainfall but also by the quality of the soils, which, as in tropical Africa, are
generally “poor both in mineral and organic nutrients and in structure.”1 Yet human diseases
were less widespread in temperate Southern Africa than in the tropics further north.Southern
Africa possesses great mineral resources. Iron-bearing rocks were spread throughout much of
the region, and rocks containing gold and copper broke surface at various points in the Limpopo
river valley and the northwestern part of the Cape Province, as well as further north in Namibia,
Zimbabwe, and Zambia. Preindustrial farming people mined these deposits in open stopes to a
depth of several feet and extracted the minerals from the deposits; but modern industrial
technology was a prerequisite for the fuller exploitation of the region’s vast quantities of gold,
copper, diamonds, platinum, chrome, and uranium. Gold-mining operations now penetrate two
miles below the surface. It was also left to modern technology to remedy the lack of navigable
waterways by constructing railroads, roads for automobiles, and, eventually, air transportation
services, to enrich the soils with modern fertilizers, and to mitigate the effects of the inadequate
and intermittent rainfall by building dams, reservoirs, and canals.In the BeginningIn one respect,
archaeologists have not served historians of Southern Africa well. The historians’ tendency to
ignore all but the most recent history has been compounded by the archaeologists’ use of
arcane terminology. Some of their terms are positively misleading. In particular, following
precedents created in European archaeology, archaeologists of Southern Africa have used as
their basic categories the terms Stone Age (which they divide into Early SA, Middle SA, and
Late SA) and Iron Age.2 Those terms are illogical, ahistorical, and inaccurate: illogical because
they confuse chronological phenomena with cultural phenomena, ahistorical because their ages
do not correspond with the historian’s chronology, and inaccurate because they imply that, for
example, every member of an Iron Age community used iron tools and weapons. They have
been discarded by European and other archaeologists in favor of stages in the evolution of
cultural diversity, but they linger in much work on Southern Africa.On the evidence available at
present—and there has been an escalation of sophisticated work on early humans in Southern
Africa by archaeologists and physical anthropologists in recent years—it is probable that the
hominid predecessors of modern humans originated in various parts of East and Southern
Africa. That includes the Transvaal, where, among other discoveries, archaeologists have found
fossils that they have identified as being in the human continuum and have dated three million or
more years ago. The earliest fossils that have been discovered anywhere in the world that some
physical anthropologists attribute to modern Homo sapiens come from Klasies River mouth in
the eastern Cape Province and Border Cave on the Natal-Swaziland border, which they have
tentatively dated at more than fifty thousand years ago.3Scholars now recognize that in
Southern Africa as elsewhere the changes they have identified in the shape and size of the
stone tools of the hunter-gatherers represent the development of increasingly specialized
methods of exploiting the resources of the different environments in the region. Each group
adapted its hunting methods to the climate, topography, and animal species of its territory. The
outcome of this territorial specialization was diversity. From area to area, groups became



increasingly different from one another.By the beginning of the Christian era, human
communities had lived in Southern Africa by hunting, fishing, and collecting edible plants for
many thousands of years. They were the ancestors of the Khoisan peoples of modern times—
the peoples white settlers called Bushmen and Hottentots. They contributed a high proportion of
the genes of the “Coloured” people, who constitute 9 percent of the population of the modern
Republic of South Africa. What is less well known is that they also provided a smaller, but still
considerable, proportion of the genes of the Bantu-speaking Africans, who form 75 percent of
the population of the republic, and that they have provided genes to the people whom
governments officially classified as white and who amount to 13 percent of the modern
population.4The hunter-gatherers were small people with light brown or olive skins. In 1811,
English traveler William J. Burchell described the members of a band who lived in isolation in the
arid interior of South Africa:They were small in stature, all below five feet; and the women still
shorter; their skin was of a sallow brown colour . . . Though small, and delicately made, they [the
men] appeared firm and hardy; and my attention was forcibly struck by the proportional
smallness, and neatness of their hands and feet . . . The women were young; their countenances
had a cast of prettiness, and, I fancied, too, of innocence; their manners were modest, though
unreserved . . . One of them wore a high cap of leather, the edge of which protected her eyes
from the sun: at her back, and entirely hid excepting the head, she carried her infant, whose
exceedingly small features presented to me an amusing novelty.5The ways of life of these early
Southern Africans varied greatly in the different environments of the region-—the coastline and
its immediate hinterland; the highlands rising to the escarpment; the grasslands of the eastern
plateau; the area of good winter rainfall in the southwest; and the vast arid lands of the Karoo
and the Kalahari and Namib deserts. Linguists demonstrate that in each area the people spoke
a distinctive language but that all the languages were distantly related; all, for example, included
strong click sounds that are difficult to render in the modern Western alphabet.6 Ray Inskeep, an
archaeologist, concludes that one should visualize “stable populations living in well-defined
territories over long periods of time.”7The basic social unit was the nuclear family, but several
families usually formed bands numbering between twenty and eighty people. These bands were
not closed, reproducing entities. People identified with members of other bands who spoke the
same language and lived in neighboring territories in the same general environment. They
occupied caves or camps constructed of portable materials and moved from one watering,
foraging, and hunting area to another as the seasons dictated. As in other preindustrial
societies, there was a division of labor between women, who stayed close to the campsite and
were responsible for childcare and most of the work of collecting edible plants, and men, who
were the hunters. They were skillful in fashioning tools from wood and stone, clothing from
animal hides, musical instruments from wood, catgut, and ostrich quills, and bows and arrows
with tips smeared with poisons extracted from snakes or insects or plants. Their artists have left
an impressive record in the rock paintings and engravings that have survived in protected
places.8The population probably increased slowly over the centuries but remained sparse by



modern standards. Health and life expectancy varied with the environment. The principal factors
were the regularity and nutritional value of the food supply and the exposure to disease. The
major scourges of tropical Africa, such as malaria and yellow fever, may have affected some of
the people who lived below the mountain escarpment in the eastern Transvaal and Natal. They
would have been absent from the rest of Southern Africa, but in arid areas debility and
undernutrition would have followed several winter seasons and periods of drought.Harvard
University expeditions have made a thorough study of a contemporary people whose name is
written as !Kung and who live today near the border between northeastern Namibia and
Botswana. They found that the modern IKung live in groups that fluctuate between twenty-three
and forty members during the year. The nutritious perennial mongongo nut is their staple food,
providing one-third of their food supply, while other plants provide another one-third and the rest
comes from hunting. They spend most of the year in poolside camps near the source of the nuts,
but for a couple of months during the dry season they move to permanent water holes further
from the nut trees, when some of them hike sixteen miles to collect nuts, carrying their water
supply with them.9Another study deals with the modern G/wi people, who live in the Kalahari
Desert, where food is scarcer. The G/wi bands tend to be larger, with forty to sixty members, and
they use a much larger territory than the IKung, but they often split up into smaller family units.
Plants form three-fifths of their diet, but in the early summer, the period of greatest shortage of
plants and large antelopes, the men give up bow-and-arrow hunting and catch smaller game
with traplines, making time to help the women with their gathering. The G/wi also eat such foods
as rodents, birds, tortoises, snakes, ants, and termites, which the IKung ignore.10These studies
of modern communities who still practice a hunting-gathering way of life are illustrative to a
degree; but they certainly do not represent the ways of life of the many early South Africans who
lived in areas with greater natural resources—the areas that have been transformed, first by the
development of African farming cultures, then by the intrusion of white farmers, and eventually
by the application of modern agricultural and industrial technology.11The more we learn about
these hunting and gathering peoples, the more we respect the skills they applied to the available
resources. Inskeep sums this up well:The combination of food remains, environment and
artifacts reveals . . . the confidence and success with which the . . . hunter and his womenfolk
provided for the group. Plant fibres were spun into fine cordage which could be used as needed
for traplines and bindings, or worked into fine, strong nets for catching and carrying. Wood was
used with simple skill for pegs to keep things off the ground in cave or rockshelter, for
arrowheads and bows, for digging sticks and tool handles. Reeds were cut for arrow-shafts or
woven into mats. Time, skill and taste were brought to the fashioning of beads and pendants and
objects of bone, shell, and ivory at whose use we can only guess. In all this we see evidence of
masterly adaptation to the environment.12Most modern people assume that hunter-gatherers
were so incompetent and undernourished that they had to work continuously to survive.
Scholars have demonstrated that that assumption is false. Describing the modern IKung,
American anthropologist Marshall Sahlins says, “They lived in a kind of material plenty because



they adapted the tools of their living to materials which lay in abundance around them and which
were free for anyone to take (wood, reeds, bone for weapons and implements, fibers for
cordage, grass for shelters), or to materials which were at least sufficient for the needs of the
population.”13 Other studies of the IKung, as well as similar studies of modern Australian hunter-
gatherers, demonstrate that their way of life involves much less work per capita than our modern
“civilized” existence. In their present habitat, the IKung spend about fifteen hours a week in
hunting and gathering, and their daily per capita subsistence yield is about 2,140 calories, well
above the daily requirement.14 Hunter-gatherers had time and energy for subtle and complex
aesthetic expression in rock art and in music.Sahlins also contends that typical hunter-gatherers
lived in “pristine affluence.”15 He argues that inherent in their way of life is a philosophy. Their
mobility—arising from their need to leave a campsite when they had depleted the plants and
game in its area—made them adopt a philosophy of limited wants. They desired no more
possessions than they could carry. But lack of property had its compensations. They had a
sense of living abundant lives, for the resources available to them exceeded their wants. “We are
inclined to think of hunters and gatherers as poor because they don’t have anything: perhaps
better to think of them for that reason as free. . . . Theworld’s most primitive people have few
possessions, but they are not poor. Poverty is not a certain small amount of goods, nor is it just a
relation between means and ends; above all it is a relation between people. Poverty is a social
status. As such it is the invention of civilization.”16 There was, however, a dark side of the hunter-
gatherers’ way of life, and it, too, was a consequence of their mobility. People were left to die
when they were too old to walk, and twins and other children were killed when they were too
numerous to carry.Inskeep provides a judicious summation of the hunter-gathering culture as it
had matured in Southern Africa by the beginning of the Christian era: “We find evidence of
sophisticated and successful populations employing with confidence a wide range of skills to
support themselves in their chosen, or inherited territories. For some there may have been hard
times when food was short, but rarely would it fail completely. For others life must have come
close to ideal in terms of security. With a million and a half years of experience behind him man
had reached the highest points of success in the evolution of the hunting-gathering way of life in
Southern Africa.”17The First FarmersIn the sixteenth century A.D., some people in the most arid
and most mountainous parts of Southern Africa were still living as their ancestors had done, by
hunting game and gathering edible plants. Elsewhere to the west of the twenty-inch rainfall zone,
wherever pastures were adequate, especially in the reliable winter-rainfall area in and near the
Cape peninsula, people were herding sheep and cattle. These pastoralists were genetically
similar to the hunter-gatherers, and their appearance was similar, except that they were
somewhat taller.East of the twenty-inch rainfall zone lived mixed farmers—people who not only
owned cattle and sheep but also grew cereal crops and used spears and digging tools with iron
tips. Culturally and physically they resembled the people living as far north as the equator. Unlike
both the hunter-gatherers and the pastoralists, they occupied semipermanent villages
throughout the year and their political organizations were stronger and more complex. They



spoke Bantu languages and had dark brown skins and robust physiques. These Bantu-speaking
mixed farmers were the ancestors of the majority of the inhabitants of present-day Southern
Africa.In the course of time, Europeans called the hunter-gatherers Bushmen, the pastoralists
Hottentots, and the mixed farmers Kaffirs. They used those words in a derogatory sense. When
we use ethnic terms, we now refer to the hunter-gatherers as San, the pastoralists as Khoikhoi,
and the Bantu-speaking mixed farmers as Africans.18White scholars have not found it easy to
account for the differences among these peoples. Until recently, white South Africans in
particular assumed that “Bushmen,” “Hottentots,” and “Kaffirs” were pure racial types and that
the basic process that lay behind the outcome was migration. In so doing, they were applying a
model drawn from European history, with its early folk wanderings and, in the case of Britain,
successive invasions by Romans, by Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, by Scandinavians, and finally
by Normans. They portrayed the “Bushmen” as aboriginal hunters and gatherers who had been
subjected to two great waves of migration from central Africa: first “Hottentot” pastoralists and
then “Kaffir” mixed farmers.19We now know that the migration model does not provide a
sufficient explanation for the early history of Southern Africa. People did enter the region from
the north, but the historical process was much more complex. There was continuity as well as
change. Populations were not closed reproducing entities, equipped with unique unchanging
cultures. People interacted, cooperating and copulating as well as competing and combatting,
exchanging ideas and practices as well as rejecting them.There are still many gaps in our
knowledge of the processes that brought pastoralism and arable farming to Southern Africa.
One problem concerns the origins of pastoralism. By the late fifteenth century, when the first
Portuguese expedition rounded the Cape of Good Hope en route to India, pastoralists lived in
much of the western part of Southern Africa, wherever there was enough rainfall for them to
pasture their sheep and cattle, especially in the coastal lowlands from the Buffels River
southward and the Fish River westward to the well-watered Cape peninsula. How and when did
pastoralism reach that area?In a book published in 1977, historian Richard Elphick weighed the
evidence then available. He agreed with those who had surmised that pastoralism probably
started in Southern Africa when some hunter-gatherers who lived in what is now northern
Botswana acquired first sheep and later cattle from pastoral people further north. That would
have sparked off a process that transformed the way of life of more and more of the aboriginal
hunting and gathering peoples of the western part of Southern Africa. Social groups would have
become larger than the hunting-gathering bands and also more complex, as some individuals
acquired more livestock and power than others.20Scholars have subsequently criticized and
elaborated Elphick’s informed conjectures. Linguists demonstrate that the language spoken by
the pastoralists had close affinities with a language spoken by hunter-gatherers in northern
Botswana, Elphick’s nuclear area. Archaeologists have discovered that pastoralism began in
Southern Africa several centuries before the Christian era. Several aspects of this process are
still controversial, but it seems likely that, after people in tropical East Africa had begun to
incorporate sheep and cattle into their economies several millennia ago, pastoralism, as an



extension of the hunting-gathering way of life, was transmitted southward through the hunting-
gathering communities. It may have reached South Africa as early as 2,500 years ago.21Our
second historical problem concerns the origins of mixed farming—arable agriculture as well as
pastoralism—in the eastern part of Southern Africa south of the Limpopo River. The earliest
evidence we have of this transformation shows that people were cultivating crops and using iron
implements at several places in river valleys below the mountain escarpment in the eastern
Transvaal and Natal in the third century A.D. The farming population gradually expanded across
the escarpment and increased in numbers. By A.D. 1,000, farmers were present in much of
Natal, the Cape Province east of the Kei River, the Transvaal, Swaziland, eastern Botswana, and
the northeastern Orange Free State. They were living in villages where they produced pottery
and metallic implements, and in most areas they integrated crop cultivation and pastoralism.
After that, the mixed farming population increased rapidly and expanded into the higher areas
that their predecessors had neglected. By the sixteenth century, mixed farmers occupied nearly
all of the land east of the twenty-inch rainfall line in Southern Africa, except for mountainous
terrain, and all were pastoralists as well as crop producers.This transformation was part of a
process of cultural transmission and gradual territorial expansion that derived ultimately from
West Africa and secondarily from the area around Lake Victoria, where people began to adopt
the iron-working, mixed farming way of life a few centuries before the Christian era. It accounts
for the wide spread of Bantu languages and for much cultural similarity throughout sub-Saharan
Africa, including, for example, a strong sense of social hierarchy.22British archaeologist David
Phillipson summarizes the process as revealed in the archaeological record in Southern Africa:
“The archaeological sites and artifacts ... make a marked contrast with those that had gone
before, and contain the first evidence in these southerly latitudes for food-production, for settled
village life, for metallurgy and ... for the manufacture of pottery.”23 He adds: “The fact that so
many important aspects of culture were introduced together over such a wide area and so
rapidly makes it highly probable that the beginnings of iron-using in sub-equatorial Africa [were]
brought about as a result of the physical movement of substantial numbers of people . . . . [I]t is
likely that these people were speakers of Bantu languages.”24Their arrival was nonetheless
almost certainly not a simple process of mass migration from the north and exclusion of the
previous inhabitants. There are no traditions of massive waves of migration into Southern Africa,
and it seems probable that the first mixed farmers filtered into the region in small groups. Their
movements are best described as a migratory drift, or a gradual territorial expansion.
Throughout southeastern Africa, with its poor soils and intermittent droughts, it became
customary for families, headed, for example, by energetic younger sons, to break from
established village settlements and found new ones further south, or for chiefs to extend their
power by placing relatives with their followers in new localities to extend their power.25 Such
events were still occurring in Lesotho and to the west of the Kei River in the early nineteenth
century.26Many aspects of the origins and spread of mixed farming in southeastern Africa are
still unresolved. Most archaeologists emphasize the changes that took place in the farming



culture toward the end of the first millennium: expansion into higher ground, greater use of
pastoralism in addition to crop agriculture, and changes in pottery styles. They attribute those
changes to a shift in the source of immigration from an easterly to a westerly stream.27 Others
emphasize internal dynamics, as farming communities became increasingly specialized in their
various micro-environments.28 American James Denbow, for example, has shown how herding
as distinct from agriculture predominated in Botswana, on the verges of the Kalahari Desert,
where the rainfall was barely sufficient for agriculture.29Another unresolved question is whether
the first mixed farmers to infiltrate into Southern Africa used iron or whether iron-working
reached Africa south of the Limpopo later by diffusion from the north. In central Africa,
agriculture and pastoralism seem to have preceded metallurgy. It seems likely, however, that by
the time farmers began to infiltrate south of the Limpopo they knew how to produce iron tools
and weapons.30Relations between Hunters and HerdersThe incorporation of domestic livestock
into the economies of the aboriginal hunting and gathering people in the western part of
Southern Africa profoundly affected their way of life.31 Private property, previously associated
with such small, portable possessions as clothing (made from skins) and weapons (bows and
arrows), now included sheep and cattle. Gaps developed between rich and poor as some
people acquired large numbers of livestock while others owned none at all. Moreover, whereas
the hunter bands had been small, herders formed larger communities. Their primary social and
political groups were clans, composed of people who claimed descent from a common
ancestor, but several clans were often joined in loosely associated chiefdoms that Europeans
have called tribes. Hereditary chiefs in consultation with their clan heads were responsible for
organizing the transhumant movements of their chiefdoms and their defense against human and
animal predators.The adoption of pastoralism involved a fundamental shift in philosophy.32
Whereas hunter-gatherers, with their mobile way of life, had no desire to accumulate property
and were often affluent within their philosophy of limited needs, when they became herders they
began to treat material possessions—sheep and cattle—as a form of wealth; and since the
number of livestock a person might accumulate was limitless, they experienced a feeling of
scarcity—a desire for more. In that sense they, unlike hunter-gatherers, were imbued with an
acquisitive spirit.The herding way of life, moreover, required more work than hunting and
gathering, so that pastoralists had less time and energy to devote to aesthetic pursuits. When
Europeans arrived in Southern Africa, they found that the pastoralists were not as adept in music
and rock painting and engraving as the hunter-gatherers.According to Elphick’s reconstruction,
the herding way of life spread by migratory drift and cultural transmission from the nuclear area
in northern Botswana, where the first Southern African aborigines probably obtained livestock
from herders further north. The initial direction of the expansive process would have been
southward to the middle reaches of the Orange River. One segment would then have moved
westward to split near the mouth of the Orange, whence some chiefdoms would have moved
southward and others northward along the Atlantic coastline. The other segment may have
moved southward to reach the Indian Ocean in the vicinity of the Fish River and thence



westward to the Cape peninsula.As some such process occurred, complex interactions would
have taken place. In some cases, aboriginal hunters may have accommodated to the intrusion of
the first herders into their territories; but, as we know from reports by literate Europeans in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when the herders and their livestock seemed to threaten
their control of the land and its resources, the aborigines resisted. Treating sheep and cattle as
fair game, they shot them with their poisoned arrows. Symbiotic relations often developed,
however. Herders provided hunters with milk in exchange for game, and this sometimes led to
structured relations. Hunter clients served their herder patrons, not only providing them with
meat but also defending them against human and animal aggressors and even looking after
their sheep and cattle. Eventually, aboriginal individuals, and sometimes entire bands, were
assimilated into the herding way of life and incorporated into the herders’ clans. When
Europeans began to settle in the southwestern part of the region in the seventeenth century,
they found that the herding culture was dominant wherever the pastures were suitable for stock
farming. The herding population was most numerous where the environment was most favorable
—namely, in the lower Orange River valley and, especially, the Cape peninsula and its
vicinity.Herding had distinct advantages over hunting and gathering. The food supply was more
reliable; milk was a most nutritious component of the herders’ diet. That would have made them
taller and stronger than their aboriginal ancestors and contemporaries. The herders, however,
did not eliminate the hunting and gathering economy in their vicinity. There were always people
who owned no livestock living among or near them. As a nineteenth-century observer put
it:Nearly every tribe is found to consist of three distinct classes of persons. First, the wealthy
class. Second, a portion of the poorer class disposed to reside with and serve the former, and
third, the remainder of the latter class who either from disinclination to servitude or an inability to
obtain it, trust for support to other means, and in pursuit of them remove from the haunts of their
more settled countrymen and establish themselves in positions best adapted for the objects
they have in view. It is this class which forms ... the detached pauper population of a
tribe.33Following droughts, military defeats, or epidemics affecting the people or their livestock,
entire communities were sometimes obliged to revert to the hunting-gathering way of life.
Pastoralism, moreover, was not possible in the Kalahari Desert and the mountain escarpment.
There, communities continued to practice their traditional hunting and gathering mode of life
throughout the colonial period—even, in such cases as the IKung and the G/wi, down to the
present day.Archaeologists have found no evidence that the herding way of life spread east of
the twenty-inch rainfall zone. We may assume that herders would have tried to expand in that
direction where, with better rainfall, the environment was more propitious. Perhaps they did so,
but the evidence has not been discovered. Alternatively, by the time their eastward expansion
began in earnest, it was checked by the presence of the more powerful iron-working mixed
farmers.The Mixed Farming EconomyBetween the fourth century A.D. and the late eighteenth
century, Bantu-speaking mixed farmers, the ancestors of most inhabitants of modern Southern
Africa, were consolidating their position in the better-watered eastern part of the region. Their



numbers were growing. Along the twenty-inch rainfall zone they were creating an increasingly
stable frontier with pastoralists, and east of that zone they were occupying more and more of the
country suitable for agriculture and were incorporating, killing, or expelling more and more of the
indigenous hunter-gatherers.This section and the next describe the way of life of the farming
societies at a time when they were still autonomous. We can draw on substantial documentary
evidence from the seventeenth century onward, written by survivors of shipwrecks, explorers,
traders, missionaries, and pioneer settlers who spent time in southeastern Africa before it was
transformed by the rise of the Zulu kingdom and by white conquest—processes that are the
subjects of later chapters.All the mixed farming people in Southern Africa had much the same
basic economy: swidden agriculture, pastoralism, and metallurgy. They also had similar cultures,
including closely related Bantu languages. The farmers in the lands below the escarpment, who
are known as Nguni, spoke dialects of the same language, of which the modern survivors are
Xhosa in the south and Zulu in the north. Most of those on the plateau above the escarpment
spoke dialects of another language, of which the modern survivors are Sotho in the south, Pedi
in the east, and Tswana in the west. The two languages had a similar syntax and much common
vocabulary. Farmers could and did move easily from community to community throughout
southeastern Africa, and those who migrated to a new area rapidly assimilated the local culture.
There were, of course, considerable differences within the region, as farmers adapted to
distinctive micro-environments. Conditions in the better-watered subtropical lands below the
mountain escarpment in what are now KwaZulu, the eastern Transvaal, and southern
Mozambique were very different from those in the frontier zone in Botswana, where crop
agriculture was rarely possible.The mixed farming economy was more productive than the
economies of both the herders and the hunter-gatherers. Besides possessing sheep and cattle,
hunting the abundant game population, and gathering indigenous plants, the farmers cultivated
sorghum and made, used, and traded iron tools and weapons and copper ornaments. They thus
had a richer and more reliable diet and possessed stronger physiques than the hunters and
herders, and they achieved denser levels of population. Moreover, whereas the hunters and
herders were mobile and slept in natural or portable shelters, the farmers built stone or wattle-
and-daub huts and established semi-permanent hamlets or villages; and whereas the herders’
political organizations were fragile associations of semiautonomous clans, the farmers created
centralized chiefdoms.Surface deposits of high-grade iron ores, such as magnetite, were
available in several parts of Southern Africa. People dug the material from the surface or mined it
in open stopes. The smelting process involved high skills, because the ore had to be heated to a
temperature of at least one thousand degrees centigrade. That was done by forcing air from
hand-operated bellows through narrow slits in low shaft furnaces built of clay. The usable metal
was then separated from the slag and brought to its desired shape by reheating and
hammering.34Blacksmiths were the most specialized artisans in society and were accorded
high status. Eugene Casalis, a perceptive French missionary who worked in unconquered
Lesotho from 1833 to 1855, reported that a blacksmith was “the principal workman, the only one



whose labours amount to anything like art ... . [A] 11 acknowledge the blacksmith to be an
exceptional character. He is more than a workman, he is the ngaka ea tsepe, the doctor of
iron.”35 Casalis described and illustrated the Sotho blacksmith’s techniques and his products:
spears, hatchets, two-edged knives, hoes, awls, and spatulas.36Outcrops of iron were spread
unevenly in Southern Africa, however. There were gaps in their incidence in the areas occupied
by Bantu-speaking farmers—for example, toward the southern end of the territory of the Nguni-
speaking people. Iron was thus a major trade commodity. Most farmers managed to possess
iron-tipped spears, but some were obliged to use wooden digging tools.Copper, too, was
available on and near the surface in numerous localities in northern Botswana and the northern
Transvaal. The people exploited this resource extensively. At Lolwe Hill in the northern Transvaal,
“It has been estimated that over the centuries more than 10,000 tons of rock containing the ores
were dug from its shafts and galleries, to be smelted in the myriad furnaces of the surrounding
plain.”37 Throughout the region—and indeed throughout all of tropical Africa to the north—
copper was in great demand. People used it almost exclusively for decorative purposes. “Copper
adorned the body from head to foot and laterally to the tips of the fingers: hair ornaments,
earrings, collars and necklaces, pendants, girdles and cache-sexes, bracelets, anklets, bells,
amulets, crowns. Copper ornamentation is, or has been, quasi-universal in African
societies.”38People valued iron and copper so dearly that the metals were principal
commodities of trade and major targets of theft and robbery. European survivors of shipwrecks
on the southeast African coast found that iron and copper items from the wrecks were in great
demand. In 1689, the commander of the Dutch Cape Colony informed his superiors in
Amsterdam that some survivors of the wrecked Stavenisse who had lived in Natal for nearly
three years reported that “one may travel 200 or 300 miles through the country, without any fear
of danger from the men, provided you go naked [unarmed] and without any iron or copper, for
these things give inducement to the murder of those who have them.”39Cattle were the most
prized possessions of all and the principal indicators of wealth. Ludwig Alberti, who was
employed by the Dutch government as commandant of the garrison at Fort Frederick (later Port
Elizabeth) between 1803 and 1806, wrote that the Xhosa, the southernmost Nguni people,live
principally by cattle-breeding. For the well-being of the family, a sufficient number of cattle are
required, whose attendance and treatment is the sole responsibility of the father of the family, in
which he is assisted by his sons. The Kaffir’s cattle is the foremost and practically the only
subject of his care and occupation, in the possession of which he finds complete happiness. He
sees to their grazing, and in the evening to their return to the stable, constructed of a jumble of
thorny branches, and which adjoins his hut. He also attends to the milking of the cows and
generally to everything requiring attention in cattle raising.40There was a vast vocabulary
concerning cattle. The Mpondo had “at least fifty-seven different terms describing cattle of
different markings, as well as five terms describing the horns.”41 A man had a name for every
beast he owned and composed praise songs for his favorites. Among the Basotho, there is a
saying: “Dikgomo ke banka ya Mosotho” (Cattle are the bank of a Mosotho).42In many areas,



cattle were moved from one type of pasturage to another during the year. In the summer, the
Xhosa grazed their cattle in what is now known as sourveld—grasses that are nutritious in their
early stages of growth but then lose their protein and mineral content and become unpalatable
and indigestible to animals; and in the autumn they moved them to sweetveld, which remains
nutritious through the year. In Lesotho, when the lowlands became densely populated, cattle
wintered in the lowlands but spent the summer in the mountains.43The farmers practiced
various types of swidden agriculture—that is, they cultivated a field for several years, then
allowed it to lie fallow for a time. Whereas cattle care and ownership were a male monopoly,
women did most of the agricultural work. Every married woman cultivated at least one field. The
primary crop was sorghum. They also grew several varieties of millets, pumpkins, watermelons,
and calabashes, and a type of tobacco; in some places they produced beans and yams. Where
sufficient metal was available, they dug with iron-headed hoes with wooden shafts, but where
iron was scarce they used spades made of hard wood. The Sotho-speaking people stored the
grain in large baskets, the Nguni-speaking people in pits.44Down to the nineteenth century,
hunting was still an essential part of the mixed farmers’ economy. It provided food and clothing,
and it was a major sport. In about 1825, John Brownlee, a British missionary, described Xhosa
hunting, which was still practiced in the customary manner:Though not, like the poor Bushmen,
impelled to the chase to provide for their subsistence, they are passionately fond of it, as an
active and animating amusement. They generally go out to hunt in large parties, and when they
find game in the open fields, they endeavour to surround the animals, or drive them to some
narrow pass, which is previously occupied by long files of hunters, stationed on either side, who,
as the herd rushes through between, pierce them with showers of assagais [spears]. This mode
is chiefly pursued with the larger sorts of antelopes. The smaller bucks they sometimes knock
down with the kirri, or war club, which they throw with great force and expertness; birds are
generally killed with the same weapon. They have also modes of catching the smaller game by
gins and springs, fixed in their paths through the woods and thickets.45Brownlee went on to
explain how they attacked larger game: elephants, rhinoceroses, hippopotamuses, buffalo, and
lions.46Metals were unevenly distributed in Southern Africa. The grasslands of the southern
highveld and also the southern part of the country below the escarpment were deficient in iron
and copper. Many areas, moreover, were short of salt, also a desired item. Consequently, there
was considerable economic specialization. At Phalaborwa in the eastern Transvaal, for example,
people specialized in iron and copper production, and nearby in the same Olifants River
drainage system other people specialized in the manufacture of salt from crusts formed by
seepage from saline springs.47Specializations such as these were the basis for complicated
long-distance trade networks, which knit the region together. The Xhosa chiefdoms, for example,
were linked with the Tswana chiefdoms to their north and the northern Nguni chiefdoms to their
northeast, the Xhosa receiving iron and copper goods in exchange for cattle.48 There were also
trade links between the mixed farming communities and the hunters and herders, who bartered
such goods as copper ornaments and tobacco for such items as meat and



cattle.49Nevertheless, there were no professional merchants, no marketplaces in Southern
Africa, and the farmers made scarcely any use of oxen for portage. The trade was predominantly
a relay trade. The mixed farmers had strong acquisitive instincts. They entered into barter
transactions with people from neighboring villages as a means of increasing their prestige and
their wealth by accumulating large numbers of livestock, especially cattle. The sum of such
exchanges constituted the long-distance networks that moved goods from areas where they
were plentiful to areas where they were in short supply.In southeastern Africa natural hazards
were less severe than in the tropics. Except for the lowveld in the northeast, the region was free
of anopheles mosquitoes and, thus, of malaria. Locusts, however, frequently ravaged the crops
and rains were exasperatingly irregular. Most areas experienced a drought about every eight
years and some droughts were severe and widespread, resulting in famine. There was a
particularly devastating drought over much of southeastern Africa during the first decade of the
nineteenth century. Years later, an elderly Zulu told a white questioner that during the resulting
famine “we were obliged to eat grass.”50The Bantu-speaking mixed farmers were generally a
healthy people. This was especially true of the Nguni, whose country below the mountain
escarpment was bountiful down to the late nineteenth century but is now dessicated and
eroded. Ludwig Alberti found that the Xhosa “enjoy exceptional health [and] . . . very rarely suffer
from infectious diseases or fatal illnesses.” The men, he wrote, “are remarkable for their
imposing height,” and “the female is no less well-built.”51The farmers owed their robust health to
their rich and varied diet. Except in times of drought, pestilence, or war, they drank milk (always
used sour) in most seasons. They ate sorghum green during the growing season and cooked
after harvest. They regularly used vegetables. They often ate meat from the hunt, and they
consumed domestic cattle, sheep, and goats at frequent feasts and sacrifices. Beer brewed
from sorghum was also drunk frequently.52 This diet included an ample caloric content, as well
as adequate amounts of carbohydrates for energy and calcium and other minerals essential for
the functioning of the central nervous system. Moreover, the farmers had an intimate knowledge
of the medicinal effects of the plants in their vicinities and used them to mitigate the impact of
illness.53There is no doubt that many of the Bantu-speaking mixed farmers of Southern Africa
attained a high level of material security and prosperity. In 1689, the Dutch commander of the
Cape Colony interviewed the men who had survived the wreck of the Stavenisse and spent
nearly thee years in Natal. He reported to Amsterdam that “the country is exceedingly fertile, and
incredibly populous, and full of cattle, whence it is that lions and other ravenous animals are not
very apt to attack men, as they find enough tame cattle to devour.” He added: “In their
intercourse with each other they are very civil, polite, and talkative, saluting each other, whether
young or old, male or female, whenever they meet; asking whence they come, and whither they
are going, what is their news, and whether they have learned any new dances or
songs.”54Nevertheless, in comparison with farmers in other continents, the Southern African
mixed farmers were not very productive. Like their counterparts in tropical Africa, they used a
swidden agriculture that did not yield impressive results, and, since they accumulated as many



cattle as possible, their beasts were generally thin, produced little milk, and tended to overgraze
their pastures. But, as Ralph Austen points out, African agricultural methods provided insurance
“by natural restoration of fertility through fallow and a scattering of plots within cultivated areas,”
and “a large and scattered herd is the best insurance against complete loss from [natural] . . .
disasters even if individual animals are thus less well-nourished.” Instead of maximizing
production, African farmers minimized the risks involved in farming with a preindustrial
technology.55Mixed Farming SocietyUnlike the hunters and herders, the mixed farmers built
nonportable huts of saplings or stone, depending on what was available. Their settlements
varied in size. The Nguni generally occupied small hamlets comprising extended families and
their dependents; most Sotho lived in villages containing between fifty and four hundred people,
including a dominant extended family, several other families, and a few dependents. In the
northwest, near the limit of arable farming, numbers of villages coalesced into townlike
aggregations within reach of springs or streams. When William Burchell, a British traveler, visited
the Tswana town of Dithakong in 1812, it occupied “the greater part of a plain of about two miles
in diameter,” and he estimated its population at five thousand.56The mixed farmers had a keen
sense of kinship solidarity and obligations, extending far beyond the nuclear family. In 1689, the
shipwrecked Dutchmen who had spent nearly three years in Natal reported, “It would be
impossible to buy any slaves there, for they would not part with their children, or any of their
connections for anything in the world, loving one another with a most remarkable strength of
affection.”57 A century and more later, Alberti commented on “the bonds of love and friendship”
among the Xhosa “and particularly in the case of blood-relations” and observed that they
catered to sick relatives and respected the aged.58Married men dominated farming society. The
senior married man controlled his homestead. He was the owner of both the agricultural produce
and the cattle. He was responsible for clearing the land for agriculture, for cattle-keeping, for
building the huts, and for many crafts, including making clothes of cowhides and the pelts of wild
animals. He was assisted by his unmarried sons and his clients. Boys did much of the routine
work with the cattle. Women were responsible for raising the children, for planting, weeding, and
harvesting the crops, for maintaining the home, for making the clay pots, and for serving the
food. Catholic missionary A. T. Bryant, who was a collector of Zulu oral traditions, summed up
the division of labor:In the Zulu social system every kraal [homestead] is self-contained and self-
supporting, and by a tradition that bears the force of law, the work of the home is clearly, though
far from equally divided between its male and its female inmates. It is the peculiar province of the
male to provide and maintain the fabric of the kraal; of the female to provide the family and to
support it, in other words, to find the food. The men function as the artisans and pastoralists; the
women as the housekeepers and agriculturalists.59For a woman, the daily routine was arduous.
Not the least of her tasks was fetching water to the home from the nearest stream, carrying the
liquid on her head in a pot. A man often had more time on his hands and would spend hours in
the village center, making clothes from skins and attending to the business of village
government. Women’s work was neither so tedious nor so inequitable as white commentators



have tended to assume, however. The women of a village or several neighboring hamlets would
work together, taking each woman’s field in turn; men assisted their wives when there was heavy
work to be done; and from time to time a woman would make a special brew of beer and
convene a working group, when up to two hundred people, men as well as women, might come
together for a task such as weeding, culminating in a party when the day’s work was
done.60Marriages were major social and economic events. Complex negotiations between the
kin of the bride and the kin of the bridegroom preceded a marriage. It was accompanied by a
series of exchanges of property between the two groups, including the transfer of cattle from the
bridegroom’s kin to the kin of the bride. This custom (Nguni lobola; Sotho bobali) cemented the
relations between the two groups. It also strengthened the hold of parents over their children,
since the parents received the bridewealth and usually decided whom their children should
marry—though young people would often find ways to flout their parents’ wishes. Wealthy men,
especially chiefs, were polygynous. An exceptionally powerful chief might have as many as a
hundred wives, one of whom was recognized as the “great wife” and the mother of the
heir.People owned such personal equipment as weapons, axes, hoes, mats, household utensils,
clothing, and ornaments. In addition, men owned the cattle and the grain, which gave them
economic power over women. There was no concept of individual land ownership, however.
Land belonged to the community, not to individuals. Families could use land in the hamlet or
village as building sites and kitchen gardens. During the growing season, women controlled the
land they cultivated, but between the harvest and the preparation of the land for the new
planting, the fields were common property; any member of the community could let his cattle
forage there. The rest of the land was the property of the community as a whole throughout the
year. Anyone could use it to pasture livestock, to hunt game, or to gather plants. But even with
cattle and grain, the “owner” was not considered to have unqualified rights of disposal. He was
meant to consult his kin and to administer the property for the benefit of his dependents.61The
mixed farmers were highly competitive. Skillful men built up large herds of cattle; unsuccessful
men possessed none at all. The two extremes were bound by a system of clientage. A rich man
would lend beasts to a poor man, who would have the responsibility for herding them and the
right to consume their milk and to own a proportion of their progeny. This custom, practiced
widely with local variations, saved the impoverished from starvation, took care of the most
valued property of the wealthy, and spread the cattle for grazing purposes. It also made a client
dependent on his patron. Indeed, society was very hierarchical. To a considerable extent, men
controlled women, elders controlled youths, patrons controlled clients, and, as we shall see,
chiefs controlled commoners. American anthropologist Igor Kopytoff remarks that in the farming
societies throughout sub-Saharan Africa “There were seldom any equals—one was either a
senior or a junior, a superior or a subordinate. . . . This inequality, however, had to be instituted
and maintained with circumspection, for . . . conditions also made it relatively easy for
dissatisfied adherents to leave. Hence ... the adherents had to be well-treated in everyday life—
usually as quasi-kinsmen.”62The educational system reinforced the hierarchical principle. At or



soon after reaching puberty, boys were segregated from the rest of society for as long as six
months and prepared for adult life. In the form that prevailed among the Basotho, a chief would
convene a lebollo (initiation school) when one of his sons had reached the appropriate age. This
was a dramatic episode in the life of a chiefdom—the village or cluster of villages that
recognized the authority of a single leader. Only the chief could authorize a lebollo and make it
effective, because it was he who appointed the mohlabani (distinguished warrior), the mesuoe
(instructors), and the thipane (surgeon) who conducted the ceremonies. The chief also supplied
the crucial ingredients: a bull, butterfat, and, most important of all, his lenaka. This was a horn,
preferably a rhinoceros horn, containing a powder composed of a mixture of vegetable and
animal materials and human flesh. The bull and the cow that produced the butterfat were meant
to have been captured from a rival chiefdom, and the human flesh should have been cut from
the body of an enemy who had been killed, fighting bravely.63The initiation process included
circumcision, various physical tests, and instruction in the customs and traditions of the
chiefdoms, under rigorous discipline. When it was over, the boys were men. As the French
Protestant missionary Eugene Casalis described it: “Circumcision makes the child a man.
Anyone who has not experienced this rite is unequipped for war, unfitted for business,
inadmissible in society. In a word he is not a Mosotho, he lacks the distinctive mark of his race,
his father and mother disown him, his equals insult him and run away from him.”64 Another
missionary observed that its objective was “to incorporate them into the nation, to attach them to
the young chief who is part of the band.”65 The boys who were initiated together formed a
distinct group under the leadership of the chief’s son for whom the leballo had been convened. A
chief had a group of devoted followers in his initiation-mates.The political system was the
product of the process of fission and expansion that had been going on ever since mixed
farmers began to move into Southern Africa in the third or fourth century A.D. The effective
political units were autonomous chiefdoms—territorial units under hereditary chiefs. They varied
in size and population, and they changed over time. Some had less than one thousand people; a
few had fifty thousand or more. Whereas small chiefdoms, comprising little more than a central
hamlet or village and its immediate vicinity, were controlled directly from the center, large
chiefdoms consisted of a series of “concentric ‘circles’ of diminishing control,” from the core,
where the paramount chief exercised his authority directly, to the periphery, where local
subchiefs were loosely allied to the paramount.66 Down to the nineteenth century, this regional
system was maintained despite a gradual increase in population. In some cases, paramount
chiefs expanded their territories by placing relatives on the periphery; in others, relatives struck
out on their own to found independent polities. Chiefdoms were often named for an ancestral
figure, such as Xhosa or Zulu. Sotho and Tswana chiefdoms often carried the names of the clans
of the ruling family, such as Kwena (Crocodile), Taung (Lion), Khatla (Monkey), or Tloung
(Elephant).The populations of the chiefdoms were not closed entities. Besides members of a
ruling lineage, they included people of different descent groups, and they frequently
incorporated aliens—people who had quarreled with their original chiefs or had left drought-



stricken areas. They even incorporated individuals from the aboriginal hunting communities and,
in and after the sixteenth century, from European shipwrecks. For example, “There are two clans,
the Lungu and Mholo, still living on the Transkei coast, who trace descent from the survivors of
shipwrecks, and whose appearance and ritual practice support this claim.”67 The Western
concept of tribalism, which is usually taken to refer to closed populations reproducing fixed
cultural characteristics, is not applicable to African farmers.A chief spent much of his time in the
open-air meeting place near his personal hut. There, in cooperation with his councillors, who
were drawn from the heads of homesteads, he regulated the affairs of his people, listening to
complaints, settling disputes, and receiving visitors. He was the richest man in his territory. His
subjects paid him sheep and cattle for settling their disputes, his men handed over to him any
livestock they seized from neighboring chiefdoms, and he had the right to summon his people to
work for him. They cultivated the fields of his senior wives, since he was expected to use their
produce to entertain guests and feed the men when they were summoned to his village for
political discussions or military purposes. A chief was thus rich enough to marry more wives and
provide more generous hospitality than any of his subjects.68Most conflicts that came to the
chief arose from arguments about cattle or about women. Was that man entitled to reclaim his
daughter, whose husband’s family had failed to hand over the promised number of bohali cattle?
Should that client have the right to own the calf of a cow that his patron had committed to his
charge? After a case had been argued at great length by interested parties, the chief would
announce his verdict. That would be based on custom, but custom could be modified to suit the
occasion. In theory, the primary objective was to heal divisions in society and restore harmony
rather than to punish offenders, but people guilty of disloyalty or witchcraft might be killed. In
other cases, the normal penalty was a fine, shared between the chief and the successful
litigant.A chief’s powers were limited by necessity as well as by custom. He had no standing
army, no police force, no jail. He relied on the cooperation of his councillors—male relatives and
commoners, many of whom were his initiation-mates. He also needed the respect of his people.
If a chief required public support for some enterprise or had important information to
communicate, he would convene a meeting of his male subjects. This custom was particularly
firmly entrenched among the Basotho and Bats-wana. At a pitso, the men had considerable
freedom of speech—they could, and often did, make pointed criticisms of the chief or a
councillor. In the last resort, alienated subjects would vote with their feet—leaving their chiefdom
and joining another, where they were nearly always welcome, because people were the most
important gauge of the power and prestige of a chiefdom; or an aggrieved kinsman might build
up a following and split the polity. In practice, there were great variations in the relationships
between chiefs and their male subjects, and in the expansion or contraction of chiefdoms,
depending on the context and the interplay of personalities. The Basotho had two sayings that
summed up the underlying tension: “Morena ha a fose” (The chief can do no wrong) and
“Morena ke batho” (No people, no chief).69American historian Robert Harms has emphasized
the powers of male commoners in African societies, pointing out thatAfrica has been unique in



the degree to which peasants have remained uncap-tured by elites. This situation owed much to
the existence of vacant land which made emigration an ever-present option to peasants who felt
themselves oppressed. It is also due to the strength of kinship networks in providing vital
services. . . . [The peasants] defined the limits of elite power and the framework of African
political economy. They sometimes accomplished this by armed rebellion, but more commonly
they would “drag their feet,” “vote with their feet,” and find a variety of other ways to frustrate
policies emanating from higher authorities.70There are no traditions of devastating warfare
among the mixed farming people in Southern Africa before the nineteenth century. Their
weapons were knobkerries (wooden clubs) and spears about five feet long with wooden shafts
and metal blades. They would throw their spears from a distance and the enemy would usually
ward them off with large cowhide shields. If they got into close combat, they would use their
knobkerries. Fighting usually took the form of cattle raids. Cattle-raiding was a manly sport and a
way of increasing one’s wealth. Alberti noted that the Xhosa “cannot really be called a warlike
people; a predominant inclination to pursue a quiet cattle-raising life is much more evident
amongst them.”71 Wars of conquest were more frequent among the Tswana, since they lived in
an area that was conducive to competition for control of limited water supplies. Even there, not
many people died in the wars. Moreover, throughout the farming culture women and children
were seldom molested and prisoners were rarely executed.Ideology underpinned the culture of
the Bantu-speaking mixed farmers. In the initiation schools, the teachers instilled respect for the
elders, for chiefly authority, and for established religious beliefs and rituals. As in medieval
Europe and other preindustrial societies, people sought supernatural explanations for
phenomena they could not account for in material terms.72 Ancestral spirits had powers over
the material world. Dingaka, religious specialists, established communication with the ancestral
spirits and invoked their support. In personal crises—illnesses, bereavements, domestic
conflicts, material losses—individuals would sacrifice sheep or cattle to their ancestors.
Alternatively, they might assume that a person had caused their calamity. Hence the concept of
witchcraft:Evil was personified in myths of witchcraft: certain persons were believed to have
innate powers which they used directly, or through familiars—hyenas, baboons, or the fabulous
tikoloshe and lightning bird—to injure their neighbours; and other evilly disposed persons were
thought to use poison. The beliefs were rooted in nightmares and the awareness of anger, lust,
and envy in man. These realities were interpreted in material form—envy became a baboon sent
by a poor man to suck dry the cows of his rich and stingy neighbour, and lust a demon lover.
Hence the “smelling out” and torture of supposed witches and sorcerers.73From time to time, an
exceptional man or woman, such as Mohlomi in late eighteenth-century Lesotho, earned a
reputation that extended far beyond the confines of any single chiefdom as an ngaka who was
able to heal the sick, foretell the future, and show the people how to recover from disasters. In
crises affecting a chiefdom—as during droughts—the chief would engage such a person to
perform the correct sacrifices on behalf of his community.74The Mixed Farmers’ Relations with
Hunters and HerdersWith its superior technology and more diversified economy, the farming



way of life gradually became dominant in the eastern part of Southern Africa wherever arable
agriculture was possible. We cannot reconstruct the process in detail, but we can identify the
basic dynamics of the interactions that took place.75When the first mixed farmers entered a
locality previously occupied by aboriginal hunting bands, they would probably have been too few
in number to present a threat to the autonomy of the aborigines. In that context, mutually
beneficial symbiotic relations would have developed—farmers obtaining the meat and skins of
wild animals from hunters and hunters receiving grain and milk in return. We have evidence that
friendly symbiotic relations persisted in the southern highveld on either side of the Caledon River
as late as the eighteenth century, while that area was still being settled quite thinly by pioneer
farmers.76In some cases friendly symbiosis on a basis of complementarity eventually gave way
to structured, differential incorporation of the hunters into plural societies under the control of the
farmers. This was the nearest approach to slavery in precolonial Southern Africa. In Botswana,
down to the present day, farmers control the lives of hunting aborigines.77In most areas,
however, as farming people built up their numbers and gained control of the land, with its springs
and streams, the unincorporated hunting bands, struggling for survival, attacked the livestock of
the farmers, as they were wont to attack wild game, and as hunting bands in the western part of
Southern Africa had been wont to attack the sheep and cattle of the pastoralists. This interaction
often degenerated into endemic warfare. White people described such a state of affairs in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Alberti reported that the Xhosa lived “in constant feud” with
their hunting and gathering neighbors, who persisted in robbing them of their livestock. A Xhosa,
he wrote, “regards and treats these robbers as beasts of prey, follows their spoor after they have
perpetrated their deed, and kills those that one can lay hold of. In the same way one also traces
the whereabouts of such a robber-band, attacks them during the night-time and destroys them
without the slightest forbearance and regardless of age or sex.”78 In 1804, German doctor
Henry Lichtenstein noted that a Xhosa had told the governor of the Cape Colony that “it was
impossible that a Bosjesman [Bushman: hunter-gatherer] could ever abandon his villainous
ways, and it was necessary to destroy such vermin wherever they were found.”79At all stages,
however, mixed farmers incorporated and assimilated numbers of hunter-gatherers into their
societies. We know that the mixed farming chiefdoms in nineteenth-century Lesotho included
people of aboriginal antecedents. Some were the children or grandchildren of hunter-gatherers
who had become clients of individual farmers and gradually melded into the farming society, like
clients whose parents were farmers. Chiefs themselves took such women as junior wives to
acquire the ability to protect the land that was believed to be vested in the aborigines as the first
inhabitants.80By the time mixed farmers reached the western limit of the land where it was
possible to grow crops, if not earlier, they had encountered pastoralists. The mixed farmers and
the pastoralists were compatible, since both were cattle-owners, and they tended to mingle and
form composite communities, with cultural and biological roots in both societies. Initially, in some
cases, pastoralists incorporated mixed farming individuals and families into their polities, but
sooner or later farming chiefdoms acquired control.81 South African historian Jeffrey Peires has



described the final phase of that process among the southern Nguni. During several generations
starting in the late seventeenth century, the Xhosa expanded to the southwest as sons of the
reigning chiefs of the Tshawe royal family split off to found new chiefdoms. Some pastoral groups
joined the Xhosa voluntarily; others were incorporated through conquest. The pastoralists who
were incorporated “were not expelled from their ancient homes, or relegated to a condition of
hereditary servitude on the basis of their skin colour. They became Xhosa with the full rights of
any other Xhosa. The limits of Xhosadom were not ethnic or geographic, but political: all,
persons or groups who accepted the rule of the Tshawe thereby became Xhosa.”82In the middle
of the seventeenth century, when white people began to settle in the Cape peninsula, hunter-
gatherers and pastoralists were still in sole occupation of the western part of Southern Africa. In
the eastern part, the mixed farming way of life was overwhelmingly dominant with the exception
of small pockets of unassimilated hunter-gatherers in the mountain escarpment, especially in
the Drakensberg range, where they survived to nearly the end of the nineteenth century. In
between, where the rainfall averaged about twenty inches a year, communities of mixed
biological and cultural inheritance occupied a frontier zone. There, the mixed farming culture and
chiefdoms were becoming increasingly dominant: the Gqunukwebe chiefdom in the south and
the Tswana chiefdoms in the north.Over the years, the mixed farmers had acquired considerable
cultural and genetic influences from hunter-gatherers and pastoralists. Their Bantu languages
incorporated numerous loan words from the hunters’ and herders’ vocabularies—notably, words
with click sounds that were originally exclusive to the hunters. As one would expect, the greatest
proportion of click words and hunters’ and herders’ genes are to be found among the mixed
farming peoples nearest to the frontier zone—the Xhosa and the Tswana. Linguists estimate that
one-sixth of all Xhosa words contain clicks.83 The early history of the region has also left its
mark in numerous non-Bantu names of rivers and mountains in the eastern as well as the
western part of Southern Africa.The mixed farming communities were far from static. They had
many of the characteristics of a frontier society. During the first millennium A.D. a “tidal frontier” of
mixed farmers had founded a series of settlements south of the Limpopo. During the second
millennium, mixed farmers had been expanding from those established settlements along a
myriad of “internal frontiers” into lands previously occupied, if at all, by hunter-gatherers or
pastoralists. Old chiefdoms split and new chiefdoms arose, and in due course they too threw off
splinter groups to form the nucleus of new chiefdoms.84 The entire process hinged on the
availability of fresh land. By the end of the eighteenth century, the population on the land east of
the twenty-inch rainfall zone was reaching its limits in relation to the economic system. The
precondition for the continuation of the frontier dynamics was beginning to collapse, with dire
consequences, which we shall describe in chapter 3.CHAPTER 2The White Invaders: The Cape
Colony, 1652–1870The hunting and herding peoples of Southern Africa remained isolated from
the wider world until the end of the fifteenth century. Throughout that century, Portuguese
mariners were probing further and further from Europe along the western coast of the African
continent.1 Eventually, in 1487, Bartholomeu Dias’s expedition of two fifty-ton caravels rounded



the Cape peninsula in a storm, anchored in Mossel Bay 170 miles further east, arid sailed
another 170 miles along the coast to Algoa Bay before returning to Lisbon. In 1497, five years
after Christopher Columbus had crossed the Atlantic under Spanish patronage, Vasco da Gama
led another Portuguese expedition that rounded the Cape, sailed along the east African
coastline to Malindi (modern Mombasa), and then crossed the Indian Ocean to Calicut, India,
returning to Portugal with two of his four ships after an absence of twenty-six months. These epic
enterprises were longer, more hazardous, and in the short run far more rewarding than
Columbus’s crossings of the Atlantic Ocean. As the American historian Daniel Boorstin remarks,
they “changed the course of both Western and Eastern history.”2During the sixteenth century,
the Portuguese government sent annual fleets round the Cape of Good Hope to the Indian
Ocean. They brutally destroyed the Arab shipping they encountered in the Indian Ocean and
began to divert the European trade with southeast Asia from the ancient routes via the Persian
Gulf and the Red Sea to the oceanic route via the Cape. During the sixteenth century, the
Portuguese established fortified bases at Goa on the west coast of India, Malacca on the
northern side of the strait between Malaya and Sumatra, and Ormuz, gateway to the Persian
Gulf. From West Africa, they started the nefarious export of slaves to the Americas. In East
Africa, they built forts at Mombasa and Mozambique. Lured by gold in what is now Zimbabwe,
they created garrison towns on the Zambezi River and established trading posts in the
auriferous area. They also founded prazos (great estates) in the Zambezi valley. By the
eighteenth century, though the Portuguese had lost control of the East African interior, they were
exporting slaves to Brazil and North America from the coastal fortress at Mozambique.The
Portuguese occupied no territory south of Luanda (the capital of modern Angola) and
Mozambique. Their slave-trading activities just grazed the territories of the modern Republic of
South Africa. Experience made them fearful of the region’s navigational hazards and people.
Tempestuous seas, strong currents, and perilous shoals wrecked several Portuguese ships
along the coast between Mozambique and the Cape, and in 1510 Francesco d’Almeida,
returning to Portugal at the end of his term as viceroy in the East, was killed with several
companions in a fracas with the local inhabitants in Table Bay, at the northern end of the Cape
peninsula.By the end of the sixteenth century, Dutch, English, French, and Scandinavian
merchant manners were also beginning to use the sea route to Asia. From time to time they
landed on the Cape peninsula to take in fresh water and barter sheep and cattle from the local
Khoikhoi pastoralists in return for iron and copper goods. In 1620, the English government
ignored a suggestion of an English ship’s captain that it should annex the Cape. In 1649,
however, Dutchmen who had wintered in Table Bay after losing their ship proposed that the
Dutch East India Company should occupy the place. Three years later, Jan van Riebeeck arrived
there as the commander of an expedition of eighty company employees. The directors had
instructed him to build a fort and supply the Dutch fleets with fruit, vegetables, and meat.The
Dutch Cape Colony, 1652–1795:Cape Town and the Arable SouthwestThe seventeenth century
was the Golden Age of the Dutch Republic (map 2).3 Its merchants were the most successful



businessmen in Europe; their Dutch East India Company was the world’s greatest trading
corporation. Founded in 1602, the company was a state outside the state. Operating under a
charter from the States-General (the Dutch government), it had sovereign rights in and east of
the Cape of Good Hope, and by midcentury it was the dominant European maritime power in
southeast Asia. Its fleet, numbering some six thousand ships totaling at least 600,000 tons, was
manned by perhaps 48,000 sailors.Modern South Africa began as a by-product of the enterprise
of these Dutch merchants. In sending Jan van Riebeeck to occupy Table Bay, the directors of the
company intended the colony to serve a specific and limited role as a link between the
Netherlands and their eastern empire, centered on BataVia, Java. They had no intention of
creating anything more than a small fortified base, where the annual fleets bound to and from
Batavia could rendezvous, take in fresh water, fruit, vegetables, and grain, and land their sick for
recuperation. They did not expect the Cape station to make a profit on its own—indeed, it never
did so—but they always tried to keep the costs of its administration to a minimum. Within its first
decade, however, the Cape Colony began to develop a degree of autonomy and an unforeseen
dynamic. By the time van Riebeeck handed over the command to his successor in 1662, the
colony had become a complex, racially stratified society.4Three processes contributed to this
development. First, the company released some of its employees from their contracts and gave
them land with the status of “free burghers.” Second, the company landed slaves at the Cape
and set them to work under Dutch supervision on creating the basic infrastructure for the colony
—a fort, a jetty, roads, orchards, vegetable gardens, and arable fields. Third, as the Dutch
settlement expanded slowly but surely from the shore of Table Bay and engrossed and enclosed
land for cultivation, it did so at the expense of the local pastoralists, who had the option of
withdrawing from the fresh water resources and the rich pastures of the northern part of the
Cape peninsula or remaining there as servants or clients of the Dutch. All three of these
processes were launched in van Riebeeck’s time; all three accelerated throughout the
eighteenth century. We shall discuss them separately.2. The Cape Colony under the Dutch East
India Company. 1652–1795In 1657, the company released nine of its employees from their
contracts and placed them on twenty-acre landholdings at Rondebosch in the Cape
peninsula”six miles south of Table Bay. The directors’ reasoning was strictly businesslike. These
free burghers were to produce grain and vegetables and sell them to the company at fixed
prices. The directors calculated that this would be more economical than continuing to have food
produced exclusively by company slaves and men on the company payroll.5In the years that
followed, the company discharged more men at the Cape on similar conditions. It also
transported a number of people from the Netherlands to the Cape as settlers, including a few
orphan girls and 156 men, women, and children of French origin—Huguenots who had fled to
the Netherlands after 1685, when the French government reversed its policy of tolerating
Protestantism by revoking the Edict of Nantes. Until 1679, the settlement was confined to the
Cape peninsula. In that year, the company began to make grants of land in the fertile valleys
beyond the sandy Cape flats and below the mountains, starting at what became known as



Stellenbosch, some thirty miles east of Table Bay. The company ceased to provide free
transportation to settlers in 1707, by which time the colonial population included about 700
company servants and a settler community of about 2,000 men, women, and children, besides
the slaves and the local pastoralists. After that, the burgher population grew partly by natural
increase, partly through company servants taking their discharge in the colony, and to a small
extent, as we shall see, by the manumission of slaves. In 1793, according to company records,
there were 13,830 burghers (4,032 men, 2,730 women, and 7,068 children). These were
miniscule numbers compared with the scale of European settlement in the Americas by that
time.Most of the settlers came from the lower and least successful classes in hierarchical Dutch
or German society, since service in the company was dangerous and poorly paid. Such
differences as were rooted in their European backgrounds diminished in the colonial situation,
where individual initiative and practical abilities were more significant than social origins. This
was also the experience of the Huguenots. The company dispersed them among the other
settlers, and within a generation they were speaking Dutch rather than French.Van Riebeeck
and his successors intended that the free burghers should practice intensive agriculture on the
Dutch model, but they were disappointed. Lacking adequate capital and skilled labor, the free
burghers were not able to make a success of intensive agriculture, except as market gardeners
in and near the village on Table Bay, which became known as Cape Town. Many soon gave up
farming altogether and became artisans and traders in Cape Town, where they catered to the
needs of visiting French, English, and Scandinavian ships, as well as to the outward bound and
homeward bound Dutch fleets that paused at the Cape each year. The most successful of those
who remained on the land acquired large holdings and became mixed farmers, producing grain
and wine but also pasturing sheep and cattle far beyond the limits of their land grants.Initially, the
company did not envisage the use of slave labor in their Cape settlement. However, van
Riebeeck was soon requesting permission to follow the example of the company’s settlements
at Batavia and elsewhere in Asia. The die was cast in 1658, when the company imported one
shipload of slaves from Dahomey and another shipload of Angolan slaves, whom it had captured
from the Portuguese. After that, there was no looking back. The company-government, the
senior officials, and the free burgher community all became dependent on slave labor. The Cape
had become a slaveholding society.6By the early eighteenth century, slavery at the Cape had
acquired distinctive characteristics. First, the Cape slaves came from more diverse linguistic,
religious, and social backgrounds than those in the Americas. Indeed, most of the Cape slaves
were not even from Africa, which was the source of all the American slaves. A few came from
Mozambique, but more from Madagascar, and more again from Indonesia, India, and Ceylon
(Sri Lanka), including a large minority of Muslims. Second, from 1711 onward there were rather
more slaves than free burghers in the colony. In 1793, there were 14,747 slaves (9,046 men,
3,590 women, and 2,111 children), compared with the 13,830 free burghers. Third, the
augmentation of the slave population was a result of continual imports rather than natural
increase. The Cape slaves never became a self-reproducing population. Until 1765, there were



always more than four times as many male as female slaves, and in 1793 there were still two-
and-a-half times as many men as women. Moreover, although the overall mortality rate is not
known, it was usually high, especially among the company slaves. It was very high indeed during
intermittent epidemics of smallpox and other diseases.Fourth, there was nothing like the
plantation system that prevailed in parts of North America, the Caribbean, and Brazil. At the
Cape, privately owned slaves were distributed among numerous owners in small groups. By the
third quarter of the eighteenth century, over 50 percent of the free burghers owned slaves, but
few other than the most senior officials and a few successful farmers owned large numbers. The
largest holding was probably that of Governor Adriaan van der Stel, who owned 169 slaves in
1706. The largest holding of a burgher was probably that of Martin Melck, who had 101 slaves in
1774. In 1750, there were 681 slave owners in the colony. Only 7 of them owned more than 50
slaves and another 25 owned between 26 and 50, whereas 385 owned fewer than 6 slaves.
Finally, few Cape slaves were manumitted, and the rate of manumission declined over time, so
that there was never a large community of “free blacks.” The free blacks initially had the same
rights as the white settlers, but the law began to discriminate against them in the 1760s, and by
the 1790s they were obliged to carry passes if they wished to leave town. Though few in
numbers, however, the free blacks were a significant influence in the colonial society. They
moderated the congruence between race and enslavement.The occupations of the Cape slaves
varied greatly, depending on who owned them and where they lived. The company housed its
slaves in a building in Cape Town, where they provided the basic labor force for public works.
Company officials and burghers who lived in Cape Town employed their slaves as domestic
servants, artisans, fishermen, market gardeners, and fetchers of water and wood. Rural slaves
were farm laborers and domestic servants. They formed the backbone of the arable
economy.Meanwhile, the indigenous transhumant pastoralists of southwestern Africa, who
called themselves Khoikhoi and whom white settlers called Hottentots, were bearing the brunt of
the Dutch invasion.7 During the century and a half following Vasco da Gama’s first great voyage
to India, those living in the Cape peninsula, who probably numbered between four and eight
thousand, had grown accustomed to occasional visits by European seafarers. They had
developed a taste for European trade goods—iron, copper, brass, and body ornaments—and
become experienced and skilled in bartering them for sheep and cattle.For the first few years
after the arrival of the van Riebeeck expedition, relations were fairly cordial. Conscious of their
dearth of available labor, the Dutch were concerned to consolidate their bridgehead and secure
their needs peacefully. Like their predecessors, they acquired sheep and cattle in exchange for
Western goods. They also cultivated friendships with three cooperative Khoikhoi, whom they
called Doman, Eva, and Harry, using them as interpreters for communication with the leaders of
the local communities. Tensions soon developed, however. As they witnessed the building of the
fort and the planting of fruit trees, vegetables, and crops, and, more particularly, the
engrossment of land by the first free burghers, it gradually dawned on the indigenous people
that they were facing an unprecedented challenge. In 1659, quarrels over cattle escalated into



warfare. The Khoikhoi first destroyed five settler farms and captured numerous sheep and cattle,
but during 1660, using superior weaponry and tactics and exploiting the divisions among the
indigenous people, the colonial government established control. It then sought to secure and
limit its territorial commitment by planting a thick hedge around the settlement and building
watch houses along the perimeter.During the following generation, the settlement expanded at
the expense of the pastoral communities to the north and the east of the Cape peninsula.
Gaining confidence from their defeat of the peninsular people, the settlers became increasingly
brutal. They branded, thrashed, and chained Khoikhoi whom they suspected of theft and placed
them on Rob-ben Island, seven miles northwest of Cape Town—an island destined to be used
as a prison by successive regimes down to the present. Khoikhoi to the north of the peninsula
put up the most effective resistance. War began in 1673 and continued intermittently until 1677,
but once again—as would repeatedly happen throughout their conquest of South Africa—the
European invaders established control with superior arms by exploiting internal divisions among
the local people.By 1713, the indigenous pastoral society of the southwestern corner of Africa
was disintegrating. Whites were in control of the fertile territory below the mountain escarpment
extending fifty miles north and forty miles east from Cape Town. The Khoikhoi had been unable
to withstand the invasion of the Dutch East India Company and its settlers. They had lost most of
their livestock—their most valued possessions: the records of the company show that between
1662 and 1713 it received 14,363 cattle and 32,808 sheep from the Khoikhoi. Their fragile
political system had collapsed, and the chiefs had become pathetic clients of the company. In
the 1680s, individuals and families had begun to detach themselves from their society and serve
burghers as shepherds and cattleherds. The southwestern Khoikhoi were becoming a
subordinate caste in the colonial society, set apart by appearance and culture from both the
Whites and the slaves; technically free, but treated no better than the slaves.Richard Elphick
sums up the colonial system: “The Company and the settlers in combination . . . assaulted all five
components of independence together: [they] absorbed livestock and labor from the Khoikhoi
economy, subjugated Khoikhoi chiefs to Dutch overrule and their followers to Dutch law,
encroached on Khoikhoi pastures, and endangered the integrity of Khoikhoi culture.”8 Then
came smallpox. Brought in by a homeward bound Dutch ship in 1713, it ravaged the Khoikhoi.
Not having previously experienced the disease, they had no immunity and suffered more
grievously than the other inhabitants. Khoikhoi society, “already in precipitous decline, had been
virtually destroyed; and the people who had lived in it had barely escaped annihilation.”9By that
time, the settlement at the Cape was fulfilling its prescribed goal: the company’s fleets were
being efficiently revictualed with fresh water, wine, beef, mutton, bread, fruit, and vegetables. But
the colony had also become a far more complex society than the mere refreshment station that
the directors of the Dutch East India Company had envisaged in 1652, and it had developed a
wholly unforeseen dynamic.The growing town on Table Bay was a miniature Batavia—”a
seaward-looking community, a caravanserai on the periphery of the global spice trade,”10 where
diverse religions, languages, and peoples jostled, and life focused on the outside world. The



greatest events were the arrivals of the fleets, bringing news from Europe or Asia and a period of
brisk trade. Abraham Bogaert, a Danish visitor, described the town in 1702. The castle, with its
“bastions built of heavy stone and armed with large cannon” was the home of the governor and
other senior officials.The town, lying a good musket shot to the west of the Castle, stretches
from the sea to Table Mountain, and at the back touches the outermost slopes of the Lion Hill. It
has wonderfully increased the number of its houses since the Company chose this place for a
settlement. ... All are built of stone. . . . They look very well from far off because of the snow-white
lime with which they are plastered outside, and many shine with Dutch neatness. ... It now
boasts of a Church, built in the Dutch fashion and adorned with a fair-sized tower, in which on
Sundays the Word of Truth is preached.11Bogaert also described the company’s garden, “the
new hospital, which is tolerably extensive,” and the lodge, “where the slaves of the Company live,
of whom the number at times runs well into five hundred.”12The countryside, too, was
dependent on external trade, but it was remote from the bustle of the port and dominated by its
most successful landowners. The visitor of 1702 was impressed by the Stellenbosch settlement:
“It is incredible how by the zeal of the Dutch this place has grown with fine dwellings, and how
great a treasure of wine and grain is grown here every year.”13Gradations of status and wealth in
the white population were infinite. The company paid meticulous regard to rank. The governors,
with numerous perquisites plus a salary of two hundred guilders a month, lived in a style
modeled on the patricians in the Netherlands; the common sailors and soldiers, with nine
guilders a month, led spartan lives. Among the burghers, there was a small class of relatively
wealthy traders and farmers, some of whose daughters married senior officials. At the other
extreme was a growing class of poor Whites: landless people who were unwilling or unable to do
manual labor because of the presence of slaves. They included a few army and navy deserters.
In between were small traders and innkeepers in the town, farmers hard put to make ends meet,
and farm overseers known as knechts.As the population increased during the eighteenth
century, the burghers became increasingly stratified. At the end of the century, the town had
about 1,100 houses and there were a number of large burgher estates. In 1803, a German
employed by the Batavian (Dutch) Republic described the home of Jacob Laubscher, who lived
in the area of mixed arable and pastoral farming about eighty miles north of the peninsula:He
maintained a sort of patriarchal household, of which some idea may be formed by stating that
the stock of the farm consisted of eighty horses, six hundred and ninety head of horned cattle,
two thousand four hundred and seventy sheep, and an immense quantity of poultry of all kinds.
The family itself, including masters, servants, hottentots [Khoikhoi], and slaves, consisted of a
hundred and five persons. . . . The quantity of corn sown upon his estate this year, including
every description, amounted to sixty-one bushels. . . . [I]t will be seen that an African farm may
almost be called a State in miniature. . . . From the produce of the lands and flocks must the
whole tribe be fed, so that the surplus is not so great as might be supposed at first sight.The
visitor listed items that could not be produced on the spot: “First, articles of manufacture, as
cloth, linen, hats, arms; secondly of luxury, as tea, coffee, sugar, spices, &c:—thirdly of raw



materials, as iron, pitch, and rosin. ‘Tis only through the medium of these wants that a colonist is
connected with the rest of the world; . . . excepting articles of the above description, there is
scarcely anything necessary for the supply of his household which is not drawn from his own
premises.”14 He should have added guns, which were essential possessions of all
farmers.Except for a handful of midwives, no women were on the company payroll; but since
women were always in a minority among the free population, they had exceptional opportunities
for marriage and for remarriage if they outlived their first husbands. Moreover, women
accumulated property, because under the prevailing Roman-Dutch law, the wife was the legal
owner of half the combined estate.Compared with contemporary European colonies in the
Americas, the tiny Cape colonial population was remarkably unsophisticated. Formal
educational institutions were meager. A few boys and girls were taught basic skills at several
elementary schools in the town and at elementary schools of sorts attached to the churches that
the company founded at Stellenbosch (1686), Drakenstein (1691), Roodezand (later Tulbagh;
1743), and Zwartland (later Malmesbury; 1745). A minister founded the only high school in the
colony in 1714, but it received little support and was abandoned in 1725. Most colonists,
moreover, were indifferent to religion, at least until the last few years of the eighteenth century,
when a new wave of Dutch clergy spurred signs of an evangelical movement. A visitor had
commented in 1714 that the clergy had made little headway among the colonists, “due in no
wise to the faltering of their zeal, but to the stupidity and indolence of the burghers.”15Formal
authority over the colony was virtually a monopoly of the Dutch officials. The governor and
Council of Policy, consisting exclusively of senior officials, ruled the Cape, subject to instructions
from the Council of Seventeen in Amsterdam and the governor-general in Batavia. Officials also
had a majority in the judiciary (the Court of Justice) and the other administrative bodies, and the
governor nominated the burgher members of those bodies. Even the religious establishment
was controlled by the company. The ministers were salaried officials; the Church Council was
nominated by the governor and Council of Policy, and it, too, consisted largely of officials.The
creation of a settler community led to conflicts. Competition took place between two classes of
producers: the senior officials and the most successful settlers. As was common practice among
servants of the Dutch East India Company, the Cape governors Simon van der Stel (1679-99),
his son Willem Adriaan van der Stel (1699-1707), and their cronies used their opportunities to
enrich themselves. They got possession of large blocks of the best arable land, numerous cattle
ranches, and many slaves and exploited their official positions to control access to shipping and
external markets. A crisis came in 1705, when Willem Adriaan van der Stel modified the wine
concession to his advantage. Sixty-three free burghers signed a petition denouncing the officials
and sent it to Amsterdam. The officials responded by getting 240 signatures to a counterpetition.
Eventually, the directors dismissed the governor and three other senior officials, deprived them
of their colonial estates, and forbade officials to own land or to trade. The local officials had been
given notice that they were dependent on the goodwill of the substantial colonial farmers.
Corruption was nevertheless the way of life in the Dutch East India Company. Those prohibitions



had always been on the company statute book, and always ignored. Throughout the eighteenth
century, as previously, Cape officials found ways to supplement their salaries in defiance of the
law.16The company never solved this problem. It was primarily concerned to reduce its losses in
administering its colony by continuing to dominate the local economy, buying local produce low
and selling imported goods high, and turning a blind eye to its servants’ ways of augmenting
their salaries at the expense of the local people. The resulting tensions between company
interests and settler interests were only slightly ameliorated by marriages between officials and
burghers’ daughters. They came to a head again in the last quarter of the century, when the
Netherlands had lost its economic supremacy to France and Britain and the Dutch East India.
Company, on the verge of bankruptcy, was in no position to satisfy the demands of the Cape
burghers.By 1778, leading Cape Town businessmen and arable farmers had accumulated
considerable wealth. In that year they initiated another agitation. They sent two delegations to
the Netherlands, appealing not only to the directors of the company but also to the States-
General, complaining of the effects of the company’s economic policies and demanding
freedom to trade with foreign ships and effective political representation. The alliance between
urban and rural interests, however, was fragile and soon began to fall apart. Moreover, the
quarrel became embroiled in the ideological and political struggle in the Netherlands, where
supporters of the status quo were confronted by “Patriots,” who were influenced by the revolution
in North America and the democratic ideas of the Enlightenment. The directors were
conservative, and when their faction triumphed in 1787, they were able to ignore the burghers’
demands.Slavery created far the most significant division in Cape society. As in other slave
societies, the relationship was rooted in the fact and threat of violence. The law that prevailed at
the Cape derived from the Roman-Dutch law of the Netherlands and the statutes of Batavia.
“Slaves were unable to marry; had no rights of potestas over their children, and were unable to
make legal contracts, acquire property or leave wills. As the exclusive property of his master, a
slave was obliged to obey any order that did not involve a criminal offence, and could be sold or
bequeathed at will.”17To deter others, the company executed its major criminals in diabolical
ways. Carl Peter Thunberg, a Swedish botanist, observed thaton the 31st of July [1773] a slave
was executed, who had murdered his master. The delinquent being laid on the cross and tied
fast to it, first his arms and legs were burned in eight different parts with jagged tongs, made red
hot; afterwards his arms and legs were broken on the wheel, and lastly, his head was cut off and
fixed on a pole. The judge that tries and condemns the criminal is always present, and walks in
procession to the place of execution, in order to give solemnity to the ceremony. . . . There are
two gallows out of the town, one ... on which Europeans are hanged, and the other ... on which
slaves and Hottentots are executed.18The company controlled the slaves in its Cape Town
lodge on military lines. The lot of women owned by the company was especially humiliating. To
augment the company income, they were encouraged to prostitute themselves to sailors and
were made to work alongside men on the most grueling tasks. Private slave owners were
constrained by the fact that their slaves were valuable property. The condition of slaves varied



with the owner’s temperament, occupation, and prosperity. The relationship was characterized
by paternalism, an ideology that structured and legitimized subordination and exploitation and
was expressed in a blend of affection and coercion. Some of the privately owned slaves in Cape
Town fared relatively well, even being allowed time to trade on their own account. In rural areas,
prosperous farmers sometimes left slaves in charge of farms. Yet the threat of violence was
always present, and many slave owners enforced their authority with frequent use of the
whip.19Many slaves made bids for freedom by absconding. Some roamed beyond the colonial
frontiers and eventually joined indigenous communities. Others tried to survive as predators on
colonial society. From time to time, bands of escapees lived precariously by robbing burgher
homesteads from refuges on the slopes of Table Mountain and Cape Hanglip, on the eastern
side of False Bay. Such escapees were fortunate if they were able to steal a gun and to have the
assistance of slaves who were still in service. Sooner or later, however, colonial commandos
hunted most of them down and shot or captured them, after which the Court of Justice
sentenced them to death or to some other brutal punishment.20Historians differ in their
assessments of Cape slavery. Nigel Worden and Robert Ross stress the coercive aspects and
consider that, since the slaves were derived from widely different cultures and divided in small
groups among many owners, they were too atomized to form a community with a collective
identity, such as existed in North America. Consequently, they contend, although male slaves
greatly outnumbered male burghers in the rural areas, there were no opportunities for them to
mobilize and rebel, and their only alternative to acquiescence was to abscond. That may be too
clear-cut an interpretation. Robert Shell stresses the effects of the “psychological bonds which in
many—but not all—cases bound the slave to his master and vice versa.” He continues:
“Although the slave was incorporated into the stem family, that incorporation was deliberately
limited. The owners attempted to infantilize their slaves with dress, naming patterns, and
ordinary language. All these measures combined to form what may be called the family means
of control.”21 John Mason points out that by the nineteenth century, in spite of their disparate
backgrounds, the slaves did form a self-conscious community in Cape Town and its
neighborhood, where most of them lived. Escapees created organized groups on Cape Hangup
and maintained relations with slaves who remained, and many who accepted the fact of
enslavement carved out a living space by resisting their masters’ exactions in subtle ways—
feigning illness, going slow, destroying or stealing property, and expressing their cultural
autonomy in songs and dances.22In slave societies, several factors may blur the distinction
between slave and free, and between race and class: a shared religion, manumission, the
growth of a free community of former slaves, and miscegenation. In the Cape colony, these
conditions were rarely met.“By the end of the seventeenth century, it was an accepted
prerequisite of manumission that a slave should be baptised, speak good Dutch, and have a
guarantor who would pay the Poor fund, which might provide relief if the freed slave became
destitute.”23 The company ran an elementary school for its slave children and baptized some of
them, but it neither gave special privileges to its baptized slaves nor manumitted more than a



handful. The burghers baptized few slaves and manumitted an even smaller proportion than the
company. As a result, the manumission rate was low: during the eighteenth century, on average,
no more than one person was manumitted for every six hundred slaves each year, and the free
black population was never more than 8.4 percent of the free burgher population. Only a handful
of former slaves, moreover, were able to acquire capital and land and set themselves up as
farmers, and as time went on nearly all of them were squeezed out. The free Blacks were
therefore concentrated in the relatively fluid society of Cape Town, where they made a living as
artisans, cooks, innkeepers, fishermen, and small-scale retail traders. They formed 16 percent of
the free burgher population of the Cape district in 1750 and 13 percent in 1770.24Throughout
the company period, there were a few marriages between European men and freed slave
women. There was also a great deal of extramarital sexual activity across the status and color
lines, nearly all of it between white men and slave women. Visiting sailors fathered numerous
children by Cape slaves, especially in the company’s lodge. Burghers also patronized the urban
slaves and had sexual relations with slave and Khoikhoi women on the farms, where men always
exceeded women in the burgher population. The children of free fathers and slave mothers were
slaves, but many of the female children became the mistresses and, in some cases, the
manumitted legal wives of burghers. As a result of these relationships, the “black” population of
the colony became considerably lightened, and the “white” population became somewhat
darkened. It has been estimated that approximately 7 percent of the genes of the modern
Afrikaner people originated outside Europe and that this occurred mostly during the company
period.25The Dutch East India Company’s colony at the Cape of Good Hope had characteristics
that distinguished it from other societies. It was fulfilling its founders’ intentions to be a fortified
refreshment station on the trade route between Europe and Asia. But it was much more than a
refreshment station. It was the home of a small but vital mass of people of European origin who
had become an increasingly independent force in shaping the colonial society. They owned
virtually all the productive land but did not themselves do the manual labor. They used the labor
of slaves, who were continually being imported from Asia, Madagascar, and Mozambique, and
of indigenous pastoralists, whom they had deprived of their land and livestock and who had
been decimated by smallpox. In Cape Town, a cosmopolitan entrepot, social relations were
more fluid than in the countryside, but even there the free blacks were too few, and the
constraints on them too severe, to blur the increasingly close coincidence between the lines of
race and the lines of class. This picture was complicated still further by events to the north and
east of the arable lands.The Dutch Colony, 1652-1795: The Pastoral NortheastAs early as 1700,
white colonists had acquired control of the land between the Cape peninsula and the mountain
escarpment, where the soil and the reliable winter rainfall made agriculture possible. By that
time, too, virtually all the agricultural farmers were also raising cattle and sheep, at least as a
sideline. Some colonists—younger sons of farmers and others who lacked sufficient land and
capital for successful agriculture—were already living exclusively as pastoralists and hunters.
The slave economy excluded them from other occupations. Throughout the eighteenth century,



extensive pastoral farming, with hunting as a sideline, absorbed the bulk of the increase in the
white population. These white pastoralists became known as trekboers—semi-migrant
farmers.The environment favored the trekboers. Although vast areas of arid land lay beyond the
mountain escarpment, there were also areas that were suitable for sheep and cattle, where a
person could make a start with relatively little capital. The indigenous pastoralists, who called
themselves Khoikhoi, demoralized by the collapse of their communities in the vicinity of the
Cape peninsula and, after 1712, devastated by smallpox, were unable to prevent the colonists
from getting access to the streams and the springs and from gradually establishing control of the
land. The result was a process of dispersal of whites from the agricultural colony: northward
toward the Orange River and eastward on either side of the arid Great Karoo and Little Karoo. By
the 1770s, however, trekboer expansion was checked in all directions: iñ the north by extreme
aridity 300 miles beyond the Cape peninsula; in the northeast by hunter-gatherers based in the
Sneeuberg Mountains 400 miles from the peninsula; and in the east by Bantu-speaking mixed
farmers 450 miles from the peninsula, beyond Al-goa Bay.26The company did nothing to
impede this process. In fact, needing supplies of meat and pastoral products, it adopted a
system of land tenure that favored expansion. A trekboer was obliged merely to pay a small
annual fee for the right to occupy a six-thousand-acre farm. In theory, he was merely a
conditional lessee of a “loan farm”; in practice, he was able to treat his landholding as his
outright property, which could be bought, sold, and inherited.The trekboers supplied the
southwestern Cape with sheep, cattle, and butter, but the company did scarcely anything for
them. There was no government post beyond Stellenbosch until 1745, when the company
founded one at Swellendam, 120 miles east of Cape Town. In 1786 it inaugurated another at
Graaff-Reinet, near the northeastern limit of trekboer expansion. Stellenbosch, Swellendam, and
Graaff-Reinet were district headquarters run by a landdrost, a salaried company employee.
These local administrations were extremely sketchy. A landdrost had scarcely any salaried staff
—perhaps a clerk and a soldier or two. He was obliged to rely heavily on the unpaid services of
prominent trekboers known as heemraden and veldkornets. In each district, six heemraden were
appointed by the government from lists prepared by the existing holders of those offices.
Besides administering the affairs of the district, the landdrost and the heemraden formed a court
of justice with minor civil jurisdiction. In each subdivision of a district, a veldkornet, appointed by
the landdrost and heemraden, was responsible for law and order. This meant that the most
substantial trekboers had a major say in the conduct of the local administration and the inside
track in relations with the authorities in distant Cape Town.As the century progressed, the
trekboer families spread out thinly over a vast area. Of the 13,830 burghers in the Cape Colony
in 1793, only 3,100 were in the vast eastern district of Graaff-Reinet and 1,925 in Swellendam
district. Stellenbosch district, which included much of the more densely populated arable
country, had 4,640 colonists, and the small Cape district, including the town, had
4,155.27Transportation between the trekboer homesteads and between the trekboer country
and the Cape peninsula—which contained Cape Town, the seat of government, and Table Bay



and Simonstown, the only harbors in the colony that were used throughout the eighteenth
century—was over rough tracks, traversed on horseback or by ox wagon. From Graaff-Reinet it
took up to three months for a wagon to go to and from the Cape. Trekboers nevertheless
depended on acquiring guns and gunpowder for the hunt and for protection; they also imported
tea, coffee, sugar, and tobacco as essential commodities. To pay for these, they sold sheep,
cattle, and butter, and in some cases elephant ivory, to Cape Town tradesmen who toured the
country collecting them and drove the livestock on the hoof to the Cape. For the rest, the
trekboers relied on their own resources. They were largely, but by no means wholly, a
noncapitalist subsistence community, on the periphery of the market economy; and since there
were no substantial villages east of Stellenbosch—Swellendam had only four houses thirty
years after it had become the seat of a landdrost—there were few specialized artisans and every
trekboer was a jack-of-all-trades.28The further the trekboers moved from the arable southwest,
the more their European material comforts and culture became diluted. Hendrik Swellengrebel,
the son of a former governor of the colony, toured the colony in 1776—77 and subsequently
described trekboer living conditions:As far as Swellendam and Mossel Bay and occasionally as
far as the Zeekoei River, one finds quite respectable houses with a large room partitioned into 2
or 3, and with good doors and windows, though mostly without ceilings. For the rest, however,
and especially those at a greater distance, they are only tumble-down barns, 40 feet by 14 or 15
feet, with clay walls four feet high, and a thatched roof. These are mostly undivided; the doors
are reed mats; a square hole serves as a window. The fireplace is a hole in the floor, which is
usually made of clay and cowdung. There is no chimney; merely a hole in the roof to let the
smoke out. The beds are separated by a Hottentot reed mat. The furniture is in keeping. I have
found up to three households—children included—living together in such a dwelling. The
majority, by far, of the farmers from the Overberg [beyond the mountain escarpment] come to
Cape Town only once a year, because of the great distance—I have discovered that some are
reckoned to live 40 “schoften” or days’ journey away—and because of the difficulty of getting
through the kloofs [passes] between the mountains. To cross them they need at least 24 oxen,
two teams of 10 to be changed at every halt and at least 4 spares to replace animals that are
crippled or fall prey to lions. Two Hottentots are necessary as well as the farmer himself. The
load usually consists of 2 vats of butter (1000 lb. in all) and 400 to 500 lbs. soap.29There were
no schools in the trekboer areas, and the first clergyman did not arrive at Zwartland
(Malmesbury), forty miles north of Cape Town, until 1745, nor at Graaff-Reinet until 1792. As far
as literacy was maintained—and in many cases it was not—it was transmitted within the family.
Former company employees made a living as traveling teachers, attaching themselves to
trekboer families for several months at a time; but most were so incompetent that the word
Meester (teacher) acquired a derogatory meaning.Trekboers were more egalitarian among
themselves than the burghers in Cape Town and the arable southwest. Even so, some people
used the perquisites of the offices of heemraad and veldkornet: to acquire more property than
their fellows, and at the other extreme there were people who lacked the capital, the ability, or



the will to farm independently. A few moved beyond the settled white community and lived as
hunters and traders in indigenous societies. Others became bijwoners—tenant farmers, caring
for their employers’ stock in return for a share. Some bijwoners remained in an underclass;
others eventually accumulated sufficient livestock to set up on their own as landowners.This
expansion involved a variety of relationships with the indigenous hunters and herders.
Advancing burgher families often made use of a spring and its adjacent pastures without overt
opposition and then gradually acquired exclusive control, reducing the indigenous pastoralists to
various types of tenancy and clientage. An elderly Khoikhoi told Anders Sparrman, a visiting
Swedish doctor and entomologist, in 1775 that “he could not forbear (though with some degree
of caution and in gentle terms) making complaints of the Dutch, as unjust invaders of the
Hottentot territories. For want of strength and powers, (he said) these latter were now no longer
in a condition to withstand their encroachments; almost every day some Hottentot or other being
obliged to remove with his cattle, whenever the pasture he was in possession of, happened to
suit a colonist.”30 For their part, indigenous hunter-gatherers often raided the cattle and sheep,
and sometimes the homes, of the incoming farmers. In response to that resistance, the farmers
formed their one cooperative institution, the commando.The company had initially used its own
military personnel in its military operations. By the end of the seventeenth century, it had added
a smattering of free burghers. From 1715 onward, commandos consisted exclusively of civilians.
They were dependent on the company for their guns and ammunition and, in theory, subject to
company control. In practice, they behaved independently. The main resistance came from
indigenous hunter gatherers (San) and from indigenous pastoralists (Khoikhoi) who had lost
their livestock. During the 1770s, indigenous bands attacked burgher property over a wide front
from bases in the Sneeuwberg Mountains north of Graaff-Reinet. Large commandos, including
subjected indigenous pastoralists as well as burghers, retaliated, treating their prey as vermin. In
1774,a commando of 300 men claimed to have killed 503 people; between 1786 and 1795,
2,430 were reported killed. By the end of the century, the indigenous hunting and herding
peoples of the western part of South Africa had ceased to offer large-scale resistance.With their
roots in the society of Cape Town and the arable southwest, the trekboers were never a self-
sufficient society. They were accustomed to using coerced slave and indigenous labor. Many
continued to own slaves—in 1773,over halftne burghers in Swellendam owned at least one
slave. But as they moved deeper and deeper into the interior and edged more and more of the
indigenous herders out of control of the land, they drew many of them into their service. The
subjected pastoralists had precisely the skills that the trekboers required. For the right to
continue to live on the land and to pasture a few livestock of their own, they herded the invaders’
cattle and sheep, they drove their ox wagons, and they did their domestic chores. Trekboers also
made use of people from the indigenous hunting and gathering communities. Commandos
exterminated adult hunter-gatherers but made a point of capturing children, and before they
disbanded they distributed the children as well as the cattle booty among themselves.Beyond
the trekboers north and northeast from the Cape lived people of diverse origins: displaced



indigenous pastoralists and hunter-gatherers, escaped African and Asian slaves, burghers of
white parentage who had committed crimes, and men and women of mixed ethnic descent. Like
many trekboers, these people lived by hunting as much as stock farming. Like the trekboers, too,
they were loosely linked with the Cape by trade, bartering sheep, cattle, and ivory in return for
arms, ammunition, and other imported commodities. Forming fluid communities, they were
penetrating and destabilizing the indigenous pastoral and mixed farming societies beyond the
Orange River. By the end of the eighteenth century, some were becoming organized as
chiefdoms. At first they called themselves Bastaards, but, under missionary influence, they were
becoming known as Griquas.31In the east the situation was still more complex. By the 1770s,
the foremost eastern trekboers had reached the vicinities of Algoa Bay and Graaff-Reinet, where
there were valleys with good soils and sufficient rain for extensive agriculture as well as stock
farming. This desirable land was already part of the long-disputed frontier zone between
indigenous pastoralists and Bantu-speaking mixed farmers, described in chapter 1. A period of
intense competition for control ensued, marked by shifting alliances, cattle raids, and wars. None
of the ethnic communities—Khoikhoi, Xhosa, or White—was able to establish hegemony, and
the colonial government in distant Cape Town was also incapable of doing so.People were not
actuated exclusively by ethnic bonds. They had divergent identifications and conflicting
concerns. Trekboers in the northern part of the district of Graaff-Reinet had a major interest in
concentrating colonial resources against the aboriginal hunter-gatherers who were attacking
them from their bases in the Sneeuwberg, while those in the southern part of the district were
primarily concerned to secure the land they were appropriating against Xhosa attack. Xhosa
chiefs were pursuing their own rivalries with one another as well as trying to cope with the
intrusion of the colonists. Khoikhoi were torn between obeying their trekboer patrons and
deserting them to join up with the Xhosa, which was an attractive alternative, since, as we have
seen, the nearest Xhosa chiefdoms had already incorporated numerous Khoikhoi. Thus, during
the first two spells of warfare in the frontier zone between the colony and the territory of the
Xhosa in 1779 and 1793, people were killed, property was destroyed, sheep and cattle changed
hands, but the results were indecisive.32These events strained the relationship between the
frontier trekboers and the colonial government, which was not seen to be offering sufficient
support. Early in 1795, prominent trekboers from the southern part of the district of Graaff-Reinet
drove out the landdrost and assumed control. The government soon brought them to heel,
however, by cutting off their ammunition supply, demonstrating that they were dependent on
their links with the Cape Town regime and the European economy.33When the British captured
the Cape from the Dutch later in 1795, they took over responsibility for a thinly populated, loose-
knit territory. Cape Town was still the only port of entry into the region. With fifteen thousand
inhabitants (including ten thousand slaves), 1,145 private houses, and such public buildings as
the castle, the slave lodge, and the principal Dutch Reformed church, it was also the only real
town in the colony. Stellenbosch had a mere 70 houses, Swellendam 30, and Graaff-Reinet
“about a dozen mud-houses covered with thatch.”34 In the European perspective, the colony’s



function was still little more than the stepping-stone to Asia that it had been in the time of van
Riebeeck; it yielded nothing else of significance to the metropolitan economy.The crucial facet of
the social structure of the colony was the utter dependence of the white colonists on the labor of
slaves and indigenous people. In Europe, where the settler community had originated, ethnic
chauvinism was already deeply embedded in the popular psyche. At the Cape, where the
colonists were subject to a commercial government that practiced slavery and the slave trade,
they were conditioned to life as privileged people, distinguished from their slaves and serfs by
physical and cultural as well as legal and economic criteria. They were also growing apart from
society in northwestern Europe, where social and economic conditions differed profoundly.The
white colonists were themselves a diverse lot. Capetonians (traders, innkeepers, and artisans),
arable farmers, and remote trekboers had conflicting interests and varied cultural levels.
Nevertheless, in spite of the unconventional behavior of some individuals and the fairly
widespread condoning of male promiscuity with women from the subordinated classes, the
colonists perceived themselves as constituting a distinct community. They often identified
themselves by the label “Christian.” Anders Sparrman recorded that in the 1770s all “Christians”
were called “baas.”35 The distinction was essentially racial. Christianity had limited influence in
^outh Africa during the eighteenth century. The handful of Calvinist ministers appointed by the
government certainly did not challenge the norms and values that corresponded with material
conditions that placed people of European descent above others.36For the subordinated
peoples, life in the colony was nasty, brutish, and short. The Cape slaves experienced a form of
subjection that was in many respects harsher than slavery as practiced in the Americas.
Extracted from diverse native cultures and dispersed in small, mixed lots among many owners,
most managed to create some space for human dignity while accommodating to their lot, and a
considerable minority bolted for freedom, risking starvation, capture, and fierce retribution. The
indigenous pastoralists fared no better. Deprived of their means of independent subsistence,
they were incorporated into a society where their masters adopted methods of control they were
accustomed to applying to slaves.This stratified and violent society was a linguistic Babel. Some
colonists were holding to the Dutch of the Netherlands, the official language of the colony. Some
indigenous people were still speaking their native languages. A few slaves were able to use their
languages of origin, whereas Portuguese Creole had become a common means of
communication among the Asian slaves. A simplified form of Dutch, which dropped certain
inflections and vocabulary items, modified the vowel sounds, and incorporated loan words from
the other languages, however, was becoming the dominant lingua franca. This dialect, which
originated as a medium of oral communication between burghers and slaves, would become a
distinct language—Afrikaans—which, with English and nine African languages, would be
recognized as official languages in postapartheid South Africa.37The British Cape Colony, 1795
—1870During the European turmoil sparked off by the French Revolution, Great Britain became
the dominant sea power and occupied the Cape peninsula to prevent it from falling into the
hands of the French. A British expedition easily forced the capitulation of Dutch officials in 1795,



and although the Dutch—then constituted as the Batavian Republic—regained the Cape under
the terms of the Treaty of Amiens in 1803, they were ousted again in January 1806. British
sovereignty over the colony was confirmed in the eyes of Europe, but, of course, without any
consultation with black or white South Africans, in the peace settlement of 1814.PRAISE FOR
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FOURTH EDITIONSouth Africa is a place of stunning contrasts: extreme wealth and desperate
poverty, heroic devotion to the greater good and klepto- and megalomaniacal self-interest,
exceptional natural beauty and environmental desecration. It is, perhaps, not so much a “World
in One Country” as the official tourism slogan once claimed, but a universe where worlds collide,



always jarringly, sometimes violently. This, the fourth edition of A History of South Africa,
includes a new chapter describing the major developments of the post-Mandela years, a time
when the euphoria over the political redemption from apartheid ended and a new struggle for
equality and democratic maturity began.My thanks in this enterprise go to many friends and
colleagues in South Africa, the United States, and elsewhere. My deepest gratitude goes to
Sarah Miller, my editor at Yale University Press, who endured my frequent delays with
equanimity and patience.This edition is dedicated to the memory of Leonard Thompson.Lynn
BeratPREFACE TO THE FOURTH EDITIONSouth Africa is a place of stunning contrasts:
extreme wealth and desperate poverty, heroic devotion to the greater good and klepto- and
megalomaniacal self-interest, exceptional natural beauty and environmental desecration. It is,
perhaps, not so much a “World in One Country” as the official tourism slogan once claimed, but
a universe where worlds collide, always jarringly, sometimes violently. This, the fourth edition of
A History of South Africa, includes a new chapter describing the major developments of the post-
Mandela years, a time when the euphoria over the political redemption from apartheid ended
and a new struggle for equality and democratic maturity began.My thanks in this enterprise go to
many friends and colleagues in South Africa, the United States, and elsewhere. My deepest
gratitude goes to Sarah Miller, my editor at Yale University Press, who endured my frequent
delays with equanimity and patience.This edition is dedicated to the memory of Leonard
Thompson.Lynn BeratPREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITIONThis edition contains two new
chapters: a study of the complex political transition process in light of substantial new evidence
and an original account of the new South Africa under President Nelson Mandela and his
successor, Thabo Mbeki.Once again I am deeply grateful to Lynn Berat for her knowledge and
insights, her careful reading of drafts of the new chapters, and her skills in taming my extremely
ill-behaved computer; also to Charles Grench, former editor in chief of Yale University Press,
Laura Jones Dooley, associate managing editor, and Ali Peterson, reprints editor, for their
friendship and professional skills.PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITIONThis edition contains two
new chapters: a study of the complex political transition process in light of substantial new
evidence and an original account of the new South Africa under President Nelson Mandela and
his successor, Thabo Mbeki.Once again I am deeply grateful to Lynn Berat for her knowledge
and insights, her careful reading of drafts of the new chapters, and her skills in taming my
extremely ill-behaved computer; also to Charles Grench, former editor in chief of Yale University
Press, Laura Jones Dooley, associate managing editor, and Ali Peterson, reprints editor, for their
friendship and professional skills.PREFACE TO THE 1995 EDITIONReaders should be aware
that, in South Africa as elsewhere, historians are shaped by the context in which they live and
work, and that their publications in turn—especially their textbooks—influence the history of their
times. During the British colonial regimes of the nineteenth century, many authors wrote in an
imperialist mode. In reaction against that metropolitan bias, British colonists composed works
that embodied their perspective as a dominant minority in an African milieu, often at odds with
the British metropole; and by the end of the century, when British imperialism was reaching its



apogee, Afrikaners were laying the foundations of an exclusive, nationalist historiography. In the
segregation and apartheid years, the white regime authorized textbooks and favored other
publications in the settler and Afrikaner nationalist traditions of the previous century. Today,
those traditions are becoming obsolete. They have been overshadowed by counter-
historiographies that, since World War II, have become increasingly rich, varied, and
nuanced.Historians writing from a critical liberal perspective began to expose the racial bias in
the established historiography in the late 1920s. From the 1940s onward, their successors
placed unprecedented emphasis on the historical experiences of Africans, Indians, and
Coloured People. By the 1970s, some scholars were creating a “radical” historiography, which
was influenced by Marxism and highlighted the role of capitalism and the growth of class
divisions in South Africa. Initially, a rather clear line demarcated the “liberal” and the “radical”
perspectives, though each group also contained great differences—there were variations within
the liberal tradition, and radicals drew on rival schools of Marxism. Recently, following the
disintegration of the Soviet Union, the collapse of the communist regimes in eastern Europe and
elsewhere, and the global movement toward an open economy, the perspectives have
converged considerably. With some exceptions, liberals have been radicalized, radicals have
been liberalized. In this book, I have drawn on the rich achievements of both streams of
contemporary South African historiography.What of the future? Because historians now live in a
post–Cold War and postapartheid context, we may expect new departures in South African
historiography. Historians with strong commitments to the African nationalist movement may be
expected to write from that perspective, which may lead to partisan works resembling a mirror-
image of Afrikaner nationalist writings. Meanwhile, scholars and bureaucrats are working to
create and authorize school textbooks that reflect the democratic ideology of the new
government, in place of the old textbooks, which emphasized the achievements of Whites and
denigrated Blacks.As a result of the racial structure of South African society, almost none of the
scholars who currently hold appointments in history departments in South African universities
are Africans and nearly all the historiography of South Africa has been written by white people.
In the future, Africans will bring new perspectives, new experiences, and new linguistic skills to
the study of South African history. They may be expected to explore fresh topics and produce
works with distinctive features. This process will be gradual. It will take time for Africans to
acquire professional training and research experience and to receive appointments that provide
opportunities for historical research.We may also expect that historical themes that received
scant attention in the past will now come to the fore. Ethnicity is a typical example. Ethnic
divisions among Africans were so central to the apartheid ideology that they were taboo for most
scholars not tainted by the apartheid regime. Now, the history of the politicization of ethnicity in
South Africa, among Blacks as well as Whites, has become highly relevant. Women’s history
has already received considerable attention in South Africa, but deeper examination of the role
of gender in South African history has become a high priority, owing to unresolved tensions
between the ideal of gender equality and the patriarchal traditions and practices of African



societies. Among many other themes that warrant closer examination in the new South Africa
than previously are historical studies of African health, of African families, of African spirituality
and ideology, of South African urbanization, and of the South African environment. We may look
forward to works on such themes cast in long-term perspective—exploring the continuities and
changes through the centuries before and since the conquest and the impact of industrial
capitalism.The scene of a variety of complex relations among diverse cultures, South Africa will
always offer challenges to creative scholars. One hopes that South African historiography will
remain a rich field of intellectual inquiry into the distant future. Meanwhile, this volume is a
succinct survey of the present state of knowledge.I am grateful to Lynn Berat, Leonard Doob,
William Foltz, Christopher Saunders, Robert Shell, and Johann van der Vyver for valuable
criticisms of a draft of chapter 8; and to Leslie Bessant, Catherine Higgs, and Sean Redding for
comments on the first edition, which they have been using in their university and college classes.
This edition, like the first, has benefitted greatly from the professional skills of Charles Grench
and Laura Dooley of Yale University Press.PREFACE TO THE 1995 EDITIONReaders should be
aware that, in South Africa as elsewhere, historians are shaped by the context in which they live
and work, and that their publications in turn—especially their textbooks—influence the history of
their times. During the British colonial regimes of the nineteenth century, many authors wrote in
an imperialist mode. In reaction against that metropolitan bias, British colonists composed works
that embodied their perspective as a dominant minority in an African milieu, often at odds with
the British metropole; and by the end of the century, when British imperialism was reaching its
apogee, Afrikaners were laying the foundations of an exclusive, nationalist historiography. In the
segregation and apartheid years, the white regime authorized textbooks and favored other
publications in the settler and Afrikaner nationalist traditions of the previous century. Today,
those traditions are becoming obsolete. They have been overshadowed by counter-
historiographies that, since World War II, have become increasingly rich, varied, and
nuanced.Historians writing from a critical liberal perspective began to expose the racial bias in
the established historiography in the late 1920s. From the 1940s onward, their successors
placed unprecedented emphasis on the historical experiences of Africans, Indians, and
Coloured People. By the 1970s, some scholars were creating a “radical” historiography, which
was influenced by Marxism and highlighted the role of capitalism and the growth of class
divisions in South Africa. Initially, a rather clear line demarcated the “liberal” and the “radical”
perspectives, though each group also contained great differences—there were variations within
the liberal tradition, and radicals drew on rival schools of Marxism. Recently, following the
disintegration of the Soviet Union, the collapse of the communist regimes in eastern Europe and
elsewhere, and the global movement toward an open economy, the perspectives have
converged considerably. With some exceptions, liberals have been radicalized, radicals have
been liberalized. In this book, I have drawn on the rich achievements of both streams of
contemporary South African historiography.What of the future? Because historians now live in a
post–Cold War and postapartheid context, we may expect new departures in South African



historiography. Historians with strong commitments to the African nationalist movement may be
expected to write from that perspective, which may lead to partisan works resembling a mirror-
image of Afrikaner nationalist writings. Meanwhile, scholars and bureaucrats are working to
create and authorize school textbooks that reflect the democratic ideology of the new
government, in place of the old textbooks, which emphasized the achievements of Whites and
denigrated Blacks.As a result of the racial structure of South African society, almost none of the
scholars who currently hold appointments in history departments in South African universities
are Africans and nearly all the historiography of South Africa has been written by white people.
In the future, Africans will bring new perspectives, new experiences, and new linguistic skills to
the study of South African history. They may be expected to explore fresh topics and produce
works with distinctive features. This process will be gradual. It will take time for Africans to
acquire professional training and research experience and to receive appointments that provide
opportunities for historical research.We may also expect that historical themes that received
scant attention in the past will now come to the fore. Ethnicity is a typical example. Ethnic
divisions among Africans were so central to the apartheid ideology that they were taboo for most
scholars not tainted by the apartheid regime. Now, the history of the politicization of ethnicity in
South Africa, among Blacks as well as Whites, has become highly relevant. Women’s history
has already received considerable attention in South Africa, but deeper examination of the role
of gender in South African history has become a high priority, owing to unresolved tensions
between the ideal of gender equality and the patriarchal traditions and practices of African
societies. Among many other themes that warrant closer examination in the new South Africa
than previously are historical studies of African health, of African families, of African spirituality
and ideology, of South African urbanization, and of the South African environment. We may look
forward to works on such themes cast in long-term perspective—exploring the continuities and
changes through the centuries before and since the conquest and the impact of industrial
capitalism.The scene of a variety of complex relations among diverse cultures, South Africa will
always offer challenges to creative scholars. One hopes that South African historiography will
remain a rich field of intellectual inquiry into the distant future. Meanwhile, this volume is a
succinct survey of the present state of knowledge.I am grateful to Lynn Berat, Leonard Doob,
William Foltz, Christopher Saunders, Robert Shell, and Johann van der Vyver for valuable
criticisms of a draft of chapter 8; and to Leslie Bessant, Catherine Higgs, and Sean Redding for
comments on the first edition, which they have been using in their university and college classes.
This edition, like the first, has benefitted greatly from the professional skills of Charles Grench
and Laura Dooley of Yale University Press.CHRONOLOGYMillennia B.C.Hunter-gatherers,
ancestors of the Khoisan (Khoikhoi and San: “Hottentots” and “Bushmen”), living in Southern
AfricaBy A.D. 300Mixed farmers, ancestors of the Bantu-speaking majority of the modern
population, begin to settle south of the Limpopo River1487Portuguese expedition led by
Bartholomeu Dias reaches Mossel Bay1652The Dutch East India Company founds a
refreshment station at the Cape of Good Hope1652–1795Genesis and expansion of the



Afrikaners (“Boers”); the Khoisan conquered; slaves imported from Indonesia, India, Ceylon,
Madagascar (Malagasy), and Mozambique1795Britain takes the Cape Colony from the
Dutch1803The Dutch (Batavian Republic) regain the Cape Colony by treaty1806Britain
reconquers the Cape Colony1811–12British and colonial forces expel Africans from the territory
west of the Fish River1815Rising of frontier Boers (later known as the Slagtersnek
rebellion)1816–28Shaka creates the Zulu kingdom; warfare among Africans throughout much of
southeastern Africa (the Mfecane)1820British settlers arrive in the Cape Colony1828The Cape
colonial government repeals the pass laws1834–38Cape colonial slaves emancipated1834–
35Xhosa defeated by British and colonial forces1835–40Five thousand Afrikaners (later known
as voortrekkers) leave the Cape Colony with their “Coloured” clients; a movement later known as
the Great Trek1838An Afrikaner commando defeats the Zulu army at the battle of Blood
River1843Britain annexes Natal1846–47Xhosa defeated by British and colonial forces1850–
531852, 1854Britain recognizes the Transvaal and Orange Free State as independent Afrikaner
republics1856–57The Xhosa cattle-killing1858Lesotho wins war versus the Orange Free
State1865–67The Orange Free State defeats Lesotho1867Diamond mining begins in
Griqualand West1868Britain annexes Lesotho (“Basutoland”)1877Britain annexes the
Transvaal1879British and colonial forces conquer the Zulu after losing a regiment at
Isandhlwana1880–81Transvaal Afrikaners regain their independence1886Gold mining begins
on the Witwatersrand1895–96Leander Starr Jameson leads an unsuccessful raid into the
Transvaal1897–98Rinderpest destroys vast numbers of cattle1898Transvaal commandos
conquer the Venda, completing the white conquest of the African population of Southern
Africa1899–1902The War between the Whites: Britain conquers the Afrikaner republics1904–
7Chamber of Mines imports 63,397 Chinese workers1906–7Britain gives parliamentary
government to the former republics; only Whites enfranchised1910The Cape Colony, Natal, the
Transvaal, and the Orange Free State join to form the Union of South Africa1912South African
Native National Congress (NNC) founded; later becomes the African National Congress
(ANC)1913Natives Land Act limits African landownership to the reserves; the beginning of a
series of segregation laws1914–19As a member of the British Empire, South Africa participates
in World War I1917Anglo American Corporation of South Africa founded1921Communist party
of South Africa founded1922White strikers seize control of Johannesburg but are crushed by
government troops1936African parliamentary voters placed on a separate roll1939–45South
Africa participates in World War II on the Allied side194670,000 to 100,000 African gold-mine
workers strike for higher wages; troops drive them back to the mines1948The Afrikaner National
party wins a general election and begins to apply its policy of apartheid1950The Population
Registration Act classifies people by race; the Group Areas Act makes people reside in racially
zoned areas1950 ff.Security legislation gives the government vast powers over people and
organizations1952The ANC and its allies launch a passive resistance campaign1953The
government assumes control of African education1955The Congress of the People adopts a
Freedom Charter1956156 members of Congress Alliance charged with high treasonColoured



parliamentary voters placed on a separate roll1958–66Verwoerd is prime minister1959Pan-
Africanist Congress (PAC) founded1960African and Coloured representation in Parliament (by
Whites) terminatedPolice kill 67 African anti–pass-law demonstrators at Sharpeville; the
government bans African political organizations1961South Africa becomes a republic and
leaves the British Commonwealth1964Nelson Mandela and other ANC and PAC leaders
sentenced to life imprisonment1966–68Lesotho, Botswana, and Swaziland become
independent states1975–76Mozambique and Angola become independent states1976–77At
least 575 people die in confrontations between Africans and police in Soweto and other African
townships1976–81South Africa grants “independence” to the Transkei, Bophuthatswana, Venda,
and the Ciskei Homelands, but they are not recognized abroad1977The U.N. Security Council
imposes a mandatory embargo on the supply of arms to South Africa1978–84Botha is prime
minister1979African trade unions can register and gain access to the industrial court and the
right to strike1980Zimbabwe (previously Rhodesia) becomes independent1981–88South
African forces invade Angola and make hit-and-run raids into Lesotho, Mozambique, Zimbabwe,
and Zambia; anc guerrillas sabotage South African cities1983United Democratic Front (UDF)
formed1984A new constitution gives Asians and Coloureds but not Africans limited participation
in the central government; Botha becomes state president1984–86Prolonged and widespread
resistance to the regime in black South African townships; violent government
reactions1985First contacts between the government and imprisoned and exiled ANC
leaders1986Pass laws repealedThe government proclaims a nationwide state of emergency,
detains thousands of people, and prohibits the press, radio, and television from reporting
unrestThe U.S. Congress passes the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act over President
Reagan’s veto1986–95Violent conflict between Zulu supporters of Inkatha and the ANC in
KwaZulu and on the Witwatersrand1987Three-week strike by 250,000 African mine-
workers1988South Africa undertakes to withdraw from Angola and cooperate in U.N.-monitored
independence process in Namibia1989De Klerk succeeds Botha, first as leader of the National
party, then as president1990De Klerk unbans the anc, pac, and sacp; releases Mandela and
other political prisoners Namibia gains independence1990–911913 and 1936 Land Acts, Group
Areas Act, Population Registration Act, and Separate Amenities Act repealed; political
organizations unbanned; state of emergency revoked; amid widespread violence, delegates
from 18 parties start formal negotiations1992White voters support the negotiation process in a
referendumThe ANC breaks off negotiations with the government after an Inkatha mob
massacres 461993Negotiations resume; de Klerk, Mandela, and leaders of 18 other parties
endorse an interim constitution1994Governments of the Bophuthatswana and Ciskei
“Homelands” collapseThe ANC wins first nonracial election (April 27–30)Nelson Mandela is
sworn in as president (May 10) and forms Government of National UnityForeign governments lift
sanctions; South Africa rejoins the British CommonwealthCrime escalates1995Racial conflict in
the police force (January)Inauguration of the Constitutional Court (February); it abolishes the
death penalty (May)Disturbances in universities (March)Inkatha withdraws from the Constituent



Assembly (April)Inauguration of the Commission for the Restitution of Land Rights (May)The
Truth and Reconciliation Commission starts work1996The Constituent Assembly enacts a
permanent constitutionThe National party withdraws from the Government, leaving the Inkatha
Freedom party as well as the ANC1998Publication of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s
report1999General election: the anc wins 66 percent of the voteThe Democratic party replaces
the National party as the official oppositionMandela retires, succeeded by Thabo MbekiStrikes
by government employees, including teachers2000Large-scale industrial strikeCrisis in
Zimbabwe has repercussions in South AfricaThe National party merges with the Democratic
party13th international conference on AIDS meets in Durban2001Promotion of Access to
Information Act takes effectGrootboom right to housing case decided by Constitutional
Court2002Treatment Action Campaign case on access to anti-retroviral drugs decided by
Constitutional CourtFormation of Democratic AllianceAfrican Union launched in DurbanNew
Partnership for African Development created2003Patricia de Lille forms Independent
DemocratsCabinet overrides Mbeki and announces antiretroviral drug rollout planEnactment of
Broad-Based Black Empowerment Act2004Mbeki elected for second termLaw on Anti-Terrorism
adoptedJaftha v. Schoeman right to housing case decided by Constitutional Court2005New
National party disbandsMbeki removes Jacob Zuma as deputy presidentZimbabwean
parliamentary elections2006Zuma acquitted of rape chargesJudicial Service Commission
rejects public inquiry into activities of Cape judge John HlopheU.N. Special Envoy for AIDS in
Africa says South Africa promotes “lunatic fringe” attitude toward AIDS2007Scorpions indict
Zuma on corruption chargesConstitutional Court judges file charges against Judge HlopheZuma
defeats Mbeki for ANC presidency at ANC conference in Polokwane2008Power-sharing
agreement in ZimbabweCorruption charges against Zuma droppedMbeki resignsKgalema
Motlanthe inauguratedBarbara Hogan becomes minister of healthCongress of the People
(COPE) founded2009Zuma elected presidentZuma appoints Sandile Ngcobo as chief
justiceZuma gives World AIDS Day speech announcing policy to distribute antiretroviral drugs
widely2010Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development report labels South Africa
one of the world’s most unequal societiesGovernment acknowledges that Broad-Based Black
Economic Empowerment Program has been largely a failureSouth Africa does not issue visa to
Dalai Lama to attend Desmond Tutu’s eightieth birthday party2011Activist Andries Tatane killed
by police during service delivery protestSouth African Human Rights Commission investigates
complaints about water quality and supply2012ANC centenary celebrationsMarikana
MassacreMoody’s downgrades South AfricaANC conference at Mangaung, Zuma reelected
ANC president2013Mamphela Ramphele forms Agang SASouth African troops killed in Central
African Republic Passage of Secrecy BillJulius Malema forms Economic Freedom
Fighters2014Twentieth anniversary of end of white ruleCHRONOLOGYMillennia B.C.Hunter-
gatherers, ancestors of the Khoisan (Khoikhoi and San: “Hottentots” and “Bushmen”), living in
Southern AfricaBy A.D. 300Mixed farmers, ancestors of the Bantu-speaking majority of the
modern population, begin to settle south of the Limpopo River1487Portuguese expedition led by



Bartholomeu Dias reaches Mossel Bay1652The Dutch East India Company founds a
refreshment station at the Cape of Good Hope1652–1795Genesis and expansion of the
Afrikaners (“Boers”); the Khoisan conquered; slaves imported from Indonesia, India, Ceylon,
Madagascar (Malagasy), and Mozambique1795Britain takes the Cape Colony from the
Dutch1803The Dutch (Batavian Republic) regain the Cape Colony by treaty1806Britain
reconquers the Cape Colony1811–12British and colonial forces expel Africans from the territory
west of the Fish River1815Rising of frontier Boers (later known as the Slagtersnek
rebellion)1816–28Shaka creates the Zulu kingdom; warfare among Africans throughout much of
southeastern Africa (the Mfecane)1820British settlers arrive in the Cape Colony1828The Cape
colonial government repeals the pass laws1834–38Cape colonial slaves emancipated1834–
35Xhosa defeated by British and colonial forces1835–40Five thousand Afrikaners (later known
as voortrekkers) leave the Cape Colony with their “Coloured” clients; a movement later known as
the Great Trek1838An Afrikaner commando defeats the Zulu army at the battle of Blood
River1843Britain annexes Natal1846–47Xhosa defeated by British and colonial forces1850–
531852, 1854Britain recognizes the Transvaal and Orange Free State as independent Afrikaner
republics1856–57The Xhosa cattle-killing1858Lesotho wins war versus the Orange Free
State1865–67The Orange Free State defeats Lesotho1867Diamond mining begins in
Griqualand West1868Britain annexes Lesotho (“Basutoland”)1877Britain annexes the
Transvaal1879British and colonial forces conquer the Zulu after losing a regiment at
Isandhlwana1880–81Transvaal Afrikaners regain their independence1886Gold mining begins
on the Witwatersrand1895–96Leander Starr Jameson leads an unsuccessful raid into the
Transvaal1897–98Rinderpest destroys vast numbers of cattle1898Transvaal commandos
conquer the Venda, completing the white conquest of the African population of Southern
Africa1899–1902The War between the Whites: Britain conquers the Afrikaner republics1904–
7Chamber of Mines imports 63,397 Chinese workers1906–7Britain gives parliamentary
government to the former republics; only Whites enfranchised1910The Cape Colony, Natal, the
Transvaal, and the Orange Free State join to form the Union of South Africa1912South African
Native National Congress (NNC) founded; later becomes the African National Congress
(ANC)1913Natives Land Act limits African landownership to the reserves; the beginning of a
series of segregation laws1914–19As a member of the British Empire, South Africa participates
in World War I1917Anglo American Corporation of South Africa founded1921Communist party
of South Africa founded1922White strikers seize control of Johannesburg but are crushed by
government troops1936African parliamentary voters placed on a separate roll1939–45South
Africa participates in World War II on the Allied side194670,000 to 100,000 African gold-mine
workers strike for higher wages; troops drive them back to the mines1948The Afrikaner National
party wins a general election and begins to apply its policy of apartheid1950The Population
Registration Act classifies people by race; the Group Areas Act makes people reside in racially
zoned areas1950 ff.Security legislation gives the government vast powers over people and
organizations1952The ANC and its allies launch a passive resistance campaign1953The



government assumes control of African education1955The Congress of the People adopts a
Freedom Charter1956156 members of Congress Alliance charged with high treasonColoured
parliamentary voters placed on a separate roll1958–66Verwoerd is prime minister1959Pan-
Africanist Congress (PAC) founded1960African and Coloured representation in Parliament (by
Whites) terminatedPolice kill 67 African anti–pass-law demonstrators at Sharpeville; the
government bans African political organizations1961South Africa becomes a republic and
leaves the British Commonwealth1964Nelson Mandela and other ANC and PAC leaders
sentenced to life imprisonment1966–68Lesotho, Botswana, and Swaziland become
independent states1975–76Mozambique and Angola become independent states1976–77At
least 575 people die in confrontations between Africans and police in Soweto and other African
townships1976–81South Africa grants “independence” to the Transkei, Bophuthatswana, Venda,
and the Ciskei Homelands, but they are not recognized abroad1977The U.N. Security Council
imposes a mandatory embargo on the supply of arms to South Africa1978–84Botha is prime
minister1979African trade unions can register and gain access to the industrial court and the
right to strike1980Zimbabwe (previously Rhodesia) becomes independent1981–88South
African forces invade Angola and make hit-and-run raids into Lesotho, Mozambique, Zimbabwe,
and Zambia; anc guerrillas sabotage South African cities1983United Democratic Front (UDF)
formed1984A new constitution gives Asians and Coloureds but not Africans limited participation
in the central government; Botha becomes state president1984–86Prolonged and widespread
resistance to the regime in black South African townships; violent government
reactions1985First contacts between the government and imprisoned and exiled ANC
leaders1986Pass laws repealedThe government proclaims a nationwide state of emergency,
detains thousands of people, and prohibits the press, radio, and television from reporting
unrestThe U.S. Congress passes the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act over President
Reagan’s veto1986–95Violent conflict between Zulu supporters of Inkatha and the ANC in
KwaZulu and on the Witwatersrand1987Three-week strike by 250,000 African mine-
workers1988South Africa undertakes to withdraw from Angola and cooperate in U.N.-monitored
independence process in Namibia1989De Klerk succeeds Botha, first as leader of the National
party, then as president1990De Klerk unbans the anc, pac, and sacp; releases Mandela and
other political prisoners Namibia gains independence1990–911913 and 1936 Land Acts, Group
Areas Act, Population Registration Act, and Separate Amenities Act repealed; political
organizations unbanned; state of emergency revoked; amid widespread violence, delegates
from 18 parties start formal negotiations1992White voters support the negotiation process in a
referendumThe ANC breaks off negotiations with the government after an Inkatha mob
massacres 461993Negotiations resume; de Klerk, Mandela, and leaders of 18 other parties
endorse an interim constitution1994Governments of the Bophuthatswana and Ciskei
“Homelands” collapseThe ANC wins first nonracial election (April 27–30)Nelson Mandela is
sworn in as president (May 10) and forms Government of National UnityForeign governments lift
sanctions; South Africa rejoins the British CommonwealthCrime escalates1995Racial conflict in



the police force (January)Inauguration of the Constitutional Court (February); it abolishes the
death penalty (May)Disturbances in universities (March)Inkatha withdraws from the Constituent
Assembly (April)Inauguration of the Commission for the Restitution of Land Rights (May)The
Truth and Reconciliation Commission starts work1996The Constituent Assembly enacts a
permanent constitutionThe National party withdraws from the Government, leaving the Inkatha
Freedom party as well as the ANC1998Publication of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s
report1999General election: the anc wins 66 percent of the voteThe Democratic party replaces
the National party as the official oppositionMandela retires, succeeded by Thabo MbekiStrikes
by government employees, including teachers2000Large-scale industrial strikeCrisis in
Zimbabwe has repercussions in South AfricaThe National party merges with the Democratic
party13th international conference on AIDS meets in Durban2001Promotion of Access to
Information Act takes effectGrootboom right to housing case decided by Constitutional
Court2002Treatment Action Campaign case on access to anti-retroviral drugs decided by
Constitutional CourtFormation of Democratic AllianceAfrican Union launched in DurbanNew
Partnership for African Development created2003Patricia de Lille forms Independent
DemocratsCabinet overrides Mbeki and announces antiretroviral drug rollout planEnactment of
Broad-Based Black Empowerment Act2004Mbeki elected for second termLaw on Anti-Terrorism
adoptedJaftha v. Schoeman right to housing case decided by Constitutional Court2005New
National party disbandsMbeki removes Jacob Zuma as deputy presidentZimbabwean
parliamentary elections2006Zuma acquitted of rape chargesJudicial Service Commission
rejects public inquiry into activities of Cape judge John HlopheU.N. Special Envoy for AIDS in
Africa says South Africa promotes “lunatic fringe” attitude toward AIDS2007Scorpions indict
Zuma on corruption chargesConstitutional Court judges file charges against Judge HlopheZuma
defeats Mbeki for ANC presidency at ANC conference in Polokwane2008Power-sharing
agreement in ZimbabweCorruption charges against Zuma droppedMbeki resignsKgalema
Motlanthe inauguratedBarbara Hogan becomes minister of healthCongress of the People
(COPE) founded2009Zuma elected presidentZuma appoints Sandile Ngcobo as chief
justiceZuma gives World AIDS Day speech announcing policy to distribute antiretroviral drugs
widely2010Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development report labels South Africa
one of the world’s most unequal societiesGovernment acknowledges that Broad-Based Black
Economic Empowerment Program has been largely a failureSouth Africa does not issue visa to
Dalai Lama to attend Desmond Tutu’s eightieth birthday party2011Activist Andries Tatane killed
by police during service delivery protestSouth African Human Rights Commission investigates
complaints about water quality and supply2012ANC centenary celebrationsMarikana
MassacreMoody’s downgrades South AfricaANC conference at Mangaung, Zuma reelected
ANC president2013Mamphela Ramphele forms Agang SASouth African troops killed in Central
African Republic Passage of Secrecy BillJulius Malema forms Economic Freedom
Fighters2014Twentieth anniversary of end of white ruleMillennia B.C.Millennia B.C.Hunter-
gatherers, ancestors of the Khoisan (Khoikhoi and San: “Hottentots” and “Bushmen”), living in



Southern AfricaHunter-gatherers, ancestors of the Khoisan (Khoikhoi and San: “Hottentots” and
“Bushmen”), living in Southern AfricaBy A.D. 300By A.D. 300Mixed farmers, ancestors of the
Bantu-speaking majority of the modern population, begin to settle south of the Limpopo
RiverMixed farmers, ancestors of the Bantu-speaking majority of the modern population, begin
to settle south of the Limpopo River14871487Portuguese expedition led by Bartholomeu Dias
reaches Mossel BayPortuguese expedition led by Bartholomeu Dias reaches Mossel
Bay16521652The Dutch East India Company founds a refreshment station at the Cape of Good
HopeThe Dutch East India Company founds a refreshment station at the Cape of Good
Hope1652–17951652–1795Genesis and expansion of the Afrikaners (“Boers”); the Khoisan
conquered; slaves imported from Indonesia, India, Ceylon, Madagascar (Malagasy), and
MozambiqueGenesis and expansion of the Afrikaners (“Boers”); the Khoisan conquered; slaves
imported from Indonesia, India, Ceylon, Madagascar (Malagasy), and
Mozambique17951795Britain takes the Cape Colony from the DutchBritain takes the Cape
Colony from the Dutch18031803The Dutch (Batavian Republic) regain the Cape Colony by
treatyThe Dutch (Batavian Republic) regain the Cape Colony by treaty18061806Britain
reconquers the Cape ColonyBritain reconquers the Cape Colony1811–121811–12British and
colonial forces expel Africans from the territory west of the Fish RiverBritish and colonial forces
expel Africans from the territory west of the Fish River18151815Rising of frontier Boers (later
known as the Slagtersnek rebellion)Rising of frontier Boers (later known as the Slagtersnek
rebellion)1816–281816–28Shaka creates the Zulu kingdom; warfare among Africans throughout
much of southeastern Africa (the Mfecane)Shaka creates the Zulu kingdom; warfare among
Africans throughout much of southeastern Africa (the Mfecane)18201820British settlers arrive in
the Cape ColonyBritish settlers arrive in the Cape Colony18281828The Cape colonial
government repeals the pass lawsThe Cape colonial government repeals the pass laws1834–
381834–38Cape colonial slaves emancipatedCape colonial slaves emancipated1834–351834–
35Xhosa defeated by British and colonial forcesXhosa defeated by British and colonial
forces1835–401835–40Five thousand Afrikaners (later known as voortrekkers) leave the Cape
Colony with their “Coloured” clients; a movement later known as the Great TrekFive thousand
Afrikaners (later known as voortrekkers) leave the Cape Colony with their “Coloured” clients; a
movement later known as the Great Trek18381838An Afrikaner commando defeats the Zulu
army at the battle of Blood RiverAn Afrikaner commando defeats the Zulu army at the battle of
Blood River18431843Britain annexes NatalBritain annexes Natal1846–471846–47Xhosa
defeated by British and colonial forcesXhosa defeated by British and colonial forces1850–
531850–531852, 18541852, 1854Britain recognizes the Transvaal and Orange Free State as
independent Afrikaner republicsBritain recognizes the Transvaal and Orange Free State as
independent Afrikaner republics1856–571856–57The Xhosa cattle-killingThe Xhosa cattle-
killing18581858Lesotho wins war versus the Orange Free StateLesotho wins war versus the
Orange Free State1865–671865–67The Orange Free State defeats LesothoThe Orange Free
State defeats Lesotho18671867Diamond mining begins in Griqualand WestDiamond mining



begins in Griqualand West18681868Britain annexes Lesotho (“Basutoland”)Britain annexes
Lesotho (“Basutoland”)18771877Britain annexes the TransvaalBritain annexes the
Transvaal18791879British and colonial forces conquer the Zulu after losing a regiment at
IsandhlwanaBritish and colonial forces conquer the Zulu after losing a regiment at
Isandhlwana1880–811880–81Transvaal Afrikaners regain their independenceTransvaal
Afrikaners regain their independence18861886Gold mining begins on the WitwatersrandGold
mining begins on the Witwatersrand1895–961895–96Leander Starr Jameson leads an
unsuccessful raid into the TransvaalLeander Starr Jameson leads an unsuccessful raid into the
Transvaal1897–981897–98Rinderpest destroys vast numbers of cattleRinderpest destroys vast
numbers of cattle18981898Transvaal commandos conquer the Venda, completing the white
conquest of the African population of Southern AfricaTransvaal commandos conquer the Venda,
completing the white conquest of the African population of Southern Africa1899–19021899–
1902The War between the Whites: Britain conquers the Afrikaner republicsThe War between the
Whites: Britain conquers the Afrikaner republics1904–71904–7Chamber of Mines imports
63,397 Chinese workersChamber of Mines imports 63,397 Chinese workers1906–71906–
7Britain gives parliamentary government to the former republics; only Whites
enfranchisedBritain gives parliamentary government to the former republics; only Whites
enfranchised19101910The Cape Colony, Natal, the Transvaal, and the Orange Free State join to
form the Union of South AfricaThe Cape Colony, Natal, the Transvaal, and the Orange Free
State join to form the Union of South Africa19121912South African Native National Congress
(NNC) founded; later becomes the African National Congress (ANC)South African Native
National Congress (NNC) founded; later becomes the African National Congress
(ANC)19131913Natives Land Act limits African landownership to the reserves; the beginning of
a series of segregation lawsNatives Land Act limits African landownership to the reserves; the
beginning of a series of segregation laws1914–191914–19As a member of the British Empire,
South Africa participates in World War IAs a member of the British Empire, South Africa
participates in World War I19171917Anglo American Corporation of South Africa foundedAnglo
American Corporation of South Africa founded19211921Communist party of South Africa
foundedCommunist party of South Africa founded19221922White strikers seize control of
Johannesburg but are crushed by government troopsWhite strikers seize control of
Johannesburg but are crushed by government troops19361936African parliamentary voters
placed on a separate rollAfrican parliamentary voters placed on a separate roll1939–451939–
45South Africa participates in World War II on the Allied sideSouth Africa participates in World
War II on the Allied side1946194670,000 to 100,000 African gold-mine workers strike for higher
wages; troops drive them back to the mines70,000 to 100,000 African gold-mine workers strike
for higher wages; troops drive them back to the mines19481948The Afrikaner National party
wins a general election and begins to apply its policy of apartheidThe Afrikaner National party
wins a general election and begins to apply its policy of apartheid19501950The Population
Registration Act classifies people by race; the Group Areas Act makes people reside in racially



zoned areasThe Population Registration Act classifies people by race; the Group Areas Act
makes people reside in racially zoned areas1950 ff.1950 ff.Security legislation gives the
government vast powers over people and organizationsSecurity legislation gives the
government vast powers over people and organizations19521952The ANC and its allies launch
a passive resistance campaignThe ANC and its allies launch a passive resistance
campaign19531953The government assumes control of African educationThe government
assumes control of African education19551955The Congress of the People adopts a Freedom
CharterThe Congress of the People adopts a Freedom Charter19561956156 members of
Congress Alliance charged with high treason156 members of Congress Alliance charged with
high treasonColoured parliamentary voters placed on a separate rollColoured parliamentary
voters placed on a separate roll1958–661958–66Verwoerd is prime ministerVerwoerd is prime
minister19591959Pan-Africanist Congress (PAC) foundedPan-Africanist Congress (PAC)
founded19601960African and Coloured representation in Parliament (by Whites)
terminatedAfrican and Coloured representation in Parliament (by Whites) terminatedPolice kill
67 African anti–pass-law demonstrators at Sharpeville; the government bans African political
organizationsPolice kill 67 African anti–pass-law demonstrators at Sharpeville; the government
bans African political organizations19611961South Africa becomes a republic and leaves the
British CommonwealthSouth Africa becomes a republic and leaves the British
Commonwealth19641964Nelson Mandela and other ANC and PAC leaders sentenced to life
imprisonmentNelson Mandela and other ANC and PAC leaders sentenced to life
imprisonment1966–681966–68Lesotho, Botswana, and Swaziland become independent
statesLesotho, Botswana, and Swaziland become independent states1975–761975–
76Mozambique and Angola become independent statesMozambique and Angola become
independent states1976–771976–77At least 575 people die in confrontations between Africans
and police in Soweto and other African townshipsAt least 575 people die in confrontations
between Africans and police in Soweto and other African townships1976–811976–81South
Africa grants “independence” to the Transkei, Bophuthatswana, Venda, and the Ciskei
Homelands, but they are not recognized abroadSouth Africa grants “independence” to the
Transkei, Bophuthatswana, Venda, and the Ciskei Homelands, but they are not recognized
abroad19771977The U.N. Security Council imposes a mandatory embargo on the supply of
arms to South AfricaThe U.N. Security Council imposes a mandatory embargo on the supply of
arms to South Africa1978–841978–84Botha is prime ministerBotha is prime
minister19791979African trade unions can register and gain access to the industrial court and
the right to strikeAfrican trade unions can register and gain access to the industrial court and the
right to strike19801980Zimbabwe (previously Rhodesia) becomes independentZimbabwe
(previously Rhodesia) becomes independent1981–881981–88South African forces invade
Angola and make hit-and-run raids into Lesotho, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, and Zambia; anc
guerrillas sabotage South African citiesSouth African forces invade Angola and make hit-and-
run raids into Lesotho, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, and Zambia; anc guerrillas sabotage South



African cities19831983United Democratic Front (UDF) formedUnited Democratic Front (UDF)
formed19841984A new constitution gives Asians and Coloureds but not Africans limited
participation in the central government; Botha becomes state presidentA new constitution gives
Asians and Coloureds but not Africans limited participation in the central government; Botha
becomes state president1984–861984–86Prolonged and widespread resistance to the regime
in black South African townships; violent government reactionsProlonged and widespread
resistance to the regime in black South African townships; violent government
reactions19851985First contacts between the government and imprisoned and exiled ANC
leadersFirst contacts between the government and imprisoned and exiled ANC
leaders19861986Pass laws repealedPass laws repealedThe government proclaims a
nationwide state of emergency, detains thousands of people, and prohibits the press, radio, and
television from reporting unrestThe government proclaims a nationwide state of emergency,
detains thousands of people, and prohibits the press, radio, and television from reporting
unrestThe U.S. Congress passes the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act over President
Reagan’s vetoThe U.S. Congress passes the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act over President
Reagan’s veto1986–951986–95Violent conflict between Zulu supporters of Inkatha and the ANC
in KwaZulu and on the WitwatersrandViolent conflict between Zulu supporters of Inkatha and the
ANC in KwaZulu and on the Witwatersrand19871987Three-week strike by 250,000 African mine-
workersThree-week strike by 250,000 African mine-workers19881988South Africa undertakes
to withdraw from Angola and cooperate in U.N.-monitored independence process in
NamibiaSouth Africa undertakes to withdraw from Angola and cooperate in U.N.-monitored
independence process in Namibia19891989De Klerk succeeds Botha, first as leader of the
National party, then as presidentDe Klerk succeeds Botha, first as leader of the National party,
then as president19901990De Klerk unbans the anc, pac, and sacp; releases Mandela and
other political prisoners Namibia gains independenceDe Klerk unbans the anc, pac, and sacp;
releases Mandela and other political prisoners Namibia gains independence1990–911990–
911913 and 1936 Land Acts, Group Areas Act, Population Registration Act, and Separate
Amenities Act repealed; political organizations unbanned; state of emergency revoked; amid
widespread violence, delegates from 18 parties start formal negotiations1913 and 1936 Land
Acts, Group Areas Act, Population Registration Act, and Separate Amenities Act repealed;
political organizations unbanned; state of emergency revoked; amid widespread violence,
delegates from 18 parties start formal negotiations19921992White voters support the
negotiation process in a referendumWhite voters support the negotiation process in a
referendumThe ANC breaks off negotiations with the government after an Inkatha mob
massacres 46The ANC breaks off negotiations with the government after an Inkatha mob
massacres 4619931993Negotiations resume; de Klerk, Mandela, and leaders of 18 other
parties endorse an interim constitutionNegotiations resume; de Klerk, Mandela, and leaders of
18 other parties endorse an interim constitution19941994Governments of the Bophuthatswana
and Ciskei “Homelands” collapseGovernments of the Bophuthatswana and Ciskei “Homelands”



collapseThe ANC wins first nonracial election (April 27–30)The ANC wins first nonracial election
(April 27–30)Nelson Mandela is sworn in as president (May 10) and forms Government of
National UnityNelson Mandela is sworn in as president (May 10) and forms Government of
National UnityForeign governments lift sanctions; South Africa rejoins the British
CommonwealthForeign governments lift sanctions; South Africa rejoins the British
CommonwealthCrime escalatesCrime escalates19951995Racial conflict in the police force
(January)Racial conflict in the police force (January)Inauguration of the Constitutional Court
(February); it abolishes the death penalty (May)Inauguration of the Constitutional Court
(February); it abolishes the death penalty (May)Disturbances in universities
(March)Disturbances in universities (March)Inkatha withdraws from the Constituent Assembly
(April)Inkatha withdraws from the Constituent Assembly (April)Inauguration of the Commission
for the Restitution of Land Rights (May)Inauguration of the Commission for the Restitution of
Land Rights (May)The Truth and Reconciliation Commission starts workThe Truth and
Reconciliation Commission starts work19961996The Constituent Assembly enacts a permanent
constitutionThe Constituent Assembly enacts a permanent constitutionThe National party
withdraws from the Government, leaving the Inkatha Freedom party as well as the ANCThe
National party withdraws from the Government, leaving the Inkatha Freedom party as well as the
ANC19981998Publication of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s reportPublication of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s report19991999General election: the anc wins 66
percent of the voteGeneral election: the anc wins 66 percent of the voteThe Democratic party
replaces the National party as the official oppositionThe Democratic party replaces the National
party as the official oppositionMandela retires, succeeded by Thabo MbekiMandela retires,
succeeded by Thabo MbekiStrikes by government employees, including teachersStrikes by
government employees, including teachers20002000Large-scale industrial strikeLarge-scale
industrial strikeCrisis in Zimbabwe has repercussions in South AfricaCrisis in Zimbabwe has
repercussions in South AfricaThe National party merges with the Democratic partyThe National
party merges with the Democratic party13th international conference on AIDS meets in
Durban13th international conference on AIDS meets in Durban20012001Promotion of Access to
Information Act takes effectPromotion of Access to Information Act takes effectGrootboom right
to housing case decided by Constitutional CourtGrootboom right to housing case decided by
Constitutional Court20022002Treatment Action Campaign case on access to anti-retroviral
drugs decided by Constitutional CourtTreatment Action Campaign case on access to anti-
retroviral drugs decided by Constitutional CourtFormation of Democratic AllianceFormation of
Democratic AllianceAfrican Union launched in DurbanAfrican Union launched in DurbanNew
Partnership for African Development createdNew Partnership for African Development
created20032003Patricia de Lille forms Independent DemocratsPatricia de Lille forms
Independent DemocratsCabinet overrides Mbeki and announces antiretroviral drug rollout
planCabinet overrides Mbeki and announces antiretroviral drug rollout planEnactment of Broad-
Based Black Empowerment ActEnactment of Broad-Based Black Empowerment



Act20042004Mbeki elected for second termMbeki elected for second termLaw on Anti-
Terrorism adoptedJaftha v. Schoeman right to housing case decided by Constitutional CourtLaw
on Anti-Terrorism adoptedJaftha v. Schoeman right to housing case decided by Constitutional
Court20052005New National party disbandsNew National party disbandsMbeki removes Jacob
Zuma as deputy presidentMbeki removes Jacob Zuma as deputy presidentZimbabwean
parliamentary electionsZimbabwean parliamentary elections20062006Zuma acquitted of rape
chargesZuma acquitted of rape chargesJudicial Service Commission rejects public inquiry into
activities of Cape judge John HlopheJudicial Service Commission rejects public inquiry into
activities of Cape judge John HlopheU.N. Special Envoy for AIDS in Africa says South Africa
promotes “lunatic fringe” attitude toward AIDSU.N. Special Envoy for AIDS in Africa says South
Africa promotes “lunatic fringe” attitude toward AIDS20072007Scorpions indict Zuma on
corruption chargesScorpions indict Zuma on corruption chargesConstitutional Court judges file
charges against Judge HlopheConstitutional Court judges file charges against Judge
HlopheZuma defeats Mbeki for ANC presidency at ANC conference in PolokwaneZuma defeats
Mbeki for ANC presidency at ANC conference in Polokwane20082008Power-sharing agreement
in ZimbabwePower-sharing agreement in ZimbabweCorruption charges against Zuma
droppedCorruption charges against Zuma droppedMbeki resignsMbeki resignsKgalema
Motlanthe inauguratedKgalema Motlanthe inauguratedBarbara Hogan becomes minister of
healthBarbara Hogan becomes minister of healthCongress of the People (COPE)
foundedCongress of the People (COPE) founded20092009Zuma elected presidentZuma
elected presidentZuma appoints Sandile Ngcobo as chief justiceZuma appoints Sandile
Ngcobo as chief justiceZuma gives World AIDS Day speech announcing policy to distribute
antiretroviral drugs widelyZuma gives World AIDS Day speech announcing policy to distribute
antiretroviral drugs widely20102010Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
report labels South Africa one of the world’s most unequal societiesOrganization for Economic
Cooperation and Development report labels South Africa one of the world’s most unequal
societiesGovernment acknowledges that Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment Program
has been largely a failureGovernment acknowledges that Broad-Based Black Economic
Empowerment Program has been largely a failureSouth Africa does not issue visa to Dalai Lama
to attend Desmond Tutu’s eightieth birthday partySouth Africa does not issue visa to Dalai Lama
to attend Desmond Tutu’s eightieth birthday party20112011Activist Andries Tatane killed by
police during service delivery protestActivist Andries Tatane killed by police during service
delivery protestSouth African Human Rights Commission investigates complaints about water
quality and supplySouth African Human Rights Commission investigates complaints about water
quality and supply20122012ANC centenary celebrationsANC centenary celebrationsMarikana
MassacreMarikana MassacreMoody’s downgrades South AfricaMoody’s downgrades South
AfricaANC conference at Mangaung, Zuma reelected ANC presidentANC conference at
Mangaung, Zuma reelected ANC president20132013Mamphela Ramphele forms Agang
SAMamphela Ramphele forms Agang SASouth African troops killed in Central African Republic



Passage of Secrecy BillSouth African troops killed in Central African Republic Passage of
Secrecy BillJulius Malema forms Economic Freedom FightersJulius Malema forms Economic
Freedom Fighters20142014Twentieth anniversary of end of white ruleTwentieth anniversary of
end of white ruleCHAPTER 1The AfricansThe Significance and Problems of Precolonial
HistoryModern Western culture is inordinately present-minded. Politicians are ignorant of the
past. School curricula foreshorten the historical record by focusing on recent events. People lack
a sense of their location in time and fail to perceive that contemporary society is constrained by
its cultural as well as its biological inheritance.Many historians of the white South African
establishment start their history books with a brief reference to the voyage of Vasco da Gama
round the Cape of Good Hope in 1497-98 and then rush on to the arrival of the first white settlers
in 1652.. Other historians are so committed to emphasizing the role of capitalism as the molder
of modern Southern Africa that they ignore the processes that shaped society before Europeans
began to intrude in the region.The precolonial history of Southern Africa is significant in its own
right, providing examples of the constraints and possibilities, achievements and setbacks of
preindustrial and preliterate communities as they established their niches in a variety of
environments. It is also significant as providing essential links in explaining what has followed.
Indigenous Southern Africans were not a tabula rasa for white invaders or capitalists to civilize or
to victimize. Over many centuries, they had been developing social forms and cultural traditions
that colonialism, capitalism, and apartheid have assaulted, abused, and modified but never
eradicated. One cannot understand how Africans have endured the fragmentation of their family
life by migrant labor unless one has knowledge of their customary social values and networks.
Nor can one fathom the vigor of black resistance to the apartheid state without knowledge of
precolonial African ideas about the social and economic obligations of rulers and rights of
subjects, and the basis of political legitimacy.The precolonial inhabitants of Southern Africa,
however, were not literate, and there are peculiar difficulties in reconstructing the history of
preliterate societies. Archaeologists, physical anthropologists, and linguists provide us with
information. So do social anthropologists who study the societies in their present condition and
authors who record the traditions that have been handed down within those societies. But even
when we have a rich collection of such sources, our knowledge of the history of societies in the
period when they were neither literate nor in contact with literate people is patchy. The
archaeological record includes only a fraction of human remains and human products. We are
on shaky ground when, as we must do, we draw historical inferences from comparative
linguistics and from social anthropology. We know, moreover, that people manipulate and modify
traditions to suit their interests.In unraveling the prehistory of Southern Africa, the best we can
do on many crucial topics is to express approximations, probabilities, and informed conjectures
derived from the available evidence. The situation improves when we reach the time when
literate eyewitnesses began to produce written descriptions; but not until the nineteenth century
do we have the first substantial descriptions of societies in the interior of South Africa. Those
accounts, moreover, have their limitations. Alien observers are imperfect recorders and



interpreters, and we cannot be sure how ancient or how recent were the things that they
described. Finally, it was not until the twentieth century that many Africans themselves began to
write about their past. The reader should bear these problems in mind throughout this
chapter.The Southern African EnvironmentAlthough Southern Africa is at the southern end of
the Eurasian-African landmass, it Was an isolated region before humanity’s technological
advances of the past few centuries (map 1). Ocean currents impeded regular access by sea. In
the South Atlantic, the Benguela current sets in a northerly direction and retards the approach. In
the southern Indian Ocean, the Mozambique current sets strongly in a southerly direction,
making it difficult for sailing craft to leave the region, so that the ancient Indian Ocean trade
system did not penetrate Africa south of Sofala (modern Beira).The Southern African coastline,
moreover, is punctured by few natural harbors. The best are those in the Cape peninsula and
Durban. But in the Cape peninsula, Table Bay is exposed to winter gales from the northwest and
False Bay to summer gales from the southeast; and a shallow bar impeded the entrance to
Durban harbor until it was dredged using modern equipment. Before the sixteenth century A.D.
Southern Africa was a region where human activity was an indigenous process, except as the
arrival of people by land from further north modified it.1. Southern Africa in the sixteenth
century“Pula!” (May it rain!) is a popular greeting in Lesotho, and it is the name of the currency in
Botswana. Rainfall has had a profound influence on the history of the region. In the west, the
average annual rainfall is fewer than five inches, resulting in desert conditions along the
coastline of Namibia and the northern Cape Province. In the east, the average rainfall reaches
forty inches a year, producing subtropical vegetation along the Transkei and Natal coastlines. In
between, a transitional zone receives about twenty inches of rain a year. To the east of that zone,
the rainfall is sufficient for arable agriculture; to the west, it is not. One exception to this division is
the Cape peninsula and its vicinity, where heavy winter rains are sufficient for intensive
agriculture.These rainfall figures are annual averages. In fact, rain varies greatly from season to
season. Throughout most of the region, droughts are frequent. They vary in range and intensity.
A drought might affect a very small area or last no more than a single year; but sometimes—
perhaps at least once in a human generation—devastating droughts hit entire subregions and
persist for as long as a decade. The climate may have been somewhat moister throughout the
region during the six thousand years before about 4,000 B.C., but since then there do not seem
to have been any distinctive climatic changes.Most of the region is a plateau, ringed by an
escarpment that runs parallel to the coast about a hundred miles inland and reaches its greatest
height, more than ten thousand feet above sea level, in the Drakensberg range between Natal
and Lesotho. No navigable waterways flow through the region, but the river valleys attracted
early human occupation and provided early trade routes.Except in the sheer desert in the far
west, the region could support small, dispersed populations of hunter-gatherers with a variety of
edible plants and animals. The region teemed with game—elephants, rhinoceroses,
hippopotamuses, buffalo, lions, leopards, giraffes, zebras, quaggas, and numerous species of
antelopes—until hunters with firearms had cleared many areas and exterminated several



species, including the quaggas, by the end of the nineteenth century. Much of the region could
also support domesticated animals, but tsetse flies and other bearers of diseases of cattle,
sheep, and goats have made pastoralism extremely hazardous in the tropical lands of the
northeast. East and north of the twenty-inch rainfall zone, arable agriculture is possible.
Throughout Southern Africa, however, agriculture is constrained not only by the irregular rainfall
but also by the quality of the soils, which, as in tropical Africa, are generally “poor both in mineral
and organic nutrients and in structure.”1 Yet human diseases were less widespread in temperate
Southern Africa than in the tropics further north.Southern Africa possesses great mineral
resources. Iron-bearing rocks were spread throughout much of the region, and rocks containing
gold and copper broke surface at various points in the Limpopo river valley and the northwestern
part of the Cape Province, as well as further north in Namibia, Zimbabwe, and Zambia.
Preindustrial farming people mined these deposits in open stopes to a depth of several feet and
extracted the minerals from the deposits; but modern industrial technology was a prerequisite for
the fuller exploitation of the region’s vast quantities of gold, copper, diamonds, platinum, chrome,
and uranium. Gold-mining operations now penetrate two miles below the surface. It was also left
to modern technology to remedy the lack of navigable waterways by constructing railroads,
roads for automobiles, and, eventually, air transportation services, to enrich the soils with
modern fertilizers, and to mitigate the effects of the inadequate and intermittent rainfall by
building dams, reservoirs, and canals.In the BeginningIn one respect, archaeologists have not
served historians of Southern Africa well. The historians’ tendency to ignore all but the most
recent history has been compounded by the archaeologists’ use of arcane terminology. Some of
their terms are positively misleading. In particular, following precedents created in European
archaeology, archaeologists of Southern Africa have used as their basic categories the terms
Stone Age (which they divide into Early SA, Middle SA, and Late SA) and Iron Age.2 Those
terms are illogical, ahistorical, and inaccurate: illogical because they confuse chronological
phenomena with cultural phenomena, ahistorical because their ages do not correspond with the
historian’s chronology, and inaccurate because they imply that, for example, every member of an
Iron Age community used iron tools and weapons. They have been discarded by European and
other archaeologists in favor of stages in the evolution of cultural diversity, but they linger in
much work on Southern Africa.On the evidence available at present—and there has been an
escalation of sophisticated work on early humans in Southern Africa by archaeologists and
physical anthropologists in recent years—it is probable that the hominid predecessors of
modern humans originated in various parts of East and Southern Africa. That includes the
Transvaal, where, among other discoveries, archaeologists have found fossils that they have
identified as being in the human continuum and have dated three million or more years ago. The
earliest fossils that have been discovered anywhere in the world that some physical
anthropologists attribute to modern Homo sapiens come from Klasies River mouth in the
eastern Cape Province and Border Cave on the Natal-Swaziland border, which they have
tentatively dated at more than fifty thousand years ago.3Scholars now recognize that in



Southern Africa as elsewhere the changes they have identified in the shape and size of the
stone tools of the hunter-gatherers represent the development of increasingly specialized
methods of exploiting the resources of the different environments in the region. Each group
adapted its hunting methods to the climate, topography, and animal species of its territory. The
outcome of this territorial specialization was diversity. From area to area, groups became
increasingly different from one another.By the beginning of the Christian era, human
communities had lived in Southern Africa by hunting, fishing, and collecting edible plants for
many thousands of years. They were the ancestors of the Khoisan peoples of modern times—
the peoples white settlers called Bushmen and Hottentots. They contributed a high proportion of
the genes of the “Coloured” people, who constitute 9 percent of the population of the modern
Republic of South Africa. What is less well known is that they also provided a smaller, but still
considerable, proportion of the genes of the Bantu-speaking Africans, who form 75 percent of
the population of the republic, and that they have provided genes to the people whom
governments officially classified as white and who amount to 13 percent of the modern
population.4The hunter-gatherers were small people with light brown or olive skins. In 1811,
English traveler William J. Burchell described the members of a band who lived in isolation in the
arid interior of South Africa:They were small in stature, all below five feet; and the women still
shorter; their skin was of a sallow brown colour . . . Though small, and delicately made, they [the
men] appeared firm and hardy; and my attention was forcibly struck by the proportional
smallness, and neatness of their hands and feet . . . The women were young; their countenances
had a cast of prettiness, and, I fancied, too, of innocence; their manners were modest, though
unreserved . . . One of them wore a high cap of leather, the edge of which protected her eyes
from the sun: at her back, and entirely hid excepting the head, she carried her infant, whose
exceedingly small features presented to me an amusing novelty.5The ways of life of these early
Southern Africans varied greatly in the different environments of the region-—the coastline and
its immediate hinterland; the highlands rising to the escarpment; the grasslands of the eastern
plateau; the area of good winter rainfall in the southwest; and the vast arid lands of the Karoo
and the Kalahari and Namib deserts. Linguists demonstrate that in each area the people spoke
a distinctive language but that all the languages were distantly related; all, for example, included
strong click sounds that are difficult to render in the modern Western alphabet.6 Ray Inskeep, an
archaeologist, concludes that one should visualize “stable populations living in well-defined
territories over long periods of time.”7The basic social unit was the nuclear family, but several
families usually formed bands numbering between twenty and eighty people. These bands were
not closed, reproducing entities. People identified with members of other bands who spoke the
same language and lived in neighboring territories in the same general environment. They
occupied caves or camps constructed of portable materials and moved from one watering,
foraging, and hunting area to another as the seasons dictated. As in other preindustrial
societies, there was a division of labor between women, who stayed close to the campsite and
were responsible for childcare and most of the work of collecting edible plants, and men, who



were the hunters. They were skillful in fashioning tools from wood and stone, clothing from
animal hides, musical instruments from wood, catgut, and ostrich quills, and bows and arrows
with tips smeared with poisons extracted from snakes or insects or plants. Their artists have left
an impressive record in the rock paintings and engravings that have survived in protected
places.8The population probably increased slowly over the centuries but remained sparse by
modern standards. Health and life expectancy varied with the environment. The principal factors
were the regularity and nutritional value of the food supply and the exposure to disease. The
major scourges of tropical Africa, such as malaria and yellow fever, may have affected some of
the people who lived below the mountain escarpment in the eastern Transvaal and Natal. They
would have been absent from the rest of Southern Africa, but in arid areas debility and
undernutrition would have followed several winter seasons and periods of drought.Harvard
University expeditions have made a thorough study of a contemporary people whose name is
written as !Kung and who live today near the border between northeastern Namibia and
Botswana. They found that the modern IKung live in groups that fluctuate between twenty-three
and forty members during the year. The nutritious perennial mongongo nut is their staple food,
providing one-third of their food supply, while other plants provide another one-third and the rest
comes from hunting. They spend most of the year in poolside camps near the source of the nuts,
but for a couple of months during the dry season they move to permanent water holes further
from the nut trees, when some of them hike sixteen miles to collect nuts, carrying their water
supply with them.9Another study deals with the modern G/wi people, who live in the Kalahari
Desert, where food is scarcer. The G/wi bands tend to be larger, with forty to sixty members, and
they use a much larger territory than the IKung, but they often split up into smaller family units.
Plants form three-fifths of their diet, but in the early summer, the period of greatest shortage of
plants and large antelopes, the men give up bow-and-arrow hunting and catch smaller game
with traplines, making time to help the women with their gathering. The G/wi also eat such foods
as rodents, birds, tortoises, snakes, ants, and termites, which the IKung ignore.10These studies
of modern communities who still practice a hunting-gathering way of life are illustrative to a
degree; but they certainly do not represent the ways of life of the many early South Africans who
lived in areas with greater natural resources—the areas that have been transformed, first by the
development of African farming cultures, then by the intrusion of white farmers, and eventually
by the application of modern agricultural and industrial technology.11The more we learn about
these hunting and gathering peoples, the more we respect the skills they applied to the available
resources. Inskeep sums this up well:The combination of food remains, environment and
artifacts reveals . . . the confidence and success with which the . . . hunter and his womenfolk
provided for the group. Plant fibres were spun into fine cordage which could be used as needed
for traplines and bindings, or worked into fine, strong nets for catching and carrying. Wood was
used with simple skill for pegs to keep things off the ground in cave or rockshelter, for
arrowheads and bows, for digging sticks and tool handles. Reeds were cut for arrow-shafts or
woven into mats. Time, skill and taste were brought to the fashioning of beads and pendants and



objects of bone, shell, and ivory at whose use we can only guess. In all this we see evidence of
masterly adaptation to the environment.12Most modern people assume that hunter-gatherers
were so incompetent and undernourished that they had to work continuously to survive.
Scholars have demonstrated that that assumption is false. Describing the modern IKung,
American anthropologist Marshall Sahlins says, “They lived in a kind of material plenty because
they adapted the tools of their living to materials which lay in abundance around them and which
were free for anyone to take (wood, reeds, bone for weapons and implements, fibers for
cordage, grass for shelters), or to materials which were at least sufficient for the needs of the
population.”13 Other studies of the IKung, as well as similar studies of modern Australian hunter-
gatherers, demonstrate that their way of life involves much less work per capita than our modern
“civilized” existence. In their present habitat, the IKung spend about fifteen hours a week in
hunting and gathering, and their daily per capita subsistence yield is about 2,140 calories, well
above the daily requirement.14 Hunter-gatherers had time and energy for subtle and complex
aesthetic expression in rock art and in music.Sahlins also contends that typical hunter-gatherers
lived in “pristine affluence.”15 He argues that inherent in their way of life is a philosophy. Their
mobility—arising from their need to leave a campsite when they had depleted the plants and
game in its area—made them adopt a philosophy of limited wants. They desired no more
possessions than they could carry. But lack of property had its compensations. They had a
sense of living abundant lives, for the resources available to them exceeded their wants. “We are
inclined to think of hunters and gatherers as poor because they don’t have anything: perhaps
better to think of them for that reason as free. . . . Theworld’s most primitive people have few
possessions, but they are not poor. Poverty is not a certain small amount of goods, nor is it just a
relation between means and ends; above all it is a relation between people. Poverty is a social
status. As such it is the invention of civilization.”16 There was, however, a dark side of the hunter-
gatherers’ way of life, and it, too, was a consequence of their mobility. People were left to die
when they were too old to walk, and twins and other children were killed when they were too
numerous to carry.Inskeep provides a judicious summation of the hunter-gathering culture as it
had matured in Southern Africa by the beginning of the Christian era: “We find evidence of
sophisticated and successful populations employing with confidence a wide range of skills to
support themselves in their chosen, or inherited territories. For some there may have been hard
times when food was short, but rarely would it fail completely. For others life must have come
close to ideal in terms of security. With a million and a half years of experience behind him man
had reached the highest points of success in the evolution of the hunting-gathering way of life in
Southern Africa.”17The First FarmersIn the sixteenth century A.D., some people in the most arid
and most mountainous parts of Southern Africa were still living as their ancestors had done, by
hunting game and gathering edible plants. Elsewhere to the west of the twenty-inch rainfall zone,
wherever pastures were adequate, especially in the reliable winter-rainfall area in and near the
Cape peninsula, people were herding sheep and cattle. These pastoralists were genetically
similar to the hunter-gatherers, and their appearance was similar, except that they were



somewhat taller.East of the twenty-inch rainfall zone lived mixed farmers—people who not only
owned cattle and sheep but also grew cereal crops and used spears and digging tools with iron
tips. Culturally and physically they resembled the people living as far north as the equator. Unlike
both the hunter-gatherers and the pastoralists, they occupied semipermanent villages
throughout the year and their political organizations were stronger and more complex. They
spoke Bantu languages and had dark brown skins and robust physiques. These Bantu-speaking
mixed farmers were the ancestors of the majority of the inhabitants of present-day Southern
Africa.In the course of time, Europeans called the hunter-gatherers Bushmen, the pastoralists
Hottentots, and the mixed farmers Kaffirs. They used those words in a derogatory sense. When
we use ethnic terms, we now refer to the hunter-gatherers as San, the pastoralists as Khoikhoi,
and the Bantu-speaking mixed farmers as Africans.18White scholars have not found it easy to
account for the differences among these peoples. Until recently, white South Africans in
particular assumed that “Bushmen,” “Hottentots,” and “Kaffirs” were pure racial types and that
the basic process that lay behind the outcome was migration. In so doing, they were applying a
model drawn from European history, with its early folk wanderings and, in the case of Britain,
successive invasions by Romans, by Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, by Scandinavians, and finally
by Normans. They portrayed the “Bushmen” as aboriginal hunters and gatherers who had been
subjected to two great waves of migration from central Africa: first “Hottentot” pastoralists and
then “Kaffir” mixed farmers.19We now know that the migration model does not provide a
sufficient explanation for the early history of Southern Africa. People did enter the region from
the north, but the historical process was much more complex. There was continuity as well as
change. Populations were not closed reproducing entities, equipped with unique unchanging
cultures. People interacted, cooperating and copulating as well as competing and combatting,
exchanging ideas and practices as well as rejecting them.There are still many gaps in our
knowledge of the processes that brought pastoralism and arable farming to Southern Africa.
One problem concerns the origins of pastoralism. By the late fifteenth century, when the first
Portuguese expedition rounded the Cape of Good Hope en route to India, pastoralists lived in
much of the western part of Southern Africa, wherever there was enough rainfall for them to
pasture their sheep and cattle, especially in the coastal lowlands from the Buffels River
southward and the Fish River westward to the well-watered Cape peninsula. How and when did
pastoralism reach that area?In a book published in 1977, historian Richard Elphick weighed the
evidence then available. He agreed with those who had surmised that pastoralism probably
started in Southern Africa when some hunter-gatherers who lived in what is now northern
Botswana acquired first sheep and later cattle from pastoral people further north. That would
have sparked off a process that transformed the way of life of more and more of the aboriginal
hunting and gathering peoples of the western part of Southern Africa. Social groups would have
become larger than the hunting-gathering bands and also more complex, as some individuals
acquired more livestock and power than others.20Scholars have subsequently criticized and
elaborated Elphick’s informed conjectures. Linguists demonstrate that the language spoken by



the pastoralists had close affinities with a language spoken by hunter-gatherers in northern
Botswana, Elphick’s nuclear area. Archaeologists have discovered that pastoralism began in
Southern Africa several centuries before the Christian era. Several aspects of this process are
still controversial, but it seems likely that, after people in tropical East Africa had begun to
incorporate sheep and cattle into their economies several millennia ago, pastoralism, as an
extension of the hunting-gathering way of life, was transmitted southward through the hunting-
gathering communities. It may have reached South Africa as early as 2,500 years ago.21Our
second historical problem concerns the origins of mixed farming—arable agriculture as well as
pastoralism—in the eastern part of Southern Africa south of the Limpopo River. The earliest
evidence we have of this transformation shows that people were cultivating crops and using iron
implements at several places in river valleys below the mountain escarpment in the eastern
Transvaal and Natal in the third century A.D. The farming population gradually expanded across
the escarpment and increased in numbers. By A.D. 1,000, farmers were present in much of
Natal, the Cape Province east of the Kei River, the Transvaal, Swaziland, eastern Botswana, and
the northeastern Orange Free State. They were living in villages where they produced pottery
and metallic implements, and in most areas they integrated crop cultivation and pastoralism.
After that, the mixed farming population increased rapidly and expanded into the higher areas
that their predecessors had neglected. By the sixteenth century, mixed farmers occupied nearly
all of the land east of the twenty-inch rainfall line in Southern Africa, except for mountainous
terrain, and all were pastoralists as well as crop producers.This transformation was part of a
process of cultural transmission and gradual territorial expansion that derived ultimately from
West Africa and secondarily from the area around Lake Victoria, where people began to adopt
the iron-working, mixed farming way of life a few centuries before the Christian era. It accounts
for the wide spread of Bantu languages and for much cultural similarity throughout sub-Saharan
Africa, including, for example, a strong sense of social hierarchy.22British archaeologist David
Phillipson summarizes the process as revealed in the archaeological record in Southern Africa:
“The archaeological sites and artifacts ... make a marked contrast with those that had gone
before, and contain the first evidence in these southerly latitudes for food-production, for settled
village life, for metallurgy and ... for the manufacture of pottery.”23 He adds: “The fact that so
many important aspects of culture were introduced together over such a wide area and so
rapidly makes it highly probable that the beginnings of iron-using in sub-equatorial Africa [were]
brought about as a result of the physical movement of substantial numbers of people . . . . [I]t is
likely that these people were speakers of Bantu languages.”24Their arrival was nonetheless
almost certainly not a simple process of mass migration from the north and exclusion of the
previous inhabitants. There are no traditions of massive waves of migration into Southern Africa,
and it seems probable that the first mixed farmers filtered into the region in small groups. Their
movements are best described as a migratory drift, or a gradual territorial expansion.
Throughout southeastern Africa, with its poor soils and intermittent droughts, it became
customary for families, headed, for example, by energetic younger sons, to break from



established village settlements and found new ones further south, or for chiefs to extend their
power by placing relatives with their followers in new localities to extend their power.25 Such
events were still occurring in Lesotho and to the west of the Kei River in the early nineteenth
century.26Many aspects of the origins and spread of mixed farming in southeastern Africa are
still unresolved. Most archaeologists emphasize the changes that took place in the farming
culture toward the end of the first millennium: expansion into higher ground, greater use of
pastoralism in addition to crop agriculture, and changes in pottery styles. They attribute those
changes to a shift in the source of immigration from an easterly to a westerly stream.27 Others
emphasize internal dynamics, as farming communities became increasingly specialized in their
various micro-environments.28 American James Denbow, for example, has shown how herding
as distinct from agriculture predominated in Botswana, on the verges of the Kalahari Desert,
where the rainfall was barely sufficient for agriculture.29Another unresolved question is whether
the first mixed farmers to infiltrate into Southern Africa used iron or whether iron-working
reached Africa south of the Limpopo later by diffusion from the north. In central Africa,
agriculture and pastoralism seem to have preceded metallurgy. It seems likely, however, that by
the time farmers began to infiltrate south of the Limpopo they knew how to produce iron tools
and weapons.30Relations between Hunters and HerdersThe incorporation of domestic livestock
into the economies of the aboriginal hunting and gathering people in the western part of
Southern Africa profoundly affected their way of life.31 Private property, previously associated
with such small, portable possessions as clothing (made from skins) and weapons (bows and
arrows), now included sheep and cattle. Gaps developed between rich and poor as some
people acquired large numbers of livestock while others owned none at all. Moreover, whereas
the hunter bands had been small, herders formed larger communities. Their primary social and
political groups were clans, composed of people who claimed descent from a common
ancestor, but several clans were often joined in loosely associated chiefdoms that Europeans
have called tribes. Hereditary chiefs in consultation with their clan heads were responsible for
organizing the transhumant movements of their chiefdoms and their defense against human and
animal predators.The adoption of pastoralism involved a fundamental shift in philosophy.32
Whereas hunter-gatherers, with their mobile way of life, had no desire to accumulate property
and were often affluent within their philosophy of limited needs, when they became herders they
began to treat material possessions—sheep and cattle—as a form of wealth; and since the
number of livestock a person might accumulate was limitless, they experienced a feeling of
scarcity—a desire for more. In that sense they, unlike hunter-gatherers, were imbued with an
acquisitive spirit.The herding way of life, moreover, required more work than hunting and
gathering, so that pastoralists had less time and energy to devote to aesthetic pursuits. When
Europeans arrived in Southern Africa, they found that the pastoralists were not as adept in music
and rock painting and engraving as the hunter-gatherers.According to Elphick’s reconstruction,
the herding way of life spread by migratory drift and cultural transmission from the nuclear area
in northern Botswana, where the first Southern African aborigines probably obtained livestock



from herders further north. The initial direction of the expansive process would have been
southward to the middle reaches of the Orange River. One segment would then have moved
westward to split near the mouth of the Orange, whence some chiefdoms would have moved
southward and others northward along the Atlantic coastline. The other segment may have
moved southward to reach the Indian Ocean in the vicinity of the Fish River and thence
westward to the Cape peninsula.As some such process occurred, complex interactions would
have taken place. In some cases, aboriginal hunters may have accommodated to the intrusion of
the first herders into their territories; but, as we know from reports by literate Europeans in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when the herders and their livestock seemed to threaten
their control of the land and its resources, the aborigines resisted. Treating sheep and cattle as
fair game, they shot them with their poisoned arrows. Symbiotic relations often developed,
however. Herders provided hunters with milk in exchange for game, and this sometimes led to
structured relations. Hunter clients served their herder patrons, not only providing them with
meat but also defending them against human and animal aggressors and even looking after
their sheep and cattle. Eventually, aboriginal individuals, and sometimes entire bands, were
assimilated into the herding way of life and incorporated into the herders’ clans. When
Europeans began to settle in the southwestern part of the region in the seventeenth century,
they found that the herding culture was dominant wherever the pastures were suitable for stock
farming. The herding population was most numerous where the environment was most favorable
—namely, in the lower Orange River valley and, especially, the Cape peninsula and its
vicinity.Herding had distinct advantages over hunting and gathering. The food supply was more
reliable; milk was a most nutritious component of the herders’ diet. That would have made them
taller and stronger than their aboriginal ancestors and contemporaries. The herders, however,
did not eliminate the hunting and gathering economy in their vicinity. There were always people
who owned no livestock living among or near them. As a nineteenth-century observer put
it:Nearly every tribe is found to consist of three distinct classes of persons. First, the wealthy
class. Second, a portion of the poorer class disposed to reside with and serve the former, and
third, the remainder of the latter class who either from disinclination to servitude or an inability to
obtain it, trust for support to other means, and in pursuit of them remove from the haunts of their
more settled countrymen and establish themselves in positions best adapted for the objects
they have in view. It is this class which forms ... the detached pauper population of a
tribe.33Following droughts, military defeats, or epidemics affecting the people or their livestock,
entire communities were sometimes obliged to revert to the hunting-gathering way of life.
Pastoralism, moreover, was not possible in the Kalahari Desert and the mountain escarpment.
There, communities continued to practice their traditional hunting and gathering mode of life
throughout the colonial period—even, in such cases as the IKung and the G/wi, down to the
present day.Archaeologists have found no evidence that the herding way of life spread east of
the twenty-inch rainfall zone. We may assume that herders would have tried to expand in that
direction where, with better rainfall, the environment was more propitious. Perhaps they did so,



but the evidence has not been discovered. Alternatively, by the time their eastward expansion
began in earnest, it was checked by the presence of the more powerful iron-working mixed
farmers.The Mixed Farming EconomyBetween the fourth century A.D. and the late eighteenth
century, Bantu-speaking mixed farmers, the ancestors of most inhabitants of modern Southern
Africa, were consolidating their position in the better-watered eastern part of the region. Their
numbers were growing. Along the twenty-inch rainfall zone they were creating an increasingly
stable frontier with pastoralists, and east of that zone they were occupying more and more of the
country suitable for agriculture and were incorporating, killing, or expelling more and more of the
indigenous hunter-gatherers.This section and the next describe the way of life of the farming
societies at a time when they were still autonomous. We can draw on substantial documentary
evidence from the seventeenth century onward, written by survivors of shipwrecks, explorers,
traders, missionaries, and pioneer settlers who spent time in southeastern Africa before it was
transformed by the rise of the Zulu kingdom and by white conquest—processes that are the
subjects of later chapters.All the mixed farming people in Southern Africa had much the same
basic economy: swidden agriculture, pastoralism, and metallurgy. They also had similar cultures,
including closely related Bantu languages. The farmers in the lands below the escarpment, who
are known as Nguni, spoke dialects of the same language, of which the modern survivors are
Xhosa in the south and Zulu in the north. Most of those on the plateau above the escarpment
spoke dialects of another language, of which the modern survivors are Sotho in the south, Pedi
in the east, and Tswana in the west. The two languages had a similar syntax and much common
vocabulary. Farmers could and did move easily from community to community throughout
southeastern Africa, and those who migrated to a new area rapidly assimilated the local culture.
There were, of course, considerable differences within the region, as farmers adapted to
distinctive micro-environments. Conditions in the better-watered subtropical lands below the
mountain escarpment in what are now KwaZulu, the eastern Transvaal, and southern
Mozambique were very different from those in the frontier zone in Botswana, where crop
agriculture was rarely possible.The mixed farming economy was more productive than the
economies of both the herders and the hunter-gatherers. Besides possessing sheep and cattle,
hunting the abundant game population, and gathering indigenous plants, the farmers cultivated
sorghum and made, used, and traded iron tools and weapons and copper ornaments. They thus
had a richer and more reliable diet and possessed stronger physiques than the hunters and
herders, and they achieved denser levels of population. Moreover, whereas the hunters and
herders were mobile and slept in natural or portable shelters, the farmers built stone or wattle-
and-daub huts and established semi-permanent hamlets or villages; and whereas the herders’
political organizations were fragile associations of semiautonomous clans, the farmers created
centralized chiefdoms.Surface deposits of high-grade iron ores, such as magnetite, were
available in several parts of Southern Africa. People dug the material from the surface or mined it
in open stopes. The smelting process involved high skills, because the ore had to be heated to a
temperature of at least one thousand degrees centigrade. That was done by forcing air from



hand-operated bellows through narrow slits in low shaft furnaces built of clay. The usable metal
was then separated from the slag and brought to its desired shape by reheating and
hammering.34Blacksmiths were the most specialized artisans in society and were accorded
high status. Eugene Casalis, a perceptive French missionary who worked in unconquered
Lesotho from 1833 to 1855, reported that a blacksmith was “the principal workman, the only one
whose labours amount to anything like art ... . [A] 11 acknowledge the blacksmith to be an
exceptional character. He is more than a workman, he is the ngaka ea tsepe, the doctor of
iron.”35 Casalis described and illustrated the Sotho blacksmith’s techniques and his products:
spears, hatchets, two-edged knives, hoes, awls, and spatulas.36Outcrops of iron were spread
unevenly in Southern Africa, however. There were gaps in their incidence in the areas occupied
by Bantu-speaking farmers—for example, toward the southern end of the territory of the Nguni-
speaking people. Iron was thus a major trade commodity. Most farmers managed to possess
iron-tipped spears, but some were obliged to use wooden digging tools.Copper, too, was
available on and near the surface in numerous localities in northern Botswana and the northern
Transvaal. The people exploited this resource extensively. At Lolwe Hill in the northern Transvaal,
“It has been estimated that over the centuries more than 10,000 tons of rock containing the ores
were dug from its shafts and galleries, to be smelted in the myriad furnaces of the surrounding
plain.”37 Throughout the region—and indeed throughout all of tropical Africa to the north—
copper was in great demand. People used it almost exclusively for decorative purposes. “Copper
adorned the body from head to foot and laterally to the tips of the fingers: hair ornaments,
earrings, collars and necklaces, pendants, girdles and cache-sexes, bracelets, anklets, bells,
amulets, crowns. Copper ornamentation is, or has been, quasi-universal in African
societies.”38People valued iron and copper so dearly that the metals were principal
commodities of trade and major targets of theft and robbery. European survivors of shipwrecks
on the southeast African coast found that iron and copper items from the wrecks were in great
demand. In 1689, the commander of the Dutch Cape Colony informed his superiors in
Amsterdam that some survivors of the wrecked Stavenisse who had lived in Natal for nearly
three years reported that “one may travel 200 or 300 miles through the country, without any fear
of danger from the men, provided you go naked [unarmed] and without any iron or copper, for
these things give inducement to the murder of those who have them.”39Cattle were the most
prized possessions of all and the principal indicators of wealth. Ludwig Alberti, who was
employed by the Dutch government as commandant of the garrison at Fort Frederick (later Port
Elizabeth) between 1803 and 1806, wrote that the Xhosa, the southernmost Nguni people,live
principally by cattle-breeding. For the well-being of the family, a sufficient number of cattle are
required, whose attendance and treatment is the sole responsibility of the father of the family, in
which he is assisted by his sons. The Kaffir’s cattle is the foremost and practically the only
subject of his care and occupation, in the possession of which he finds complete happiness. He
sees to their grazing, and in the evening to their return to the stable, constructed of a jumble of
thorny branches, and which adjoins his hut. He also attends to the milking of the cows and



generally to everything requiring attention in cattle raising.40There was a vast vocabulary
concerning cattle. The Mpondo had “at least fifty-seven different terms describing cattle of
different markings, as well as five terms describing the horns.”41 A man had a name for every
beast he owned and composed praise songs for his favorites. Among the Basotho, there is a
saying: “Dikgomo ke banka ya Mosotho” (Cattle are the bank of a Mosotho).42In many areas,
cattle were moved from one type of pasturage to another during the year. In the summer, the
Xhosa grazed their cattle in what is now known as sourveld—grasses that are nutritious in their
early stages of growth but then lose their protein and mineral content and become unpalatable
and indigestible to animals; and in the autumn they moved them to sweetveld, which remains
nutritious through the year. In Lesotho, when the lowlands became densely populated, cattle
wintered in the lowlands but spent the summer in the mountains.43The farmers practiced
various types of swidden agriculture—that is, they cultivated a field for several years, then
allowed it to lie fallow for a time. Whereas cattle care and ownership were a male monopoly,
women did most of the agricultural work. Every married woman cultivated at least one field. The
primary crop was sorghum. They also grew several varieties of millets, pumpkins, watermelons,
and calabashes, and a type of tobacco; in some places they produced beans and yams. Where
sufficient metal was available, they dug with iron-headed hoes with wooden shafts, but where
iron was scarce they used spades made of hard wood. The Sotho-speaking people stored the
grain in large baskets, the Nguni-speaking people in pits.44Down to the nineteenth century,
hunting was still an essential part of the mixed farmers’ economy. It provided food and clothing,
and it was a major sport. In about 1825, John Brownlee, a British missionary, described Xhosa
hunting, which was still practiced in the customary manner:Though not, like the poor Bushmen,
impelled to the chase to provide for their subsistence, they are passionately fond of it, as an
active and animating amusement. They generally go out to hunt in large parties, and when they
find game in the open fields, they endeavour to surround the animals, or drive them to some
narrow pass, which is previously occupied by long files of hunters, stationed on either side, who,
as the herd rushes through between, pierce them with showers of assagais [spears]. This mode
is chiefly pursued with the larger sorts of antelopes. The smaller bucks they sometimes knock
down with the kirri, or war club, which they throw with great force and expertness; birds are
generally killed with the same weapon. They have also modes of catching the smaller game by
gins and springs, fixed in their paths through the woods and thickets.45Brownlee went on to
explain how they attacked larger game: elephants, rhinoceroses, hippopotamuses, buffalo, and
lions.46Metals were unevenly distributed in Southern Africa. The grasslands of the southern
highveld and also the southern part of the country below the escarpment were deficient in iron
and copper. Many areas, moreover, were short of salt, also a desired item. Consequently, there
was considerable economic specialization. At Phalaborwa in the eastern Transvaal, for example,
people specialized in iron and copper production, and nearby in the same Olifants River
drainage system other people specialized in the manufacture of salt from crusts formed by
seepage from saline springs.47Specializations such as these were the basis for complicated



long-distance trade networks, which knit the region together. The Xhosa chiefdoms, for example,
were linked with the Tswana chiefdoms to their north and the northern Nguni chiefdoms to their
northeast, the Xhosa receiving iron and copper goods in exchange for cattle.48 There were also
trade links between the mixed farming communities and the hunters and herders, who bartered
such goods as copper ornaments and tobacco for such items as meat and
cattle.49Nevertheless, there were no professional merchants, no marketplaces in Southern
Africa, and the farmers made scarcely any use of oxen for portage. The trade was predominantly
a relay trade. The mixed farmers had strong acquisitive instincts. They entered into barter
transactions with people from neighboring villages as a means of increasing their prestige and
their wealth by accumulating large numbers of livestock, especially cattle. The sum of such
exchanges constituted the long-distance networks that moved goods from areas where they
were plentiful to areas where they were in short supply.In southeastern Africa natural hazards
were less severe than in the tropics. Except for the lowveld in the northeast, the region was free
of anopheles mosquitoes and, thus, of malaria. Locusts, however, frequently ravaged the crops
and rains were exasperatingly irregular. Most areas experienced a drought about every eight
years and some droughts were severe and widespread, resulting in famine. There was a
particularly devastating drought over much of southeastern Africa during the first decade of the
nineteenth century. Years later, an elderly Zulu told a white questioner that during the resulting
famine “we were obliged to eat grass.”50The Bantu-speaking mixed farmers were generally a
healthy people. This was especially true of the Nguni, whose country below the mountain
escarpment was bountiful down to the late nineteenth century but is now dessicated and
eroded. Ludwig Alberti found that the Xhosa “enjoy exceptional health [and] . . . very rarely suffer
from infectious diseases or fatal illnesses.” The men, he wrote, “are remarkable for their
imposing height,” and “the female is no less well-built.”51The farmers owed their robust health to
their rich and varied diet. Except in times of drought, pestilence, or war, they drank milk (always
used sour) in most seasons. They ate sorghum green during the growing season and cooked
after harvest. They regularly used vegetables. They often ate meat from the hunt, and they
consumed domestic cattle, sheep, and goats at frequent feasts and sacrifices. Beer brewed
from sorghum was also drunk frequently.52 This diet included an ample caloric content, as well
as adequate amounts of carbohydrates for energy and calcium and other minerals essential for
the functioning of the central nervous system. Moreover, the farmers had an intimate knowledge
of the medicinal effects of the plants in their vicinities and used them to mitigate the impact of
illness.53There is no doubt that many of the Bantu-speaking mixed farmers of Southern Africa
attained a high level of material security and prosperity. In 1689, the Dutch commander of the
Cape Colony interviewed the men who had survived the wreck of the Stavenisse and spent
nearly thee years in Natal. He reported to Amsterdam that “the country is exceedingly fertile, and
incredibly populous, and full of cattle, whence it is that lions and other ravenous animals are not
very apt to attack men, as they find enough tame cattle to devour.” He added: “In their
intercourse with each other they are very civil, polite, and talkative, saluting each other, whether



young or old, male or female, whenever they meet; asking whence they come, and whither they
are going, what is their news, and whether they have learned any new dances or
songs.”54Nevertheless, in comparison with farmers in other continents, the Southern African
mixed farmers were not very productive. Like their counterparts in tropical Africa, they used a
swidden agriculture that did not yield impressive results, and, since they accumulated as many
cattle as possible, their beasts were generally thin, produced little milk, and tended to overgraze
their pastures. But, as Ralph Austen points out, African agricultural methods provided insurance
“by natural restoration of fertility through fallow and a scattering of plots within cultivated areas,”
and “a large and scattered herd is the best insurance against complete loss from [natural] . . .
disasters even if individual animals are thus less well-nourished.” Instead of maximizing
production, African farmers minimized the risks involved in farming with a preindustrial
technology.55Mixed Farming SocietyUnlike the hunters and herders, the mixed farmers built
nonportable huts of saplings or stone, depending on what was available. Their settlements
varied in size. The Nguni generally occupied small hamlets comprising extended families and
their dependents; most Sotho lived in villages containing between fifty and four hundred people,
including a dominant extended family, several other families, and a few dependents. In the
northwest, near the limit of arable farming, numbers of villages coalesced into townlike
aggregations within reach of springs or streams. When William Burchell, a British traveler, visited
the Tswana town of Dithakong in 1812, it occupied “the greater part of a plain of about two miles
in diameter,” and he estimated its population at five thousand.56The mixed farmers had a keen
sense of kinship solidarity and obligations, extending far beyond the nuclear family. In 1689, the
shipwrecked Dutchmen who had spent nearly three years in Natal reported, “It would be
impossible to buy any slaves there, for they would not part with their children, or any of their
connections for anything in the world, loving one another with a most remarkable strength of
affection.”57 A century and more later, Alberti commented on “the bonds of love and friendship”
among the Xhosa “and particularly in the case of blood-relations” and observed that they
catered to sick relatives and respected the aged.58Married men dominated farming society. The
senior married man controlled his homestead. He was the owner of both the agricultural produce
and the cattle. He was responsible for clearing the land for agriculture, for cattle-keeping, for
building the huts, and for many crafts, including making clothes of cowhides and the pelts of wild
animals. He was assisted by his unmarried sons and his clients. Boys did much of the routine
work with the cattle. Women were responsible for raising the children, for planting, weeding, and
harvesting the crops, for maintaining the home, for making the clay pots, and for serving the
food. Catholic missionary A. T. Bryant, who was a collector of Zulu oral traditions, summed up
the division of labor:In the Zulu social system every kraal [homestead] is self-contained and self-
supporting, and by a tradition that bears the force of law, the work of the home is clearly, though
far from equally divided between its male and its female inmates. It is the peculiar province of the
male to provide and maintain the fabric of the kraal; of the female to provide the family and to
support it, in other words, to find the food. The men function as the artisans and pastoralists; the



women as the housekeepers and agriculturalists.59For a woman, the daily routine was arduous.
Not the least of her tasks was fetching water to the home from the nearest stream, carrying the
liquid on her head in a pot. A man often had more time on his hands and would spend hours in
the village center, making clothes from skins and attending to the business of village
government. Women’s work was neither so tedious nor so inequitable as white commentators
have tended to assume, however. The women of a village or several neighboring hamlets would
work together, taking each woman’s field in turn; men assisted their wives when there was heavy
work to be done; and from time to time a woman would make a special brew of beer and
convene a working group, when up to two hundred people, men as well as women, might come
together for a task such as weeding, culminating in a party when the day’s work was
done.60Marriages were major social and economic events. Complex negotiations between the
kin of the bride and the kin of the bridegroom preceded a marriage. It was accompanied by a
series of exchanges of property between the two groups, including the transfer of cattle from the
bridegroom’s kin to the kin of the bride. This custom (Nguni lobola; Sotho bobali) cemented the
relations between the two groups. It also strengthened the hold of parents over their children,
since the parents received the bridewealth and usually decided whom their children should
marry—though young people would often find ways to flout their parents’ wishes. Wealthy men,
especially chiefs, were polygynous. An exceptionally powerful chief might have as many as a
hundred wives, one of whom was recognized as the “great wife” and the mother of the
heir.People owned such personal equipment as weapons, axes, hoes, mats, household utensils,
clothing, and ornaments. In addition, men owned the cattle and the grain, which gave them
economic power over women. There was no concept of individual land ownership, however.
Land belonged to the community, not to individuals. Families could use land in the hamlet or
village as building sites and kitchen gardens. During the growing season, women controlled the
land they cultivated, but between the harvest and the preparation of the land for the new
planting, the fields were common property; any member of the community could let his cattle
forage there. The rest of the land was the property of the community as a whole throughout the
year. Anyone could use it to pasture livestock, to hunt game, or to gather plants. But even with
cattle and grain, the “owner” was not considered to have unqualified rights of disposal. He was
meant to consult his kin and to administer the property for the benefit of his dependents.61The
mixed farmers were highly competitive. Skillful men built up large herds of cattle; unsuccessful
men possessed none at all. The two extremes were bound by a system of clientage. A rich man
would lend beasts to a poor man, who would have the responsibility for herding them and the
right to consume their milk and to own a proportion of their progeny. This custom, practiced
widely with local variations, saved the impoverished from starvation, took care of the most
valued property of the wealthy, and spread the cattle for grazing purposes. It also made a client
dependent on his patron. Indeed, society was very hierarchical. To a considerable extent, men
controlled women, elders controlled youths, patrons controlled clients, and, as we shall see,
chiefs controlled commoners. American anthropologist Igor Kopytoff remarks that in the farming



societies throughout sub-Saharan Africa “There were seldom any equals—one was either a
senior or a junior, a superior or a subordinate. . . . This inequality, however, had to be instituted
and maintained with circumspection, for . . . conditions also made it relatively easy for
dissatisfied adherents to leave. Hence ... the adherents had to be well-treated in everyday life—
usually as quasi-kinsmen.”62The educational system reinforced the hierarchical principle. At or
soon after reaching puberty, boys were segregated from the rest of society for as long as six
months and prepared for adult life. In the form that prevailed among the Basotho, a chief would
convene a lebollo (initiation school) when one of his sons had reached the appropriate age. This
was a dramatic episode in the life of a chiefdom—the village or cluster of villages that
recognized the authority of a single leader. Only the chief could authorize a lebollo and make it
effective, because it was he who appointed the mohlabani (distinguished warrior), the mesuoe
(instructors), and the thipane (surgeon) who conducted the ceremonies. The chief also supplied
the crucial ingredients: a bull, butterfat, and, most important of all, his lenaka. This was a horn,
preferably a rhinoceros horn, containing a powder composed of a mixture of vegetable and
animal materials and human flesh. The bull and the cow that produced the butterfat were meant
to have been captured from a rival chiefdom, and the human flesh should have been cut from
the body of an enemy who had been killed, fighting bravely.63The initiation process included
circumcision, various physical tests, and instruction in the customs and traditions of the
chiefdoms, under rigorous discipline. When it was over, the boys were men. As the French
Protestant missionary Eugene Casalis described it: “Circumcision makes the child a man.
Anyone who has not experienced this rite is unequipped for war, unfitted for business,
inadmissible in society. In a word he is not a Mosotho, he lacks the distinctive mark of his race,
his father and mother disown him, his equals insult him and run away from him.”64 Another
missionary observed that its objective was “to incorporate them into the nation, to attach them to
the young chief who is part of the band.”65 The boys who were initiated together formed a
distinct group under the leadership of the chief’s son for whom the leballo had been convened. A
chief had a group of devoted followers in his initiation-mates.The political system was the
product of the process of fission and expansion that had been going on ever since mixed
farmers began to move into Southern Africa in the third or fourth century A.D. The effective
political units were autonomous chiefdoms—territorial units under hereditary chiefs. They varied
in size and population, and they changed over time. Some had less than one thousand people; a
few had fifty thousand or more. Whereas small chiefdoms, comprising little more than a central
hamlet or village and its immediate vicinity, were controlled directly from the center, large
chiefdoms consisted of a series of “concentric ‘circles’ of diminishing control,” from the core,
where the paramount chief exercised his authority directly, to the periphery, where local
subchiefs were loosely allied to the paramount.66 Down to the nineteenth century, this regional
system was maintained despite a gradual increase in population. In some cases, paramount
chiefs expanded their territories by placing relatives on the periphery; in others, relatives struck
out on their own to found independent polities. Chiefdoms were often named for an ancestral



figure, such as Xhosa or Zulu. Sotho and Tswana chiefdoms often carried the names of the clans
of the ruling family, such as Kwena (Crocodile), Taung (Lion), Khatla (Monkey), or Tloung
(Elephant).The populations of the chiefdoms were not closed entities. Besides members of a
ruling lineage, they included people of different descent groups, and they frequently
incorporated aliens—people who had quarreled with their original chiefs or had left drought-
stricken areas. They even incorporated individuals from the aboriginal hunting communities and,
in and after the sixteenth century, from European shipwrecks. For example, “There are two clans,
the Lungu and Mholo, still living on the Transkei coast, who trace descent from the survivors of
shipwrecks, and whose appearance and ritual practice support this claim.”67 The Western
concept of tribalism, which is usually taken to refer to closed populations reproducing fixed
cultural characteristics, is not applicable to African farmers.A chief spent much of his time in the
open-air meeting place near his personal hut. There, in cooperation with his councillors, who
were drawn from the heads of homesteads, he regulated the affairs of his people, listening to
complaints, settling disputes, and receiving visitors. He was the richest man in his territory. His
subjects paid him sheep and cattle for settling their disputes, his men handed over to him any
livestock they seized from neighboring chiefdoms, and he had the right to summon his people to
work for him. They cultivated the fields of his senior wives, since he was expected to use their
produce to entertain guests and feed the men when they were summoned to his village for
political discussions or military purposes. A chief was thus rich enough to marry more wives and
provide more generous hospitality than any of his subjects.68Most conflicts that came to the
chief arose from arguments about cattle or about women. Was that man entitled to reclaim his
daughter, whose husband’s family had failed to hand over the promised number of bohali cattle?
Should that client have the right to own the calf of a cow that his patron had committed to his
charge? After a case had been argued at great length by interested parties, the chief would
announce his verdict. That would be based on custom, but custom could be modified to suit the
occasion. In theory, the primary objective was to heal divisions in society and restore harmony
rather than to punish offenders, but people guilty of disloyalty or witchcraft might be killed. In
other cases, the normal penalty was a fine, shared between the chief and the successful
litigant.A chief’s powers were limited by necessity as well as by custom. He had no standing
army, no police force, no jail. He relied on the cooperation of his councillors—male relatives and
commoners, many of whom were his initiation-mates. He also needed the respect of his people.
If a chief required public support for some enterprise or had important information to
communicate, he would convene a meeting of his male subjects. This custom was particularly
firmly entrenched among the Basotho and Bats-wana. At a pitso, the men had considerable
freedom of speech—they could, and often did, make pointed criticisms of the chief or a
councillor. In the last resort, alienated subjects would vote with their feet—leaving their chiefdom
and joining another, where they were nearly always welcome, because people were the most
important gauge of the power and prestige of a chiefdom; or an aggrieved kinsman might build
up a following and split the polity. In practice, there were great variations in the relationships



between chiefs and their male subjects, and in the expansion or contraction of chiefdoms,
depending on the context and the interplay of personalities. The Basotho had two sayings that
summed up the underlying tension: “Morena ha a fose” (The chief can do no wrong) and
“Morena ke batho” (No people, no chief).69American historian Robert Harms has emphasized
the powers of male commoners in African societies, pointing out thatAfrica has been unique in
the degree to which peasants have remained uncap-tured by elites. This situation owed much to
the existence of vacant land which made emigration an ever-present option to peasants who felt
themselves oppressed. It is also due to the strength of kinship networks in providing vital
services. . . . [The peasants] defined the limits of elite power and the framework of African
political economy. They sometimes accomplished this by armed rebellion, but more commonly
they would “drag their feet,” “vote with their feet,” and find a variety of other ways to frustrate
policies emanating from higher authorities.70There are no traditions of devastating warfare
among the mixed farming people in Southern Africa before the nineteenth century. Their
weapons were knobkerries (wooden clubs) and spears about five feet long with wooden shafts
and metal blades. They would throw their spears from a distance and the enemy would usually
ward them off with large cowhide shields. If they got into close combat, they would use their
knobkerries. Fighting usually took the form of cattle raids. Cattle-raiding was a manly sport and a
way of increasing one’s wealth. Alberti noted that the Xhosa “cannot really be called a warlike
people; a predominant inclination to pursue a quiet cattle-raising life is much more evident
amongst them.”71 Wars of conquest were more frequent among the Tswana, since they lived in
an area that was conducive to competition for control of limited water supplies. Even there, not
many people died in the wars. Moreover, throughout the farming culture women and children
were seldom molested and prisoners were rarely executed.Ideology underpinned the culture of
the Bantu-speaking mixed farmers. In the initiation schools, the teachers instilled respect for the
elders, for chiefly authority, and for established religious beliefs and rituals. As in medieval
Europe and other preindustrial societies, people sought supernatural explanations for
phenomena they could not account for in material terms.72 Ancestral spirits had powers over
the material world. Dingaka, religious specialists, established communication with the ancestral
spirits and invoked their support. In personal crises—illnesses, bereavements, domestic
conflicts, material losses—individuals would sacrifice sheep or cattle to their ancestors.
Alternatively, they might assume that a person had caused their calamity. Hence the concept of
witchcraft:Evil was personified in myths of witchcraft: certain persons were believed to have
innate powers which they used directly, or through familiars—hyenas, baboons, or the fabulous
tikoloshe and lightning bird—to injure their neighbours; and other evilly disposed persons were
thought to use poison. The beliefs were rooted in nightmares and the awareness of anger, lust,
and envy in man. These realities were interpreted in material form—envy became a baboon sent
by a poor man to suck dry the cows of his rich and stingy neighbour, and lust a demon lover.
Hence the “smelling out” and torture of supposed witches and sorcerers.73From time to time, an
exceptional man or woman, such as Mohlomi in late eighteenth-century Lesotho, earned a



reputation that extended far beyond the confines of any single chiefdom as an ngaka who was
able to heal the sick, foretell the future, and show the people how to recover from disasters. In
crises affecting a chiefdom—as during droughts—the chief would engage such a person to
perform the correct sacrifices on behalf of his community.74The Mixed Farmers’ Relations with
Hunters and HerdersWith its superior technology and more diversified economy, the farming
way of life gradually became dominant in the eastern part of Southern Africa wherever arable
agriculture was possible. We cannot reconstruct the process in detail, but we can identify the
basic dynamics of the interactions that took place.75When the first mixed farmers entered a
locality previously occupied by aboriginal hunting bands, they would probably have been too few
in number to present a threat to the autonomy of the aborigines. In that context, mutually
beneficial symbiotic relations would have developed—farmers obtaining the meat and skins of
wild animals from hunters and hunters receiving grain and milk in return. We have evidence that
friendly symbiotic relations persisted in the southern highveld on either side of the Caledon River
as late as the eighteenth century, while that area was still being settled quite thinly by pioneer
farmers.76In some cases friendly symbiosis on a basis of complementarity eventually gave way
to structured, differential incorporation of the hunters into plural societies under the control of the
farmers. This was the nearest approach to slavery in precolonial Southern Africa. In Botswana,
down to the present day, farmers control the lives of hunting aborigines.77In most areas,
however, as farming people built up their numbers and gained control of the land, with its springs
and streams, the unincorporated hunting bands, struggling for survival, attacked the livestock of
the farmers, as they were wont to attack wild game, and as hunting bands in the western part of
Southern Africa had been wont to attack the sheep and cattle of the pastoralists. This interaction
often degenerated into endemic warfare. White people described such a state of affairs in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Alberti reported that the Xhosa lived “in constant feud” with
their hunting and gathering neighbors, who persisted in robbing them of their livestock. A Xhosa,
he wrote, “regards and treats these robbers as beasts of prey, follows their spoor after they have
perpetrated their deed, and kills those that one can lay hold of. In the same way one also traces
the whereabouts of such a robber-band, attacks them during the night-time and destroys them
without the slightest forbearance and regardless of age or sex.”78 In 1804, German doctor
Henry Lichtenstein noted that a Xhosa had told the governor of the Cape Colony that “it was
impossible that a Bosjesman [Bushman: hunter-gatherer] could ever abandon his villainous
ways, and it was necessary to destroy such vermin wherever they were found.”79At all stages,
however, mixed farmers incorporated and assimilated numbers of hunter-gatherers into their
societies. We know that the mixed farming chiefdoms in nineteenth-century Lesotho included
people of aboriginal antecedents. Some were the children or grandchildren of hunter-gatherers
who had become clients of individual farmers and gradually melded into the farming society, like
clients whose parents were farmers. Chiefs themselves took such women as junior wives to
acquire the ability to protect the land that was believed to be vested in the aborigines as the first
inhabitants.80By the time mixed farmers reached the western limit of the land where it was



possible to grow crops, if not earlier, they had encountered pastoralists. The mixed farmers and
the pastoralists were compatible, since both were cattle-owners, and they tended to mingle and
form composite communities, with cultural and biological roots in both societies. Initially, in some
cases, pastoralists incorporated mixed farming individuals and families into their polities, but
sooner or later farming chiefdoms acquired control.81 South African historian Jeffrey Peires has
described the final phase of that process among the southern Nguni. During several generations
starting in the late seventeenth century, the Xhosa expanded to the southwest as sons of the
reigning chiefs of the Tshawe royal family split off to found new chiefdoms. Some pastoral groups
joined the Xhosa voluntarily; others were incorporated through conquest. The pastoralists who
were incorporated “were not expelled from their ancient homes, or relegated to a condition of
hereditary servitude on the basis of their skin colour. They became Xhosa with the full rights of
any other Xhosa. The limits of Xhosadom were not ethnic or geographic, but political: all,
persons or groups who accepted the rule of the Tshawe thereby became Xhosa.”82In the middle
of the seventeenth century, when white people began to settle in the Cape peninsula, hunter-
gatherers and pastoralists were still in sole occupation of the western part of Southern Africa. In
the eastern part, the mixed farming way of life was overwhelmingly dominant with the exception
of small pockets of unassimilated hunter-gatherers in the mountain escarpment, especially in
the Drakensberg range, where they survived to nearly the end of the nineteenth century. In
between, where the rainfall averaged about twenty inches a year, communities of mixed
biological and cultural inheritance occupied a frontier zone. There, the mixed farming culture and
chiefdoms were becoming increasingly dominant: the Gqunukwebe chiefdom in the south and
the Tswana chiefdoms in the north.Over the years, the mixed farmers had acquired considerable
cultural and genetic influences from hunter-gatherers and pastoralists. Their Bantu languages
incorporated numerous loan words from the hunters’ and herders’ vocabularies—notably, words
with click sounds that were originally exclusive to the hunters. As one would expect, the greatest
proportion of click words and hunters’ and herders’ genes are to be found among the mixed
farming peoples nearest to the frontier zone—the Xhosa and the Tswana. Linguists estimate that
one-sixth of all Xhosa words contain clicks.83 The early history of the region has also left its
mark in numerous non-Bantu names of rivers and mountains in the eastern as well as the
western part of Southern Africa.The mixed farming communities were far from static. They had
many of the characteristics of a frontier society. During the first millennium A.D. a “tidal frontier” of
mixed farmers had founded a series of settlements south of the Limpopo. During the second
millennium, mixed farmers had been expanding from those established settlements along a
myriad of “internal frontiers” into lands previously occupied, if at all, by hunter-gatherers or
pastoralists. Old chiefdoms split and new chiefdoms arose, and in due course they too threw off
splinter groups to form the nucleus of new chiefdoms.84 The entire process hinged on the
availability of fresh land. By the end of the eighteenth century, the population on the land east of
the twenty-inch rainfall zone was reaching its limits in relation to the economic system. The
precondition for the continuation of the frontier dynamics was beginning to collapse, with dire



consequences, which we shall describe in chapter 3.CHAPTER 1The AfricansThe Significance
and Problems of Precolonial HistoryModern Western culture is inordinately present-minded.
Politicians are ignorant of the past. School curricula foreshorten the historical record by focusing
on recent events. People lack a sense of their location in time and fail to perceive that
contemporary society is constrained by its cultural as well as its biological inheritance.Many
historians of the white South African establishment start their history books with a brief reference
to the voyage of Vasco da Gama round the Cape of Good Hope in 1497-98 and then rush on to
the arrival of the first white settlers in 1652.. Other historians are so committed to emphasizing
the role of capitalism as the molder of modern Southern Africa that they ignore the processes
that shaped society before Europeans began to intrude in the region.The precolonial history of
Southern Africa is significant in its own right, providing examples of the constraints and
possibilities, achievements and setbacks of preindustrial and preliterate communities as they
established their niches in a variety of environments. It is also significant as providing essential
links in explaining what has followed. Indigenous Southern Africans were not a tabula rasa for
white invaders or capitalists to civilize or to victimize. Over many centuries, they had been
developing social forms and cultural traditions that colonialism, capitalism, and apartheid have
assaulted, abused, and modified but never eradicated. One cannot understand how Africans
have endured the fragmentation of their family life by migrant labor unless one has knowledge of
their customary social values and networks. Nor can one fathom the vigor of black resistance to
the apartheid state without knowledge of precolonial African ideas about the social and
economic obligations of rulers and rights of subjects, and the basis of political legitimacy.The
precolonial inhabitants of Southern Africa, however, were not literate, and there are peculiar
difficulties in reconstructing the history of preliterate societies. Archaeologists, physical
anthropologists, and linguists provide us with information. So do social anthropologists who
study the societies in their present condition and authors who record the traditions that have
been handed down within those societies. But even when we have a rich collection of such
sources, our knowledge of the history of societies in the period when they were neither literate
nor in contact with literate people is patchy. The archaeological record includes only a fraction of
human remains and human products. We are on shaky ground when, as we must do, we draw
historical inferences from comparative linguistics and from social anthropology. We know,
moreover, that people manipulate and modify traditions to suit their interests.In unraveling the
prehistory of Southern Africa, the best we can do on many crucial topics is to express
approximations, probabilities, and informed conjectures derived from the available evidence.
The situation improves when we reach the time when literate eyewitnesses began to produce
written descriptions; but not until the nineteenth century do we have the first substantial
descriptions of societies in the interior of South Africa. Those accounts, moreover, have their
limitations. Alien observers are imperfect recorders and interpreters, and we cannot be sure how
ancient or how recent were the things that they described. Finally, it was not until the twentieth
century that many Africans themselves began to write about their past. The reader should bear



these problems in mind throughout this chapter.The Southern African EnvironmentAlthough
Southern Africa is at the southern end of the Eurasian-African landmass, it Was an isolated
region before humanity’s technological advances of the past few centuries (map 1). Ocean
currents impeded regular access by sea. In the South Atlantic, the Benguela current sets in a
northerly direction and retards the approach. In the southern Indian Ocean, the Mozambique
current sets strongly in a southerly direction, making it difficult for sailing craft to leave the region,
so that the ancient Indian Ocean trade system did not penetrate Africa south of Sofala (modern
Beira).The Southern African coastline, moreover, is punctured by few natural harbors. The best
are those in the Cape peninsula and Durban. But in the Cape peninsula, Table Bay is exposed to
winter gales from the northwest and False Bay to summer gales from the southeast; and a
shallow bar impeded the entrance to Durban harbor until it was dredged using modern
equipment. Before the sixteenth century A.D. Southern Africa was a region where human activity
was an indigenous process, except as the arrival of people by land from further north modified
it.1. Southern Africa in the sixteenth century“Pula!” (May it rain!) is a popular greeting in Lesotho,
and it is the name of the currency in Botswana. Rainfall has had a profound influence on the
history of the region. In the west, the average annual rainfall is fewer than five inches, resulting in
desert conditions along the coastline of Namibia and the northern Cape Province. In the east,
the average rainfall reaches forty inches a year, producing subtropical vegetation along the
Transkei and Natal coastlines. In between, a transitional zone receives about twenty inches of
rain a year. To the east of that zone, the rainfall is sufficient for arable agriculture; to the west, it is
not. One exception to this division is the Cape peninsula and its vicinity, where heavy winter
rains are sufficient for intensive agriculture.These rainfall figures are annual averages. In fact,
rain varies greatly from season to season. Throughout most of the region, droughts are frequent.
They vary in range and intensity. A drought might affect a very small area or last no more than a
single year; but sometimes—perhaps at least once in a human generation—devastating
droughts hit entire subregions and persist for as long as a decade. The climate may have been
somewhat moister throughout the region during the six thousand years before about 4,000 B.C.,
but since then there do not seem to have been any distinctive climatic changes.Most of the
region is a plateau, ringed by an escarpment that runs parallel to the coast about a hundred
miles inland and reaches its greatest height, more than ten thousand feet above sea level, in the
Drakensberg range between Natal and Lesotho. No navigable waterways flow through the
region, but the river valleys attracted early human occupation and provided early trade
routes.Except in the sheer desert in the far west, the region could support small, dispersed
populations of hunter-gatherers with a variety of edible plants and animals. The region teemed
with game—elephants, rhinoceroses, hippopotamuses, buffalo, lions, leopards, giraffes, zebras,
quaggas, and numerous species of antelopes—until hunters with firearms had cleared many
areas and exterminated several species, including the quaggas, by the end of the nineteenth
century. Much of the region could also support domesticated animals, but tsetse flies and other
bearers of diseases of cattle, sheep, and goats have made pastoralism extremely hazardous in



the tropical lands of the northeast. East and north of the twenty-inch rainfall zone, arable
agriculture is possible. Throughout Southern Africa, however, agriculture is constrained not only
by the irregular rainfall but also by the quality of the soils, which, as in tropical Africa, are
generally “poor both in mineral and organic nutrients and in structure.”1 Yet human diseases
were less widespread in temperate Southern Africa than in the tropics further north.Southern
Africa possesses great mineral resources. Iron-bearing rocks were spread throughout much of
the region, and rocks containing gold and copper broke surface at various points in the Limpopo
river valley and the northwestern part of the Cape Province, as well as further north in Namibia,
Zimbabwe, and Zambia. Preindustrial farming people mined these deposits in open stopes to a
depth of several feet and extracted the minerals from the deposits; but modern industrial
technology was a prerequisite for the fuller exploitation of the region’s vast quantities of gold,
copper, diamonds, platinum, chrome, and uranium. Gold-mining operations now penetrate two
miles below the surface. It was also left to modern technology to remedy the lack of navigable
waterways by constructing railroads, roads for automobiles, and, eventually, air transportation
services, to enrich the soils with modern fertilizers, and to mitigate the effects of the inadequate
and intermittent rainfall by building dams, reservoirs, and canals.In the BeginningIn one respect,
archaeologists have not served historians of Southern Africa well. The historians’ tendency to
ignore all but the most recent history has been compounded by the archaeologists’ use of
arcane terminology. Some of their terms are positively misleading. In particular, following
precedents created in European archaeology, archaeologists of Southern Africa have used as
their basic categories the terms Stone Age (which they divide into Early SA, Middle SA, and
Late SA) and Iron Age.2 Those terms are illogical, ahistorical, and inaccurate: illogical because
they confuse chronological phenomena with cultural phenomena, ahistorical because their ages
do not correspond with the historian’s chronology, and inaccurate because they imply that, for
example, every member of an Iron Age community used iron tools and weapons. They have
been discarded by European and other archaeologists in favor of stages in the evolution of
cultural diversity, but they linger in much work on Southern Africa.On the evidence available at
present—and there has been an escalation of sophisticated work on early humans in Southern
Africa by archaeologists and physical anthropologists in recent years—it is probable that the
hominid predecessors of modern humans originated in various parts of East and Southern
Africa. That includes the Transvaal, where, among other discoveries, archaeologists have found
fossils that they have identified as being in the human continuum and have dated three million or
more years ago. The earliest fossils that have been discovered anywhere in the world that some
physical anthropologists attribute to modern Homo sapiens come from Klasies River mouth in
the eastern Cape Province and Border Cave on the Natal-Swaziland border, which they have
tentatively dated at more than fifty thousand years ago.3Scholars now recognize that in
Southern Africa as elsewhere the changes they have identified in the shape and size of the
stone tools of the hunter-gatherers represent the development of increasingly specialized
methods of exploiting the resources of the different environments in the region. Each group



adapted its hunting methods to the climate, topography, and animal species of its territory. The
outcome of this territorial specialization was diversity. From area to area, groups became
increasingly different from one another.By the beginning of the Christian era, human
communities had lived in Southern Africa by hunting, fishing, and collecting edible plants for
many thousands of years. They were the ancestors of the Khoisan peoples of modern times—
the peoples white settlers called Bushmen and Hottentots. They contributed a high proportion of
the genes of the “Coloured” people, who constitute 9 percent of the population of the modern
Republic of South Africa. What is less well known is that they also provided a smaller, but still
considerable, proportion of the genes of the Bantu-speaking Africans, who form 75 percent of
the population of the republic, and that they have provided genes to the people whom
governments officially classified as white and who amount to 13 percent of the modern
population.4The hunter-gatherers were small people with light brown or olive skins. In 1811,
English traveler William J. Burchell described the members of a band who lived in isolation in the
arid interior of South Africa:They were small in stature, all below five feet; and the women still
shorter; their skin was of a sallow brown colour . . . Though small, and delicately made, they [the
men] appeared firm and hardy; and my attention was forcibly struck by the proportional
smallness, and neatness of their hands and feet . . . The women were young; their countenances
had a cast of prettiness, and, I fancied, too, of innocence; their manners were modest, though
unreserved . . . One of them wore a high cap of leather, the edge of which protected her eyes
from the sun: at her back, and entirely hid excepting the head, she carried her infant, whose
exceedingly small features presented to me an amusing novelty.5The ways of life of these early
Southern Africans varied greatly in the different environments of the region-—the coastline and
its immediate hinterland; the highlands rising to the escarpment; the grasslands of the eastern
plateau; the area of good winter rainfall in the southwest; and the vast arid lands of the Karoo
and the Kalahari and Namib deserts. Linguists demonstrate that in each area the people spoke
a distinctive language but that all the languages were distantly related; all, for example, included
strong click sounds that are difficult to render in the modern Western alphabet.6 Ray Inskeep, an
archaeologist, concludes that one should visualize “stable populations living in well-defined
territories over long periods of time.”7The basic social unit was the nuclear family, but several
families usually formed bands numbering between twenty and eighty people. These bands were
not closed, reproducing entities. People identified with members of other bands who spoke the
same language and lived in neighboring territories in the same general environment. They
occupied caves or camps constructed of portable materials and moved from one watering,
foraging, and hunting area to another as the seasons dictated. As in other preindustrial
societies, there was a division of labor between women, who stayed close to the campsite and
were responsible for childcare and most of the work of collecting edible plants, and men, who
were the hunters. They were skillful in fashioning tools from wood and stone, clothing from
animal hides, musical instruments from wood, catgut, and ostrich quills, and bows and arrows
with tips smeared with poisons extracted from snakes or insects or plants. Their artists have left



an impressive record in the rock paintings and engravings that have survived in protected
places.8The population probably increased slowly over the centuries but remained sparse by
modern standards. Health and life expectancy varied with the environment. The principal factors
were the regularity and nutritional value of the food supply and the exposure to disease. The
major scourges of tropical Africa, such as malaria and yellow fever, may have affected some of
the people who lived below the mountain escarpment in the eastern Transvaal and Natal. They
would have been absent from the rest of Southern Africa, but in arid areas debility and
undernutrition would have followed several winter seasons and periods of drought.Harvard
University expeditions have made a thorough study of a contemporary people whose name is
written as !Kung and who live today near the border between northeastern Namibia and
Botswana. They found that the modern IKung live in groups that fluctuate between twenty-three
and forty members during the year. The nutritious perennial mongongo nut is their staple food,
providing one-third of their food supply, while other plants provide another one-third and the rest
comes from hunting. They spend most of the year in poolside camps near the source of the nuts,
but for a couple of months during the dry season they move to permanent water holes further
from the nut trees, when some of them hike sixteen miles to collect nuts, carrying their water
supply with them.9Another study deals with the modern G/wi people, who live in the Kalahari
Desert, where food is scarcer. The G/wi bands tend to be larger, with forty to sixty members, and
they use a much larger territory than the IKung, but they often split up into smaller family units.
Plants form three-fifths of their diet, but in the early summer, the period of greatest shortage of
plants and large antelopes, the men give up bow-and-arrow hunting and catch smaller game
with traplines, making time to help the women with their gathering. The G/wi also eat such foods
as rodents, birds, tortoises, snakes, ants, and termites, which the IKung ignore.10These studies
of modern communities who still practice a hunting-gathering way of life are illustrative to a
degree; but they certainly do not represent the ways of life of the many early South Africans who
lived in areas with greater natural resources—the areas that have been transformed, first by the
development of African farming cultures, then by the intrusion of white farmers, and eventually
by the application of modern agricultural and industrial technology.11The more we learn about
these hunting and gathering peoples, the more we respect the skills they applied to the available
resources. Inskeep sums this up well:The combination of food remains, environment and
artifacts reveals . . . the confidence and success with which the . . . hunter and his womenfolk
provided for the group. Plant fibres were spun into fine cordage which could be used as needed
for traplines and bindings, or worked into fine, strong nets for catching and carrying. Wood was
used with simple skill for pegs to keep things off the ground in cave or rockshelter, for
arrowheads and bows, for digging sticks and tool handles. Reeds were cut for arrow-shafts or
woven into mats. Time, skill and taste were brought to the fashioning of beads and pendants and
objects of bone, shell, and ivory at whose use we can only guess. In all this we see evidence of
masterly adaptation to the environment.12Most modern people assume that hunter-gatherers
were so incompetent and undernourished that they had to work continuously to survive.



Scholars have demonstrated that that assumption is false. Describing the modern IKung,
American anthropologist Marshall Sahlins says, “They lived in a kind of material plenty because
they adapted the tools of their living to materials which lay in abundance around them and which
were free for anyone to take (wood, reeds, bone for weapons and implements, fibers for
cordage, grass for shelters), or to materials which were at least sufficient for the needs of the
population.”13 Other studies of the IKung, as well as similar studies of modern Australian hunter-
gatherers, demonstrate that their way of life involves much less work per capita than our modern
“civilized” existence. In their present habitat, the IKung spend about fifteen hours a week in
hunting and gathering, and their daily per capita subsistence yield is about 2,140 calories, well
above the daily requirement.14 Hunter-gatherers had time and energy for subtle and complex
aesthetic expression in rock art and in music.Sahlins also contends that typical hunter-gatherers
lived in “pristine affluence.”15 He argues that inherent in their way of life is a philosophy. Their
mobility—arising from their need to leave a campsite when they had depleted the plants and
game in its area—made them adopt a philosophy of limited wants. They desired no more
possessions than they could carry. But lack of property had its compensations. They had a
sense of living abundant lives, for the resources available to them exceeded their wants. “We are
inclined to think of hunters and gatherers as poor because they don’t have anything: perhaps
better to think of them for that reason as free. . . . Theworld’s most primitive people have few
possessions, but they are not poor. Poverty is not a certain small amount of goods, nor is it just a
relation between means and ends; above all it is a relation between people. Poverty is a social
status. As such it is the invention of civilization.”16 There was, however, a dark side of the hunter-
gatherers’ way of life, and it, too, was a consequence of their mobility. People were left to die
when they were too old to walk, and twins and other children were killed when they were too
numerous to carry.Inskeep provides a judicious summation of the hunter-gathering culture as it
had matured in Southern Africa by the beginning of the Christian era: “We find evidence of
sophisticated and successful populations employing with confidence a wide range of skills to
support themselves in their chosen, or inherited territories. For some there may have been hard
times when food was short, but rarely would it fail completely. For others life must have come
close to ideal in terms of security. With a million and a half years of experience behind him man
had reached the highest points of success in the evolution of the hunting-gathering way of life in
Southern Africa.”17The First FarmersIn the sixteenth century A.D., some people in the most arid
and most mountainous parts of Southern Africa were still living as their ancestors had done, by
hunting game and gathering edible plants. Elsewhere to the west of the twenty-inch rainfall zone,
wherever pastures were adequate, especially in the reliable winter-rainfall area in and near the
Cape peninsula, people were herding sheep and cattle. These pastoralists were genetically
similar to the hunter-gatherers, and their appearance was similar, except that they were
somewhat taller.East of the twenty-inch rainfall zone lived mixed farmers—people who not only
owned cattle and sheep but also grew cereal crops and used spears and digging tools with iron
tips. Culturally and physically they resembled the people living as far north as the equator. Unlike



both the hunter-gatherers and the pastoralists, they occupied semipermanent villages
throughout the year and their political organizations were stronger and more complex. They
spoke Bantu languages and had dark brown skins and robust physiques. These Bantu-speaking
mixed farmers were the ancestors of the majority of the inhabitants of present-day Southern
Africa.In the course of time, Europeans called the hunter-gatherers Bushmen, the pastoralists
Hottentots, and the mixed farmers Kaffirs. They used those words in a derogatory sense. When
we use ethnic terms, we now refer to the hunter-gatherers as San, the pastoralists as Khoikhoi,
and the Bantu-speaking mixed farmers as Africans.18White scholars have not found it easy to
account for the differences among these peoples. Until recently, white South Africans in
particular assumed that “Bushmen,” “Hottentots,” and “Kaffirs” were pure racial types and that
the basic process that lay behind the outcome was migration. In so doing, they were applying a
model drawn from European history, with its early folk wanderings and, in the case of Britain,
successive invasions by Romans, by Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, by Scandinavians, and finally
by Normans. They portrayed the “Bushmen” as aboriginal hunters and gatherers who had been
subjected to two great waves of migration from central Africa: first “Hottentot” pastoralists and
then “Kaffir” mixed farmers.19We now know that the migration model does not provide a
sufficient explanation for the early history of Southern Africa. People did enter the region from
the north, but the historical process was much more complex. There was continuity as well as
change. Populations were not closed reproducing entities, equipped with unique unchanging
cultures. People interacted, cooperating and copulating as well as competing and combatting,
exchanging ideas and practices as well as rejecting them.There are still many gaps in our
knowledge of the processes that brought pastoralism and arable farming to Southern Africa.
One problem concerns the origins of pastoralism. By the late fifteenth century, when the first
Portuguese expedition rounded the Cape of Good Hope en route to India, pastoralists lived in
much of the western part of Southern Africa, wherever there was enough rainfall for them to
pasture their sheep and cattle, especially in the coastal lowlands from the Buffels River
southward and the Fish River westward to the well-watered Cape peninsula. How and when did
pastoralism reach that area?In a book published in 1977, historian Richard Elphick weighed the
evidence then available. He agreed with those who had surmised that pastoralism probably
started in Southern Africa when some hunter-gatherers who lived in what is now northern
Botswana acquired first sheep and later cattle from pastoral people further north. That would
have sparked off a process that transformed the way of life of more and more of the aboriginal
hunting and gathering peoples of the western part of Southern Africa. Social groups would have
become larger than the hunting-gathering bands and also more complex, as some individuals
acquired more livestock and power than others.20Scholars have subsequently criticized and
elaborated Elphick’s informed conjectures. Linguists demonstrate that the language spoken by
the pastoralists had close affinities with a language spoken by hunter-gatherers in northern
Botswana, Elphick’s nuclear area. Archaeologists have discovered that pastoralism began in
Southern Africa several centuries before the Christian era. Several aspects of this process are



still controversial, but it seems likely that, after people in tropical East Africa had begun to
incorporate sheep and cattle into their economies several millennia ago, pastoralism, as an
extension of the hunting-gathering way of life, was transmitted southward through the hunting-
gathering communities. It may have reached South Africa as early as 2,500 years ago.21Our
second historical problem concerns the origins of mixed farming—arable agriculture as well as
pastoralism—in the eastern part of Southern Africa south of the Limpopo River. The earliest
evidence we have of this transformation shows that people were cultivating crops and using iron
implements at several places in river valleys below the mountain escarpment in the eastern
Transvaal and Natal in the third century A.D. The farming population gradually expanded across
the escarpment and increased in numbers. By A.D. 1,000, farmers were present in much of
Natal, the Cape Province east of the Kei River, the Transvaal, Swaziland, eastern Botswana, and
the northeastern Orange Free State. They were living in villages where they produced pottery
and metallic implements, and in most areas they integrated crop cultivation and pastoralism.
After that, the mixed farming population increased rapidly and expanded into the higher areas
that their predecessors had neglected. By the sixteenth century, mixed farmers occupied nearly
all of the land east of the twenty-inch rainfall line in Southern Africa, except for mountainous
terrain, and all were pastoralists as well as crop producers.This transformation was part of a
process of cultural transmission and gradual territorial expansion that derived ultimately from
West Africa and secondarily from the area around Lake Victoria, where people began to adopt
the iron-working, mixed farming way of life a few centuries before the Christian era. It accounts
for the wide spread of Bantu languages and for much cultural similarity throughout sub-Saharan
Africa, including, for example, a strong sense of social hierarchy.22British archaeologist David
Phillipson summarizes the process as revealed in the archaeological record in Southern Africa:
“The archaeological sites and artifacts ... make a marked contrast with those that had gone
before, and contain the first evidence in these southerly latitudes for food-production, for settled
village life, for metallurgy and ... for the manufacture of pottery.”23 He adds: “The fact that so
many important aspects of culture were introduced together over such a wide area and so
rapidly makes it highly probable that the beginnings of iron-using in sub-equatorial Africa [were]
brought about as a result of the physical movement of substantial numbers of people . . . . [I]t is
likely that these people were speakers of Bantu languages.”24Their arrival was nonetheless
almost certainly not a simple process of mass migration from the north and exclusion of the
previous inhabitants. There are no traditions of massive waves of migration into Southern Africa,
and it seems probable that the first mixed farmers filtered into the region in small groups. Their
movements are best described as a migratory drift, or a gradual territorial expansion.
Throughout southeastern Africa, with its poor soils and intermittent droughts, it became
customary for families, headed, for example, by energetic younger sons, to break from
established village settlements and found new ones further south, or for chiefs to extend their
power by placing relatives with their followers in new localities to extend their power.25 Such
events were still occurring in Lesotho and to the west of the Kei River in the early nineteenth



century.26Many aspects of the origins and spread of mixed farming in southeastern Africa are
still unresolved. Most archaeologists emphasize the changes that took place in the farming
culture toward the end of the first millennium: expansion into higher ground, greater use of
pastoralism in addition to crop agriculture, and changes in pottery styles. They attribute those
changes to a shift in the source of immigration from an easterly to a westerly stream.27 Others
emphasize internal dynamics, as farming communities became increasingly specialized in their
various micro-environments.28 American James Denbow, for example, has shown how herding
as distinct from agriculture predominated in Botswana, on the verges of the Kalahari Desert,
where the rainfall was barely sufficient for agriculture.29Another unresolved question is whether
the first mixed farmers to infiltrate into Southern Africa used iron or whether iron-working
reached Africa south of the Limpopo later by diffusion from the north. In central Africa,
agriculture and pastoralism seem to have preceded metallurgy. It seems likely, however, that by
the time farmers began to infiltrate south of the Limpopo they knew how to produce iron tools
and weapons.30Relations between Hunters and HerdersThe incorporation of domestic livestock
into the economies of the aboriginal hunting and gathering people in the western part of
Southern Africa profoundly affected their way of life.31 Private property, previously associated
with such small, portable possessions as clothing (made from skins) and weapons (bows and
arrows), now included sheep and cattle. Gaps developed between rich and poor as some
people acquired large numbers of livestock while others owned none at all. Moreover, whereas
the hunter bands had been small, herders formed larger communities. Their primary social and
political groups were clans, composed of people who claimed descent from a common
ancestor, but several clans were often joined in loosely associated chiefdoms that Europeans
have called tribes. Hereditary chiefs in consultation with their clan heads were responsible for
organizing the transhumant movements of their chiefdoms and their defense against human and
animal predators.The adoption of pastoralism involved a fundamental shift in philosophy.32
Whereas hunter-gatherers, with their mobile way of life, had no desire to accumulate property
and were often affluent within their philosophy of limited needs, when they became herders they
began to treat material possessions—sheep and cattle—as a form of wealth; and since the
number of livestock a person might accumulate was limitless, they experienced a feeling of
scarcity—a desire for more. In that sense they, unlike hunter-gatherers, were imbued with an
acquisitive spirit.The herding way of life, moreover, required more work than hunting and
gathering, so that pastoralists had less time and energy to devote to aesthetic pursuits. When
Europeans arrived in Southern Africa, they found that the pastoralists were not as adept in music
and rock painting and engraving as the hunter-gatherers.According to Elphick’s reconstruction,
the herding way of life spread by migratory drift and cultural transmission from the nuclear area
in northern Botswana, where the first Southern African aborigines probably obtained livestock
from herders further north. The initial direction of the expansive process would have been
southward to the middle reaches of the Orange River. One segment would then have moved
westward to split near the mouth of the Orange, whence some chiefdoms would have moved



southward and others northward along the Atlantic coastline. The other segment may have
moved southward to reach the Indian Ocean in the vicinity of the Fish River and thence
westward to the Cape peninsula.As some such process occurred, complex interactions would
have taken place. In some cases, aboriginal hunters may have accommodated to the intrusion of
the first herders into their territories; but, as we know from reports by literate Europeans in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when the herders and their livestock seemed to threaten
their control of the land and its resources, the aborigines resisted. Treating sheep and cattle as
fair game, they shot them with their poisoned arrows. Symbiotic relations often developed,
however. Herders provided hunters with milk in exchange for game, and this sometimes led to
structured relations. Hunter clients served their herder patrons, not only providing them with
meat but also defending them against human and animal aggressors and even looking after
their sheep and cattle. Eventually, aboriginal individuals, and sometimes entire bands, were
assimilated into the herding way of life and incorporated into the herders’ clans. When
Europeans began to settle in the southwestern part of the region in the seventeenth century,
they found that the herding culture was dominant wherever the pastures were suitable for stock
farming. The herding population was most numerous where the environment was most favorable
—namely, in the lower Orange River valley and, especially, the Cape peninsula and its
vicinity.Herding had distinct advantages over hunting and gathering. The food supply was more
reliable; milk was a most nutritious component of the herders’ diet. That would have made them
taller and stronger than their aboriginal ancestors and contemporaries. The herders, however,
did not eliminate the hunting and gathering economy in their vicinity. There were always people
who owned no livestock living among or near them. As a nineteenth-century observer put
it:Nearly every tribe is found to consist of three distinct classes of persons. First, the wealthy
class. Second, a portion of the poorer class disposed to reside with and serve the former, and
third, the remainder of the latter class who either from disinclination to servitude or an inability to
obtain it, trust for support to other means, and in pursuit of them remove from the haunts of their
more settled countrymen and establish themselves in positions best adapted for the objects
they have in view. It is this class which forms ... the detached pauper population of a
tribe.33Following droughts, military defeats, or epidemics affecting the people or their livestock,
entire communities were sometimes obliged to revert to the hunting-gathering way of life.
Pastoralism, moreover, was not possible in the Kalahari Desert and the mountain escarpment.
There, communities continued to practice their traditional hunting and gathering mode of life
throughout the colonial period—even, in such cases as the IKung and the G/wi, down to the
present day.Archaeologists have found no evidence that the herding way of life spread east of
the twenty-inch rainfall zone. We may assume that herders would have tried to expand in that
direction where, with better rainfall, the environment was more propitious. Perhaps they did so,
but the evidence has not been discovered. Alternatively, by the time their eastward expansion
began in earnest, it was checked by the presence of the more powerful iron-working mixed
farmers.The Mixed Farming EconomyBetween the fourth century A.D. and the late eighteenth



century, Bantu-speaking mixed farmers, the ancestors of most inhabitants of modern Southern
Africa, were consolidating their position in the better-watered eastern part of the region. Their
numbers were growing. Along the twenty-inch rainfall zone they were creating an increasingly
stable frontier with pastoralists, and east of that zone they were occupying more and more of the
country suitable for agriculture and were incorporating, killing, or expelling more and more of the
indigenous hunter-gatherers.This section and the next describe the way of life of the farming
societies at a time when they were still autonomous. We can draw on substantial documentary
evidence from the seventeenth century onward, written by survivors of shipwrecks, explorers,
traders, missionaries, and pioneer settlers who spent time in southeastern Africa before it was
transformed by the rise of the Zulu kingdom and by white conquest—processes that are the
subjects of later chapters.All the mixed farming people in Southern Africa had much the same
basic economy: swidden agriculture, pastoralism, and metallurgy. They also had similar cultures,
including closely related Bantu languages. The farmers in the lands below the escarpment, who
are known as Nguni, spoke dialects of the same language, of which the modern survivors are
Xhosa in the south and Zulu in the north. Most of those on the plateau above the escarpment
spoke dialects of another language, of which the modern survivors are Sotho in the south, Pedi
in the east, and Tswana in the west. The two languages had a similar syntax and much common
vocabulary. Farmers could and did move easily from community to community throughout
southeastern Africa, and those who migrated to a new area rapidly assimilated the local culture.
There were, of course, considerable differences within the region, as farmers adapted to
distinctive micro-environments. Conditions in the better-watered subtropical lands below the
mountain escarpment in what are now KwaZulu, the eastern Transvaal, and southern
Mozambique were very different from those in the frontier zone in Botswana, where crop
agriculture was rarely possible.The mixed farming economy was more productive than the
economies of both the herders and the hunter-gatherers. Besides possessing sheep and cattle,
hunting the abundant game population, and gathering indigenous plants, the farmers cultivated
sorghum and made, used, and traded iron tools and weapons and copper ornaments. They thus
had a richer and more reliable diet and possessed stronger physiques than the hunters and
herders, and they achieved denser levels of population. Moreover, whereas the hunters and
herders were mobile and slept in natural or portable shelters, the farmers built stone or wattle-
and-daub huts and established semi-permanent hamlets or villages; and whereas the herders’
political organizations were fragile associations of semiautonomous clans, the farmers created
centralized chiefdoms.Surface deposits of high-grade iron ores, such as magnetite, were
available in several parts of Southern Africa. People dug the material from the surface or mined it
in open stopes. The smelting process involved high skills, because the ore had to be heated to a
temperature of at least one thousand degrees centigrade. That was done by forcing air from
hand-operated bellows through narrow slits in low shaft furnaces built of clay. The usable metal
was then separated from the slag and brought to its desired shape by reheating and
hammering.34Blacksmiths were the most specialized artisans in society and were accorded



high status. Eugene Casalis, a perceptive French missionary who worked in unconquered
Lesotho from 1833 to 1855, reported that a blacksmith was “the principal workman, the only one
whose labours amount to anything like art ... . [A] 11 acknowledge the blacksmith to be an
exceptional character. He is more than a workman, he is the ngaka ea tsepe, the doctor of
iron.”35 Casalis described and illustrated the Sotho blacksmith’s techniques and his products:
spears, hatchets, two-edged knives, hoes, awls, and spatulas.36Outcrops of iron were spread
unevenly in Southern Africa, however. There were gaps in their incidence in the areas occupied
by Bantu-speaking farmers—for example, toward the southern end of the territory of the Nguni-
speaking people. Iron was thus a major trade commodity. Most farmers managed to possess
iron-tipped spears, but some were obliged to use wooden digging tools.Copper, too, was
available on and near the surface in numerous localities in northern Botswana and the northern
Transvaal. The people exploited this resource extensively. At Lolwe Hill in the northern Transvaal,
“It has been estimated that over the centuries more than 10,000 tons of rock containing the ores
were dug from its shafts and galleries, to be smelted in the myriad furnaces of the surrounding
plain.”37 Throughout the region—and indeed throughout all of tropical Africa to the north—
copper was in great demand. People used it almost exclusively for decorative purposes. “Copper
adorned the body from head to foot and laterally to the tips of the fingers: hair ornaments,
earrings, collars and necklaces, pendants, girdles and cache-sexes, bracelets, anklets, bells,
amulets, crowns. Copper ornamentation is, or has been, quasi-universal in African
societies.”38People valued iron and copper so dearly that the metals were principal
commodities of trade and major targets of theft and robbery. European survivors of shipwrecks
on the southeast African coast found that iron and copper items from the wrecks were in great
demand. In 1689, the commander of the Dutch Cape Colony informed his superiors in
Amsterdam that some survivors of the wrecked Stavenisse who had lived in Natal for nearly
three years reported that “one may travel 200 or 300 miles through the country, without any fear
of danger from the men, provided you go naked [unarmed] and without any iron or copper, for
these things give inducement to the murder of those who have them.”39Cattle were the most
prized possessions of all and the principal indicators of wealth. Ludwig Alberti, who was
employed by the Dutch government as commandant of the garrison at Fort Frederick (later Port
Elizabeth) between 1803 and 1806, wrote that the Xhosa, the southernmost Nguni people,live
principally by cattle-breeding. For the well-being of the family, a sufficient number of cattle are
required, whose attendance and treatment is the sole responsibility of the father of the family, in
which he is assisted by his sons. The Kaffir’s cattle is the foremost and practically the only
subject of his care and occupation, in the possession of which he finds complete happiness. He
sees to their grazing, and in the evening to their return to the stable, constructed of a jumble of
thorny branches, and which adjoins his hut. He also attends to the milking of the cows and
generally to everything requiring attention in cattle raising.40There was a vast vocabulary
concerning cattle. The Mpondo had “at least fifty-seven different terms describing cattle of
different markings, as well as five terms describing the horns.”41 A man had a name for every



beast he owned and composed praise songs for his favorites. Among the Basotho, there is a
saying: “Dikgomo ke banka ya Mosotho” (Cattle are the bank of a Mosotho).42In many areas,
cattle were moved from one type of pasturage to another during the year. In the summer, the
Xhosa grazed their cattle in what is now known as sourveld—grasses that are nutritious in their
early stages of growth but then lose their protein and mineral content and become unpalatable
and indigestible to animals; and in the autumn they moved them to sweetveld, which remains
nutritious through the year. In Lesotho, when the lowlands became densely populated, cattle
wintered in the lowlands but spent the summer in the mountains.43The farmers practiced
various types of swidden agriculture—that is, they cultivated a field for several years, then
allowed it to lie fallow for a time. Whereas cattle care and ownership were a male monopoly,
women did most of the agricultural work. Every married woman cultivated at least one field. The
primary crop was sorghum. They also grew several varieties of millets, pumpkins, watermelons,
and calabashes, and a type of tobacco; in some places they produced beans and yams. Where
sufficient metal was available, they dug with iron-headed hoes with wooden shafts, but where
iron was scarce they used spades made of hard wood. The Sotho-speaking people stored the
grain in large baskets, the Nguni-speaking people in pits.44Down to the nineteenth century,
hunting was still an essential part of the mixed farmers’ economy. It provided food and clothing,
and it was a major sport. In about 1825, John Brownlee, a British missionary, described Xhosa
hunting, which was still practiced in the customary manner:Though not, like the poor Bushmen,
impelled to the chase to provide for their subsistence, they are passionately fond of it, as an
active and animating amusement. They generally go out to hunt in large parties, and when they
find game in the open fields, they endeavour to surround the animals, or drive them to some
narrow pass, which is previously occupied by long files of hunters, stationed on either side, who,
as the herd rushes through between, pierce them with showers of assagais [spears]. This mode
is chiefly pursued with the larger sorts of antelopes. The smaller bucks they sometimes knock
down with the kirri, or war club, which they throw with great force and expertness; birds are
generally killed with the same weapon. They have also modes of catching the smaller game by
gins and springs, fixed in their paths through the woods and thickets.45Brownlee went on to
explain how they attacked larger game: elephants, rhinoceroses, hippopotamuses, buffalo, and
lions.46Metals were unevenly distributed in Southern Africa. The grasslands of the southern
highveld and also the southern part of the country below the escarpment were deficient in iron
and copper. Many areas, moreover, were short of salt, also a desired item. Consequently, there
was considerable economic specialization. At Phalaborwa in the eastern Transvaal, for example,
people specialized in iron and copper production, and nearby in the same Olifants River
drainage system other people specialized in the manufacture of salt from crusts formed by
seepage from saline springs.47Specializations such as these were the basis for complicated
long-distance trade networks, which knit the region together. The Xhosa chiefdoms, for example,
were linked with the Tswana chiefdoms to their north and the northern Nguni chiefdoms to their
northeast, the Xhosa receiving iron and copper goods in exchange for cattle.48 There were also



trade links between the mixed farming communities and the hunters and herders, who bartered
such goods as copper ornaments and tobacco for such items as meat and
cattle.49Nevertheless, there were no professional merchants, no marketplaces in Southern
Africa, and the farmers made scarcely any use of oxen for portage. The trade was predominantly
a relay trade. The mixed farmers had strong acquisitive instincts. They entered into barter
transactions with people from neighboring villages as a means of increasing their prestige and
their wealth by accumulating large numbers of livestock, especially cattle. The sum of such
exchanges constituted the long-distance networks that moved goods from areas where they
were plentiful to areas where they were in short supply.In southeastern Africa natural hazards
were less severe than in the tropics. Except for the lowveld in the northeast, the region was free
of anopheles mosquitoes and, thus, of malaria. Locusts, however, frequently ravaged the crops
and rains were exasperatingly irregular. Most areas experienced a drought about every eight
years and some droughts were severe and widespread, resulting in famine. There was a
particularly devastating drought over much of southeastern Africa during the first decade of the
nineteenth century. Years later, an elderly Zulu told a white questioner that during the resulting
famine “we were obliged to eat grass.”50The Bantu-speaking mixed farmers were generally a
healthy people. This was especially true of the Nguni, whose country below the mountain
escarpment was bountiful down to the late nineteenth century but is now dessicated and
eroded. Ludwig Alberti found that the Xhosa “enjoy exceptional health [and] . . . very rarely suffer
from infectious diseases or fatal illnesses.” The men, he wrote, “are remarkable for their
imposing height,” and “the female is no less well-built.”51The farmers owed their robust health to
their rich and varied diet. Except in times of drought, pestilence, or war, they drank milk (always
used sour) in most seasons. They ate sorghum green during the growing season and cooked
after harvest. They regularly used vegetables. They often ate meat from the hunt, and they
consumed domestic cattle, sheep, and goats at frequent feasts and sacrifices. Beer brewed
from sorghum was also drunk frequently.52 This diet included an ample caloric content, as well
as adequate amounts of carbohydrates for energy and calcium and other minerals essential for
the functioning of the central nervous system. Moreover, the farmers had an intimate knowledge
of the medicinal effects of the plants in their vicinities and used them to mitigate the impact of
illness.53There is no doubt that many of the Bantu-speaking mixed farmers of Southern Africa
attained a high level of material security and prosperity. In 1689, the Dutch commander of the
Cape Colony interviewed the men who had survived the wreck of the Stavenisse and spent
nearly thee years in Natal. He reported to Amsterdam that “the country is exceedingly fertile, and
incredibly populous, and full of cattle, whence it is that lions and other ravenous animals are not
very apt to attack men, as they find enough tame cattle to devour.” He added: “In their
intercourse with each other they are very civil, polite, and talkative, saluting each other, whether
young or old, male or female, whenever they meet; asking whence they come, and whither they
are going, what is their news, and whether they have learned any new dances or
songs.”54Nevertheless, in comparison with farmers in other continents, the Southern African



mixed farmers were not very productive. Like their counterparts in tropical Africa, they used a
swidden agriculture that did not yield impressive results, and, since they accumulated as many
cattle as possible, their beasts were generally thin, produced little milk, and tended to overgraze
their pastures. But, as Ralph Austen points out, African agricultural methods provided insurance
“by natural restoration of fertility through fallow and a scattering of plots within cultivated areas,”
and “a large and scattered herd is the best insurance against complete loss from [natural] . . .
disasters even if individual animals are thus less well-nourished.” Instead of maximizing
production, African farmers minimized the risks involved in farming with a preindustrial
technology.55Mixed Farming SocietyUnlike the hunters and herders, the mixed farmers built
nonportable huts of saplings or stone, depending on what was available. Their settlements
varied in size. The Nguni generally occupied small hamlets comprising extended families and
their dependents; most Sotho lived in villages containing between fifty and four hundred people,
including a dominant extended family, several other families, and a few dependents. In the
northwest, near the limit of arable farming, numbers of villages coalesced into townlike
aggregations within reach of springs or streams. When William Burchell, a British traveler, visited
the Tswana town of Dithakong in 1812, it occupied “the greater part of a plain of about two miles
in diameter,” and he estimated its population at five thousand.56The mixed farmers had a keen
sense of kinship solidarity and obligations, extending far beyond the nuclear family. In 1689, the
shipwrecked Dutchmen who had spent nearly three years in Natal reported, “It would be
impossible to buy any slaves there, for they would not part with their children, or any of their
connections for anything in the world, loving one another with a most remarkable strength of
affection.”57 A century and more later, Alberti commented on “the bonds of love and friendship”
among the Xhosa “and particularly in the case of blood-relations” and observed that they
catered to sick relatives and respected the aged.58Married men dominated farming society. The
senior married man controlled his homestead. He was the owner of both the agricultural produce
and the cattle. He was responsible for clearing the land for agriculture, for cattle-keeping, for
building the huts, and for many crafts, including making clothes of cowhides and the pelts of wild
animals. He was assisted by his unmarried sons and his clients. Boys did much of the routine
work with the cattle. Women were responsible for raising the children, for planting, weeding, and
harvesting the crops, for maintaining the home, for making the clay pots, and for serving the
food. Catholic missionary A. T. Bryant, who was a collector of Zulu oral traditions, summed up
the division of labor:In the Zulu social system every kraal [homestead] is self-contained and self-
supporting, and by a tradition that bears the force of law, the work of the home is clearly, though
far from equally divided between its male and its female inmates. It is the peculiar province of the
male to provide and maintain the fabric of the kraal; of the female to provide the family and to
support it, in other words, to find the food. The men function as the artisans and pastoralists; the
women as the housekeepers and agriculturalists.59For a woman, the daily routine was arduous.
Not the least of her tasks was fetching water to the home from the nearest stream, carrying the
liquid on her head in a pot. A man often had more time on his hands and would spend hours in



the village center, making clothes from skins and attending to the business of village
government. Women’s work was neither so tedious nor so inequitable as white commentators
have tended to assume, however. The women of a village or several neighboring hamlets would
work together, taking each woman’s field in turn; men assisted their wives when there was heavy
work to be done; and from time to time a woman would make a special brew of beer and
convene a working group, when up to two hundred people, men as well as women, might come
together for a task such as weeding, culminating in a party when the day’s work was
done.60Marriages were major social and economic events. Complex negotiations between the
kin of the bride and the kin of the bridegroom preceded a marriage. It was accompanied by a
series of exchanges of property between the two groups, including the transfer of cattle from the
bridegroom’s kin to the kin of the bride. This custom (Nguni lobola; Sotho bobali) cemented the
relations between the two groups. It also strengthened the hold of parents over their children,
since the parents received the bridewealth and usually decided whom their children should
marry—though young people would often find ways to flout their parents’ wishes. Wealthy men,
especially chiefs, were polygynous. An exceptionally powerful chief might have as many as a
hundred wives, one of whom was recognized as the “great wife” and the mother of the
heir.People owned such personal equipment as weapons, axes, hoes, mats, household utensils,
clothing, and ornaments. In addition, men owned the cattle and the grain, which gave them
economic power over women. There was no concept of individual land ownership, however.
Land belonged to the community, not to individuals. Families could use land in the hamlet or
village as building sites and kitchen gardens. During the growing season, women controlled the
land they cultivated, but between the harvest and the preparation of the land for the new
planting, the fields were common property; any member of the community could let his cattle
forage there. The rest of the land was the property of the community as a whole throughout the
year. Anyone could use it to pasture livestock, to hunt game, or to gather plants. But even with
cattle and grain, the “owner” was not considered to have unqualified rights of disposal. He was
meant to consult his kin and to administer the property for the benefit of his dependents.61The
mixed farmers were highly competitive. Skillful men built up large herds of cattle; unsuccessful
men possessed none at all. The two extremes were bound by a system of clientage. A rich man
would lend beasts to a poor man, who would have the responsibility for herding them and the
right to consume their milk and to own a proportion of their progeny. This custom, practiced
widely with local variations, saved the impoverished from starvation, took care of the most
valued property of the wealthy, and spread the cattle for grazing purposes. It also made a client
dependent on his patron. Indeed, society was very hierarchical. To a considerable extent, men
controlled women, elders controlled youths, patrons controlled clients, and, as we shall see,
chiefs controlled commoners. American anthropologist Igor Kopytoff remarks that in the farming
societies throughout sub-Saharan Africa “There were seldom any equals—one was either a
senior or a junior, a superior or a subordinate. . . . This inequality, however, had to be instituted
and maintained with circumspection, for . . . conditions also made it relatively easy for



dissatisfied adherents to leave. Hence ... the adherents had to be well-treated in everyday life—
usually as quasi-kinsmen.”62The educational system reinforced the hierarchical principle. At or
soon after reaching puberty, boys were segregated from the rest of society for as long as six
months and prepared for adult life. In the form that prevailed among the Basotho, a chief would
convene a lebollo (initiation school) when one of his sons had reached the appropriate age. This
was a dramatic episode in the life of a chiefdom—the village or cluster of villages that
recognized the authority of a single leader. Only the chief could authorize a lebollo and make it
effective, because it was he who appointed the mohlabani (distinguished warrior), the mesuoe
(instructors), and the thipane (surgeon) who conducted the ceremonies. The chief also supplied
the crucial ingredients: a bull, butterfat, and, most important of all, his lenaka. This was a horn,
preferably a rhinoceros horn, containing a powder composed of a mixture of vegetable and
animal materials and human flesh. The bull and the cow that produced the butterfat were meant
to have been captured from a rival chiefdom, and the human flesh should have been cut from
the body of an enemy who had been killed, fighting bravely.63The initiation process included
circumcision, various physical tests, and instruction in the customs and traditions of the
chiefdoms, under rigorous discipline. When it was over, the boys were men. As the French
Protestant missionary Eugene Casalis described it: “Circumcision makes the child a man.
Anyone who has not experienced this rite is unequipped for war, unfitted for business,
inadmissible in society. In a word he is not a Mosotho, he lacks the distinctive mark of his race,
his father and mother disown him, his equals insult him and run away from him.”64 Another
missionary observed that its objective was “to incorporate them into the nation, to attach them to
the young chief who is part of the band.”65 The boys who were initiated together formed a
distinct group under the leadership of the chief’s son for whom the leballo had been convened. A
chief had a group of devoted followers in his initiation-mates.The political system was the
product of the process of fission and expansion that had been going on ever since mixed
farmers began to move into Southern Africa in the third or fourth century A.D. The effective
political units were autonomous chiefdoms—territorial units under hereditary chiefs. They varied
in size and population, and they changed over time. Some had less than one thousand people; a
few had fifty thousand or more. Whereas small chiefdoms, comprising little more than a central
hamlet or village and its immediate vicinity, were controlled directly from the center, large
chiefdoms consisted of a series of “concentric ‘circles’ of diminishing control,” from the core,
where the paramount chief exercised his authority directly, to the periphery, where local
subchiefs were loosely allied to the paramount.66 Down to the nineteenth century, this regional
system was maintained despite a gradual increase in population. In some cases, paramount
chiefs expanded their territories by placing relatives on the periphery; in others, relatives struck
out on their own to found independent polities. Chiefdoms were often named for an ancestral
figure, such as Xhosa or Zulu. Sotho and Tswana chiefdoms often carried the names of the clans
of the ruling family, such as Kwena (Crocodile), Taung (Lion), Khatla (Monkey), or Tloung
(Elephant).The populations of the chiefdoms were not closed entities. Besides members of a



ruling lineage, they included people of different descent groups, and they frequently
incorporated aliens—people who had quarreled with their original chiefs or had left drought-
stricken areas. They even incorporated individuals from the aboriginal hunting communities and,
in and after the sixteenth century, from European shipwrecks. For example, “There are two clans,
the Lungu and Mholo, still living on the Transkei coast, who trace descent from the survivors of
shipwrecks, and whose appearance and ritual practice support this claim.”67 The Western
concept of tribalism, which is usually taken to refer to closed populations reproducing fixed
cultural characteristics, is not applicable to African farmers.A chief spent much of his time in the
open-air meeting place near his personal hut. There, in cooperation with his councillors, who
were drawn from the heads of homesteads, he regulated the affairs of his people, listening to
complaints, settling disputes, and receiving visitors. He was the richest man in his territory. His
subjects paid him sheep and cattle for settling their disputes, his men handed over to him any
livestock they seized from neighboring chiefdoms, and he had the right to summon his people to
work for him. They cultivated the fields of his senior wives, since he was expected to use their
produce to entertain guests and feed the men when they were summoned to his village for
political discussions or military purposes. A chief was thus rich enough to marry more wives and
provide more generous hospitality than any of his subjects.68Most conflicts that came to the
chief arose from arguments about cattle or about women. Was that man entitled to reclaim his
daughter, whose husband’s family had failed to hand over the promised number of bohali cattle?
Should that client have the right to own the calf of a cow that his patron had committed to his
charge? After a case had been argued at great length by interested parties, the chief would
announce his verdict. That would be based on custom, but custom could be modified to suit the
occasion. In theory, the primary objective was to heal divisions in society and restore harmony
rather than to punish offenders, but people guilty of disloyalty or witchcraft might be killed. In
other cases, the normal penalty was a fine, shared between the chief and the successful
litigant.A chief’s powers were limited by necessity as well as by custom. He had no standing
army, no police force, no jail. He relied on the cooperation of his councillors—male relatives and
commoners, many of whom were his initiation-mates. He also needed the respect of his people.
If a chief required public support for some enterprise or had important information to
communicate, he would convene a meeting of his male subjects. This custom was particularly
firmly entrenched among the Basotho and Bats-wana. At a pitso, the men had considerable
freedom of speech—they could, and often did, make pointed criticisms of the chief or a
councillor. In the last resort, alienated subjects would vote with their feet—leaving their chiefdom
and joining another, where they were nearly always welcome, because people were the most
important gauge of the power and prestige of a chiefdom; or an aggrieved kinsman might build
up a following and split the polity. In practice, there were great variations in the relationships
between chiefs and their male subjects, and in the expansion or contraction of chiefdoms,
depending on the context and the interplay of personalities. The Basotho had two sayings that
summed up the underlying tension: “Morena ha a fose” (The chief can do no wrong) and



“Morena ke batho” (No people, no chief).69American historian Robert Harms has emphasized
the powers of male commoners in African societies, pointing out thatAfrica has been unique in
the degree to which peasants have remained uncap-tured by elites. This situation owed much to
the existence of vacant land which made emigration an ever-present option to peasants who felt
themselves oppressed. It is also due to the strength of kinship networks in providing vital
services. . . . [The peasants] defined the limits of elite power and the framework of African
political economy. They sometimes accomplished this by armed rebellion, but more commonly
they would “drag their feet,” “vote with their feet,” and find a variety of other ways to frustrate
policies emanating from higher authorities.70There are no traditions of devastating warfare
among the mixed farming people in Southern Africa before the nineteenth century. Their
weapons were knobkerries (wooden clubs) and spears about five feet long with wooden shafts
and metal blades. They would throw their spears from a distance and the enemy would usually
ward them off with large cowhide shields. If they got into close combat, they would use their
knobkerries. Fighting usually took the form of cattle raids. Cattle-raiding was a manly sport and a
way of increasing one’s wealth. Alberti noted that the Xhosa “cannot really be called a warlike
people; a predominant inclination to pursue a quiet cattle-raising life is much more evident
amongst them.”71 Wars of conquest were more frequent among the Tswana, since they lived in
an area that was conducive to competition for control of limited water supplies. Even there, not
many people died in the wars. Moreover, throughout the farming culture women and children
were seldom molested and prisoners were rarely executed.Ideology underpinned the culture of
the Bantu-speaking mixed farmers. In the initiation schools, the teachers instilled respect for the
elders, for chiefly authority, and for established religious beliefs and rituals. As in medieval
Europe and other preindustrial societies, people sought supernatural explanations for
phenomena they could not account for in material terms.72 Ancestral spirits had powers over
the material world. Dingaka, religious specialists, established communication with the ancestral
spirits and invoked their support. In personal crises—illnesses, bereavements, domestic
conflicts, material losses—individuals would sacrifice sheep or cattle to their ancestors.
Alternatively, they might assume that a person had caused their calamity. Hence the concept of
witchcraft:Evil was personified in myths of witchcraft: certain persons were believed to have
innate powers which they used directly, or through familiars—hyenas, baboons, or the fabulous
tikoloshe and lightning bird—to injure their neighbours; and other evilly disposed persons were
thought to use poison. The beliefs were rooted in nightmares and the awareness of anger, lust,
and envy in man. These realities were interpreted in material form—envy became a baboon sent
by a poor man to suck dry the cows of his rich and stingy neighbour, and lust a demon lover.
Hence the “smelling out” and torture of supposed witches and sorcerers.73From time to time, an
exceptional man or woman, such as Mohlomi in late eighteenth-century Lesotho, earned a
reputation that extended far beyond the confines of any single chiefdom as an ngaka who was
able to heal the sick, foretell the future, and show the people how to recover from disasters. In
crises affecting a chiefdom—as during droughts—the chief would engage such a person to



perform the correct sacrifices on behalf of his community.74The Mixed Farmers’ Relations with
Hunters and HerdersWith its superior technology and more diversified economy, the farming
way of life gradually became dominant in the eastern part of Southern Africa wherever arable
agriculture was possible. We cannot reconstruct the process in detail, but we can identify the
basic dynamics of the interactions that took place.75When the first mixed farmers entered a
locality previously occupied by aboriginal hunting bands, they would probably have been too few
in number to present a threat to the autonomy of the aborigines. In that context, mutually
beneficial symbiotic relations would have developed—farmers obtaining the meat and skins of
wild animals from hunters and hunters receiving grain and milk in return. We have evidence that
friendly symbiotic relations persisted in the southern highveld on either side of the Caledon River
as late as the eighteenth century, while that area was still being settled quite thinly by pioneer
farmers.76In some cases friendly symbiosis on a basis of complementarity eventually gave way
to structured, differential incorporation of the hunters into plural societies under the control of the
farmers. This was the nearest approach to slavery in precolonial Southern Africa. In Botswana,
down to the present day, farmers control the lives of hunting aborigines.77In most areas,
however, as farming people built up their numbers and gained control of the land, with its springs
and streams, the unincorporated hunting bands, struggling for survival, attacked the livestock of
the farmers, as they were wont to attack wild game, and as hunting bands in the western part of
Southern Africa had been wont to attack the sheep and cattle of the pastoralists. This interaction
often degenerated into endemic warfare. White people described such a state of affairs in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Alberti reported that the Xhosa lived “in constant feud” with
their hunting and gathering neighbors, who persisted in robbing them of their livestock. A Xhosa,
he wrote, “regards and treats these robbers as beasts of prey, follows their spoor after they have
perpetrated their deed, and kills those that one can lay hold of. In the same way one also traces
the whereabouts of such a robber-band, attacks them during the night-time and destroys them
without the slightest forbearance and regardless of age or sex.”78 In 1804, German doctor
Henry Lichtenstein noted that a Xhosa had told the governor of the Cape Colony that “it was
impossible that a Bosjesman [Bushman: hunter-gatherer] could ever abandon his villainous
ways, and it was necessary to destroy such vermin wherever they were found.”79At all stages,
however, mixed farmers incorporated and assimilated numbers of hunter-gatherers into their
societies. We know that the mixed farming chiefdoms in nineteenth-century Lesotho included
people of aboriginal antecedents. Some were the children or grandchildren of hunter-gatherers
who had become clients of individual farmers and gradually melded into the farming society, like
clients whose parents were farmers. Chiefs themselves took such women as junior wives to
acquire the ability to protect the land that was believed to be vested in the aborigines as the first
inhabitants.80By the time mixed farmers reached the western limit of the land where it was
possible to grow crops, if not earlier, they had encountered pastoralists. The mixed farmers and
the pastoralists were compatible, since both were cattle-owners, and they tended to mingle and
form composite communities, with cultural and biological roots in both societies. Initially, in some



cases, pastoralists incorporated mixed farming individuals and families into their polities, but
sooner or later farming chiefdoms acquired control.81 South African historian Jeffrey Peires has
described the final phase of that process among the southern Nguni. During several generations
starting in the late seventeenth century, the Xhosa expanded to the southwest as sons of the
reigning chiefs of the Tshawe royal family split off to found new chiefdoms. Some pastoral groups
joined the Xhosa voluntarily; others were incorporated through conquest. The pastoralists who
were incorporated “were not expelled from their ancient homes, or relegated to a condition of
hereditary servitude on the basis of their skin colour. They became Xhosa with the full rights of
any other Xhosa. The limits of Xhosadom were not ethnic or geographic, but political: all,
persons or groups who accepted the rule of the Tshawe thereby became Xhosa.”82In the middle
of the seventeenth century, when white people began to settle in the Cape peninsula, hunter-
gatherers and pastoralists were still in sole occupation of the western part of Southern Africa. In
the eastern part, the mixed farming way of life was overwhelmingly dominant with the exception
of small pockets of unassimilated hunter-gatherers in the mountain escarpment, especially in
the Drakensberg range, where they survived to nearly the end of the nineteenth century. In
between, where the rainfall averaged about twenty inches a year, communities of mixed
biological and cultural inheritance occupied a frontier zone. There, the mixed farming culture and
chiefdoms were becoming increasingly dominant: the Gqunukwebe chiefdom in the south and
the Tswana chiefdoms in the north.Over the years, the mixed farmers had acquired considerable
cultural and genetic influences from hunter-gatherers and pastoralists. Their Bantu languages
incorporated numerous loan words from the hunters’ and herders’ vocabularies—notably, words
with click sounds that were originally exclusive to the hunters. As one would expect, the greatest
proportion of click words and hunters’ and herders’ genes are to be found among the mixed
farming peoples nearest to the frontier zone—the Xhosa and the Tswana. Linguists estimate that
one-sixth of all Xhosa words contain clicks.83 The early history of the region has also left its
mark in numerous non-Bantu names of rivers and mountains in the eastern as well as the
western part of Southern Africa.The mixed farming communities were far from static. They had
many of the characteristics of a frontier society. During the first millennium A.D. a “tidal frontier” of
mixed farmers had founded a series of settlements south of the Limpopo. During the second
millennium, mixed farmers had been expanding from those established settlements along a
myriad of “internal frontiers” into lands previously occupied, if at all, by hunter-gatherers or
pastoralists. Old chiefdoms split and new chiefdoms arose, and in due course they too threw off
splinter groups to form the nucleus of new chiefdoms.84 The entire process hinged on the
availability of fresh land. By the end of the eighteenth century, the population on the land east of
the twenty-inch rainfall zone was reaching its limits in relation to the economic system. The
precondition for the continuation of the frontier dynamics was beginning to collapse, with dire
consequences, which we shall describe in chapter 3.CHAPTER 2The White Invaders: The Cape
Colony, 1652–1870The hunting and herding peoples of Southern Africa remained isolated from
the wider world until the end of the fifteenth century. Throughout that century, Portuguese



mariners were probing further and further from Europe along the western coast of the African
continent.1 Eventually, in 1487, Bartholomeu Dias’s expedition of two fifty-ton caravels rounded
the Cape peninsula in a storm, anchored in Mossel Bay 170 miles further east, arid sailed
another 170 miles along the coast to Algoa Bay before returning to Lisbon. In 1497, five years
after Christopher Columbus had crossed the Atlantic under Spanish patronage, Vasco da Gama
led another Portuguese expedition that rounded the Cape, sailed along the east African
coastline to Malindi (modern Mombasa), and then crossed the Indian Ocean to Calicut, India,
returning to Portugal with two of his four ships after an absence of twenty-six months. These epic
enterprises were longer, more hazardous, and in the short run far more rewarding than
Columbus’s crossings of the Atlantic Ocean. As the American historian Daniel Boorstin remarks,
they “changed the course of both Western and Eastern history.”2During the sixteenth century,
the Portuguese government sent annual fleets round the Cape of Good Hope to the Indian
Ocean. They brutally destroyed the Arab shipping they encountered in the Indian Ocean and
began to divert the European trade with southeast Asia from the ancient routes via the Persian
Gulf and the Red Sea to the oceanic route via the Cape. During the sixteenth century, the
Portuguese established fortified bases at Goa on the west coast of India, Malacca on the
northern side of the strait between Malaya and Sumatra, and Ormuz, gateway to the Persian
Gulf. From West Africa, they started the nefarious export of slaves to the Americas. In East
Africa, they built forts at Mombasa and Mozambique. Lured by gold in what is now Zimbabwe,
they created garrison towns on the Zambezi River and established trading posts in the
auriferous area. They also founded prazos (great estates) in the Zambezi valley. By the
eighteenth century, though the Portuguese had lost control of the East African interior, they were
exporting slaves to Brazil and North America from the coastal fortress at Mozambique.The
Portuguese occupied no territory south of Luanda (the capital of modern Angola) and
Mozambique. Their slave-trading activities just grazed the territories of the modern Republic of
South Africa. Experience made them fearful of the region’s navigational hazards and people.
Tempestuous seas, strong currents, and perilous shoals wrecked several Portuguese ships
along the coast between Mozambique and the Cape, and in 1510 Francesco d’Almeida,
returning to Portugal at the end of his term as viceroy in the East, was killed with several
companions in a fracas with the local inhabitants in Table Bay, at the northern end of the Cape
peninsula.By the end of the sixteenth century, Dutch, English, French, and Scandinavian
merchant manners were also beginning to use the sea route to Asia. From time to time they
landed on the Cape peninsula to take in fresh water and barter sheep and cattle from the local
Khoikhoi pastoralists in return for iron and copper goods. In 1620, the English government
ignored a suggestion of an English ship’s captain that it should annex the Cape. In 1649,
however, Dutchmen who had wintered in Table Bay after losing their ship proposed that the
Dutch East India Company should occupy the place. Three years later, Jan van Riebeeck arrived
there as the commander of an expedition of eighty company employees. The directors had
instructed him to build a fort and supply the Dutch fleets with fruit, vegetables, and meat.The



Dutch Cape Colony, 1652–1795:Cape Town and the Arable SouthwestThe seventeenth century
was the Golden Age of the Dutch Republic (map 2).3 Its merchants were the most successful
businessmen in Europe; their Dutch East India Company was the world’s greatest trading
corporation. Founded in 1602, the company was a state outside the state. Operating under a
charter from the States-General (the Dutch government), it had sovereign rights in and east of
the Cape of Good Hope, and by midcentury it was the dominant European maritime power in
southeast Asia. Its fleet, numbering some six thousand ships totaling at least 600,000 tons, was
manned by perhaps 48,000 sailors.Modern South Africa began as a by-product of the enterprise
of these Dutch merchants. In sending Jan van Riebeeck to occupy Table Bay, the directors of the
company intended the colony to serve a specific and limited role as a link between the
Netherlands and their eastern empire, centered on BataVia, Java. They had no intention of
creating anything more than a small fortified base, where the annual fleets bound to and from
Batavia could rendezvous, take in fresh water, fruit, vegetables, and grain, and land their sick for
recuperation. They did not expect the Cape station to make a profit on its own—indeed, it never
did so—but they always tried to keep the costs of its administration to a minimum. Within its first
decade, however, the Cape Colony began to develop a degree of autonomy and an unforeseen
dynamic. By the time van Riebeeck handed over the command to his successor in 1662, the
colony had become a complex, racially stratified society.4Three processes contributed to this
development. First, the company released some of its employees from their contracts and gave
them land with the status of “free burghers.” Second, the company landed slaves at the Cape
and set them to work under Dutch supervision on creating the basic infrastructure for the colony
—a fort, a jetty, roads, orchards, vegetable gardens, and arable fields. Third, as the Dutch
settlement expanded slowly but surely from the shore of Table Bay and engrossed and enclosed
land for cultivation, it did so at the expense of the local pastoralists, who had the option of
withdrawing from the fresh water resources and the rich pastures of the northern part of the
Cape peninsula or remaining there as servants or clients of the Dutch. All three of these
processes were launched in van Riebeeck’s time; all three accelerated throughout the
eighteenth century. We shall discuss them separately.2. The Cape Colony under the Dutch East
India Company. 1652–1795In 1657, the company released nine of its employees from their
contracts and placed them on twenty-acre landholdings at Rondebosch in the Cape
peninsula”six miles south of Table Bay. The directors’ reasoning was strictly businesslike. These
free burghers were to produce grain and vegetables and sell them to the company at fixed
prices. The directors calculated that this would be more economical than continuing to have food
produced exclusively by company slaves and men on the company payroll.5In the years that
followed, the company discharged more men at the Cape on similar conditions. It also
transported a number of people from the Netherlands to the Cape as settlers, including a few
orphan girls and 156 men, women, and children of French origin—Huguenots who had fled to
the Netherlands after 1685, when the French government reversed its policy of tolerating
Protestantism by revoking the Edict of Nantes. Until 1679, the settlement was confined to the



Cape peninsula. In that year, the company began to make grants of land in the fertile valleys
beyond the sandy Cape flats and below the mountains, starting at what became known as
Stellenbosch, some thirty miles east of Table Bay. The company ceased to provide free
transportation to settlers in 1707, by which time the colonial population included about 700
company servants and a settler community of about 2,000 men, women, and children, besides
the slaves and the local pastoralists. After that, the burgher population grew partly by natural
increase, partly through company servants taking their discharge in the colony, and to a small
extent, as we shall see, by the manumission of slaves. In 1793, according to company records,
there were 13,830 burghers (4,032 men, 2,730 women, and 7,068 children). These were
miniscule numbers compared with the scale of European settlement in the Americas by that
time.Most of the settlers came from the lower and least successful classes in hierarchical Dutch
or German society, since service in the company was dangerous and poorly paid. Such
differences as were rooted in their European backgrounds diminished in the colonial situation,
where individual initiative and practical abilities were more significant than social origins. This
was also the experience of the Huguenots. The company dispersed them among the other
settlers, and within a generation they were speaking Dutch rather than French.Van Riebeeck
and his successors intended that the free burghers should practice intensive agriculture on the
Dutch model, but they were disappointed. Lacking adequate capital and skilled labor, the free
burghers were not able to make a success of intensive agriculture, except as market gardeners
in and near the village on Table Bay, which became known as Cape Town. Many soon gave up
farming altogether and became artisans and traders in Cape Town, where they catered to the
needs of visiting French, English, and Scandinavian ships, as well as to the outward bound and
homeward bound Dutch fleets that paused at the Cape each year. The most successful of those
who remained on the land acquired large holdings and became mixed farmers, producing grain
and wine but also pasturing sheep and cattle far beyond the limits of their land grants.Initially, the
company did not envisage the use of slave labor in their Cape settlement. However, van
Riebeeck was soon requesting permission to follow the example of the company’s settlements
at Batavia and elsewhere in Asia. The die was cast in 1658, when the company imported one
shipload of slaves from Dahomey and another shipload of Angolan slaves, whom it had captured
from the Portuguese. After that, there was no looking back. The company-government, the
senior officials, and the free burgher community all became dependent on slave labor. The Cape
had become a slaveholding society.6By the early eighteenth century, slavery at the Cape had
acquired distinctive characteristics. First, the Cape slaves came from more diverse linguistic,
religious, and social backgrounds than those in the Americas. Indeed, most of the Cape slaves
were not even from Africa, which was the source of all the American slaves. A few came from
Mozambique, but more from Madagascar, and more again from Indonesia, India, and Ceylon
(Sri Lanka), including a large minority of Muslims. Second, from 1711 onward there were rather
more slaves than free burghers in the colony. In 1793, there were 14,747 slaves (9,046 men,
3,590 women, and 2,111 children), compared with the 13,830 free burghers. Third, the



augmentation of the slave population was a result of continual imports rather than natural
increase. The Cape slaves never became a self-reproducing population. Until 1765, there were
always more than four times as many male as female slaves, and in 1793 there were still two-
and-a-half times as many men as women. Moreover, although the overall mortality rate is not
known, it was usually high, especially among the company slaves. It was very high indeed during
intermittent epidemics of smallpox and other diseases.Fourth, there was nothing like the
plantation system that prevailed in parts of North America, the Caribbean, and Brazil. At the
Cape, privately owned slaves were distributed among numerous owners in small groups. By the
third quarter of the eighteenth century, over 50 percent of the free burghers owned slaves, but
few other than the most senior officials and a few successful farmers owned large numbers. The
largest holding was probably that of Governor Adriaan van der Stel, who owned 169 slaves in
1706. The largest holding of a burgher was probably that of Martin Melck, who had 101 slaves in
1774. In 1750, there were 681 slave owners in the colony. Only 7 of them owned more than 50
slaves and another 25 owned between 26 and 50, whereas 385 owned fewer than 6 slaves.
Finally, few Cape slaves were manumitted, and the rate of manumission declined over time, so
that there was never a large community of “free blacks.” The free blacks initially had the same
rights as the white settlers, but the law began to discriminate against them in the 1760s, and by
the 1790s they were obliged to carry passes if they wished to leave town. Though few in
numbers, however, the free blacks were a significant influence in the colonial society. They
moderated the congruence between race and enslavement.The occupations of the Cape slaves
varied greatly, depending on who owned them and where they lived. The company housed its
slaves in a building in Cape Town, where they provided the basic labor force for public works.
Company officials and burghers who lived in Cape Town employed their slaves as domestic
servants, artisans, fishermen, market gardeners, and fetchers of water and wood. Rural slaves
were farm laborers and domestic servants. They formed the backbone of the arable
economy.Meanwhile, the indigenous transhumant pastoralists of southwestern Africa, who
called themselves Khoikhoi and whom white settlers called Hottentots, were bearing the brunt of
the Dutch invasion.7 During the century and a half following Vasco da Gama’s first great voyage
to India, those living in the Cape peninsula, who probably numbered between four and eight
thousand, had grown accustomed to occasional visits by European seafarers. They had
developed a taste for European trade goods—iron, copper, brass, and body ornaments—and
become experienced and skilled in bartering them for sheep and cattle.For the first few years
after the arrival of the van Riebeeck expedition, relations were fairly cordial. Conscious of their
dearth of available labor, the Dutch were concerned to consolidate their bridgehead and secure
their needs peacefully. Like their predecessors, they acquired sheep and cattle in exchange for
Western goods. They also cultivated friendships with three cooperative Khoikhoi, whom they
called Doman, Eva, and Harry, using them as interpreters for communication with the leaders of
the local communities. Tensions soon developed, however. As they witnessed the building of the
fort and the planting of fruit trees, vegetables, and crops, and, more particularly, the



engrossment of land by the first free burghers, it gradually dawned on the indigenous people
that they were facing an unprecedented challenge. In 1659, quarrels over cattle escalated into
warfare. The Khoikhoi first destroyed five settler farms and captured numerous sheep and cattle,
but during 1660, using superior weaponry and tactics and exploiting the divisions among the
indigenous people, the colonial government established control. It then sought to secure and
limit its territorial commitment by planting a thick hedge around the settlement and building
watch houses along the perimeter.During the following generation, the settlement expanded at
the expense of the pastoral communities to the north and the east of the Cape peninsula.
Gaining confidence from their defeat of the peninsular people, the settlers became increasingly
brutal. They branded, thrashed, and chained Khoikhoi whom they suspected of theft and placed
them on Rob-ben Island, seven miles northwest of Cape Town—an island destined to be used
as a prison by successive regimes down to the present. Khoikhoi to the north of the peninsula
put up the most effective resistance. War began in 1673 and continued intermittently until 1677,
but once again—as would repeatedly happen throughout their conquest of South Africa—the
European invaders established control with superior arms by exploiting internal divisions among
the local people.By 1713, the indigenous pastoral society of the southwestern corner of Africa
was disintegrating. Whites were in control of the fertile territory below the mountain escarpment
extending fifty miles north and forty miles east from Cape Town. The Khoikhoi had been unable
to withstand the invasion of the Dutch East India Company and its settlers. They had lost most of
their livestock—their most valued possessions: the records of the company show that between
1662 and 1713 it received 14,363 cattle and 32,808 sheep from the Khoikhoi. Their fragile
political system had collapsed, and the chiefs had become pathetic clients of the company. In
the 1680s, individuals and families had begun to detach themselves from their society and serve
burghers as shepherds and cattleherds. The southwestern Khoikhoi were becoming a
subordinate caste in the colonial society, set apart by appearance and culture from both the
Whites and the slaves; technically free, but treated no better than the slaves.Richard Elphick
sums up the colonial system: “The Company and the settlers in combination . . . assaulted all five
components of independence together: [they] absorbed livestock and labor from the Khoikhoi
economy, subjugated Khoikhoi chiefs to Dutch overrule and their followers to Dutch law,
encroached on Khoikhoi pastures, and endangered the integrity of Khoikhoi culture.”8 Then
came smallpox. Brought in by a homeward bound Dutch ship in 1713, it ravaged the Khoikhoi.
Not having previously experienced the disease, they had no immunity and suffered more
grievously than the other inhabitants. Khoikhoi society, “already in precipitous decline, had been
virtually destroyed; and the people who had lived in it had barely escaped annihilation.”9By that
time, the settlement at the Cape was fulfilling its prescribed goal: the company’s fleets were
being efficiently revictualed with fresh water, wine, beef, mutton, bread, fruit, and vegetables. But
the colony had also become a far more complex society than the mere refreshment station that
the directors of the Dutch East India Company had envisaged in 1652, and it had developed a
wholly unforeseen dynamic.The growing town on Table Bay was a miniature Batavia—”a



seaward-looking community, a caravanserai on the periphery of the global spice trade,”10 where
diverse religions, languages, and peoples jostled, and life focused on the outside world. The
greatest events were the arrivals of the fleets, bringing news from Europe or Asia and a period of
brisk trade. Abraham Bogaert, a Danish visitor, described the town in 1702. The castle, with its
“bastions built of heavy stone and armed with large cannon” was the home of the governor and
other senior officials.The town, lying a good musket shot to the west of the Castle, stretches
from the sea to Table Mountain, and at the back touches the outermost slopes of the Lion Hill. It
has wonderfully increased the number of its houses since the Company chose this place for a
settlement. ... All are built of stone. . . . They look very well from far off because of the snow-white
lime with which they are plastered outside, and many shine with Dutch neatness. ... It now
boasts of a Church, built in the Dutch fashion and adorned with a fair-sized tower, in which on
Sundays the Word of Truth is preached.11Bogaert also described the company’s garden, “the
new hospital, which is tolerably extensive,” and the lodge, “where the slaves of the Company live,
of whom the number at times runs well into five hundred.”12The countryside, too, was
dependent on external trade, but it was remote from the bustle of the port and dominated by its
most successful landowners. The visitor of 1702 was impressed by the Stellenbosch settlement:
“It is incredible how by the zeal of the Dutch this place has grown with fine dwellings, and how
great a treasure of wine and grain is grown here every year.”13Gradations of status and wealth in
the white population were infinite. The company paid meticulous regard to rank. The governors,
with numerous perquisites plus a salary of two hundred guilders a month, lived in a style
modeled on the patricians in the Netherlands; the common sailors and soldiers, with nine
guilders a month, led spartan lives. Among the burghers, there was a small class of relatively
wealthy traders and farmers, some of whose daughters married senior officials. At the other
extreme was a growing class of poor Whites: landless people who were unwilling or unable to do
manual labor because of the presence of slaves. They included a few army and navy deserters.
In between were small traders and innkeepers in the town, farmers hard put to make ends meet,
and farm overseers known as knechts.As the population increased during the eighteenth
century, the burghers became increasingly stratified. At the end of the century, the town had
about 1,100 houses and there were a number of large burgher estates. In 1803, a German
employed by the Batavian (Dutch) Republic described the home of Jacob Laubscher, who lived
in the area of mixed arable and pastoral farming about eighty miles north of the peninsula:He
maintained a sort of patriarchal household, of which some idea may be formed by stating that
the stock of the farm consisted of eighty horses, six hundred and ninety head of horned cattle,
two thousand four hundred and seventy sheep, and an immense quantity of poultry of all kinds.
The family itself, including masters, servants, hottentots [Khoikhoi], and slaves, consisted of a
hundred and five persons. . . . The quantity of corn sown upon his estate this year, including
every description, amounted to sixty-one bushels. . . . [I]t will be seen that an African farm may
almost be called a State in miniature. . . . From the produce of the lands and flocks must the
whole tribe be fed, so that the surplus is not so great as might be supposed at first sight.The



visitor listed items that could not be produced on the spot: “First, articles of manufacture, as
cloth, linen, hats, arms; secondly of luxury, as tea, coffee, sugar, spices, &c:—thirdly of raw
materials, as iron, pitch, and rosin. ‘Tis only through the medium of these wants that a colonist is
connected with the rest of the world; . . . excepting articles of the above description, there is
scarcely anything necessary for the supply of his household which is not drawn from his own
premises.”14 He should have added guns, which were essential possessions of all
farmers.Except for a handful of midwives, no women were on the company payroll; but since
women were always in a minority among the free population, they had exceptional opportunities
for marriage and for remarriage if they outlived their first husbands. Moreover, women
accumulated property, because under the prevailing Roman-Dutch law, the wife was the legal
owner of half the combined estate.Compared with contemporary European colonies in the
Americas, the tiny Cape colonial population was remarkably unsophisticated. Formal
educational institutions were meager. A few boys and girls were taught basic skills at several
elementary schools in the town and at elementary schools of sorts attached to the churches that
the company founded at Stellenbosch (1686), Drakenstein (1691), Roodezand (later Tulbagh;
1743), and Zwartland (later Malmesbury; 1745). A minister founded the only high school in the
colony in 1714, but it received little support and was abandoned in 1725. Most colonists,
moreover, were indifferent to religion, at least until the last few years of the eighteenth century,
when a new wave of Dutch clergy spurred signs of an evangelical movement. A visitor had
commented in 1714 that the clergy had made little headway among the colonists, “due in no
wise to the faltering of their zeal, but to the stupidity and indolence of the burghers.”15Formal
authority over the colony was virtually a monopoly of the Dutch officials. The governor and
Council of Policy, consisting exclusively of senior officials, ruled the Cape, subject to instructions
from the Council of Seventeen in Amsterdam and the governor-general in Batavia. Officials also
had a majority in the judiciary (the Court of Justice) and the other administrative bodies, and the
governor nominated the burgher members of those bodies. Even the religious establishment
was controlled by the company. The ministers were salaried officials; the Church Council was
nominated by the governor and Council of Policy, and it, too, consisted largely of officials.The
creation of a settler community led to conflicts. Competition took place between two classes of
producers: the senior officials and the most successful settlers. As was common practice among
servants of the Dutch East India Company, the Cape governors Simon van der Stel (1679-99),
his son Willem Adriaan van der Stel (1699-1707), and their cronies used their opportunities to
enrich themselves. They got possession of large blocks of the best arable land, numerous cattle
ranches, and many slaves and exploited their official positions to control access to shipping and
external markets. A crisis came in 1705, when Willem Adriaan van der Stel modified the wine
concession to his advantage. Sixty-three free burghers signed a petition denouncing the officials
and sent it to Amsterdam. The officials responded by getting 240 signatures to a counterpetition.
Eventually, the directors dismissed the governor and three other senior officials, deprived them
of their colonial estates, and forbade officials to own land or to trade. The local officials had been



given notice that they were dependent on the goodwill of the substantial colonial farmers.
Corruption was nevertheless the way of life in the Dutch East India Company. Those prohibitions
had always been on the company statute book, and always ignored. Throughout the eighteenth
century, as previously, Cape officials found ways to supplement their salaries in defiance of the
law.16The company never solved this problem. It was primarily concerned to reduce its losses in
administering its colony by continuing to dominate the local economy, buying local produce low
and selling imported goods high, and turning a blind eye to its servants’ ways of augmenting
their salaries at the expense of the local people. The resulting tensions between company
interests and settler interests were only slightly ameliorated by marriages between officials and
burghers’ daughters. They came to a head again in the last quarter of the century, when the
Netherlands had lost its economic supremacy to France and Britain and the Dutch East India.
Company, on the verge of bankruptcy, was in no position to satisfy the demands of the Cape
burghers.By 1778, leading Cape Town businessmen and arable farmers had accumulated
considerable wealth. In that year they initiated another agitation. They sent two delegations to
the Netherlands, appealing not only to the directors of the company but also to the States-
General, complaining of the effects of the company’s economic policies and demanding
freedom to trade with foreign ships and effective political representation. The alliance between
urban and rural interests, however, was fragile and soon began to fall apart. Moreover, the
quarrel became embroiled in the ideological and political struggle in the Netherlands, where
supporters of the status quo were confronted by “Patriots,” who were influenced by the revolution
in North America and the democratic ideas of the Enlightenment. The directors were
conservative, and when their faction triumphed in 1787, they were able to ignore the burghers’
demands.Slavery created far the most significant division in Cape society. As in other slave
societies, the relationship was rooted in the fact and threat of violence. The law that prevailed at
the Cape derived from the Roman-Dutch law of the Netherlands and the statutes of Batavia.
“Slaves were unable to marry; had no rights of potestas over their children, and were unable to
make legal contracts, acquire property or leave wills. As the exclusive property of his master, a
slave was obliged to obey any order that did not involve a criminal offence, and could be sold or
bequeathed at will.”17To deter others, the company executed its major criminals in diabolical
ways. Carl Peter Thunberg, a Swedish botanist, observed thaton the 31st of July [1773] a slave
was executed, who had murdered his master. The delinquent being laid on the cross and tied
fast to it, first his arms and legs were burned in eight different parts with jagged tongs, made red
hot; afterwards his arms and legs were broken on the wheel, and lastly, his head was cut off and
fixed on a pole. The judge that tries and condemns the criminal is always present, and walks in
procession to the place of execution, in order to give solemnity to the ceremony. . . . There are
two gallows out of the town, one ... on which Europeans are hanged, and the other ... on which
slaves and Hottentots are executed.18The company controlled the slaves in its Cape Town
lodge on military lines. The lot of women owned by the company was especially humiliating. To
augment the company income, they were encouraged to prostitute themselves to sailors and



were made to work alongside men on the most grueling tasks. Private slave owners were
constrained by the fact that their slaves were valuable property. The condition of slaves varied
with the owner’s temperament, occupation, and prosperity. The relationship was characterized
by paternalism, an ideology that structured and legitimized subordination and exploitation and
was expressed in a blend of affection and coercion. Some of the privately owned slaves in Cape
Town fared relatively well, even being allowed time to trade on their own account. In rural areas,
prosperous farmers sometimes left slaves in charge of farms. Yet the threat of violence was
always present, and many slave owners enforced their authority with frequent use of the
whip.19Many slaves made bids for freedom by absconding. Some roamed beyond the colonial
frontiers and eventually joined indigenous communities. Others tried to survive as predators on
colonial society. From time to time, bands of escapees lived precariously by robbing burgher
homesteads from refuges on the slopes of Table Mountain and Cape Hanglip, on the eastern
side of False Bay. Such escapees were fortunate if they were able to steal a gun and to have the
assistance of slaves who were still in service. Sooner or later, however, colonial commandos
hunted most of them down and shot or captured them, after which the Court of Justice
sentenced them to death or to some other brutal punishment.20Historians differ in their
assessments of Cape slavery. Nigel Worden and Robert Ross stress the coercive aspects and
consider that, since the slaves were derived from widely different cultures and divided in small
groups among many owners, they were too atomized to form a community with a collective
identity, such as existed in North America. Consequently, they contend, although male slaves
greatly outnumbered male burghers in the rural areas, there were no opportunities for them to
mobilize and rebel, and their only alternative to acquiescence was to abscond. That may be too
clear-cut an interpretation. Robert Shell stresses the effects of the “psychological bonds which in
many—but not all—cases bound the slave to his master and vice versa.” He continues:
“Although the slave was incorporated into the stem family, that incorporation was deliberately
limited. The owners attempted to infantilize their slaves with dress, naming patterns, and
ordinary language. All these measures combined to form what may be called the family means
of control.”21 John Mason points out that by the nineteenth century, in spite of their disparate
backgrounds, the slaves did form a self-conscious community in Cape Town and its
neighborhood, where most of them lived. Escapees created organized groups on Cape Hangup
and maintained relations with slaves who remained, and many who accepted the fact of
enslavement carved out a living space by resisting their masters’ exactions in subtle ways—
feigning illness, going slow, destroying or stealing property, and expressing their cultural
autonomy in songs and dances.22In slave societies, several factors may blur the distinction
between slave and free, and between race and class: a shared religion, manumission, the
growth of a free community of former slaves, and miscegenation. In the Cape colony, these
conditions were rarely met.“By the end of the seventeenth century, it was an accepted
prerequisite of manumission that a slave should be baptised, speak good Dutch, and have a
guarantor who would pay the Poor fund, which might provide relief if the freed slave became



destitute.”23 The company ran an elementary school for its slave children and baptized some of
them, but it neither gave special privileges to its baptized slaves nor manumitted more than a
handful. The burghers baptized few slaves and manumitted an even smaller proportion than the
company. As a result, the manumission rate was low: during the eighteenth century, on average,
no more than one person was manumitted for every six hundred slaves each year, and the free
black population was never more than 8.4 percent of the free burgher population. Only a handful
of former slaves, moreover, were able to acquire capital and land and set themselves up as
farmers, and as time went on nearly all of them were squeezed out. The free Blacks were
therefore concentrated in the relatively fluid society of Cape Town, where they made a living as
artisans, cooks, innkeepers, fishermen, and small-scale retail traders. They formed 16 percent of
the free burgher population of the Cape district in 1750 and 13 percent in 1770.24Throughout
the company period, there were a few marriages between European men and freed slave
women. There was also a great deal of extramarital sexual activity across the status and color
lines, nearly all of it between white men and slave women. Visiting sailors fathered numerous
children by Cape slaves, especially in the company’s lodge. Burghers also patronized the urban
slaves and had sexual relations with slave and Khoikhoi women on the farms, where men always
exceeded women in the burgher population. The children of free fathers and slave mothers were
slaves, but many of the female children became the mistresses and, in some cases, the
manumitted legal wives of burghers. As a result of these relationships, the “black” population of
the colony became considerably lightened, and the “white” population became somewhat
darkened. It has been estimated that approximately 7 percent of the genes of the modern
Afrikaner people originated outside Europe and that this occurred mostly during the company
period.25The Dutch East India Company’s colony at the Cape of Good Hope had characteristics
that distinguished it from other societies. It was fulfilling its founders’ intentions to be a fortified
refreshment station on the trade route between Europe and Asia. But it was much more than a
refreshment station. It was the home of a small but vital mass of people of European origin who
had become an increasingly independent force in shaping the colonial society. They owned
virtually all the productive land but did not themselves do the manual labor. They used the labor
of slaves, who were continually being imported from Asia, Madagascar, and Mozambique, and
of indigenous pastoralists, whom they had deprived of their land and livestock and who had
been decimated by smallpox. In Cape Town, a cosmopolitan entrepot, social relations were
more fluid than in the countryside, but even there the free blacks were too few, and the
constraints on them too severe, to blur the increasingly close coincidence between the lines of
race and the lines of class. This picture was complicated still further by events to the north and
east of the arable lands.The Dutch Colony, 1652-1795: The Pastoral NortheastAs early as 1700,
white colonists had acquired control of the land between the Cape peninsula and the mountain
escarpment, where the soil and the reliable winter rainfall made agriculture possible. By that
time, too, virtually all the agricultural farmers were also raising cattle and sheep, at least as a
sideline. Some colonists—younger sons of farmers and others who lacked sufficient land and



capital for successful agriculture—were already living exclusively as pastoralists and hunters.
The slave economy excluded them from other occupations. Throughout the eighteenth century,
extensive pastoral farming, with hunting as a sideline, absorbed the bulk of the increase in the
white population. These white pastoralists became known as trekboers—semi-migrant
farmers.The environment favored the trekboers. Although vast areas of arid land lay beyond the
mountain escarpment, there were also areas that were suitable for sheep and cattle, where a
person could make a start with relatively little capital. The indigenous pastoralists, who called
themselves Khoikhoi, demoralized by the collapse of their communities in the vicinity of the
Cape peninsula and, after 1712, devastated by smallpox, were unable to prevent the colonists
from getting access to the streams and the springs and from gradually establishing control of the
land. The result was a process of dispersal of whites from the agricultural colony: northward
toward the Orange River and eastward on either side of the arid Great Karoo and Little Karoo. By
the 1770s, however, trekboer expansion was checked in all directions: iñ the north by extreme
aridity 300 miles beyond the Cape peninsula; in the northeast by hunter-gatherers based in the
Sneeuberg Mountains 400 miles from the peninsula; and in the east by Bantu-speaking mixed
farmers 450 miles from the peninsula, beyond Al-goa Bay.26The company did nothing to
impede this process. In fact, needing supplies of meat and pastoral products, it adopted a
system of land tenure that favored expansion. A trekboer was obliged merely to pay a small
annual fee for the right to occupy a six-thousand-acre farm. In theory, he was merely a
conditional lessee of a “loan farm”; in practice, he was able to treat his landholding as his
outright property, which could be bought, sold, and inherited.The trekboers supplied the
southwestern Cape with sheep, cattle, and butter, but the company did scarcely anything for
them. There was no government post beyond Stellenbosch until 1745, when the company
founded one at Swellendam, 120 miles east of Cape Town. In 1786 it inaugurated another at
Graaff-Reinet, near the northeastern limit of trekboer expansion. Stellenbosch, Swellendam, and
Graaff-Reinet were district headquarters run by a landdrost, a salaried company employee.
These local administrations were extremely sketchy. A landdrost had scarcely any salaried staff
—perhaps a clerk and a soldier or two. He was obliged to rely heavily on the unpaid services of
prominent trekboers known as heemraden and veldkornets. In each district, six heemraden were
appointed by the government from lists prepared by the existing holders of those offices.
Besides administering the affairs of the district, the landdrost and the heemraden formed a court
of justice with minor civil jurisdiction. In each subdivision of a district, a veldkornet, appointed by
the landdrost and heemraden, was responsible for law and order. This meant that the most
substantial trekboers had a major say in the conduct of the local administration and the inside
track in relations with the authorities in distant Cape Town.As the century progressed, the
trekboer families spread out thinly over a vast area. Of the 13,830 burghers in the Cape Colony
in 1793, only 3,100 were in the vast eastern district of Graaff-Reinet and 1,925 in Swellendam
district. Stellenbosch district, which included much of the more densely populated arable
country, had 4,640 colonists, and the small Cape district, including the town, had



4,155.27Transportation between the trekboer homesteads and between the trekboer country
and the Cape peninsula—which contained Cape Town, the seat of government, and Table Bay
and Simonstown, the only harbors in the colony that were used throughout the eighteenth
century—was over rough tracks, traversed on horseback or by ox wagon. From Graaff-Reinet it
took up to three months for a wagon to go to and from the Cape. Trekboers nevertheless
depended on acquiring guns and gunpowder for the hunt and for protection; they also imported
tea, coffee, sugar, and tobacco as essential commodities. To pay for these, they sold sheep,
cattle, and butter, and in some cases elephant ivory, to Cape Town tradesmen who toured the
country collecting them and drove the livestock on the hoof to the Cape. For the rest, the
trekboers relied on their own resources. They were largely, but by no means wholly, a
noncapitalist subsistence community, on the periphery of the market economy; and since there
were no substantial villages east of Stellenbosch—Swellendam had only four houses thirty
years after it had become the seat of a landdrost—there were few specialized artisans and every
trekboer was a jack-of-all-trades.28The further the trekboers moved from the arable southwest,
the more their European material comforts and culture became diluted. Hendrik Swellengrebel,
the son of a former governor of the colony, toured the colony in 1776—77 and subsequently
described trekboer living conditions:As far as Swellendam and Mossel Bay and occasionally as
far as the Zeekoei River, one finds quite respectable houses with a large room partitioned into 2
or 3, and with good doors and windows, though mostly without ceilings. For the rest, however,
and especially those at a greater distance, they are only tumble-down barns, 40 feet by 14 or 15
feet, with clay walls four feet high, and a thatched roof. These are mostly undivided; the doors
are reed mats; a square hole serves as a window. The fireplace is a hole in the floor, which is
usually made of clay and cowdung. There is no chimney; merely a hole in the roof to let the
smoke out. The beds are separated by a Hottentot reed mat. The furniture is in keeping. I have
found up to three households—children included—living together in such a dwelling. The
majority, by far, of the farmers from the Overberg [beyond the mountain escarpment] come to
Cape Town only once a year, because of the great distance—I have discovered that some are
reckoned to live 40 “schoften” or days’ journey away—and because of the difficulty of getting
through the kloofs [passes] between the mountains. To cross them they need at least 24 oxen,
two teams of 10 to be changed at every halt and at least 4 spares to replace animals that are
crippled or fall prey to lions. Two Hottentots are necessary as well as the farmer himself. The
load usually consists of 2 vats of butter (1000 lb. in all) and 400 to 500 lbs. soap.29There were
no schools in the trekboer areas, and the first clergyman did not arrive at Zwartland
(Malmesbury), forty miles north of Cape Town, until 1745, nor at Graaff-Reinet until 1792. As far
as literacy was maintained—and in many cases it was not—it was transmitted within the family.
Former company employees made a living as traveling teachers, attaching themselves to
trekboer families for several months at a time; but most were so incompetent that the word
Meester (teacher) acquired a derogatory meaning.Trekboers were more egalitarian among
themselves than the burghers in Cape Town and the arable southwest. Even so, some people



used the perquisites of the offices of heemraad and veldkornet: to acquire more property than
their fellows, and at the other extreme there were people who lacked the capital, the ability, or
the will to farm independently. A few moved beyond the settled white community and lived as
hunters and traders in indigenous societies. Others became bijwoners—tenant farmers, caring
for their employers’ stock in return for a share. Some bijwoners remained in an underclass;
others eventually accumulated sufficient livestock to set up on their own as landowners.This
expansion involved a variety of relationships with the indigenous hunters and herders.
Advancing burgher families often made use of a spring and its adjacent pastures without overt
opposition and then gradually acquired exclusive control, reducing the indigenous pastoralists to
various types of tenancy and clientage. An elderly Khoikhoi told Anders Sparrman, a visiting
Swedish doctor and entomologist, in 1775 that “he could not forbear (though with some degree
of caution and in gentle terms) making complaints of the Dutch, as unjust invaders of the
Hottentot territories. For want of strength and powers, (he said) these latter were now no longer
in a condition to withstand their encroachments; almost every day some Hottentot or other being
obliged to remove with his cattle, whenever the pasture he was in possession of, happened to
suit a colonist.”30 For their part, indigenous hunter-gatherers often raided the cattle and sheep,
and sometimes the homes, of the incoming farmers. In response to that resistance, the farmers
formed their one cooperative institution, the commando.The company had initially used its own
military personnel in its military operations. By the end of the seventeenth century, it had added
a smattering of free burghers. From 1715 onward, commandos consisted exclusively of civilians.
They were dependent on the company for their guns and ammunition and, in theory, subject to
company control. In practice, they behaved independently. The main resistance came from
indigenous hunter gatherers (San) and from indigenous pastoralists (Khoikhoi) who had lost
their livestock. During the 1770s, indigenous bands attacked burgher property over a wide front
from bases in the Sneeuwberg Mountains north of Graaff-Reinet. Large commandos, including
subjected indigenous pastoralists as well as burghers, retaliated, treating their prey as vermin. In
1774,a commando of 300 men claimed to have killed 503 people; between 1786 and 1795,
2,430 were reported killed. By the end of the century, the indigenous hunting and herding
peoples of the western part of South Africa had ceased to offer large-scale resistance.With their
roots in the society of Cape Town and the arable southwest, the trekboers were never a self-
sufficient society. They were accustomed to using coerced slave and indigenous labor. Many
continued to own slaves—in 1773,over halftne burghers in Swellendam owned at least one
slave. But as they moved deeper and deeper into the interior and edged more and more of the
indigenous herders out of control of the land, they drew many of them into their service. The
subjected pastoralists had precisely the skills that the trekboers required. For the right to
continue to live on the land and to pasture a few livestock of their own, they herded the invaders’
cattle and sheep, they drove their ox wagons, and they did their domestic chores. Trekboers also
made use of people from the indigenous hunting and gathering communities. Commandos
exterminated adult hunter-gatherers but made a point of capturing children, and before they



disbanded they distributed the children as well as the cattle booty among themselves.Beyond
the trekboers north and northeast from the Cape lived people of diverse origins: displaced
indigenous pastoralists and hunter-gatherers, escaped African and Asian slaves, burghers of
white parentage who had committed crimes, and men and women of mixed ethnic descent. Like
many trekboers, these people lived by hunting as much as stock farming. Like the trekboers, too,
they were loosely linked with the Cape by trade, bartering sheep, cattle, and ivory in return for
arms, ammunition, and other imported commodities. Forming fluid communities, they were
penetrating and destabilizing the indigenous pastoral and mixed farming societies beyond the
Orange River. By the end of the eighteenth century, some were becoming organized as
chiefdoms. At first they called themselves Bastaards, but, under missionary influence, they were
becoming known as Griquas.31In the east the situation was still more complex. By the 1770s,
the foremost eastern trekboers had reached the vicinities of Algoa Bay and Graaff-Reinet, where
there were valleys with good soils and sufficient rain for extensive agriculture as well as stock
farming. This desirable land was already part of the long-disputed frontier zone between
indigenous pastoralists and Bantu-speaking mixed farmers, described in chapter 1. A period of
intense competition for control ensued, marked by shifting alliances, cattle raids, and wars. None
of the ethnic communities—Khoikhoi, Xhosa, or White—was able to establish hegemony, and
the colonial government in distant Cape Town was also incapable of doing so.People were not
actuated exclusively by ethnic bonds. They had divergent identifications and conflicting
concerns. Trekboers in the northern part of the district of Graaff-Reinet had a major interest in
concentrating colonial resources against the aboriginal hunter-gatherers who were attacking
them from their bases in the Sneeuwberg, while those in the southern part of the district were
primarily concerned to secure the land they were appropriating against Xhosa attack. Xhosa
chiefs were pursuing their own rivalries with one another as well as trying to cope with the
intrusion of the colonists. Khoikhoi were torn between obeying their trekboer patrons and
deserting them to join up with the Xhosa, which was an attractive alternative, since, as we have
seen, the nearest Xhosa chiefdoms had already incorporated numerous Khoikhoi. Thus, during
the first two spells of warfare in the frontier zone between the colony and the territory of the
Xhosa in 1779 and 1793, people were killed, property was destroyed, sheep and cattle changed
hands, but the results were indecisive.32These events strained the relationship between the
frontier trekboers and the colonial government, which was not seen to be offering sufficient
support. Early in 1795, prominent trekboers from the southern part of the district of Graaff-Reinet
drove out the landdrost and assumed control. The government soon brought them to heel,
however, by cutting off their ammunition supply, demonstrating that they were dependent on
their links with the Cape Town regime and the European economy.33When the British captured
the Cape from the Dutch later in 1795, they took over responsibility for a thinly populated, loose-
knit territory. Cape Town was still the only port of entry into the region. With fifteen thousand
inhabitants (including ten thousand slaves), 1,145 private houses, and such public buildings as
the castle, the slave lodge, and the principal Dutch Reformed church, it was also the only real



town in the colony. Stellenbosch had a mere 70 houses, Swellendam 30, and Graaff-Reinet
“about a dozen mud-houses covered with thatch.”34 In the European perspective, the colony’s
function was still little more than the stepping-stone to Asia that it had been in the time of van
Riebeeck; it yielded nothing else of significance to the metropolitan economy.The crucial facet of
the social structure of the colony was the utter dependence of the white colonists on the labor of
slaves and indigenous people. In Europe, where the settler community had originated, ethnic
chauvinism was already deeply embedded in the popular psyche. At the Cape, where the
colonists were subject to a commercial government that practiced slavery and the slave trade,
they were conditioned to life as privileged people, distinguished from their slaves and serfs by
physical and cultural as well as legal and economic criteria. They were also growing apart from
society in northwestern Europe, where social and economic conditions differed profoundly.The
white colonists were themselves a diverse lot. Capetonians (traders, innkeepers, and artisans),
arable farmers, and remote trekboers had conflicting interests and varied cultural levels.
Nevertheless, in spite of the unconventional behavior of some individuals and the fairly
widespread condoning of male promiscuity with women from the subordinated classes, the
colonists perceived themselves as constituting a distinct community. They often identified
themselves by the label “Christian.” Anders Sparrman recorded that in the 1770s all “Christians”
were called “baas.”35 The distinction was essentially racial. Christianity had limited influence in
^outh Africa during the eighteenth century. The handful of Calvinist ministers appointed by the
government certainly did not challenge the norms and values that corresponded with material
conditions that placed people of European descent above others.36For the subordinated
peoples, life in the colony was nasty, brutish, and short. The Cape slaves experienced a form of
subjection that was in many respects harsher than slavery as practiced in the Americas.
Extracted from diverse native cultures and dispersed in small, mixed lots among many owners,
most managed to create some space for human dignity while accommodating to their lot, and a
considerable minority bolted for freedom, risking starvation, capture, and fierce retribution. The
indigenous pastoralists fared no better. Deprived of their means of independent subsistence,
they were incorporated into a society where their masters adopted methods of control they were
accustomed to applying to slaves.This stratified and violent society was a linguistic Babel. Some
colonists were holding to the Dutch of the Netherlands, the official language of the colony. Some
indigenous people were still speaking their native languages. A few slaves were able to use their
languages of origin, whereas Portuguese Creole had become a common means of
communication among the Asian slaves. A simplified form of Dutch, which dropped certain
inflections and vocabulary items, modified the vowel sounds, and incorporated loan words from
the other languages, however, was becoming the dominant lingua franca. This dialect, which
originated as a medium of oral communication between burghers and slaves, would become a
distinct language—Afrikaans—which, with English and nine African languages, would be
recognized as official languages in postapartheid South Africa.37The British Cape Colony, 1795
—1870During the European turmoil sparked off by the French Revolution, Great Britain became



the dominant sea power and occupied the Cape peninsula to prevent it from falling into the
hands of the French. A British expedition easily forced the capitulation of Dutch officials in 1795,
and although the Dutch—then constituted as the Batavian Republic—regained the Cape under
the terms of the Treaty of Amiens in 1803, they were ousted again in January 1806. British
sovereignty over the colony was confirmed in the eyes of Europe, but, of course, without any
consultation with black or white South Africans, in the peace settlement of 1814.CHAPTER
2The White Invaders: The Cape Colony, 1652–1870The hunting and herding peoples of
Southern Africa remained isolated from the wider world until the end of the fifteenth century.
Throughout that century, Portuguese mariners were probing further and further from Europe
along the western coast of the African continent.1 Eventually, in 1487, Bartholomeu Dias’s
expedition of two fifty-ton caravels rounded the Cape peninsula in a storm, anchored in Mossel
Bay 170 miles further east, arid sailed another 170 miles along the coast to Algoa Bay before
returning to Lisbon. In 1497, five years after Christopher Columbus had crossed the Atlantic
under Spanish patronage, Vasco da Gama led another Portuguese expedition that rounded the
Cape, sailed along the east African coastline to Malindi (modern Mombasa), and then crossed
the Indian Ocean to Calicut, India, returning to Portugal with two of his four ships after an
absence of twenty-six months. These epic enterprises were longer, more hazardous, and in the
short run far more rewarding than Columbus’s crossings of the Atlantic Ocean. As the American
historian Daniel Boorstin remarks, they “changed the course of both Western and Eastern
history.”2During the sixteenth century, the Portuguese government sent annual fleets round the
Cape of Good Hope to the Indian Ocean. They brutally destroyed the Arab shipping they
encountered in the Indian Ocean and began to divert the European trade with southeast Asia
from the ancient routes via the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea to the oceanic route via the Cape.
During the sixteenth century, the Portuguese established fortified bases at Goa on the west
coast of India, Malacca on the northern side of the strait between Malaya and Sumatra, and
Ormuz, gateway to the Persian Gulf. From West Africa, they started the nefarious export of
slaves to the Americas. In East Africa, they built forts at Mombasa and Mozambique. Lured by
gold in what is now Zimbabwe, they created garrison towns on the Zambezi River and
established trading posts in the auriferous area. They also founded prazos (great estates) in the
Zambezi valley. By the eighteenth century, though the Portuguese had lost control of the East
African interior, they were exporting slaves to Brazil and North America from the coastal fortress
at Mozambique.The Portuguese occupied no territory south of Luanda (the capital of modern
Angola) and Mozambique. Their slave-trading activities just grazed the territories of the modern
Republic of South Africa. Experience made them fearful of the region’s navigational hazards and
people. Tempestuous seas, strong currents, and perilous shoals wrecked several Portuguese
ships along the coast between Mozambique and the Cape, and in 1510 Francesco d’Almeida,
returning to Portugal at the end of his term as viceroy in the East, was killed with several
companions in a fracas with the local inhabitants in Table Bay, at the northern end of the Cape
peninsula.By the end of the sixteenth century, Dutch, English, French, and Scandinavian



merchant manners were also beginning to use the sea route to Asia. From time to time they
landed on the Cape peninsula to take in fresh water and barter sheep and cattle from the local
Khoikhoi pastoralists in return for iron and copper goods. In 1620, the English government
ignored a suggestion of an English ship’s captain that it should annex the Cape. In 1649,
however, Dutchmen who had wintered in Table Bay after losing their ship proposed that the
Dutch East India Company should occupy the place. Three years later, Jan van Riebeeck arrived
there as the commander of an expedition of eighty company employees. The directors had
instructed him to build a fort and supply the Dutch fleets with fruit, vegetables, and meat.The
Dutch Cape Colony, 1652–1795:Cape Town and the Arable SouthwestThe seventeenth century
was the Golden Age of the Dutch Republic (map 2).3 Its merchants were the most successful
businessmen in Europe; their Dutch East India Company was the world’s greatest trading
corporation. Founded in 1602, the company was a state outside the state. Operating under a
charter from the States-General (the Dutch government), it had sovereign rights in and east of
the Cape of Good Hope, and by midcentury it was the dominant European maritime power in
southeast Asia. Its fleet, numbering some six thousand ships totaling at least 600,000 tons, was
manned by perhaps 48,000 sailors.Modern South Africa began as a by-product of the enterprise
of these Dutch merchants. In sending Jan van Riebeeck to occupy Table Bay, the directors of the
company intended the colony to serve a specific and limited role as a link between the
Netherlands and their eastern empire, centered on BataVia, Java. They had no intention of
creating anything more than a small fortified base, where the annual fleets bound to and from
Batavia could rendezvous, take in fresh water, fruit, vegetables, and grain, and land their sick for
recuperation. They did not expect the Cape station to make a profit on its own—indeed, it never
did so—but they always tried to keep the costs of its administration to a minimum. Within its first
decade, however, the Cape Colony began to develop a degree of autonomy and an unforeseen
dynamic. By the time van Riebeeck handed over the command to his successor in 1662, the
colony had become a complex, racially stratified society.4Three processes contributed to this
development. First, the company released some of its employees from their contracts and gave
them land with the status of “free burghers.” Second, the company landed slaves at the Cape
and set them to work under Dutch supervision on creating the basic infrastructure for the colony
—a fort, a jetty, roads, orchards, vegetable gardens, and arable fields. Third, as the Dutch
settlement expanded slowly but surely from the shore of Table Bay and engrossed and enclosed
land for cultivation, it did so at the expense of the local pastoralists, who had the option of
withdrawing from the fresh water resources and the rich pastures of the northern part of the
Cape peninsula or remaining there as servants or clients of the Dutch. All three of these
processes were launched in van Riebeeck’s time; all three accelerated throughout the
eighteenth century. We shall discuss them separately.2. The Cape Colony under the Dutch East
India Company. 1652–1795In 1657, the company released nine of its employees from their
contracts and placed them on twenty-acre landholdings at Rondebosch in the Cape
peninsula”six miles south of Table Bay. The directors’ reasoning was strictly businesslike. These



free burghers were to produce grain and vegetables and sell them to the company at fixed
prices. The directors calculated that this would be more economical than continuing to have food
produced exclusively by company slaves and men on the company payroll.5In the years that
followed, the company discharged more men at the Cape on similar conditions. It also
transported a number of people from the Netherlands to the Cape as settlers, including a few
orphan girls and 156 men, women, and children of French origin—Huguenots who had fled to
the Netherlands after 1685, when the French government reversed its policy of tolerating
Protestantism by revoking the Edict of Nantes. Until 1679, the settlement was confined to the
Cape peninsula. In that year, the company began to make grants of land in the fertile valleys
beyond the sandy Cape flats and below the mountains, starting at what became known as
Stellenbosch, some thirty miles east of Table Bay. The company ceased to provide free
transportation to settlers in 1707, by which time the colonial population included about 700
company servants and a settler community of about 2,000 men, women, and children, besides
the slaves and the local pastoralists. After that, the burgher population grew partly by natural
increase, partly through company servants taking their discharge in the colony, and to a small
extent, as we shall see, by the manumission of slaves. In 1793, according to company records,
there were 13,830 burghers (4,032 men, 2,730 women, and 7,068 children). These were
miniscule numbers compared with the scale of European settlement in the Americas by that
time.Most of the settlers came from the lower and least successful classes in hierarchical Dutch
or German society, since service in the company was dangerous and poorly paid. Such
differences as were rooted in their European backgrounds diminished in the colonial situation,
where individual initiative and practical abilities were more significant than social origins. This
was also the experience of the Huguenots. The company dispersed them among the other
settlers, and within a generation they were speaking Dutch rather than French.Van Riebeeck
and his successors intended that the free burghers should practice intensive agriculture on the
Dutch model, but they were disappointed. Lacking adequate capital and skilled labor, the free
burghers were not able to make a success of intensive agriculture, except as market gardeners
in and near the village on Table Bay, which became known as Cape Town. Many soon gave up
farming altogether and became artisans and traders in Cape Town, where they catered to the
needs of visiting French, English, and Scandinavian ships, as well as to the outward bound and
homeward bound Dutch fleets that paused at the Cape each year. The most successful of those
who remained on the land acquired large holdings and became mixed farmers, producing grain
and wine but also pasturing sheep and cattle far beyond the limits of their land grants.Initially, the
company did not envisage the use of slave labor in their Cape settlement. However, van
Riebeeck was soon requesting permission to follow the example of the company’s settlements
at Batavia and elsewhere in Asia. The die was cast in 1658, when the company imported one
shipload of slaves from Dahomey and another shipload of Angolan slaves, whom it had captured
from the Portuguese. After that, there was no looking back. The company-government, the
senior officials, and the free burgher community all became dependent on slave labor. The Cape



had become a slaveholding society.6By the early eighteenth century, slavery at the Cape had
acquired distinctive characteristics. First, the Cape slaves came from more diverse linguistic,
religious, and social backgrounds than those in the Americas. Indeed, most of the Cape slaves
were not even from Africa, which was the source of all the American slaves. A few came from
Mozambique, but more from Madagascar, and more again from Indonesia, India, and Ceylon
(Sri Lanka), including a large minority of Muslims. Second, from 1711 onward there were rather
more slaves than free burghers in the colony. In 1793, there were 14,747 slaves (9,046 men,
3,590 women, and 2,111 children), compared with the 13,830 free burghers. Third, the
augmentation of the slave population was a result of continual imports rather than natural
increase. The Cape slaves never became a self-reproducing population. Until 1765, there were
always more than four times as many male as female slaves, and in 1793 there were still two-
and-a-half times as many men as women. Moreover, although the overall mortality rate is not
known, it was usually high, especially among the company slaves. It was very high indeed during
intermittent epidemics of smallpox and other diseases.Fourth, there was nothing like the
plantation system that prevailed in parts of North America, the Caribbean, and Brazil. At the
Cape, privately owned slaves were distributed among numerous owners in small groups. By the
third quarter of the eighteenth century, over 50 percent of the free burghers owned slaves, but
few other than the most senior officials and a few successful farmers owned large numbers. The
largest holding was probably that of Governor Adriaan van der Stel, who owned 169 slaves in
1706. The largest holding of a burgher was probably that of Martin Melck, who had 101 slaves in
1774. In 1750, there were 681 slave owners in the colony. Only 7 of them owned more than 50
slaves and another 25 owned between 26 and 50, whereas 385 owned fewer than 6 slaves.
Finally, few Cape slaves were manumitted, and the rate of manumission declined over time, so
that there was never a large community of “free blacks.” The free blacks initially had the same
rights as the white settlers, but the law began to discriminate against them in the 1760s, and by
the 1790s they were obliged to carry passes if they wished to leave town. Though few in
numbers, however, the free blacks were a significant influence in the colonial society. They
moderated the congruence between race and enslavement.The occupations of the Cape slaves
varied greatly, depending on who owned them and where they lived. The company housed its
slaves in a building in Cape Town, where they provided the basic labor force for public works.
Company officials and burghers who lived in Cape Town employed their slaves as domestic
servants, artisans, fishermen, market gardeners, and fetchers of water and wood. Rural slaves
were farm laborers and domestic servants. They formed the backbone of the arable
economy.Meanwhile, the indigenous transhumant pastoralists of southwestern Africa, who
called themselves Khoikhoi and whom white settlers called Hottentots, were bearing the brunt of
the Dutch invasion.7 During the century and a half following Vasco da Gama’s first great voyage
to India, those living in the Cape peninsula, who probably numbered between four and eight
thousand, had grown accustomed to occasional visits by European seafarers. They had
developed a taste for European trade goods—iron, copper, brass, and body ornaments—and



become experienced and skilled in bartering them for sheep and cattle.For the first few years
after the arrival of the van Riebeeck expedition, relations were fairly cordial. Conscious of their
dearth of available labor, the Dutch were concerned to consolidate their bridgehead and secure
their needs peacefully. Like their predecessors, they acquired sheep and cattle in exchange for
Western goods. They also cultivated friendships with three cooperative Khoikhoi, whom they
called Doman, Eva, and Harry, using them as interpreters for communication with the leaders of
the local communities. Tensions soon developed, however. As they witnessed the building of the
fort and the planting of fruit trees, vegetables, and crops, and, more particularly, the
engrossment of land by the first free burghers, it gradually dawned on the indigenous people
that they were facing an unprecedented challenge. In 1659, quarrels over cattle escalated into
warfare. The Khoikhoi first destroyed five settler farms and captured numerous sheep and cattle,
but during 1660, using superior weaponry and tactics and exploiting the divisions among the
indigenous people, the colonial government established control. It then sought to secure and
limit its territorial commitment by planting a thick hedge around the settlement and building
watch houses along the perimeter.During the following generation, the settlement expanded at
the expense of the pastoral communities to the north and the east of the Cape peninsula.
Gaining confidence from their defeat of the peninsular people, the settlers became increasingly
brutal. They branded, thrashed, and chained Khoikhoi whom they suspected of theft and placed
them on Rob-ben Island, seven miles northwest of Cape Town—an island destined to be used
as a prison by successive regimes down to the present. Khoikhoi to the north of the peninsula
put up the most effective resistance. War began in 1673 and continued intermittently until 1677,
but once again—as would repeatedly happen throughout their conquest of South Africa—the
European invaders established control with superior arms by exploiting internal divisions among
the local people.By 1713, the indigenous pastoral society of the southwestern corner of Africa
was disintegrating. Whites were in control of the fertile territory below the mountain escarpment
extending fifty miles north and forty miles east from Cape Town. The Khoikhoi had been unable
to withstand the invasion of the Dutch East India Company and its settlers. They had lost most of
their livestock—their most valued possessions: the records of the company show that between
1662 and 1713 it received 14,363 cattle and 32,808 sheep from the Khoikhoi. Their fragile
political system had collapsed, and the chiefs had become pathetic clients of the company. In
the 1680s, individuals and families had begun to detach themselves from their society and serve
burghers as shepherds and cattleherds. The southwestern Khoikhoi were becoming a
subordinate caste in the colonial society, set apart by appearance and culture from both the
Whites and the slaves; technically free, but treated no better than the slaves.Richard Elphick
sums up the colonial system: “The Company and the settlers in combination . . . assaulted all five
components of independence together: [they] absorbed livestock and labor from the Khoikhoi
economy, subjugated Khoikhoi chiefs to Dutch overrule and their followers to Dutch law,
encroached on Khoikhoi pastures, and endangered the integrity of Khoikhoi culture.”8 Then
came smallpox. Brought in by a homeward bound Dutch ship in 1713, it ravaged the Khoikhoi.



Not having previously experienced the disease, they had no immunity and suffered more
grievously than the other inhabitants. Khoikhoi society, “already in precipitous decline, had been
virtually destroyed; and the people who had lived in it had barely escaped annihilation.”9By that
time, the settlement at the Cape was fulfilling its prescribed goal: the company’s fleets were
being efficiently revictualed with fresh water, wine, beef, mutton, bread, fruit, and vegetables. But
the colony had also become a far more complex society than the mere refreshment station that
the directors of the Dutch East India Company had envisaged in 1652, and it had developed a
wholly unforeseen dynamic.The growing town on Table Bay was a miniature Batavia—”a
seaward-looking community, a caravanserai on the periphery of the global spice trade,”10 where
diverse religions, languages, and peoples jostled, and life focused on the outside world. The
greatest events were the arrivals of the fleets, bringing news from Europe or Asia and a period of
brisk trade. Abraham Bogaert, a Danish visitor, described the town in 1702. The castle, with its
“bastions built of heavy stone and armed with large cannon” was the home of the governor and
other senior officials.The town, lying a good musket shot to the west of the Castle, stretches
from the sea to Table Mountain, and at the back touches the outermost slopes of the Lion Hill. It
has wonderfully increased the number of its houses since the Company chose this place for a
settlement. ... All are built of stone. . . . They look very well from far off because of the snow-white
lime with which they are plastered outside, and many shine with Dutch neatness. ... It now
boasts of a Church, built in the Dutch fashion and adorned with a fair-sized tower, in which on
Sundays the Word of Truth is preached.11Bogaert also described the company’s garden, “the
new hospital, which is tolerably extensive,” and the lodge, “where the slaves of the Company live,
of whom the number at times runs well into five hundred.”12The countryside, too, was
dependent on external trade, but it was remote from the bustle of the port and dominated by its
most successful landowners. The visitor of 1702 was impressed by the Stellenbosch settlement:
“It is incredible how by the zeal of the Dutch this place has grown with fine dwellings, and how
great a treasure of wine and grain is grown here every year.”13Gradations of status and wealth in
the white population were infinite. The company paid meticulous regard to rank. The governors,
with numerous perquisites plus a salary of two hundred guilders a month, lived in a style
modeled on the patricians in the Netherlands; the common sailors and soldiers, with nine
guilders a month, led spartan lives. Among the burghers, there was a small class of relatively
wealthy traders and farmers, some of whose daughters married senior officials. At the other
extreme was a growing class of poor Whites: landless people who were unwilling or unable to do
manual labor because of the presence of slaves. They included a few army and navy deserters.
In between were small traders and innkeepers in the town, farmers hard put to make ends meet,
and farm overseers known as knechts.As the population increased during the eighteenth
century, the burghers became increasingly stratified. At the end of the century, the town had
about 1,100 houses and there were a number of large burgher estates. In 1803, a German
employed by the Batavian (Dutch) Republic described the home of Jacob Laubscher, who lived
in the area of mixed arable and pastoral farming about eighty miles north of the peninsula:He



maintained a sort of patriarchal household, of which some idea may be formed by stating that
the stock of the farm consisted of eighty horses, six hundred and ninety head of horned cattle,
two thousand four hundred and seventy sheep, and an immense quantity of poultry of all kinds.
The family itself, including masters, servants, hottentots [Khoikhoi], and slaves, consisted of a
hundred and five persons. . . . The quantity of corn sown upon his estate this year, including
every description, amounted to sixty-one bushels. . . . [I]t will be seen that an African farm may
almost be called a State in miniature. . . . From the produce of the lands and flocks must the
whole tribe be fed, so that the surplus is not so great as might be supposed at first sight.The
visitor listed items that could not be produced on the spot: “First, articles of manufacture, as
cloth, linen, hats, arms; secondly of luxury, as tea, coffee, sugar, spices, &c:—thirdly of raw
materials, as iron, pitch, and rosin. ‘Tis only through the medium of these wants that a colonist is
connected with the rest of the world; . . . excepting articles of the above description, there is
scarcely anything necessary for the supply of his household which is not drawn from his own
premises.”14 He should have added guns, which were essential possessions of all
farmers.Except for a handful of midwives, no women were on the company payroll; but since
women were always in a minority among the free population, they had exceptional opportunities
for marriage and for remarriage if they outlived their first husbands. Moreover, women
accumulated property, because under the prevailing Roman-Dutch law, the wife was the legal
owner of half the combined estate.Compared with contemporary European colonies in the
Americas, the tiny Cape colonial population was remarkably unsophisticated. Formal
educational institutions were meager. A few boys and girls were taught basic skills at several
elementary schools in the town and at elementary schools of sorts attached to the churches that
the company founded at Stellenbosch (1686), Drakenstein (1691), Roodezand (later Tulbagh;
1743), and Zwartland (later Malmesbury; 1745). A minister founded the only high school in the
colony in 1714, but it received little support and was abandoned in 1725. Most colonists,
moreover, were indifferent to religion, at least until the last few years of the eighteenth century,
when a new wave of Dutch clergy spurred signs of an evangelical movement. A visitor had
commented in 1714 that the clergy had made little headway among the colonists, “due in no
wise to the faltering of their zeal, but to the stupidity and indolence of the burghers.”15Formal
authority over the colony was virtually a monopoly of the Dutch officials. The governor and
Council of Policy, consisting exclusively of senior officials, ruled the Cape, subject to instructions
from the Council of Seventeen in Amsterdam and the governor-general in Batavia. Officials also
had a majority in the judiciary (the Court of Justice) and the other administrative bodies, and the
governor nominated the burgher members of those bodies. Even the religious establishment
was controlled by the company. The ministers were salaried officials; the Church Council was
nominated by the governor and Council of Policy, and it, too, consisted largely of officials.The
creation of a settler community led to conflicts. Competition took place between two classes of
producers: the senior officials and the most successful settlers. As was common practice among
servants of the Dutch East India Company, the Cape governors Simon van der Stel (1679-99),



his son Willem Adriaan van der Stel (1699-1707), and their cronies used their opportunities to
enrich themselves. They got possession of large blocks of the best arable land, numerous cattle
ranches, and many slaves and exploited their official positions to control access to shipping and
external markets. A crisis came in 1705, when Willem Adriaan van der Stel modified the wine
concession to his advantage. Sixty-three free burghers signed a petition denouncing the officials
and sent it to Amsterdam. The officials responded by getting 240 signatures to a counterpetition.
Eventually, the directors dismissed the governor and three other senior officials, deprived them
of their colonial estates, and forbade officials to own land or to trade. The local officials had been
given notice that they were dependent on the goodwill of the substantial colonial farmers.
Corruption was nevertheless the way of life in the Dutch East India Company. Those prohibitions
had always been on the company statute book, and always ignored. Throughout the eighteenth
century, as previously, Cape officials found ways to supplement their salaries in defiance of the
law.16The company never solved this problem. It was primarily concerned to reduce its losses in
administering its colony by continuing to dominate the local economy, buying local produce low
and selling imported goods high, and turning a blind eye to its servants’ ways of augmenting
their salaries at the expense of the local people. The resulting tensions between company
interests and settler interests were only slightly ameliorated by marriages between officials and
burghers’ daughters. They came to a head again in the last quarter of the century, when the
Netherlands had lost its economic supremacy to France and Britain and the Dutch East India.
Company, on the verge of bankruptcy, was in no position to satisfy the demands of the Cape
burghers.By 1778, leading Cape Town businessmen and arable farmers had accumulated
considerable wealth. In that year they initiated another agitation. They sent two delegations to
the Netherlands, appealing not only to the directors of the company but also to the States-
General, complaining of the effects of the company’s economic policies and demanding
freedom to trade with foreign ships and effective political representation. The alliance between
urban and rural interests, however, was fragile and soon began to fall apart. Moreover, the
quarrel became embroiled in the ideological and political struggle in the Netherlands, where
supporters of the status quo were confronted by “Patriots,” who were influenced by the revolution
in North America and the democratic ideas of the Enlightenment. The directors were
conservative, and when their faction triumphed in 1787, they were able to ignore the burghers’
demands.Slavery created far the most significant division in Cape society. As in other slave
societies, the relationship was rooted in the fact and threat of violence. The law that prevailed at
the Cape derived from the Roman-Dutch law of the Netherlands and the statutes of Batavia.
“Slaves were unable to marry; had no rights of potestas over their children, and were unable to
make legal contracts, acquire property or leave wills. As the exclusive property of his master, a
slave was obliged to obey any order that did not involve a criminal offence, and could be sold or
bequeathed at will.”17To deter others, the company executed its major criminals in diabolical
ways. Carl Peter Thunberg, a Swedish botanist, observed thaton the 31st of July [1773] a slave
was executed, who had murdered his master. The delinquent being laid on the cross and tied



fast to it, first his arms and legs were burned in eight different parts with jagged tongs, made red
hot; afterwards his arms and legs were broken on the wheel, and lastly, his head was cut off and
fixed on a pole. The judge that tries and condemns the criminal is always present, and walks in
procession to the place of execution, in order to give solemnity to the ceremony. . . . There are
two gallows out of the town, one ... on which Europeans are hanged, and the other ... on which
slaves and Hottentots are executed.18The company controlled the slaves in its Cape Town
lodge on military lines. The lot of women owned by the company was especially humiliating. To
augment the company income, they were encouraged to prostitute themselves to sailors and
were made to work alongside men on the most grueling tasks. Private slave owners were
constrained by the fact that their slaves were valuable property. The condition of slaves varied
with the owner’s temperament, occupation, and prosperity. The relationship was characterized
by paternalism, an ideology that structured and legitimized subordination and exploitation and
was expressed in a blend of affection and coercion. Some of the privately owned slaves in Cape
Town fared relatively well, even being allowed time to trade on their own account. In rural areas,
prosperous farmers sometimes left slaves in charge of farms. Yet the threat of violence was
always present, and many slave owners enforced their authority with frequent use of the
whip.19Many slaves made bids for freedom by absconding. Some roamed beyond the colonial
frontiers and eventually joined indigenous communities. Others tried to survive as predators on
colonial society. From time to time, bands of escapees lived precariously by robbing burgher
homesteads from refuges on the slopes of Table Mountain and Cape Hanglip, on the eastern
side of False Bay. Such escapees were fortunate if they were able to steal a gun and to have the
assistance of slaves who were still in service. Sooner or later, however, colonial commandos
hunted most of them down and shot or captured them, after which the Court of Justice
sentenced them to death or to some other brutal punishment.20Historians differ in their
assessments of Cape slavery. Nigel Worden and Robert Ross stress the coercive aspects and
consider that, since the slaves were derived from widely different cultures and divided in small
groups among many owners, they were too atomized to form a community with a collective
identity, such as existed in North America. Consequently, they contend, although male slaves
greatly outnumbered male burghers in the rural areas, there were no opportunities for them to
mobilize and rebel, and their only alternative to acquiescence was to abscond. That may be too
clear-cut an interpretation. Robert Shell stresses the effects of the “psychological bonds which in
many—but not all—cases bound the slave to his master and vice versa.” He continues:
“Although the slave was incorporated into the stem family, that incorporation was deliberately
limited. The owners attempted to infantilize their slaves with dress, naming patterns, and
ordinary language. All these measures combined to form what may be called the family means
of control.”21 John Mason points out that by the nineteenth century, in spite of their disparate
backgrounds, the slaves did form a self-conscious community in Cape Town and its
neighborhood, where most of them lived. Escapees created organized groups on Cape Hangup
and maintained relations with slaves who remained, and many who accepted the fact of



enslavement carved out a living space by resisting their masters’ exactions in subtle ways—
feigning illness, going slow, destroying or stealing property, and expressing their cultural
autonomy in songs and dances.22In slave societies, several factors may blur the distinction
between slave and free, and between race and class: a shared religion, manumission, the
growth of a free community of former slaves, and miscegenation. In the Cape colony, these
conditions were rarely met.“By the end of the seventeenth century, it was an accepted
prerequisite of manumission that a slave should be baptised, speak good Dutch, and have a
guarantor who would pay the Poor fund, which might provide relief if the freed slave became
destitute.”23 The company ran an elementary school for its slave children and baptized some of
them, but it neither gave special privileges to its baptized slaves nor manumitted more than a
handful. The burghers baptized few slaves and manumitted an even smaller proportion than the
company. As a result, the manumission rate was low: during the eighteenth century, on average,
no more than one person was manumitted for every six hundred slaves each year, and the free
black population was never more than 8.4 percent of the free burgher population. Only a handful
of former slaves, moreover, were able to acquire capital and land and set themselves up as
farmers, and as time went on nearly all of them were squeezed out. The free Blacks were
therefore concentrated in the relatively fluid society of Cape Town, where they made a living as
artisans, cooks, innkeepers, fishermen, and small-scale retail traders. They formed 16 percent of
the free burgher population of the Cape district in 1750 and 13 percent in 1770.24Throughout
the company period, there were a few marriages between European men and freed slave
women. There was also a great deal of extramarital sexual activity across the status and color
lines, nearly all of it between white men and slave women. Visiting sailors fathered numerous
children by Cape slaves, especially in the company’s lodge. Burghers also patronized the urban
slaves and had sexual relations with slave and Khoikhoi women on the farms, where men always
exceeded women in the burgher population. The children of free fathers and slave mothers were
slaves, but many of the female children became the mistresses and, in some cases, the
manumitted legal wives of burghers. As a result of these relationships, the “black” population of
the colony became considerably lightened, and the “white” population became somewhat
darkened. It has been estimated that approximately 7 percent of the genes of the modern
Afrikaner people originated outside Europe and that this occurred mostly during the company
period.25The Dutch East India Company’s colony at the Cape of Good Hope had characteristics
that distinguished it from other societies. It was fulfilling its founders’ intentions to be a fortified
refreshment station on the trade route between Europe and Asia. But it was much more than a
refreshment station. It was the home of a small but vital mass of people of European origin who
had become an increasingly independent force in shaping the colonial society. They owned
virtually all the productive land but did not themselves do the manual labor. They used the labor
of slaves, who were continually being imported from Asia, Madagascar, and Mozambique, and
of indigenous pastoralists, whom they had deprived of their land and livestock and who had
been decimated by smallpox. In Cape Town, a cosmopolitan entrepot, social relations were



more fluid than in the countryside, but even there the free blacks were too few, and the
constraints on them too severe, to blur the increasingly close coincidence between the lines of
race and the lines of class. This picture was complicated still further by events to the north and
east of the arable lands.The Dutch Colony, 1652-1795: The Pastoral NortheastAs early as 1700,
white colonists had acquired control of the land between the Cape peninsula and the mountain
escarpment, where the soil and the reliable winter rainfall made agriculture possible. By that
time, too, virtually all the agricultural farmers were also raising cattle and sheep, at least as a
sideline. Some colonists—younger sons of farmers and others who lacked sufficient land and
capital for successful agriculture—were already living exclusively as pastoralists and hunters.
The slave economy excluded them from other occupations. Throughout the eighteenth century,
extensive pastoral farming, with hunting as a sideline, absorbed the bulk of the increase in the
white population. These white pastoralists became known as trekboers—semi-migrant
farmers.The environment favored the trekboers. Although vast areas of arid land lay beyond the
mountain escarpment, there were also areas that were suitable for sheep and cattle, where a
person could make a start with relatively little capital. The indigenous pastoralists, who called
themselves Khoikhoi, demoralized by the collapse of their communities in the vicinity of the
Cape peninsula and, after 1712, devastated by smallpox, were unable to prevent the colonists
from getting access to the streams and the springs and from gradually establishing control of the
land. The result was a process of dispersal of whites from the agricultural colony: northward
toward the Orange River and eastward on either side of the arid Great Karoo and Little Karoo. By
the 1770s, however, trekboer expansion was checked in all directions: iñ the north by extreme
aridity 300 miles beyond the Cape peninsula; in the northeast by hunter-gatherers based in the
Sneeuberg Mountains 400 miles from the peninsula; and in the east by Bantu-speaking mixed
farmers 450 miles from the peninsula, beyond Al-goa Bay.26The company did nothing to
impede this process. In fact, needing supplies of meat and pastoral products, it adopted a
system of land tenure that favored expansion. A trekboer was obliged merely to pay a small
annual fee for the right to occupy a six-thousand-acre farm. In theory, he was merely a
conditional lessee of a “loan farm”; in practice, he was able to treat his landholding as his
outright property, which could be bought, sold, and inherited.The trekboers supplied the
southwestern Cape with sheep, cattle, and butter, but the company did scarcely anything for
them. There was no government post beyond Stellenbosch until 1745, when the company
founded one at Swellendam, 120 miles east of Cape Town. In 1786 it inaugurated another at
Graaff-Reinet, near the northeastern limit of trekboer expansion. Stellenbosch, Swellendam, and
Graaff-Reinet were district headquarters run by a landdrost, a salaried company employee.
These local administrations were extremely sketchy. A landdrost had scarcely any salaried staff
—perhaps a clerk and a soldier or two. He was obliged to rely heavily on the unpaid services of
prominent trekboers known as heemraden and veldkornets. In each district, six heemraden were
appointed by the government from lists prepared by the existing holders of those offices.
Besides administering the affairs of the district, the landdrost and the heemraden formed a court



of justice with minor civil jurisdiction. In each subdivision of a district, a veldkornet, appointed by
the landdrost and heemraden, was responsible for law and order. This meant that the most
substantial trekboers had a major say in the conduct of the local administration and the inside
track in relations with the authorities in distant Cape Town.As the century progressed, the
trekboer families spread out thinly over a vast area. Of the 13,830 burghers in the Cape Colony
in 1793, only 3,100 were in the vast eastern district of Graaff-Reinet and 1,925 in Swellendam
district. Stellenbosch district, which included much of the more densely populated arable
country, had 4,640 colonists, and the small Cape district, including the town, had
4,155.27Transportation between the trekboer homesteads and between the trekboer country
and the Cape peninsula—which contained Cape Town, the seat of government, and Table Bay
and Simonstown, the only harbors in the colony that were used throughout the eighteenth
century—was over rough tracks, traversed on horseback or by ox wagon. From Graaff-Reinet it
took up to three months for a wagon to go to and from the Cape. Trekboers nevertheless
depended on acquiring guns and gunpowder for the hunt and for protection; they also imported
tea, coffee, sugar, and tobacco as essential commodities. To pay for these, they sold sheep,
cattle, and butter, and in some cases elephant ivory, to Cape Town tradesmen who toured the
country collecting them and drove the livestock on the hoof to the Cape. For the rest, the
trekboers relied on their own resources. They were largely, but by no means wholly, a
noncapitalist subsistence community, on the periphery of the market economy; and since there
were no substantial villages east of Stellenbosch—Swellendam had only four houses thirty
years after it had become the seat of a landdrost—there were few specialized artisans and every
trekboer was a jack-of-all-trades.28The further the trekboers moved from the arable southwest,
the more their European material comforts and culture became diluted. Hendrik Swellengrebel,
the son of a former governor of the colony, toured the colony in 1776—77 and subsequently
described trekboer living conditions:As far as Swellendam and Mossel Bay and occasionally as
far as the Zeekoei River, one finds quite respectable houses with a large room partitioned into 2
or 3, and with good doors and windows, though mostly without ceilings. For the rest, however,
and especially those at a greater distance, they are only tumble-down barns, 40 feet by 14 or 15
feet, with clay walls four feet high, and a thatched roof. These are mostly undivided; the doors
are reed mats; a square hole serves as a window. The fireplace is a hole in the floor, which is
usually made of clay and cowdung. There is no chimney; merely a hole in the roof to let the
smoke out. The beds are separated by a Hottentot reed mat. The furniture is in keeping. I have
found up to three households—children included—living together in such a dwelling. The
majority, by far, of the farmers from the Overberg [beyond the mountain escarpment] come to
Cape Town only once a year, because of the great distance—I have discovered that some are
reckoned to live 40 “schoften” or days’ journey away—and because of the difficulty of getting
through the kloofs [passes] between the mountains. To cross them they need at least 24 oxen,
two teams of 10 to be changed at every halt and at least 4 spares to replace animals that are
crippled or fall prey to lions. Two Hottentots are necessary as well as the farmer himself. The



load usually consists of 2 vats of butter (1000 lb. in all) and 400 to 500 lbs. soap.29There were
no schools in the trekboer areas, and the first clergyman did not arrive at Zwartland
(Malmesbury), forty miles north of Cape Town, until 1745, nor at Graaff-Reinet until 1792. As far
as literacy was maintained—and in many cases it was not—it was transmitted within the family.
Former company employees made a living as traveling teachers, attaching themselves to
trekboer families for several months at a time; but most were so incompetent that the word
Meester (teacher) acquired a derogatory meaning.Trekboers were more egalitarian among
themselves than the burghers in Cape Town and the arable southwest. Even so, some people
used the perquisites of the offices of heemraad and veldkornet: to acquire more property than
their fellows, and at the other extreme there were people who lacked the capital, the ability, or
the will to farm independently. A few moved beyond the settled white community and lived as
hunters and traders in indigenous societies. Others became bijwoners—tenant farmers, caring
for their employers’ stock in return for a share. Some bijwoners remained in an underclass;
others eventually accumulated sufficient livestock to set up on their own as landowners.This
expansion involved a variety of relationships with the indigenous hunters and herders.
Advancing burgher families often made use of a spring and its adjacent pastures without overt
opposition and then gradually acquired exclusive control, reducing the indigenous pastoralists to
various types of tenancy and clientage. An elderly Khoikhoi told Anders Sparrman, a visiting
Swedish doctor and entomologist, in 1775 that “he could not forbear (though with some degree
of caution and in gentle terms) making complaints of the Dutch, as unjust invaders of the
Hottentot territories. For want of strength and powers, (he said) these latter were now no longer
in a condition to withstand their encroachments; almost every day some Hottentot or other being
obliged to remove with his cattle, whenever the pasture he was in possession of, happened to
suit a colonist.”30 For their part, indigenous hunter-gatherers often raided the cattle and sheep,
and sometimes the homes, of the incoming farmers. In response to that resistance, the farmers
formed their one cooperative institution, the commando.The company had initially used its own
military personnel in its military operations. By the end of the seventeenth century, it had added
a smattering of free burghers. From 1715 onward, commandos consisted exclusively of civilians.
They were dependent on the company for their guns and ammunition and, in theory, subject to
company control. In practice, they behaved independently. The main resistance came from
indigenous hunter gatherers (San) and from indigenous pastoralists (Khoikhoi) who had lost
their livestock. During the 1770s, indigenous bands attacked burgher property over a wide front
from bases in the Sneeuwberg Mountains north of Graaff-Reinet. Large commandos, including
subjected indigenous pastoralists as well as burghers, retaliated, treating their prey as vermin. In
1774,a commando of 300 men claimed to have killed 503 people; between 1786 and 1795,
2,430 were reported killed. By the end of the century, the indigenous hunting and herding
peoples of the western part of South Africa had ceased to offer large-scale resistance.With their
roots in the society of Cape Town and the arable southwest, the trekboers were never a self-
sufficient society. They were accustomed to using coerced slave and indigenous labor. Many



continued to own slaves—in 1773,over halftne burghers in Swellendam owned at least one
slave. But as they moved deeper and deeper into the interior and edged more and more of the
indigenous herders out of control of the land, they drew many of them into their service. The
subjected pastoralists had precisely the skills that the trekboers required. For the right to
continue to live on the land and to pasture a few livestock of their own, they herded the invaders’
cattle and sheep, they drove their ox wagons, and they did their domestic chores. Trekboers also
made use of people from the indigenous hunting and gathering communities. Commandos
exterminated adult hunter-gatherers but made a point of capturing children, and before they
disbanded they distributed the children as well as the cattle booty among themselves.Beyond
the trekboers north and northeast from the Cape lived people of diverse origins: displaced
indigenous pastoralists and hunter-gatherers, escaped African and Asian slaves, burghers of
white parentage who had committed crimes, and men and women of mixed ethnic descent. Like
many trekboers, these people lived by hunting as much as stock farming. Like the trekboers, too,
they were loosely linked with the Cape by trade, bartering sheep, cattle, and ivory in return for
arms, ammunition, and other imported commodities. Forming fluid communities, they were
penetrating and destabilizing the indigenous pastoral and mixed farming societies beyond the
Orange River. By the end of the eighteenth century, some were becoming organized as
chiefdoms. At first they called themselves Bastaards, but, under missionary influence, they were
becoming known as Griquas.31In the east the situation was still more complex. By the 1770s,
the foremost eastern trekboers had reached the vicinities of Algoa Bay and Graaff-Reinet, where
there were valleys with good soils and sufficient rain for extensive agriculture as well as stock
farming. This desirable land was already part of the long-disputed frontier zone between
indigenous pastoralists and Bantu-speaking mixed farmers, described in chapter 1. A period of
intense competition for control ensued, marked by shifting alliances, cattle raids, and wars. None
of the ethnic communities—Khoikhoi, Xhosa, or White—was able to establish hegemony, and
the colonial government in distant Cape Town was also incapable of doing so.People were not
actuated exclusively by ethnic bonds. They had divergent identifications and conflicting
concerns. Trekboers in the northern part of the district of Graaff-Reinet had a major interest in
concentrating colonial resources against the aboriginal hunter-gatherers who were attacking
them from their bases in the Sneeuwberg, while those in the southern part of the district were
primarily concerned to secure the land they were appropriating against Xhosa attack. Xhosa
chiefs were pursuing their own rivalries with one another as well as trying to cope with the
intrusion of the colonists. Khoikhoi were torn between obeying their trekboer patrons and
deserting them to join up with the Xhosa, which was an attractive alternative, since, as we have
seen, the nearest Xhosa chiefdoms had already incorporated numerous Khoikhoi. Thus, during
the first two spells of warfare in the frontier zone between the colony and the territory of the
Xhosa in 1779 and 1793, people were killed, property was destroyed, sheep and cattle changed
hands, but the results were indecisive.32These events strained the relationship between the
frontier trekboers and the colonial government, which was not seen to be offering sufficient



support. Early in 1795, prominent trekboers from the southern part of the district of Graaff-Reinet
drove out the landdrost and assumed control. The government soon brought them to heel,
however, by cutting off their ammunition supply, demonstrating that they were dependent on
their links with the Cape Town regime and the European economy.33When the British captured
the Cape from the Dutch later in 1795, they took over responsibility for a thinly populated, loose-
knit territory. Cape Town was still the only port of entry into the region. With fifteen thousand
inhabitants (including ten thousand slaves), 1,145 private houses, and such public buildings as
the castle, the slave lodge, and the principal Dutch Reformed church, it was also the only real
town in the colony. Stellenbosch had a mere 70 houses, Swellendam 30, and Graaff-Reinet
“about a dozen mud-houses covered with thatch.”34 In the European perspective, the colony’s
function was still little more than the stepping-stone to Asia that it had been in the time of van
Riebeeck; it yielded nothing else of significance to the metropolitan economy.The crucial facet of
the social structure of the colony was the utter dependence of the white colonists on the labor of
slaves and indigenous people. In Europe, where the settler community had originated, ethnic
chauvinism was already deeply embedded in the popular psyche. At the Cape, where the
colonists were subject to a commercial government that practiced slavery and the slave trade,
they were conditioned to life as privileged people, distinguished from their slaves and serfs by
physical and cultural as well as legal and economic criteria. They were also growing apart from
society in northwestern Europe, where social and economic conditions differed profoundly.The
white colonists were themselves a diverse lot. Capetonians (traders, innkeepers, and artisans),
arable farmers, and remote trekboers had conflicting interests and varied cultural levels.
Nevertheless, in spite of the unconventional behavior of some individuals and the fairly
widespread condoning of male promiscuity with women from the subordinated classes, the
colonists perceived themselves as constituting a distinct community. They often identified
themselves by the label “Christian.” Anders Sparrman recorded that in the 1770s all “Christians”
were called “baas.”35 The distinction was essentially racial. Christianity had limited influence in
^outh Africa during the eighteenth century. The handful of Calvinist ministers appointed by the
government certainly did not challenge the norms and values that corresponded with material
conditions that placed people of European descent above others.36For the subordinated
peoples, life in the colony was nasty, brutish, and short. The Cape slaves experienced a form of
subjection that was in many respects harsher than slavery as practiced in the Americas.
Extracted from diverse native cultures and dispersed in small, mixed lots among many owners,
most managed to create some space for human dignity while accommodating to their lot, and a
considerable minority bolted for freedom, risking starvation, capture, and fierce retribution. The
indigenous pastoralists fared no better. Deprived of their means of independent subsistence,
they were incorporated into a society where their masters adopted methods of control they were
accustomed to applying to slaves.This stratified and violent society was a linguistic Babel. Some
colonists were holding to the Dutch of the Netherlands, the official language of the colony. Some
indigenous people were still speaking their native languages. A few slaves were able to use their



languages of origin, whereas Portuguese Creole had become a common means of
communication among the Asian slaves. A simplified form of Dutch, which dropped certain
inflections and vocabulary items, modified the vowel sounds, and incorporated loan words from
the other languages, however, was becoming the dominant lingua franca. This dialect, which
originated as a medium of oral communication between burghers and slaves, would become a
distinct language—Afrikaans—which, with English and nine African languages, would be
recognized as official languages in postapartheid South Africa.37The British Cape Colony, 1795
—1870During the European turmoil sparked off by the French Revolution, Great Britain became
the dominant sea power and occupied the Cape peninsula to prevent it from falling into the
hands of the French. A British expedition easily forced the capitulation of Dutch officials in 1795,
and although the Dutch—then constituted as the Batavian Republic—regained the Cape under
the terms of the Treaty of Amiens in 1803, they were ousted again in January 1806. British
sovereignty over the colony was confirmed in the eyes of Europe, but, of course, without any
consultation with black or white South Africans, in the peace settlement of 1814.
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Nicky B, “Unambiguous racism and white supremacy. In the United States we have become so
inundated with calls of racism and white supremacism in the 21st century, many Americans are
confused. This book can help to clarify these terms and applications. White South Africans did
everything imaginable to make sure that the majority black population would never be able to
challenge their power in the government, economy, and society. This took place until 1990.
These were racist white supremacists. The book also covers some of the challenges that South
Africa faces in the post-apartheid period that are unrelated to the period of white rule.”

Reed N. D. Dark, “Fine print. This book had a finer print than I expected, I’m looking forward to
reading it but won’t be able to read it as quickly as I’d hoped.The super book store that shipped
the book was careless in their packing of the book making pages lie open, at the least. Looking
at the inside packing it’s a miracle that the entire book wasn’t more damage. And, no I haven’t
found how to put this on their site review.”

J. T. Gotsick, “A good introduction to south African history. A good introduction to the history of
southern Africa and the genesis of the current country of South Africa, at least from a European
perspective. It does not cover the African perspective in great depth, and so likely misses a
large portion of the full history. I don't think this is due to a lack of recognition of this omission or
a European bias per se (the very dark colonial history of Dutch and the British in the region is
made clear), but likely a recognition that the author simply could not research this perspective
adequately. Even with this limitation, it is a very reasonable choice for a person looking to gain
some initial perspective on this unique country before a first visit.”

Victor L, “An excellent history for the curious. It is interesting to note the proportion of reviewers
who read this book because of an anticipated or experienced trip to South Africa. I am among
them! My wife and I went to South Africa early in February and while there my profound and
embarrassing ignorance about the country led me to Amazon, where I downloaded the book to
my Kindle and started reading it immediately. It reads very well. In some places it is a bit of a
slog, but that is inevitable in almost any comprehensive history. (I didn't finish the book until after
we came home) Overall, I think the book moved along very well and certainly provided me with
the information I wanted and needed to learn about and enjoy South Africa and her people. I
recommend this book highly.”

David B, “The Beloved Country. A terrific history of South Africa bringing the reader to a full
understanding of the current era. A remarkable story of a country that is so beautiful one's heart
aches when witnessing its natural splendor. And a tale of vicious greed and exploitation that has
continued after the democratic transition. The book captures the undeniable truth of the brutality
and evil indifference of its white settlers (a people who left a poisonous legacy to their



descendants in the current generation of white South Africans) as well the disgusting corruption
and greed of its current ANC rulers exemplified by the president, Jacob Zuma, and his acolytes.
A man to be vilified throughout history equally as much as Nelson Mandela is to be
celebrated.Highly recommended to anyone interested in South Africa and a must read for
anyone planning to visit.”

B.G. Staffan Lundback, “A Clear Perspective on South African History.. We are in South Africa on
a five week visit and have spent time in Johannesburg, Soweto, Alexandra, the Apartheid
Museum, Constitution Court, Sterk Fontein, Mala Mala, Cape Town, District 6 and we have seen
and learned so much. “A History of South Africa” by Leonard Thompson was invaluable reading
ahead of the trip. We learned about the early hominid history of South Africa, the Dutch, the
Boers and Vortrekkers, the British Colonial Era, the Xhosa and other tribal wars, the Kimberly
and De Beers diamond mine years, the Johannesburg Gold, the Boer War, the South Africa
Union, the Apartheid Era, the release of. Elsinore Mandela, 1994 Mandela Presidency and
rainbow years and South Africa today.  A Must Read to understand South Africa then and today!”

Charles Dillingham, “Very good survey of SA history. I read this before and after a visit to SA on
the way to safari in Botswana. I wish I had finished it before I left, as it would have provided the
basis for good conversations the the people I metIt is a very complete history, up through 2014,
clearly describing all the country's many, many problems, yet at the end holding out hope. My
only criticism is that much too much attention is given to the pre-colonial history. It's a slow slog
until you get to the late 19th century. But then it's riveting.”

JD, “Good overview of South African history. I confess I knew nothing about the history of South
Africa and decided to learn a bit about it. I think that Leonard Thompson's book provides one a
good summary and overview of the history of this complex and fascinating country. The books
starts in the 16th century (pre-European arrival) and then explores the Dutch East India days
(1652-1795)... the Afrikaner trek (~1830-50s) and much more - including the more recent history
elements of post-Apartheid.”

Mr Oliver Leggett, “Excellent. Very interesting book”

MKK, “Fast delivery. Great book”

JACKY PARKER, “A vaulable resource book.. Extremely well written and informative.”

madcatlady, “Four Stars. Quite a heavy read, full of facts”

The book by Kevyn Aucoin has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 158 people have provided feedback.
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