








'The Goringhaicona were an impoverished offshoot of the Peninsular Khoe, or Goringhaiqua, whose
language they spoke and with whom they had close lineage ties, but they included in their number
robber Sonquas, as well as cattleless Khoe from other groups and a variety of people who, for one
reason or another, had fallen on misfortune. They adopted the role of intermediaries in the cattle
trade between other Khoe groups at the Cape and the European settlers, and in this way Autshumato
was soon able to build up a herd of more than 200 head of cattle and an even greater number of sheep.

The Khoe, like other pastoralists, were accustomed to move from place to place with their herds as
pasture for their cattle deteriorated or improved with the different seasons of the year. If pasture was
plentiful in a particular area at a certain time of the year, various groups would share the resource by
occupying the grazing lands for part of the year. According to Autshumato, there were three groups of
people who occupied Table Bay at the time of Van Riebeeck’s arrival. One of these groups was the one
he headed, the Goringhaicona. Aside from the name Strandlopers, which was given to them by the
Dutch, they were also known as the Watermans or Watermen. Another group, the Saldanhamen, had
many cattle and sheep which they brought to the bay every year. A third group, the Vissermans or
Fishermen, timed their arrival each year to coincide with the departure of the Saldanhamen. The
Fishermen owned cattle but no sheep and subsisted mainly by fishing from the rocks in Table Bay and
other areas that they visited on their round.

Walter Schouten, who arrived from Batavia on the Rysende Son in 1665, left a description of the
inhabitants of the Cape of Good Hope, probably Strandlopers or Watermen, which reveals the
mixture of fascination and disgust with which the first European settlers viewed the Khoe and their
impoverished oftshoots. His account is particularly interesting as it indicates how similar to hunter-
gatherer San communities cattleless Khoe groups must have been in their appearance and way of life:

“(It was wonderful) to see the wild nature of the people of the Cabo de Bon Esperance, who because
of their beastliness bear no resemblance to mankind. They are truly the most miserable folk that I
have seen on the earth. Because of their wildness and clucking speech (which seems to come forth
with a stuttering from deep in their throats) they are commonly called Hottentots. ... They continually
bring all sorts of beasts, principally oxen, cows and sheep, which they know how to get from their
neighbours in the Sardaigne-Bay ... for sale to our people in the Table Bay, who get them by barter
for a little copper, tin, beads, tobacco and other trifles.

For the most part they live (on dead fish that had been washed ashore and the entrails of cattle
slaughtered by the Dutch), and from some sorts of roots that grow wild and which they eat raw. ...
At night they creep together in whole troops, men, women and children, in places where horrible
caves, valleys and pits are to be found ... without shelter or any covering but the hills, the rocks and
the wild growths, since I have seen no houses or huts among them. Some, however, indeed spread out
a few beast-skins on sticks, thus to be protected from the cold, hail, snow, rain and winter squalls ..
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Dutch Colonists bartering with Khoe for sheep.
Source: Kolb, P. (1731). The Present State of the (ape of Good Hope, London,
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breeding, living in peace and contentment, divided under their chiefs in their kraals, they have nearly
all become Bushmen, hunters and brigands, dispersed everywhere between and in the mountains”.

The San were treated even worse than the Khoe by the freeburghers, and no attempt was made to
come to any sort of accommodation with them with respect to sharing the lands into which they had
moved. This was partly due to the difficulties of negotiating with an elusive enemy who usually did
not have identifiable leaders, but it was also due in large measure to the fact that, in general, the San
were viewed as little difterent from the wild animals which roamed the land they occupied. With
some exceptions, the incoming farmers treated them as they would any wild creature which stood in
the way of their progress - as an obstacle to be removed as quickly as possible and by any means
available. This was the common, and persistent, view of the San held by the European Colonists. “He
is in every sense of the word, a wild man”, the Reverend Henry Tindall was to write more than 150
years later. “He has nor religion, no laws, no government, no recognised authority, no patrimony, no
fixed abode. The power of speech, the physical conformation and constitution of man, and a soul
(debased, it is true, and completely bound down and clogged by his animal nature) are all that he has
in common with the more favoured and enlightened portions of the human family”

It is perhaps no surprise, considering the manner in which the Colonists conducted themselves, that
the San came to rank the European farmers just as low on the scale of human qualities. Thus the
naturalist, traveller and first Director of the South African Museum, Andrew Smith was to report:

“(The Bushman) has a graduated scale and readily enumerates opposite what degree each tribe will
stand; and invariably maintaining that those who rank lowest in the scale of courage are the most
entitled to be robbed, not, he asserts, because the danger is least, but because they partake in the
smallest degree of the attributes of men and consequently less deserve to possess what he argues has
been given to all men in common. The Bushmen speak of the Colonial farmers as dangerous simply
on account of their possessing fire-arms, while they represent them as entirely unfit to compete in
other respects with persons of their own class.”

Predictably, the Khoe-San stepped up their resistance to this onslaught by the Dutch and by 1704
repeated raids on the Colonists had forced the Company to establish a series of military posts
stretching as far north as the Tulbagh Valley in order to protect the farmers. Although the Company
felt it necessary to bolster its defences with these posts, the period from the early eighteenth century
until 1715 was relatively peaceful. However, there were two significant developments in the years
shortly preceding this date that impacted on the Khoe-San.

One was the introduction of the loan-farm, or leningplaats, system in 1714. If a farmer had no
(European) neighbours, he could, legally, use as much land as he wished. But where the boundary of
a leningplaats needed to be determined relative to a neighbour’s land, this was done by walking a
horse for half an hour in all directions from the homestead. Thus, for a small rental each year, farmers
were now allowed to claim about 6,000 acres for their own use. The springs at which the game grazed
and drank became the centres of these farms, with inevitable disruptive results for the San who
occupied these areas. The obvious material deprivation associated with the occupation of waterholes
was accompanied by an equally destructive spiritual loss, since, as one writer has remarked, the water
pit was a site “rich in theatre”, one occupied by rain animals and other spirits, where the pastintersected
with the future, the living with the dead and the natural world with the supernatural.

The other development was the outbreak of smallpox amongst the Khoe in 1713. This decimated
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their population and was to prove an important factor in breaking the power of the Khoe chiefdoms.
The extent of the destruction wrought by this plague can be judged by the following account provided
by a visitor to the Cape: “The Hottentots ... died in their hundreds”, he wrote. “They lay everywhere
on the roads ... Cursing at the Dutchmen, who they said had bewitched them, they fled inland with
their kraals, huts, and cattle in hopes there to be freed from the malign disease”

While the effects of smallpox on the Khoe were to be seen everywhere and were extensively reported,
there are no reports of San suffering from the disease. It is nevertheless likely that many died unseen
by the Dutch, and that in some areas they were very badly affected. Certainly, the San did not entirely
escape the impact of diseases introduced by Europeans in later times. A description provided to the
wife of an officer in the Colonial forces by a farmer who visited San dying of measles in the nineteenth
century could well describe the plight of San hidden in caves from the Colonists as smallpox swept
the country:

“A wretched sight presented itself: the measles had broken out in the community, and the dead, the
dying, the sick, the old and the young, men, women and children, were all heaped together within the
caves and nooks of the steep krantzes. (The farmer) dragged them from their covert, but they would
listen to no suggestion calculated, if acted on, to remedy or lighten the disease, and all he could do
was to rescue some of the children from the pest-house in the wilderness.”

In 1715 the Dutch freemen were once again subjected to attacks by Khoe-San when the Ubiqua
raided the farms of Europeans in the Tulbagh Valley. A commando was raised, which, although it was
not the first to be organised in response to Khoe-San raids, differed from previous commandos in
that it was authorised by the Company but did not contain a complement of Company soldiers. Peace
was negotiated between the Khoe-San and Colonists in 1716, and raids decreased considerably
between this date and 1739, although there were occasional outbreaks of conflict. San raided in the
Riviersonderend area in 1719, and a military post was established there in 1726 to assist Khoe against
San depredations. Two years later a group of about 300 “Bosjesman-Hottentoten”, probably Namaquas
and Chariguriquas, stole cattle from behind the Piketberg. A commando was hurriedly formed, the
raiders pursued and a number of them shot.

By 1725, the first farms had been allocated to farmers in the Olifants River Valley and, despite Khoe-San
resistance, it took only another seven years for it to be settled along its entire length. The harshness
of the environment to the north of the Olifants and Doorn rivers, and the difficulties involved in
traversing the Cedarberg and Bokkeveld mountains, constituted a significant barrier to northward
expansion. The fact that the region to the north of the areas settled by about 1730 was heavily
populated by Khoe-San, acted as a further deterrent to trekboers who wanted to move into the area.
All these factors combined to persuade the farmers to move south-eastwards into the more hospitable
valleys of the Warm and Koue Bokkeveld.

It is clear that San raiders were angered by the incursion of the trekboers into their ancestral lands,
and their raids on the Colonists’ farms were soon to be motivated as much by political resistance to
the Dutch as by material want. Thus in 1731 a small band of raiders, “the sons of Giebenaar”, told the
commando pursuing them: “We Bushmen have more people, we shall give the Dutch no rest” Similar
sentiments were expressed by “bosjemans” to a commando in Little Namaqualand in 1738. Asked by
the commando’s Khoe emissary why they stole the cattle of the Dutch, they defiantly replied: “To
chase them out of their country, since they were living in their country; and that this was only a
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beginning, but that they would do the same to all the people living thereabouts, and if that did not
help they would burn all the corn presently standing in the fields, once it was ripe; that then the
Dutch would be compelled to leave their country”.

Major fighting flared up in 1739 when the Bushman War, a general uprising by the Namaquas and
San against the Dutch in the Sandveld, Piketberg and Bokkeveld, broke out. The uprising had its
immediate roots in an illegal cattle bartering expedition to Namaqualand, in the course of which a
Namagqua kraal was attacked by Dutch freemen and the occupants robbed of their cattle. A notable
feature of this war was the prominent role played by renegade servants in the uprising. Many servants
were familiar with commando tactics, and some possessed firearms which they had been taught to
use by their Dutch masters and which they used to good effect. This must have served to increase the
intensity and bitterness of the conflict.

Faced with this uprising of Khoe-San in response to the theft of their cattle, the Landdrost of
Stellenbosch appointed the first veldkorporaals (field corporals) in outlying areas, granting them
authority to conscript farmers to serve in commandos. Instead of first notifying the Company’s
authorities when a raid occurred, farmers were now permitted to initiate commandos and attack
Khoe-San where they felt it necessary - a report simply had to be delivered after the event. Similarly,
a farmer could pursue Khoe-San raiders at will, but had to notify the veldkorporaal afterwards.
Burgher service in the commandos now became compulsory for all Europeans in the outlying
districts.

A Boer commando. By W. Syme.
Source: Museum Afiiq.

Although, as in almost all the conflicts between them and the settlers, the San had the advantage of
living in small, highly mobile groups in rugged terrain that they knew intimately, by September 1739
they had been cleared from most of the Bokkeveld and Sandveld and the Doorn and Olifants river
valleys. Resistance effectively ended in this year when Swartbooij, one of the leaders of this uprising,
was killed on the Langevlei near Meerhof’s Kasteel and most of his followers, including women and
children, massacred and their bodies mutilated. Swartbooij's son, Titus, escaped on this occasion but
was ambushed and mortally wounded some months later.
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