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met by the accommodation of some in the Kat River Settlement - lat.er schemes
which were modelled on it met with little success - and by the allocation of plots
in the “locations” attached to villages such as Uitenhage and Graham’s Town.
Free movement was under almost constant threat from the colonists’ agitation
for a vagrant law. A draft bill drawn up by the Legislative Council ip 1834 was
disallowed, but the clamour in its favour by petition, at public meetings, and in
the press was seen by Khoisan to be proof of a pervasive opposition to this
aspect of their newly-won rights. *

54. The proposed vagrant act applied to all and made no reference to a particular “class”, but the de facto situation meant it

was likely to bear heavily on the Khoisan.

THE KAT RIVER REBELLION AND KHOIKHOI
NATIONALISM:!
THE FATE OF AN ETHNIC IDENTIFICATION

ROBERT ROSS
Leiden University & Netherlands Institute Jor Advanced Study

In many circumstances, when people make a claim to an ethnic identity, or
ascribe others to such an identity, this is a political act. The claim is made in
order to acquire, or safeguard, some scarce good, or to exclude others from that
good. This is not the whole story, for sure. The psychological basis of identity is
more complex than this very instrumentalist view would suggest. Nevertheless,
any theory of public identity would have to take account of such an argument.
Ethnicities and nationalisms are therefore contingent, not absolute, as they are
made in the course of competition for resources, whose rules, written or unwrit-
ten, may change. They can only gain wide acceptance when large numbers of
people consider it to be opportune to adopt such identities.

There is a corollary to this argument. If circumstances change in such a
way that the public expression of a particular ethnic, or other, identity is likely to
work against the interests of those who had previously claimed it, then the likeli-
hood is that such an identification will be suppressed. This is something which
can be forgotten, and is indeed difficult to see in the historical record, in which
absences and silences are always difficult to observe, and even harder to demon-
strate, as has been shown, in spite of itself, by such post-modernist and other
work inspired by literary criticism which is often concerned with the silences in
texts. Ethnicities can grow, though probably not out of nothing; they can also
disappear, though also probably not to nothing.

In this article, I will attempt to sketch the career of such an identity, both
in its upsurge and its disappearance. In summary, the argument I will be making
is as follows. Between 1828 and 18512, men of Khoikhoi descent in the Eastern
Cape regularly expressed what has been described as “hottentot nationalism”.3
Whether this is an apposite description is a moot point. The advantage of such
terminology is that it reflects that used by then Khoikhoi themselves. The disad-
vantage is that a “nationalism” which does not attempt to seek state power or

1. Somewhat reluctantly, I have followed modern usage by using the terms Khoikhoi, or Khoi, except in quotations, instead
of “hottentot”, even though the term “hottentot nationalism” is becoming embedded in the literature. Aside from its total
lack of basis in the Khoikhoi language, “hottentot” is generally shunned because it is a term of racial abuse. However, in
this case, it was used by the people concerned themselves with a considerable degree of pride; hence my reluctance.

2. The gender roles were such that the public sphere, and thus access to the preservation of their opinions, was reserved for
males. The only exception was a petition from the women of the Kat River against the introduction of convicts into the
Cape Colony. I have not yet located a copy, and thus cannot be certain how “nationalist” it was. The letter from Sir Harry
Smith acknowledging it in James Read Jur., The Kat River Settlement in 1851 (Cape Town, 1852), 5.

3. 8. Trapido, ‘The Emergence of Liberalism and the making of ‘Hottentot Nationalism’, 1815-1834°, Collected Seminar
papers of the Institute of Commonwealth Studies, London: The Societies of Southern Africa in the Nineteenth and
Twentieth Centuries, (hereafter SSA), 17, 1992. Elizabeth Elbourne, ‘Freedom at issue: Vagrancy Legislation and the
Meaning of Freedom in Britain and the Cape Colony, 1799-1842°, Slavery and Abolition, 15, 2 (1994), 114-50. For a
further discussion, see V.C. Malherbe, “The Cape Khoisan in the Eastern Districts of the Colony before and after
Ordinance 50 of 1828* (Ph.D. thesis, University of Cape Town, 1997), 414-420. Unfortunately I received this thesis too
late to take full cognizance of it in this article.



establish a nation-state is hardly worthy of the name. Logically, though not emo-
tively, neutral is the fact that “nationalism” often has positive connotations, eth-
nicity negative ones. Philosophically, concern as to whether the phenomenon in
question was “really” nationalism stems from an epistemological realism, or ide-
alism, whose basis, I would have hoped, was removed by Duns Scotus and
William of Ockham, but which nevertheless regularly reappears.in South
Africanist (and not doubt many other) historiographies. In this article, I will use
“nationalism” and “ethnic consciousness” as synonyms, although I am of course
aware that this can only apply to the specific case under discussion, and there
may be many occasions in which it may be valuable to distinguish between the
categories. But, with my severely nominalist bias, I believe that categorisation
should be subsequent to description (and does not really matter very much any-
way).

The men in question were converts to Christianity and were generally,
although not exclusively, attached to London Missionary Society churches. In
1851-2, a minority of the mission Khoikhoi rose in rebellion against the colonial
government, and more particularly against the English settlers of the Eastern
Cape. In this they were joined by a large number of men who worked as farm
labourers throughout the Eastern Cape and whose contacts with the mission were
probably tenuous. Khoikhoi nationalism reached its apogee during the rebellion.
In its aftermath, however, the expression of such opinions was highly inoppor-
tune. As a result, they disappeared from the public stage, although I think there
are reasons to suppose that they were not entirely eliminated from the conscious-
ness of the descendants of the mission Khoikhoi and other coloureds.

* %k %k %k k %k %

The circumstances in which this nationalism developed had their origin in the
later eighteenth century. Throughout the century, European-descended settlers
had been slowly conquering the lands of the Khoikhoi along the southern coast
of Africa, moving east from the Hottentots Holland mountains in around 1700
until in the third quarter of the century they took over the great swathe of territo-
ry bounded, more or less, by the Sneeuberg in the north and the Fish River in the
East. In the course of this process, they took control of the grazing lands, impov-
erished the stock-owners and broke Khoikhoi political organisation. The Khoisan
in this wide area became labourers on the white farms, or fled north of the
Orange or to among the Xhosa. Khoi servants could no longer expect to acquire
respect and honour through possessions, and indeed were unlikely to accumulate
stock in any way. They and their families were subject to what they saw as arbi-
trary violence. This social disintegration produced widespread individual desola-
tion. The values by which people had lived in society could no longer guarantee
what they once had.*

4.  See, in general, S. Newton-King, ‘The Enemy Within: the struggle for ascendancy on the Cape Eastern Frontier, 1760-
1799’ (Ph.D. thesis, University of London, 1992); for analogous processes in the Northern Cape, see N. Penn, ‘The
Northern Cape Frontier Zone, 1700-c. 1815’ (Ph.D. thesis, University of Cape Town, 1995).

Resistance to white conquest and domination was as it had been since
the beginning of the eighteenth century. They took the form of escape, or of the
guerrilla warfare from the mountains which the Europeans described as
“Bushman raids”. Temporarily, at least, these could be very successful. For a
period in the 1770s European-descended farmers were driven out of a wide
stretch of South Africa’s great escarpment, to the west and north of modern
Graaff-Reinet. However, in the last years of the eighteenth century a challenge of
a different order was mounted in the so-called Servants’ Revolt, in which
I?hoisan laid waste Boer farms over a wide stretch of countryside, from the Fish
river west well into the Lang Kloof 5

Within both the Bushman wars against the colonists and the Servants’
Revolt, there were expressions of aims which could, loosely, be described as
nationalist. There was, for instance, the ringing declaration of the Bushman

leader Koerikei, delivered from a rock out of gunshot range of the pursuing com-
mando,

What are you doing in my territory? You occupy all the places where the eland

and other game are. Why did you not remain where the sun sets, where you first
were?

A.nd further ‘he did not want to leave the area of his birth, and that ... he would
kill their herdsmen and drive them all away.’®

In the Servants’ Revolt, there was a famous declaration by the Khoikhoi
leader Klaas Stuurman.

‘Restore’, he said, ‘the country of which our fathers were despoiled by the
Dutch, and we have nothing more to ask.’ I [John Barrow, the English official
and negotiator] endeavoured to convince him how little advantage they were
likely to derive from the possession of a country without any other property, or
the means of deriving a subsistence from it; but he had the better of the argu-
ment. ‘We lived very contentedly’, said he, ‘before these Dutch plunderers
molested us, and why should we not do so again if left to ourselves? Has not the
Groot Baas given plenty of grass roots, and berries and grasshoppers for our
use; and, till the Dutch destroyed them, abundance of wild animals to hunt? And
will they not return and multiply when these destroyers are gone?’’

In two ways, the Servants’ Revolt contained elements which were of great
importance for later developments. First, it occurred during, and was intimately
connected with, a war between the colonists and the Xhosa. The Khoikhoi were
allied with those Xhosa who were attacking the colony, although there is no
sense that there was any form of joint command, or even active cooperation,
From then on, the Eastern Cape Khoi would be inextricably involved in the long-

5. On this, see Susan Newton-King & V.C. Malherbe, The Khoikhoi Rebellion in the Eastern Cape (1799-1803),
Communications No. 5, Centre for African Studies (University of Cape Town, 1981). ’
R. Gordon, Cape Travels, 1777 to 1786, 2 vols, trans. and ed. by P.E. Raper and M. Boucher (Houghton, 1988), I, 81.

J. Barrow, Travels into the Interior of Southern Africa, vol. 2 (London, 1806), 111, cited i -Ki
Khoikhoi Rebellion, 17. ) 1. cied in Newion-King & Malherbe

No



running conflict between the colony and the Xhosa, in complicated and not alto-
gether consistent ways. . '

Secondly, the Revolt happened to coincide with the arrival of Protestant
missionaries of the London Missionary Society in the Eastern Cape, led by the
polymath millenarian Dutchman, Dr. Johannes van der Kemp. Van der Ke.mp had
begun his missionary work among the Nggika Xhosa,‘ but after a.whlle was
forced to retreat into the colony. There he came to stay in Graaff-Reinet, where
he collected about him a disparate group of Khoikhoi, many of whom 1.1ad been
rebels. In Graaff-Reinet, they were confronted by the Boers of the region, who
had thrown off such meagre authority as had been imposed on them from Qape
Town. Van der Kemp was increasingly disillusioned - if he had'ever hzlid any illu-
sions - with the Christianity of the so-called European Christians. His message
was quickly accepted by the Khoi under his aegis. Many of them had felt the

rejection of their European masters, who had used the religious devotions on the

farms to stress the divisions between themselves, who were Christians,. and their
Khoi and slave underlings, who were not. Within months of the coming of ‘the
missionaries to the Eastern Cape, Khoi converts and whites were cogfrontmg
each other by singing psalms in challenge to each other across the village of
Graaff-Reinet.? o

Under the protection of the British army, Van der Kemp moved with his
troop of followers to Algoa Bay, where, in what were to become the suburbs of
Port Elizabeth, they founded the mission station of Bethelsdorp. The name was
consciously chosen. In his last sermon in Graaff-Reinet, Van ’der Kemp had
preached from Genesis XXXV, which tells the story of Jacob’s mlgrathn to
Bethel, unimpeded by his enemies. There God ‘appeared to Jacob and said to
him:

Thy name is Jacob: thy name shall not be called any more Jacob, b}xt Israel shall
be thy name; and he called his name Israel. And God said unto hlr‘n, I am God
Almighty: be fruitful and multiply; a nation and a company of natlofls shall be
of thee, and kings shall come out of thy loins; and the land Wthl:l I gave
Abraham and Isaac, to thee will I give it, and to thy seed after thee will I give
the land.’

The speedy conversion of many Khoikhoi to mission Christianity provided them
certainties and a dignity which had been denied them as servants on BoeF fmms.
Under Van der Kemp and his helper and successor James Read, the Khoikhoi of
Bethelsdorp came to see themselves as the true Christians, and the Boers, and
later the British in the Eastern Cape, as apostates.'’ o

For a quarter of a century after its formulation, the nationalism and the

i : bility in the Cape Colony, 1750-1870
. The psalms sung are quoted in R. Ross, A Tragedy of Manners: status and respectability olony, 70
’ (C:n[:bridge, fofthcon?ing); see also LH. Enklaar, Life and Work of Dr.J. Th. van der Kemp, 1747-1811: M:sswm_uy pxod
neer and protagonist of racial equality in South Africa (Cape Town & Rotterdam, 1988), 112; Newton-King an
Malherbe, Khoikhoi Rebeltion, 24. . )
9.  Genesis, xxxv, 10-12; in the Dutch Statenbijbel, which Van der Kemp would haye u;ed, the‘ term translated into English
as “nation” is rendered as “volk” (“people”); see Newton-King & Mal‘he.rbe, Khoikhoi Rebellion, 44. . Pl th
10. E. Elbourne, “To Colonize the Mind: Evangelical Missionaries in Britain and the Eastern Cape, 1790-1837" (D.Phil the-
sis, Oxford, 1991), 145-6.

confidence expressed through the symbolism of Bethel and through Khoikhoi
Christianity was undoubtedly present within the LMS mission communities of
the Eastern Cape, but there was little opportunity to express it. Van der Kemp
died in 1811. James Read, who married Elizabeth Valentyn of Bethelsdorp and
was to labour for fifty years until he thought of himself as more “Hottentot” than
European," fell under a cloud, when his adultery with a convert’s daughter was
discovered. Demoted from missionary to artisan, he continued to live in
Bethelsdorp, but was not in circumstances where his message could be heard
outside that village. The Khoikhoi themselves had no public fora in a colony in
which political meetings and a free press were not tolerated.

In the mid-1820s, matters changed. The authoritarian High Toryism of
Governor Lord Charles Somerset gave way to a more open regime. Dr. John
Philip, the newly arrived Superintendent of the LMS in South Africa, spearhead-
ed a campaign for the abolition of discriminatory legislation and administrative
abuses against the Khoikhoi within the colony. The Commissioners of Eastern
Inquiry visited the colony, and began a far-reaching investigation into many
aspects of the colonial system. In these circumstances, the mission Khoi were
able to express their views, at first guardedly and then with greater certainty.
This began with requests from ‘divers inhabitants of the district of Uitenhage,
sprung principally from the Gona and other Hottentot tribes’, who had ‘long
been members of Bethelsdorp’, for more land." Then, in 1828 and 1829, their
situation changed considerably, as first Ordinance 50 was enacted, removing all
civil disabilities from free people of colour and, secondly, a substantial tract of
land in the Kat River valley was given over to the Khoisan for the establishment
of an agricultural settlement.

The celebrations among the Khoikhoi to mark Ordinance 50 were most
prominent in Bethelsdorp, when in February 1830 John Philip visited the village
in company of John Fairbairn, his future son-in-law and the editor of the South
African Commercial Advertiser and two French Protestant missionaries. To cele-
brate the visit, a great dinner was organised for 120 people, with the Bethelsdorp
Khoi preparing the food - very well and in considerable diversity, even by the
exacting standards of the French. After the dinner a number of speeches were
made, both by the missionaries and their party and by seven leaders of the
Bethelsdorp community. The former rehearsed the steps by which the ending of
civil disabilities had been achieved, and exhorted the mission residents to contin-
ue in the progress of civilisation and the way of the Lord, indivisible matters in
their eyes. The latter, Wensel Heemra, Jan David, Gert Windvogel, Paul
Keteldas, Jan Stuurman, Daniel Zeeband and Piet Manuel, concentrated on the
blessings which they had received through the missionaries, both in terms of
their spiritual advancement and materially, again closely linked. It was, Piet
Manuel said, through the Gospel that ‘he could sit at his own ease in his own

11.  Read to Kitchingman, 13.5.1844, in B.A. Le Cordeur & C. Saunders eds., The Kitchii Papers: Missi
and Journals, 1817 to 1848 (Johannesburg, 1976), 248.

12. 1. Peires, “The British and the Cape, 1814-1834’ in R. Elphick and H. Giliomee, eds., The Shaping of South African
Society, 1652-1840 (Cape Town, 1979).

13. These memorials are printed in S. Bannister, Humane Policy, or Justice to the Aborigines of the New Settlements
(London, 1830), cclxxviii - cclxxxii. .
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“house, and at his own table.” All the same, particularly in Wensel Heem.ra’s
speech, there are indications that he was beginning to see, or to e4xpress, the idea
that the Khoikhoi were a nation equivalent to that of the English.'

It was within the Kat River settlement that these ideas were most clearly
expressed.- It is therefore necessary first to discuss thg o.ri‘gir.ls of the‘settlemc'ent
and its inhabitants. It was created, largely on the initiative of Sir Andries
Stockenstrom, in the fertile valley to the north of Fort Beaufort, on land from
which the Xhosa leader Maqoma had just been gxpelleq. However, the .Gona
among the Kat River Khoi settlers claimed that.m the distant past, say in the
eighteenth century, the valley had been their terntor.y, anq that the Xhosa were
recent and forcible immigrants. Hendrik Joseph claimed m‘ 1834 that ‘when he
was a young man - he was then already old - he had gone .thrc.)ugh this p.art of
the country with some Boers, that went out to shoot Zee.koo‘l, [hippopotami] and
there were only Gona Hottentots here to be found’."” It is dlfﬁcul‘t tq knos.)v how
accurate these statements were. They could however be used as a justification for
that part of the Khoikhoi national heritage. . ‘

The settlers in the Kat River came from a variety of different bac':k-
grounds. Many had previously lived on or in associa‘tion with the LMS 'misswn
stations of the region, Bethelsdorp and Theopolis, which were,l)'ecqnung increas-
ingly impoverished. The missionaries there were to complain in the coming
years that all the more dynamic of their flock had de:parte:c.i.16 Many of these men
and women claimed Gona (or Gonaqua) ancestry, as did numbfers of others,
many of whom had been living among the Xhosa, or re?sonably independently
in the Eastern Cape, before they gravitated to the Kat River. On the other !1and,
there was a large contingent known as the “Bastards”, who could l-ay claim to
some European ancestry - or rather were prepared to acknowledge it and make
play of it."” Probably they were mainly the descendants o.f poorer boers who .h.ad
been unable to find white wives and had established fairly permanent families
with Khoi women, and who therefore passed such property as they had‘been ablg
to accumulate on to their children. Certainly, in the Kat River the bastard§
were thought of as richer than the rest, and as those who came from the colonial
foms. As usual, supposed distinctions of ethnicity were intertwined with eco-
nomic, political and, in this case, ecclesiastical dichotomies. In founding the set-
tlement, the British had hoped to meet the spiritual pegds c?f the pc?ople by
appointing the Revd. William Ritchie Thomson as minister in the village .of
Balfour. Thomson, a former Glasgow society missionary, had 'be:en an oi:'ﬁcml
agent of the British among the Xhosa.as well as a minister of rghglon, and in the
Kat River was paid by the colonial government. His congregation was affihated
to the Dutch Reformed Church, and most of its members were those designated

i i i 3 ’ al, published in Journal des
African Commercial Advertiser (henceforth SACA), 13.3.1830; Samuel Rolland’s !oum , pul
4 i;’i‘;:‘;on{;”l:‘vangeliques, V, 1830 - though his comments on the menu were cut from this publication and are only to be
found in his original in the Paris Evangelical Missionary Society archives.
15. SACA,3.9.1834. ) )
16. Philip to LMS, 18.12.1830, LMS-SA incoming, 12/1/D. . . . N
7' In contrast, Esau Prins stated in 1834: ‘I am a boer’s child, although I had to sit behind the chairs and stools, as my moth-
. erwasal , and therefore I consider myself a Hottentot also.” SACA, 3.9.1834.

as Bastards. In contrast, those who came from the mission stations called James
Read to be their minister, and with the support of the LMS he established a
church at Philipton, at the same time acquiring an erf in the settlement through
his wife." It was out of his congregation that ideas of Khoikhoi nationalism were
initially formulated.

In these circumstances, it is tempting to assume that Read, and behind
him John Philip, were to a considerable degree responsible for the formulation of
Khoi ethnic consciousness. His, and its, opponents at the time certainly believed
this. Donald Moodie, a settler and official who was employed to find evidence
defending colonial policies against the strictures of the colonial office in London,
complained that those who were of partial slave or Xhosa descent had come to
call themselves “Hottentots” at the instance of the LMS missionaries. '
Moreover, this would be in line with later developments of ethnicity, elsewhere
in Africa, where missionaries have often been seen as among the prime individu-
als involved in the intellectual work of creating ethnicities.?”

In this particular instance, I do not believe this to have been the case,
although admittedly it is impossible to know what was said in private conversa-
tions, and both he and his son James Read Junior did on at least one occasion
publicly talk of the “Hottentot nation”.*' All the same, Read himself was primari-
ly concerned with exposing and counteracting the abuses within the colonial sys-
tem, rather than expounding a form of nationalism. The ideas of vélkisch nation-
alism and of the necessity of reading Holy Scripture in one’s own language, on
which later missionaries based their work, were not available to him. Indeed,
there is no evidence that any missionary after Van der Kemp did any work in cre-
ating sacred texts in Cape Khoi. It is not clear whether Read himself had the lin-
guistic competence to undertake such a task; he certainly did not have the schol-
arly background (though neither did Robert Moffat, who translated the Bible into
Setswana.) However, his son and colleague in the mission, James Read Junior,
certainly did, on both counts. Khoi was after all his mother’s tongue, and he
probably could speak it fluently. He was also educated enough to superintend the
training of Khoi teachers in the Kat river, even though he probably did not have
Greek or Hebrew. But the linguistic basis of nationalism was not part of their
project. They were quite content to work in Dutch, or proto-Afrikaans, which by
the first half of the nineteenth century was spoken by virtually all the Cape
Khoi.? :

In any event, such speculations are demeaning to the Khoikhoi them-

selves. They were well able to articulate both their grievances and their political
aspirations.

18. On Read, see C. Saunders, ‘James Read: towards a reassessment’, SSA, VII, 1976.

19.  D. Moodie, “The Social Position of the Colored Classes in this Portion of the Colony from the Year 1786°, CA VC 888;

R. Ross, ‘Donald Moodie and the Origins of South African Historiography’, in Ross, Beyond the Pale: Essays in the his-

tory of Colonial South Africa (Hanover & London, 1993).

20. L. Vail, ‘Introducti thnicity in Southern African History’, in Vail, ed., The Creation of Tribalism in Southern Africa
(London, 1989), 11.

21. SACA,3.9. & 10.9.34.
22.  For this reason, although it is clear that when the Cape Khoi spoke of what has come down to us as “the Hottentot nation”
they actually said “de Hottentotsche natie”, what vocabulary, if any, they used in Khoikhoi has not come down to us.




.. came out most clearly in the debates sunounQing the Vagrancy
Th{s c121834 This measure was introduced in anticipation of the emanci-
Ordinanc® - S 11:1 order to maintain control over the labour force by placing
ation of slavel; se without visible means of support or a fixed place of apode.
wrietions B2 o erty saw this as a means of protecting it, as it was bel}cved
ho had proSk theft would be minimised. There were indeed those in the
e St(e)re unable to believe that the Government woulc.i pass a law
Vlvdh (i)m“;)inge on the freedoms they had so rece‘ntly acquired. Leci/ blz
which wou e. the most prominent of the “Bastards” in the settlement, e‘
ChﬁStiandS:t)?:ld, Scriba of Thomson’s church at Balfour, they presented a peti-
n

Commath Government in which they urged it to ‘suppress all lazy people and
tion 0 =2

vagabon,cll.;e alternative view was that taken by a majority of the Kat River set-

. . s Gionarias % The
Khoi of other mission stations,” and by many missionaries y

ers,” gzr;%ewhat had gone on before the passing of Ordinance 50. As Antonius
remem

peterW aard said:

res
Those W™
(_hat in thl
Kat River

i e were like the foxes; but the foxes have holes
B ﬂt;? S(Z\trl; ;)trlil;?lxgigm we had not. I at one time went from Pacaltsdorp
wihlers ?z Town, a Settler met me on the street, apprehended mF, and put me
fo Gljahamand I haci to pay Rds. 22 prison expenses, which was paid b3f the .man
in PO ht me out. I moreover lost my horse during my confinement in prison,
wi? Eo:oit me Rds. 75, and two oxen, and therefore I fear when I hear of the
whic

Vagrant Law.”

ally, the British Government rejected the Vagrancy Act, precisely because
Eventu d};’o go against Ordinance 50. ‘ ' . s
it e the course of the campaign against the Vagrancy Bill, a meeting wa

o ilipton in the Kat River, spread over the two days of August 5‘and

held 2 P 11p834 This meeting, which has been noticed by a number o.f‘hlsto-

ugss, 2 id d the opportunity for what was the first major exposition of

rians,” 'rz?ti:nalism, or ethnic consciousness. That consciousness, like most

Khoikhol

tailed the recognition and articulation of a shared past, and the construc-
en
:il;c:& a programme for the future.

ruken alle luyarts en wagabonden’, Petition Kat River 20 Aug. 1834, CA LCA 6/62; D. Williams, When

i isSi t and Dutch
2. ‘" te;fflti the Life and Times of William Ritchie Th Ci"2859 Society Mi y, Government Agen
" Races Meet: ini 1891 (Johannesburg, 1967), 128-9. _ S .
l’;efﬂm‘ed Ch“.rczg l;:;t;zliltzg: agains(t the Vagrancy Ordinance, 82 that in favour of it. British Parliamentary Papers
401 of therm 26 748, CA LCA 6/62. '
" (m,eafter BPX% 'sznoifml:(sai?i’ng letters, Anderson to LMS 17.7.1834, 14/1/D (Pacaltsdorp); Barker to LMS, 2.10.1834,
MS South Afric

4/2/B lis). . L
. 1412/A & 6~1°'€1:8£: lvidencggn?m J)ohn Philip and H.P. Hallbeck (head of the Moravian mission 1n the Cape) before
Gee for instanc

! b Sclect Committee on Aborigines, in BPP 538 of 1836, 3415, 646-7,723-763.
the Britis

ACA, 39.1834
f{ombly S. Trapido,

26.

21
28.

‘Emergence of Liberalism’, and E. Bradlow, ‘The th.»:h ang. the Pfoposed ;’;%x?:;);l Igfiizt:osno?{
i i 5 ly, the discussions are \ i
in of the South African Library 39 (1985); normal ) ¢ 1
lgy’,Qwﬁerl'y“f l::zz;ﬁ:f;which 1 believe to be identical, no doubt barring some typographical errors) published
am following

SACA, 39,69 &10.9.1834.

The shared past was succinctly described in the first resolution of the
meeting, proposed by Hendrik Vincent, and carried unanimously (as apparently
were all the others.) The meeting, they claimed :

consists of a small part of the remnant of the Hottentot nation, who originally
possessed the country stretching from the Cape of Good Hope to the Kay [Kei]
River, and who were rich in sheep and cattle &c. but who were reduced to a
state of want, servitude &c. and in some, respects worse than slavery.

More recently, the Khoikhoi had escaped out of the servitude in which they were
held by the actions of the British Government, as prompted by the missionaries.
Andries Stoffels, who was regarded as the finest orator expressed matters with

great force. He had heard talk of the country from the Sout [Salt] river to the Kei,
but

never had any many inquired ... whether the hottentots were born in such pover-
ty or misery as we were long in. It was over the Zwartkops River that the
Hottentots were first consulted about their grievances by his Majesty’s
Commissioners, then did we first taste freedom (write children®) that other men
eat so sweet. We rejoiced at the very words freedom and free labor even before
it was mingled with water and ground; and now that it is mingled with water
and ground it is 20 times sweeter than forced labor. It was after this 50th
Ordinance that we began to buy more clothes for ourselves and our wives,
There were a kind of Englishmen that came out to preach (the Missionaries) that
brought the true freedom with them, (write on children.) .... When the settlers
came out, they .... were without horse or cow or sheep or hen, but the Hottentots
there lowered the prices of their horses, their cows to 12s. the oxen to 225 out of
compassion for them, for they were very poor. The Government supports them.
And they are against us now! It is they that are against us and not the

Government, - there are people here in this Meeting™ that carried some of the
Settlers!

This then was the past - oppression, dispossession and redemption through the
missionaries and Ordinance 50. The future, at least in the terms in which it was
stated, was as a prosperous, Christian peasantry. This was of course in accord
with what the missionaries hoped for them. It was however also how Stoffels

described the future of his nation to an evangelical gathering while in England in
1836. He said:

My nation is poor and degraded, but the word of God is their stay and their
hope. The word of God has brought my nation so far, that if a Hottentot young
lady and an English young lady were walking with their faces from me, I would

29. In the account it is noted that three Khoi youths were recording the speeches.
30. Footnote in the original: “The word the speaker used was “Aba”, which in Hottentot signifies to carry or assist. We are

sorry we cannot do justice to the oratory of this speech.’ I believe that Stoffels was talking Dutch during this speech, and
threw in a Khoi word because of its double meaning. My reasoning for this is that one other speech at the meeting - that
given by Jan Uithaalder,

the father of the future rebel leader - is described as having been translated from Khoikhoi by an
interpreter.



take them both to be English ladies... We are coming on; we are improving; we
will soon all be one. The Bible makes all nations one. The Bible brings wild
man and civilized together. The Bible is our light. The Hottentot nation was
almost exterminated, but the Bible has brought the nations together, and here I
am before you.”

It might be argued that this was would be expected on such an occasion, and that
the subsumption of the Khoikhoi nation in the fellowship of all Christians was
not the most obvious expression of an ethnic consciousness. All the same, what
Stoffels was describing was not wishful thinking, but at the very least the aspira-
tions of a large proportion of the Khoikhoi in the second quarter of the nine-
teenth century. On the other hand, in part out of necessity and in part out of
choice the Khoi were stressing their political and social, and thus ethnic, distinc-
tiveness.

In part their distinctiveness was as against the Xhosa, Thembu and
Mfengu. As is always the case with ethnic affiliations, matters were complicated.
The Gona had long formed a bridge between the Xhosa and rest of the Khoikhoi.
Stoffels himself commented that he had kin among the Xhosa®. There were
many Mfengu working on the Khoi farms, or in other capacities, but by the
Rebellion of 1850-1 relations between them and the Khoi could be fraught.” In
the Blinkwater a set of people came together whose ethnic, and political, affilia-
tion was anything but certain. They: were led by Hermanus Matroos, alias
Ngqukumeshe, the son of a runaway slave who was nonetheless a Xhosa coun-
cillor, but who for many years managed to live in the Khoi settlement. Indeed the
destruction by order of the magistrate of the huts in the Upper Blinkwater, during
the snows of July 1850, was probably the single most potent immediate cause for
the outbreak of rebellion at the end of that year.

Outside the Kat River valley, many of the Khoi attempted to assert their
superiority over the Thembu in their neighbourhood, in much the same way as
the Griquas had engaged on an ultimately unsuccessful project of sub-imperial-
ism among the southern Tswana.* This was particularly clear at Shiloh, the
Moravian mission station across the mountains in the Klipplaats river valley.
Most of the Khoi inhabitants there, about a third of the population in 1849, had
come from further south, many from Enon. The two groups, Khoi and Thembu,
maintained their distinction from each other. In the 1830s the Thembu were said
to look on the Khoi as their protectors, but this entailed an asymmetry in the rela-
tionship, and later the Khoi were said to be ‘claiming rights’ over the Thembu,
and willingly ‘playing the baas over them.’*

31. Missionary Chronicle, June 1836, 422-4, cited in ‘Early Khoisan Uses of Mission Christianity’, H. Bredekamp & R.
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thesis, University of California, Los Angeles, 1969), chs X - XII

35. H.P. Hallbeck, ‘Journal’, 1837, Periodical Accounts of the Missions of the United Brethren IV (1838), 409; Bonatz to
editor, 3.7.(1851), Berichten uit de Heidenwereld 18 (1852), 31; Cape of Good Hope, Master and Servant: Addenda to
the documents on the working of the Order of Council of the 21st July 1846, including Memorials &c and reports by the
Resident Magistrates on the Missionary Institutions (Cape Town, 1849), 161-7.

‘On the other hand, Khoikhoi nationalism was enunciated in opposition
to Enghsh settler hostility towards Khoi advancement in general, and towards the
Kat River settlement in particular. This was widespread, vehement and in the
later.18405 backed by the Colonial Government. A succession of men were
a[')p'on?ted as magistrates over the Kat River who were associated with the most
vitriolic anti-Khoi party within the Colony. Discussions on the establishment of a
Representative Assembly in the Cape led to rumours that the new rulers of the
Colony would restore the discrimination and subservience which had existed
before the passing of Ordinance 50. In consequence, when Mlanjeni’s war broke
out on t.he Frontier, and Hermanus Matroos in the Blinkwater took the side of the
Xhosa insurgents, a minority of the Khoi from the Kat River,* most of the resi-
fie'nts of Theopolis and a good proportion of those in Shiloh rebelled. They were
Joined in their actions by many of those Khoi (known as Boerlanders) who were
labouring on the farms in the Eastern Cape.”

In this revolt, there were a number of the most fervent expressions of

Kpoi natio‘nalis'm. Speelman Kieviet, for instance, tried to rouse those of the Kat
River Khoikhoi who had not joined the revolt as follows:

Our circumstances as the Hottentot nation (...) are now become very melan-
cholyf and on this account we have put our hands to a work from which we have
no wish tq retreat. We have done this without acquainting all of you who belong
to our nat}on, and in this we have acted very improperly (...) but with this we
ta!ce the liberty to acquaint you, as our nation, that we have commenced war
w1t.h the settlers (meaning the English), and to call upon you as our nation to
ass?st us. Break the bands of indecision or [sic] come at once with all speed to
assist us in this great and important matter. Time is important. It is a national
cause and can you as a nation remain inactive? Arise courageously and work for

y0‘1’131; motherland and freedom. (...) The world is against us and who will be for
us?

Or again, Willem Uithaalder, the leader of the rebels in the
wrote to the Griqua captain and secret
give him their support:

b Amatole mountains,
ary at Philippolis urging them in vain to

Beloved, rise manfully and unanimously as a nation and children of one house
to engage yourselves in this important work, a work which concerns your moth-
er country, for not a single person of colour, wherever he may be, will escape
this law. Trust, therefore, in the Lord (whose character is known to be unfriend-
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ly to injustice), undertake your work, and he will give us prosperity - a worlF for
your mother-land and freedom, for it is now the time, yea, the appointed time,
and no other.”

This letter shows the Christian fundament of Khoi nationalism. The rebels were
heard singing hymns, they held regular services and many Bib{es were four}d in
their baggage.® The High Anglican Archdeacon Nathaniel Merriman, who dls‘ap-
proved of them as dissenters as well as hating them as rebels, wrote that ‘the
rebels, like Cromwell’s soldiers, or worse, read their Bibles, pfay, and even
receive the Holy Communion to-day, when they are going to. QeQ1cate t.he‘ mor-
row to rebellion and wayside murder.’*' Moreover, the old divisions within the
Kat River were subsumed in the rebellion. The sons of the Bastard leader
Christian Groepe were to be found among the rebels with the sons of ana
leader Andries Botha. The Basters were said to be ‘as bad if not worse than [sic]
the Hottentots’.> Many of the corpses of rebels were said to be “half-caste
Europeans”.®

% % k% * k* *

The rebellion was crushed with some harshness. Theopolis was burnt to the
ground, and never rebuilt. The Khoikhoi village in Grahamstown was ‘razed.
Those who joined the rebellion early and then repented were sent off to b}llld the
road over Bain’s kloof in the Western Cape. Those who held out were likely to
be shot or hanged summarily on capture. Andries Botha, the se.venty-ye.:a.r (?ld
veldcornet who only five years earlier had been leading the Kat River al%xﬂlanes
in the War of the Axe, was harried out of his residence in the Upper Blinkwater
by Xhosa police in British service. They called out to him, ‘As you burnt us out
of the Amatola so we now burn you out of the Blinkwater.”* Confused and
uncertain, he was less than decisive in his actions against the rebels, with wl}om
there were indeed numerous negotiations in the first months of 1851. His vacilla-
tion led to his arrest, trial and conviction for High Treason, and he was sentenc.ed
to death, although later reprieved and pardoned. It was South Af'rica’s first major
political trial, and had as little, perhaps less, legal basis as most since. .
Those of the rebels who held out under Uithaalder were forced up 1pto
the Drakensberg. For a few years they survived there, apparently on laqd which
Sarhili supplied near the White Kei River. According to one report, U{thaalder
himself came down into King William’s Town, listened to a church service from
outside the street one Sunday, and then killed himself.* When in 1861 the
Griquas came over the mountains from the Free State, to re-establish the
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Philippolis captaincy in what was then Nomansland, those rebels still in the
mountains came to join them. Most notable of these was Smith Pommer, ‘at
heart an anarchist’, who achieved considerable prominence in Griqualand East
before being killed leading the Griqua rebellion against annexation in 1878.%

The long animosity of many colonists against the Kat River now gave
way to vindictiveness. Even those who had remained unimpeachably loyal were
in danger of loosing their land under the harsh conditions imposed at the end of
the war. It would then be taken over by whites, as there was a concerted effort to
break the community which had existed in the valley.” Even those Moravian
missionaries whose instincts were to condemn all opposition to the established
order began to understand how the racism of the colonists and officials had dri-
ven the Khoi into rebellion.®

In these circumstances, the public reiteration of Khoikhoi nationalist dis-
course was just not on. In any case, with the establishment of a Representative
Assembly in the Cape Colony, inaugurated in 1854, the old patterns of politics
had changed. Appeals to Great Britain, and the public meetings of the heyday of
LMS-sponsored politics, gave way to the public ballot and the petition to the
Cape Parliament. The Khoikhoi of the Kat River and elsewhere already under-
stood how these matters worked. In 1850, during the elections which preceded
his disputed appointment to the Legislative Council, Robert Godlonton did not
receive a single vote in the Kat River. He himself attributed this to the influence
of the two James Reads, but it should rather be seen as an indication of the vot-
ers’ political sophistication.” This would continue. In 1857, the Kat River people
presented a petition to Parliament arguing against the division of the colony into
two provinces, because it would have increased the power of their old
Grahamstown settler enemies.® In 1864, W.R. Thompson was returned as one of
the members for the Fort Beaufort constituency, with 189 of his 190 votes com-

ing from “coloured” voters. In relation to this, the Grahamstown Journal wrote,
to its white readers, as follows:

A word to all who are not registered but who are qualified to be registered vot-
ers. The Hottentots of the Kat River are an example to you to go by; they
embrace the privileges that you so much neglect, and it is an everlasting

reproach to you to see those poor wretched, lame, lazy, sick and blind giving
their vote.”!

But this was a more quiescent, less demonstrative, politics than had preceded the
rebellion.
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From the middle of the nineteenth onwards, the Kat River people
declined from being at the centre of South African history to be, in Jeff Peires’s
words, ‘a forgotten community in an obscure rural backwater’. As they slowly
lost their lands, to the machinations of corrupt lawyers and later to the workings
of the Group Areas Act and the cession of the valley to the Ciskei, their struggle
for survival as a community took precedence over a heroic past. They knew that
their forefathers had received the land from Andries Stockenstrom for their ser-
vice in wars, and that ‘hierdie grond was afgevee door bloed’. But they do not
seem to have claimed the strength of their Khoikhoi descent.”

It is as well, though, to make clear the limitations of this argument. My
expectations are based entirely on what is available in that portion of the public
record which I have seen. The record is meagre anyway, and my research on it is
far from complete. Moreover, I clearly can only guess at what was said in the
privacy of people’s houses where the ideas of Khoikhoi nationalism may very
well have survived without their receiving public expression. There are certainly
examples of identities surviving in this sphere for a very long time, far longer
indeed than separates the end of the twentieth century from the Kat River
Rebellion. One individual, the prophet Shepherd Stuurman, who claimed to have
been brought up at the mission station of Hankey and in Port Elizabeth, whither
many of the Eastern Cape mission Khoi relocated, was talking in very similar
terms in the early twentieth century.” All the same, that which could not be, or
was not, expressed cannot have formed the basis for a political identity. And, to
move to the present, the indications are that the Kat River “coloureds” (as they
still prefer to call themselves) have so far resisted the blandishments of those
who would recruit them to a new Khoisan identity and ethnicity. **

All the same, until the early twentieth century at least, the Kat River
continued to figure in the social memory of “coloureds” way beyond even the
Eastern Cape. Dr. Abdullah Abdurahman was the Muslim descendant of slaves,
and lived in the Western Cape. He was thus as far as was possible from the Kat
River within the artificial category of “coloured”. All the same, he knew the his-
tory of the Kat River and used it as a symbol. In his “Straatpraatjes”, published
in the APO newspaper early this century, his narrator is Piet Uithalder, from the
Kat River. The name cannot be chance. Again, there is the scene where Uithalder
is introduced to W.P. Schreiner and ‘Mr. Schreiner vertel mij van die Kat River
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equa}l rights. Slavernij, excise, rebellion, Botha en so an.’ss i

fanyly Fonnections with the Kat River through his missionabi;v;;tizlrm;lzllllf vl::sl
buried in Balfour, and he might indeed have talked of these subjects. ’What mat-
ters, though, is the fact that Abdurahman described him as having done so. Half
a century after the rebellion, there was still, at the very least considerable' ride
in what had been achieved in the Kat River Settlement, e\;en if there wzf)s no
!onger the vulperable self-confidence of the 1830s and 1840s. Khoikhoi national-
ism was contributing to the building of other forms of political consciousness.
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