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It was Laurens van der Post’s book, The Lost World of the Kalahari, published over forty years ago, that first alerted many of us to an extraordinary civilisation that had survived in its pristine state at the heart of Africa for thousands of years. The secret of the San people, the first people of the Kalahari – those we commonly know as Bushmen – was and still remains their complete immersion in the natural and spiritual rhythms of existence. This understanding of Mother Nature – something we in the developed world have almost entirely lost, as we are only now, to our cost, beginning to realise – lies at the very heart of the Bushman way of life. As Sir Laurens explained, the Bushman hunter ‘knew the animal and vegetable life, the rocks and stones of Africa as they have never been known since . . .’. The Bushman is the essence of Africa.

I was fortunate enough to visit the Kalahari with Sir Laurens in 1987, to see and try to learn a little for myself of Bushman life and culture. What I discovered was the profound and intuitive ties that bind the San to their land; their awareness of the workings of the natural world and of the delicate balance between life, physical surroundings and inner spirituality that they had maintained for so long in the harshest of the environments; and the beauty and grandeur of the apparent wilderness in which they survived. I came away with a sense of wonder that the Bushmen, a so-called ‘primitive’ people, had a wiser understanding at a deeper, mysterious level of how Nature worked, and how to cope with it, than all the batteries of scientists and experts mobilised by more ‘modern’ civilisations. And although it is easy to sound over-romantic about these things, I was moved by the instincts and techniques for survival of the Bushman in their unforgiving climate that are perhaps rivalled only by the Aboriginal peoples of Australia.

Yet this ancient and instinctive civilisation is under threat as it has never been before. Sandy Gall’s history of the treatment of the Bushmen by colonial and indigenous governments alike is, in itself, an appalling tale of greed, cruelty, miscomprehension and mistake. Yet the implications of his argument are even more disturbing – that this gentle civilisation, so in tune with its past, its inner spirituality, and its natural surroundings, may be on the verge of extinction. There is no single cause for this – no single individual or government responsible in this tragic tale – except perhaps the eternal lesson that we meddle with the natural world at our peril. (Who knows, for instance, what ancient, traditional knowledge we may need to turn back to in the future for our very survival in a world sorely damaged by our own carelessness and folly? Will we not then curse the day we let slip the great store of Bushman wisdom and abandoned such a people to their destruction?) What, however, is inescapable, is that the Bushman is an innocent victim of what, far too glibly, too many of us would call ‘progress’.

Sandy Gall has performed a crucial service in reminding us that turning a blind eye is no longer an option if the Bushmen are to survive. There are heroes as well as villains in this tale, none more heroic than John Hardbattle, whom I was fortunate enough to meet before his tragic early death. It is now up to all of us to ensure that the legacy of such defenders of this remarkable civilisation does not simply vanish with a shrug of the shoulders and further sacrifices on the shrine of the gods of modernity. We all lose if the Bushman disappears.
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Author’s Note

Africa has drawn me since I first went to Kenya as Reuters’ East Africa correspondent in 1955. With Mau Mau little more than an unpleasant memory, I found Nairobi an exciting, sun-drenched, rather beautiful provincial town, its colonial mansions surrounded by emerald lawns and embowered in dazzling red and purple bougainvillaea. A year later Suez cut short this dalliance, but I was back again in 1960, this time in Johannes-burg. From there, I travelled to (as they then were) Mozambique and Angola, Northern and Southern Rhodesia, Nyasaland, and the newly independent ex-Belgian Congo, already plunged in anarchy. In 1964, having recently joined ITN, I went back to the Congo and made a short film about the pygmies of the Ituri Forest – the first time I had encountered one of Africa’s original, indigenous peoples. I was struck by their gaiety and intelligence and also by the fact that, although much smaller than their fellow Congolese, they were feared for their skill with bow and arrow, and their knowledge of poisons. Their similarity to those other hunter-gatherers, the Bushmen, is in many respects remarkable, but I did not think very much about it because I believed, like most other people, that the Bushmen were virtually extinct. It was not until many years later, in March 1998, when I visited the Central Kalahari Game Reserve in Botswana for the first time, that I realised how wrong I had been. I also discovered how attractive the Bushmen could be, both physically and in their innate cheerfulness.

My visit coincided with the local Ghanzi Council’s eviction of several Bushman families from Molapo. It made a strong impression on me, and it was the spur for what followed. On that same journey I met Tom and Andrea Hardbattle, children of a Yorkshire father and half-Bushman mother, and whose late brother John had become a Bushman hero. John’s story fascinated many people including two London film makers, Ilona Benjamin and David Hart, who introduced me to Claire Ritchie, a film maker-cum-anthropologist, who had spent several years with the Bushmen in Namibia. At the end of our first talk she asked me what kind of book I intended to write: mythology or reality? She meant: was this to be a romanticised picture of a hunter-gatherer society which no longer existed, or a factual, warts-and-all account of a desperately downtrodden people? The latter, I said immediately, although I did not realise how difficult it would be not to romanticise the Bushmen.

In January 1999, I flew to Windhoek, the capital of Namibia with my daughter Michaela, whom I persuaded to come with me as expedition photographer, artist and occasional cook, and Tom Hardbattle, who offered his services as guide and expert at driving in deep sand. There we had the good fortune to meet James Suzman, a young South African anthropologist who showered me with documents and advice, and Axel Thoma, the co-ordinator of WIMSA, an organisation which actively supports the Bushman cause all over southern Africa, who sent us to see a number of Bushman communities. Axel also did me the inestimable favour of helping me to find, at extremely short notice, Willem Abuse, the first Bushman I got to know. Willem was not only an excellent interpreter, but looked the part – small, slight, athletic with a smooth, oval face, high cheekbones, small flat nose and ears, and bronze skin, ‘apricot-coloured’ as Laurens van der Post would have said. Leaving Windhoek, we drove east to Gobabis and then north along the western edge of the Kalahari, meeting on the way two remarkable Bushmen, Frederic Langman, at Skoonheid, and Thadeus Chedau, in the Caprivi Strip, the long lizard’s tongue of territory which survives as a reminder of the days of the colonial scramble for Africa. Crossing the border into Botswana, we headed south for Tsodilo, a mysterious group of sacred hills filled with Bushman rock art. From there, we pushed on to Ghanzi, staying at one of the Hardbattle farms where Tom recruited a Bushman guide, Karnels Morris. A few miles north of Ghanzi we visited the Dutch Reformed Church settlement at D’kar and, Willem having departed because as a Juwa speaker he would be out of his linguistic depth, engaged a second Bushman interpreter, another member of the large Morris clan also called Karnels. To avoid confusion, Tom christened them Number One and Number Two. From Ghanzi we drove east towards the Central Kalahari Game Reserve, our ultimate goal. There we visited all six Bushman villages, starting in Molapo, and continuing to Metsiamonong, Mothomelo, Gope, Kukama and Kikau. Since there were then few facilities in the Reserve we had to carry food for a week – we were able to get water – and enough fuel to drive nearly 600 miles through the Kalahari.

Sitting in the shade of a grass hut or tree, with the temperature well above 100 degrees fahrenheit, I interviewed a cross-section of the inhabitants of each village – male and female, young and old, innocent and wise. Virtually everyone I spoke to declared that despite pressure and even threats from government officials they were determined not to leave the Reserve. It was where they had been born, where their ancestors were buried, and where their hearts were. They all believed that the government was intent on pushing them out for one reason only: to make money out of the diamonds which lay under the Kalahari, and from the tourists who would be encouraged to flock there.

Farther south, in Gaborone, we stayed with Clare Flattery, a family friend of the Hardbattles, and more particularly of John, who by the time he died in 1996 had become internationally known as a campaigner for Bushman rights. We also met a number of well-informed individuals, some in positions so delicate they did not wish to be named. Still heading south we left Botswana, and drove the length of South Africa to Cape Town, where we stayed with Peter Hawthorne, bureau chief for Time magazine, and his delightful Scots wife, Jessie. We also had the good fortune to meet Pippa Skotnes, an artist responsible for staging the spectacular Bushman exhibition, Miscast, the cataogue of which has proved to be an Aladdin’s Cave. It was Pippa who told me about Nigel Penn, a Cape Town University historian who very generously allowed me to borrow liberally from his remarkable unpublished thesis on Bushman resistance to the Dutch in the Cape, The Northern Cape Frontier Zone, 1700-c. 1815. Through Tom Hardbattle we met Cait Andrews, a Cape Town musicologist who opened the door to the near-extinct Khomani Bushman community. The Khomani of South Africa, sensationally, were about to win a land claim which one hopes will have revolutionary repercussions throughout Africa, and even farther afield.

In the autumn of 1999 I made another visit to Botswana and Namibia, travelling first to Ghanzi to see Tom Hardbattle’s sister, Andrea, bounding over the desert roads in the indestructible Land Rover of Bernard Horton, the safari guide and hunter who will always be the ‘White Bushman’ to me, and then on to Windhoek to examine the state archives. Soon afterwards, the final stages of my research took me to New England where I met the famous Marshall family: in Boston, John Marshall, the distinguished Bushman film maker; and in New Hampshire, his remarkable mother, Lorna, then 100, the author of The !Kung of Nyae Nyae, and his sister, Elizabeth, who wrote The Harmless People, one of the most engaging books ever produced about the Bushmen. From there the great American highway took me to Vermont, where I met and stayed with Professor Rob Gordon and his hospitable wife Rindy. Rob, the author of The Bushman Myth, generously allowed me to borrow freely from his magisterial work. My only regret is that I did not have time to extend my journey to Lincoln, Nebraska, to meet in person Professor Bob Hitchcock, a world authority on Botswana and the Bushmen, whose immense scholarship and expert guidance have placed me deeply in his debt.

He and two other noble souls have done me the honour of reading the MS. Douglas Williamson, an expert on Botswana’s wildlife, has given me some excellent advice as has the matchless George Silberbauer, who established the Central Kalahari Game Reserve on behalf of the government of the British Protectorate of Bechuanaland in 1961. George has given me great assistance, both in his comments and through his books, notably his Report to the Government of Bechuanaland on the Bushman Survey and the classic Hunter and habitat in the central Kalahari Desert. He has also provided a fascinating Preface. The help of all these friends has been unstinting and invaluable; any errors and omissions are all mine.

Finally, I am greatly indebted to HRH The Prince of Wales, who has done me the honour of writing the Foreword. As a close friend of the late Laurens van der Post, who probably did more than anyone else to make the world aware of the Bushman’s unique qualities, and whose words I have quoted with admiration, no one is better qualified than Prince Charles. He has personally given the Bushmen of the Kalahari generous material support, and the knowledge that someone of his eminence is prepared to give them moral support as well will, I hope, have far-ranging consequences. I am doubly grateful that he has been able to find time to make such an eloquent contribution.

Much has been written about the Bushmen – perhaps too much – but this is the first time, as far as I know, that anyone has attempted to trace their tragic history from the start to the present day, and to bring it, however inadequately, under one cover. It is the most terrible of all stories, worse in many ways than that of the Jews, but almost unknown to the world at large. It is a story of genocide which started centuries ago, and reached a climax in the 18th, 19th and early 20th centuries. While man’s inhumanity to man came as no surprise, what did amaze me, and continues deeply to impress me, is the unbelievable and often suicidal courage of the Bushmen as they fought for their land. Sadly, the persecution continues among the 100,000 or so who are left today – some of the most dispossessed, downtrodden and impoverished people on the planet.

They say the British are always moved by the plight of the underdog and Bushmen are the archetypal underdog, hounded to near-oblivion by both black and white. If I can illuminate, however fitfully, the dark corners of the Bushman agony, it will have been worth the effort – a thousand times.

Anyone embarking on a book about the Bushmen is faced by a host of difficult decisions. One is the name itself. ‘Bosjesmans’, or ‘people who live in the bush’, was the word the early Dutch settlers gave to the semi-nomadic hunter-gatherers they met when they first started moving into the Cape interior. It was derogatory but it stuck, and in English became ‘Bushmen’. Thanks, however, to Laurens van der Post, who wrote so magically about the Bushmen of the Kalahari, and to debate among historians and scholars, the word ‘Bushman’ is today widely known and accepted. The alternative, ‘San’, is used mostly by anthropologists. Similarly I have chosen to use the term ‘Khoikhoi’ (or ‘Khoekhoe’ or ‘Khoi’) instead of ‘Hottentot’, because nowadays ‘Hottentot’ is deemed politically incorrect.

The next problem is spelling: what to do about ‘the clicks’ which pepper all Bushman languages? Only Bushman languages – and there are many, divided into four main groups – use a full range of clicks, although two East African languages, Hadza and Sandawe, and the Southern Bantu Nguni languages – Zulu, Xhosa and Swazi – also have clicks, inherited from the Bushmen. There are five main Bushman clicks, described by Alan Barnard of Edinburgh University as ‘consonant sounds produced by allowing air to pass into [rather than out of] the mouth.’ He lists them as follows:

[image: image] Bilabial . . . produced by releasing air between the lips, often as in a kiss, hence ‘kiss click’. Found only in Southern Bushman languages.

/ Dental . . . produced by a sucking motion with the tip of the tongue on the teeth, as in the English expression of annoyance written, ‘Tisk, tisk’.

≠ Alveolar . . . produced by pulling the blade of the tongue sharply away from the alveolar ridge, immediately behind the teeth.

// Lateral . . . produced by placing the tip of the tongue on the roof of the mouth and releasing air on one side of the mouth . . . the clicking sound film cowboys use [according to Barnard] to make their horses go.

! Palatal . . . produced by pulling the tip of the tongue sharply away from the front of the hard palate. When made with lips rounded, it sounds rather like a cork popping from a wine bottle.

Put like that, it sounds quite jolly, but when, for example, the average reader comes across a legendary Bushman hero written as ‘the ≠Au//gei man ≠Dukuri . . .’ he can be forgiven if his eyes glaze over. We have decided therefore, for the sake of legibility, even at the risk of losing credibility, to drop all click signs. George Silberbauer, although he says his ‘delicate sensitivities are bruised by the omission of clicks’, which he thinks ‘smacks of condescension’, believes there is an acceptable compromise; namely to make amende honorable by stating unequivocally, as I now do, that the lack of clicks in no way diminishes my ‘respect and affection’ for the Bushmen. Indeed, I hope that by making the text more accessible, it will help to increase respect and affection for them generally.

Apart from the benefactors listed above, I have had help and kindness from many other people, to whom I am extremely grateful: Rebecca Adamson, Douglas Alexander, Christine Anderson, Fiona Archer, Ivan Baehr, Prof. Alan Barnard, Liz and Boy Barrell, Megan Biesele, Kristyna Bishop, Christopher Booker, Alec Campbell, Roger Chennells, Stephen Corry, David Coulson, Caitlin Davies, Hilary and Janette Deacon, Rein Dekker, Andrew Dooley, Jane Durham, Dick Eaton, Clare Flattery, Ted Flattery, Birthe Gjern, Fran Griffith, Mathias Guenther, Khwa and Polly Hardbattle, Carl Hartman, the late Doc Heinz, Janet Hermans, Anne Mette Hybertsen, Stephen Johnson, John Kalmanson, Rahim Khan, Emy Koen, Arthur Krasilnikoff, Dawid Kruiper, Roger Laker, Andrew Lamont, Louis Liebenberg, Virginia Luling, Mario Mahongo, Philip Marshall, Andy and Gay McGregor, Lord Pearson of Rannoch, Douglas van der Horst, Lucia van der Post, Herman van Wyk, Geoffrey and Ro Rainbird, Tim Reiser, Mandy and Peter Sandenbergh, Sidsel Saugestad, Roy Sesana, Paul Sheller, Sheila Southey, Allister Sparks, Renee Sylvain, Julian and Tessa Ogilvie Thompson, Meregan Turner, Reg Vize, Christine Walker, Fiona Watson, Polly Wiessner, and Glyn Williams.

My thanks also to Survival International, London. I refer readers to their website: www.survival-international.org.

Last but not least, I must make special mention of my tireless editor, Penelope Hoare, my encouraging agent, Michael Sissons, my wife, Eleanor, for typing my emails and putting up with all the stresses and strains, and my daughter, Michaela, who was not only a wonderful travelling companion, but kept me on course and sane through many a tricky patch. Michaela took the cover photograph as well as a number of photographs reproduced within this book, and she sketched the illustrations on the part title pages.

Sandy Gall
April, 2001




PREFACE

The Common Circumstances of Oppression

As District Commissioner of Ngamiland, later of Ghanzi, and as Bushman Survey Officer in the 1950s and 1960s, I travelled among the Bushmen of Botswana and spent long periods living with some of them. I was the ignorant, inept, bothersome intruder whom they initially tolerated with anxious, but everkindly puzzlement. As we gradually came to understand one another, we formed the variety of relationships that one does in any small, isolated community. Open enmity is an unaffordable luxury at such close quarters. With those with whom amity did not develop, we talked and walked and worked together, but kept our reserve. With others grew close and warm companionship and, with a few, came lasting and happy friendship. I even had two wives; one was a prickly, cross-grained old harridan and the other the charming, very intelligent, beautiful daughter of my closest friends. It was all a pleasant, complicated practical joke (on me, not on the wives), the punch line of which had no consummation. All, in their different styles, were my patient teachers.

In Hunter and habitat in the central Kalahari Desert I wrote of the Gwi, with whom I stayed longest. At that time, their subsistence was based entirely on gathering and hunting and they lived in one of the most remote regions. I needed to understand that way of life as a sort of baseline from which to comprehend the changes that other Bushmen groups had experienced in their contacts with black and white cattlemen. In scientific terms, it was a sound choice. In personal terms, it was immensely rewarding.

The Bushman Survey was not always enjoyable. Its relatively high cost, in a slender-budgeted Protectorate, and its obvious pro-Bushman orientation aroused hostility. There were times of exhaustion, moments – some protracted – of high anxiety, an awful lot of despair and frustration (I learn slowly . . .) and long stretches of loneliness: all the normal lot of an anthropologist in the field. But this was against a background of warm and close affection and – as I (so slowly!) learned so much from my mentors – a growing admiration and respect for their ways. It is remarkable that Africa was the cradle of our species for, in its ecology, it is the most violent and unforgiving of the inhabited continents. The central Kalahari is one of the least hospitable parts of Africa. Yet the Gwi, like other Bushmen in other parts of southern Africa, contrived social and cultural solutions to the problems of survival that were economical of time and effort, and highly effective. Their ingenuity and practised, elegant simplicity were, when I eventually came to understand each polished facet and its many layers of implications, my constant, surprised delight. It was like coming, at last, to comprehension of a great work of art or an equation, each beautiful in its truth and rightness. But with the added dimension of dynamism as people adjusted and shuffled their knowledge, skills and aspirations to the unending changes about them and within themselves.

Many changes, when they came, were too great and too sudden for most Bushmen people, and they were overwhelmed. Think of what is lost.

Sandy Gall’s book is about human beings and the human spirit. The dispossessed and their descendants still have that spirit and, given their just recognition, they can turn it to different social and cultural creations of equal efficacy and beauty.

The Bushmen are not one people. They have somewhat the same distinctive physical appearance, are hunters and gatherers (or the descendants of hunters and gatherers) and their many languages all have a high proportion of click consonants. Within these similarities are many differences of ethos, beliefs, adaptations to the particular part of southern Africa in which each group lives (or once lived), forms of social organisation and language.

Tony Traill, the leading scholar of Bushman languages, has identified four families of Bushman languages which, apart from the phenomenon of click consonants, appear to resemble one another no more than English does Arabic. The Bushmen are many peoples and the social, cultural and historical variety among them is important to those who want to understand them. It invalidates the claims of their detractors that ‘they are all thieves, murderers, little better than animals . . .’ When ‘at home’ and leading their normal lives they can be clearly seen, and fairly judged. Each people has its own style of self-expression; some are reserved and gentle, others have a more bruising way. Like any society, each inevitably includes some who steal, fewer who kill and fewer still – if any – ‘little better than animals’. Rich humour and imaginative creativity are enjoyed by all and practised most rewardingly by many. Most are decent, lively, sensitive and socially adept; it is very difficult to get by as a hunter or gatherer living in a small group if you are not.

That we label all of them with the same epithet, and seldom distinguish among them, is a mark of our lack of knowledge and general indifference. It is an inaccurate discourtesy of the same order as calling a Canadian an American, or a New Zealander an Australian – but is more politely tolerated.

Despite their variety, Bushman peoples share another characteristic: they have been oppressed, despised, hated and hunted by almost everybody else in southern Africa. This is the burden of Sandy Gall’s book. Their common fate and hunter-gatherer heritage and, paradoxically, the gross singularity we have thrust on them have given them a measure of moral unity and shared identity. As Sandy shows, there are today the beginnings of a movement of mutual support and concerted legal and political action.

First Nations (in Canada and the United States) and Aborigines (in Australia) have been successful in transcending their social and cultural diversity and in forging a unity that has been effective in regaining some of their lost status as owners and occupiers of the land that – and ‘the memory of man runneth not to the contrary’ – was theirs. Southern Africa is a more difficult setting in which to prevail; black and white are already struggling among themselves with the problem of rights to land. Assuming their unity of action in this context, Bushmen have enormous handicaps to overcome before they are heard, and yet greater ones to conquer before justice is done. They will draw support and strength from the impact of Sandy’s book on every fair-minded reader.

The past two hundred years of the history of the Bushman people is an unhappy tale of brutal cruelty. Even more unhappily, it is not unique. In fact, to a black-mooded reader of yesterday’s history or today’s news, it is hardly even unusual. The Bushmen of Southern Africa is not only the faithful history of the persecution of southern Africa’s oldest lineages of men, women and children; it is also a case-study of the systematic inhumanity so frequently dealt to fellow humans, not only by ‘ordinary’ men but also by their governments and leaders who pride(d) themselves on their guardianship of freedom, liberality and, yes, humaneness.

Some sociobiologists claim that mankind is inherently aggressively violent – that, beneath the pinstripe suit or spotted bikini of even the most outwardly ‘civilised’ members of our species, there beats a savage, cruel heart, bent on frightful murder and mayhem. Were they and, for that matter, Hobbes correct, our natural condition would be war, and our lives solitary, poor, nasty, brustish, and short. There is, of course, almost always war being waged somewhere; there are many millions who are miserably poor; and there are lives that are tragically solitary, or nasty, or brutish, or short.

Obviously mankind is capable of aggressiveness and frightful violence. The question is whether this is an inherent, natural condition, or a latent response to certain circumstances? I believe the evidence favours the latter view. After all, a canary is not usually seen as threatening. But, sufficiently irked, it becomes a little yellow demon, bent on as much aggressiveness and violence as lie within its feeble capabilities. Canaries are said to be descended from dinosaurs (not, perhaps, directly from Tyrannosaurus rex), but such is not their normal behaviour. This tiny explosion of fury is sparked by the dire situation in which the bird perceives itself to be. What moved the majority of those who encountered Bushmen to such brutality? Why was the tiny minority who tried to accommodate them not moved to be cruel also?

One of the tasks of social anthropology is the explanation of human behaviour. In all candour, we in the discipline still have a long way to travel, but we have made some progress. To start to understand another’s behaviour entails wearing that person’s shoes and standing where she or he does, in the same social and cultural universe in which that person lives. Anthropologists study each such universe simultaneously, as observers and as learning participants, and, from an holistic perspective, in as much of its entirety as is feasible. Domestic manners, basket-weaving and political plotting are all grist to our slow, but not always fine-grinding mills. Having learned as much of a society and its culture as our individual circumstances and skills allow, we translate the experience, with its vernacular colours, nuances and accents, into the discipline’s own stock of shared concepts, values and meanings. Then we can report our individual findings about those people(s) among whom we have done our fieldwork and other research and compare them with colleagues’ results towards a wider and clearer understanding.

Cross-cultural comparison of ethical systems indicates that all societies have three principles in common: respect for the integrity of social order, reciprocity, and – having taken into account all known and relevant factors – seeking to prolong the lives of those within a recognised social circle. The ‘natural condition of mankind’ is, in fact, that of living in tolerably orderly society and treating one another with a modicum of decency. We cannot survive otherwise. Mercifully few people can be bothered gratuitously to harm others.

Why, then, are history and the daily news replete with examples seemingly to the contrary? What circumstances prompted the cruel oppression practised by almost everyone against every Bushman they encountered? Perhaps, once conflict had become habitual, there could be found (in their eyes) some rationality in reprisal and pre-emptive strikes. But Europeans settling on the southern tip of Africa did not initially see Bushman peoples as enemies. The systematic excesses of Apartheid did not spring forth in full frightfulness with the declaration of the polls in 1948. When the First Fleeters disembarked at Sydney Cove, they did not immediately set upon the local Aborigines. The people of the Balkans, through all their vicissitudes and changes of nationality, did not always murder, pillage and seek to exterminate one another. Jews were respected in Germany, gypsies were tolerated and discreet homosexuals allowed to be invisible, until Hitler, by his legerdemain of fact and history, deceived their fellow-citizens into the perversions of the Nazi years. In all of these, and in scores of similar shameful tragedies, propinquity was a common factor. Oppressors and oppressed shared the same turf. Why was the commonality of social significance denied the latter?

Competition for scarce resources is a tempting explanation. Gause’s Principle of Competitive Exclusion states that two species with identical ecological requirements cannot exist in the same habitat. Unless there is a superabundance of resources one, or both, will be unable to survive. That has a dismal knell of finality to it.

How, then, do all four filling-stations that we seem to find on every major intersection continue to sell their overpriced petrol? How do the clerks of all those barristers stacked in high-rise Chambers continue to field lucrative briefs? Like many of the laws that bring forth those briefs, that of Gause has a loophole; in this case, speciation. Plants and animals, finding themselves in danger of being edged out by competitors, diversify and develop new niches on the old patch. Thus, barristers do not all appear for the same type of client with the same kind of cause. Horace Rumpole did for your petty crims down at the Old Bailey but, I believe, was never heard before the Queen’s Bench. His more august and learned friends rose to present their divers pleas in Chancery, or Probate, Divorce and Admiralty, or Common Pleas and Exchequer. With no disrespect to lawyers (my middle daughter is the fifth generation of us in its practice), average human ingenuity is equal to that of barristers’ clerks. Finding one another in the same paddock, we usually contrive some means of sharing its riches; perhaps not always very equitably, but sufficiently so as to leave something for the other. We seldom squeeze, or allow ourselves to be squeezed, to extinction. In the generality of instances it requires some additional motivation for anybody to invoke competition as the excuse for placing the Other beyond the pale. But, when that additional motivation is present, it can become the very powerful rationalisation of murderous hostility.

Superior power, whether military, political or economic, is the necessary means of subjugation. Its use for this purpose, however, requires a motive.

In a situation devoid of overt threat, human beings tend to adopt an initial stance of cautious, reserved neutrality towards strangers. If they are in continuing proximity, they will each be seen. But, if they do not communicate effectively, they will not be heard, and will not get to know one another. Having insufficient information on which to build valid expectations of one another’s observed behaviour, the common tendency is to fabricate negative ones. However, this will seldom flower unless the Other’s otherness is accentuated, nudging her or him towards, or beyond, the pale. Perceived differences in habits and customs can be interpreted as deviance, and can become affronts to decency. Insular self-righteousness can become spurious licence for defence of one’s idealised way of life. Natural and inevitable use of the same resources can be construed as competition, which information-starved imagination can easily escalate to competitive exclusion. At this stage the situation is easily retrieved; no real wrongs have been done. (When my new rural neighbour’s university-student children began to hold regular parties in their barn, I morosely feared for my sleep on Friday and Saturday nights. It was only after meeting the youngsters and finding them likeable that I noticed that the music always stopped before midnight.) But, if unfavourable interpretation turns to hostile action, recrimination leads to retribution and the fat’s in a fire from which it is difficult to retrieve in anything like usable condition.

Neighbourliness can be problematic in comfortable, stable society in which its members can expect a measure of civility. It is immensely more uncertain when strangely-dressed men appear on horseback ahead of creaking wagons, or come ashore from towering caravels, cogs or brigs, making themselves large in the hitherto undisputed ancestral chases, pastures or gardens of hunter-gatherers, tribal pastoralists or horticulturists. Nor is neighbourliness readily extended by ill-educated sailors, soldiers and settlers who, having faced mortal dangers in every day’s travel to the remote yonder, are confronted by what they have been taught to see as savages. In the narrow world of each, the otherness of the Other would, indeed, be striking and the opportunities many for inadvertent affront.

Samuel Wallis’s 1767 visit to Tahiti started off badly. His ship, Dolphin, hove-to one night when fog enveloped her. The next morning the sailors were astonished to find their ship surrounded by about a hundred canoes. Some islanders were invited aboard. Unfortunately one was butted in the backside by a goat that was wandering about on deck. Never having seen such a creature, the man and his companions prudently fled. A few days later, as Dolphin was coming up to her anchorage, men in more than 300 canoes besieged and stoned her. Several of the Europeans were wounded and Dolphin’s crew replied with muskets, killing one islander and wounding another.

Captain Wallis managed to strike a truce and eventually win the islanders’ confidence. The sailors and Tahitians made peace so successfully that, when Dolphin left five weeks later, Queen Obera wept openly – nor was she the only one. Perhaps because the Polynesians were also seafarers or perhaps because European sailors were entranced by the beauty of the women, many Pacific encounters were not initially fatal. Nor were many on the shores of Asia where Portuguese, Dutch, French and English sailors treated with established rulers of large and small states, and there was some shared understanding of the mixture of horse-trading and diplomacy that was the idiom of their interaction. The social significance of the Other was unequivocally acknowledged.

Diplomacy also smoothed the way for many European explorers and hunters in southern Africa. Their encounters and sojourns with Bushmen, Khoi and Bantu-speaking peoples are marked by their recognition of the sovereignty of their hosts; they ‘begged the road and asked (for) the water’. Ownership of the land and its resources were acknowledged, and the principle of reciprocity honoured. The newcomers were driven by curiosity and adventure. Their search was for knowledge about the country and its people, which could only be gained from friendly relationships. (The Frenchman, François le Vaillant seems to have been become especially friendly with the comely Gonaqua girl, Narina.) The resources that hunters tapped – ivory and other proceeds of the chase – were renewable and were paid for in various ways. Perhaps, also, the explorers and hunters and their hosts could tolerate one another’s Otherness the more easily because they knew that it would not be for long.

Then the permanent settlers arrived. They found themselves among small-scale societies with no great number of members. These inhabitants had small inventories of material artefacts of relatively simple manufacture. There was little to show for their intellectual wealth in knowledge of their environment, their arts and the ingenuity of their social arrangements. They were judged to be primitive and, hence, inferior in ways that were reckoned to matter.

In Australia early British explorers’ and settlers’ disdain of Aborigines was such that they starved, rather than unbend and learn from the inhabitants anything of the wealth of foods that surrounded them. We should not hasten to judge such folly. Although many settlers were convicts, few had been transported for crimes that were gravely reprehensible. These poor souls were the ordinary folk of their times and their values and attitudes those of the prevailing ethos. Their traumatic, demoralising experiences, before and during the hazardous voyage halfway round the world, and their feelings of insecurity in this strange and, to them, forbidding land, left them with little confidence in their expectations of the place or one another. However, curiosity quickly stirred and the spirit of adventure asserted itself. Convict and keeper alike squeezed their perceptions of what they found in Australia’s interior into the narrow, sometimes irrelevant confines of what was known and familiar. For nearly two hundred years the constricting mould was scarcely cracked and experience of the continent was either construed in European terms or, if it would not yield to such rough treatment, ignored. The flora and fauna and the land obstinately refused to be British. Tragically, exploration barely extended to the peoples encountered on the land. Their ways and thoughts, although known to a handful of gifted, sensitive amateurs, continued to be obscured by unmovable public indifference. The developing discipline of anthropology, alas, performed no better. The need for sustained fieldwork was not yet appreciated. So anthropology was without the experience that might enable it to develop concepts and valid metaphors to accommodate the ways in which hunter-gatherer groups differed from pastoralists or gardeners. Until the middle of the twentieth century, hunters and gatherers were, in essence, below the anthropological bottom line. They were either the subjects of Ripleyesque Believe It or Not snippets or, comparably, depicted as cardboard characters with this or that remarkable cultural feature. But these features were never related to how hunter-gatherers led their full, purposeful, rational lives which represented effective and elegant social and cultural adaptations to the same problems of survival as were faced by all other human beings.

Elsewhere, as in Australia, settlers, sailors, soldiers and administrators and, later, citizens, having been left in darkness and silence as to what hunters and gatherers were, only saw them for what they were not. It was seen only that they did not till the soil or tend herds and flocks. It was not seen that they disposed themselves in well-ordered social groups, and built structures of relationships within them, to facilitate the use of their simple, efficient material technology and deep knowledge of the seasons and the flora and fauna of their habitats. It was seen only that they did not have kings and towns. The ingenuity of their polities’ regulation of the exertions of groups and individuals, the resolution of disputes and conflicts and the facilitation of interaction between people remained unquestioned and unknown. The conclusion was drawn that what they were not, and did not have, or did not do, was because they did not even think to exert themselves to be, acquire, or do those things. Judged by these rules, no wonder they came out as irredeemably inferior in every way.

Different, other and inferior beyond redemption in their perceived slothfulness and stupidity, they were undeserving of what they had: notably, their land and its resources. Richard Hakluyt described North Americans as ‘more brutish than the beasts they hunt, more wild and unmanly than that unmanned wild countrey, which they range rather than inhabite’ (my emphasis). Europeans were concerned only to justify to one another their colonising of the Americas, Africa, Australia and parts of Asia. Without any reference to the autochthonous inhabitants, they fastened their claims to suzerainty to manufactured myths. The legend of Prince Madoc persuaded Englishmen (and, presumably, Welshmen) that ‘that country was by Britons discovered, long before Columbus led any Spanish thither’. Then, through no fault of his, they credited Captain Cook with the discovery of Australia, conveniently overlooking the charts of Portuguese, Spanish and Dutch visitors of centuries earlier. Britain also ignored the Aborigines’ occupancy of their land; terra manens vacua occupanti conceditur (land lying unoccupied is given to the first occupant) says the legal doctrine, and the Crown deemed Australia terra nullius and assumed ownership and rights of its allocation. At least John Batman gave the local elders presents of knives, mirrors, scissors and blankets as his part of the treaty that ceded to him the area that is now Melbourne, while the Dutch gave the Iroquois £8 worth of trinkets for Manhattan.

Hunters and gatherers commit the deadly economic ‘sin’ of not exploiting their resources to maximise their productivity. Pastoralists, farmers, miners and timber millers were (and are) outraged by their neglect of their opportunities. Oblivious to, or unmoved by, the fact that hunting and gathering depended on ecological integrity, they seized those opportunities for themselves, offering no accommodation of the needs of the inhabitants, or their rights to meet them. Bushmen, Aborigines and First Nations found themselves displaced by alien settlers whose activities dispossessed them of their living. Desperate, and without grounds for hope, they tried, like the canary, to defend themselves. Now the newcomers’ negative catalogue of what the natives were not was replaced by an entry in the positive – the natives were mad, bad and dangerous to know.

Whatever slender thread of logic remained turned in on itself. Fear, having compounded ignorance, closed it off from reality to free perceptions to invent demonising mythology. The inhabitants’ social status as rightful occupiers of their land had already been denied; now even the fellowship of humanity was refused them. They became the enemy, Unpersons. Now it would be culpably contrary to seek solutions or to reach out with the hand of charity. It would become one’s rightful duty to use superior force of arms, the economy and the ballot-box ruthlessly to subjugate them.

Closure was the last link in the tragic chain of the circumstances of oppression. In earlier history, the factors were fortuitous, and their linking together largely happenstance. While no excuse, the plea of ignorance may soften judgment. However, where ignorance is deliberately inculcated through sly disinformation, deliberate demonising, false representation of rivalry and malicious provocation – such as have been seen in the conflicts of the last hundred years – there are no grounds for mitigation.

The chain must be unlinked if Bushmen and other oppressed peoples are to succeed in regaining their birthright. Each of the links has contaminated the others and the chain must be taken apart systematically. It is necessary to replace ignorance with knowledge and to counter false myths with logic. Perceptions of rivalry are not erased by facts alone; trust is also needed. And trust can only be painstakingly earned by each of the participants, while some measure of trust is a precondition to withholding force.

To unlink the chain, each of the protagonists must contribute to its undoing with – as Nelson Mandela pleaded in a comparable context – good will, courage and readiness to extend and to accept forgiveness.

Sandy Gall’s book will inspire sympathy for the dispossessed. I hope that from this sympathy will grow respect. Without respect, hunter-gatherers will not be perceived as deserving of the right to choose their way of life. Without respect for that choice, they will gain nothing more than ritualistic tokens of sorrow and repentance. Without respect, drowning people in dollars ultimately kills them dead.

George Silberbauer
May, 2001
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Ganema, wife of the shaman




CHAPTER ONE

The Right to Choose a Life of One’s Own

The destruction of the Bushman is the destruction of the best in all mankind.

Laurens van der Post, Testament to the Bushman, 1984

They came early in the morning, four of them, stepping lightly through the bush, as insubstantial as shadows against the sun. One carried a bow and a quiverful of arrows, each of the others had a spear. They sat down just beyond the camp, lounging in the pale golden grass, talking and laughing quietly. One of them rolled a cigarette out of a scrap of paper and coarse tobacco, lit it and took a long pull, swallowing the smoke so completely that hardly a wisp remained in the air. As he held it in his lungs, he passed the glowing paper to the next man, who also drew the smoke deep into the inmost recesses of his being, before passing it to the third man who did likewise, and then gave it to the fourth, all of them inhaling with the same absorption, until only the butt of the cigarette remained. As the price of survival, Bushmen learned a long time ago to share practically everything.

Of the four hunters, two were young, in their early twenties, I guessed, and the other two a little older, probably in their late twenties or early thirties. They were dressed only in ‘skins’, a loincloth made of antelope hide, probably springbok or gemsbok, and their torsos, legs and even their feet were bare. Each man carried a little pouch, made from the skin of one of the smaller antelopes, a steenbok or duiker, in which he kept his tobacco if he had any, and perhaps a small pipe. Bushmen have, and need, the minimum. Small and lightly muscled, they move ‘with an oiled activity altogether delightful to watch’, as Lawrence of Arabia said of the Beduin in Seven Pillars of Wisdom. When they smile, the skin crinkles in hair-fine lines at the corners of their eyes.

The four Bushmen got to their feet and, led by the bowman, walked down the gentle slope towards the bare, dry valley of the Okwa, an ancient fossil river which runs across the middle of the Kalahari Desert, from Namibia in the west to the Makgadikgadi Pans of Botswana in the east. The knowledge that since time immemorial Bushmen had travelled this route in their perennial quest for game and water lent the scene a sense of mystery and excitement. On the far side of the valley, 400 yards away, about 200 springbok were grazing peacefully. I had been watching them from camp while I ate my breakfast. At one point, the males had started chasing one another at top speed, racing across the sandy plain, kicking up clouds of dust, and then bounding seven or eight feet into the air with tremendous, stiff-legged jumps – hence their name. This display is known as pronking. ‘Showing off to the females,’ said Harry, my guide, ‘and telling any predator
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