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WHO WERE THEY? The names are known – Adam Mantoor and Elisabeth Larsson – and something of their history has been recorded. We know that in 1749, the last year of the rule of Governor Swellengrebel, Elisabeth accompanied her husband, the Swedish traveller Erik Alexis Larsson, on a journey into the interior of the Cape of Good Hope where he died some time after; that she was eventually discovered by the runaway slave, Adam; and that they reached Cape Town together towards the end of February 1751. An interesting trifle, a mere footnote adding nothing to one’s knowledge of the land or the course of history.

Who were they? A few more facts may be added by tracing, with much trouble and some luck, the long list of the dead composing their genealogies.

Adam Mantoor In 1719 Willem Lowrens Rieckert, a farmer near Constantia, entered the birth of one Adam in the Slave Register of the Cape. The mother was reported to be Krissie, also known as Karis, a Hottentot woman. But as Hottentots were not generally kept as slaves in those days, additional research is required to explain that she was booked into Rieckert’s service in 1714, at the age of ten or eleven, after being discovered, with a number of other children, by an expedition to the Olifants River soon after the epidemic of smallpox which had ravaged the colony the previous year. The name of her child’s father was registered as Ontong, a Cape slave also in Rieckert’s service, but sold soon afterwards to one Jeremia van Niekerk, farmer of Piquet Berg, for 800 rixdollars.

This Ontong appears to have been a child from a liaison, in 1698 or 1699, between a male slave, Afrika, imported from Madagascar, and a slave woman, Seli, brought from Padang at a barely nubile age. It seems likely that this Afrika was the same slave who, in 1702, was executed in front of the Castle on a count of sedition and the murder of his employer, one Grové. For his services the executioner would have received a bonus of sixteen rixdollars – four for the use of the irons, and twelve for breaking on the wheel without administration of the death-blow.

Forty years later Afrika’s grandson, Adam, also fell foul of the law by disobeying the instructions of his master, the aforementioned Willem Louwrens Rieckert, and by assaulting the latter with a piece of wood. For this crime he was sentenced, after a fair trial, to flogging and branding, followed by banishment to Robben Island. In 1744 his escape was recorded without any further particulars, and for seven years no more was seen of him in the colony. Finally, in March 1751, he was flogged (three rixdollars) and strangled (six rixdollars).

Elisabeth Larsson For some reason it has always been assumed that she arrived from Sweden with her husband. But in the Cape Archives the letter, dated 17 May 1749, has now been discovered (Ref. no. C41, p. 154) in which Governor Swellengrebel gave permission for the journey into the interior. In this letter the members of the expedition are listed as Hermanus Hendrickus van Zyl, Free Burgher of Stellenbosch; Erik Alexis Larsson of Göteborg, Sweden; and ‘his housewife Elisabeth Maria Larsson, née Louw, of the Cape’.

The founder of this line of the family, Wilhelmus Janszoon Louw, arrived at the Cape of Good Hope in 1674 as a soldier of the East India Company, accompanied by his wife and two young sons. One of the children died during the passage from Texel in 1694; the other, Johannes Wilhelmszoon (b. 1668) married a Huguenot girl, Elisabeth Marie Jeanne Nourtier (b. Calais, 1676). At that time the father Wilhelmus had already obtained his discharge from the Company and started farming in the district of Stellenbosch. His son and daughter-in-law settled on the same farm, presumably because the father’s state of health had become too precarious for him to cope with all the work.

From the marriage of Johannes and the French girl six children were born: Jean Louis (1696 – deceased six months later), Elisabeth Marie (1697), Marcus Wilhelm Johannes (1698), Aletta Maria (1701), Anna Gertruida (1703), and Jacomina Hendrina (1704). It seems that Johannes played some part in the insurrection of the colonists against Governor Willem Adriaan van der Stel, but that he died in 1705, before the struggle had reached its climax in the deportation of the Governor. After his death his widow remarried one Hermanus Christoffel Valck and gave birth to three more children.

The only son of the family, Marcus Wilhelm Johannes mentioned above, returned to the service of the Company where he was soon promoted from clerk to bookkeeper and eventually to keeper of stores, or dispensier. In 1721 he married Catharina Teresa Oldenburg (b. 1703), daughter of a distinguished Company inspector who visited the Cape from Batavia in that year.

Two sons born from the marriage – in 1722 and 1724 respectively – both died soon after birth, leaving Elisabeth Maria (b. 1727) as the only surviving child. It may be of interest, however, that between 1740 and 1748 Marcus fathered at least five more children from three different female slaves in his service; at his death in 1750 all five were listed as assets in his estate.

Elisabeth Maria probably met the Swedish traveller Larsson very soon after his arrival at the Cape in February 1748. A year later they were married on the eve of their departure on that fateful voyage into the hinterland. One reason why the journey drew very little attention at the time must have been the fact that Larsson consistently represented it to the authorities as a simple hunting expedition (his licence was for shooting elephants, rhinoceros, hippopotamus and ‘exotic beasts’) rather than as a journey of exploration. Not only did the Company at that stage – unlike a couple of decades later, during the visits of Larsson’s illustrious compatriots Thunberg and Sparrman – frown on explorations by foreigners, but it seems reasonable to assume that Larsson himself would have tried to prevent others from forestalling him in the execution of his main project. This was the collection and cataloguing of plants, birds and animals unknown in Europe; and, above all, extensive geographical observation aimed at the definitive mapping of the interior.

After her return to the Cape Elisabeth Maria Larsson, née Louw, remarried (the Marriage Register mentions only her maiden name, which explains some of the confusion obscuring her historical identity for so long). Her new husband was an elderly neighbour, Stephanus Cornelius Jacobs (b. 1689), and the ceremony took place in May 1751. In August of the same year she gave birth to a son. Soon afterwards her husband died. She never married again.

Classified under the name of Elisabeth Jacobs there exists, in the Cape Archives, a handwritten Memoir of eighty-five octavo pages, in which, ostensibly for the benefit of her son, Elisabeth gives a brief survey of her life. With great objectivity and reticence, remarkable in her circumstances but intensely frustrating for the modern historian, she includes an outline of her Cape journey: ‘Left the Cape in April 1749, with two tent wagons, crossed Hottentot’s Holland Mountains, proceeded to the Warm Baths’ – and more in the same vein, describing the customary coastal route as far as Mossel Bay, and over the Outeniqua Range; and from there quite far north, with a wide semicircle through the Camdeboo to the hinterland of the Winterberg  and the Suurveld in the Eastern Cape. The account suggests that the newly married woman found it interesting in the beginning, but that excitement soon gave way to boredom and finally to ‘unbearable revulsion’. Her husband devoted nearly all his time and interest to his feverish scientific activities, pressing flowers, shooting and stuffing birds, preparing animal skins, collecting reptiles, and meticulously mapping their progress.

There appears to have been trouble with Van Zyl, who had joined the expedition as a guide but very soon got hopelessly lost. Things came to a sudden head when, after a violent quarrel, he ran into the bush and blew out his own brains with a pistol. Soon afterwards a band of Bushmen stole twenty of their oxen, forcing them to abandon one wagon. Later, all their Hottentots deserted the expedition, taking with them all but two of the remaining oxen. And then Erik Alexis Larsson quite simply walked off into the wilderness and disappeared. At that stage they were encamped in a bushy region somewhere along the tributaries of the Great Fish River. And there Elisabeth was discovered by the runaway slave.

The Memoir contains very little on the first part of the return journey to the sea, but, fortunately, reveals rather more about the rest of their trek, which one can, with a certain amount of conjecture, reconstruct through the north-eastern section of the Tsitikama forest and across the mountains to the Lang Kloof and the Little Karoo, over the Swart Berg or ‘Black Mountains’, through the Karoo and so back to the Cape.

But even this information is scant, almost insignificant. And it is only the final sentence which strikes one with sudden, subtle meaning after so many dreary facts, when Elisabeth writes:

This no one can take away from us, not even ourselves.

Quite by accident, in the course of a completely different research project, a vital new discovery has now been made in Livingstone House, the headquarters of the London Missionary Society: the badly deteriorated but still decipherable journals of Larsson himself. How on earth these three folio volumes in sturdy leather binding ever landed in the hands of the LMS is impossible to tell. The only explanation, in itself far-fetched, seems to be that wandering Hottentots may eventually have found them in the desolate farmhouse where, many years before, Elisabeth had made the final entry, and delivered them to the missionaries of nearby Bethelsdorp.

The major portion of the journal is in Larsson’s own handwriting –  extensive, clinically accurate notes on their progress, observations, discoveries, conclusions and expectations. There is, for example, a detailed catalogue of everything taken with them on the two wagons with which they left the Cape. The first wagon was loaded with six large chests (on which the couple’s mattress was unrolled at night) and two smaller ones containing


clothes

white candy sugar

coffee

tea

10 lb chocolate

a jack, nails, iron rods, and assorted bits of iron

pins, needles, cotton

stuff for bartering: glass beads, copper tinderboxes, knives, rolled tobacco, Indian scarves, combs

500 lb gunpowder in small barrels, wrapped in wet sheepskins to preserve the contents watertight

1 ton lead and tin, with a complete set of casting moulds

16 blunderbusses, 12 double-barrelled pistols, 2 sabres, 1 dagger

10 reams paper for pressing plants

scientific instruments, including a compass, a hygrometer, a dipping needle, a yard-long barometer in a box, with additional mercury in an earthenware bottle



The second wagon contained two large empty boxes intended for scientific collections of specimens, insects, etcetera, as well as the following


2 tents

1 table and 4 chairs

1 iron grill

1 large frying pan, 2 kettles, 4 saucepans, 2 coffee cans, 2 teapots, 2 washing tubs, 3 washbasins

4 halfaums of brandy, two for storing specimens, the rest for bribing and encouraging the Hottentots and winning friends in the country

a collection of porcelain plates, dishes, cups and saucers



The trek was accompanied by thirty-two oxen, four horses, eight dogs, fifteen chickens and six Hottentots.

Every day the distance covered was calculated and the weather  noted. One is struck by the numerous references to wind – ‘Windy today’ – ‘Windy again’ – ‘Very windy’ – ‘Elisabeth complains about wind’ – ‘Gusts of wind’ – and once a longer reference, the nearest Erik Alexis Larsson ever approached to poetry in his journal: ‘The whole interior is like a sea of wind on which we toss and drift unsteadily’.

There is a daily catalogue of new discoveries. Every buck or beast of prey shot was measured and dissected and described in detail. With just as much precision, events of importance were recorded:

‘Attacked by wounded lion and saved just in time by Hottentot Booi, who was bitten in the arms before the animal could be killed. Interested to note that Booi’s flesh under the skin was exactly the same colour and texture as that of a white man.’

It also transpires that Larsson perfected a highly ingenious method for shooting birds without damaging them, so that they could be stuffed for his collection. This method, ‘rediscovered’ years later by the explorer Vaillant, consisted of pouring a small quantity of gunpowder into the gun (the exact amount to be determined by the size of the bird and the distance from it) and securing it with a plug of candlewax, afterwards filling the barrel with water. In this way the bird was merely stunned by the impact, and its wet feathers prevented escape.

There are very few references to personal circumstances. Occasionally there is a brief note: ‘Quarrelled with Elisabeth’ – ‘Elisabeth, sadly, has no faculty for scientific understanding’ – ‘Elisabeth very demanding last night, again this morning; not conducive to concentration’.

His final entry (dated 3.1.50) is followed by some empty pages before the journal is resumed, without any dates, in Elisabeth’s handwriting. Her inscriptions are, on the whole, longer than his; her tone much more personal than in the Memoir of so many years later. There is an unfortunate lack of explicit detail, and some of the experiences which, judging from the urgency of the tone, were most significant to her, remain distressingly cryptic. But there are occasional remarks in which one suddenly glimpses an existence beyond history:

Such a long journey ahead for you and me. Oh God, oh God.

Who are they? The Memoir and the Journals are presently being prepared for publication in annotated editions, the latter subject to final permission from the LMS. Then history will claim them for itself. But history as such is irrelevant. What is important is that phrase, This no one can take away from us . . . Or those other words, Such a long journey . . .

It is to this end that the crust of history must be scraped off. Not simply to retell it but to utterly expose it and to set it in motion again. To travel through that long landscape and back, back to the high mountain above the town of a thousand houses exposed to the sea and the wind. Back through that wild and empty land – who are you? who am I? – without knowing what to expect, when all the instruments have been destroyed by the wind and all the journals abandoned to the wind, when nothing else remains but to continue. It it is not a question of imagination, but of faith.


HE FINDS HER huddled on the driver’s seat of the wagon among the wild fig-trees, late in the afternoon, with the birds already settling in the branches for the night. She is surrounded by the remains of her trek, the relics representing in this wilderness the achievements of her civilisation: unloaded rifles (fired off last night and this morning) and bags of lead and powder, dried flowers between sheets of stained white paper, stuffed birds and delicately boned skeletons, drawings of animals and trees and camping sites beside hills or rivers, small reptiles preserved in alcohol, the long tube of the barometer still upturned in its bowl of mercury, kettle and cooking pots at the fire, hand-embroidered sheets spread over bushes and a dried aloe stump, clothing still crumpled and damp from last night’s storm, a grill marked with new rust, crockery; and the map on one of the boxes behind her, its outlines suggested by early Portuguese and defined by a century of shipping, a narrow patch from left to centre inscribed and covered with the contours of hills and rivers, mountains, plains, longitudes and latitudes, heights above sea level, climatic zones, prevailing winds – surrounded by white emptiness containing only a few tentative lines and dots, open and exposed, terra incognita, great and wide.

For a long time he remains standing in the opening of the rough shelter of branches surrounding the wagon, holding the dead hare by its hindlegs; from the nostrils tiny drops of blood stain the trodden grass. She doesn’t look up.

He can still turn back. She won’t even know that he has been there; the last dogs have disappeared long ago, with the Hottentots. What is it that drives one from one’s familiar wilderness to the ultimate outspan of a trek like this? What is it that compels one to follow a wagon for weeks on end, tracking it like a dog or a beast of prey? What is it one cannot annihilate in oneself, which forces one to circle a camping site restlessly, endlessly, drawing ever closer?

He can still go away. But he stands looking at her, like many times  in the past weeks, only so much closer now, and openly. Her long dark hair is loose over her shoulders, which are narrow and hunched, as if she has grown younger and much more weary overnight, no longer a woman but barely a girl. The blue dress with white embroidery and without any trace of the padding and stiffening and hoops of the Cape, now crumpled and dirty. Last night she slept in it and today, for the first time on the journey, she hasn’t changed or washed herself or even combed her hair.

Here I am. Five years has been enough; too much.

Something finally makes her look up: not sound, but silence. The wind which has blown steadily through the days, raging past the camp last night, tearing branches from the hedge, tugging the wagon sail from the plaited reeds of the bodywork and shredding it to bits, has suddenly died down.

‘Who are you?’ That is the first thing she says as she notices him and draws back on her seat, after the initial shock about his clothes.

‘My name is Adam Mantoor.’ He doesn’t move, except to readjust his grip on the hare’s legs.

‘Who are you?’

There is something almost comic about the situation. He comes a few steps nearer to reassure her, but misinterpreting his move she grabs one of the blunderbusses and jumps up.

‘Don’t move!’

He hesitates, and gives another step.

She pulls the trigger, but nothing happens. Dropping the gun, she looks round in bewilderment, then picks up one of the long pistols and hurls it at him. He has to duck, or else she would have hit him. Now he knows for sure. Calmly he comes to the wagon and puts down the hare. She begins to retreat under the canvas roof, her hair clinging to her cheeks. He grabs the gun. After the briefest of struggles she lets go, too scared even to try and hide.

From one of the open bags Adam takes a handful of powder, weighs it in his palm and, under her wide-eyed stare, pours it down the barrel, gently secures a plug, then rams down a measure of lead. Cocking the gun so that the flint stands up like a snake ready to attack, he offers her the rifle, the ornate butt turned towards her.

Without removing her eyes from him she takes the gun.

‘What do you want?’

He shrugs. The jacket is too large for him.

‘Wait,’ she says suddenly, withdrawing into the tent and returning after a few seconds with a copper mug in her hand. ‘Brandy.’ She  motions to her mouth. ‘Drink.’ Repeating, with more emphasis, as he fails to react, ‘Drink.’

Adam shakes his head and puts the mug on the front seat beside the dead hare.

‘You must go away now,’ she orders, reassured by the loaded gun in her hands. ‘My husband will be back at any moment.’

‘No. He got lost.’

‘He’ll shoot you dead if he finds you here.’

‘With his gun full of water?’

‘How do you know . . .?’ she asks, taken aback. Then, with renewed resentment, ‘You watched him! For how long have you been spying on us?’

He makes a vague gesture which draws her attention back to the broad cuff of his brocaded sleeve.

‘Those are his clothes. You killed him and stole all his things!’

‘I’ve had these clothes for a long time.’

No, Erik Alexis was not wearing this outfit when he left yesterday morning, following the scarlet bird. But ten days ago, a fortnight perhaps, it’s noted in the Journal: they thought the Hottentots had stolen it.

‘So it was you.’

Another shrug.

‘They belong to my husband.’

‘What about it?’

‘Who do you think you are speaking to?’

Yes, he’s thinner than Erik Alexis. Same height, more or less, but much thinner. Actually he looks ridiculous wearing that expensive blue jacket and the floral waistcoat and those breeches, with neither hat nor stockings to go with them, and those rough buckskin shoes. A clown in the wilderness. I don’t know what you’ve come for. I don’t want you here, I’m scared of you. But I need someone to help me. He stayed away all day yesterday. It wasn’t the first time he has wandered off like this in pursuit of some exotic bird or beast but he’s never stayed away a night before. And such a night.

And yet she did sleep. Probably through pure fatigue and fear, hardly conscious of the storm that raged. The dogs disappearing one by one: two in a fight with the lion, another dragged off by a hyena, others shot by the Bushmen they tried to pursue, the rest treacherously running off with the Hottentots. Van Zyl becoming more and more unmanageable, stealing brandy and picking quarrels, hiding behind  shrubs to catch glimpses of her changing or bathing; then running off into the bush; the pistol shot. ‘The Hottentots can help me bury him. You stay away, it’s not a pretty sight.’ So considerate. But what of the nights or early mornings? The sight of the back of your head in the yellow lantern light, writing your Journals, drawing your map. You’re as bad as old Mr Roloff. If maps could cook you might have married one. You wouldn’t miss the rest. It’s I who have to slake my thirst, and burn. Is this what I left everything for, travelling into the wilderness with you, one flesh? One map, one journal – flesh is much too uncertain and unpredictable for your scientific precision; too indecent and too terrible. The only thing you trust is the length of your barometer, the mercury rising or falling the breadth of a hair. How you punished that Hottentot who broke the spare bottle. You had him stretched out between the wagon wheels, and stood watching as they flogged the life out of him, your pale Swedish hands trembling. And that very night they all deserted us. Are you surprised I slept so well last night? My fear was also relief, release. In the heart of the storm I was safe and protected, much more than ever in your company: in all that violence nothing could touch me. But now another day has passed and tonight I won’t be able to sleep at all. You must be somewhere. But why didn’t you return in answer to my gunshots, until I’d fired off the last one and this savage had to come and load it? I hope you found your beautifully plumed bird after all.

‘Where do you come from?’ she asks.

He turns back with a vague, sweeping gesture including most of the dusky world behind him: tall, gentle slopes bending over into sudden deep ravines overgrown with tangled brushwood: trees she doesn’t know, shrubs she doesn’t know, named by Erik Alexis Larsson, Latin names, meaningless to her ears.

How apt that you should merely motion, saying nothing: for this land has not yet been given a name, certainly not a Latin one; it does not yet exist. And it’s yours, all right, you may have it. But what am I doing here? I must have come in search of something, beyond the Cape and its farthest known mountains, but not this: more mountains, more plains, more valleys and rivers; wind and rain, drought, silence. Not this, it means nothing to me.

Adam moves; she tenses. But he only picks up the hare, this time by the ears, and goes to the grey and black ashes of the fireplace washed out by rain. She watches him intently. He squats down, his back turned to her – I could shoot him now, with the gun he’s loaded himself  – takes out a knife and begins to skin the hare. Rapid, neat flicks of the blade which fascinate her, from the white paws down to the armpits, and across the breastbone towards the stomach. The same colour flesh. She sits down on the wagon seat again, keeping the gun across her knees; but he doesn’t look up once. From the barrel beside the wagon he takes a kettle of water to the fire, as if he has been familiar with the place for a long time. Under the belly of the wagon he finds dry wood. With his back to her he kindles a fire. How? Gusts of whirling smoke, an acrid smell of herbs which suddenly makes her feel nauseous. The smell of the land. He scorches the grill and arranges the hare meat on it.

The sun is down, the sky still glowing. It is impossibly quiet. Behind the nearer hills are farther mountains, different from the porcelain blue ridge of Hottentot’s Holland, larger, bulkier, like vast animals asleep.

While the meat is roasting and the kettle boiling on the fire, he brings in the two remaining oxen and begins to tidy up and strengthen the wind-blown kraal. He is aware of her watching him. He need only look up to see her. But what would there be to say if he did? I know you? I don’t know you? Who are you? What are you doing here? You don’t belong here. We don’t want to know about the Cape here.

It’s not true. For five years I’ve been talking to myself in the wilderness; for five years I’ve never been able to banish the memory of that Mountain and the bay. The best view by far is the one from Robben Island. They bury you in the sand up to your neck and urinate in your mouth. Through their widespread legs you can see the Mountain. Mother is singing in the vineyard: Rock of ages, cleft for me . . . And Grandmother, huddled in her crocheted blanket, mumbles about Padang and about the red and green of hibiscus and shivering touch-me-not leaves.

She has her food on the wagon; he stays beside the fire.

After the meal she puts down her plate and looks up.

‘Bring me some water for washing,’ she orders. Behind her, under the canvas roof of the wagon, a lantern is burning, suspended from a short chain.

He doesn’t move.

‘Did you hear me?’

‘Fetch your own water.’

Even in the light of the fire he can see how pale she has become.

‘I won’t let a slave speak to me like that!’ she says angrily.

‘I’m not a slave.’

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I thought you needed help.’

‘Don’t cheek me.’

‘Why not?’ He gets up quietly.

‘I don’t want you here,’ she flares up, a touch of hysteria in her voice. ‘I can manage perfectly on my own.’

He stands watching her while, pale and with teeth clenched, she climbs off the wagon and comes to fetch the kettle of boiling water from the fire next to him. As she returns to the wagon, she looks back and says viciously: ‘You don’t seem to know your place.’

He makes no response.

‘As soon as my husband comes back . . .’

He turns back leisurely and begins to feed the fire with logs for the night. Moving away from the smoke, later, he can see her shadow against the canvas of the wagon tent. She must be close to the lantern, for the shadow is grotesquely large, yet he cannot look away. He’s never been so close before. She is undressing. Bent over a tub, she begins to wash herself, her arms and body freed from the ample dress. In profile he can see the movement of her breasts, no longer a mere bulge covered by lace and frills, but round and defined.

White, with your black shadow. For five years I’ve been reduced to talking to myself, or to small bands of wandering Hottentots, men-of-men, in the freedom of the wilderness I freely chose. That night when I returned from the island, stumbling out on the sand, half drowned, naked under the sliver of moon, the wind clammy against my shivering body: that night I chose, and knew: this was the way to freedom. Somewhere there it lay in wait for me, ever receding. Beyond what mountain does it begin, across what river? Where does the South stop tugging at one like a tide, back this way, back to people, back to one’s childhood? And there you’re standing with your shadow against the canvas. You’re not even aware of it, unless you despise me so much that you don’t care? – brushing your hair, moving your shoulders and arms. If you turn I can see the points of your taut nipples. You: the ultimate thou-shalt-not, the most untouchable of all, you: white, woman.

Around them lies the thin circle of the kraal and the wild fig-trees. Surrounded by the infinite and determined by it, reduced by it.

In the dark, soon after the light on the wagon has gone out and the warm smell of the wick has vanished, the animals start up. Outside the  fire has died down to a glow. Last night, in the storm and the howling wind there was no sound of animals. But tonight they’re back, distant at first, but approaching until they are quite near. Jackals laughing. Wild dogs barking. And the sound she fears most, the eeriest of all: the cry of hyenas, starting low down and rising to a pitch, like exclamation marks in the dark. The moon is not out yet. Erik Alexis Larsson would have known when the moon was due to wax again, and wane, and disappear. Erik Alexis Larsson would have known everything.

Are they feeding on him tonight? Or are they on their way here, through the futile little fence, past the fire – perhaps even lured by the fire? Hippos will leave the water to come to a light in the dark. Beside a river you named on your map, we were sitting at our small table playing chess that night, the lantern between us, when suddenly the huge thing appeared. You grabbed the lantern and began to run in wide circles, followed by the hippo, until the Hottentots shouted at you to drop the light. You hurled it away from you fleeing in the opposite direction, and the animal stormed the lantern and crushed it into the earth and went away. All you noted in your Journal afterwards was: ‘Discovered that some animals, e.g. the hippopotamus, are lured by light instead of being scared.’

Pushing herself up from her bed she crawls to the front of the fastened tent and opens a corner of one flap. The night feels cool on her face; it’s stuffy inside. After a while she recognises his dark shape beside the fire. She feels an urge to call him, but what is there to say or ask? Her voice is unmanageable in her throat. There he is, but it’s so dark she cannot even make out whether he is looking this way or not. Is he going to keep watch like this all night? Why should he? She doesn’t want him here. He is a threat to her independence, her silence; a threat to her. Yet if he hadn’t been there, like this, tonight, she would surely have died of fear. Should she offer him a gun? Or is it sufficient for him to simply sit out there, dressed in her husband’s Cape clothes which hang so loosely on his tall, thin body? That dark man in the dark.

Elisabeth secures the corner of the flap again. Her hands are trembling, the palms are moist. He’s there, outside. She pulls the embroidered sheet up to her chin. Her eyes pressed shut, she remembers the mulberry tree, the fruit bursting with redness and ripeness. Tonight, oh God, these hyenas will never stop calling. It’s not a pretty sight, he said. And her face is burning like that day in the tree.

He is the first to return to the camp among the wild fig-trees, emerging from the narrow overgrown kloof which runs through the greenish brown hills. It is still hot, even more so in the clothes he hasn’t grown used to, and he has been walking since early morning. In a folded buckskin over his shoulder he carries a small hoard of lightly speckled eggs, carefully removing them at the fireplace where he arranges them in a hollow.

Looking up, he sees her approaching through the trees on the opposite side, tall, with her long dress flapping loosely round her long legs, and strands of dark hair clinging moistly to her forehead and cheeks. As she comes nearer, he notices that she is disturbingly pale, with a bluish hue around her mouth and specks of perspiration on her upper lip. She is not conscious of him at all. Walking right past him she goes to the wagon where she stops, panting lightly, pressing her hands against the splashboard and resting her head on the inside of her elbows. Her sleeves are rolled and he can see the delicate lines of light on the tiny hairs of her forearms.

It is only when he finally gets up that she becomes aware of him, jerking up her head in fear; then, recognising him, she relaxes, her head dropping as before.

‘Would you . . .’ she begins, but stops again, breathing with some difficulty and clenching her teeth. Without completing the question she goes to the back of the wagon and scoops up some water in a jug, pours it into a cup and comes back. This time she sits down on the grass, leaning against the front wheel. And all the time he stands watching her detachedly, perhaps with a touch of malice.

‘The sun too bad for you?’ he asks after a while.

‘No,’ she says stubbornly. ‘It’s nothing. It’s only . . .’ Then her body seems to contract. She gets up hurriedly and runs round the wagon where he can hear her vomiting. It startles him, makes him feel guilty. To occupy himself, he starts breaking wood for the evening fire, but abandons it after a while. At last she returns.

‘You ill?’ he asks.

‘No.’ She sits down, leaning against the wheel as before. She has untied her hair; it is long and soft and dark round her shoulders.

‘There must be something wrong,’ he insists.

‘I’m expecting a child.’ In sudden anger she sits upright. ‘He has no right to leave me at a time like this. He’s never cared for anyone but himself.’ But she is too weary to remain angry. After a while she says, ‘You didn’t find anything, did you?’

‘Not a trace. I’ve been up all the fingers of the kloof. The storm washed away everything.’

It is still early, but he decides to make the fire after all and boil a kettle.

With a tone of complaint in her voice, a tone she loathes, she says, ‘At any other time I wouldn’t have minded the sun at all. It’s just because I . . .’

He stays silent.

‘In the Cape I used to walk for miles,’ she goes on. ‘Whenever my mother turned her back. She always wanted to send a sedan chair along. Once I even climbed the Mountain, all the way.’ She waits for him to react. ‘I often went up the Lion’s Rump, of course, and the Head too. But I climbed the Mountain only once. It’s strange, the way it looks all flat from down below, while it’s so uneven up there, isn’t it? All rocky and craggy and covered with shrubs. There’s a sort of fruit, like small pine-cones, with a springy feeling if you press it in your hand.’ She is still pale, but with colour slowly seeping back into her cheeks. When the men went up, they always brought some of the fruit back and asked us to close our eyes and open our hands. All the screaming and giggling and coy laughter, I couldn’t stand it.

There was wind up there. And the mottled grey cliffs all the way down to the sea. It seemed to stretch out to the ends of the earth, that blue sea. A peculiar sensation standing there, a feeling of recklessness, as if one might do anything one would never dare to do otherwise. I might have taken off my clothes if I had been alone.

She opens her eyes, almost startled to find him there; annoyed.

‘I know the Mountain,’ he admits grudgingly. ‘I went up many times.’

‘You also looked at the sea?’

‘I saw it, yes.’

‘I didn’t want to come down again.’ Why is she talking to him like this? – with all the breathlessness of a Cape girl at a ball, trying to hold the attention of some young officer from a visiting fleet, some official on his way to or from Patria, by blowing up, out of all proportion, her small adventures: picnics and excursions, the flurry of letter-writing and preparations when the cannon booms over the bay and the flags go up and the tavern women start diluting their wines with water.

‘We used to fetch wood on the Mountain,’ he continues, still reluctant, resentful. ‘Then we stayed out all day and only brought back our bundles at sunset.’

‘It must have been hard work carrying the wood.’

‘Not at all. We rolled the bundles downhill, then tied them to poles and carried them like that.’

Her eyes are inscrutable. ‘You’re a slave,’ she says.

‘I’m not!’

The water is boiling.

‘You can come and fetch your tea,’ he says, in sullen antagonism.

‘What did you come to the wagon for?’ she asks with renewed suspicion. ‘What do you want of me? I’ve got nothing.’

‘Why should I come for anything? I just saw the wagon in the bushes and came to see.’

‘You were spying on us. You stole his clothes. You lured him away from here.’

‘You said he was following some bird.’

She leans back again, avoiding his eyes. ‘You’ll have to take me home,’ she says. ‘I must get back to the Cape.’

‘The Cape?’ he asks. ‘Why should I go back there?’

I can’t stay here, can I?’ She holds the cup tightly between both hands. ‘I must find people. I can’t . . .’

‘There are bands of Hottentots that way.’ He points.

‘What use are they to me?’

He glares at her in silence. Why should I pity you? I should have stayed clear of the wagon altogether. Don’t think because I’m here . . .

‘I’m on my way to the sea,’ he says, averting his eyes. ‘Perhaps we’ll find a farmhouse or a trek on the way.’

The sea, anywhere near the sea, rather than this endless undulating land.

‘But we can’t go before we’ve found him,’ she protests. ‘He must have hurt himself or something. Suppose he comes back and finds I’m gone?’

‘He left you.’

‘No, he didn’t. He was only following a bird. He’ll come back.’

‘Will he pull the wagon for you?’

‘He’ll know how to get us out of here. After all, he’s a man.’ Resenting herself for saying so. Hearing again the cry of the new-born baby behind the door as her father came out with hunched shoulders, stopping as he saw her. ‘Where have you been?’ she asked in quiet accusation. ‘Why do you want to know?’ he replied. She could feel her face burning: ‘Is that another of your bastards? And what’s going to  happen to him?’ ‘Mind your tongue, Elisabeth,’ he said. ‘It’s none of your business.’ She snapped at him in rage: ‘You think a slave is nothing but a woman!’ Thinking: and a woman no more than a slave. The impotent anger in his tired eyes. ‘Go up to your room, Elisabeth, and stay there till tonight.’

‘We have to stay here,’ she insists. ‘In case he comes back. Afterwards, all right.’ Oh God, the sea.

He thinks: In summer, the warm semen smell of the milkbushes on the beaches of the Cape. All that I’ve given up. And now, after all these years.

Dusk has begun to fall. Down in the valley the hadedas are crying, coming up over the hills.

‘Why do they cry like that?’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s terrifying. Like a scream of death.’

He laughs derisively.

‘Where do you live?’ she asks on a sudden impulse.

‘Nowhere.’

‘I want to know why you’ve come here,’ she demands with some vehemence. Continuing, as he remains silent, ‘I know you’re just trying to catch me off my guard.’ She gets up nervously and begins to rearrange the guns and pistols on the wagon. ‘You’re waiting for a chance. But I warn you, I’m watching you. And if ever you dare . . . Even if I have to kill myself . . .’ She swallows back a sob choking her voice. ‘You understand? You have no right. I’m pregnant. And you’re just a slave.’

He watches her in silence. A small twig snaps in his hand. The short sharp sound hits her like a gunshot. He is breathing deeply, trying to control himself before he replies.

‘Slave,’ he says after a while, ‘slave! That’s all you can say. But I’ve had enough of it now, you hear? “No right”!’

You may have the right to chop off my leg. But then to tell me I have no right to walk straight – that I won’t allow. Watching her, he sees her trembling. Then he turns round abruptly and walks off towards the opening in the fence.

‘You can’t go away now!’ she says. ‘It’s getting dark. You can’t just leave me here like this. You’ve got to take me home, you’ve got to. Come back.’

Adam looks round. ‘You scared?’

She doesn’t answer.

You’re trying to order me around because you’re shit-scared, because you have no say over me. Not much authority you’ve got here. Suddenly he feels almost sorry for her.

‘You want eggs for supper?’ he asks clumsily. ‘I robbed some nests in the kloof.’

The day of the loft. Where we always went after the day’s work or games, Lewies and me. The other children of the Baas were too small for us. Long days of summer, naked in the cold mountain stream beyond the silver trees and the newly planted oaks. Riding on the wine-wagon to the Companyes shed in town. Setting snares for the small grey buck trampling the wheat and barley in the early morning. Bareback riding on the calves behind the farthest wall of the kraal, tumbling in dust and dung. And then, always, up the wooden stairs to the high loft with the sweet smell of raisins we’d helped dry in autumn, from the bursting-ripe hanepoot grapes. Squatting in the fragrant dusk among processed hides and piles of bush-tea and the two yellow-wood coffins, ever ready, crammed with dried fruit, telling him all the remembered stories of my grandmother. At first he’d always accompanied me to the backyard to listen to her telling them, stringing the musical names on the threads of her memory, Tjilatap, Palikpapan, Djocjacarta and Smeroes, Padang and Burubudur; but after her hands had grown gnarled with arthritis and useless for any work, the Bass had freed her and she’d gone down to town, to a little shack of wood and clay and grass high up on the Lion’s Rump. And since then it was I who had to retell her stories to Lewies sitting up there in the loft eating our sweet raisins. There was nothing secretive about it; the loft had never, like the cellar, been forbidden to us. It was part of our day’s routine, with its smells of cinnamon and buchu and salted fish and dried fruit, of wild sour-figs and tanned hides. That was why I couldn’t understand it all, that day Lewies had gone to Hout Bay with his father and a stranger from Patria: towards four in the afternoon, coming from the mountainside where I’d been robbing birds’ nests, I felt hungry, so I went up to the loft and took some raisins; and on my way down the ladder the Madam stopped me.

‘What have you got there, Adam?’

‘Raisins, Madam.’ I showed them to her.

‘Where did you get them?’

‘Up there, Madam. In the loft, Madam.’

‘Who gave you permission?’

‘But, Madam!’

That was all I could say to him, too, when the men returned at sunset and she gave me up to them:

‘But, Baas! But, Baas!’

‘Won’t one ever get this streak out of you people?’ he said. ‘Well, then you’ll have to learn the hard way.’

I still didn’t understand what was happening, not even when two slaves were called to spread me over the wooden wheelbarrow and tear the clothes off my body. I began to cry as the thongs round my wrists and ankles gnawed into my skin.

‘But, Baas, I always went up there with Lewies for raisins!’

He turned round to Lewies who was still holding the horses. ‘That true, Lewies?’

‘It’s a lie, Pa.’

That’s what he said, my inseparable pal of the mountain stream and the wine-wagon and the calves behind the stone wall. It’s a lie.

‘You’re still young, Adam, and you’ve got a lot to learn. So we’ll make it only one pipe.’

And then he sat down on the bottom rung of the loft ladder and lit his pipe, watching detachedly while the two yard-slaves used the good hippo-hide sjamboks to cut my thighs and buttocks and my back with blow after blow, as neatly as if a knife had done it, causing the warm ticklish blood to run down my sides. Afterwards the Madam brought the small brown box to rub salt into the cuts, while I screamed and pissed into the wheelbarrow.

‘But, Ma, it’s him,’ I sobbed that night, shivering with cold-fever on my heap of skins while she tended the wounds with gentle herbs. She wasn’t crying, not she. She was as calm as always. ‘It’s Lewies who always took me up there with him, Ma. He never said I mustn’t. And now he told the Baas I lied. It’s not right, Ma!’

‘How do we know what’s right?’ she said soothingly. ‘Look at me. I was born a Hottentot, by rights I should be free. But the Honkhoikwa, the White men with smooth hair, they know better. It’s them what decide, it’s us what got to listen.’

‘No, Ma!’

‘You better listen, ’fore you got no skin left on your arse.’

‘But I don’t understand, Ma.’

‘Who is us to understand? Quiet now, Aob. Shh. The Baas said you must start early in the morning.’

Aob. That was me. That is my name. The one she gave me, the one not known to anybody but her and me. Adam to the world – but Aob  to us while her hands are soothing my body in the dark, Aob when she tells me about her people roaming free in the wilderness over the mountains, following their cattle and their fat-tailed sheep as the seasons come and go, stopping at the many stone graves of the great Hunter Heitsi-Eibib scattered across the land. And Aob here, now. But to her I said: Adam Mantoor.

And that was the day when, for the first time, I discovered the difference. There was one I for the Honkhoikwa; another secret I for myself and my mother: that name she brought with her from that nameless land across the many mountains.

‘I can suck the poison of the snake out of you,’ said the old woman who found me beside the anthill; spitting it out over my shoulder. ‘That’s easy. But there’s nothing I can do about the poison of the Honkhoikwa.’

‘Your eggs are ready,’ he announces.

She is sitting on the wagon. Behind her, under the arched canvas roof, hangs the lantern; her face is as dark as his own. Stiffly, proudly she comes to fetch her plate at the fire, hesitating just as she is about to turn back.

‘Listen,’ she says. ‘I didn’t mean to . . . When I said . . . It’s just that I don’t know what’s going to happen any more. I felt so sure we’d find him today.’

‘Tell me about the Cape,’ he interrupts her brusquely.

‘What do you want to know about the Cape? Why do you ask?’

‘That’s what I’ve come for.’

‘But there’s nothing I can tell which you . . . It’s so long ago we left, I can hardly remember. When I do think back it’s of long ago, childhood things.’

‘I want to know.’

She sits down. After a while she begins to speak, right past him, as if he isn’t there at all. ‘Sundays in the big church. Mother always wanted to get closer to the pulpit, but the seats were allocated in a fixed order. And then the Castle. We went to all the receptions. The streets filling up with people when the ships came in. Evenings on the stoep, before supper – the grown-ups with glasses of white wine with a touch of absinthe or aloe, my father sometimes allowed me to taste it. After supper, the women and girls together in one room, talking or playing games; and the men next door, or back to the stoep in summer, with the slaves taking them pipes and tobacco and arrack and sopies. I always tried to slip out to watch them and listen to them. Their great voices booming outside in talk or laughter, so much more interesting  than the women with their dainty little coffee-cups and their Moselle with sugar or aqua seltzer.’ She looks away, the way she did before when she forgot about his presence; as if she hasn’t spoken for a long time and finds it impossible to control herself any more. ‘Once there was a bullfight at the Castle, it was a Sunday afternoon. They partitioned off the courtyard and chased in a bull, an enormous animal, all black, with great shoulders and wild horns. I can still remember the muscles moving under its skin, it was like hares running. And how it snorted and kicked up the dust and stormed the partition with the sound of wood splintering and women shrieking. And then they chased in the dogs and they charged the bull. As soon as they grabbed him by the nose he would fling them into the air like old rags. But there were too many of them, they attacked him from all sides. His shoulders, his thighs, his belly, his tail, his nose, everything. The noise was quite deafening, all that barking and yelping and bellowing. Once he stumbled and fell down. Some of the dogs tore pieces of flesh out of him. It was terrible, and the people seemed to go mad. Then he got up again. His nose was all torn and bleeding. But he kept on swiping at them. Once or twice he caught a dog on his horns; their guts were wrapped around his head and there was blood pouring into his eyes. I wanted to leave, I simply couldn’t bear to look any longer, I thought I’d be sick any moment. But my legs were too lame to carry me. I began to cry. They were all shouting and screaming so much that nobody even heard me. And when I looked again, after a long time, the bull was on the ground and they were fighting one another and tearing him to pieces. There was nothing left of his beautiful black skin and all those moving muscles, everything was covered with blood and sand and dung. I never knew dying could be so sordid. And so unnecessary. He’d been so powerful, his muscles had moved so. But in the end it was just a mess, that dung and sand and blood, nothing beautiful, nothing strong, just a horrible mess.’ She has started crying. Her hands are grasping the plate so tightly that he is afraid it may break.

‘Why did you tell me all this?’ he asks, bewildered.

She shakes her head. Slowly she recovers, and blows her nose. For a long time she sits looking down at the food on her plate. You don’t even know the worst, she thinks, depleted. This, that when we went home I was no longer feeling upset or depressed. There was a wonderful lightness inside me as if I’d resolved everything that had ever troubled me. I felt quite dizzy, like the few times my father had  offered me a sip of arrack. It was as if I’d been involved in something very beautiful.

Her eiderdown lies spread out on the grass. On it, one side held in position by jars of brandy containing lizards and a couple of small snakes, the other pressed down by her knees, she has opened the large map drawn by Erik Alexis Larsson – the map with its narrow segment of lines and signs and detailed inscriptions surrounded by a white expanse bearing only the tentative information suggested by Kolb and De la Caille and elephant hunters, and Hottentots bribed with copper or beads, brandy or a few lengths of chewing tobacco. This and this I know for sure, look, it is drawn and inscribed very precisely; there is no doubt at all about this river’s course; that mountain range with all its foothills I have explored and noted; on these plains the summer rainfall is low. But the rest? There may be literally anything, Monomotapas, regions inhabited by white men with long smooth hair, fabulous animal kingdoms, gold, Africa.

‘Come here!’ she calls, and he approaches. She smoothens a crease on the map. ‘Show me the way to the sea from here,’ she says.

‘The sea?’ He turns back and motions with his arm, that way, very far, to the right of the morning sun.

‘No, I want you to show me here,’ she says impatiently. ‘On the map.’

He kneels down opposite her, frowning, studying the map with suspicion and curiosity.

‘This is where we are.’ She points. ‘Here is the curve of the sea. But what route are we going to follow, in which direction?’

He shakes his head, rises on his knees and repeats his gesture to the south-east.

‘Haven’t you seen a map before?’

He looks at her suspiciously, sullenly.

‘This is the Cape,’ she explains tensely. ‘Here are the Hot Springs. Then Swellendam. These are the Outeniqua Mountains. This is the way we came. Now show me . . .’

‘Why do you ask me?’ he says fiercely. ‘You call this your land?’ He grabs the map and pulls it from under the jars; a couple are overturned and start leaking into the grass. He flings the map down again and spits on the ground. ‘You can crumple it and throw it away. You think it makes any difference to the land out there?’

‘Leave my map alone!’ she says sharply, amazed by his sudden  explosion, by the unexpectedness and
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