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1. The forgotten factor 
zn southern African history 

LEONARD THOMPSON 

The history of southern Africa is now being seen in a new pers
pective. Until recently, the study and writing of southern African 
history have reflected the social structure of the area. Historians 
have been mainly concerned with the activities of the white 
community, which did not obtain a permanent foothold at the 
Cape until the second half of the seventeenth century. They 
have tended to ignore, or to treat very summarily, the history 
of the African peoples before they were subjected to white 
ovcr-rule. 1 The pre-conquest African societies arc therefore a 
forgotten factor in southern African history. In so far as they 
were the subjects of academic enquiry at all, they were left to 
archaeologists, linguists, ethnologists, and physical and social 
anthropologists. 

It is to social anthropologists that we owe most of our know
ledge of African societies before they were subjected to white 
supremacy; 2 and it is in the departments of social anthropology, 
rather than the history departments, 3 that a generation of South 
African students has bad theopportunityofstudyingthcm. But social 
anthropologists arc not, as such, historians; and most of the works 
of social anthropologists have been synchronic or comparative 

1 Sec, for example, C. F. J. 1Vluller, editor l')flw11dcrd Jaar S11id-Afrikaa11se Geskiederiis, 
Pretoria and Cape Town 1968. This, the most recent Afrikaans history of South 
,\frica, starts with the Portuguese voyages round the Cape of Good Hope and relegates 
the history of the African peoples to an appendix, pp. 435-55. 
0 Sec, for example, !\'lax Gluckman 'The Kingdom of the Zulu', in African Political 
Sptems, edited by 1\I. Fortes and E. E. Evans-Pritchard London 19,,0; Hilda Kuper 
An African Aristocrac_y London 1947; Isaac Schapera Governmerzt a11d Politics in Tribal 
Societies London 1956, The Etlmic Co111J;ositio11 of Tm·ana Tribes London 1952 and 
numerous other works on the Tswana; and, especially, 1\1onica \,Vilson's four chapters 
in !vfonica \Nilson and Leonard Thompson, editors Th, Oxford History of South Africa 
Vol. 1 Oxford 1969. 

3 Hitherto, the Department of History in the University of Rhodesia has given 
much more attention to the history of the African population than the departments of 
history in the Republic. 
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studies, rather than studies of the processes of change in specific 
societies. •1 

During the last two decades, non-academic writers have also 
become interested in African societies and have written several 
books about them-mostly biographies of African rulers. 5 These 
tend to be somewhat romantic works, mixing fact with fiction 
and lacking the technical apparatus of scholarly writing. Never
theless, they arc based on solid research. It is regrettable that 
professional historians in South Africa have hccll slow to respond 
to the challenges presented by these non-academic authors as 
well as by the social anthropologists. 

However, as a concomitant of the closure of the colonial era in 
Africa north of Angola, Rhodesia, and ?vioc_;ambiquc, the history 
of African societies has acquired recognition as a valid and 
necessary field of study in many history departments outside 
southern Africa during the last decade. There arc now centres of 
African studies, with history as a major ingredient, not only in 
tropical African universities such as those in lbadan and Dar cs 
Salaam, but also in many universities in eastern and western 
Europe, Asia and America; and it is 'in those centres, especially, 
that the history or African peoples, neglected by professional 
historians during the colonial period, is now being patiently 
and systematically unravelled. The African historian of today is 
less influenced than his predecessors by the racial barriers to 
thought created by the colonial system. I-le is also transcending the 
disciplinary barriers that used to deter historians from concerning 
themselves with the experiences of societies and social groups in 
the periods before they produced written records. 

Culturally, as well as geographically, southern Africa is and 
always has been part of the continent of Africa. Throughout the 
ages, ideas, techniques, institutions, goods, and people have 
crossed the Zambezi and the Limpopo Rivers. Historians of central 
and eastern Africa clisrcgarcl southern African history at the peril 
of leaving gaps in their knowledge of the history of their own 

• The gap between social anthropologists and historians is no longer as wide as it 
once was, when anthropologists paid very little attention to discrete historical situations 
and historians were not much interested in social analysis. 
5 Sec, for example, P. Becker Path of Bfood: The Rise aTld Conquests of 1\1:::ilikazi, Fo11nda 
of the Jfatabclc London 1962 and Rule of Fear: The life and Times of Di11gane, King of the 
,<11111 London 1964; E. A. Ritter Shaka Zulu London 1955; and also the much more 
scholar!}' work by Donald R. :\forris The Washing of the Spears: A Histo~y of the Z11l11 
Xatiori zmda Shaka and its Fall in the Zulu IVar of 1879 New York 1965. 
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areas; and historians of southern Africa disregard the history_ of 
African peoples, inside and outside the Republic of South Afnca 
and Rhodesia, at the peril of failing to comprehend the majority 
of the inhabitants of their region. Historical processes in the 
tropics and sub-tropics have not merely been paralleled, but 
demonstrably related. This is true of the succession of Stone Age 
cultures; it is true of the domestication of sheep and cattle, the 
cultivation of millet, and the mining and smelting of iron, gold 
and copper; and it is true of the spread of the Negroid peoples 
and the Bantu languages. It is also true of more recent phenomena. 
For example, whereas the Fish Ri,·cr area was the ultimate 
frontier zone produced by the expansion of dark-skinned, Bantu
speaking, herding and cultivating peoples from the north, the 
Kenya highlands were the ultimate frontier zone produced by the 
expansion or light-skinned, Afrikaans- and English-speaking 
peoples from the south, as well as from Europe. ~loreover, 
whereas in the first half or the nineteenth century dark-skinned 
warrior bands from Natal conquered parts of Rhodesia, Zambia, 
Tanzania, and 1Ioc;ambique, in the second half of the twentieth 
century there was a reverse movement by white people, some of 
whom retreated from decolonized territories in central and East 
J\frica to the white supremacy bastion in Rhodesia and Africa. 

The lacunas in southern African historical knowledge cannot be 
attributed to a dearth of data. Compared with most parts of sub
Saharan Africa, there is an enormous quantity of relevant source 
material waiting to be exploited by historians of African societies 
in southern Africa. 11uch of this information is available in archives 
and libraries in Europe and America. It includes books and articles 
written by white travellers, missionaries, traders, officials, and 
settlers, who were first-hand observers of African societies, starting 
with narratives by some of the Portuguese who penetrated the 
Zambezi valley or were shipwrecked on the south-cast African 
coast in the sixteenth century;G a large number of more or less 
specialized articles in learned journals by archaeologists, ethnol
ogists, anthropologists, and linguists; 7 and several crucial com
pilations of the oral traditions of African communities, notably 
those made by the amateur historians A. T. Bryant, D. F. 

0 Some of these arc collected and translated into English in G. i\,L Thea! (editor), 
Records of South-Eastern Africa 8 volumes London 1898-1903. 
7 

:\ select bibliography of such articles is soon to be published in Stanford California 
compiled by Leonard Thompson, Richard Elphick and Inczjarrick. ' ' 

D 



4- Leonard ThomJ;s011 

Ellenberger, J. C. :\lacgregor, S. i\l. l\lolema, J. I-I. Soga, and 
G. \\'. Stow, and the ethnologists P. L. Brcutz and N . .J. van 
\Varmclo. 8 l\Iorcovcr, the extensive works or G. l\l. Thea!, not
withstanding his strong bias and (in his Histo,J' of South Africa) his 
failure to acknowledge his sources, arc in one respect much more 
'modern' than many more recent writings on South African 
history: they say a great deal about Africans and much of what 
they say is based on oral traditions collected in the nineteenth 
century. 9 There arc also rich hoards of unpublished documents: 
in official archives in London, The Hague, and Lisbon; in 
missionary archives in Great Britain, France, l taly, Germany, 
Norway, and the United States; and in other collections scattered 
through Europe and America, especially in Britain. 

l\Iuch necessary and significant work can be clone on the basis 
of these materials alone. Nevertheless, many types of problems 
can only be investigated in depth by research inside southern 
Africa. There arc wide ranges of unique documents in the official 
archives in Pretoria, Cape Town, Bloemfontein, Pieterrnaritzburg, 
and Salisbury; in the South African Public Library, the 
Parliamentary Library, and the library of the South African 
i\Juseum in Cape Town; and in the libraries of some of the 
universities and municipalities (notably the Killie Campbell 
collection at Natal University and the collections 111 the 
Johannesburg Public Library). 

In addition, much intensive field-work is still to be clone inside 
southern Africa to uncover various types of latent information. 
Archaeologists ha\'e already made important discoveries in 
southern African sites that were occupied by man in the more 
remote millennia and this work must and will continue; but, 
except in Rhodesia, not nearly so much attention has been given 

• :\. T. Bryant Oldm Times i11 ,<11l11lmul mu/ .Yatal London 1929, Bn11t11 Origi11s Cape 
Town 1963 and His/or>" of the ,<11/r, awl Neighbo11ri11g Tribes Cape Town 1964; D. F. 
Ellen bcrgcr and J. C. l\ lacgrcgor HiJ/or_y of the Bamto, A11cie11t a11d Alodcm I .on don 1912; 

J. C. :\Iacgrcgor Bas11/o Traditio11s Cape Town 1 905; S. l\l. l\Iolcma 7 he Ba11t11, Past a11d 
Present Edinburgh 19:.w; .J. H. Soga The Soulh-Eas/em Ba11t11 Johannesburg 1930; G. \V. 
Stow The ,Yntit·e Races of South Africa London 1905; P. L. Brcutz The Tribes of the 
Rus/e11burg a11d Pilamlsberg Districts Pretoria 1953 and The Tribes of the 1Harico District 
Pretoria 195-}; :\' . .J. \'an \Varmclo Co11lrib11tio11s to,,·ar<ls Vmda His/or;•, Religion a11d Tribal 
Ritual Pretoria 1932, Ilislor;• of 1'latiwa11e mul the A111a11g1,·a11e Tribe, as told by ,Hsebe11zi to 
his kinsman .-1/bcrt J-Jlo11gu·a11e Pretoria 1938, The Cojipcr ,\liners of 1\!11si11a a11d the Ear(>• 
His/or;• of the ,Zoutj;amberg Pretoria 19.10, and Tra11smal Kdebcle Texts Pretoria 1930. 
• G. l\I. Thea! /Jislor;· of South 11ftica 11 \'Olumes re\'iscd edition London 1919-1926, 
R,cords of the Ca/it Color()' 36 \'Olumcs, London I 897 and I 905, Bas11tola11d Rtcords 3 
volumes, Cape Town 1883, and Records ofSouth-Eas/em Africa, op. cit. 
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to those sites that were occupied in the last millennium or two 
and that arc of major interest to the historian. In this respect 
Sourh !\frica lags far behind Rhodesia, where, thanks no doubt to 
the conspicuous presence of the Zimbabwe ruins, a great deal of 
professional work has been clone on the archaeological legacy of 
the ancestors of the Shona peoples. The historian also requires 
more extensive and systematic comparati\'e studies of the Bantu 
languages spoken in southern r\frica than have so far been 
made, because historical inferences J1ow from a clear under
standing of the relations between these languages and their differ
ing degrees of incorporation or alien sounds, morphology, and 
\·ocabulary. 

Historians lack the specialized training of anthropologists, 
archaeologists, and linguists, but as we define our needs more 
clearly we shall be able to encourage specialists to do more to 
satisfy them than they have in the past. ?\Jorcovcr, we historians 
arc ourscl\'es capable of building on the existing body of recorded 
oral traditions. l\lost of the major compilations of the traditions 
of the 1\frican peoples of southern 1\frica were not rccorclccl 
systematically and have been transmitted to us embedded in the 
non-scientific ass um pt ions of their compilers. 10 It is therefore 
necessary to handle these compilations with extreme rigour: to 
check them for internal consistency, to compare them with other 
publications, and to search out, record and correlate the traditions 
that still sun·ive among African communities. Unfortunately, 
these living traditions arc now being distorted and even elimin
ated at an extremely rapid rate, as a consequence of the drastic 
changes that the African communities arc experiencing. There is, 
for example, a prodigious feed-back into the living traditions from 
the published works: the most illiterate informant is liable to cite 
as tradition facts and interpretations that he has derived at second 
hand from Bryant, or Soga, or Ellenberger. Nevertheless, rich 
veins or tradition remain to be tapped and when the work is clone 
by well-informed, skilled and imaginative people the return can 
be substantial. This has been demonstrated by D. P. Abraham. 
He has discovered among the Shona peoples of Rhodesia traditions 
that include valuable information about events in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries and he has shown that this information 
dovetails with documentary evidence written in those centuries 
10 This applies 10 the works of Bryant, Ellenberger, Jvlacgregor, ~vlolema, Soga and 
Stow listed in footnote 8 on page 4. 
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by Portuguese who pl'ln:trat('(I i11lo Sl1()11a l'!JU11try from the East 
African coast. 11 

As the study of 1\frican history l1as devdopcd in uni\·crsitics in 
tropical 1\frica and in Europe and America in recent years, 
historians have begun to pay attention Lo the southern as well as 
the tropical parts or the eonti ncn t, asking the same sorts of 
questions and applying the same sorts of techniques that their 
fellows arc using farther north. By 1908 it was evident that the 
time had come when it would be fruitful for some of these his
torians, and also some archaeologists and social anthropologists, 
to meet and pool their ideas and their knowledge. Accordingly, 
the Chancellor's Committee on International and Comparative 
Studies of the University of California, Los Angeles, provided 
funds for a conference which was held in Lusaka with the co
operation of the University of Zambia in July 1968. The other 
chapters in this book consist of revised versions of thirteen of the 
papers that were discussed at that conference. 

In the rest of this chapter, I indicate the main themes that arc 
dealt with in the succeeding chapters, so that the reader may see 
the appearance of the wood as a whole before he becomes involved 
with the individual trees. The chapters fall into four groups. We 
have two contributions by professional archaeologists. Then there 
arc chapters by a social anthropologist and three historians, dealing 
with changes in African societies before the nineteenth century. 
The next three chapters deal with the transformation of African 
societies related to the career of Shaka. Finally, we have four 
chapters on aspects of the interactions between African societies 
and white people during the nineteenth century. 

Taking a broad geographical canvas, D. \V. Phillipson sums 
up the archaeological evidence that is now available concerning 
changes in material culture in southern Africa as a whole during 
the first millennium A.D. By the beginning or the Christian era, 
hunting and gathering populations, who used stone tools and 
were of what is known as bushboskop physical type, were wide
spread in southern Africa. Then, during the first millennium A.D., 

a series of crucial changes took place in some areas. Iron, copper 
and gold were mined and smelted; pottery was made; cattle and 
sheep were used; and sorghum and other crops were cultivated. 
Thanks to the radiocarbon elating process, the chronology of the 

11 D. P. Abrnham 'Ethno-history of the Empire of l'vlutapa' in The Historia11 in Tropical 
Africa edited by J. Vansina, R. ;\launy, and L. V. Thomas, London 1964. 



The Jorgotten Jactor in southern .AJrican history 7 
beginnings of iron-working and pottery-making at many sites in 
Zambia and Rhodesia is now approximately established. ,veil 
before A.D. 1 ooo, people were working iron at numerous places in 
Zambia and Rhodesia, and also in the Northern Transvaal. In 
Swaziland iron was being worked as early as the fifth century. 
Furthermore, skeletal remains show that these inno\'ations were 
probably associated with the advent into southern Africa from 
the north-west of new population elements of Negroid physical 
type. 

In the third chapter, Brian Fagan confines his attention to the 
area south of the Limpopo and discusses the present state of 
knowledge concerning de,·clopments there after A.D. 1000. At 
present, this knowledge is depressingly meagre, not because it 
cannot be found, but because insufficient efforts have been made 
to find it. Howc,·cr, we do know that in the Limpopo valley and 
the Soulpansbcrg there were, in the first half of the second 
millennium, communities whose material culture was associated 
with that oC the contcmpora11cous Rhodesian iron-working and 
food-producing populations, about whom much more is known, 
at Bamhanclyanalo in about the eleventh century, al :\Japungubwe 
in about the liCtccnth century, and at Palabora from perhaps 
the ninth century onwards. \\'e also ha,·c scattered evidence that 
at some places in the Trausvaal high \'Cid people were smelting 
iron ancl making pottery in styles similar lo northern Transvaal 
and Rhodesian pottery from about the eleventh century onwards; 
and at several sites along the Natal coast there have been con
siderable finds oI'poltery, which ha\·c not yet been elated and have 
only been loosely classified. 

This archaeological evidence is invaluable; nevertheless, by 
itself it raises more problems than it soh-cs. If, as seems evident, 
the San ('Bushmen') arc the latter-day heirs of the Stone Age 
populations, what arc the historical antecedents of the Khoikhoi 
people, whom the whites have called 'Hottcntots', who were 
pastoralists and pottery-makers but not cultivators or iron
workers, who spoke click languages and who were of bushboskop 
physical type? 1 ~ To what extent was the food-producing and 
metal-,,·orking rc,·olution a product of the immigration of peoples, 
'"Terminology has been a source of great confusion in southern African history. The 
names 'Bushmen' and 'l lottentots' were coined by white people and ha\'e a derogatory 
connotation; the indig<'nous names San and Khoikhoi arc to be preferred. Sec the 
Preface by :\[onica Wilson and Leonard Thompson (editors) in The Ox.ford History o.f 
South Africa Volume I Oxford 1969 for a fuller statement on this question. 
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as distinct from being a local, indigenous clcvclopmcnl? \Vhat 
sorts of processes lay behind the spread of the Negroid physical 
type and the Bantu languages in southern Africa? \Vere immi
grations large or small in scale, of short or long duration, from a 
single source or from more than one? \ \'hat were the processes of 
interaction between food-producing and iron-working peoples and 
the hunting and collecting communities who were previously the 
sole occupants of the Janel? \Vhat were the processes of change 
among the foocl-proclucing societies once they were established in 
southern Africa? Hmv, for example, clicl the Bantu-speaking 
communities of southern Africa, such as the Shona, the Sotho, and 
the l'\guni, become clifferentiatecl from one another? \\'hat, 
furthermore, arc the connections between the Iron Age 
archaeological sites cliscussecl by Phillipson and Fagan and the 
modern communities of southern Africa? 

Both D. \V. Phillipson and Brian Fagan speculate about some 
of these problems. For example, Phillipson suggests that all the 
crucial ingredients in the Iron Age culture were brought into 
South and East Africa from the north-west by Negroid peoples 
in the first millennium A.D. They spread as far as the Transvaal 
and Natal and a little farther. South and west of that region 
some of the indigenous peoples took over the stock-raising and 
the pottery-making inno,·ations, but without the metal-work
ing and the crop-cultivation (the Khoikhoi or 'J-Iottcntots'), 
while others took over none of the new techniques (the San or 
'Bushmen'). Howe,·cr, Phillipson warns us against the concept of a 
single massive invasion ofNcgroicl peoples. Fagan docs not disagree 
with this. On the other hand, Phillipson and Fagan discern 
different types of interactions between the food-producing and 
the hunting and collecting populations at diffcrern sites and in 
different periods. Phillipson finds c,·idcncc of culture-contact-for 
example of symbiotic relations and of miscegenation-hut he docs 
not cliscm-cr signs of acculturation between the two types of com
munities in the first millennium sites that hm·e been examined. 
Fagan, on the other hand, suggests that at Bambandyanalo, 
starting in about the clc,·cnth century, a predominantly bush
boskop population may have adopted all the crucial ingredients 
in the material culture ofa relatively small number of iron-working, 
food-proclucing, Negroid immigrants. 

Our knowledge concerning each of' these problems would be 
\"astly increased if there were a great stepping-up of archaeological 
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fi.eld-work and laboratory work on the specimens recovered from 
archaeological sites, especially on the pottery, the iron, the pollens, 
and the human and animal remains. Nevertheless, archaeologists 
and related laboratory scientists alone cannot cope with all the 
issues raised in these questions; and the next four chapters show 
that we arc by no means exclusively dependent on them for 
our knowledge. 

In her chapter, l\lo11ica \ \"ilson, writing as a social anthropologist 
with a deep interest in history, advances four arresting suggestions 
concerning the problems we haYe posed. She agrees with D. \V. 
Phillipson that the K hoikhoi arc essentially indigenous South 
Africans, descended from those Stone Age communities who, 
1mlikc the San, acquired cattle in South Africa. Secondly, she 
conceives that there were two distinct streams or immigration 
to South ..-\frica which jointly were responsible for the food
produci11g rc\·olution: one stream of iron-working, Negroid 
peoples from the north-west and another or cattle-keeping people 
from the uorth-cast. Thirdly, and this constitutes the core of her 
paper, she shows how comparatively few people, if they were 
polygynous, patrilincal cattle-keepers with marriage customs 
im·oh·ing the transfer or cattle to the bride's kin, might have 
increased their progeny very rapidly at the expense of other people 
with \vhom they were in contact. And finally she suggests why it 
was that the Ngu11i and the Sotho became differentiated from 
one another in their languages, their marriage customs, their 
settlement patterns, and to some extent in their material cultures: 
partly because the Sotho were more closely associated with the 
immigration from the north-west and the Nguni with the immi
gration from the north-cast, a11d also as a result of different 
processes of interaction with the indigenous San a11d Khoikhoi 
peoples. The last three of these hypotheses arc very striking. They 
arc excellent examples of the contributions that social anthropolo
gists arc peculiarly well-equipped to make to our understanding of 
historical processes in societies before they became literate. The 
reader of Professor \Vi Ison 's chapter will observe, in particular, 
how her speculations, based largely upon cultural comparisons, 
proYidc us with different types of insights into the southern African 
past from those that arc derived primarily from a mastery of the 
arcl1acological record. 

Martin Lcgassick's chapter is the result of rigorous re-examin
ation or the published oral traditions of the African communities 
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of the Transvaal, the Orange Free State, Lesotho, and Eastern 
Botswana. He challenges some of the basic assumptions that 
affected the ways in which the amateur historians, who collected 
the oral traditions of those communities in the late nineteenth 
century and the early twentieth century, understood the traditions 
and synthesized them for publication. In particular, he criticizes 
the assumption that Sotho society in South Africa was the product 
of a massive immigration, or a series of waves of massive immi
gration, of structured groups of people who already had a specific 
and immutable culture. His own contention is that Sotho society, 
as it existed in the nineteenth century, was largely the product of 
local developments inside South Africa. This is, of course, the 
sort of proposition that makes good sense to the historian. 1\lorc
ovcr, one aspect of it is strongly reinforced by TvJonica \Vilson's 
explanation of the capacity of patrilincal, cattle-keeping lineages 
to expand at the expense of other communities. 

How, then, arc we to reconcile the hypotheses of \Vilson and 
Legassick with the archaeological evidence of a series of approxi
mately contemporaneous changes in material cullurc (the intro
duction of iron, pottery, sheep and cattle, and crops), in asso
ciation with the physical anthropologists' c\·idcnce of the advent 
and expansion of the Negroid physical type and the linguists' 
evidence of the expansion of Bantu languages? The answer seems 
to be, firstly, that immigration was certainly an important 
ingredient in these changes in material culture, physical type, and 
language; but secondly, that the immigrants from the north were 
not necessarily nearly as numerous as has generally been supposed 
and that the social and political systems that the Sotho peoples 
had by the nineteenth century were in large part the product of 
centuries of interaction and change within South Africa. 

Lcgassick gives substance to his basic contention by attempting 
to strip the recorded oral traditions of the assumptions in which 
they have been embedded by their compilers and recognizing 
them for precisely what they arc-the traditions of the ruling 
lineages of those chiefdoms that were in existence at the time when 
the traditions were recorded. On this basis, he makes constructive 
suggestions as to the sorts of research that might still be under
taken to obtain more knowledge of the history of the area before 
about A.D. 1500; and he gives a highly original reconstruction of 
the outlines of the subsequent political history of the area. Start
ing in about I 550, he discerns a complicated process involving the 
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repeated fission of two nuclear ruling lineages-the Kwcna and 
the Kgatla; the continuous expansion of the resulting series of 
chiefdoms over most of the Transvaal, Orange Free State, eastern 
Botswana, and northern Lesotho; and the incorporation of most 
of the previous inhabitants of the area into these chiefdoms in 
various ways. Finally, he suggests that by the encl of the eighteenth 
century this process of repeated fission and continuous expansion 
by small Kwena and Kgatla chiefdoms had been slowed up-at 
least in some parts of the arca----as a result of population increase 
and, perhaps, of the growth of long-clistaucc trade; and that a 
movement towards political consolidation had begun, notably 
under the Pedi lineage in the eastern Transvaal. 

ln the next chapter, Shula :darks docs much the same thing for 
the history of the northern Nguni as ;\[artin Legassick has clone 
for the Sotho peoples. But her problem is more difficult to deal 
with, because \,·hercas some Sotho traditions ha\-c been recorded 
scientifically (notably those or the western Sotho or Tswana by 
Isaac Schapera), :\. T. Bryant has been the only major compiler 
of northern ~guni traditions and all his published works arc 
permeated by unscientific assumptions and strong prejudices. 
Some of Shula 1' larks's conclusions support those of Legassick. For 
example, she shows how Bryant (like Stow, Thea!, Ellenberger, 
.\Iacgrcgor, and Brentz for the Sotho) makes sweeping assertions 
about migrations into south-eastern Africa, but that his c\·iclcnce 
-the traditions he has recorclcd~-says scarcely anything about 
large-scale or long-distance migrations, and docs not extend as 
far back in time as the period when the material culture or the 
Iron Age came to south-eastern Africa. The main body of her 
paper is an ingenious attempt to sift out the wheat from the chaff 
in Bryant's classification of the .Nguni peoples into three main 
clivisions-'Tonga Nguni', '.;\lbo', and 'pure Nguni'-----cach with 
several sub-divisions. And she, like Lcgassick, concludes with an 
exhortation for further archaeological, linguistic, and archival 
research. 

Gcrrit Harinck's chapter illuminates one of the most intractable 
problems in ,\frican history-the interactions between com
munities possessing the material culture of the Iron Age and other 
communities. The Fish River area, before it became a frontier 
zone marking the eastern limit of trekboer expansion from the 
Cape, had for many years been a frontier zone markino- the 
southern limit of the Bantu-speaking, Iron Age commu~ities. 



12 /,eo11ard T!tomjJson 

Harinck uses linguistic evidence to show that before the seven
teenth century the Xhosa chiefdoms, which were subject to fission 
in much the same way as the Sotho chiefdoms, had pushed Kl10i 
communities out of the country from the l'vlzimvubu River west
wards to the Fish, that their relationships had been intermittently 
violent but had involved trade, and that some Kl10i had been 
incorporated into the Xhosa chiefdoms. These incorporated Khoi 
had generally had inferior roles but, as the representatives of the 
former owners of the soil, they had performed important ritual 
functions in Xhosa society. Harinck then uses recorded oral 
traditions to reconstruct some aspects of the interaction in the 
period between 16-20 and 1750, in which he distinguishes two 
successive phases. In the first phase, a symbiotic relationship was 
established between a Xhosa chiefdom, newly-created from its 
parent, and a Kl10i chiefdom, each maintaining its autonomy. In 
the second phase, considerable numbers oC Kl10i individuals and 
lineages were incorporated into the newly-created Gqunukwebe 
chiefdom, which was essentially Xhosa in structure and pre
dominantly Xhosa in culture. Finally, Harinck interprets the 
evidence in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century documents as 
showing that when the Dutch founded their settlement at the Cape 
in r 652, there was a long-distance trade network, extending from 
the Xhosa chiefdoms westwards, through successive Kl10i chief
doms, to the vicinity of the Cape peninsula, and northwards to the 
Orange Ri,·er and thence to the western Sotho or Tswana chief
doms-a network that was destroyed by white trekboers when they 
occupied the Kl10i territories in the eighteenth century. 

This chapter is an interesting example of what can be clone to 
reconstruct the pre-colonial history of an area where virtually no 
evidence has so far been supplied by archaeology. However, two 
statements of caution arc necessary concerning the implications of 
the case that Harinck has studied. The two successive phases that 
I-Iarinck distinguishes as marking the relations between contiguous 
Xhosa and Kl10i chiefdoms in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries should not be regarded as constituting a complete 
succession of those relationships, because contact between the 
Xhosa and the Khoi had begun several centuries earlier. Secondly, 
we have no reason to assume that this case illustrates the process of 
interaction between hunting and collecting societies and societies 
with the Tron Age material culture, since the Kl10i possessed sheep 
and cattle and had social and political institutions with some 
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resemblances to those of the Xhosa. Indeed, Harinck considers 
that the relationships between the Kl10i and the Xhosa were 
largely determined by the what he calls the 'cultural com
patibility' of the two societies, a compatibility that could not be 
said to have existed between the Xhosa and the San. There is a 
great deal of cviclcncc in oral traditions and documents concerning 
interaction between Nguni and Sotho chiefdoms and the hunting 
and collecting peoples in South Africa. It is to be hoped that some 
scholar will soon bring this evidence together into a comprehensive 
study of the process. 

Nobody would claim that Chapters 4 to 7 have provided 
definitive solutions to all the problems that were posed on pages 7-8. 
But these chapters l1ack away a great deal of the nonsense that 
has previously been handed clown as historical knowledge; they 
bri11g out much relevant information in a scientific perspective; 
and they show several ways in which imaginative and rigorous 
research may lead to fresh contributions in the future, building 
progressively towards a clearer and fuller understanding of the 
key processes in the history of African societies in southern Africa 
before the age of Shaka. 

In T/ze ,e,ulu Aftermath, John Omer-Cooper has recently summar
ized and integrated what is known of the rise of the Zulu Kingdom 
and its drastic effects upon African peoples living as far north as 
the Equator. 13 Nevertheless, many aspects of those remarkable 
events remain obscure. \Ve arc still groping towards a satis
factory explanation for the collapse of the apparently long-lived 
Nguni system of small, autonomous, fissiparous chiefdoms. \Ve arc 
still short of evidence concerning the beginnings of the process of 
amalgamation under the ruling lineages of the Ndwandwc, 
1\lthethwa, and Ngwanc chiefdoms, that preceded the emergence 
of Shaka's Kingdom.1' 1 \Ve still need precise and full information 
about the effects of the tvlfecanc (Difaqanc in the Sotho dialects) 
upon the Nguni and Sotho communities that were not incor
porated by Shaka, and about the processes of incorporation of 

13 J. D. Omer-Cooper The ,Z11l11 Aftermatlz: a JYi11e/eenth-ce11/11ry Revo/11tio11 i11 Ba11/u 
. lfrica London 1 966. 
u I use the word 'chiefdom' for the comparatiul;· small, homogeneous, and simple 
political communities that existed in south-eastern Africa before the time of Dingis
wayo and Shaka; and the word 'kingdom' for the com/wralii-ely large, heterogeneous, 
and complex political communities that were then created by men such as Shaka, 
l\Izilikazi, Soshanganc, Zwangendaba, Moshweshwe, Sobhuza, and Sekwati. 13y any 
definition, there arc of course borderline cases. 
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conquered peoples in the Zulu Kingdom and the Kingdoms of the 
Swazi, the Gaza, the Kololo, the Ndebele, and the Nguni group of 
Kingdoms. The chapters by Alan Smith, \Villiam Lye, and John 
Omer-Cooper illuminate these problems. 

As a result of work on the published sources of European 
commercial activity in Delagoa Bay during the period when 
northern Nguni society was being transformed, Alan Smith 
explores 'the Northern Factor in Nguni history'. He demonstrates 
that during this period from 1750 to 1835 there was a consider
able seaborne trade in and out of Delagoa Bay; that the principal 
export was ivory; that an appreciable quantity of this ivory came 
from the south, that is to say, from the Ngu11i area; and that the 
Nguni received beads and brass in return. He is able to show that 
the Ngwane of Soblmza, the Nclwandwc, and the ?vithcthwa, and 
later the Zulu of Shaka and Dingane, were all inYoh-cd in this 
trade; and he deduces that commercial competition by rulers 
exercising monopolies within their areas was a major factor in the 
process of political consolidation. He also indicates that Shaka and 
Dingane played off British traders operating from Port Natal 
against the Portuguese trade system from Delagoa Bay, cl1annclling 
their trade in accordance with their satisfaction with the goods 
received in return for their ivory-and especially, latterly, with 
the traders' willingness and ability to supply firearms and ammu
nition. This chapter at last gives us some firm cviclcnce of the 
economic factor in state-making among the northern Nguni, 
cviclencc which, from the analogies of state-making in some other 
parts of Africa, had been expected but had not previously been 
accumulated and presented. 

,\s with all new research, Alan Smith's chapter still leaves a 
series of unsolved questions. The Ndwandwe and i'vithcthwa 
states were short-lived; if ever they were visited by literate 
observers, none of their accounts have been discovered; and, after 
they ,,·ere destroyed by Shaka, the institutions which would have 
been the instruments for the preservation and transmission of 
their traditions were eliminated. \Ve can only conjecture about 
the extent to which commerce was a motive for political action 
with the Ndwandwc and ?vithctlnva chiefs and councillors, and 
about their techniques for regulating trade-for example, for 
distributing the imported goods among their subjects; and our 
knowledge of these things within the Zulu Kingdom is only com
paratively strong. Alan Smith also stimulates us to examine the 
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extent to which the Nguni chiefdoms south of Natal were involved 
in the trade system emanating from Delagoa Bay, and to ask why 
it was that the southern Nguni chiefs did not establish internal 
monopolies over iYory, and what was the relationship between 
this fact and the absence of an amalgamati\"e process among the 
southern Nguni chiefdoms. One also wonders whether, as Smith's 
researches proceed in the Portuguese documents, he will be able 
to enlarge upon the suggestion made by :i\Iartin Legassick that 
during the second hair of the eighteenth century a similar amal
gamatiYe process was taking place among some of the Sotho 
chiefdoms, and that it, too, was related to trade with the cast coast. 

\ Villiam Lye's study of the distribution of the Sotho peoples 
after the Dil"aqane is a corrective to the view that is endemic in 
much or the white South African literature, that the period from 
1822 to 1836 was exclusively a time of social destruction for the 
majority of the inhabitants of the high veld. He doubts whether 
many Sotho chiefdoms were \,·holly destroyed and, by implication, 
whether the loss or life was really as prodigious as has been repre
sented. He focuses attc11tion on the ways in which the Difaqanc 
triggered off or, as Legassick would say, 'accentuated', a process of 
political amalgamation on the high veld. This was marked not only 
by the rise or the Ndebcle state in the central Transvaal, but also 
of the Sotl10 states of Sekonyela, 1loroka, and ?vloorosi, as well as 
.\loshweshwe, in the Caleclon valley, the expansion of some of the 
Tswana chiefdoms in the western Transvaal and Botswana, and 
the I"Cco\·ery of the Pedi chiefdom in the eastern Transvaal. 1\ll 
of them were distinguished from their predecessors by their com
parative largeness and by the fact that they incorporated in
dividuals, families, and lineages of diverse antecedents. He con
cludes that during the Difaqane Sotho society was not so much 
destroyed as it was re-deployed-individuals, families, and lineages 
being territorially displaced in many cases, but integrated into 
larger political units comprising more varied groups than 
previously. 

\Ve must, of course, avoid the trap of overcompensation. The 
evidence of heavy loss of life is copious in the writings of literate 
observers of the high Yeld during and immediately after the 
Difaqane period. Nor should we underestimate the extent to 
which the Sotho chiefdoms were composed of groups of diverse 
origins before the time of Shaka. In the Caleclon valley area, at 
any rate, each little chiefdom already comprised peoples of the 



J,er,nard Tlzom/Json 

most diverse origins, i11clucli11g San a11d Ngu11i as well as Solho. 
):or should we ignore Legassick\ suggestion that the process of 
political amalgamation had IJ<.·gun on the high veld in the 
eighteenth century. Nevertheless, Lye is making an important 
point when he stresses the integrative, state-lJUilding process that 
was part of the high veld experience during tl1e Difaqane. 

John Omer-Cooper's chapter is an essay in comparative 
politics. He seeks to identify, compare, and show the historical 
relationships between the essential lcalurcs or Lhc political system 
of the northern Nguni before the Lime of Dingiswayo, the Zulu 
Kingdom ofShaka, and the kingdoms ofLhe Ndebelc and the Swazi 
and the Ngoni group of Kingdoms. In Shaka's Zulu Kingdom, he 
discerns only two real innovations-the institution of a standing 
army and the invention of the short stabbing spear. For the rest, 
he considers that the Zulu Kingdom de\·elopcd out ofinstitulions, 
practices, and techniques that had pt-c\·iously existed among the 
);"guni and Lhcir Sotho neighbours, though wilh a diITcrcnt 
balance between them. He finds Lhat the structures of the oITshoot 
kingdoms contained some elements from the .:\"gu11i past and some 
from the Zulu Kingdom, plus diverse adaptations Lo the exigencies 
of their differcnl local situations-and especially to their need to 
absorb and control relatively large numbers of subject peoples 
whose culture and language were not .1\guni. Finally, he contends 
that over the years the Ndebelc and Ngoni kingdoms regressed, in 
different \,·ays, towards the decentralized norms of the traditional 
.1\guni political system-a tendency that was carried to the 
extreme of repeated fission among the Ngoni. 

Perhaps the c\·iclcnce for some of the steps in Omer-Cooper's 
bold analysis is rather sparse. For example, it remains to be 
demonstrated that the military system in the small pre-Difaqanc 
Sotho chiefdoms was as closely geared to the age grades pro
duced by the cducalional system as he supposes; and Lhat 
Dingiswayo or Shaka consciously borrowed this ingredient in 
Sotho institutions when they created their armies with regiments 
based upon age grades. But the historian performs a \'aluablc 
service in essaying an o\·cr-view with the data a\'ailablc to him, 
e\·cn if, in some particulars, the connections arc not proven and 
later research may necessitate modifications. In constructing a 
framework, he helps us to sec the relations between events and 
institutions, and inspires further research. 

One aspect of all these Nguni kingdoms that requires very close 
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examination is the ways in which they incorporated subject 
peoples. The parameters of the problem differed from case to 
case: the conquerors and their subjects were present in different 
proportions, and there were different cultural distances between 
them. \\"c need to know much more about what happened in each 
particular case. For example, Omer-Cooper reminds us that the 
Nclcbelc took over aspects of the religion of their Shona subjects, 
ust as Hari11ck has told us that the Xhosa took over aspects of 

Kl10i religion. \Vhat, more precisely, was im·olvecl in this process? 
How did Shaka adapt the traditional Nguni religious beliefs, 
rituals, and institutions to the needs of his situation as amal
gamator, conqueror, and despot? And what sorts of accom
modations did the Ngoni leaders make with the religions of the 
di,·erse peoples they conquered? \\'e also want critical assess
ments or the roles of the key individuals in these new kingdoms, 
based upon personality studies of men like Shaka and Sobhuza, 
_\lzilikazi and Zwangenclaba. The bold over-,·iew that Omer
Cooper has prm·idcd constitutes a necessary starting-point for 
such studies. 

The last group of chapters deals with the process that culminated 
in the incorporation of the African peoples of southern Africa into 
white-controlled politics. This process had two aspects. One 
aspect was white expansion. As Professor Sir Keith Hancock has 
shown, 15 white expansion in southern Africa was extremely 
complicated because its different agents-hunters, traders, 
missionaries, farmers, soldiers, speculators, and administrators
had different interests and methods and, often, different objectives. 
:doreovcr, these occupational diflcrences were compounded by 
differences of national affiliation and loyalty: to Britain, to a 
British Colony, to an Afrikaner Republic or even, in some cases, 
to Germany. The process of white expansion was therefore marked 
by continuous competition and even occasional bloodshed among 
the expansionists. Nevertheless, cultural pride and racial conscious
ness were sufficiently prevalent among all categories of white 
expansionists to set limits to these rivalries. Even when the 
Republics and Great Britain fought a devastating two-and-a-half 
years' war, neither side exploited the vast potential of its 
African subjects as fighting men. A great deal of work is still to be 
clone to increase our knowledge of this aspect of the process. To 
10 

\\'. K. Hancock S11n-ey of British Commomvealth Affairs 2 volumes in 3, London 
1937-.p. 



r8 Leonard Thompson 

take but one example: the role of the missionary in white expan
sion in southern Africa has not been systematically examined so 
far. 16 \\'e need thorough studies of the relationships between 
missionaries, Africans, and the white men who made the political 
decisions for expansion. 

However, the main gap in present knowledge concerns the 
inner workings of ,\frican politics during the period of interaction 
culminating in their political subordination to white authoritics. 17 

Ho\\'C\·cr sophisticated their handling of the white elements, the 
existing accounts arc more or less deficient in dealing with the 
structure of African society and its tensions and conflicts. \Ve 
need to understand the internal politics of the :\frican chiefdoms 
and kingdoms; and this involves inYestigating such phenomena 
as the modes of recruitment to political offices, the powers of 
chiefs and councillors, the methods of decision-making, the 
relationships between ruling and commoner lineages, the roles of 
age grades versus those of kin groups, the customs concerning the 
incorporation of aliens and the secession of subjects, and the value 
systt:m and its associated rituals. \Ve also need to understand the 
external politics of the chiefdoms and kingdoms: the relationships 
between chiefdoms of the same cluster (like the Xhosa), between 
chiefdoms of different clusters (like the Xhosa and the Thembu), 
and between chiefdoms of different languages and cultures (like 
the Nguni and the Sotho). The more we can discover about these 
phenomena, the better we shall be able to understand tl1e process 
of interaction between white people and c\fricans. 

The 1\frican response was just as complex as the white expan
sion. Traditional tendencies to the fission of chiefdoms and 
traditional ri\·alries among chiefdoms, accentuated in many cases 
by the 1'ffecanc and Difaqanc wars, impeded concerted resistance. 
\\'hites were able to form alliances with disaffected segments of 
chicfcloms, with chiefdoms that sought assistance against their 
African enemies, and with communities which, like the l\ffengu, 
had been disrupted by Shaka and wanted protection. In almost 
every case of physical conflict, whites were able to recruit Africans 
as allies against their African enemies. 

\Ve can distinguish two phases in the process of interaction. In 

JG There is, however, a polemical work, N. :tvlajckc The Role of the AfisJio11aries i11 

Co11q11eJt Johannesburg 1952. 
17 :\'c,·erthelcss, Isaac Schapera Gora11111e11t and Politics i11 Tribal Societies Lone.Ion 1956 
which is basec.l on southern African c.lata, is an excellent introc.luction to the subject. 
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the first phase, the agents of white expansion were comparatively 
small numbers of hunters, traders, prospectors, and missionaries, 
operating at a distance from their bases. African governments did 
not at first regard such people as constituting a threat to their 
survival and they sought to accommodate their presence by 
admitting, controlling, and assimilating them, as they were 
accustomed to do with aliens. But in no case did this attempt at 
accommodation produce stability. Scarcely any white people 
became assimilated. l\lorcover, traders, by selling guns and liquor, 
disturbed the power relationships within and among the chiefdoms, 
and affected African morale; and missionaries created new 
,\frican communities in the heart of the chiefdoms, with new 
values and di\·idcd loyalties. Thus, during the first phase of inter
action fundamental changes were initiated in African society. 

The beginning of the second phase was usually marked by the 
aui\·al or white farmers, who proceeded to occupy land and to 
employ ,\fricans as labourers. African goYernments, realizing that 
their control m·er their land and their subjects was threatened, 
then sought r\li·ican allies and tried to play off missionary versus 
farmer, and Briton versus Boer. Sooner or later, many kingdoms 
and chiefdoms resorted to force to try to preserve their land and 
their autonomy. The Xhosa chiefdoms fought intermittently for a 
hundred years; the Zulu kingdom engaged in sharp wars against 
both the Voortrekkcrs ( 1 838) and the British ( 1879); the southern 
Sotho defied the Orange Free State, successfully in 1858 and 
unsuccessfully in the 1860s; the Pecli and the Venda resisted the 
South African Republic for many years; and the Ndcbcle and the 
Shona challenged the British South Africa Company regime when 
it was still in its infancy in the 1890s. Other African governments, 
like those of the .:-.-Ipondo, the Swazi, and some of the Tswana 
chiefdoms, succumbed without a fight. By the encl of the nine
teenth century, all the kingdoms and chiefdoms in southern 
Africa had submitted to white over-rule. They had been subjected, 
not only because of the ultimate solidarity and the vast tech
nological superiority of the whites, but also because of the per
sistence of the old divisive forces in African society and the creation 
and exploitation of new cleavages by the agents of white expansion. 

David Hammond-Tooke's chapter is a significant contribution 
to our knowledge of that part of the process of interaction which is 
at present most obscure. Drawing upon his own field research as 
well as documents written at the time by white missionaries, he 
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reconstructs the political system of the l\lponclomisi chiefdoms 
during the decade or so immediately preceding their annexation 
to the Cape Colony in 187 5. He emphasizes the autonomy of each 
Nguni chiefdom vis-a-vis chiefdoms of the same as well as other 
clusters, and thus lays bare the foolishness of British and colonial 
officials who repeatedly tried to control an entire cluster of Nguni 
chiefdoms by subjecting the genealogically superior chief and 
imposing upon him the duties of a non-existent paramountcy. He 
then analyses the internal structure of an l\ilpondomisi chiefdom, 
showing how power was divided regionally between the chief, the 
sub-chiefs in charge of districts, and the heads of wards or sub
divisions of districts, and institutionally between the chief, his 
councillors, and the adult men of the entire chiefdom. Finally, he 
explores the decision-making process, showing that, though 
political decisions were proclaimed by the chief~ it was the accepted 
theory, and to a great but variable extent the actual practice, that 
a decision was the formal expression of a consensus derived from a 
series of consultations and discussions \,·ith councillors and also, if 
the subject was important, with the men of the entire chiefdom 
assembled in a mass meeting. In this respect, too, white people 
repeatedly erred, by assuming that a chief was an autocrat, able 
to bind his subjects to accept conditions that had been imposed 
upon him from without. 

For the ?vipondomisi, this chapter answers most of the questions 
we have posed about African political systems, and has probably 
answered them in more substantial detail than has previously 
been provided for any of the pre-colonial chiefdoms of southern 
Africa. :Moreover, although his data relate specifically to the 
Mpondomisi and to the period 1865-75, Professor Hammond
Tooke suggests firstly, that the principles of the system he has 
described hacl long been present among the l\ilponclomisi, and 
secondly, that they were to be found among the other Nguni 
chiefdoms, including those in Natal before the time of Dingiswayo 
and Shaka. This seems to be a reasonable extension. l\,foreo\"er, 
the basic principles in the political systems of the Sotho, the 
Shona, and the other Bantu-speaking peoples of southern Africa 
before the Mfecane and the Difaqane wars were probably very 
similar. 

\Vhilc the main thrust of David Hammond-Tooke's chapter 
concerns the internal political system of an Nguni chiefdom, 
Richard Brown focuses on the external relations of the Ndebele 
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Kingdom, from its origins in secession from Shaka in 1822 to about 
1880. 18 He emphasizes the great range of the diplomatic contacts 
and involvements of the Ndcbcle state. He also demonstrates the 
intricate connections between the internal tensions of the kingdom 
and its foreign policy. In particular-and this was typical of 
African states-the disputed succession after the death of .Mzilikazi 
in 18GB resulted in internal cleavages which were exploited by 
others, both black and white. Brown also shows how the attempt 
of 1\ [zilikazi and Lobcngula to apply to white intruders the 
traditional African methods of admitting, controlling, and 
assimilating aliens was doomed to failure, because the white 
traders and missionaries declined to be assimilated and remained 
loyal to alien governments, institutions and ideologies. 

Two important aspects of the foreign relations of African states 
arc only dealt with by inference in this chapter. One is the con
duct of diplomacy. ,vhite observers often referred to the presence 
of 'messengers' at African capitals. In fact, the term 'ambassadors' 
would be more appropriate. These were men of high status 
and they possessed exceptional skills-the physical capacity to 
travel long distances very rapidly and the intellectual capacity 
to remember very precisely extremely detailed instructions. 
In nineteenth-century southern Africa ambassadors were con
stantly Oil the move from state to state, and a ruler like l1vizilikazi 
or ?vioshweshwe received and dispatched many ambassadors 
each year. 1 ~ The second aspect is a consequence of the first. As a 
result of the extensive diplomatic network, an African king or 
chief and his councillors were always very much better informed 
about the situation in southern Africa as a whole than the mass of 
their subjects. This meant that they had a clearer grasp of the 
formidable military resources which were ultimately associated 
with the comparatively small number of white people who were 
actually present in their state. It was partly for that reason that 
African rulers and their councillors were generally more cautious 
in their dealings with white people than their subjects, especially 
their young warriors. 

Anthony Atmorc's chapter is a case study in the interaction of 
white expansionists and an African kingdom during the transition 

18 The final defeat and subjection of the Ndebcle and the Shona has recently been 
described in T. 0. Ranger Revolt in Southem Rhodesia 1896-7 London 1967. 
10 :\ly data come from research in the history of Lesotho, where !\'loshwcshwe had 
diplomatic contacts extending from the Ndebelc in the north to the Xhosa in the south. 
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from autonomy to white over-rule. It is an excellent subject for 
such a study, because many cliffcrcnl interests, both white and 
African, were inYolvecl. Among the whites, there were ri\'al groups 
of French Protestant and French Catholic missionaries, each 
hoping to reap a spiritual harvest in Lesotho. The Orange free 
State under Presiclentj. H. Brand was anxious to consummate its 
military \·ictories by driving the southern Sotho off the land it 
claimed to have conquered. The British Cabinet was willing to 
allow British influence to be used to protect the southern Sotho 
from virtual annihilation by the Boers, proYidecl that could be 
clone without cost to the British taxpayer. The Colony of Natal, 
dominated by its Secretary of Nati,·e :\flairs, Theophilus 
Shepstone, wanted to get control of Lesotho for itself. finally, 
Sir Philip \Vodehouse, Governor of the Cape Colony and British 
High Commissioner in South Africa, thought it was desirable Lo 
protect the southern Sotlio, and saw through the expansionist 
schemes of Natal. The southern Sotho were at a very low ebb. 
Their country had been devastated, their cattle decimated. 
?vioshweshwe, their founder-king, was dying. Each of his sons of 
the first house-Letsie, I\lolapo, and ;\Iasopha-had distinct 
interests, including a territorial base ancl a following. Some of his 
junior sons, especially those like Sekhonyana and Tsekelo who had 
had a good \Vcstcrn education, were acting independently. His 
allies, such as 1violetsane and ivioorosi, had never been integrally 
incorporated in his kingdom. The nation was also ridden with 
religious conflicts between traditionalists, Protestants, and 
Catholics. Out of these varied elements arose a series of tentati\"C 
and often short-lived alliances between white and Sotho interests. 
Two men emerged triumphant Crom the prolonged crisis. One was 
\Vodehouse, who incorporated Lesotho in the British Empire 
without incurring physical resistance, even though his military 
resources were minute and he was in one way or another defying 
not only the Orange Free State, but also the British Government, 
the Natal Government, and those Sotho who had committed 
themselves to Natal. The other was Letsic, who succeeded his 
father peacefully and, under British over-rule, proceeded to 
become the effective paramount chief over most of his father's 
followers and allies. 

Finally, Colin Webb presents a case study of' the events preced
ing the annexation of another African kingdom. The contrasts 
between the situations explored by Atmore and \'Vebb illustrate 



The forgotten factor in sou/hem .1~frica11 hist my 

the vital significance of the unique, specific context of each 
relationship. In the one case, British authority, as exercised by 
\Vodchousc, preserved the southern Sotho from complete dis
ruption by the victorious Orange Free State Republic. In the other 
case, it was British forces that conquered the Zulu Kingdom, a 
British official who imposed an utterly disrupti\·c settlement upon 
the Zulu people, and British Cabinets, of both parties, who then 
compounclcd the work of destruction by declining for eight long 
years to assume the responsibility for making that settlement 
work. Colin \\'cbb's chapter is also a demonstration of the value 
of the contributions that can still be made to our understanding 
of .·lfricnn history by historians who continue to place the spotlight 
on imperial policy, provided that, as \-\'ebb has clone, they relate 
policy-making in the metropolis to the facts of life in the societies 
to which the policy \1·as applied. This is what imperial historians 
ha\'C not often achieved. 

This \'Olurne, together with the Oxford Hist01y of So11tlz .1ifrica,20 

constitutes an interim report on the state of historical knowledge 
flowing from the new approach to the history of southern Africa. 
Tlie chapters that follow show that many of the assumptions and 
assertions that have previously been disseminated must be dis
carclecl or radically modified. They also illustrate the sorts of 
questions tliat arc now being asked by historians; they indicate 
why it is that at this stage the responses to some of these questions 
can only be in the form of tentative hypotheses; and they suggest 
types of investigations that should be conducted in the future if 
we arc to attain greater precision and greater certainty. It is 
hoped that the book will stimulate scholars resident in southern 
Africa to exploit their incomparably rich storehouse of information 
about the African past and to persuade their universities, their 
foundations, and their goYcrnmcnt agencies to provide increased 
support for Iron Age archaeology and for the recording of the 
oral traditions that still exist among the African communities, but 
arc so rapidly being distorted and eliminated. It is hoped, too, 
that it may help scholars, students, and others who arc interested in 
Africa, wherever they may live, to appreciate the broader dimen
sions of the complex history of the southern part of the continent. 
'" \'olumc II will be published in '9i0, 



2. Early iron-using jJeoples 

Jo southern Africa 

D. W. PHILLIPSON 

INTRODUCTION 

Two thousand years ago central and southern Africa was occupied 
by a stone-using hunter-gatherer population lacking any knowl
edge of metallurgy and probably practising no, or only very 
rudimentary, techniques of food production. The next five 
hundred years saw the establishment of immigrant communities 
with a markedly contrasting way of life. Remains of the Yillagcs 
occupied by these settlers have been found widely distributed in 
Rhodesia and Zambia and in parts of l'vlalawi, Botswana and the 
Transvaal. They arc marked by a common ceramic tradition and 
appear to be both contemporary with, and successive to, sites of 
the accramic stone-using communities. Ivlctallurgy first appears 
in association with this widespread type of pottery, iron being 
found in all areas while the distribution of copper and gold follows 
that of the mineral deposits. At many Early Iron Age sites 
domestic animal bones and indications of plant cultivation give 
evidence of food production. Neither of these traits is represented 
in the Late Stone Age. 

The great economic contrast between the Early Iron Age 
people and those of the Late Stone Age marks a cultural develop
ment which has been of paramount importance in determining 
the later history of the subcontinent, and archaeological discover
ies relating to this period have considerable significance for other 
fields of study. Southern African archaeology has often been 
studied in three watertight compartments: Stone Age, Iron Age 
and rock paintings. All these have bearings on the present topic. 
As much of the work on Early Iron Age sites has been published 
only recently, and as the reports arc widely scattered, I feel that 
a provisional synthesis is now desirable. \Vhat follows is, therefore, 
a general review of the available archaeological evidence for the 
inception and initial development of the Early Iron Age societies. 

24 



Earl)' iron-using /1eoj1les oJ southern Africa 

This will be followed by a consideration of this evidence in the 
light of that obtained by parallel disciplines, and a discussion of 
the relationships between these societies and their geographical 
and chronological neighbours. No apology is offered for spreading 
this discussion over a wider area of Africa than is covered by the 
general theme of this ,·olume. Early Iron Age communities almost 
certainly had their origins far outside southern Africa and they 
cannot profitably be considered as dci ex machinis stepping over an 
arbitrarily chosen line of latitude or equally arbitrary modern 
political boundary. 

TIIE ARCIIAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE 

Zambia and northern parts of Rhodesia 
A summary of Early Iron Age sites in Zambia has recently been 
published, so only an outline need be given herc. 1 Over seventy 
sites arc now known. ,\!though the pottery assemblages from 
these sites have many features in common, they arc divisible 
into at least five geographical and typological groups, all 
ofwhich appear to be contemporaneous. These arc the Kalambo 
group of north-eastern Zambia; the Chonclwc group (Cop
perbelt); the Kapwirimbwc group (Lusaka region); the 
Kalumlu group (Southern Pro\'incc plateau) and the Dambwa 
group (Zambezi valley). The possibility should be borne in 
mind that, when further discoveries arc made, these groups 
may pro\'c to be less clearly defined than they now appear. 
Other groups will doubtless be discovered in areas at present un
explored. 

The Kalambo group is heterogeneous and future work may 
demonstrate the need for further subdivision. It is represented by 
eleven sites in the area lying north and cast of the Congo pcdiclc 
and west of the Luang,va River. \ \Tith one exception these sites 
have yielded only small assemblages of artefacts, but the pottery 
appears to belong to a single group, characterized by shallow 
unclccoratccl bowls and by necked vessels decorated with broad 
grooves and false-relief chevron stamping and often bearing 
decoration on the bevel of the rim. Seven radiocarbon dates from 
the extensive Kalarnbo Falls site range from the fourth to the 
fourteenth or sixteenth centuries A.D. (GrN-.1-64G, GrN-4647, 

1 D. \\". l'hillipson 'The Early Iron Age in Zambia: Regional Varian!$ and some 
Tentative Conclusions' J..·1.H. IX (1968), pp. 191-21 r. 
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L-395c, L-395b, L-395a, GrN-3580, GrN-3189). 2 Iron working 
was practised throughout the occupation but copper and other 
trade goods were absent. Although bones were rarely preserved 
the remains of cattle and clogs are reported while rubbing stones 
suggest the grinding ofgrain. 3 

:\Iost of the other sites in the Kalambo group arc caves and 
rockshcltcrs where pottery of Early Iron Age type occurs in 
associarion with Late Stone Age artefacts. This association has 
been elated at Nakapapula rockshelter, Serenje, where the Late 
Stone .-\ge occupation probably began in about the fourth 
millennium B.c.· 1 At a time represented by the deposition of the 
leYel six to nine inches below the present surface, Early Iron Age 
pottery was first introclucccl into the shelter. A charcoal sample 
from this lcn·l gin;s a elate in the seventh to ninth centuries A.D. 

(GX-535); and it can be clemonstratccl that the schematic 
paimings at the site were not executed before that elate. The 
three to six inch lc\-cl, which is elated to the tenth to twelfth 
centuries A.D. (GX-767), contained a reduced amount of pottery. 
The stone industry continues unchanged through both these 
levels and cYiclently survi\·ccl well into the present millennium. 

During the first millennium A.D. the iron-using population of 
this northern region appears to have been sparse and imperma
nent. :\Iuch of the area is thickly wooded and less fertile than the 
more densely set tied areas farther south and it is therefore less 
suitable for the prolonged occupation of single village sites. 

In the Copperbelt area fourteen Early Iron Age sites arc known 
from the fringes of the Kafue headwater dambos and have been 
designated the Chonclwc group. In contrast to the northern area, 
all hut one of these arc open village sites. Chondwe pottery lacks 
unclccoratecl bowls and decorated rim-beYcls. Comb stamping is 
very much more common than it is on Kalambo pottery and is 
frequently used to fill the spaces between broad grooves arranged 
in horizontal liancls \vith pendant loops. False-relief chevron 
0 Radiocarbon age dc1ennin;11io11s arc referred 10 in the text by 1hcir laboratory 
reference numbers only. The actual dales arc listed in cm appendix lo this paper 
{pp. 46-., 7! in alphabetical order of laboratories and numerical order of analyses. 
3 J. D. Clark 'The Kalambo Falls l'rehisloric Site: an Interim Report' Actcs IV 
Congrh Pana fr. de Pnhistoirc Tervuren 1 962 pp. 1 95-202; F. van :\'olen 'Archeologischc 
Opgra,·ingcn in Rhodesie, 19G3' .·1frica-Ter111rm X (1964) pp. 1-7; B. M. Fagan 'The 
Iron ,\gc Peoples of Zambia ::rnd i\1.11::iwi' IJackgro11nd to 1'"m/11tion irz Africa, ed. \V. 
Bishop and .J. D. Clark, Chicago 1967 pp. G59-86. 
·• D. \\". Phillipson 'The l'rchistoric Sequence at :\'akapapula Rockshcltcr, Zambia' 
in Jiress. 
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stamping is also frequent. Copper is associated with Early Iron 
.\ge pottery at the eighth to tenth century Chondwc site (GX-
1009, GX-1010), and it is likely that the first exploitation of the 
Zambian copper deposits elates from this period. 5 Pottery from 
other sites in the area, such as Kangonga and Roan Antelope, is 
thought on typological grounds to be earlier and Kangonga has 
been elated to the eighth to ninth centuries (GX-1327) 6 • The 
Early Iron Age occupation at Chonclwc had come to an end by 
the eleventh to twelfth centuries (GX-1330, GX-1331). 

Two excavated sites provide substantial information about the 
Early Iron Age of the Lusaka area. Excavations at Kapwirimbwe, 
eight miles cast of the city, have revealed a substantial village 
whose apparently brief occupation occurred around the fifth 
century A.D. (GX-1012, GX-1013a, GX-1013b). A number of 
post-holes had been clug into the natural subsoil but ant and root 
disturbance prevented the recovery of a meaningful architectural 
plan. There were extensive traces of collapsed daga structures, 
most of which were probably iron-smelting furnaces. Enormous 
quantities of iron slag and bloom confirmed that extensive iron 
working had been conducted very close to the site. Iron tools, 
including a spear-point, a ring, a razor and probable thumb-piano 
keys were much more common than is usual on Zambian Iron 
:\ge sites. Copper, on the other hand, was not found. Bone was 
rare, but poorly preserved fragments from a scaled refuse pit 
indicate the presence of domestic cattle. The Kapwirimbwe 
pottery is clistinctiYc, comprising mainly necked vessels and 
hemispherical bowls with internally· thickened rims. Decoration 
consists of horizontal bands of grooved or incised hatching and 
false-relief chc\Ton stamping is co"'_unon. 7 Similar but more 
elaborately decorated pottery from a site in Twickenham Road, 
Lusaka, is clearly a later development of the Kapwirimbwe 
tradition. It is associated with elates of the ninth to twelfth 
centuries A.D. (GX-662, GX-1329). 

The only Early Iron Age site so far discovered in the Eastern 
'Copper artefacts arc recorded from many Early Iron Age sites in Zambia but no 
finds of this period have yd been made at any mining site. Sec D.\\'. Phillipson 'Pre
history of the Copper\ lining Industry in Zambia' South Africa11 ,\Ii11i11g Journal ( 1968) 
pp. I 332-133!J· 
•.\further date from K:rngonga, GX-1328, gave a reading in the third-fifth centuries 
.,.o. This is considered kss reliable than GX-1327 because of the sample size a,·ailablc. 
'D.\\". Phillipson 'Kap\\"irimb\\"c' l11vc11taria .·lrchaeologica Africm,a series Z5 Tervu 1-en 
1968; D. \\'. Phillipson ''l he Early Iron ,\gc Site at K.apwirimbwe, Lusaka' A;:a11ia 
III (1968) pp. 87-105. 
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Province of Zambia is the .\fakwc rocksheltcr on the l\-Ia<;ambiquc 
border. Here Early Iron Age pottery occurs in the upper levels or 
a so far undated Late Stone Age deposit. The pottery shows more 
afhnities both with East African material and with the Ziwa ware 
of Rhodesia than it docs with contemporary Zambian pottery. 
Its possible connection with l\Ialawi finds cannot yet be ascer
tained and details of Robinson's recent discoveries in the latter 
country arc awaited with interest. 

In the more fertile country of Zambia's Southern Province large, 
permanent or semi-permanent Early Iron Age Yillagcs were 
well established by the middle of the first millennium A.D. They 
seem to have brought about a rapid displacement of the previous 
stone-using inhabitants whose counterparts farther north survived 
the arri\·al of agriculture and metallurgy for another thousand 
years. In this southern area more research has been concluctccl 
than in other areas of Zambia and evidence is beginning to ap
pear of a gradually merging cultural continuum during the Early 
Iron Age, displaying clear links with the contemporary inhabi
tants both of the Rhodesian plateau and of the areas to the north. 

On the Zambian Batoka Plateau Inskeep and Fagan have 
clcmonstratccl the presence of Early Iron ,\gc deposits underlying 
those of the 'Kalomo Culture' at such sites as Gun du and Kalundu. 8 

The material culture of these sites shares some features with 
those of the Kapwirimbwc group, but the pottery is distinguished 
by the rarity of false-relief che,-ron stamping and of bowls with 
internally thickened rims. Cowrie shells indicate contacts with 
the coastal trade but glass beads arc absent. The lowest levels of 
Kalundu yielded abundant animal bones of which less than 4.0 

per cent are or domestic cattle and small stock. Hunting evidently 
played an important part in the economy. Iron was used for the 
manufacture of such objects as razors, arrowheads, rings and 
probable thumb-piano keys. Copper fragments were also present. 
These sites \Ycrc e,·idcntly occupied between the third and sixth 
centuries A.D. (GX-1 I q and GX-1115 at Gunclu; SR-65 and 
SR-123 at Kalundu). The small Situmpa assemblage is best 
regarded as allied, and possibly ancestral, to these prc-Kalomo 
culture Early Iron :\gc groups. 9 

• R. IC lnskn:p 'Som,· Iron Age Sites in ;\onhcrn l{hodesia' S.:l..·1.IJ. X\'11 (19G'..?) 
pp. ".!6-Ho; B .. \I. Fag,m Iron ,J.t:e C11/t11m in Za111bia-i London 1qG7. 
• .J. D. Clark :i11d B . .\J. Fagan 'Charcoals, Sa11ds and Chan11cl-Uccorattd Pottery 
from :'\on hem Rhodesia' . lmtrica11 .•111/hro/10/ogist, LX\"J I ( 19G5) pp. 35.[-71. 
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A large number of sites in the Zambezi valley share features 
both with the Kalunclu group and with the Gokomcrc sites in 
Rhodesia. The most intensively investigated sites in this group 
arc Dambwa and Kumaclzulo ncai· Livingstone. 10 Both arc 
securely elated: Dambwa to the seventh to eighth centuries A.D. 

(SR-!06,SR-62, SR-1 ro, SR-97, SR-98,SR-96) and Kumadzulo 
to the fifth to seventh centuries (N-409, N-411, N-410, N-412, 
N-,p3, N-4.14). Iron and copper were found at both sites and 
(here were substantial remains of pole and daga huts at Kumaclzulo. 
The pottery assemblages at both sites arc dominated by necked 
pots with an externally thickened rim decorated with diagonal 
comb stamping. 

Three sites in the north-western area of Rhodesia appear to be 
closely related to the Dambwa Early Iron Age group whose 
Zambian distribution extends along the Zambezi valley from 
1\-fambova to Chirunclu. An open village site in Kapula Vlei, 
\Vankic Game Reserve, has yielclccl a single radiocarbon elate 
(SR-73) of the eighth to ninth centuries A.D. which is in close 
agreement with the Dambwa clatcs. 11 l\.Jore problematical is the 
100 B.c. to A.O. 100 elate (UCLA-929) from Calcler's Cave near 
Gokwc. 12 The elate comes from a level containing Late Stone Age 
artefacts associated with sherds of a single Early Iron Age vessel 
of a common Dambwa type. Sillcc this is an isolated find rather 
than a well-clefinecl horizon it is inadvisable at present to attach 
great significance to the associated radiocarbon elate. The third 
site is a surface scatter some miles to the south of Caldcr's 
Ca\·e. 

Since Inskeep first published the material from the mound sites 
around Kalomo i11 Zambia the area of the distribution of the 
Kalomo culture has been stated to extend south of the Zambezi 
into Rhoclesia. 13 More recent work has suggested that, if the 
Kalomo Culture is to be a meaningful entity, it should be rc
dcfi.necl to the exclusion of the pottery from the lowest levels of 
the Kalunclu site, which is now recognized as being of Early Iron 
"S. G. H. Daniels and D. \V. Phillipson 'The Early lron Age Site at Dambwa near 
Living.;tonc' in B. J\1. Fagan, D. \\'. Phillipson and S. G. 11. Daniels Iron .·Jgc C11/lures 
i11 Zambia-II London. 1969. J. 0. \'ogd. /icrso11al com1111111icatio11. 
11 K. R. Robinson 'The Iron ,\gc Site in the Kapula Vlei near 1hc l'vlasuma Dam, 
\\'~nkic Game RcscnT, !Zhoclcsia' .·lmoldia (Rhod.) 11 ( 1966) No. 39. 
"C:. K. Cooke 'The ,\rchaeology of the i\·lali.mgabusi ,\rca, Gokwc, Rhodesia' 
/'. Tl/.S .. I. ].] ( I 9Gl.i) pp. '.i 1-7B. • 
"IC R. Inskeep 'Some Iron .'\gc Sitl'S in :'-:orthcrn Rhodesia' S .. 1..-1.JJ. X.\"11 (,96~) 
pp. 1:iG-80. 
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:\ large number of sites in the Zambezi \"alley share features 
both with the Kalunclu group and with the Gokomcrc sites in 
Rhodesia. The most intensively investigated sites in this group 
arc Darnbwa and Kumaclzulo near Livingstone. 10 Both arc 
sccurelv elated: Dambwa to the seventh to cig-hth centuries A.O. 

(SR-1~6,SR-62, SR-110, SR-97, SR-98,SR-96) and Kumaclzulo 
to the fifth to seventh centuries (N-409, N-411, N-410, N-412, 
N-+13, N-4-q). Iron and copper were found at both sites and 
there were substantial remains of pole and daga huts at Kumaclzulo. 
The pottery assemblages at both sites arc clominatccl by necked 
pots with an externally thickened rim clccoratecl with diagonal 
comb stamping. 

Three sites in the north-western area of Rhodesia appear to be 
closely related to the Dambwa Early Iron Age group whose 
Zambian distribution extends along the Zambezi valley from 
?viamliova to Chirunclu. An open village site in Kapula Vlei, 
\Vankic Game Reserve, has yiclclecl a single radiocarbon elate 
(SR-73) or the eighth to ninth centuries A.O. which is in close 
agreement with the Dambwa clates. 11 :More problematical is the 
100 B.c. to A.D. roo elate (UCLA-929) from Calcler's Cave near 
Gokwc. 13 The elate comes from a level containing Late Stone Age 
artefacts associated with sherds of a single Early Iron Age vessel 
of a common Dambwa type. Since this is an isolated find rather 
than a well-clcfinecl horizon it is inadvisable at present to attach 
great significance to the associated radiocarbon elate. The third 
site is a surface scatter some miles to the south of Calclcr's 
Ca\·c. 

Since Inskeep first published the material from the mound sites 
around Kalomo in Zambia the area of the distribution of the 
Kalomo culture has been stated to extend south of the Zambezi 
into Rhodesia. 13 :\lore recent work has suggested that, if the 
Kalomo Culture is to be a meaningful entity, it should be re
defined to the exclusion of the pottery from the lowest levels of 
the Kalunclu site, which is now recognized as being of Early Iron 
10 S. G. H. Daniels and D. \V. Phillipson 'The Early Iron Age Site at Dambwa near 
Livingstone' in B. l\1. Fagan, D. \V. Phillipson and S. G. H. Daniels lro11 .·lge C11/t11res 
in ,<ambia-II London. 1969. J. 0. Vogel, /1crso11al comm1111ication. 
11 K. R. Robinson 'The Iron Age Site in the Kapula Vlei near the Masuma Dam, 
Wankic Game Rcsen·e, Rhodesia' ,lmoldia (Rhod.) II (1966) No. 39. 
12 C. K. Cooke 'The .\rchacology of the l\lafungabusi Arca, Gokwe, Rhodesia' 
P. T. R.S .. 1. LI ( 1 9G6) pp. 5 1 -78. 
1

' R.R. Inskeep 'Some Iron Age Sites in i\'orthcrn Rhodesia' S.A . .-1.IJ. XVII (1962) 
pp. 136-80. 
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Age type quite distinct from the fine wares found at Isamu Pati 
and in the upper le\·cls at Kalundu. 14 

:\s far as I am aware the affinities or all the Rhodesian sites 
which have been attributed to the Kalomo culture arc with the 
basal Kalundu material or with related Early Iron Age groups. 
The Caldcr's Cave find, described as 'Kalomo' by Summcrs 15 

has already been discussed. The finds from Lukuzulu and 
Siachclaba's kraal exhibit grooving and false-relief chevron 
stamping. 16 They appear to be of Early Iron Age type com
parable to finds from sites of the Kalundu and Dambwa groups 
and quite distinct from the Kalomo pottery as here clcfinecl. In 
the present state of our knowledge, therefore, the Kalomo 
culture has no place in the Iron Age sequence of Rhodesia. 

Several widely differing views have been published on the 
affinities of the finds from Sinoia Cave sixty-five miles north-west 
of Salisbury. 17 Recent work on the site by Robinson has demon
strated the Early Iron Age character of much of the pottery and 
its association with copper smclting. 18 Ancient copper workings 
arc reported from the area of the nearby Alaska 2\linc. The Sinoia 
pottery shares many features with that from Ziwa and there arc 
also many sherds which recall those from Early Iron Age sites in 
the Lusaka area, especially Twickenham Road. This Early Iron 
:\gc attribution has been strengthened by a recently-announced 
radiocarbon date of the sixth to eighth centuries A.D.(SR-118). 19 

Rhodesia 
0,-cr most of the central and southern parts of Rhodesia the 
Early Iron Age cultures show considerable basic similarity. \Vicic 
general acceptance has been given to a tripartite division or the 
pottery ,,·ith Ziwa ware in the eastern areas around Inyanga, 
Leopard"s Kopjc I (Zhiso) in the south-west centred on Bulawayo, 
11 B. \1. Fagan Iron .-lge C11/iure, in Zambia-I London 1 967. 
15 R. Summers 'Iron .-\ge Industries in Southern Africa, wi1h !\ates on their Chron
ology, Terminology and Economic Status' in Backgrowul lo 1~·,·0/11/ion in Africa, ed. 
\\". Bishop and j. D. Clark Chicago 1967 pp. G87-700. 
1 • Sec note 13. 
17 R.H.. Inskeep 'Sornc Iron Age Sites in l\"orthnn Rhodesia' S .. l..·I.JJ. XVII (1962) 
pp. 13G-80; J. F. Schofield Primitfrc l'ollcrJ· Cape Town 1948; R. Summers. K. R. 
Robinson and ,\_ \\'hilly 'Zi111babwc Exeava1ions, IC158' O.l' .. V.1\1.S.R. III (19G1) 
:'\o. s!Ja. 
r• K. IC Robinson ·The Sinoia Can,s, Lomagundi llis1rict. Rhodesia' P.T.R.S._-1. LI 
(19GG) pp. 131-55. 
"K. IC Robi11son, pcr,01wl co1111111micn/ir,n. I a111 gratrful lo ;>.Jr T. i'I. I luffman for his 
commeJJts 011 this and otlrcr J{hodcsi;111 topics discussed in this paper. 
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and Gokomcrc ware widely distributed in the south-central area. 
The typology shows that the three groups arc closely related: in 
an early classification they were grouped together, with some 
later derivatives, under the heading 'stamped ware'. In many 
cases there is considerable typological overlap between groups. 
The Early Iron Age in Rhodesia is thus probably best regarded 
as a gradually changing continuum within which clustering is 
readily apparent but less easily defined. 

There is, however, one group of finds which docs not fit easily 
into the general picture but which has been claimed to represent 
the earliest Iron Age occupation of Rhodesia. Bambata ware is 
the name which has been given to a loose grouping of pottery 
finds characterized by thin-walled vessels bearing areal decoration, 
often of massed stamp-impressions, which frequently extends over 
the rim. 20 No scaled horizon containing Bambata ware has yet 
been located, and nowhere is it demonstrably associated with iron . 
. \II the finds except one arc from caves or rockshclters where it is 
usually associated with Late Stone Age material and sometimes 
also with pottery which clearly belongs with Gokomere and 
related Early Iron Age wares. Robinson has argued that at 
Dombozanga rockshelter near 13cit 13ridgc 21 Bambata ware may 
postdate Early Iron Age sherds of the late first millennium A.D. 

:.lalapati type (sec below, p. 34-). ;\ single pot of Bambata type 
from lnyanga comes from the same site as a third to fourth 
century elate (SR-17). 22 At no other site in Rhodesia is there 
evidence for the age of Bambata ware other than its association 
with Late Stone Age material. 

In view of the total absence o[ comparable pottery from 
Zambia, suggestions that Bambata ware is intrusive into Rhodesia 
from the north must he treated with reserve. 23 Bamba ta ware's 
affinities, like its date and cultural associations, must remain 
problematical pending further discoveries. 

'
0 J. F. Schofield 'Report on the Pottery from Bamba ta Cave' S.A.J.S. XXXVII 

(1940) pp. 361-7'..?; K. R. Robinson 'llambata \Varc: its Position in the Rhodesian 
Iron ,\ge in the Light of Jtecrnt Evidence' S.,l..·I.B. XXI ( 1966) pp. 81-8 5. 
"K. R. l{ol,inson 'Dombonnga Rockshclter, Mtctcngwc River, Ilcit Bridge, 
Southern Rhodesia: Excavation Results' Arnoldia (Rhod.), I (1964) l\"o. 7. 
"F. O. lkrnhard '.·\ llambata-typc Pot from Inyanga' S.A.A.B. XVIII (1963) p. 72. 
"IC Summers 'Iron Age Industries of Southern Africa, with N"otcs on their Chron
ology, Terminology and Economic Status' in Background to Ei-olution ;,, Africa, ed. \\'. 
Ilishop and J. D. Clark Chicago 1967 pp. 687-700; K. R. Robinson A Preliminar)' 
Report on the Recent Archaeology of:i'\gonde, Northern lvlalawi' ].A.H. VII ( 1966) 
pp. 169-88. 
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~luch firmer C\'iclcnce is available for other Early Iron Age 
settlements in Rhodesia, as illustrated by Robinson's excavations 
at J\ lahn:ni in the Chi bi district. ~-1 Remains of three pole and 
daga structures were located; one of these is interpreted as a 
storage bin which was originally raised above the ground on 
stones. A small enclosure of dry-stone field walling and a forty-five 
feet length of similar wall, crossing a watercourse at right angles 
as if to clam it, could not be linked unequivocally with the Early 
Iron :\ge occupation but arc of a type distinct from structures of 
known late elate. A shallow miclclcn deposit yiclclccl a substantial 
quantity of pottery, figurines of sheep and humans, and iron 
objects including a ring and eight iron beads. Beads were also 
made of copper, ostrich egg and snail shell. Tracie with the coast 
is demonstrated by pierced marine shells and three imported 
glass beads. Sheep was the only domestic animal rcprcscntccl in 
the small fauna! collection, but wildebeest, buffalo, impala and 
zebra were hunted. The two radiocarbon elates for l'viabveni 
(SR-43: first to third centuries A.D., ancl SR-79: fifth to seventh 
centuries) are not in close agreement but a elate somewhere in the 
first two-thirds of the first millennium is indicated. 

Parallel c\·idcncc for much of that from l'viabvcni is provided 
by Robinson's re-examination of the Tunnel site at Gokomcrc. 25 

0Hrlying a Stone .·\gc horizon and scaled by a deposit containing 
fairly recent Karanga material were three feet of apparently 
rcclepositccl midden containing Early Iron .·\ge pottery, copper 
and iron fragments and glass beads of types parallelccl in the 
earliest series from the Acropolis at Zimbabwe. Trade with the 
cast coast is attested by, in addition to the glass beads, a complete 
conus shell, most probably Co1111s ebraeus, a species which docs not 
occur in the .:-\tlantic. The base of the Gokomerc Early Iron Age 
midden yiclclecl a date in the firth to seventh centuries A.D. 

(SR-26). The encl of the comparable earliest occupation of 
Zimbabwe is elated to the third to fifth centuries (M-913). 2 G 

The characteristic Early Iron :\gc pottery of the north-eastern 

"K. R. Rol,inson 'An Earh· Iron Age Site from the Chil,i District, Southern Rhodesia' 
S.A.A.JJ. x,·r (1961) pp. 75-to2. 
°' T. Gardne:r, L. H. \Velis andJ. F. Schofic:ld 'The Recent Archaeology ofGokomere, 
Southern Rhodt:sia' T.R.S.S .. ·1. X\.III (1940) pp. 219-53; K. R. llobinson 'Further 
Excavations in the Iron Ag<: Deposits at the Tunn<:I Site, Gokornerc Hill, Southern 
Rhodesia' S .. L-J.JJ. XVI (19G1) pp. 75-102. 
00 R. Summers, K. R. I{ohinson and t\. \\'hilly 'Zimbabwe Excavations, 1958' 
O.P.XJ!.S.R. III (1961) );o. 23a. 
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parts or Rhodesia has been termed Ziwa ware. 27 It shows many 
points in common with Gokomere ware and Summers's work at the 
·Place of Offerings' has provided valuable information about its 
associations. 

The 'Place of Offerings' is a large open site where sherds and 
associated finds mainly occurred in shallow pits. The pottery 
recovered was of the more elaborately decorated type of Ziwa 
ware which has been named Ziwa I. Associated finds include 
shdl beads and part of an imported cowrie shell. There were 
probable fragments of an iron hoe and an iron clamp, while 
;\lacl ver recovered a thumb-piano key from the same site. 28 

Copper wire was not rare and a fragment of a copper ingot came 
from one pit. Millet and pumpkin seeds and bones of buffalo and 
various antelope were recovered. 

No glass beads have been found associated with Ziwa I pottery 
but rare examples do occur with the closely related, perhaps 
slightly later, pottery which Summers has named Ziwa 2. Crude 
terrace walling is associated with Ziwa 2 pottery. 

The absolute elates for these Ziwa I and 2 sites arc not easy to 
establish \vith precision. No radiocarbon elates arc available for 
the sites investigated by Summers, but Bernhard has obtained 
four dates for closely related sites in the same area. A elate of the 
third to fourth century A.O. (SR-17) and one of two late first 
millennium elates (SR-32, SR-38) arc associated with human 
burials which are described as showing Negroid physical fea
tures. ~9 :\ final date, of the tenth to eleventh centuries A.O. 

(B-233), from the lowest levels of the stone enclosure at Nyahokwc, 
elates a 11nal phase, Ziwa 3. 30 

Centred on Bulawayo, the early phase of the Leopard's Kopjc 
culture has much in common with the Early Iron Age cultures 
li.1nher east. 31 Like Gokomcre and Ziwa sites, those of Leopard's 
Kopje I arc associated with simple low stone walling. Sherds of 
this type hm·e been found in gold and copper workings as, farther 
cast, have Ziwa 2 :;!1crcls. :\ single elate (TX-228) in the ninth to 

" R. Summers b,ra11ga Cambridge 1958. 
"R. ~lacl\'L'r Jlcdiacval Rhodesia London 1906. 
"F. 0. Bernhard 'i\otes on the pre-Ruin Ziwa Culture of lnyanga' Rhodcsia11a XII 
(196,½), 
,o F. 0. Bernhard 'The Ziwa \\'arc of lnyanga' JYath·e Affairs Department Amwal 
(Southern Rhodesia) XXXVIII (1961) 8,1--92. 
" K. R. Robinson 'The Leopard's Kopje Culture, its Position in the Iron Age in 
Southern Rhodesia' S .. ·LJ./J. XXI (1966) pp. 5-51. 
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twelfth centuries A.O. from Zhiso Hill in the Matopos is the only 
date so far reported for a site attributed to Leopard's Kopjc I. 

Leopard's Kopjc 2, which was formerly rcgarclccl as a develop
ment from r, but whose pottery seems far removed from the 
Early Iron Age tradition ancl whose distribution is restricted to 
south-western ,\.Iatabeleland, has been dated to the seventh to 
eighth centuries A.O. (SR-55) at the type site near Khami and 
slightly later (SR-68) at Taba Zikamambo. These elates suggest 
that the hypothesis of a Leopard's Kopje 1-Leoparcl's Kopjc 2 

succession may be an oversimplification and that the 'Leopard's 
Kopjc Culture' of the literature may not represent a single 
cultural entity. 

The earliest Iron Age occupation of south-western Rhodesia is 
probably represented in the archaeological record by sites such 
as ,\.landau 3 ~ and rviadiliyangwa 33 where the pottery has close 
parallels both in early Gokomere wares ancl in the so-called 
channcl-clecoratecl pottery which may antedate the Dambwa 
settlements of southern Zambia. These ;..fatabclelancl sites may 
prove to be ancestral to Leopard's Kopje I wl1ich should then be 
regarded as a localized clcvclopmcnt from the general Early Iron 
Age continuum. The apparent scarcity or very early sites in this 
area may be fortuitous or it may indicate that the population, 
prior to the development of Leopard's Kopjc 1, was comparatively 
sparse. The later phases of the Leopard's Kopje culture are 
outside the scope of this paper. 

At ?\lalapati on the Nuanetsi Ri\·er in the extreme south-east 
of Rhodesia a village site investigated by Robinson has yielded a 
elate in the last quarter of the rirst millennium A.O. (SR-33). 34 

The pottery shows affinities with both Gokomcre and Leopard's 
Kopje r wares, while Robinson also suggests that it has links with 
material described by Schofield from ?\laokagani Hill in 
Botswana. 35 Little archaeological work has so far been clone in 
the Rhodesian Lowvcld or in the Limpopo valley but .Malapati 
and Dombozanga show that the area was inhabited by Early Iron 
Age peoples before the first settlement of Bambandyanalo. 

3 ° K. R. Robinson 'Bambata \\'arc: its Position in the Rhodesian Iron Age in the 
Light of Recent Evidence' S.A.A.B. XXI ( 1966) pp. 81-85. 
33 N. Jones 'Excavations at Nswatugi and Madiliyangwa' O.P.N.A1.S.R. I (1933) 
No. 2 pp. 1-.;+ 

"K. R. Robinson 'Further Excavations in the Iron Age Deposits at the Tunnel Site, 
Gokomerc Hill, Southern Rhodesia' S.A.A.B. XVIII ( 1963) pp. 155-71. 
35 J. F. Schofield Primiti1·, Poll,ry Cape Town 1948. 
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During the first millennium A.D. virtually every area of Rhodesia 

which has been archaeologically investigated appears to have 
supported an Early Iron Age population of remarkably similar 
type. However, no other country south of the Zambezi can match 
the degree to which the Iron Age archaeology of Rhodesia has 
been investigated. 1\11 almost complete lack of evidence confronts 
us when we seek to discover the extent to which Early Iron Age 
settlement extended beyond the southern borders of the present 
Rhodesia. 

Botswana and South l Vest Africa 
As Summers has pointed out, much of southern Africa, particu
larly in the western regions, is climatically unsuited to fanning 
settlement. Recent economic patterns tend to support this view 
and it is likely that climatic change during the last two thousand 
years has not been on a sufficient scale radically to change this 
picture. The available evidence suggests that most or Botswana 
was occupied largely, if not exclusively, by hunting-gathering 
people or Late Stone Age stock until very recent times. From the 
eastern strip of Botswana, acUacent to the Rhodesian border, finds 
of pottery or Leopard's Kopje and 1vlalapati type suggest that 
this area may be regarded as part of the Rhodesian culture 
zone. 

A recent survey or the pre-European pottery of South \Vest 
Africa has failed to locate any material for which there is any 
reason to suggest an antiquity greater than a very few centuries. 3 G 

The affinities of this pottery appear to be with Khoikhoi wares 
rather than with any Early Iron Age tradition. The presence of 
copper beads in a Late Stone Age site elated to the beginning of 
the second millennium A.D. (SR-46) which was investigated by 
.i'vlacCalman in the Branclberg north-west of \Vindhoek, perhaps 
indicates the presence of metallurgists in the area at this early 
elate, but the beads could have been traded for a very considerable 
distance. 37 

South Africa 
For the Transvaal and Swaziland we have a little more to go on, 

30 'W. Sydow 'The pre-European Pottery of South \Vest Africa' Cimbebasia memoir I 
Windhoek 1967. 
37 H. R. ?vfacCalman 'Carbon-14 Dates for South 'Nest Africa' S.A.A.B. XX (1965) 
p. 215. 

Q 



D. W. Phillipson 

but here too the picture is very incomplete. Pottery similar to that 
from 1-lalapati has been discovered by de Vaal on the farm Happy 
Rest in the Soutpansberg of the Northern Transvaal. 38 The site 
is undated but presumably precedes the occupation of 
Bambandyanalo. This and the similarity with the elated Malapati 
site make a elate in the second half of the first millennium appear 
likely. Farther south in the Transvaal, Iron Age occupation 
distinct from the Early Iron Age tradition appears to have been 
established on the \ Vitwatersrancl by the beginning of the second 
millennium. 39 That this was not the first Iron Age settlement so 
far south is demonstrated by two recent investigations, on neither 
of which arc full data yet available. 1\t Castle Peak in western 
Swaziland Beaumont has obtained a single elate of the fourth to 
fifth century A.D. (Y-r 7 r 2) from charcoal associated with sherds 
of vessels 'typified by a carinatecl profile and single or multiple 
channelled lines lying parallel to and immediately below the rim. 
Various types of stone mining tools, ground stone fragments, rare 
iron tools and Late Stone Age artefacts came from the same 
levels.' 10 Although no further details of the Castle Peak finds arc 
yet available, the description of the pottery suggests that it is 
markedly dissimilar to that of the Uitkomst or l3uispoort sites 
and other more recent wares. It could well prove to be a represen
tative of the Early Iron Age lying several hunclrecl miles to the 
south of the previously known distribution. \Vhatever the cultural 
affinities of the pottery, the Castle Peak finds do seem to indicate 
the presence in Swaziland, around the middle of the first millen
nium A.D., of iron-using, pot-making people in contact with Late 
Stone Age folk. No other site south of the Limpopo has produced 
evidence for the presence of such people at such an early elate. 

In keeping with the Castle Peak evidence is a series of dates 
obtained by van cler 1Icrwe from iron and copper working sites 
at Palabora in the eastern TransvaaJ.-11 11line workings at 
Loolekop reach depths of seventy feet and have given elates in the 
seventh to eleventh centuries A.D. (Y-1635, Y-1636). Two 
successive occupations of clay huts at Kgopolwe have been dated: 
the lower floor to the ninth to eleventh centuries (Y-1637, 
39 J.B. de Vaal ''n Soutpansbcrgse Zimbabwe' S.A.J.S. XL (1943) pp. 303-18. 
•• R. J. ll.1ason Prehistory of the Tra11svaal Johannesburg 1962. 
'° Quoted in B. ll.L Fagan 'Radiocarbon Dates for sub-Saharan Africa-V' ].A.H. VIII 
(1967) p. 52 5· 
u !\,f. Stuivcr and N. J. van der Mcrwc 'Radiocarbon Chronology of the Iron Age in 
sub-Saharan Africa' Current Anthropology· IX ( I 968) pp. 5.1-8. 
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Y-1638), and the upper floor to the tenth to twelfth centuries 
(Y-1639, Y-1662). No details of the pottery and associated finds 
arc yet available. The presence, through much of the Transvaal, 
of Iron Age communities well before the encl of the first millen
nium A.D. seems amply demonstrated by the available evidence. 
That these peoples were related to the Early Iron Age folk from 
north or the Limpopo seems likely but cannot yet be clcmonstratccl. 

COl\IPARISON WITH OTI-IER AREAS 

Any discussion of the affinities of the Early Iron Age communities 
just clcscribccl is hampered by the fact that many vast areas remain 
archaeologically unexplored. The Zambian and Rhodesian 
eYidcncc is sparse and incomplete but the situation elsewhere is 
generally worse. This should be remedied in the near Cuturc as a 
great deal of valuable work is now under way in l'vialawi and 
East Africa. 

Studies or the later prehistory of ?-,,fo<;:ambiquc arc almost 
completely lacking. The few finds of Iron Age pottery which have 
been described do not appear to resemble known Early Iron Age 
types from elsewhere.' 12 On the other hand, dos Santos has drawn 
attention to the distribution in 1•vfo<;:ambiguc north of the Zambezi 
or schematic rock paintings. •13 These closely parallel Zambian 
paintings which appear to be of Iron Age elate but to prcclatc the 
arrival or most or the present Iron Age communities. H or the 
Iron Age archaeology or the coastal plain or ?-.-Io<;:ambiquc and of 
the lower Zambezi valley virtually nothing is known which 
prcdates Portuguese settlement. In view or suggested Indonesian 
influences reaching the African mainland via the Comoros and/or 
Iviadagascar during the first millennium A.D. 45 , the lack of 
knowledge about the 1•vfo<;:ambigue coast is particularly lamen
table. 

In Angola the situation is little better, despite the great strides 
that Stone Age studies have taken. A few radiocarbon dates are 
available but hardly any details of the associated pottery have 

'° L. H. \Velis 'Rclatorio sabre objcctos cncontrados cm rcstos de cozinha pcrto <la 
foz do Limpopo' 1\Jofambique docwncntario trimestral 1943 pp. 1 3-23. 
43 J. R. dos Santos Junior 'Les Peintures Rupestres de !\1oc;ambique' in Actes du II 
Congri!s Parzafricairz de Prehistoire Paris 1955 pp. 747-58. 
"D. W. Phillipson 'The Rock Paintings of Zambia: their Age and Cultural Asso
ciations', paper presented to Sixth Panafrican Congress on Prehistory Dakar Senegal 1967. 
45 M. Posnansky 'The Iron Age in East Africa' in Background to Evolution in Africa ed. 
W. Bishop and J. D. Clark Chicago 1967 pp. 629-49. 
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been published. \\ 7e can be reasonably sure that Iron Age 
communities inhabited much of Angola during the first millen
nium A.o., but of the affinities of these communities we can say 
nothing. Only 200 miles north of the Kuncnc the radiocarbon 
elates from Fcti la Choya (Y-587, Y-588) show that a very 
substantial Iron Age settlement was cstablishccl at least as early 
as the seventh to eighth cc11turics A.D. Beyond the fact that iron 
was present, no details of the associated finds arc available. 46 

In northern Angola there is a single elate which suggests very 
early Iron Age acti\·ity. A stream gravel at Furi I\,[inc contained 
a Late Stone Age industry together with potsherds and charcoals 
which hm·c been elated ( UCL\-1 70) to the first to third centuries 
A.O. Two other sites in the same area, a buried land surface in 
Kalahari sand at Dunclo Airfield (UCLA-71 6) and a rockshelter 
at Ricocco (UCLA-717), yiclclecl late first mille11nium dates for 
similar pottery.· 17 

This thin scatter of incompletely published sites extends 
northwards into the Congo. In Kinshasa Pr0\·i11cc there arc two 
tantalizing associations of unclcscribecl pottery with radiocarbon 
dates in the fourth to second century n.c. (LV-167) and the 
fourth to fifth century A.O. (LV-168).· 18 Published Congolese Iron 
Age sites arc mainly from the eastern part oC the country. In 
Rwanda and Burundi the earliest known pottery bears many 
typological resemblances to the 'climplc-basccl ware' of south
western Kenya. At scvcrai sites this pottery has been found 
associated with Late Stone Age industries or with iron-smelting 
clcbris. 19 It presumably pre-elates the highly dcvclopccl culture 
revealed by Ncnquin's excavations at Sa11ga. 50 Although simi
larities with the local Congolese Early Iron Age arc slight, the 

"]. Vansina Kingdoms of the Savanna ;\fadison 1966; B. ;\·I. Fag:111 'Radiocarbon Dates 
for sub-Saharan Africa-III' ].A.H. VI (1965) pp. 107-16. 
" C.]. Ferguson and W. F. Libby 'UC LA Radiocarbon Dates-II' Radiocarbon V 
(1963) p. 17; R. Berger, C.J. Ferguson and W. F. Libby 'UCLA Radiocarbon Dates 
-IV' Radiocarbon VII ( 1965) pp. 358-9. 
"B. ;\I. Fagan 'Radiocarbon Dates for sub-Saharan Africa-IV' ].A.H. VII (1966) 
pp. 495-506 . 
., ]. Hicrnaux and E. Maquet 'Cultures l'rehistoriqucs de !'Age des Mctaux au 
Ruanda-Urundi et au Kivu, Congo Beige: Premicre Partie' Bull. des Seances Acad. 
Roy. des Sci. Colonialts Bruxellcs 195 7 pp. 1 126-49; J. Hiernaux and E. Maquet 
'Cultures Prchistoriqucs de l'.-\ge des Metaux au Ruanda-Urundi et au Kivu, Congo 
Beige: Deu.xicme Partic' ,\fem. Acad. Roy. des Sci. d'Outrc-j\,Jer X Bruxellcs 1960; 
J. Nenquin Contributions to the Stud;· of the Prehistoric Cultures of Rwanda and Burundi 
TeIVUren 1967. 
• 0 J. Ncnquin Excavations at Sanga, 1957 Tcrvuren 1963. 
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late first millennium (B-263, B-26,1) Sanga pottery shares many 
features with the Zambian Kalambo material and it should 
probably he regarded as a specialized development of the general 
Early Iron Age tradition. Pottery finds of this same general 
tradition extend far to the west through the Congo basin, as finds 
at Tshikapa in Kasai 51 and near Thysvillc in Bas-Congo indi
cate. 5~ U mil more extensive Iron Age research is conducted in 
the central and western Congo, little more than this bare catalogue 
of" pottery finds will be possible. 

The close connections between the Rwanda-Burundi Early Iron 
Age pottery and that from East Africa has long been recognized. 
Soper recognizes three basic subdivisions of the latter material. 53 

That from Kwalc, inland from ?\Iombasa, is dated to around the 
third century A.D. (N-291, N-292). 5 '1 Kwalc pottery appears 
closely related to that from Sandawcland 55 which is at present 
undated, although Sutton 5 G has recently obtained elates in the 
fourth to eighth centuries A.D. (N-463, N-465) for Ycry similar 
wares at Uvinza in western Tanzania. Recently obtained radio
carbon elates''' show that the 'climplc-basccl ware' from Kavironclo 
in Kenya 58 is contemporary with Kwalc. Unfortunately hardly 
any associated finds arc recorded from these East African Early 
Iron Age pottery sites. Iron is reported only from Kwalc and 
fauna! remains arc so far completely absent. 

This hare summary of" finds is sufficient to show that the 
Zambian and Rhodesian Early Iron Age is no isolated phcnom
cno11. Traces of related cultures arc known from almost all the 
acijaccnt areas where any Iron Age research has been clone. The 
available dating c,·idcncc shows that the East African Early Iron 
Age settlements arc approximately contemporary with those in 
Zambia and Rhodesia. O,·cr this huge area, most of Africa south 
of the Equator, a remarkably consistent picture is beginning to 
51 J. Nenquin 'Dimple-Based Pots from Kasai. Belgian Congo', Afo11, LIX 1959, 
article 2.p. 
"'G. :\Ionclmans '.-\rchcologic des Grottcs Dimba et :'-;govo' in Aclcs du IV C:011gres 
Pan11Jricai11 de Prehisloire, Tervurcn 1962 pp. 405-26. 
" R. C. Soper 'Early Iron Age Pottery Types from East Africa: Comparative Analy
sis' paper presented to Sixth Pa11africa11 Co11gre55 011 Prehistory Dakar Senegal 1967. 
01 R. C. Soper 'Kwalc, an Early Iron Age Site in South-Eastern Kenya' .-l;:a11ia II 
(1967) pp. 1-17. 
"'G. Smoll:i 'Prahistorische Kcramic aus Ostafrika' Tri/ms, VI (1956) pp. :15-64. 
'" J. E. G. Sutton, 'Report on excavations at Uvinza' .·l;:a11ia I I I ( 1968) pp. 45-B6. 
" R. C. Soper j>eTJ011,,I co111111w1icalio11. 
•• \!. D. Leakey. \\'. E. Owen and L. S. l3. Leakey 'Dimple-Bas<'d Pottery from 
Central Kavirondo, Kenya' C:01Jndo,1 .\111Jm111 Occasional Paper JYo. 2 ;\;airobi 19.18. 
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emerge of the appearance of iron-using, pot-making, food
producing communities whose way of life contrasted markedly 
with that of the Late Stone Age hunters. The scale and complete
ness of this contrast leave little doubt that we are dealing with the 
arrival of a new population clement, which probably began to 
spread through the area early in the first millennium A.D. and by 
the middle of that millennium had established itself, often in not 
inconsiderable numbers, over much of the area north of the Vaal. 

IN TE R ACT I ON \\'IT I·I LATE STONE AG E PE O P LES 

From very early times the Iron Age cultures appear to have been 
practised by a considerable number of people. Occupation by the 
early farmers was particularly dense in reasonably fertile areas 
such as southern Zambia. Here Early Iron .Age finds come from 
substantial village sites where there is no residual trace of Late 
Stone Age technology. It seems likely that in these areas the Late 
Stone Age population was largely displaced by the second half of 
the first millennium A.D. No doubt a certain amount of the Late 
Stone Age population was absorbed into the society of the new 
arrivals but their cultural contribution appears to have been 
minimal. Elsewhere in Zambia the Early Iron Age population 
was probably sparse and in many areas Late Stone Age people 
survived in their traditional way of life well into the present 
millennium. The evidence from N akapapu la 59 again provides 
little indication of acculturation between the two groups, yet the 
frequency with which potsherds identical to those which occur in 
Early Iron Age sites which lack any sign of Late Stone Age 
technology arc found in Late Stone Age deposits suggests that 
some contact may have taken place. 

In many areas of Rhodesia, particularly the .Matopo Hills, the 
chronological break between the Late Stone Age and Early Iron 
Age can be shown to be no more distinct than it is north of the 
Zambezi. The presence of Early Iron Age sherds in association 
with Late Stone Age artefacts is common in caves and rock
shelters: Amadzimba ao, Dombozanga, Bamba ta G 1, ?v[adiliyangwa 62 

59 D. \V. Phillipson 'The Prehistoric Sequence at Nakapapula Rocksheher, Zambia' 
in prcH. 
0 ° C. K. Cooke and K. R. Robinson 'Excavations at ,\madzimba Cave, l\·Iatopo 
Hills' O.P .. ,V.M.S.R. II No. 19 (1948) pp. 699-728. 
01 J. F. Schofield 'Report on the Pottery from Bambata Cave' S.A.J.S. XXXVII 
(1940) pp. 361-72. 
02 N. Jones 'Excavations at Nswatugi and 1\fadiliyangwa' O.P.N .. M.S.R. I No. 2 

( I 933) pp. 1-.j--j.. 
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and Tshangula 63 may be quoted as examples. The late first 
millennium A.D. radiocarbon elates from Dombozanga (SR.-15) 
and Tshangula (SR-69) arc further evidence for the late continu
ation or the Late Stone Age industries. 

The rock art pro\"iclcs further c,·iclcncc for the late survival of 
Late Stone 1\gc peoples into the period of Early Iron Age settle
ment. Cooke has argued convincingly for a late elate for the 
majority of the surviving paintings in .t\latabelcland and there is 
110 reason to doubt a similar elate for the art in other parts or the 
country. u'1 Tl1crc is general acceptance that the great bulk of the 
naturalistic art in both Zambia and Rhodesia was executed by 
people at a Late Stone Age stage of development. In Rhodesia 
much of the subject matter or the naturalistic paintings indicates 
that the artists liacl contact with Iron Age people who practised 
an economy different from their own. Partly contemporary but 
generally later than the naturalistic art in Zambia is a large series 
or schematic paintings which appear to be the work or Iron Age 
peoples. 65 Such paintings, although present in Rhodesia, are less 
common there and have received comparatively scant attention. 

Precisely \\·hat were the relationships between the two groups 
in the area, where they remained in contact is not easy to deter
mine. Physical anthropology suggests that miscegenation was not 
particularly common after the early centuries or the Iron Age. 
Archaeology docs not provide evidence for significant accultur
ation in either direction. 

Recent relationships between Negroid farmers and residual 
hunting-gathering groups have been studied among both the 
Bushmen (;(i and pygmies. G, In both these cases a client relationship 
has been shown to exist in which the hunters, while clients of the 
farmers, arc drawn into the farming economy but often do not 
themselves adopt such an economy. Objects from the material 
culture of the farmers will come into the possession of their clients 

"' C. K. Cooke.: 'Report on Excavations at Pomongwc and Tshangula Caves, l\·latopo 
Hills, Southern Rhodesia' S.A.A .IJ. XVIII ( 1963) pp. 73-150. 
• 

1 C. K. Cooke 'The Rock Paintings of l\fatabcleland' in Prehistoric Rock Art of the 
Fedaatio11 of Rhodesia a11d .Yyasala11d, ed. R. Summers London t 959 pp. 1 12-62; 
C. K. Cooke 'Iron Age Influence in the Rock Art of Southern Africa' Amoldia (Rhod.) 
II (1964) No. 12. 
•

0 D. \\'. Phillipson 'The Rock Paintings of Zambia: their Age and Cultural Asso
ciations' paper presented lo Sixth Pmwfrican ~011gress 011 PrchistorJ' Dakar Senegal 1967. 
•• G. Silberbaucr B11s/111um S11nq: Report :o the Becl111mwla11d Go,·emmmt Gabcroncs 
1965. 
• 7 C. Turnbull 'The Lc~so11 of the Pygmie 1' Scic11tific A111crica11 CCV III ( 1963) 1'-o. 1 . 
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but the appropriate technology will often remain the prerogative 
of the former group. Gs The evidence is slenclcr, but it may be that 
such a situation was prevalent in Central Africa during the first 
millennium A.D. On the margins of the Negroid distribution it 
has continued to the present clay. 69 

In the extreme south of the continent there is evidence for the 
spread of pottery and animal domestication beyond the distri
bution of the Iron Age cultures. The only elates available for early 
pottery on the coast of the Cape Province are those from Scott's 
Cave in the Gamtoos valley 7°. The start of the occupation is elated 
to the seventh to ninth centuries A.D. (SR-82) and the terminal 
stage to the sixteenth to seventeenth centuries (Y-1,1,25). These 
suggest an age which is not so early as to rule out the probability 
that the impetus for the development of this pottery was acquired 
by contact with Iron Age groups. No domestic animal bones were 
recovered from Scott's Cave, but Seddon and Vinnicombe have 
recently published references which show that cattle, sheep and 
goats had reached the Cape of Good Hope by 1505-8. 71 Both 
pottery and domestic animals were, ol' course, important aspects 
of the material culture of the Khoikhoi who were recorded by 
early European visitors as occupying much of the area lying to the 
south of the country of the Iron Age peoples. 

ORIGIN AND SPREAD 

Although the Early Iron Age groups arc obviously closely related, 
considerable regional variation is apparcut from the earliest time. 
This is clear in Zambia and Rhodesia where the coverage of 
research is less incomplete. The contrast between the Early Iron 
Age pottery from northern Zambia and that from East African 
sites is also marked. The distribution of the regional variants has 
led the \\Titer to postulate a general north-western origin for the 
Early Iron Age in Zambia and Rhodesia. 72 Posnansky, concen
trating his study on the East African material, has reached a 

•• J. D. Clark 'Bushman Hunters of the Barotse Forests' .•Vorlhcm Rhodesia Journal l 
No. 3 (1951) pp. 56-65. 
•• Sec note 66. 
70 H . .J. and J. Deacon 'Scott's Cave: a Late Stone Age Site in the Gamtoos Valley' 
.-11111, Cape Prou. ,Hus. III ( 1963) pp. 96-1 21; H.J. Deacon 'Two Radiocarbon Dates 
from Scott's Cave, Gamtoos Valley' S.,J.A.B. XXIl ( 1967) pp.51-52, 
71 J. D. Seddon and l'. \'innicomhc 'Domestic Animals, Rock Art and Dating' 
S.A.A.13. XXII (1967) pp. 112-13. 
70 D. \V. Phillipson 'The Early Iron Age in Zambia: Regional Variants and some 
Tentative Conclusions' J.A.H. lX (1968) pp. 191-211. 
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similar conclusion. 73 This hypothesis does not, of course, preclude 
the possibility that some of the cultural traits of the Early Iron 
Age may have various, widely scattered, origins. African popu
lation movements within the recent past appear exceedingly 
complicated and arc difficult to unravel. Not only arc very many 
groups mobile, but the composition of the groups is in a continu
ous state of flux. 1\ comparable situation probably prevailed 
among Early Iron :\gc communities. 

The archaeological evidence therefore points to the conclusion 
that Iron .-\gc culture was brought into eastern and southern 
.--\frica by a largely immigrant population around the beginning 
of the first millennium A.D. The available physical anthropological 
data arc in keeping with this hypothesis. Skeletons found associated 
with Late Stone 1\gc industries pre-dating the introduction of the 
Early Iron Age arc almost invariably of Bush type 7\ although it 
may be that some of the Late Stone Age folk of northern Zambia 
and \lala\\'i showed some physical similarity to modern pygmy 
groups. 75 Negroid features arc, however, apparent in skeletons 
1-ccm·cred from Iron Age sites, although most arc claimed to show 
varying degrees of Bush mixture, as at 1nyanga 7 G and Dambwa. 77 

Tobias's suggestion that 'metal culture diffused clown the cast 
coast or c\frica mainly before the "negrotization" of the popu
lation' docs not seem to be in accord with the more recent 
disco,-crics. 78 There is not sufficient c,·idcncc to prove that Negroid 
peoples definitely were those responsible for the introduction of 
Iron 1\ge culture, but it seems probable that they were. Certainly 
the arrival of the Negroids was chronologically close to that of the 
Iron Age. 

The correlation between the spread of the central and southern 
1\frican Early Iron Age and that of the Bantu languages is 
frequently postulated. \Ye have argued above that the arrival in 
73 I\I. Posnansky 'Bantu Genesis-Archaeological Reficxions' ].A.H. IX (1968) pp. 
1-1 I. 

,., C. Gabel 'Further Human Remains from the Central ,\frican Late Stone Age' ,\fan 
LX I II ( 1 963) article 4+ 
" L. I-1. \\'ells 'Late Stone .-\ge Human Types in Central Africa' Proceedings of the 
Third Pmwfricm1 Congress 011 Prrhislo~)' London 1957 pp. 183-5. 
,c F. 0. Bernhard 'Xotcs on the Pre-Ruin Ziwa Culture of lnyanga' Rlwdesiana XII 
(196+)-
" S. G. 1-1. Daniels and D. \\'. Phillipson 'The Early Iron ,\ge Site at Dambwa near 
Livingstone' in B. I\I. Fagan, D. \\'. Phillipson and S. G. H. Daniels Iron Age C:11/tures 
in Zambia-II London 1969. 
'" I'. V. Tobias 'Skeletal Remains from lnyanga' in R. Summers, b!)·ar,ga Cambridge 
1958 pp. 159-72. 
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central and southern Africa of such cultural traits as pottery, 
metallurgy and food production was approximately synchronous 
and that it was clue to the arrival of a new population clement. 
\Vhether or not the spread of the Bantu languages can also be 
linked to the same movement there is not sufficient evidence to 
say, but the directions of spread of the Iron Age cultures and of 
the Bantu languages do appear to be remarkably similar. Purely 
archaeological evidence is, of course, incapable of determining the 
language spoken by a preliterate community and the problem of 
language is one with which the archaeologist docs not normally 
concern himself. However, linguists have been able to postulate 
historical reconstructions and this both provides a means for 
attempting a correlation between linguistic and archaeological 
evidence and, if such a correlation can be accomplished, opens up 
valuable possibilities for future research. 

Ehret has argued that the spread or cattle in our area preceded 
the spread of the Bantu languages. 7 g He argues 'that the three 
Bantu forms of the (k)umbi root for cat! le cannot be explained on 
the basis of Bantu sound-changes. It follows from this that the 
root was borrowed into Bantu languages independently in at 
least three original forms in different locations; that is that cattle 
were known by these names in these locations when Bantu
speakers arri\-ccl in them'. 80 Before Ehret's conclusions can be 
accepted unreservedly we should perhaps inquire whether or not 
this borrowing of the root into Bantu languages must necessarily 
have taken place in the area of the present distribution of the 
respective roots within the Bantu language structure. Hit is agreed 
that the Bantu languages spread into central and southern Africa 
from elsewhere, might not the (k)umhi words have spread with 
them, having been borrowed from non-Bantu languages within, 
or immediately peripherally to, a primary or secondary centre of 
dispersal? It seems to the present writer that very little is yet 
known concerning the dynamics of linguistic spread in Africa. 
Argument from the present distribution of languages 81 presup
poses that many traditionally recorded population movements 
have not greatly affected the linguistic pattern. Examples can be 
cited both to support and to refute this assumption. 
"C. Ehret 'Callie Keeping and :-.lilking in Eastern and Southern African History: 
the linguistic Evidence' J..,l.fl. \'III (1967) pp. 1-17. 
• 0 Op. cit. p. 6. 
81 e.g. R. 0. Oliver 'The Problem of the Bantu Expansion' ].A.H. VII ( 1966) pp. 
361-76. 
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Ignorance of the dynamics of cultural spread is, of course, not 

limited to the linguistic field. Archaeology can prm·idc us with 
inrormation concerning the distribution of traits of material 
culture and it is all too easy, and too frequent, for the archaeol
ogist to interpret the apparent spread of cultural traits in terms 
of a physical population movement, whereas there is often no 
theoretical reason to prefer such an interpretation to the concept 
of cultural diffusion through a static population or by means of a 
\'cry small group of migrant indi\'iduals. E,-cn in the field of 
traditional history there is, as Vansina 82 has demonstrated, 
considerable doubt about the amount of population movement 
im·oh-cd in the migration of political entities. Our sources of 
C\'iclence thus deal with tcclrnological, linguistic and political 
units, all of which arc apparently fluid and none or which need 
he conterminous with a physical population unit. Historians and 
archaeologists should beware of conceptualizing prehistoric data 
into tidy culture areas and stratigraphic units. Insufficient 
eYiclcnce can too easily lead to false assumptions based on the 
apparent concurrence of what may in fact be unrelated traits. 

It was once popular to visualize the spread of the African Iron 
,\gc in terms of a massive, swift invasion in which the technical 
superiority or iron weapons gave an immediate advantage to 
their O\vncrs. Ach-antagcous as iron tools and weapons may have 
been, they were almost certainly ,-cry scarce and the wide but 
sparse distribution of the Early Iron Age makes an invasion 
hypothesis unlikely. The diversity within the common pottery 
tradition suggests that we arc dealing with a substantial number 
or independent but related groups whose arrival took place 
gradually over a period of several centuries. The detailed definition 
and elating or these groups over an area of more than two million 
square miles is an enormous task but one which must be ac
complished, at any rate in outline, to provide a foundation for our 
knowledge of the subsequent histo1·y of African societies in central 
and southern Africa. 
8

' J. Vansina .1,:;11gdoms of the Sai·a1111a l'>!adison 1966. 
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AJ;pendix 

RADIOCARBON DATES 

B-233 
B-263 
B-264 
GrN-3189 
GrN-3580 
GrN-4646 
GrN-4647 
GX-535 
GX-662 
GX-767 
GX-I009 
GX-IOIO 
GX-IOI2 
GX-I0r3a 
GX-I0r3b 
GX-r 114. 
GX-r 115 
GX-1327 
GX-1328 
GX-1329 
GX-1330 
GX-1331 
L-395a 
L-395b 
L-395c 
LV-167 
LV-r68 
M-913 
N-291 
N-292 
N-409 
N-4ro 
N-41 I 

N-412 
N-413 
N-414. 
N-463 
N-465 

Nyahokwc 
Sanga 
Sanga 
Kalambo Falls 
Kalambo Falls 
Kalambo Falls 
Kalambo Falls 
Nakapapula 
Twickenham Road, Lusaka 
Nakapapula 
Chondwc 
Chondwe 
Kapwirimbwe 
Kapwirimbwe 
Kapwirimbwc 
Gundu 
Gundu 
Kangonga 
Kangonga 
Twickenham Road, Lusaka 
Chondwc (post-E.I.A.) 
Chondwe (post-E.I.A.) 
Kalambo Falls 
Kalambo Falls 
Kalambo Falls 
Funa 
Ile des ?vlimosas 
Zimbabwe 
Kwale 
Kwale 
Kumadzulo 
Kumadzulo 
Kumadzulo 
Kumadzulo 
Kurnadzulo 
Kurnadzulo 
Pwaga, Uvinza 
Nyarnsunga, Uvinza 

D. TY. PhilliJ;son 

A.D. IOI0±I IQ 

A.D. 710±120 
A.D. 880±200 
A.D. I 350/r 580 ±50 
A.D. I0'20 ±40 
A.D. 34-5 ±40 
A.D. 430 :t:40 
A.D. 770±100 
A.D. 1055±1 lO 

A.D. IO,J.0 ±85 
A.D. 815±130 
A.D. 890+95 
A.D. 505 ::c95 
A.D. 4.25 ± I lO 

A.D. 410::_l::85 
A.D. 440+85 
A.D. 54.0 ±85 
A.D. 765__;__85 
A.O. 34-0+115 
A.O. 9,10 + I lO 

A.D. l I 55 ±85 
A.D. I I IO ±85 
A.D. 980±150 
A.D. 870±180 
A.D. 550 ± I 50 
270 B.C. :l:90 
A.D. 410±100 
A.D. 330 ± I 50 
A.D. 270±110 
A.D. 260 ± I I0 
A.D. 430±1 I0 
A.D. 56o±IIO 
A.D.55o±II0 
A.D. 620±110 
A.D. 630:r:::IIO 
A.D. 690 ± l05 
A.D. 420 ± I 60 
A.D. 590±200 
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SR-15 Dombozanga 
SR-17 Ziwa Farm, Inyanga 
SR-26 Gokomerc 
SR-32 Ziwa Farm, Inyanga 
SR-33 Malapati 
SR-38 Ziwa Farm, Inyanga 
SR-43 .\Iab,-cni 
SR-46 Numas Entrance Shelter 
SR-55 Leopard's Kopje 
SR-6'.2 Dambwa 
SR-65 Kalunclu 
SR-68 Taha Zikamambo 
SR-69 Tshangula 
SR-7:3 Kapula Vlei 
SR-79 .\Iab\·cni 
SR-82 Scott's Cave 
SR-gG Dambwa 
SR-97 Dambwa 
SR-gB Dambwa 
SR-roG Dambwa 
SR-110 Dambwa 
SR-118 
SR-123 
TX-228 
UCL-\-170 
UCL\-716 
UCLA-717 
UCLA-929 
Y-587 
Y-588 
Y-1425 
Y-1635 
Y-1636 
Y-1637 
Y-1638 
Y-1639 
Y-1662 
Y-1712 

Sinoia Cave 
Kai u n cl u 
Zhiso Hill 
Furi iviine 
Dunclo Airfield 
Ricocco II 
Calcler's Cave 
Feti la Chaya 
Feti la Chaya 
Scott's Cave 
Loolekop 
Loolekop 
Kgopolwe 
Kgopolwe 
Kgopolwe 
Kgopolwe 
Castle Peak 

A.D. 750 :l: 100 
A.D. 300±100 
A.O. 530±120 
A.O. 850±!00 
A.D. 850 ± IOO 

A.O. 900±100 
A.O. 180±120 
A.O. 1080 :I: I 00 

A.D. 700:f:II0 
A.O. 620 :f: I I 0 
A.D. 300 :l::90 
A.D. 870±100 
A.D. 830 ::.l:90 
A.D. 810±90 
A.D. 570±110 
A.O. 760 J: !00 
A.D. 860±95 
A.D. 750±95 
A.D. 780±90 
A.D. 600--!-I 00 
A.D. 660±120 
A.D. 650 ±95 
A.O. 4-55 ±95 
A.D. 1040±130 
A.O. 150±80 
A.D. 760 ::-l:80 
A.O. 940 ±80 
20 13.C. ±80 
A.D. 710:cl00 
A.D. l 250 ±65 
A.O. l 590 ±80 
A.D. r"ooo ±60 
A.D. 770±80 
A.D. 1040 ±60 
A.D. 960±80 
A.D. l 100±60 
A.D. l l 30 ±80 
A.D. 4 I O :l:60 
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EARLY IRON AGE SITES: 
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a-Calder's Cave 
b-Chonclwe and Kangonga 
c-Dambwa and Kumadzulo 
d-Dombozanga 
e-Gokomere 
f-Gundu 
g-I-Iappy Rest 
h-Inyanga, Nyahokwe and 

'Place of Offerings' 
i-Kalambo Falls 
j-Kalunclu 
k-Kapula Vlei 
1-Kapwirimbwe and Twick-

enham Road 
m-Kavirondo sites 
n-K\\'alc 

o-l'viabveni 
p-•1Vfakwe 
q-Malapati 
r-1\fatopo Hills (Amaclzim

ba, Bambata, Madili
yangwa, Tshangula and 
Zhiso) 

s-1\ 1Iandau 
t-Nakapapula 
u-Sanclaweland 
v-Sinoia Cave 
w-Situmpa 
x-Tshikapa 
y-U,·inza 
z-Zimbabwe 

o THE R s 1 TE s, including possible but not proven Early Iron Age occur
rences: 

A-Castle Peak 
B-Dunclo Airfield 
C-Feti la Chaya 
D-Funa 
E-Furi ~line 
F-Ilc des Mimosas 

G-Numas Entrance Shelter 
H-Palabora 
I-Thysville 
J-Sanga 
K-Scott's Cave 



3. Tlze later Iron Age 
zn South Africa 

BRIAN FAGAN 

The study of Iron Age culture south of the Limpopo has always 
been overshadowed by the richness of the Stone ,\ge archaeological 
record in South Africa. Descriptions of stone implements and 
rock paintings fill the pages of scientific journals, but the literature 
on the closing centuries of South African prehistory is sporadic, 
speculative, and frequently of dubious quality. Although early 
travellers such as l'doffat 1 and Campbcll 2 clescribccl the 'stone 
towns' of Iron Age, Bantu-speaking peoples in the Transvaal and 
Orange Free State in the nineteenth century, and stone imple
ments were collected as early as r 858, 3 the first systematic attempts 
to study Iron Age sites in South Africa were not made until the 
I 920s and 1930s when a number of investigators published 
su pcrficial accounts of stone-built cattle kraals in t!tc treeless areas 
of the Highvcld. Despite some dissenting views; 1 van Riet Lowe 
and others ascribed them to early Bantu-speaki11g peoples. At the 
same time Laidler 5 and Schofield began their studies of South 
African ceramics, which led to the latter's monograph on the 
subject in 19,18.u This study is still the basis for the classification of 
Iron Age wares over much of southern 1\frica, although the 
conclusions reached by its author arc based on highly inadequate 
evidence. 

\Vorlcl attention was focused on the South African Iron Age 
with the discovery of the ~,fapungubwc site in 1933. 7 The long 
campaigns of excavations in the Limpopo valley were completed 
1 R. :'\[offat 1\fissionary Labours aT1d SccT1cs i11 South Africa London 18.,2. 
2 J. Campbell TraL"ds i11 South Africa London 1822. 
3 J. Desmond Clark The Prehistory of So11thcm Africa London 1958 p. 2.1,. 

• Summarized in P. L. Brcutz 'Stone Kraal Settlements in South Africa' Africa11 
Studies (1956) 15 .1, pp. 157-75. 
• P. \V. Laidler, various references, mostly in select bibliography, but especially 'South 
African native ceramics: their characteristics and classification' T.R.S.S.A. (1938) 
XXVI pp. 93-1 j2. 
c J. F. Schofield Primitive Pol/cry Cape Town 1948. 
1 L. Fouche .lfapu11g11bu.:e Cambridge 1937. 
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immediately before the war, but only finally published in 1963. 8 

Schofield and others were quick to recognize that the northern
most parts of the Transvaal had close cultural connections with 
the north, but many details of the Limpopo sequence remain 
unstudied. 

For many years it was assumed by the ignorant that the 11rst 
Bantu-speaking peoples crossed the Limpopo at approximately the 
same time as Van Riebeeck landed at the Cape. 9 This view, 
sometimes still glimpsed in obscure or nationalistic literature has 
been completely disproved by the researches of Revil l\lason, 
2\lonica \\'ilson, and others. ,\lason has im·estigated a number of 
Iron ,\ge sites in the Trans,·aal, making extensive use of air 
photographs to locate stone structures and obtaining an important 
series or radiocarbon elates for various settlcmcnts. 10 His exca
vations on thc \\'itwatcrsrand showed that Iron Age peoples have 
been li,·ing in the Transvaal for over a thousand years, while 
.:-.lonica \Vilson's masterly analysis of the early history or the 
Transkei and Ciskci demonstrated the antiquity or Bantu settle
ment in the south-eastern parts of the country. 11 

This paper is an attempt to summarize the later Iron Age 
archaeology or South A[i·ica. The unsatisfactory archaeological 
cviclcnce means that our conclusions arc speculative and liable to 
extensive modifications. [n the interests or clarity, I consider the 
data area by arca. 

TI[ E L !]II P O I' 0 A 1' D ::--;: 0 RT HERN TRANSVAAL 

The dry and 111ojH111c-covcred country between the Limpopo and 
the S011tspansbcrg mountains formed an important cultural 
province during the Iron Age. Copper and iron outcrops were 
abundant and much exploited, 12 salt pans were found in the 
mountains, while other commodities such as tin for alloying could 
be readily traded from south of the Berg. 

The sites which have been extensively exammccl come from the 
farm Grcefswald, fifty-five miles west of .Messina near the Limpopo. 

8 G. A. Gardner Alapu11gub1ce Vol. II Pretoria 1963. 
'The literature is diverse. ,\ recent manifestation is: R. Gayre of Gay re 'The llantu 
homelands of the Northern Transvaal' lvfankiml Qparlcrly 1962 pp. 98--1 12. 
10 R. J. :\Iason 'The origin of South African Society' S.,1.J.S. 1965 61 pp. 255-67. 
11 l\fonica \Vilson 'Early history of the Transkei and Ciskei' African Studies (1959) 18 ·i 
pp. 167-79. 
"N, J. van \Varmclo 'The copper miners of 1\-lusina and the early history of the 
Zoutpansberg' Et/1110/. Pub/. Government Printer Pretoria (19-1-0) p. 8. 
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The cultural sequence from l\fapungubwe Hill, and the nearby 
Bambandyanalo site, were fully clescribccl i11 the two monographs 
on the area, but the interpretation of these important localities by 
Gardner, who was responsible for the second volume, was con
troversial. Elsewhere I have attempted a reassessment of the sites.13 

3. Principal Iron Age sites mentioned in Chapter 3 
1. ~fapungubwc; 2. Ihmbandyanalo; 3. Palabora; 4- Chwcnyanc; 5. Happy 
Rest; 6. Uitkomst; 7. Melville Koppies; 8. Karridenc; 9. l\asvogelskop; 10. Buis
port; 11. Umgazana; 12. Zccrust. 

Bambandyanalo is the earlier of the two settlements, a circular 
mound of occupation debris some 200 yards in diameter and 
twenty feet deep at its highest point. Stratigraphical profiles ha\"e 
shown that the centre of the village was used for cattle enclosures 
while huts were built around the edge. The mound was accumu
lated as a result of successive occupation of the village site, and 
there is a radiocarbon elate of A.D. rn50±65 (Y-135. 17) from 
Beast Burial Number 6. The material culture is simple, and metal 
'' B. ~1. Fagan 'The Greefswald sequence: Bambandyanalo and Mapungubwe 

J.A./-1. (1964) V 3 pp. 337-62. 
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tools are rare or non-existent. Seventy-four human skeletons were 
found, most of them buried in a flexed position surrounded by 
pots. The human remains were studied by Alexander Galloway 
who declared them to be non-Ncgro. 1

•
1 

Gardner ascribed Bambanclyanalo and its remains to a Khoikhoi 
population. In so doing he was strongly influenced by the findings 
of the physical anthropologists, arguing that the site was occupied 
in its closing stages by Nguni peoples, who introduced hoe
agriculture and hut building, as well as the use of iron. At the 
time when Gardner studied the Bambanclyanalo material little 
was known or the contemporary cultures north of the Limpopo. 
He was led to draw parallels between the badly documented 
economy or the inhabitants of Bambandyanalo and that or the 
Khoikhoi. I 11 fact the economic evidence from Bambandyanalo 
appears \Try similar to that from Rhodesian and Zambian Iron 
:\ge sites, where agriculture is inconspicuous in the archaeological 
record, although thought to be a \·ital part of the economy. The 
settlement at Bamba11clyanalo is much larger than any known 
Khoikhoi \'illage, \\'hilc the bone arrowheads and link-shafts from 
the deposit can he paralleled in Rhodesian Iron Age horizons. 
The BamlJanclyanalo pottery, classified as J\,£2 by Schofield 15 has 
connections with Leopard's Kopje II wares from southern 
r.latabelcland, 1 G a11d is unlike the Khoikhoi pottery to which 
Gardner corn pares it. 1 7 Thus Bambanclyanalo belongs within a 
group of Iron ,\ge industries which arc widespread in Rhodesia, 
Botswana, and to which the Uitkomst pottery of the Central 
Trans\·aal is stated to have some parallels. 18 

There remains the question of the human skeletons which were 
thought, admittedly many years ago, to be or non-Negro type. 
U ncler Brothwcll's classification they would be labelled as large 
Khoisan,1~ part of the indigenous physical type, whereas their 
material culture and economy belong to the Iron Age. This is not 

11 ,\. Galloway The skeletal remains of Bamba11dJ'Qlza/o Johannesburg 1959. 
"J. F. Schofield 'The work done in 1934: pottery' in L. Fouche op. cit. 1937 pp. 
32-102. 
ic K. R. Robinson 'Further excavations in the Iron Age deposits at the Tunnel site, 
Gokomerc Hill, Southern Rhodesia' S.,f..-1.B. (1963) 18 (72) pp. 155-71. 
17 G. A. Gardner op. cit. ( 1963) p. 60. 
18 Roger Summers 'Iron Age industries of Southern Africa, with notes on their 
chronology, terminology, and economic status' in \V. \\'. Bishop and J. Desmond 
Clark Background to African Em/ritio11 Chicago 1967 pp. 687-700. 
"D. R. Brothwell 'Evidence of Early Population Change in Central and Southern 
Africa' Man (1963) 63 art. 132. 
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as unexpected as has been made out, for Tobias's stuclies 20 on 
Rhodesian crania have indicated that hybridization between 
large Khoisan and Negro took place during the Iron Age, and 
there is evidence of this in the :'\Iapungubwc population. Thus it 
is not inconceivable that the large Khoisan indigenous population 
adopted the material culture and perhaps the language of the 
early Negro groups who brought Iron Age economy and culture 
with them, the newcomers rapidly becoming assimilated into the 
indigenous population. 

There was extensive mining and smelting of both copper and 
iron at Palabora in the north-eastern Transvaal by the encl of the 
first millennium. Schwellnus's 21 descriptions of Palabora furnaces 
have been followed by i\Iason ?.ml van der ;v!erwe's investigations 
from which have come a series of radiocarbon elates for Iron Age 
metallurgy in this region. They range from A.D. 770-1-80 (Y-1636) 
and A.D. 1 ooo +60 (Y-r 635) from charcoal in a mine shaft at 
Loolekop to a elate of A.D. 1890 ± r 20 from a furnace standing on 
the surface. An occupation level at the Kgopolwe III site reads 
A.D. 960_'._80 (Y-1638) and A.D. ro+o-L6o (Y-1637). 22 Unfortu
nately, almost no details of the sites have been published, although 
the excavator stresses the continuity in pottery tradition between 
the older sites and modern wares. 23 The final report on this 
material should throw considerable light on one of the central 
problems of South ,\frican history, the date at which the first 
Sotho peoples crossed the Limpopo. 

Everyone who has worked at :tviapungubwc agrees that it was 
occupied later than Bambanclyanalo, and on the radiocarbon 
elating it is clearly later than the earlier settlements at Palabora. 
1'viapungubwc consists of two entities, the hill itself, the summit of 
which has been extensively excavated, and the terrace, which is 
largely unstucliccl, although it might be expected to yield strati
graphical evidence of the greatest importance. According to 
Gardner the first occupants of the hill were those who lived at 
Bambanclyanalo in its final stages. Their occupation was sealed 
from the later hill levels by a layer of black ash, above which 

20 P. V. Tobias 'Skeletal remains from Inyanga' in R. Summers b1J·a11ga Cambridge 
1958 pp. 1 59-72. 

21 C. :VL Schwellnus 'Short notes on the Palabora smelting ovens' S.A.J.S. (1937) 33 
pp. 90.1-12. 
22 :\·I. Stuiver and N. J. van der i\Icrwc 'Radiocarbon chronology of the Iron i\ge in 
Sub-Saharan Africa' Currrnl ,lr,//,ro/10/ogy ( 19G8) IX I pp. 5.1-58. 
2 a Persona] communication. 
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occur spindle whorls, abundant iron tools, and traces of more 
elaborate occupation. Gold and copper ornaments are associated 
with burials and a distinctive type of pottery named :t\1r by 
Schofield. ~·1 In fact both M 1 pottery and M2 (Bambandyanalo
type) ware arc found on the hill, the latter being more common 
at the base of the deposits, while 11 I ware is also found in the 
uppermost levels of Bambandyanalo. There is no indication from 
Schofield's pottery sequence that there was a major break in 
culture during the occupation of the hill, but merely a gradual 
enrichment of the wiapungubwe material culture and economy in 
the later stages of occupation. 

Schofield's :Mr pottery, dominant in the upper levels of the hill, 
has strong Shona influences and can be connected with Leopard's 
Kopjc Ill pottery. Trading activity is well attested in the hill 
deposits. Copper and ivory arc abundant in the Limpopo valley, 
gold is readily obtainable; glass beads, sea shells, cloth and other 
imported objects arc common. Two radiocarbon dates from the 
three- and five-foot levels, of A.D. I 420 ±60 and A.D. I 380 +60 
(Y-r 35, 9, , 4) ~5 respectively, place the sacred hill contemporary 
with Period I I I at Zimbabwe, when much stone construction was 
in progress ancl the site was at the zenith of its prosperity. Zimbabwe 
was an important centre of the 1\1wari cult; }.,fapungubwe with 
its prominent hill was perhaps a similar religious headquarters. 

The pottery typology and trade goods from the hill show the 
close connections between the Limpopo valley and the Shona 
kingdom to the north of the river. Unfortunately, the strati
graphical evidence from the hill is still inadequately recorded, but 
there is mingling of several distinct pottery traditions, including 
that of Bambandyanalo and l'vl 1 ware. 26 This may reflect a 
gradual change in the nature of the population, with immigrants 
living amicably alongside an indigenous population. John 
Schofield has compared Bambandyanalo pottery with that from 
Trans\·aal stone enclosures and also to Sotho Ycsscls. He even 
makes a parallel between l'vl2 ware and Ngwato pottery. 2 7 

Schofield himself· admits that the connections between Sotho 
wares ancl i'vfo pottery arc based on inadequate evidence, but 
the Bamhanclyanalo finds might be grounds for postulating a 

"J. F. Schofield op. cit. (1937) pp. 32-102. 

"' i\. Galloway op. cit. (1959) p. ix. 
"J. F. Schofield op. cit. ( 19 ~B) p. 1 07. 
"J. F. Schofield op. cit. (1937) pp. 32-102. 
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Sotho settlement of the Limpopo valley by the eleventh cen
tury, if Schofield's conclusions were confirmed by future investi
gations. 

~,fo ware may be a uniform pottery traclition.~ 8 It has connec
tions both to the north and to the south of the Soutspansberg 
mountains, and, in the case of the latter area, with industrial 
activities which can almost certainly be attributed to Sotho 
peoples. The later peoples who exploited the riches of the Limpopo 
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries arc superimposed on an 
indigenous population which had connections to the south, was 
apparently mining, and had a general level of culture somewhat 
similar to that of their southern neighbours. Presumably they 
traded with them, for mineral outcrops arc abundant at Rooiberg 
and other localities, while salt was cxploi ted in recent times. 29 

There is no archaeological evidence at present available to 
document this statement, and the Shona do not appear to have 
dominated their southern neighbours. 

THE I-I I G H VELD 

South of the Soutspansbcrg the nature of the archaeological 
record changes, with building in stone a conspicuous feature. The 
high altitude Bushveld and Highveld country has less arduous 
topography and a temperate climate. At the present time there 
arc fewer trees on the Highvcld, with parkland vegetation occur
ring north of the latitude of Pretoria. Game abounded in pre
historic times, but the scarcity of trees in many areas today has 
led to a shortage of firewood and building materials. But as 
Acocks 30 has pointed out, studies of modern vcgetational patterns 
indicate major changes within the last 500 years, simply as a 
result of processes of change still in progress. The Bush veld had a 
far wider distribution about A.D. 14.00, and the condition of 
bareness found over much of South Africa today is the result of 
human activity, and possibly some changes in surface water 
supplies. Acocks goes so far as to suggest that most of South 
Africa was originally covered with either forest or closed scrub 
forest. Thus it is very difficult to argue from the modern vegetation 
patterns as to the significance of one of the most striking features 
•• J. F. Schofield op. cit. (1937) pp. 32-102. 
20 G. \\'. Bates 'A preliminary report on archaeological sites on the Groot Letaba 
river, North-Eastern Transvaal' S.A.J.S. ( 1947) 43 pp. 365-75. 
30 J. P.H. Acocks 'Veld Types of South Africa' Bota11ical Survl')' of South Africa Memoir 
Xo. 28 (1953) pp. 10-13 and Maps I and 2. 
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of the Iron Age archaeology of this reg10n, the prevalence of 
building in stone. 

The Iron Age sequence for this enormous area is inadequately 
known, and consists of scattered finds of pottery associated with 
rockshclLcrs and caves, traces of ironworking, mining activities, 
and numerous stone structures. Stratigraphy and radiocarbon 
elates arc rare, while no large-scale excavations have been 
made. 

l\Ir Phillipson has mentioned the Early Iron Age site at Happy 
Rest, which, on the basis of pottery typology alone antedates the 
main Iron 1\gc sequence south of the Soutspansbcrg. The closest 
affinities of the potsherds arc said to be with the Gokomcrc-type 
pottery from l\Ialapati in Rhodesia which elates to the ninth 
ccntury. 31 u11fortunatcly, this important collection has not been 
analysed in detail, although de Vaal drew attention to the 
resemblances between the Happy Rest material and Gokomere 
ware many years ago. 3 ~ 

The earliest elated site from this area is at i\frlville Koppies on 
the \\'itwatcrsra11cl where :;\,Jason found two Iron Age levels 
overlying a l\ I idcllc Stone Age floor. 33 The lower of the two, at a 
depth of twch-c inches, contained an iron smelting furnace, 
charcoal from which was elated to A.D. rn60±50 (Y-1338). 
Potsherds and other occupation debris associated with the furnace 
have been assigned by the excavator to the so-called Uitkomst 
culture, best known from the cave of that name near Hckpoort, 
some twcnty-fi\'e miles north-west of i\frlvillc Koppies. At 
Uitkornst two iron-smelting furnaces overlay a Later Stone 
Age occupation level, the upper of the two being dated by radio
carbon to A.D. 1650±300 (Y-1323B). The furnaces were associ
ated with the type series of Uitkomst pottery, which has now 
been found m·cr a wide area of the central and southern Trans
vaal. Uitkomst sites extend as far north as \Varmbaths, but the 
main focus of' the culture lies between the i\Jagalicsbcrg and the 
\ Vitwatcrsrand. 

Deep bowls and shouldered pots arc characteristic of Uitkomst 
ware, with simple rims and a certain amount of burnishing on the 
31 Il. l\l. Fagan 'Radiocarbon dates for sub-Saharan Africa, 4-I II' J.A.H. ( 1965) VI 1 

p. 108. 
30 J. B. de Vaal "n Soutspansbergse Zimbabwe' S.A.J.S. (1943) 40 pp. 303-22. 
33 R. J. l\bson and N. J. van der l\Icrwe 'Radiocarbon dating of Iron Agt: sites in 
the Southern Transvaal: l\klvillc Koppies and Uitkomst cave' S.A.J.S. ( 1960) 60 p. 
1.p. 
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surface of vessels. Stamped and incised decorations are prcdomi
nan~, wit)1 parallel incised or stamped lines or variants on th csc 
mott'.'<; bc111g especially frequent. U nfortunatcly, no one has yet 
published a full description of Uitkomst ware, although a number 
of authors consider that it has connections \\'ith the Lcopa rd s 
Kol?~e wares of Rhodesia and the Limpopo. 31 

U ttkomst potsherds arc found with a stonc-\,·a!lcd structure on 
the lower slopes of the :'.\Iclvillc Koppics hill as well as with the 
elated furnace. Thus, the tradition of stone huilcling, so strongly 
established over a large area of South 1\frica during later cen
turies, may have already been practised at the encl of the fir5t 
millennium. 

Schofield 35 describes two pottery types from the many stone 
structures found bct\,-cen the :'.\-Iagalicsbcrg and \ \'inburg, 
labelled ST I and ST 2. ST I wares arc imperfectly known, most 
of the potsherds coming from unstratified contexts at Ch \\"cnyanc 
and c\asvogelskop. Spherical and necked pots arc common, ,,·ith 
chevron and triangle decoration frequent. Colouring was used to 
delineate the decoration. Oblique impressions and comb stamped 
bands arc common. Schofield compares ST I to his BP 3 \,·a1-cs 
from Botswana, both being characterized abo,·c all by the use of 
colour cc,ntrasts. The Transvaal sites from which these \\·arcs come 
arc undated, although the Chwenyanc structures arc said to have 
been destroyed in the Difaqanc in about 1823. Although detailed 
studies using modern analytical methods remain to be completed, 
ST r probably belongs in the Uitkomst tradition; many sites 
representing late expressions of the culture, which, if the accounts 
of nineteenth-century tra,·cllers are to be relied on, were abandoned 
during the wars of the early nineteenth ccntury. 3 G 

ST 2 pottery also comes from stone-walled settlements, \\"hich 
arc very similar to those associated \,·ith l:itkomst pottery. The 
sites arc to the west of the Uitkomst settlements, and the pottery is 
of the same general type as Uitkomst ware, but the decoration is 
simpler and confined to short vertical strokes or gashes on the 
rims of vessels. The type site is Buispoort, \\·here the ware is heav·y, 
with wide-mouthed bowls and deep pots with vertical or flared 
sides dominant. Some ST I sherds arc also found. Pipes, spoons, 

J, Fc,r cxa,nplc: IZo~cr Summer~_op. cit. (_19G7j and R. J. \bson. The Pr<'-histor;r of 11,, 
Trnnriaa/Johar1ncsburg 1962. L,tkomst sites, sec \[ason (1962, 1965). 
3 ., f. F. Sd10ficld op. cit. (19.1!!) pp. 14·2-9. 
ao J. F. Schofield op. cit. (19.18) PP· 1.t4-5. 



The later Iron .1lgc in South Africa 59 
and some figurines, as well as a limited range o[ iron tools have 
been found in these sites. 

Some settlements in the northern Orange Free State resemble 
the southern Transvaal \'illagcs. The region is now largely treeless, 
and corbelled roofs were sometimes constructed instead of 
thatched ones. Evidence for iron working is rarely found, perhaps 
owing to the treeless cn\'ironmcnt, while the pottery is coarser 
than in the Transvaal. l\Iaggs has recently in\'estigatcd a large 
number of settlements in the province using air photographs, 
combined with ground survey and limited excavations. Unfortu
nately, his findings arc not yet ready for publication, but radio
carbon elates o[ ,\.D. 144-5±95 (GX-1014) and A.D. 1495±110 
(GX-1015) ha\·c been obtained from two stone structures in the 
Vredc clistrict. 37 He has also distinguished several architectural 
styles. 

Uitkomst and Buispoort wares arc probably later than the 
earliest Iron 1\gc occupation of South Africa, 38 and the pottery 
types found with tlic stone structures everywhere have no connec
tions with Khoikhoi wares. The elated finds o[ Uitkomst pottery 
from the \Vitwatcrsrand and the type site arc for pottery types 
which also occur in the miclclens associated with the Trans\'aal 
ruins. 39 The typological links between this ware and the Buispoort 
pottery forms arc established by both l\fason and Schofield. •10 

Such pottery, including moulded forms, is said to be found in the 
corbelled structures of the Orange Free State, but l\-Iaggs's recent 
flnclings should provide more information. Uitkomst occupation 
levels arc associated in at least one case with stone walling, but we 
lack the accurate elating evidence and stratigraphy to trace the 
later development o[ this ware, and inclcccl, of stone walling in 
South r\frica. 

Both Uitkomst and Buispoort wares arc o[ Iron Age association, 
even if traces of metallurgy arc rare. Early travellers' records carry 
mixed accounts as to the association of the stone structures with 
any particular people. ::\lany structures throughout the highveld 
area were abandoned during the Difaqanc and the wars of 
).Izilikazi in the 1820s. '11 A substantial proportion of the more 

"Personal co111111u11ication, also: T. i'vlaggs in n. ]I.[. Fagan, 'Radiocarbon elates for 
sub-Saharan Africa-VI' ] .. I.II. ( 1968) IX p. 4. In the f,ress. 
"B. ~d. Fag:111 So11thern ,Jfrica London and New York 1965 p. 153. 
"R.J. l\fason op. cit. (1962). 
•• For example: J. F. Schofield op. cit. (1948) pp. 142~. 
"J. Campbell op. cit. (18n) describes the results ofNguni raids. 
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recent stone ruins arc to be associated with Sotho peoples. The 
stone-walkd settlements in the Zecrust area have been shown by 
Van Hoe pen to be the work of H uru tshc, ~ 2 while those of the area 
to the north of 1\,fachadod01y 13 in the Lydcnburg District arc 
thought to be of Pccli workmanship. Schofield, who studied most 
of the pottery from the Transvaal sites, ascribes Aasvogclskop to 
the same chiefdom, and alleges that the l\Jagalicsburg site was 
the work of a nearly related group. 

The stone-hut settlements arc harder to assign to a particular 
chiefdom. Van Rict Lowe and \Val ton ascribe many of them to the 
Ghoya;J.1 the grounds for the latter's conclusion being similarities 
in architecture between recent and more ancient huts. Laidler on 
more tenuous c\'idencc ascribed some of them to the Taung,~ 5 a 
related people. 

The criteria for connecting a particular people with archaeol
ogical sites haYc not been at all strictly applied to South African 
Iron Age sites. Schofield's \'icws, based on a so far unrivalled 
knowledge of modern South African pottery, must command 
respect pending the completion of more detailed studies of modern 
ceramics in relation to ancient wares from a large number of well
dated sites. Oral traditions have not been collected at all system
atically; their rele\·ance to the archaeological record is obvious, 
while the criteria for the differentiation of, for example, modern 
Fokeng and Hurutshe pottery, have not been established. 

Any statements relating to the relationship between stone 
structures ancl incli\·idual chiefdoms must be provisional and 
extremely cautious. \\"c can state that the stone structures arc not 
ofNguni workmanship, for they arc not found cast of the Drakens
berg mountains. ·IG That they arc in general terms associated with 
Sotho peoples seems unquestionable, especially in view of the 
many travellers' accounts which demonstrate such a linkage. The 
ultimate origins of the stone structures lie in the earlier Iron Age, 
and 71/a)' he associated with early Sotho chiefdoms. 1\Jason's 

"E. C. ;\. van I locpcn anc.l :\. C. HofTman "Die Oorblysfscls van Buispoort en 
Braklaagtc :\oorc.lwcs van Zccrust' Argeol .. Xauonirrg varr die .Xasiorrale ,\lllse11111. Bloc111-

fo11tcin ( I 935) II pp. 1-25. 
13 .J. F. Schofield op. cit. (19.18) p. q8. 
•11 C. van Riet Lowe'_.\ preliminary report on the stone huts of\'cchtkop' Joum. Ro_y. 
Anthrop. Jrr,t. (1927) 57 pp. 217-33. Also:.Jamcs \Vallon 'Early Ghoya settlement in 
the Orange Free State' Res. Xat. Jflls. JJ/omiforrltirr ( 19G5) p. 2. 

• 0 I'. \\'. Laidler 'The archaeology of Certain Prehistoric settlements in the Heilbron 
.·\rca' T.R.S.S . .-1. (1935) 23 pp. 23-jo. 
10 J. F. Schoficlc.l op. ccit. ( I~HB) p. 155. 
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association of Uitkomst wares and later occupation in the Central 
Trans\'aal is an argument for indicating that the Sotho have been 
living in that area since the eleventh century, if not earlier. The 
Iron .\gc peoples of the Transvaal lacked the elaborate iron tools 
and ceremonial regalia of the Shona, even if they were engaged in 
mining activities at Rooibcrg and clscwhcrc.' 17 Stone was abun
dantly available, and used for the construction of cattle enclosures 
and huts, which give their sites some superficial resemblances to 
the stone buildings of Rhodesia. Some have even suggested that 
stone building was introduced to the area by the migration of 
peoples with a tradition for this type of construction.' 18 Archae
ological cYidcncc for this is lacking, but surely a more logical 
explanation lies i11 the necessity of protecting stock and settle
ments in areas \\'here the most convenient building material is the 
stone boulder, the architectural styles of the walls being evolved 
from practical experience. \Valton's studies·'~ of Sotho stonework 
tend to confirm this supposition. Sotho stone construction is 
characterized hy the use or the 'pillcd-pen' double wall combined 
with orthostats, by round wall terminations, the two ends or the 
wall being built in two sections at the same time, the builders 
working towards each other. Although differences in style arc 
e\'ident, the fundamental building techniques arc the same in 
most stone structures in South Africa. A circular cattle enclosure 
wall often forms the focus of the settlement; alternatively smaller 
enclosures arc linked by common walls. The huts of the village 
may be grouped around the kraal in a circle, or a number of small 
enclosures may be associated with the huts and grouped round a 
central open space. Such types or settlement arc found in Lesotho 
and the Orange Free State. In the Transvaal, wattle and mud 
huts were built in a circle, each hut being within a semi-circular 
alcove or the outer wall, with a number of large, circular stone
walled cattle enclosures in the central open space. Irregular 
enclosure walls were sometimes linked together. Burials were 
often deposited near the entrances of cattle enclosures. Stonework 
was also used among some southern Sotho groups, as well as 
by the Pcdi and others for defensive purposes, and for fortifying 
hills. 

The V encl a also make use of stone construction, and were still 

"R. J. ;"\[ason op. cit. (1962). 
18 P. L. Brcutz op. cit. ( 1 956). 
"James Walton 'Sotho cattle kraals' S . .-1 .. -1.B. ( 1958) 13 52 pp. 133-43. 
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building in this material in recent times. 50 They are probably 
culturally related to the Shona, but may have been using stone 
as a corn-cnicnt building material, as did the Sotho, rather than 
reflecting the southward extension of the architectural styles of 
the Rhodesian plateau. 

The importance of the stone structures of the I3ushvclcl and 
1-ligh\'clcl has perhaps been exaggerated in the literature. The 
primary problem is that of population movements rather than 
architectural practices. The archaeological cviclcnce from the 
Natal Coast has more relevance in this connection. 

THE :-SATAL COAST 

The coast of Natal is borclcrccl by lines of sand dunes, covered for 
the most part with dense bush, which gi\·cs way to open grassy 
tracts or areas of wind-blown, drifting sand. These less well
co\·crcd areas yield abundant traces of human occupation, 
especially where the sea borders rocky beaches rich in small 
shellfish. Shell miclclcns arc to be found wherever partly sub
merged rocks arc rich in oysters, mussels and limpets, of which 
the accumulations arc almost wholly composed. Similar middens 
extend northwards into the Lourenc;:o .:'vlarg ucs area and all the 
way clown the south-cast African coast to the Cape although the 
archaeological associations of the shell accumulations vary 
consiclcra bly. 

\\"c owe to John Schofield a considerable body of information 
on the Iron Age pottery found on Natal middens in 'promiscuous 
profusion'. 51 He st ucliecl small, mainly surface, collections of 
potsherds from a considerable number or localities, most of them 
over a distance of more than sixty miles between Karridcne and 
Tinley \Ianor on the Natal and Zululancl coasts. His classification 
of Iron .\gc pottery in this region is stilt in use, for little new 
research has been carried out since tl1c late 194-os. 

Farther to the south, Stone Age miclclcns arc more common, 
including strancllooper settlements. Laidler was able to work out 
a long sequence of shell collecting activity in the East London 
area, extending back into the :\Iiclcllc Stone Age. Late Stone Age 
middens were stated to be stratigraphically earlier than Khoikhoi 

so P. ]{. Kirby 'The buildi11g in ,tone nf a new kia;il for the paramount chief of the 
\'cnda' S .. ,1.J.S. (1956) 51 7 p. 167. 
,, J. F. Schofield 'i\.""atal Coastal l'ollc·ry from the Durban I listrict, Parts I and II 
S.A.J.S. (r9:j5) 32 pp. 508-27 and (193/i) :n pp. 'l'J:l ·roo9. 
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occupations with pottery, which in their turn arc overlain by 
midden levels containing what he calls 'Bantu' pottery at Buffalo 
and Bland River. 52 

At Umgazana Cave on the Pondoland coast, fishing communi
ties occupied the site intermittently for a considerable period of 
time. 53 The upper layers of the cave yield pottery, whereas the 
lower horizons contain only stone and bone tools. ·while there is 
no apparent stratigraphical break between the two occupations, 
and the arrival of pottery in the site is undated, Schofield was 
able to classify the potsherds at Umgazana within his NC 2 group 
from the Natal shell middens. Other excavations in similar caves 
combined with the systematic collection of radiocarbon samples 
sl1oulcl enable the elating of the interface with a considerable 
degree of accuracy in the future. 

Schofield's analysis of the coastal Iron Age pottery was based 
both on the internal typology of the various collections and on 
direct comparison between modern wares from a wide area of the 
Republic. He distinguished four different classes of Natal Coastal 
pottery, designated NC 1-4 .. 54 I have ignored his minor subdiv
isions of these classes for the purposes of this paper. 

NC r ware is very uncommon, consisting for the most part of 
isolated potsherds from the Umhloti Road midden. The pottery 
is rough, the most meaningful fragment being a pierced lug from 
Umltloli Dune which may be of Khoikhoi type. Schofield regards 
NC r as 'pre-Bantu', but the quantity of material is in fact far too 
small for such a conclusion. 

NC 2 pottery came from many localities. It is usually made from 
a grey or blackish clay, with both plain and decorated vessels. 
Rough incisions and bands of comb-stamped triangles arc 
common, while notched rims are found. ?vloulded decoration also 
occurs. l\Iany of the Natal Coast middens arc associated with 
NC 2 potsherds, important sites including the University site in 
Durban, all the sites at U mhloti, and Tinley :;\,fan or. 

Schofield 55 and , Val ton 56 arc of the opinion that NC 2 wares 
"P. W. Laidler 'Shell '.\Iound Cultures' S .. ·1.J.S. ( 1935) XXXII pp. 560-71. 
"J. F. Schofield ',\ description of the pottcrr from Umgazana and Zig Zag caves 
on the Pondol:rnd Coast' T.R.S.S .. -1. ( I 937-38) 25 pp. 327-32. 
"For a detailed analysis of his classifications sec op. cit. (1935, 1936) and also 'Pottery 
from )fatal, Zululand, l.lcchuanaland, and South \Vest Africa' S.A.J.S. ( 1958) 35 pp. 
382-95. 
"J. F. Schofield op. cit. ( 19-}8) p. 156. 
"James Walton 'Early llafokcng settlement in South Africa' .·ifrica11 Studies ( 1956) XV 
pp. 37-43. 
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can be assigned to the Fokcng of N tsuanatsasti, while other l'vlbo 
groups such as the ?\lphctla, 1\'lpolane, and l'vlphunthi may have 
played their part in the development of this pottery. The former 
compares NC 2 to some rim shapes from Cala, East London, and 
to modern r.Ipomlo pottery. Comb-stamped decoration is common 
on Sot ho ware, as well as on NC 2. Some of his resemblances are 
based on comparisons between isolated vessels from sites many 
miles apart. Such criteria are not regarded as acceptable today. 
His most important comparison is, however, between NC 2 and 
the pottery from Uitkomst and Buispoort sites in the far interiorY 
Schofi.cld docs not give a detailed analysis of his reasons for such 
a conclusion, but the literature implies that it was based on a 
comparison of vessel forms, the presence of notched rims in both 
pottery types, and also on some similarities in incised and stamped 
motifs. He goes so far as to say that 'all the types of NC 2 pottery 
were found in conditions which make it impossible to attribute 
it to any other people than the Balmrutsi'. 58 The Transvaal 
pottery is known to extend back as early as the eleventh century, 
but unfortunately no NC 2 sites have yet been radiocarbon dated. 

Schofield's statement that the makers of NC 2 were iron-users 
rather than iron-workers is based on observations at a large 
number of sites where iron tools were apparently very rare in 
contrast to later scttlcments. 59 \Vithout large-scale excavations, 
this statement cannot be taken as entirely valid. Certainly iron 
\\-Capons were in use by 1593 when Lavanha of the San Alberto 
recorded that the people or Natal valued iron and copper for 
which they bartered cattle.Go:\ elate of 1550-1650 for the floruit 
of NC 2 ware was reached by using this reference and Pcrcstrello's 
obscn·ation that Bantu peoples near Port St John were still using 
wood asscgais in 1554 .. In truth, however, both NC 2 ware and 
its successors arc undated. 

NC 3 pottery is found on some sites with NC 2, as well as over 
a wide area or the Natal north coast. The pots tend to be coarse, 
with globular pots and bowls being common. Hatched triangles 
and herringbone incisions are frequent with elaborate motifs in 
use. Iron smelting was commonly practised, ·with iron workings 

"J. F. Schofield op. cit. (19-t8) p. 155. 
•• J. F. Schofield op. cit. (1935-36). 
"J. F. Schofield '1'011cry from .:siatal, Zululaml, Bechuanaland, and South West 
Africa' S . .-1.J.S. (1958) 35 pp. 382-95. 
• 0 :\Ionica Wilson 'Early history of the Transkci and Ciskci' Africa11 Studies (1959) 18 4 
pp. 1G7-79. 
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in the Tugela valley yielding plentiful NC 3 sherds. This pottery 
is very different from that of the Nguni peoples who live in Natal 
today. Schofield assigns NC 3 to the Lala on the basis of Soga's 
statement that they came from Karanga stock, and makes some 
tenuous connections between NC 3 and lnyanga wares. 61 If 
Bryant's definition is accepted, 62 the Lala are a Tonga-Nguni 
amalgam, with connections to the north. 63 

The Karridenc site has yielded NC 4 potsherds somewhat 
similar to modern vessels. Schofield regards the ware as Hlubi, 
making a far-reaching comparison with Ndebele pottery from 
the Potgietersrus area of the Transvaal. 

The Natal sequence is based on the most tenuous of archaeol
ogical evidence. The pottery is undated and found in small, often 
unstratificd collections. Information on the economy and settle
ment pattern of the Natal Coastal peoples is almost totally lacking 
except for statements that they lived near the shell midden heaps, 
kept domestic stock, and probably cultivated crops. Two skeletons 
from .NC 3 levels at the Tinley i\tianor Dune site arc stated to be 
a Bush/Negro mixture, 6 '1 and include an adult with an iron ring 
on his left ankle. 

Stratigraphical proof of a Late Stone Agc-Khoikhoi Iron Age 
succession on the south-cast African coast was possibly established 
by Laidler, while Khoikhoi pottery is extremely rare in Natal. 
The earliest Iron Age pottery type identified by Schofield is 
assigned on nimsy grounds by two investigators to Fokeng, 65 

some or whom later settled in the eastern Cape among the 
:\lpondo. These iron-using Sotho were followed by NC 3 and NC 
,~ pottery-makers whose tribal identity may be i\tibo, and later by 
pure Nguni. There is no trace of Early Iron Age occupation in the 
Rhodesian sense within the Natal or eastern Cape areas. 

Thus, archaeology cannot as yet contribute much depth to the 
exciting historical data now emerging from Natal and the eastern 
Cape. 66 :\Ionica \Vilson has pointed out that from r 554 there 
were people \-cry black in colour' south of the i\tithatha River, 
while the survi\·ors of the wreck of the San Alberto recorded Nguni 

"]. F. Schofield op. cit. (1948) p. 161. 
".-\. T. Bryant Olden Times irz Z11l11/a11d arzd . .Vala/ London 1929. 
<3 Shula :\larks 'The :\"guni, the Natalians, and their History' J.A.F-1. (1967) VIII 3 
pp. 529-95. 
« ]. F. Schofield op. cit. ( 1 958) pp. 382-95. 
c; For example, Jam<.:s \\"al ton, op. cit. ( 1956) pp. 37-43. 
&G :\lonica Wilson op. cit. (1959) pp. 167-79. 
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speech in the same area in 1593. None of the recorded traditions 
indicate any substantial movement of Nguni peoples southwards 
into the south-eastern Cape since 1300. Archaeological excavation 
and reconnaissance for Iron Age sites has hardly begun. The 
cricical problem for the archaeologist remains the date for the 
introduction of iron-using and smelting. The coastal regions from 
which most of the archaeological data has come arc not the best of 
grazing grounds for large herds. Future research is best concen
trated inland, where the pastures arc sweeter, and the population 
was cle11scr in the sixteenth century, a pattern that is still true 
today, and presumably was in earlier times. 1Jiclden sites, cattle 
kraals, and chiefs' burial places probably await discovery in this 
archaeologically u ncxplorecl region. 

DISCUSSION 

.·\lthough the details of the South African Iron Age arc almost 
completely unknown, the very general nature of this vital and 
formative period of South .·\frican history can be seen. Early Iron 
a\ge settlement appears to be conncctccl with that of Rhodesia, 
for there arc typological links between the pottery from Happy 
Rest and that from Gokomcrc-type sites north of the Limpopo. 
The earliest radiocarbon elates for metallurgy south of the Limpopo 
come from unpublished sites in Swaziland and assign metallurgy 
to as early as the fifth century A.D. (;, Iron was certainly being 
smelted by the Palabora miners by the eighth century, although 
their cultural associations arc still unpublished. 

The main part of the South African Iron Age sequence appears 
to belong to clilTcrent cultural traditions. North of the Soutpans
bcrg, Iron Age peoples of Leopard's Kopjc associations were living 
at l3ambandyanalo by the eleventh century; their pottery differs 
significantly from that of the earliest Iron Age inhabitants of 
Rhodesia. The pottery of the Limpopo site has some, albeit 
completely unstudiccl, connections with Uitkomst wares from the 
central Transvaal, which may either be the result of trade or of 
migration. 

Revil ~fason has produced evidence for linking Uitkomst and 
the related Buispoort wares to the Sotho occupation of South 
Africa. If this connection is justified then the Sotho have been 
settled in the Transvaal for at least nine centuries. lVIuch of the 
67 B. :l.·1. Fagan 'Radiocarbon dates for sub-Saharan Africa-V' J.A.l-1. (1967) VIII 3 
p. 525. This site is described Ly D. W. Phillipson in Chapter 2. 
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mining and trading activity of that Province can be attributed to 
the Sotho occupants before the time of the Difaqanc, but the 
strarigraphy and chronology of the late first and early second 
millennia arc almost totally unknown. 

~luch of the Buispoort and Uitkomst pottery comes from stone 
structures, many of which arc associated with different Sotho 
chiefdoms, speculations ranging from Ghoya to Fokcng through 
the I-l urutslic. The stone structures arc particularly common in 
the areas to the south of the Vaal River. Schofield has drawn 
attention to the apparent resemblances between his NC 2 ware 
from the Natal coast and Buispoort wares. These resemblances 
arc deduced from quite inadequate potsherd samples and cannot 
be taken as a definite indication that the Sotho prcccclccl Nguni
spcakcrs in this area of South Africa. 

Archaeological evidence for Nguni-spcakers in Natal and 
elsewhere in South Africa consists of Gardner's dubious conclusions 
on the Grccfswalcl sites, already discussed elsewhere and of 
Schofield's NC 3 wares, which arc in all probability of Lala 
associations. 

The basis of any archaeological inquiry is stratigraphy and 
chronology at the regional level. Future studies of the South 
African Iron Age arc certain to be based on such research, 
hopefully carried out over increasingly wide areas of the country. 
On the overall view, however, a number of major and urgent 
problems relating to South African history arc awaiting intensive 
research. 

A first millennium elate for the introduction of the Iron Age in 
South Africa is now generally accepted, but exact chronological 
information is still lacking. Of primary importance arc the exact 
clatings of the introduction of metallurgy and agriculture. System
atic small-scale excavations and reconnaissance combined with 
radiocarbon elating should reveal the extent of Gokomerc-typc 
sites south of the Limpopo, for the pottery is characteristic and 
there is no reason why it should not have had a much wider 
distribution than appears on the present evidence. 

The early history of the Sotho and Nguni people appears to 
extend back further than the frontiers of oral tradition or even 
the largest genealogies; archaeology must be a primary source of 
information on the critical problems of early origins and pre
ccclcncc in migration. Present archaeological information, beyond 

D 
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Schofield's inadequate evidence from the Natal Coast, is totally 
non-committal, although there arc no signs of Nguni-typc wares 
in the Limpopo, and the Sotho have probably been established 
i11 the Central Transvaal for most or the second millennium. 

John Schofield's classic but somewhat superficial study of South 
,\frican Bantu and Khoikhoi pottery was based on a vast and 
intuiti,·c knowledge of vessels from many different areas of South 
Africa. He assigned prehistoric pottery inc! ustrics to Sotho, Nguni, 
Vcncla, and indeed to individual chiefdoms with considerable 
confidence. \ \'hile some of his correlations were obviously based 
on quite inadequate criteria, his intuitive judgement, based on 
,·cry long experience, must command a degree of respect. 
Schofield distinguishes between Pecli and Hurutshc, Fokeng and 
G hoya on the basis of the general features of their pottery. 

Even with the rapid change in, and disappearance of, a pottery 
industry in South Africa, by utilizing existing museum collections 
and records as well as field methods it should be possible to amass 
a far greater body of information regarding the potting habits of 
both modern and ancient Sotho and Nguni peoples. Without 
this data the Iron Age archaeologist can never hope to produce 
any detailed analyses of the early history of the two principal 
Bantu peoples of South Africa. This must be regarded as an urgent 
research project for the future. 

Questions of trade and contact are susceptible to solution by 
archaeological methods. Although there may conceivably have 
been a pre-Portuguese trading chiefdom near Port St Johns, 68 

most or the major East Coast trading activity took place north of 
Dclagoa Bay. Imports of any kind are comparatively rare to the 
south of the Limpopo valley, although scattered caches of beads 
arc sometimes found. 

But extensive prehistoric trade in copper and iron, as well as in 
salt and tin, l1ourishcd in the Transvaal, based on such localities 
as Klein Lctaba and Rooibcrg where initial investigations have 
revealed c,·iclcncc of intensi,·c salt and metallurgical activity. 
\\'agncrG~ mapped areas of iron and copper working, while 
Trcvor· 0 has estimated that a major area of metallurgical 
acti,·ity cxtcnclccl from the Limpopo to the Highvcld at the 

cs Shula ~forks op. cit. ( 1967) p. 531. 
"\\'agncr's map was published posthumously in L. Fouche op. cit. (1937). 
,o T. G. Tre,·or 'Some obscr\"ations on the relics of Pre-European culture in Rhodesia 
and South Africa' Journ. Ro)'. A11lhrop. /115/, (1930) Go pp. 389-99. 
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latitude or Pretoria. vVhile some of the output of these mines was 
perhaps exported, much of it was probably used for local trade 
and consumption, for imports arc rare or almost non-existent in 
Sotho sites in the Transvaal while spindle whorls do not occur 
south of the Limpopo valley. In the areas south of the Vaal, iron 
tools were apparently rarer, perhaps as a result of a scarcity of 
firewood in an area with fewer trees. The Iron Age communities 
living in this region depcnclccl on trade for their iron implements, 
as \\'Cll as a range of other raw materials. Iron Age settlement in 
the Highveld must have depended to a considerable degree on a 
comparatively efficient and well-established system of barter and 
trading contact for essential raw materials, as indeed must have 
settlement on the Natal and Cape coasts. Schofield's attribution 
of iron-using to his NC 2 (Sotho) people is based on quite in
adequate data by modern archaeological standards, although it 
has been quoted in recent literature. At the present time we have 
no means of telling when Iron Age peoples first settled in the 
treeless or less iron-rich areas of Bantu-speaking South Africa, 
although the elate is probably earlier than A.D. 1400. By the 
elc\·enth century iron-smelting was well established in the central 
Transvaal. \Vithout a strongly based iron-working industry in 
surrounding areas the Iron Age settlement of more southerly 
and easterly areas might never have taken place. The archaeol
ogist's task is to study the centres or the iron and copper trade and 
to trace distributions of artifacts and occurrences of raw material 
rclati\·c to their elate and ultimate place or origin. 

The fourth major archaeological problem is the critical one of 
contact between different racial groups. Both Sotho- and Nguni
spcakcrs have a long history of contact with Khoisan peoples. 
Such contacts are rcf1ectccl in their physical types, language, and 
in the archaeological record, where traces of mixed material 
culture arc sometimes found. Contact can arise from direct 
confrontation, competition, sporadic or regular trading, or by 
long-term mutual tolerance in the same base area. The historical 
record is rich in accounts or trading contact between San and 
Sot ho o\·er long periods of time, with resulting intermarriage and 
cultural change. 

Such processes have been in progress for a long time, and may 
be studied by careful selection of prehistoric sites which might be 
expected to yield evidence of contact between farmer and hunter, 
and agriculturalist and pastoralist. From such studies one would 
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learn much of the processes of diffusion of Iron Age culture, 
obtain cvickncc for the length of Bush-Bantu contact, a problem 
of crucial importance to students of Khoikhoi history, as well as 
valuable data on individual chiefdoms, and on the extent of 
penetration of Iron Age culture into the heartlands of South 
1\frica. On the south-cast coast, one might expect to find sites 
where both early foreign imports and Early Iron Age materials 
occur, as well as, in later centuries, evidence for Portuguese 
contact with the Natal coast. 

Lastly, a great deal of valuable information of critical use to the 
archaeologist can be gleaned from historical records. The story of 
the South .-\frican I ran :\gc is one of continuous trade and contact 
between different peoples. The archaeologist must correlate his 
data ,,·ith the existing documentary sources such as early travellers' 
accounts, and Portuguese records. He should make use of the oral 
tradition collected by such authorities as Ellenberger and Bryant, 
as well as more recent workers. Some of the historical problems 
posed by oral and written records can only be solved by appli
cation of archaeological methods in conjunction with those of 
other disciplines . 

.-\II these points arc generalities, for the basic task of the archae
ologist remains at the regional level, with the erection of Iron Age 
sequences in the major regions of South Africa. The research 
that has been conducted to date has hardly scratched the surface. 
But it se1Tcs to show the richness of the 1 ran Age archaeological 
record in South Africa, a country that should become the 
methodological laboratory of the sub-continent, so varied and 
fascinating arc the archaeological problems within its borders. 
Let us hope that one clay it will. 



4. Changes in social structure in southern Africa: 
the relevance of kinship studies to the historian 

l\lONICA WILSON 

Here I write as myself, an anthropologist, seeking to communicate 
with historians. I am not pretending to be a well-brought-up 
historian who holds fast to chronology and frowns on comparisons 
which stray out of time. Anthropologists arc all concerned with 
what is and why it is, and some of us with how it becomes-that is 
with an analysis of /JTocess. If a similar process occurs in different 
places at difTcrcnt times we think comparison is illuminating. But 
we gain greatly from the insistence of historians that we should 
think in terms of the chronicle of events and take clue account of 
their seq ucncc. 

Studies of certain changes in economy and social structure which 
anthropologists have made in Africa arc rclcYant to the historian. 
I think particularly of the shift from hunting and collecting to 
cultivation or herding, and the kind of society that emerges as the 
hunters arc partially absorbed by the community with a more 
secure food supply. \Vhat has repeatedly emerged is a society with 
patrons and clients. The process in the Ituri forest has been 
brilliantly documented by Colin Turnbull. 1 \Ve have eye-witness 
evidence on it also for Botswana 2 and the \Vestcrn Capc, 3 and 
there arc oral traditions of it happening o,·er a very wide area 
among people like the Nyakyusa, Lobedu, Tsonga and others. 

This century there has been a further shift from a subsistence 
economy to large-scale production for markets. Some of us have 
watched it happening and tried to record the changes in social 
structure that accompany it. It has also tended to a stratified 
society with a period of increasing difference in consumption. 

1 C. ;\I. Turnbull Tire Forest l'coj,lc !\'cw 'fork ;me! London 1961 and ll'ayzrnrd Sa1•a11ts 
New 'fork and London 1965. 
- London \lissionary Society Tlr, .lfo.rnnrn l..ovcdalc 1935; C. n. Silbcrbauer and 
:\ . .J. Kupn 'Kf::alagari ;\(asters and llushrnen St"rls' .·lfr1ca11 Studies 25 ·l (19G6) pp. 
I 71-9. 
3 D. ;\ loodic Tire Record Cape Town 1960 I pp .. fO'.!, .;03; I I. J. \\'ikar Tire Jormra[ of 
/Jmdrik]acub ll"rl.ar (1779) V.R.S. Cape Town 1935. 
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In the political field we have an eye-witness account of the 
establishment of the institution of chicftainship where none 
previously cxistcd,-1 ancl again many traditions of how chiefs first 
arrived in this area or that, and gradually established themselves. 
They arc commonly depicted as having brought such benefits as 
fire, new crops, cattle, iron, the power to make rain, a power of 
creating fertility, and the rule of law, and in at least some areas 
they were welcomed for their gifts. There is little doubt that 
incoming groups in fact brought new crops, and cattle, and iron, 
though the knowledge of fire and fertility arc to be interpreted 
symbolically rather than materially. The technical changes were 
probably a condition of a denser population and political 
development. 5 

For thirty years anthropologists have been analysing the growth 
of kingdoms when one chief or priest-chief became pre-eminent 
and established a hegemony over what were independent political 
units. A study of the Ngondc kingdom ·which was centred in 
l\Ialawi but stretched into Zambia ancl Tanzania was published 
in Zambia in 1939 by Godfrey ,Vilson, G and :Max Gluckman first 
published on the Zulu kingdom in 194.0.7 This theme, the growth 
of kingdoms, has been fruitfully elaborated by historians 8 who can 
handle the wider relations-the coastal end of the ivory trade, the 
efTcct of changes in the British Government on frontier policies, 
and so forth-of which the anthropologist is ignorant. 

\Vhat anthropologists concerned with process particularly want 
to know is why kingdoms developed among some people and not 
among others. \Vhy did a kingdom not develop among the 
Nyakyusa, just north of the Songwc, who shared a common 

•1 A. \V. Southall ,!lur Society Cambridge 1953 pp. 189-228, esp. p. 185. 
5 E. E. Evans-Pritch:-1rd ',\ Contribution to the Study of Zandc Culture' Africa XXX 
-~ ( 1960) p. 322; !\Ionica \Vi Ison PeojJlcs of the NJ·asa-Tanganyika Corridor Cape Town 
1 958 and Co1111111mal Rituals of the XJ·akp1sa London 1 959; E. J. and J. D. Krige Th, 
Realm of the Rai11 Qucm London 1 !:H3; and J. D. Krigc 'Traditional Origins & Tribal 
Rcbtionships of the Sotho of the :\'orthern Transvaal' Bantu Studies XI (1937) pp. 
321-56. 
0 Godfrey \ \'ii son The Co11stitutio11 of Xgo11de Li,·ingstone 1 939. 
7 :\fax Gluckman 'The Kingdom of the Zulu' Africa11 Political S)'stcms eel. l'vL Fortes and 
E. E. Evans-Pritchard London I(J.10. 

• Roland Oliver 'The Traditional l listories of BuganJa, Bunyoro, and Nkolc' J.R .. -1.I. 
B5 (19::,5) pp. 111-q; J. \'ansina J(i11gdo111s of the Savan11ah !\fadison 1966; J. D. 
Omer-Cooper ,Zulu Aftermath London 19G6; and Leonard Thornpson 'Co-operation 
and Conflict: the Zulu Kingdom and :\"atal' and 'Co-operation and Conllict: The 
High Veld' The Oxford His/01;· of South ,lfrica edited Monica \Nilson and Leonard 
Thompson I Oxford 1969. 
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language and common customs with the people of Ngonde, and 
whose chiefs came from the same stock as the Kyungu, the divine 
king of Ngonde? Why did a kingdom not develop among Xhosa 
who spoke another dialect of Nguni and sprang from the same 
stock as the Zulu? It has been shown that in Ngondc the growth 
of centralized authority was linked with the development of 
external trade controlled by one chief. 9 I believe that the mon
opoly of trade is one clue to centralization. I have tried to show 
that it existed in Zululand but not among the Xhosa. 10 (Sec 
Chapter 8 where this view is endorsed.) 

Recent archaeological work by Desmond Clark and K. R. 
Robinson gives a date of 1410±80 for pottery on 1vlbandc hill 
indicating the arrival of the first Kyungu in Ngonde in the fifteenth 
century, II at least a hundred years earlier than I had supposed, 
calculating from genealogics. 12 If the theory of trade monopoly 
supporting a kingdom is correct we must suppose that it con
tinued in Ngonclc for four hundred years. Oral traditions assert 
this and I believe that the monopoly was why the kingdom lasted 
so long. 

On these three processes: the shift from hunting to herding or 
cultivation; the establishment of chieftainship; and the growth 
of kingdoms-anthropologists can provide comparative evidence 
which illuminates oral tradition and historical documents for 
other areas. For example I had heard the N yakyusa traditions of 
the establishment of chieftainship repeated again and again, and 
was familiar with the ritual re-enactment, but I understood the 
tradition much better after reading Southall's accounts by eye
witnesses of the establishment of chiefs in Alur. 

I now want to explore another ftelcl: that of kinship. I suggest 
that it also is relevant to the histo1·ian, for the forms of marriage 
and kinship directly affect the power of certain lineages, the 
growth of kingdoms and the spread of languages. The topic of 
change in kinship systems is not a respectable one among anthro
pologists: we were put off by the speculations of an earlier 

0 Godfrey ,vilson /,assim. 
10 l\fonica \Vilson The Oxford 1-liJto~)' of So11/li Africa I, pp. 250--1. 
11 K. R. Robinson 'A Preliminary Report on the Recent Archaeology of Ngonde, 
:\:orlhnn l\Ialawi' ].A.H. \'II 2 ( 1966) pp. 169-88, and personal communication. 
10 l\lonica \Vilson Comm,mal 1/it,wls p. 2 and genealogies facing pp. 3, 27. The gen
ealogies arc not of the Kyungus whose reigns were often short. but of the ro\",II line in 
fifty-four Nyakyusa chiefdoms ;unong whom transfer of power occurred ~nee in a 
generation. The Kyungus came from the same royal line as the Nyakyusa chiefs. 
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generation-speculations divorced from observation and dog
matically asserted as fact. The speculations told one more about 
the speculators than about kinship systems-the armchair men 
were preoccupied with what they called 'primitive promiscuity', 
the 'precedence of mother right', 'marriage by capture' and so 
forth. But change in kinship systems is something we can watch 
happening, and the range of possible change in kinship is one 
of the pressing questions of African history, particularly in the 
south. 

As you \\·ill k11ow there are two major groups in Africa south of 
the Limpopo: the Nguni and the Sotho, using Sotho in the wide 
sense to include the Tswana. Nguni ancl Sotho differ in language; 
they differ in the form of local grouping, the Sotho ancestors 
having lived concentrated in large settlements and the Nguni in 
scattered homesteads; and they differ in their kinship systems. 
Nguni have exogamous clans and among most of them there is a 
rigid taboo on marriage into a mother's clan as well as into the 
father's, and sometimes a taboo on marriage into a grandmother's 
clan. Among the Sotho there is preferred cousin marriage, both 
parallel and cross-cousin marriage being permitted amongst most 
Sotho speakers. The Nguni and Sotho are contiguous and each 
has absorbed groups or refugees from the other over many 
centuries. Those so absorbed tend to take over the kinship usages 
along with the language of their hosts. There has also been 
mingling and mutual influence along common boundaries, but 
Nguni and Sotho remain distinct. 

The question we keep asking ourselves in the south is this: have 
the Nguni and Sotho a common origin with the last thousand 
years or lrnve they a di,·erse origin? The archaeologists discuss 
this in terms of pottery, the linguists discuss it in terms of 
morphology and syntax. I have been thinking about it m 
terms of economy and local grouping, and finally in terms of 
kinship. 

Could a system \\"ith preferred cousin marriage, and a rigid 
system of exogamous clans be derived one from the other, or 
from a common source? I cannot pretend to answer that yet but I 
pushed the question further and asked myse!C: what do we know 
about the dynamics of kinsl1ip systems? \Vhat evidence have we 
about change in kinship systems in Africa? There is a wealth of 
comparative material on kinship systems in Africa and some on 
clevclopmental cycles-the fruit of forty years field-work by 
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anthropologists-but studies of the dynamics of kinship systems 
are meagre. 

The best evidence is from areas where two types of marriage 
exist, and one is becoming more common at the expense of the 
other. For example, the Amba who live in the I turi forest west of 
the Ruwenzori practise sister exchange, A marrying B's sister and 
B marrying A's. But the Amba have come into close relations 
with the Toro who marry with stock and a man finds he has more 
choice, ancl it is altogether more convenient if he receives stock 
(goats) for his sister and in turn gives goats for his bride, instead of 
exchanging sisters with one brother-in-law. i'dorcovcr, marriage 
on the Toro pattern carries prestige. So marriage with stock is 
increasing, sister exchange diminishing. 13 

Again, among a number of peoples of central and cast Africa, 
notably the Shona, H Nyakyusa, Safwa, 15 Nyamwczi ia Tumbuka, 
Nclamba, 17 and Kikuyu, 18 there arc or have been, two forms of 
marriagc 19 : marriage by service with matrilincal descent, and 
marriage with stock, preferably cattle, and patrilincal descent. 
The second type was more honourable. The first was referred to 
clcrogati\·cly by my Nyakyusa friends as 'cock marriage' because, 
they said, 'chickens arc the hen's, the cock goes about alone'. As 
opportunity for acqrnnng cattle increased 'cock marriage' 
disappeared among the Nyakyusa and climinishccl among the 
Safwa. \\"hcther it has wholly disappeared among Shona and 
Kikuyu I clo not know. Both types still existed among the 
Nyamwezi in 1965. 

Among the Bemba a rather different change occurred. Twenty 
years ago, as men began to work for long periods on the Copper
belt and failccl to perform the traditional periocl of service for a 
bricle, marriage payments increasecl. Inheritance and descent 
remained matrilineal but marriage was Yirilocal at a much earlier 
13 E. I I. \\'inter Bumnba Cambridge n.d. pp. 2 1-.}G. 
11 H. Kuper 'The Shona' in H. Kuper, A.J. B. Hughes andj. van Vclscn The Shona 
and Ndcbcle of Sou/hem Africa London 1 955. 
15 :\lonica \Vilson 'Nyakyusa Kinship' African SJ's/ems of .li:inship and 1\/arriage ed . .-\. R. 
Radcliffe Brown and D. Forde London 1950 p. 121. Information on the Safwa was 
given by Nyakyusa informants. 
10 R. G. ,\bra hams The PcoJJ/cs of the G'rea/er JV;·amwe::.i, Taru::ar,ia London 19G7 pp. 
+1-45. 
17 :\Ionica \\"ilson Pcoj,lcs of the Corridor p. Go. 
18 Information on the Kikuyu fro,n Dr L. S. B. Leakey, personal communication. 
10 l'atrilincal Gogo sh:ue clan names with matrilincal Kaguru indicating a shift 
either to patrilincal descent or to matrilincal. Peter Rigby 'Time and Social Structure 
in Gogo Kinship' Cahi,rs d'Etudts Africaincs VII 28 (t9G7) p. G,iO. 
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stage. The bride went to live with her husband instead of his 
coming to her home. 20 Since family relationships arc modified by 
where a young couple settles, this was an important change. 
;\ young man became far more imlependcnt of his wife's family 
than he had been traditionally, but a shift to patrilincal descent 
and inheritance had not occurred up to 1941. 

~farriage with stock docs not invariably drive out marriage by 
service when the two forms exist side by side. The Cc\\'a who were 
matrilincal lived mingled with Ngoni who were patrilincal, but in 
1946-9, and perhaps still, C:e\\'a fathers might refuse cattle for 
their daughters even when offered, because they preferred to keep 
control of their grandchildren. They refused because a man's 
status dcpcnclccl upon his following and the approved way of 
building up a following was to establish a village with daughters 
and granddaughters whose husbands attached themselves but 
could not take the \\'Omen away. 21 This was particularly interest
ing because the Ngoni generally had a high status, and it might 
have been expected that following their marriage customs would 
carry prestige. Similarly, the Ambo in South West Africa have 
long mrncd cattle, but they arc still matrilincal, though neigh
bours of the patrilineal Hercro. Economy alone docs not deter
mine kinship. 

A shift from patrilineal to matrilincal descent and inheritance 
can and docs occur. It was observed to happen among the Ngindo 
of Tanzania by Robin Cross Upcott where Ngindo, of the Ndonde 
sub-group, who were patrilincal settled near lvfakoncle who were 
matrilincal. 22 G. P .. '.\Iurdock admitted that change from patri
lineal to bilateral could occur but he denied any 'direct transition 
to a matrilineal form of' organization'. 23 In this I think he was 
mistaken. 

There arc other situations where a shift to matrilineal descent 
and inheritance is visible. Among the strongly patrilincal Xhosa 
in South ,\frica the illegitimacy rate is now 30 to 60 per cent in 
to\\'ns and 25 per cent in some country districts. Girls who were 
thcmscl\"Cs illegitimate tenet to have illegitimate children, and 
mother-centred families, often comprising three generations, are 
00 ,\. I. Rich;:ir<ls Bcmba .Harriage and Present Economic Conditions Livingstone 1940. 
' 1 \I. G. \larwick SorcerJ' in its Social Selling 7\lanchcstcr 19G5 pp. 1G9-70, 178-9; 
J .. \. Harnes ,\farriagc in" Changi11g Socict_y C:apc Town 1951 pp. 18, 35-37 et passim. 
'" .-\. H .. \ \'. C:rnss L pcot t The Social Structure of the h-iXgindo-sJ1ca/..i11g Prn/1/cs University 
of Cape Town, unpublisbcd Ph.D. thesis 1955 pp. '44 ff., 1 G9 ff., 500-62. 
"G. P. \lurdock Social Structure ?\:cw York 1949 p. 218. 
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common. The ideal is still strongly patrilineal; the practice is 
towards an increasing proportion of matrilineal families. The 
causes of this change include the disruption created by migrant 
labour, and the decline in polygyny. Polygyny has diminished 
with the spread of Christian teaching, but it also diminishes as 
shortage of land increases, and as a man's wealth and power 
cease to depend upon the number of his children. Other facts also 
contribute to the decline but there is a clear connection between 
the availability of land and the polygyny rate. l\Jcn still marry 
older than women, so apart from any difference in the expectation 
or lilc between men and women, and there almost certainly is a 
difference among the Xhosa, marriageable women outnumber 
men. The anthropologists will remember that se,·en years differ
ence in the marriage age allows 20 per cent of the married men to 
have more than one wife. 2 •1 

Not only has illegitimacy greatly increased among Sotho and 
Nguni, but there is greater freedom of choice in marriage. Among 
the Sotho the obligation to marry a cousin is questioned and in 
town preferred marriages hm·e virtually disappeared. 25 The 
lcviratc, which was once obligatory among :\ffengu and l\·Ipondo 
has ceased to be accepted custom, and Nguni girls have a freer 
choice in first marriage. The old limitations on choice arc eroding 
before what a Nguni informant giving evidence in 1882 referred 
to as 'a thing called lovc'. 2G Even the taboo on marriage within 
the same clan or the mother's clan is q ucstioncd by some young 
Xhosa people in Cape Town. 27 

Lineages and clans diminish in importance where they cease to 
control heritable property, such as breecling stock or land, that is 
essential to the founding of a family, 28 and the decline in their 
importance is rcllectccl in kinship usages. For example in Langa, 
a suburb of Cape Town the Xhosa terms for parents and siblings 

01 I I. Sonnabend 'Demographic Samples in the Study of Backward and Primitive 
Populations' South African Jo11mal of Economics 2 ( 1934) pp. 319-2 1. 
"' Personal communication from Sotho students; J. F. Eloff 'n Volkck1111digt St11die 1·a11 
Am1/1assi11g c11 Ontwikkcli11g i11 die Gcsimlcwc 1·a11 die JYat11rcllc i·a11 Allcridgcvillc.' Unpub
lished \I.:\. thesis University of Pretoria 1952. 
0 ° CaJ,c of Good Hope RcJ,ort 011 .\'ati.-e l.aws and C11s/oms 1883 (G.,1-'83) I 30.1. 
07 i\1. ,vilson and,\. i\lafcje La11ga Cape Town 1963 p. 77. 
08 i\l. fortes 'The Structure of U11ilineal Descent Groups' A111crica11 A11thro/1ologist 55 
(1953) pp. 17-41; :-1. E. Ehon i\lills and l\lonica \\'ilson Land Trn11rc Pictermaritzburg 
1952 pp. 133-.1; l\lonica \\'ilson PeoJ,les of the Corridor p. 60. Rigby p. 68, arguc-s that 
the corrc-lation is with economic conditions which allow a 'certain cl<-grcc of stability 
and density of population'. 
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arc being used in a much more restricted sense than they were in 
Poncloland or the Ciskei in r 93 r. 2 n 

Another change occurs when it becomes possible for a man to 
earn property by his own exertions. Inheritance by a son replaces 
inheritance by a brother. I saw this happening in BuNyakyusa in 
1935. Wealthy Nyakyusa refused to inherit from an cider brother 
because they clicl not wish their own accumulated cattle to be 
confused with lineage stock. They wanted their own sons to 
inherit what they themselves had earned. A similar process is 
reported from Ashanti. 30 

.-\II the discussion of patrilincal and matrilineal, polygyny and 
monogamy, lineages and Corms of inheritance may seem remote 
from the field of most historians. I am happy to note that there 
arc now historians such as Peter Laslctt in Cambridge, and Pierre 
Gaubert and Louis Henry in France, who find changes in family 
structure a fit subject for study, 31 for kinship structures profoundly 
affect other social relationships. I want particularly to draw your 
attention to the connection between changing kinship and political 
structures in Africa. 

:i\farriage with stock and polygyny allows a wealthy lineage to 
increase much faster than poorer lineages.John Dunn, the Scottish 
trader who became a sub-chief in Zululancl uncler Cetshwayo 
and married forty-eight Zulu wives, had over a hundred chilclren. 32 

He could marry many wives because he commanded wealth in 
cattle. This is how certain lineages cxpandecl very fast in Africa. 
I think of the lineage o[ Nyakyusa and Ngondc chicCs which 
spread through the hills and on the plain to the north of Lake 
11alawi, 33 or of the Dlamini in Swaziland, 3 '1 or the Avongara who 
spread through Zancle country, 35 and of the Alur who spread 
through one 11orth-west corner of Uganda. 36 The Dlamini went 
so far as to claim that the king differed from ordinary men in that 
he might legally take women as wives without giving lobola, and 
kinsmen o[ the king sometimes claimed the same right, 37 so the 
Dlamini increased even faster than their wealth in cattle permitted. 
" Wilson and :\fafcjc pp. 87-88. 
Jo Personal communication from Professor i\Icycr Fortes. 
31 P. Laslett The World ll'e ha1·e Lost London 1965 f,assim. 
"UniYcrsity of )fatal Research Team The D111111 Reserve Pietermaritzburg 1953 p. 3. 
" :\Io11ica \ \'ilson Commrmal Rituals pp. 1-2 1, 40-48 and Peoj,les of the Corridor pp. 1-2. 
31 I I. Kuper .fo .Jfricm, .JriJtacracy London 19.~7 pp. 11-18. 
30 Evans-l'ritch:-.rd p. 309. 
JG Southall pp. 5--7. 
37 I am indebted lo Professor Hilda Kuper for this point. 
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It is no accident that the royal lineage is sometimes patrilineal 
where commoners are matrilineal for the increase in a matri
lincagc is limited by the number of daughters; it cannot recruit 
child-bearers from a poorer lineage. Hence, I suggest, we find 
that when the Lunda were expanding one of the royal lines 
became patrilineal. 38 Even if a society is patrilineal and poly
gynous the number of a man's wives is limited if marriage is by 
sister exchange. 39 Only the combination of patrilincal descent, 
polygyny, and marriage with stock allows wealthy lineages to 
increase fast at the expense of the poor. 

The Arab historian, Atiya, suggested in 1955 that polygyny 
tended to fission in a society, for Arab history was full of tales of 
conflict between half-brothers and their descendants. He inter
preted differences in development between Europe and the Arab 
world partly in terms of monogamy and polygyny. 40 I think he 
overstated the argument: potential conflict between full brothers 
is doubtless less than between half-brothers who may mobilize 
their mothers' lineages to support them, but the conflict may 
emerge as a territorial, or class, or religious one. Nevertheless, 
Atiya's argument must be met. 

Among both Nguni and Sotho oral tradition tells of incoming 
groups which spread through the country, and had a superior 
status. I suggest that these were lineages which increased faster 
than the previous occupants because they commanded wealth, 
could marry many wives, and traced descent in the patrilineal 
line. It is in this fashion that a small group of cattle-owners 
establishing themselves among hunters or cultivators could 
increase fast. They married women of the group among whom they 
settled, and their offspring became part of the dominant group. 

Polygyny docs not affect the reproduction rate, except in so far 
as it may reduce the marriage age of women and ensure that all 
women marry; it only means that wealthy men have more 
descendants than poor men. But increase in population may well 
have occurred as Bantu-speakers moved southward out of the 
zone in which malaria and trypan somiasis (sleeping sickness) 
were endemic,' 11 that is from the central Transvaal southward on 
36 V. Turner '.\ Lunda Love Story and its Consequences' Rhodes Livings/011e Journal 
XIX (1955) p. 26. 
30 \ \'inter p. 25. 
10 E . .\tiya The Arabs I-larmondsworth 1955 p .. p. 
11 F. L. Lambrecht 'Notions Concerning the Evolution of Communicable Diseases in 
1fan' S . .-1.J.S. 64 2 ( 1968) pp. 6.1-7 r. 
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the Highveld, and St Lucia Bay on the Natal coast. A marked 
increase in population probably occurred also after groups 
acquired stock and learnt to drink milk. Remains of sheep arc 
n:ported from I\,Iab,·eni, qo miles north of the Limpopo in A.D. 

180± 120 and cattle from 'an unknown elate between A.D. 300 and 
rn85'.' 12 Irthe acquisition of stock and milk-drinking coincide we 
may postulate a population rise north of the Limpopo somewhere 
between the fourth and eleventh centuries, and I suggest that the 
increase would be faster once the stock owners were as far south 
as the \lohalesberg ( :\Iagaliesberg), in the Transvaal, the area 
to which Sotho traditions of origin point. 

Cattle-owners who spread fast and established themselves as 
rulers were not necessarily as skilled craftsmen as the people they 
dominated. In three areas on which we have evidence: Rwanda, 
Namaqualancl, and BuNyakyusa, the potters and/or iron-workers 
were not or the dominant lineages but subordinate or absorbed 
groups. In Rwanda both potters and iron-workers were Twa 
(pygmy) hunters. 13 In Namaqualand the iron-workers were 
Negro Dama, not the cattle-owning Nama;H and in BuNyakyusa 
the potters were Penja· 15 who were absorbed by the incoming 
cattle-owning Kukwe who established chieftainship. Thus the 
anthropological evidence is compatible with the hypothesis that 
iron-working spread with Bantu-speakers from the southern 
sa\·annah, and cattle came with other lineages who established 
themselves as rulers, from East Africa. 

There is some evidence to suggest that when two groups speak
ing different languages mingle the form of marriage determines 
which language will become dominant. Commonly, children 
learn their mother-tongue but when the mothers are slaves, or 
serls, or prisoners taken in war, and have the status of concubines 
rather than oC wives then, it seems, children learn the fathers' 
language. Some Nguni groups who mo\'ed into the Transvaal 
kept their own language, others learnt Sotho and lost their Nguni 
tongue. It is suggested that those groups which kept their language 
were those which did not marry Sotho women with cattle, but 
only took captives as concubines. \Vherc a Sotho woman was a 
12 R. R. Inskeep 'The Archaeological D:ickground' The Oxford History of South Africa 
Vol. I pp. 30-3 1. 
13 J. J. ;\Iaquet The Premise of l11cquali1_y in Rwar,da London 1961 p. JO. 

":\Ionica \Vilson 'Hunters and Herders' The Oxford History of South Africa Vol. I. 
"...,Jonica \ Vi Ison GoodC0111J;a11)' pp, 2, G1. The Pcnja were associated by some Nyakyusa 
informants with the earlier pygmy population of the Rungwe forests. 
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wife, and her children visited her family, then the child learnt 
Sotho rather than Nguni. It is noticeable also that the pe~ple of 
mixed descent at the Cape learnt Dutch in the form of Afrikaans 
and not a Khoikhoi language: the 'Basters', as they were called, 
were characterized by their use of Dutch from the eighteenth 
ccnturv. 

\Ve 'need a great deal more evidence on change in language, 
and the various Nguni offshoots which moved north offer an 
excellent field for study. For example, at what date and \vhy did 
mission schools in north Nyasa stop using Zulu school books? 
Donald Fraser noted that Ngoni was already disappearing in 
1 g I g, though fifteen to twenty years earlier it had been widely 
spoken. 1 G For how long did the various Ngoni groups continue 
speaking a form of Zulu? Some old Ngoni women from Songca 
were still speaking Zulu in BuNyakyusa in 1938, but the children 
knew none. \ Vhat is the extent of Sotho influence on Lozi? \ Vhat 
proportion of Lozi people speak a form of Sotho intelligible to 
Sot ho-speakers? 1-lcmbers of Chief Lewanika's family of my 
generation who went to school at Lovedale had no difficulty in 
talking with Sotho-speakers there. 17 When and why did Bisa 
moving eastward across the Luangwa valley begin to speak 
Tumbuka ?·18 1 believe study of language change of this sort 
would throw much light on African history. 

\Ve know from both oral tradition and eye-witness evidence that 
Nguni and Sotho cattle-owners spread among and absorbed 
hunters who spoke click languages. The hunters' languages had 
most influence on Nguni, rather less on Southern Sotho, and still 
less on Northern Sotho and Tswana. The Sotho, particularly the 
Tswana, were more stratified than the Nguni. i\Iarriage ofTswana 
with Sarwa women was prohibited and it is likely that children of 
mixed descent learnt Tswana not Sarwa. The influence of Sarwa 
on Tswana remained minimal. But some southern Sotho and some 
1'guni did marry click-speaking hunters, and the influence of 
click languages, particularly on Nguni, is conspicuous. \Ve know 
that Xhosa fused with Khoikhoi, the wives of eighteenth-century 
Xhosa chiefs often being Khoikhoi. The Khoikhoi were herders 
not hunters, but their language is similar to the language of various 

•• Donald Fraser Jl'i,ming a Primitive People London 1914 p. 86. 
17 Personal communication from the late Dr Gladstone Letclc (linguist) of his ex
perience at school in Lovcdalc. His home language was Sotho. 
18 Fraser p. 86. 
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hunting groups. \\'e know that the Sotho-speaking Tlhaping also 
married Khoikhoi women in the eighteenth century, but it seems 
that this had not continued over a long period as it had with 
Xhosa and Khoikhoi. 

Pushing the argument a stage further you may ask why the 
Sotho generally, and especially the Tswana, were more stratified 
than the Nguni. I relate their stratification to trade. The Sotho 
were miners with an ancient tradition of metal \-Vork, and export 
of metal and of furs. The chiefs claimed a monopoly of the trade. 
The wealth of the chief attracted followers, both hunting people 
who attached themselves as clients, and Sotho commoners who 
concentrated round the chief because he had milk, cattle, and later 
trade goods to distribute. 

Eugene Casalis wrote in r 835: 'Cattle is the foundation of 
power with the Kalfir ancl Bcchuana chiefs. As the people live 
almost cxclusiYcly on the milk of their chief's cows, the population 
of the towns increases at the same rate as the number of cattle 
which the chief has at his disposal.'.rn In this passage Casalis does 
not distinguish between Sotho and Nguni; by 'Kalfir' he probably 
meant Xhosa or Thembu, but the people he really knew were the 
Sot ho. I suggest that among the Sotho a chief controlled relatively 
more of the stock than among the Nguni where ownership was 
more widely distributed. He achieved this through a trade 
monopoly and it was the most important factor influencing both 
the form of local grouping, and stratification. 50 

There may be other factors which contributed to stratification 
among the Tswana. Perhaps they encountered a relatively greater 
number of hunters than the Nguni did and a more numerous 
people arc more di[]icult to absorb, but on this we can only 
speculate. 

In terms of ;\Ialcolm Guthrie's hypothesis on the spread of 
Bantu languages from the southern savannah (North Zambia and 
Katanga), l\'guni (i.e. Zulu and Xhosa) and Sotho spread south
ward at more or less the same time. Both groups must have had 

-ao E. Casalis, ;\[orija, :\lay 1835, quoted R. C. Germond Chronicles of flas11tola11d 
.:\forija 19G7 p. 437. 
50 \fonica \\"ilson 'The Sotho, Venda, and Tsonga' The Oxford History of South Africa I. 
The Songhe lived in large settlements in the ninc.:tecnth century (Vansina p. 29). \Vas 
this a fruit of the enormous metal trade of Katanga? :\"tusi in south Uganda is thought 
to ha,·e been occupied by 'a population of several 1housands' (Oliver p. 18). Linyation 
the Chobc had between six and seven thousand inhabitants in 1853 and Lunda, 
Kazc.:mbc's capital, was 'two miles across' in 183 1. 
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contacts with cattle-owners after separating from the Bantu 
nuclear area because the cattle words in Nguni and Sotho arc not 
the roots most common in Bantu languages. They arc roots 
which appear only in the south. Furthermore, they appear also 
in Khoikhoi, therefore Nguni, Sotho, and Khoikhoi acquired 
cattle from the same source or from each other. This has been 
clcmonstratccl by my colleague, Ernst \Vestphal. 51 Christopher 
Ehret argues that the Nguni and Sotho did not borrow their term 
for cattle from 'Hottentot' (Khoikhoi). 52 

The Sotho were markedly less dependent upon cattle than the 
Nguni. This is reflected both in their form of marriage and in 
ritual. Sotho marriage resembles marriage by service -.,,vith an 
uxorilocal stage rather than the typical marriage with cattle. 
Sotho ritual is less tied to cattle sacrifice than Nguni ritual, and 
the symbols for most Sotho descent groups were wild animals 
important to a hunting people. The Sotho economy seems to have 
been dominated by hunting, cultivation, and mining, with cattle
keeping added whereas the Nguni, or most of the Nguni, were 
cattle-owners first and foremost. The Khoikhoi show very close 
cultural, including linguistic, connections with various hunting 
people and it seems likely that they arc the descendants of southern 
hunters who obtained breeding stock-sheep and cattle. I suggest 
that culturally the Nguni arc closest to the people who brought 
stock from East Africa. On the basis of law and custom I look 
for connections between Nguni and the pastoralists of the Kenya, 
Uganda, and Sudan borderlands. ~Iatrilineal cultivators were 
dispersed in a broad belt across Central Africa from the Congo 
to the Tanzania coast much in the form reflected in Guthric's 
map oflanguagc spread. The most likely hypothesis on our present 
evidence is that pastoralists from East ;\frica fusee! with Bantu
speaking cultivators spreading out from the southern savannah. 
One of the factors affecting the fusion and spread was the form of 
kinship. 

Kinship studies suggest an ancient differentiation between 
Nguni and Sotho, but there is one fact which indicates a common 
experience. The Nguni and most of the Sotho share a character
istic wl1ich differentiates them on the one hand from the yellow
skinned hunting people and the Khoikhoi who, I believe, arc 

"E. 0. J. Westphal 'The Linguistic Pn,history of South ,\frica' Africa 33 iii (1963) 
pp. 253-6. 
•° C. Ehret 'Cattle Keeping in Eastern and Southern ,\frica' J.,l.IJ. 81 (1967) p. 7. 
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hunters who acquired cattle, 53 and on the other from the Bantu
speakers of 1loi;ambique and most or Zambia. Th~:),'. rigidly_ avaj_d 
eating fish.. 

Now food taboos have commonly been an expression of 
differentiation between groups. Non-pork-caters distinguished 
themselves from pork-caters; non-beef-eaters from those who ate 
cows; non-horse-flesh-caters from those who feasted on horses. 
I suggest that those who avoided fish lived in contact with, but 
distinguished themselves from, the hunters who ate fish whenever 
it was available, and from the Bantu-speakers who spread from 
the southern savannah, and who perhaps first spread along rivers. 54 

Bantu-speakers of the Congo and the Zambezi basins prized fish 
as a food and used fish symbols in their art. I first saw the gulf in 
symbolism between fishermen and catllc-mcn ten years ago when 
visiting an exhibition of African art in Lubumbashi, then 
Elizabctln-ille. I suggest that cattle-owners coming into the 
southern grasslands distinguished themselves as non-fish-eaters in 
the same way as the Hima have distinguished themselves from 
Hutu in Rwanda until the last clccadcs, 55 and as Christians 
distinguished themselves from horse-eating pagans in Hungary, or 
Jews from Gentiles in Palestine many centuries ago. 50 

According to this argument both Sotho and Nguni arc heirs of 
incoming cattlemen, but one section of the Sotho, the Tlhaping, 
rejected the taboo during a famine and assert that fact in their 
name. They call themselves 'the fish-caters'. Other small groups in 
Lesotho who mingled with hunters also began eating fish. But 
there is a song in the Sotho initiation ritual rejecting fish as a 
food, 57 and Livingstone tells of Tswana starving at Kolobeng in 
r 842 rather than cat fish from the drying river. 58 The Shona are 
said also to avoid fish, but confirmation is needed of practice of 
the various Shona-speaking sub-groups. 

The fish-taboo is not a general mark of Bantu-speakers, and it 
is not observed by all cattle-owners. Khoikl10i prized fish and so 

oa Hunters and KJ1oikhoi were distinguished from Bantu-speakers by many character
istics, among them a radical difference in kinship structure. The hunters and Khoikhoi 
practised brother-sister a\"oidancc, something known in other parts of the world, but 
peculiar to them in central and southern Africa, whereas the llantu-speakers all 
expect and allow a close familiarity between brother and sister. 
01 :\f. Posnansky 'Bantu Genesis' .7-,-J.JJ. 1 X ( 19GU) p. 3. 
L> :\f. :\faquet Le SJ·steme des relatiom socialrs da11s le Rwa11da a11cie11 Ter\"urcn 1954 p. 27. 
•• F. J. Simons Eat Sot this Flesh ~fadison 1961 p. 113. 

• 7 :\!onica \\'ilson 'The Sotho, Vend a and Tsonga' The Oxford flist01y of South Africa, I. 
•• D. Livingstone 1\lissionary Trai·els London 1857 pp. ~0-21. 
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did many Bantu-speakers who owned cattle north of the Zambezi, 
but the presumption that it was a mark of incoming cattle-owners 
in the south is strong. It is strong enough for me to press the 
archaeologists to look closely for the remains of fish when they 
excavate a site. This my colleagues from Cape Town arc already 
doing. 

Studies of food taboos do not therefore fit exactly with studies 
or Nguni and Sotho kinship. The conclusion is familiar: classi
fications using different criteria-whether economy, language, 
political structure, kinship structure, forbidden foods, or sym
bolic associations-do not coincide precisely, but there are links 
between them, and the history of Africa can only be understood 
by a patient disentangling of these links. 



5. Tlze Sotlzo-Tswana Peoples 
before 1800 

i\IARTIN LEGJ\SSICK 

Sotho, or Sotho-Tswana, is a linguistic sub-division of the 
Southern Bantu languages. The Sotho-Tswana peoples who speak 
the language arc also commonly regarded as a distinct cultural 
group characterized by 'totcmism, the possession of cattle, with 
a cattle complex and extensive cattle terminology, a type of round 
hut with conical roof, and the pre-emptive right of men to marry 
their maternal cousins. Besides these there arc many smaller, but 
IlO less significant features, for instance in material culture (as 
dress, pottery, weapons and so forth) which are equally charac
teristic' . 1 However, the Sotho-Tswana peoples share clear 
physical, linguistic and cultural affinities with other Bantu
speaking peoples, and more particularly with the southern Bantu
spcakers, who may broadly be classified as those lying south of the 
'matrili11eal belt' and through the Kalahari desert. 2 On Guthrie's 
classification, for example, Sotho, \Tenda and Nguni arc presumed 
to derive from Zczuru, a Shona language. 3 1\ recent study of the 
skull bones of Sotho, Nguni, and Shangana-Thonga peoples, 
attested as sound by other physical anthropologists, reaches the 
significant conclusions that \'ariation in skull-type among these 
peoples is negligibly related to tribal grouping, and that the most 
distinctive variation from other Negroid populations consists in 
the incidence of Khoisanoid characteristics. •1 

1 N. J. Van \Varmdo .·! Prclimina,y S11n·cy of the JVative Tribes of South Africa Pretoria: 
?\ati\'e Affairs Department Ethnological Publications No.::; 1935 p. 96. This series of 
publications, produced since 1959 by the Department of Bantu Administration and 
Development, will be cited as NAD/B/\D with the ,·olum<e number. 
e For the cultural similarities and differences among the Southern Bantu sec, for 
example, G. P. :-.Iurdock .·lfrica: Its Pcoj,lcs and their Cultura History New York: ,vfcGraw
Hill 1959 pp. 36-,-91. Sec also the kss general and earlier collection edited by I. 
Schapcra The Bm1tu-sj,cnki11g Tribes of South ,lfrica Routledge and Kegan Paul 1937. 
3 Sec, for example, :-.r. Guthrie 'Some developments in the pre-history of the Bantu 
languages' J..-1.ll. III (1962) 2 pp. 273-82. 
1 H. de \"illiers The Skull of the South .·lfrica11 Xcgro: .·1 Biometrical and 1\lorphological 
Study \Vitwatersrand U11iversity Press 1968. The 1,hysiological aspect of this work, 
which forms the bulk of it, is based on measurement of the different bones within the 
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It is the task of the historian to examine the processes which led 
to the emergence of the Sotho-Tswana as a distinctive linguistic 
and cultural group, as well as the processes of structural and 
cultural change which the Sotho-Tswana have undergone 
subsequently; to examine, in other words, the movement of 
peoples, the diffusion and evolution of cultural ideas, techniques, 
and institutions, and processes of intcrcultural adaptation and 
interaction. Ideally, such an examination should encompass the 
whole history of the Iron Age in the area over which Sotho
Tswana peoples arc now settled: a history which can now be 
regarded, from the recent excavations in Swaziland, as beginning 
in the fifth to sixth centuries A.D. 5 For though it is not necessary, 
and perhaps even unlikely, that the first South African iron
workers were Bantu-speaking, there do not appear to be any 
abrupt cultural discontinuities from that time through to the 
clc\'clopmcnt of Bantu-speaking iron-working societies. Such a 
study, however, would have to incorporate evidence derived for 
the most part from archaeology, linguistics, comparative eth
nography and other disciplines appropriate to a time-depth of 
some 1,300 to 1,400 years. The present essay will be confined 
largely to an examination of ex.is ting accounts of prc-1 Soo Sotho
Tswana history ancl the oral traditions on which they arc largely 
based, and will attempt to lay clown a preliminary framework.
within which the accumulation and analysis of evidence from 
other disciplines can be integrated. Specifically, it will be argued 
that almost all existing theories, based as they arc on a deficient 
methodology, arc unfruitful as well as unreliable and further, 
that evidence from most types of oral tradition alone is unlikely to 
be of value, with certain exceptions, for the period prior to A.D. 

I 600 to I jOO. 

THE SO UR C ES OF P RE- I Soo SOT H 0-T SWAN A II IS TORY 

The earliest syntheses of Sotho-Tswana history prior to 1800 were 
published at the start of the present century by George Stow, a 
settler who arrived in r 8,1-3, and George 1\.lcCall Thea!, widely 
• D. \V. Phillipson 'Early Iron-Using Peoples of Southern ,\frica' suf,ra p. 36. 

skull. The linguistic and historical data arc outdated but arc not central to the work. 
Sec also studies which have shown 110 significant intcrtribal variation of gene fre
quencies among South African Bantu-speakers, namely 1'I. Shapiro 'The ,\BO, l'vlN, 
I' and Rh blood group systems in the South African Bantu' S011/h ,lfric,111 Aledical 
Joumal XXV (1951) pp. 1G5-70; 'Further evidence of the homogencit}' of blood 
group distriuution in the South African l3antu' ibid XXV ( 1951) pp .. 1-06-1 1. 
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regarded as the pioneer of scientific South African hi~tory. The 
Beginning of South ~lfrican Histor)' (19rJ2) by Thcal docs little more 
than to memion the 'Batlapin, the 13atlaro, the 13arolong, the 
Bahurutsi, the 13angwakctsi, the 13akwena, the 13amangwato, all 
the sections of the ?\Iakalan"a and the whole of the 13asuto, north 

b ' d 
and south' as the 'interior tribes', separate from the co~stal an 
the western tribes. G But three years later Thea! e~lrted and 
published without footnotes lar"e sections of The Natwe Races of 

' ' b • 88 7 South a·ljrica, which had been completed by Stow 111 a?out_ 1 o, 
and after that time Thcal's continuinrr revisions of !us History of 
South .·lfrirn contain far "reater detail 01~ the Sotho-Tswana which, 
if not dcri\-cd directly

0 

from Stow, show a dependence on very 
similar sources.s 

In 1 90.5 there also appeared two compilations, derived mainly 
from oral traditions, which attempt to provide for the Southern 
Sot ho of Lesotho and the Sotho of the Transvaal a history similar 
to Stow's, whose published sections focus largely but not entirely 
on the Sotho-Tsw·ana of Botswana: these were the Short History of 
the .Native Tribes of the Transvaal, 9 and Basuto Traditions. 10 Seven 
years later the mate.rial of Basuto Traditions, written by J. C. 
:\IacGregor an official of the British Administration ofBasutoland, 
was for the most part incorporated within A Histo1y of the Basuto, 
Ancient and .\Jodem, written by D. Frederick Ellenberger, a 
missiona1·y with long experience among the Southern Sotho and 
substantial familiarity with their traditions; it was 1vfacGregor 
0 The B,·ginning of So11th .-lfrica11 Hi.story T. Fisher C nwin 1 902 pp. 31-32. This is the 
revision of an 1896 yersion, on the basis of Theal's researches in European archives. 
'George \V. Stow The Xath·e Races of So11th .-lfrica: :J His/OT)' of the lntrusio11 of the 
lfollmto/s and Ban/11 i11to the H11nti11g Cro1111ds of the B11shmc11, the Aborigi11cs of the Co1111/ry 
Chs. XXI-XX\"I London Swan Sonnenschein, I\:ew York ?-,,Iacmillan 1905 reprinted 
Cape Town Struik .·lfricana Co/lcctea11a Vol. VI I 1963. Certain sections of the manu
script omi1ted by Thea! :ire housed in two bound volumes in the South African Public 
Libra!""\·. These arc rclc\'ant mainly for the Southern Sotho and the Nguni peoples. 
The section on the Ghoya may be found in James \Vallon Earl_;· ChoJ·a Sett/emc111 i11 the 
Orange Fra State Dlocmfontcin National ;\-Iuscum, ;<,[cmoir 2 1965 pp. 19-36. 
• Sec, for cxcimplc, G. l\L Thea! The rdlow a11d Dark-Ski,med People of Africa South of 
the Zambc:.i; His too· a11d Ethnography ofS011th Africa before 1 795, I II, eh. LIX; Ethnography 
and Conditions of South ,lfrica Before 1505 esp eh. IX George :\lien and Unwin 1910. 
\\'illiam Lye claims to have ;oun~ forthcr information on the Sotho-Ts\\"ana in early, 
pre-Stow, editions of Thea! s wnt1ngs. I ha\'c nol discovc-rcd them. 
• Trans,·aal :\"ati,·c Affairs Department Short I-listorJ' of the .Xatit·e Tribes of the Tra,m·aa/ 
Pretoria Go,·crnmcnt Printing Oflicc 1905; F. I I. \\'.Jensen',\ Note on the Bahurutshc' 
.-Jfrican Studies YI I ( 19+7) p. -I• is a revised version of Chapt<:r 2 of this work. It was 
summarized, and fresh cthnographical and conquest-period history aclclccl, in R. H 
~fassic, The .Vatfrc Tribes of the Trans,·aal London General Staff of the \\'ar Office 1905 _ 
, o J. . ~facGrcgor Rasulo Traditions Cape Town r 905. 
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who translated this work into English.u These works were 
followed by several more in the same amateur tradition by 
t\. J. ,vookey Dico tsa Secwana, rgrg, S. lVL 1Jolema The Bantu: 
Past and Prescnt 1920, and J. T. Brown Among tlze Bantu JVomads 
1926. The historical contributions of these works arc of variable 
stanclarcl, but from this time concern with Bantu-speaking peoples 
was to pass largely from historians, professional or amateur, to 
anthropologists of the functional school. Significantly, Brown's 
book has an introduction by A. R. RadclifTc-Brown, then 
Professor of Anthropology at Cape Town University. 12 

The writing of this period, which has provided the base on 
which more detailed subsequent studies have been built, suffers 
from at least three methodological deficiencies: 

r The Differential quality and quantit)' of knowledge ef Sotho- Tswana 
groups 

The amount and quality of relevant information gathered during 
the nineteenth century, on which the syntheses were based, was 
historically determined by the accessibility of different Sotho
Tswana communities to those in a position to record their history, 
who were, for the majority of the century, missionaries. The 
famous and valuable works by, among others, John Campbell, 
Robert rvioffat, Thomas Arbousset, Eugene Casalis, and David 
Livingstone were based on their experiences among the southern 
Tswana and the communities of the 'missionary road' to the 
north, or among the southern Sotho. These were either, as in the 
case of the Tlhaping and Rolong, 'atypical' societies, or, as with 
the Southern Sotho, the Kwena, the Ngwato ancl the Ngwakctse, 
recently consolidated in a new form. 13 Although from about r 830 

11 D. F. Ellenberger A lli.Jto1y of /1,c Bm11/o: A11cimt a11d 1Hodem Caxton 1912. Subse
quent volumes of this work, which would have continued the history after about 1830, 
were not published. 
10 S. I\L I\1olcma The Ba11/11 Past a11d Present: all Etlmograj,hical a11d lJisiorical St11d_y of the 
.Yatir·e Race.< of South Africa Green t 920, reprinted Cape Town Struik Africa11a Collcc
lcm,a Vol. V 1963; J. T. Brown A111011g the Ba11t11 J{omads London Seeley and Service 
1926; ,\. J. \Vookey Di11wao leha e le dipolclo kaga dice Isa Sccwa11a Tigerkloof second 
edition 1921. Brown and \Vookey were missionaries among the Tswana while I\lolcma 
was a Christianized ;\ lorolong. 
13 John Campbell Travels in South .-lfrica London t 813, Andover Flagg and Gould 
1813; J. Campbell Travels i11 South .·!frica ... bci11g a narrali,·e of a sccoll(/journcy London 
\\'c,.,;tlcy 1B22 2 vols.; Robert I\1offat .\Jissio11a,y Labours ,md Sce11e< i11 Sou/hem Africa 
London Snow 1B.12; T. :\rboussct J{arratfre of a11 Explorator_y Tour Cape Town 18.JG, 
reprinted Cape Town Struik Africa11a Col/cctca11a Vol. XXVII 1968; E. Casalis Th, 
Basuto first edition Paris 1859, London .Nisbet 1861; reprinted Struik ;!ftica11a Collatca11a 
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one finds fragmentary information 011 the Sotho-Tswana peoples 
within the present Transvaal, a combination of historical factors 
led to smaller interest in the histories of these communities, and 
less ready accessibility to available information in Dutch or 
German. Nor was this deficiency repaired by the other sources 
of evidence av;i.ilable. The important oral testimony given 
by Sotlio-Tswana and others to the series of commissions 
and courts which met to settle boundary disputes from the 1840s 
to the turn of the century was equally weighted towards the 
Southern Sotho and the westernmost Sotho-Tswana communities, 
as was the fresh oral testimony on which the synthesizers 
drew. 

The value of this nineteenth-century evidence is well recog
nized, as is apparent from the increasing number of reprints of 
relevant works, as well as the publication of the letters and 
journals of missionaries, officials and others who were in the 
Sotho-Tswana area in the periocl. H 1 [uch more along these lines 
remains to be clone, however, and it is clear that future publi
cations of this type should be judged by the amount of new light 
which they shed on the history of the societies in the area rather 
than the fame of the author. The archives of German missionary 
societies-the I-Iermannsborg, Hanover, and Berlin rnissions
remain, for example, almost completely unexplored. And the 
wealth of material on African peoples scattered through the 
published government documents and the official South African 
archival collections will remain hard for any one person to utilize 
over a manageable time period unless they arc gathered together 
into carefully chosen document collections. 

2 Parallel chains of transmission of historical testimon;y 
From the early part of the nineteenth century there have existed 
written accounts of Sotho-Tswana oral traditions drawn from a 
differentially accessible cross-section of groups. Each successive 

":\mongst the most ,·aluable of these should be mentioned the Family Lellcrs, ,\lission
ary Correspond,·nce and Private ]011mnl< of David Livingstone, and l\loffat's Aj1/,rc11ticcship 
nt J,-11r1111w11, all superbly edited in the 1950s by Isaac Schapera. Also the less well
edited DinrJ' of .-1rulrew Smith Van Riebccck Society Vols.20-21 1939-.1-0 ed. l'. Kirby, 
and ed. J. P. R. \\'all is Jlatnbclc ]011mn/s nf Robert ,\lojfnl Chatto and \\'indus 19.1-5 2 
vols. 

Vol. XVI 1965; David Livingstone 1\lisJio11ar_y Trnvcls a11t! 1/cscnrchcs in So11tlz Africn 
first edition London 1U56, New York Harper 1858. These arc only the most well
known and widely used of a whole collection of similar nineteenth-century works. 
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writer has drawn on these already published traditions in addition 
to gathering fresh oral tradition in the field. For the most part, 
moreover, there is no citation of sources to enable the critic to 
separate what was freshly gathered by the author from what was 
not, what was reconfirmed from what was surmised, what was 
reliably obtained from what was not. Such dissection of the 
syntheses can only be achieved from a detailed knowledge of all 
ti1e nineteenth-century material. In Stow's work, for example, 
long extracts from Campbell, lVloffat and Arboussct and others 
can be found, which arc sometimes, clue, perhaps, to Theal's 
editing, taken past the relevant passage to entirely extraneous 
material which could only be confusing to the unknown reader. 
Elsewhere two passages from different books, referring to different 
communities with a similar name, are telescoped together to give 
a coherent but entirely erroneous narrative. 15 

This period over which oral traditions have been recorded, 
longer than for most parts of Africa, has resulted in the emergence 
of a chain of transmission of traditions from one written account 
to the next parallel to the normal oral chain of transmission. The 
written chain, furthermore, because of the inadequate method
ology and techniques of citation, is almost impossible to validate 
by the usual correlation with social structure along the lines 
developed by African historiography. Further, there has been an 
interpenetration between the /two chains of transmission to the 
extent that literate Sotho-Tswana have read written versions of 
their own history and transmitted this version to non-literate 
persons: 'many of them [the Tlhaping] arc not on top of [histori
cal] affairs any more, and the evidence of those that can read 
agrees overwhelmingly with the account by ,vookcy', writes a 
recent historian of the Tlhaping. 10 

The extent to which the existence of the parallel chain and its 
interpenetration with the oral chain has prevented and will 
prevent further collection of traditions will vary according to the 
degree of literacy of the group concerned, as well as the rapidity 
with which traditional structures arc changing. In South 
Africa a further distortion has been induced by the artificial 

"Sec, fur example Stow, ,\'alive Races pp. 501-3, in comparison with ?\L Lcgassick 
':-.Ioblab, Regent of the Rolong boo Ratlou boo :\lariba: ,\ synthesis of oral and 
written sources'. Unpublished paper of School of Oriental and African Studies 
London I ()(>7. 
1° F. J. Language 'Herko111s en Gcskicdcnis Yan die Tlhaping' African Studies I ( 19.12) 
I I 7. 
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'retribalization' which has been proceeding over the last tw~ 1:tY 
years, which appears to have created autonomous communities 
which did not exist before and induced them to produce traditions 
to support their new status. Yet the work of persons in the field 
even within the last decade, notably, for the Sotho-Tswana, 
P.-L. l3reutz and N. J. van \Varmelo, suggest that at least for the 
eighteenth century onwards it is still possible to gather fresh 
information, and to validate such traditions as have already been 
recorded. Nevertheless there is no doubt that the systematic 
collation and analysis of the voluminous body of traditions that 
now exist is a task at least as important as the gathering of fresh 
material. 

3 A Priori assumptions in Sotlw- Tswana historiography 
The damaging but powerful assumptions of late nineteenth
century social philosophy, and particularly those of the German 
and Austrian Kulturhistorische Schule, predominant in the 
colonial era of African historiography, were and remain prevalent 
in historical accounts of the African peoples of South Africa. Thus 
it has generally been assumed that peoples sharing a common 
culture and language must have moved to South Africa in a single 
wave of migration, conquering or exterminating those with whom 
they came in contact, and preserving their identity intact and 
static over time through some mysterious genetic process. Or, if 
it appears evident that the migration was not some single move
ment, then it consisted in successive waves of a group that had 
been a unit at some other place and earlier time. 'The pioneers 
appear to have been comparatively insignificant tribes,' writes 
Stow, 'the advanced guard of the still greater body which was 
following, and which, when it overtook them, swept over them, 
and reduced the greater portion of the fugitives to a state of 
vassalagc.' 17 'It was during the sojourn in Rhodesia,' we arc told 
by Ellenberger, 'that [the Fokeng ancl the Rolong] threw off all 
the numerous oflshots which in course of time came to occupy the 
whole of South s\frica.' 18 

Such assumptions have recently been subjected to detailed and 
rigorous examination and criticism by African historians. 19 

17 Stow .Yati,·<· /laces, p .. 120 . .-\!so ibid. pp. 405-··7, ,n3-4. 
1 • Ell<:nl)l'rger. 1/asuto, xviii-xx. 
,. For recent examples, sec 1\. Southall 'The Peopling of :\friea: the Linguistic and 
Sociological Evidence' in '.\I. Posn:111sky (ed.) Prelude to East .·lfrica11 1/istory London 
Oxford Uni,"Crsity Press 19GG; Jan \'ansina l,i11gdo111s of the Sava1111a U nivcrsity of 
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Their persistence in South Africa can be accounted for only by 
the relative isolation of its academic community from trends in 
African history, and by the necessity of such assumptions to 
underpin not only the philosophy of apartheid, but the mythical 
\'ersion of the emergence of the Afrikaner community. It is now 
well recognized that not only do changes in culture, language, 
physical type, and economy occur independently of one another, 
but that the change of each is a complex problem requiring 
sophisticated analysis. 'I'vligrations', defined as a large body of 
people moving a considerable distance over a short period of time, 
arc a relatively rare phenomenon, and cannot be used to explain 
each change of culture or structure. All cultures and populations 
arc mixed, absorbing new elements and evolving in situ. Such a 
perspective alters considerably the questions which it seems 
relevant to ask about Sotho-Tswana history. In particular it 
should direct attention away from the 'quest for origins' towards 
a study of the cultural and structural changes undergone by the 
Sotho-Tswana peoples during their occupation of South Africa 
between the Limpopo and the Orange, and the causes of such 
changes. 

From about the late 1920s the nature of inquiry about Bantu
speaking peoples in South-Africa underwent a transition from a 
concern for exotic customs and a semi-speculative history based 
on such a priori diffusionist or evolutionist conceptions, towards 
a study of the institutions of the societies concerned and their 
functional relationship. The writings of missionaries and officials 
began lo give place to those of trained anthropologists, whose 
work over the succeeding decades has provided us with a solid 
understanding of Sotho-Tswana social institutions which is 
indispensable for further evaluation of oral traditions, as well as 
gi\'ing a base-line against which to reconstruct institutional 
clcvelopmcnl. Such work has been focused predominantly around 
the anthropology departments of a limited number of South 
:\frican uni\'crsitics and the journal African Studi.es from 1942 
( Bantu Studies 192 r-,} r) on the one hand, and on the other the 
Ethnological Section of the Native Affairs Department (Bantu 
Administration and Development since 1959), whose series of 

Wisconsin Press 1966. ;Some basic concepts' pp. 1.1-18; H. Lewis 'Ethnology and 
African Culture l Iistory' in C. Gabel and K. R. llcnnctt (eds.) Rcco11Jlructi11g ..tfrica11 
Culture Iii story Boston Cniversity Press 1967 pp. 25-.J+ 
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publications cummcnccs in 1930. Outstanding among the ethno
graphic analyses is the work of Isaac Schapera, though since his 
licld-,n-1rk has been entirely among the peoples of the present-day 
Botswana it cannot be generalized in space or time without due 
caution. The ethnography of the Southern Sotho and, especially, 
the Sotho or the Transvaal is less extensive and less penetrating. 
Furthermore these anthropologists, unlike many of their contem
poraries elsewhere i11 Africa, paid some attention to the histories 
of the particular communities with which they were concerned, 
modifying or amplifying on a detailed level the earlier historical 
accounts. In 19.1-0 Schapera edited a volume of histories of the 
Tswana in the vernacular~ 0 which were mostly republished in 
English elsewhere, and from 191,1 onwards N. J. Van \Varmelo 
and P.-L. Breutz in particular, supplemented by others, have 
published similar histories of Sotho-Tswana communities in the 
northern Cape and Transvaal. Though uneven in value according 
to how far the conventional historical apparatus of critical 
appraisal and citation of sources, written and oral, has been 
adopted, these ha\·c added a new wealth of detail to our knowledge 
of the Sotho-Tswana past. The need for new synthesis is made 
apparent, however, by the continued reliance in historical 
accounts on compilations of the existing state of knowledge in the 
1930s made by N. J. Van \Varmclo (A PreliminmJ Survq of the 
Native Tribes of South Africa 1935) and I. Schapcra ( The Bantu
Speaking Tribes of South Africa 1937) if not on Thea! and Stow 
themselves. ~1 

TIIE TER~IS 'so-r110' AND 'TS\VA:--iA' .-\:--iD THEIR 

RECOGNIZED CULTUR,\L SUB-Dl\"ISIOXS 

\\.ere it not for the Platonic 'ideal-type' attitude \\·hich persists 
among writers on the Sotho-Tswana, ic would noc be necessary 
to examine the history of denorninati,·e terms such as 'Sotho' or 
'Tswana'. The absence or a common se!C-designatccl name is a 
necessary, but 110L a sufllricnt, condition for the absence of a 
common culture. Bul the f'acL that the 'Sotho' and the 'Tswana' 

00 I. Schaper:, (ed.) i)itiwjiz/o l.<11 .lfrraji r11 Ji,,T.,C1·,111,, l.ovcd:1k 1940. The English 
tr.111..,L1tio11s nf thc...,l' :tcTounl:-., and other 111url' rt'Cl'lll hi~toric:ll writing:-, \\·ill be cited 
~,s n·lc..·\·;1111. 

:.:l •l'hus tlw 111:ii11 ,·i1.11io1h in I. :--;lh:q1l'r:i':-- ;1cn.lunt 4..)l the ~0tho-T:'.)w~1na in E.:\. 
\\".,I kcr (cd.) <:,1111/,, i,J,:,-lli,loll' rif" So11//, . !/1 i,,1 \ ·,,I. \' 111 C.11nl,ridgc second edition 
1qti:i, ~111d .J. I J. ( )111t'r ( :1111p1T '/ Ju .--:,du. ~{lomt1tl; I ,t")I1gn1~1ns 1 ~1t,n ar~ tu \":1n \\":1r1nclo's 
'(;roupi11g ;111<I E1h11ic I li-..tury' i11 ~d1.qH·r.1 Ji.m!:.-.,:, ,:' i, _ 1-,:.f.ts pp. 58--63. 
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have only comparatively recently, and with rather variable 
applicability, designated themselves as such, docs at least throw 
open the question as to what collective entities the 'Sotho-Tswana' 
peoples saw themselves as belongin!q prior to the nineteenth 
century. Indeed might not comparative ethnography, studied in 
conjunction with the known history of these peoples, throw light 
on significant clusterings of deviant culture-traits which might 
gi\·e leads to the formative processes which resulted in existing 
Sotho-Tswana culture? 

It is not intended here to provide a complete historiographical 
account of the meaning or use of 'Sotho' or 'Tswana'. It has been 
suggested that the term 'Sotho' was first applied by }..fbo Nguni 
to chiefdoms living on the Usutu River in Swaziland, though it is 
unclear whether the term, meaning brownish-black, light-black, 
dark-brown, was applied first to the river, the people or their 
clothing. 2 ~ From here it may have spread west and south to the 
communities who would later be amalgamated by ?vioshweshwe. 
The first recorded use of it, to my knowledge, is in an 182,1 letter 
by John 1'Iclvill at Griquatown. 23 There is no comparably satis
factory account of the meaning or origin of the word 'Tswana' or 
'Bechuana'. Indeed the most convincing criticism of the usual 
explanations can only suggest that, since the Xhosa called the 
interior Bantu-speakers 'Abetswana'. 

It seems possible that someone who knew Sixosa, but very little 
Secwana might have used the word first. The Becwana are expert 
corrupters of words whose significance they do not fully understand, or 
such as they have reason to believe are ridiculous, questionable, 
doubtful or foreign; and so it would follow that once they heard a 
1\1oruti or traveller say 'Becwana' it would be a joke (and jokes 
speedily become fashions of the day ... ) and they ,rnuld indulge in a 
sportive or wanton use of it. 2 -1 

22 Evidence of E. J acottct in A. T. Bryant Oldcn Times i11 Zulula11d a11d JYatal Longmans 
Green 1929, reprinted Cape Town Stroik Africa11a Collectearw Vol. XIII 1965 pp. 
308-10; Ellenberger Basuto p. 34. Sec also N. J. Van \Varmclo in A. C. l\1yburgh The 
Tribes of Barberio/I District (~AD/BAD, No. 25, 19-1-9) p. 10 and Smith Diary II p. 278. 
Ellenberger and Bryant give different dates to this event, but neither considers the 
possibility of a lengthy 'Sotho' occupation of the Usutu River. 
23 John Mel viii 1 7 December 1824 in British Parliamentary Papers [50 of 1835, 
216-17]. 
2

•
1 D. l\L Ramoshana 'The Origin of Sccwana' Ba11tu Studies III (1927-9) pp. 197-8. 

Sec also r\rboussct JYarrative p. 27 I; E. Solomon Two Lectures 011 lhe J\'"atil'e Tribes of lht 
Interior delivered brfore the ,\fecha11ics /11slitute Cape Tou-11 Saul Solomon 1855 pp .. 10-4 1 ; 
Stow Native Races p. 407; Brown Ba11tu Nomads p. 25-26. 
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The earliest recorded use of the name is in 1 779, when the 
tr~\'ellcr Gordon inscribed ').Ioetjooaanas' on a map; prior to 
tlus the Sotho-Tswana had been known to whites bv Khoi-clcrivecl 
names such as '13riqua'.~ 5 Early whites among ti1c present-day 
~outhcrn Tswana record Ycry \'ariable usages of the name, and 
rndccd the tcndenc\' seems to have been to describe more distant 
Sotho-Tswana grm;ps generally as 'Bakucn', which may refer to 
the communities whose siboko (totem) was kwena (the crocodile), 
but is also used liy Robert .\loffat interchangeably with 'Bakone', 
a term cognate to 'Nguni' but also apparently applied by the 
southern Tswana to the communities north and cast of the ?vlarico 
Rivcr.:! 6 

:\s whites, particularly missionaries, began to spread from the 
southern TS\\·ana farther to the cast and north after 1830, the term 
'Bechuana' came to be generally applied to all the Bantu-speaking 
peoples of the South A.frican interior, sometimes, indeed, too 
cxtcnsi\·ely. 'The Bechuana,' wrote the missionary :\rchbcll, 'arc 
known to commence in the cast about Dclagoa Bay and to extend 
southward and westward to tlie colony of the Cape ... They 
incline to the north and arc found on the western shores about the 
23° of southern Latt, under the denomination of Damaras ... If 
there are many dialects of Bechuana, the differences arc very 
small.':! 7 .·\nd the 'Sotho' \\·ere regarded as 'one of the most 
considerable sub-di\'isions of this [the Bcchuana] family'.~ 8 le was 
only as a wedge was clri,·cn by ,,·hitc settlement bct11-cen the 
communities neighbouring the Kalahari desert and those of the 
Calcclon \·alley and foothills, with the intermediate communities 
largely subjected. that 'Bechuana' came to be used more narrowly 
for the communities of present-clay Botswana and the northern 
Cape. 'These people,' wrote :-Iackenzic of the 'Bechuana', 'do not 
use this \,·ord of thcmseh-cs, or of one another: nc,·ercheless they 
accept ofit as th~ "·hite man's name for chem, and no\\· begin to use 

• Se.: C. S:,.ur.ders 'I::iriy Kno·.,·lcdg'! of the Sotho: Seventeenth :ind Eighteenth 
Ccnmrv .-\ccou:,15 oi the Tswana· Q::ar!a(,· B:,llt!in of the Soi,;!h Africc:r: Libre,;· (1966) 
p. 293. B...:: see also J. Ed•,•;:,.rd.; 22 July 1802 [L\IS <;?.'2 .-\) who, among the Tlh:iping, 
,•,TOie of the s...:rr 1: ~i:, 5 p pi ·L~c whole :'\ation they called in gcner:il Cabitikwa ... 
L"iere arc:!~ canital p!:ices'. 
• See R. \Iof:;" .l_tyr.-.:::t • ::p c: i(:,:- .. :r.c.~ ed. I. Sch:ipcra Cha110 and \ \'indu; 1951 
o. :182; R. \loff.:n 30 Jan=:,· 1827 [L\IS 11 '.·\); R. :-.loff:1t .\fosi.;::cr;· Ldo:.r.; 
~h. XXl\·. I ;- fr:_;- u.;,;:s of the tc;-m B:i'.,:oni sec :\rbou.ssct .\'c:m::i,, p. 2;1: Ilrvam 
Oldm Timu pp. 6, t~, 303--g. • 
,, J .. ·\rchb.:ll 6 Septembc, :830 [~,[:-.IS: Box \'-Cnnurnbcred]. 
0 • C::isalis Bc_·,,.:o x·.·iii. :\!so Stow .\'c:!::t Reas p. 5 19· 
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it of themsclvcs.' 29 l'vleanwhile the term 'Sotho' has, in the twen
tieth century, been extended to include all 'Sotho-Tswana' peoples, 
with 'Bcchuana' or 'Tswana' now representing a sub-division. 30 

The question of current terminology leads on to the cultural 
and linguistic sub-divisions commonly recognized among the 
Sotho-Tswana. These, when closely examined, can be seen to 
derive in large part from forces which have moulded the historical 
experience of the Sotho-Tswana peoples in relatively recent 
times. The 'Southern Sotho', for example, owe their cultural and 
linguistic homogeneity largely to the post-Difaqane state-building 
by ~foshwcshwc and his successors. The rather lesser homogeneity 
or the 'Central Sotho' of the eastern Transvaal can be explained 
by the era of Pcdi hegemony, at its height in the eighteenth 
century. The 'Northern Tswana', 'Southern Tswana' and 'Eastern 
Tswana' underwent different historical experiences in the nine
teenth century also, and it is recognized that these groupings, and 
even more the 'Northern Sotho' grouping, arc culturally and 
linguistically unsatisfactory. 31 'There is no dialect which describes 
itself as Tswana and the grouping of the \Vcstcrn dialects as 
Tswana is not acceptable to the author. There is similarly no 
valid Northern or Pcdi group,' wrote a linguist recently. 32 

That cultural divisions which appear to stem from so recent a 
historical experience have been found to be unsatisfactory is 
encouraging. For it suggests that, if the right questions arc posed, 
a systematic study of dialect differences among the Sotho-Tswana, 
and of clusters of culture-traits, could still unearth evidence 
relevant to an earlier historical experience. It is in an attempt to 
guide such investigations, which can be conducted both in the 
field and by more systematic investigation of the existing docu
ments, published and unpublished, that the remainder or this 
essay is formulated. 
00 J. ;..Iackenzic Amira[ Africa Sampson Low 1887 I p. 22. For the restricted use of 
Bcchuana sec also, for example, John Brown 'The Bcchuana Tribes' Cape ,\lo11thl;· 
.\laga::.ir1c :\"cw Series XI (July 1875) pp. 61, 1-5. 
30 Sec, for example, Van \\'armclo Preliminary Sun·c;• p. 96; I. Schapcra The Tjwana 
Ethnographic Survey of :\frica, Southern Africa, Part 111, London: !AA, 1953; 
V. G. J. Sheddick, The Southern Sotho Ethnographic Survey of Africa, Southern :\frica, 
Part II, London: I.-\.-\, 1953. E. H. Ashton, The Basu/o London 0.U.P. 1952. 
31 For the subdivisions sec Van \Varmclo Prtliminary Sun·e_;· pp. 96-116 and, in slightly 
different form, Van \\'armclo 'Grouping and Ethnic History' in Schapcra Bantu
Speaking Tribes pp. 57-63. Van \\'armclo is at great pains to point out the artificial 
nature of the divisions, with the exception of the Southern Sotho. 
30 E. Westphal 'The linguistic pre-history of Southern Africa' Africa XXXIII July 
1963. 
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TII E SOTIIO-TS\\' AN A PEOPLES FR 0111 ABOUT 

1500 TO 1800 

The recorded oral traditions of Sotho-Tswana communities arc 
almost entirely those associated with the ruling lineages of the 
chiefdoms which form the Sotho-Tswana political community. 
The lineages in which the 9llice of chieftainship was vested, by 
means of succession rules which it is not necessary to discuss here, 33 

were the skeleton of the political community for as far back as~ 
can determine. The office of chief was the ritual, judicial, admin
istrative, economic and political focus of the community, and 
membership of a chiefdom involved first and foremost allegian_s_~-
to the office of the chieftainship. These communities were subject 
to periodic fission by which sometimes perhaps a number of sons, 
but more usually a single son or brother of the ruler would, in a 
succession dispute, or even during a ruler's lifetime, leave the 
community with his followers and establish himself in autonomy. 
The process which produced a cluster of chiefdoms, which will 
be termed a lineage-cluster, is, as Omer-Cooper has pointed out, 
appropriate to a situation in which relatively uninhabited territory 
was being colonized by an expanding population. 34 It appears 
that, as among the Cape Nguni, the senior chief in the cluster of 
chiefdoms would retain some social and ritual authority, though 
it is difficult to determine at this stage the nature of this or the 
extent to which geographical distance and the rise or fall of 
political po\1·cr !eel to decay in this regard. 35 Certainly with regard 
to judicial affairs, and command of the ;:illcgiance of his subjects, 
each chief enjoyed autonomy and equality of status. But though 
one can find indications of ritual respect paid to the senior chief, 
there arc also cases in which such ritual respect was paid to the 
powerful chief of a sub-cluster. 3 G On the other hand, of course, 

a, Though in theory these identified a single legitimate heir, they were in practice 
fluid enough lo give ample scope for dispute and fission. This was in particular because 
there could be doubt as to who was the 'chief' wife, because of the practice of the 
levirate and the existence of regencies, and because, in certain areas, there could be 
female rulers. The use of the term 'lineage' to describe this structure is controversial 
(,\dam Kuper, personal cornrnunication). 
"' Orner-Cooper Zulu. lftama/h p. 23. 
"\\'. D. Hammond-Tooke 'Segmentation and Fission in Cape Nguni Political 
Units' Africa ,\pril I 965 pp. q3-6j, discusses the lineage-cluster (which he calls the 
'Tribal cluster') among the Cape ::\guni. 
Jc,\ clear example of this is the 'tribute' apparently paid by Sekgoma of the Ngwato 
to Scchelc of the Kwena, sec Li\·ingstone ,\lissio11ary Travels p. 51. Anotl1er case 
apparently revolves around the ritual seniority of the I-Iurutshe in first-fruits ceremonies, 
though they seem in fact to !,ave been junior to the Kwena-l\1agopa, and possibly 
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obligations of a political kind could become transformed in 
historical memory into those due to ljneage-cluster membership. 37 

It is primarily the distortion of lineage-cluster relationships by 
factors of territorial association and relative political power, which 
have become amplified by inadequate understanding of political 
structure in the written chain of transmission, which complicates 
the reconstruction of lineage-clusters. 

,-\round the skeleton of the ruling lineage are grouped today, 
in every Sotho-Tswana community, sub-units whose nuances are 
many, but whose basic feature is a r_eproduction of the chiefdom on 
a smaller scale. The crucial units are the kgoro, kgotla, moze or motse 
and so on, the ward or hamlet, governed by a hereditary headman, 
and enjoying a substantial separate corporate life. 38 In some 
cases these were grouped within a single settlement, and in others 
scattered over the countryside. The 'hamlet' would be likely to 
containtipeople who were not members of it, whether or not the 
headman was a member of the chief lineage. In certain cases, as 
for the chiefdoms of present-day Botswana, we have considerable 
knowledge of the history of the peoples of these wards. 39 In other 
cases we have at least an enumeration of them, with some details 
which can provide clues to the ancestry of their populations. 
Sometimes, too, it is evident that a presently existing autonomous 
chiefdom was at one time in the recent past contained as a ward, 
or series of wards, in another, and that the 'fission' has come in the 
"This was certainly the case with the Fokeng ba Thekwanc who became politically 
subject to the Hurutshe at KadiLshwenc, which led Ellenberger, the TN AD Short 
History and others to assume a genealogical relationship. It is also likely to be true of 
the supposed relationship between the Kgatla and the I-IuruLshe, for some at least of 
the Kgatla were in the eighteenth century subordinate to the Hurutshc. Sec llrcutz 
The Tribes of Rustcnb11rg and Pilansberg District (N.-\D/BAD, 23, 1953) p. 61; Ellenberger 
1Jas11to pp. 15-16; I-I. i\frthucn Life in the IVildcmcss London I!l.16 p. 25,;; evidence of 
Gasictscwe in JJ/oemhof JJ/11ebook p. 190. Ellcnbcrgcr, Basuto, pp. 15-16. 
' 8 Burchell Trac·els II pp. 3+7, 491-2, 513, was the first, when among the Tlhaping, to 
distinguish the 'ward'. Sec also, for example, Casalis 1Jas11to chs. IX, XII; I. Schapcra 
'The social structure of the Tswana ward' Bantu Studies IX (1935) pp. 203-24; 
E. ll. Ashton 'The Social Structure of the Southern Sotho \Vard' Communications of the 
School of _·lfrican Studies UCT n.s., 15 (19.;6); E. J. Krigc 'The Place of the North
Eastern Transvaal Sotho in the South Bantu Complex' Africa XI (July 1938) 3 pp. 
265-93. 
" Sec, in particular, I. Schapera The Ethnic Composition of the Tsu·a11a Tribes London 
School of Economics, ::\lonograph in Social Anthropology 11 1952. 

junior to other Kwcna groups. Sec ibid p. 51; Smith Diary II pp. 22 1-2; Stow Native 
Races pp. 520-1, which appears to misinterpret Livingstone; TNAD Short 1-IiJlory pp. 
11-13; Brown Bari/11 JYomads pp. 260-2; P.-L. Brcutz Die Stammc van die Distrik Venters
dorp (NAD/R\D, 31, 1954-5) pp. 76, 113-19; The Tribes of Alarico District (NAD/IlAD, 
30, 1953-4) pp. 25-27. 

C 
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disruption of the nineteenth or twentieth centuries and not earlier. 
But for the most part the histories of non-lineage groups are not 
available, particularly in the case of the important communities 
in the eastern part or the Sot)10-Tswana area. 4 0 

/ . . 

In about 1500 two such cluefdor•:s began to d1v1de mto clusters 
which, taken together, form the dominant communities over 
most or the Sot ho-Tswana area at the present time. One of these 
lineage-clusters consists of those communities who trace their 
descent from an apical ancestor l\Ialope and his father Ivlasilo who, 
according to the traditions, appear to ha\"e 'lived' about twelve 
generations before 1800, or about 1440 to 1560. 41 Though it is 
often difficult to determine whether the traditions present a true 
genealogy, or simply a ruler-list, the internal consistency in this 
case suggests that the generation-depth is reliable. At some time 
around 1500 the original chiefdom of this cluster began to undergo 
fission, so that within three hundred years its members were spread 
from the centre of the I-Iighvcld near Brits to the borders or the 
Kalahari, and as far south as the upper Caledon River. 

A precise chronology or the dispersal is not possible at this stage, 
because questions of precedence in the cluster naturally affect the 
genealogies. But the most plausible reconstruction would suggest 
that dispersion commenced from Rathateng, a site near the 
junction or the :Marico and Crocodile Rivers whose precise 
location is unknown. •1~ From here it would appear that the 
Hurutshe moved up towards the headwaters or the 11\'larico, while 
another group moved up the Crocodile River to l\fabjaba-
1\Iatswane, now Zwarlkoppies, in the Brits district. At the same 
time a third group moved farther south, across the Vaal to 
Ntsanatsatsi, which is variously located at Stoffberg, or between 
Frankfort and Vrede in the Orar:ge Free State. 43 During the 

.io J. D. Krigc 'Traditional Origins and Tribal Relationships of the Sotho of the 
~onhcrn Trans\'aal' Ba11/11 Studies XI ( 1937) p. 327. 
"The genealogies used, estimating twenty to thirty years lo a generation until a 
more exact figure can be gi\'en, arc those of the Hurutshe, the Kwcna-l'vfagopa, and 
the Kwcna of Seehdc: these arc not inconsistent either with those in Ellenberger. See 
Bn:utz R11Jlmb11rg pp. 82-83; Jfarico pp. 92-93; Ellenberger Basu/opp. 334-7, 3N~B; 
I. Schapna .·1 llandbook of Tswana Law and Custom Oxford University Press revised 
edition 1955 p. 302. 
'° Sec llrcutz Rustcnburg pp. 20-21, 80-81, 83-8.1, 107-8, 125, 1.1-4, .p5; Afarico pp. 17-18; 
Vcntcrsdor/; pp. 92-9.1; Alafeki11g pp. 23-24; Schapcra Ditirafalo 33. A variant version has 
:\Iabjaba-:\fatswana as the earliest site, from which dispersion took place in a westerly 
direction: this is less s:1tisfactory . 
.., Sec Arbousset ,Yarrative 13 1 ; Ellenberger Basu to pp. I 7-20, GB; Brcutz Verztersdorp 
p. I 19. 
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seventeenth and eighteenth centuries each of these chiefdoms was 
to divide further, and indeed there arc communities in the north
west Transvaal and Botswana, notably the Khurutshc and 
Gananwa, whose relationship to this lineage-cluster appears clear 
though the chronology is not, and who may have been other pre
seventeenth century offshoots. H 

By the end of the eighteenth century, the chiefdoms of this 
lineage-cluster were spread over the western part of the Transvaal 
Highveld, from near the present Brits in the cast to Kanye, on the 
borders of the Kalahari, in the east. •15 In many of the traditions 
there is little mention of the existence of other non-related 
communities until the eighteenth century, which may be ac
counted for by elision or by the relative sparseness of previous 
habitation of the area concerned. Such non-related communities 
do, however, exist today. Some of them arc the so-called 'Transvaal 
Ndcbcle', and other communities whom we must presume to have 
been earlier inhabitants of the area. The nature of the Sotho
Tswana political structure and traditions is such that it is almost 
impossible to tell whether a now independent community was 
once subject to another or not, since a hamlet headman fulfi.lls the 
same structural function in miniature to the chief, and hence can 
reproduce a similar traclition.· 16 It seems likely, however, as will 
be discussed later, that existing inhabitants were in some cases 
absorbed into the dominant communities ruled by members of 
the lineage-cluster, and in other cases, as groups or families, were 
in some form of subject relationship to these communities or their 
members. 

In one area, at least, we have evidence of the existence of earlier 
inhabitants. The Kwcna chiefdoms who arc now dominant 
among the Southern Sotho have a tradition of crossing the Vaal 
to the south in about 1550-1650 and legitimizing their occupation 
•
11 Sec Brcutz .\larico pp. 1 9-21; F. J cnscn 'Note on the Baha,utsc'; Schaper a Eth11ic 
Co111/1ositio11 pp. 354-5; TN,\D Short History p. 37; J. D. Krigc 'Traditional Origins' 
pp. 35-1--5. 
·'" Sec Ellenberger Basu/o pp. 1 7-20, 70-85, 37+-88; Breutz ,Harico pp. 18-22, 54-88 
236-9; Rustc11burg pp. 78-105, 106-58, 321-53, -i-:?+-:n; Ventcrsdorf, pp. 91-99, 101-7 
For lineage-cluster members in Dotswana sec I. Schapcra ',\ short history of the 
ll;rngwakctsc' .-lfrica11 Studies I ( 19.p) pp. 1-26; Schapcra Ditirafalo and others. 
Linc.1gc-clustcr members whose traditions do not appear to have been published 
include post-Difaqanc Kwcna--l\lagopa offshoots in the Brits and Pretoria districts, 
:rnd several groups, such as the Kwcna ba l\1olctsc, Tlhaloga, Kapa, and Kwcna ba 
i\longatanc, in the Pictcrsburg and l\fiddlcburg districts whose membership of the 
lineage-cluster is debatable. 
•° For discussion of this point, sec l\L Lcgassick '.Mokalaka'. 
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orthe territory south of the river by intermarriage with the Fokeng 
inhabitants at Ntsuanatsatsi. •17 According to Ellenberger, in 
about 1600-80 the now mixed Kwena and Fokeng recrossecl the 
Vaal to the north and settlccl in the present Heidelberg district, 
from where after a short time there was a seconclary dispersal 
southward. •18 Ellenberger's evidence is complemented by more 
recent traditions gathered by Breutz from members of the Fokeng 
ba ga l\Jotlatla and Kwcna Jviare-a-Phogole, groups which were 
destroyed as communities at the time of the Difaqane. •10 From the 
two sets of traditions together it is evident that, over a wide area 
of the southern Transvaal and northern Orange Free State, in 
precisely that region which is characterized by ,valton as the 
home of 'early Ghoya culture' there was, from the sixteenth to the 
eighteenth centuries, a process of intermingling ancl presumably 
acculturation between the members of the newly-arrivecl lineage
cluster and the earlier inhabitants, with the Fokeng continuing 
to command respect but not enjoying power. 50 A few of the 
resultant communities continued to call themselves Fokeng, but 
apart from the Fokeng ba Thekwane in the Rustenburg district 
in the extreme north of the area concerned, they would all appear 
to have been thoroughly intermingled. 

The other lineage-cluster which began to proliferate over 
approximately the same period as that of the Kwena was the 

,, Ellenberger Bas11/o pp. 17-20, 6!l. The tradition relates the southward migration of 
;s.:apo, son of 1\lochuli of the Kwcna lineage, and his m:irriage with the daughter of a 
Fokcng chief. '?\apo' is, however, a name associated with the early Fokcng rather 
than 1he Kwcna lineage-cluster. The Kwena-Fokcng alliance dissoh-cd when a later 
Fokcng chief took a San wife. 
'" Ibid pp. 1 7-20, 7o--85. Ellenberger claims the cause of the dispersal was the arrival 
in the area of a separatist I lurutshc group under 1\lotcbcyane. I-lowe\'er, it is evident 
from I·Iurutshc traditions that they were not as far cast as this at any time, and while 
Ellenberger thinks that Tsucnyane, which was indeed founded by ::--.-Iotebeyane, was 
the present Ileidclberg, it was in fact a settlement in the Zecrust area . 
., 13rcutz Venlersdorp pp. 75-121; 1llarico pp. 25-27. The traditions were obtained from a 
relative of the last, prc-Difaqane, chief of the Kwcna by l\Iare-a-Phogole, who 
appear indeed to have been the mos1 senior of all the Kwena chiefdoms. The traditions, 
related when the community no longer exists as such, lack structural controls. \Vhcn 
these tr:iditions arc compared with Ellenhcrgcr's, it is impossible to accept Brcutz's 
theory that the.sc arc either ;imply another part of the Kwena lineage-cluster or 
another Kwcna lineage-cluster. They arc a clear example of Kwcna-Fokeng inter
mingling. Another part of this community were the Khuclu, also dispersed at the start 
of the nineteenth century, but who arc reported to have included the Kwcna ba 
c'.fong;:itane in :'\-!iddlcburg- district and some Fokeng groups now termed Southern 
Sotho. For these sec also T;s.:,\D Shor/ History p. 42. 
;o Ellenberger /la.<11/0 pp. 17, 25-2G, 60; \\'alton Early• Gho;•a Seulemenl especially 
map 3. 
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Kgatla. A number of sources have suggested that the Kgatla 
communities are a part of the Kwena lineage-cluster, but it seems 
likely that this is a reflection of later political and territorial 
association between certain Kgatla and Kwena groups. Thus the 
TN ,-\ D Short History, the earliest systematic account I have been 
able to trace, gives as evidence of such connection the fact that 
the Kgatla look on the Hurutshe as Bakgatla-Ba-I3agolo ('High 
Bakgatla') and that the Kgatla were formerly called Ba-Kgabo
E.a-\Icllc ('the people of the fire flames') by which name the 
Kwcna-\Iagopa were also known. 51 Attempts to find a genealogi
cal connection between the Kwcna lines and the early Kgatla 
chiefs have not been noticeably successful. 52 Furthermore, there 
arc certain cultural difTcrcnccs between the Kgatla chicfrloms and 
the Kwcna communities in the \Vcstcrn Transvaal, such as the 
manner of building huts, which suggest a possible difference of 
origin. 53 

The traditions of Kgatla dispersal arc even less studied tlian 
those of the Kwena lineage-cluster. Early settlement sites men
tioned include Schilpadfontcin (Pretoria District) and Dirolong 
( R ustcn burg District), though there arc clcvian t traditions 
suggesting a movement to this area from the \Taal sources, which 
is more likely to refer to a subsequent area of Kgatla settlement. 
Kgatla dispersal during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
occurred predominantly over the area north of the \Taal ancl 
eastward or the Kwcna-lineage cluster, with the Phuthing and 
the Kholokoc, later to join the Southern Sotho, the southernmost 
of the chiefdoms. 51 One Kgatla chiefdom at least, the Kgatla
Kgafcla, mo,·cd into the Pilansbcrg district during the eighteenth 
century, where it appears that at first they paid tribute to the 
Tlhako, a 'Transvaal Nclebelc' group, but later asserted their 
independence. s;; The most successful part of this lineage-cluster 
was, howe,·er, the Pecli chiefdom which, moving eastward from 
the present Pretoria district to the Lulu mountains in about 

' 1 TN AD Short History p. 27. 
•: Ibid p. '.W; Ellenberger Bamto pp. 20, 31 If., 3.1-7-55 (who dcriv<"s his data from 
T:\',\D and c:laboralcs it); Schapcra /Jam/boo!, p. 306; Van \Vannclo (:\':\D/B.-\D, 17, 
19H) PP· ·t-5· 
» Van \Varmclo Prrli111i11a1y Sun·~)' p. 106; 'Crouping ... ' pp. 60-61. 
'

1 T N" .-\ D Short I /is/or;· pp. 2i-30; Ellenberger llasuto pp. '.l 1-32, 3-t-38; Van\ Varn1clo 
l'reli111i1wr)' S11rt"(l' pp. 107-B, -1-5, ,i.9-50, 53; \"an \Varmclo (?-L\D/BAD, 17, 19.1-4.). 
;, I. Schaper::>. 'A short history of the lbkgatla ha ga Kgafcla of Bcchua11alancl 
l'rotcclor;itc' Co111m1111icati011s of the School of .·Jfrica11 St11dics UCT, 11.s., 3, 19+2; 13rcutz 
R1ute11b11rg pp. 2.J,t-85. 
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the mid-seventeenth century, was able to incorporate a large 
population spread over a considerable area into a state dur
ing the eighteenth century. The Pccli state, indeed, is one which 
demands considerably more attention, particularly as its 
dc\'clopment appears at least contemporary with, and possibly 
earlier than, the state-building process among the Northern 
Nguni. 5 G 

The dispersal of the Tlokwa chiefdoms, who arc commonly 
regard eel as a sub-cl ustcr of the Kgatla, is rather anomalous. They 
arc to be found today among the Southern Sotho, in the Rusten
burg and Pilansbcrg districts, and in the northern Transvaal 
HighYcld and northern Botswana, and their traditions claim that 
this degree of geographical spread dates from at least the early 
part of the eighteenth ccntury. 57 It may be significant that the 
Tlokwa, as well as other groups associated with the Kgatla 
whose genealogical connections arc uncertain, were important 
iron-working groups: the l\Imanaana-Kgatla in the l\'1arico 
district, for example, and the people of the Tswapong hills 
in northern Botswana who for the most part call themselves 
'Pcdi'. 58 

THE 'TRANSVAAL NDEBELE': MOVEMENT INTO THE 

SOTI-IO-TS\\'ANA AREA FROM TIIE SOUTH-EAST 

Spread widely through the Sotho-Tswana area are a set of 
chiefdoms whose ultimate origins almost certainly lie over the 
Drakensberg to the south-cast in the coastal area inhabited by 
the Nguni. The most well-known of these groups are the l\1fanala 
and Ndzundza chiefdoms of the central Transvaal, who have 
•• The earliest account of the Pedi appears to be in Arboussct },iarratfre pp. 169---84. 
Sec also TN,\D Short History pp. 31-35; D. R. Hunt 'An account of the Bapcdi' 
Bantu St11die, IV (1931) pp. 275-326; Van \Varmdo Preliminary Survey pp. 108-10; 
J. R. Brown 'Foreign Relations of the Pcdi Chiefs Sckwati and Sekhukhuni'. Unpub
lished seminar paper, UCL\ 1965. For an example of the means by which the Pcdi 
gained hegemony o\'cr other communities, sec H. 0. 1Ionnig 'The Baroka ba Nkwana' 
African St11rlie, XXII ( 1963) pp. 172-3. 
"For Tlokwa histories sec Ellenberger Basu/a pp. 38-51; Brcutz R11,te11burg pp. 196-
213, 35-1-388;]. D. Krigc 'Traditional Origins ... ' pp. 350-2; Van \-Varmclo (NAD/ 
BAD, 29, 1953) pp. 3-22; V. Ellenberger 'I listory of the Batlokwa of Gaberoncs' 
Bantu Studies XI 11 ( 1939) p. 3; T::'11 :\ D Short History pp. 39-.10. 
58 For the Ts\\'apong I !ills people sec J. "'.\fackcnzic Ten Years North of the Orange Riter 
Edmonston and Dougbs 1871 p. 266; Schapera Ethnic Com/1osition pp. 65-B1 .. For the 
"'.\fmanaana-Kgatla sec, for example, Schapcra 'flangwakctsc'; Breutz lvfarico pp. 23, 
95; there arc also rl'fercnccs to them in the published correspondence of David 
Livingstone and the letters of Roger Edwards, for it was among this people that the 
two men established the L:\IS mission station of I\Iabotsa in 1843. 
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'clung to Ndebelc [i.e. Nguni] custom and language with extra
ordinary tenacity', though they have adopted from the Sotho
Tswana the custom of taboos against a given animal. 59 They may 
be found, however, as far north as Pietcrsburg and Potgietcrsrus, 
and stretching into the western Transvaal from where, in the 
nineteenth century, one chiefdom moved into the present 
Botswana. They include the Molctlanc, Laka, Scbeticle and 
Sclcka, the Tlhako, the Po and the Lcte. 60 

Neither the precise relationships of these communities to 
particular elements in the present Nguni area, nor the chronology 
or manner of their dispersal is known at present. They have been 
associated with the Hlubi, a :Mbo-Nguni group, and indeed the 
'Po' arc simply the Sotho cognate of 11bo. From such traditions 
as arc available, however, it is clear that their general line of 
movement has been from south-cast to north-west. All the 
chiefdoms of the western Transvaal, for example, can trace their 
movements back to Pretoria, from where the Tlhako and Lete 
had moved to the 1'1agaliesberg area by the mid-seventeenth 
century, and the Po shortly afterwards. This would suggest that 
a movement from the Nguni area across the Drakensberg, and 
subsequent dispersal north and west across the Highvcld must 
have occurred at roughly the same time, or perhaps even 
earlier, than the dispersal of the Kwcna and Kgatla lineage
cl ustcrs. 

Had such a dispersal taken place one would expect to find 
similar chiefdoms scattered south and cast from the central 
Transvaal towards the Natal border. Over the last two hundred 
and fifty years, however, this part of the Sotho-Tswana area has 
been subject to cousiclcrablc disruption: the state-building of the 
Pedi and the Swazi, the passage of :\Izilikazi, the settlement of 
whites who in many cases in this part dispersed communities as 
labour on white farms. In the 1905 surveys of Transvaal tribes, 
howc,·er, there is mention of 'Zulu' in the districts of \Vakker
stroorn, Ermclo and Standcrton which, in the context, appear to 
"" Sec Van Warmclo 'Grouping ... ' pp. 53-5.1-, U6. Sec also TN AD Shor/ History pp. 
53-56; Massie HislOTJ' pp. 33-35; (both of whom assume that they arc nineteenth century 
arrivals); N. J. Van \Varmclo Transvaal Xd,,bdc Texts (N,\D/13,\D, 1, 1930). One of 
the Ndzundza chiefdoms, near Roos Senckal in the l\riddclburg district, was that of 
':\lapoch', which waged fierce resistance against the white Transvalcrs and was 
broken up in 1882-3. 
00 Sec Van \Varmclo Prcli111ir1a1)· Stirl")' pp. -1-5, -1-B, ,1-9-50, 52--53, 55, 57; 13rcutz Rr1J/ot

b11rg pp. 175-95, 286-3211. 389-97; .\larico pp. 208-22; V. Ellenberger 'Di Robaroba 
:-.latlhakola-tsa ga :\lasocli-a-:\lphclo' T.R.S.S.A. XXV ( 1937) pp. 1-72. 



106 Ji.1artin Legassick 

be similar Nguni-rclatcd migrants. 01 And the Lete, for example, 
trace their origins to the Volksrust district. 

Furthermore, in the eastern and north-eastern Transvaal there 
arc to be found a number of groups called 'Koni', the Sotho 
cognate of Nguni whose origin 'is cvcryvvherc regarded to be in 
the cast or south-cast' of where they are scttlecl. 02 It must be 
presumed that these, and other communities in the same area 
with different names but who may be associated with them, were 
part of the same north-eastern movement from the Nguni area, or 
possibly a mm-cment at a different time. Again, it is fairly clear 
that this movement was at latest contemporary with the Kwena 
and Kgatla dispersals. \Vhcn the Pcdi arrived in the Lydcnburg 
district they found Koni in the south of the area, though these 
were not the dominant community of the region. 03 

THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

The period between about 1500 and the early eighteenth century 
is charactcrizccl in the Sotho-Tswana area, as we have seen, by 
the fragmentation of a number of chiefdoms into lineage-clusters 
which dispersed themselves widely over the present Transvaal 
and northern Orange Free State. It is evident that such a process 
implies an expanding population, though it is not necessary to 
assume that the rate of population increase accclcratecl at the 
time the dispersion began. The possible causes of this dispersal, 
and the fact that the new communities appear often to have 
exerted a dominance over such groups as were already in the 
areas occupied, will be considered below. By the eighteenth 
century, however, it would appear that the increase of population 
was sufficient, when taken together with other factors, to accelerate 
processes of a different kind in the Sotho-Tswana area. 

Stated briefly, it would appear that in the eighteenth and early 

01 T .NA D Short 1-JisloT)' pp.59-61; ?\lassie 1-Jislor;• pp. 85-86, 9 1 f. Sec also Van Warmdo 
PrdiminaT)' S11n-cy pp. ·H--·l5, .i9-50, 58; A. C. ~Iyburgh Die Stammc i-an die Distrik 
Carolina (:\'AD/B.-\D, '.H, 1956) pp. 281-3. 
00 Sec J. D. Krige 'Traditional origins' pp. 3.i6-50. Also, for the 'Koni', sec Van 
\\'::irmdo (2\'AD/B.-\D, 12, 15, 19-14); (:'\.-\D/BAD, 29, 1953) pp. 15-82; Van Warmelo 
Prdimi,wTJ' S11m:_;• pp. ·l5, 50, 52, 54--55; TNAD Short History p. 48. 
03 Hunt 'Pedi ... ' pp. 275-7. The dominant community, to whom the Pcdi intially 
paid tribute, were called ?-.Iongatanc. Sec also ?-.Ionnig 'Baroka ba l\:kwana' p. 171. 
The ~Iongatane ha\'c been variously dc,cribcd as 'Roka' and 'Kwcna' (sec also foot
notes on pages 101-102). :-.-Ionnig's suggestion, on the basis of traditions collected 
among them, is that they were Roka who adopted the crocodile (kwena) as 'totem' 
at the Olifant's river. 
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nineteenth century in much of the Sotho-Tswana area, the 
division o[ chiefdoms into separate and autonw~uJ ,u.1:~t~ had 
begun to give place, as a dominant proc~ss, to amalgamat1on .. of 
separate communities into larger < •~onfed'cracionS.:.! 'It is. not 
necessary to assume that such a process began in the eighteenth 
century, or that fission ceased; it is more a question of the degree 
to which each process was dominant. The trend towards amal
gamation was fostered for two reasons. In the first place, if a chic[ 
could secure a monopoly on the trade, especially the trade in 
ivory, which was by that time an important item o[ the Sotho
Tswana economy, he would attract followers to him. Secondly, 
except south of the Vaal, where there still appears to have been 
territory occupied only by San, the degree to which population 
had increased made it easier for a dissident group leaving one 
chiefdom to join another rather than establishing themselves 
autonomously. 

To give a clear picture of the manner and the extent to which 
amalgamation was occurring would require more extended 
treatment than is possible here. It has already been pointed out 
that the nature o[ Sotho-Tswana traditions makes it easy for a 
community that has somehow managed to regain its autonomy 
to elide an earlier period of incorporation in a larger unit. However, 
the very ward or hamlet structure, which permits such a manipu
lation o[ tradition, also facilitates amalgamation. l t is easy for a 
ward, a group of wards, or a sub-division of a ward, lo add or 
subtract itself from the chiefdom without disturbing the overall 
structure. This is true even in the case o[ a chiefdom situated at a 
single settlement, and even more so where the chiefdom is 
geographically dispersed with its limits defined by the ritual and 
political obligations of headmen and members of hamlets to the 
chic[. It is very likely that such a political structure emerged much 
earlier than the eighteenth century, and that it was perhaps 
designed to facilitate the incorporation of peoples occupying the 
territory over which the dispersal of about 1500 to 1750 took 
place. 

There is, certainly, some correlation of the amalgamative 
processes o[ the eighteenth century with the lines along which 
long-distance trade appears to have been carried. Though I hope 
at some later stage to draw together the evidence on Sotho
Tswana trade, a little of the e\·idence may be mentioned here. It 
would appc-ar that at least one, and maybe more routes, passed 
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inland eastwards and slightly north from Dclagoa Bay to the Pedi. 
I nclecd the assumption that the Pedi were able to secure a 
monopoly over this trade would go a long way towards explaining 
their rise to hegemony in the present Eastern Transvaal. 61 'Their 
ornaments,' wrote Arboussct of some Pecli visitors to the Southern 
Sot ho in 1837, 'consist of ... collars ancl bracelets of blue, red, 
and yellow beads of Portuguese manufacture, proving that they 
have communication with the traders at Delagoa; but this only 
by means of natives belonging lo other tribes, as they have assured 
us ... the ?viallckas [ to the cast of Pecli country] procure copper, 
beads, and stuffs at Laurent l\Iarqucs and go to exchange these 
for i\'ory, horns, cattle, and furs in the interior. It is from them, 
for example, thaL Sckuatc has purchased the red scarf, with which 
he is said to deck himself on fete clays.' 65 

\\'est of the Pccli, stretching across the Highvcld as far as the 
Kalahari, were a series of 'Transvaal Ndebele', Kgatla, and 
Kwcna chiefdoms who appear to have been linked also to the 
Dclagoa Bay trade routes. Though one finds many mentions of 
such trade in the early tra\'ellcrs, the first person to provide a 
circumstantial base was Joseph Arend, an escaped slave, who in 
about 181 8 travelled through the Transvaal to a K wena
i\Iodimosana chiefdom, from whom he had been told he could 
buy linen. 'On reaching that nation, Aaron could not obtain 
what he wanted, wherefore he continued his journey to the 
eastward. In two clays he came to the l\Jaquaina nation; but they 
were in a state of warfare with the nation beyond, and would not 
permit him to proceed forward ... [they] told him there were 
c\Iacuas ( or white people) residing beyond them, who sold guns, 
powder, horses, waggons, clothes, pots, etc., but that cattle in that 
country were scarce ... the town stands on the opposite side of a 
wide water, which they cross on rafts ... on the near side of the 
water there was a nation with long hair and brown complexion, 
among whom a white woman lives, who receives goods from a 
town on the opposite side of the water, and sells them to the 
nativcs.' 66 

• 1 For mention of such trade routes sec Van \Varmclo (i\':\D/IlAD, 15, 19-1-4) p. 48 
which mentions a 'Portuguese' person living in the Lcbombo mountains in the 
eighteenth century, apparently along a trade route used by the Koni. 
• 5 Arboussct .Varrath·e pp. 170, 180. Sec also Casalis Basu/a p. 213; J. Backhousc A 
"\'arratii-e of a Vi.<it lo the Jfa11riti11s and South .·lfrica Hamilton :\dams 18.14 p. 390. 
•• Campbell Saond Joumr;· II pp. 356-9. Sec also R. I lam ii ton 19 April 1819 [LlVIS 

.Journals 3/68]; Thompson Travels pp. 11 7-9; Smith Diar)' I 356. 
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The Kwena-Modimosana were one, or more probably two, 
chiefdoms in the area of the l\1agaliesberg and Pilansberg which 
contained, by the eighteenth century, a considerable population. 67 

Indeed it is only in this century that one finds the first mention 
of any extent of inter-chiefdom warfare, which may reflect simply 
elision, or increased population density, or an attempt to win 
control of the trade routes. Certainly, however, by the start of the 
nineteenth century it would appear that Pedi raiding parties were 
fighting in this area, which may well indicate an attempt by the 
Pecli to win control over the hinterland on which their trade ·was 
basecl. 68 ,vest of the Pilansberg, around the headwaters of the 
?\Iarico, were the Hurutshe, a community of whom a detailed 
history is urgently nceclecl. At least as early as the eighteenth 
century, under their ruler Thekiso, they appear to have been 
amalgamating a number of lesser communities, including those 
who mined and worked the abundant iron of the region and, as is 
apparent from Campbell's account of them in I 820, they were 
heavily engaged in the exchange of beads for ivory, with the ruler 
exerting a rigid control over such trade. 69 

Still farther to the west were a section of the Kwena-Iviagopa 
whose settlement of the territory ,vest of the Notwani River is 
elated in the seventeenth or early eighteenth century. During the 
eighteenth century this chiefdom spawned two offshoots, the 
Ngwaketse and the Ngwato, whose traditions of origin pose a 
curious anomaly. It is usually maintained in the traditions that 
Ngwaketse and Ngwato were two sons of Kwena, a chief who 
immediately followed ?\'1asilo and ?vialopc. 70 ,vcrc this true, it 
07 Tireutz describes four Kwena-i\1odimosana chiefdoms and dates their.separation 
in the first part of the eighteenth century. It would appear, though, that until the 
Difaqanc there were only two Kwcna-i\·Iodimosana settlements, at i\Iolokwane and 
Boitsemagano, suO,cicntly close to one another to suggest they were not completely 
autonomous, and possibly grouping under them other communities. Sec Breutz 
R11stc11b11rg j,assim. 
"" Sec ibid. pp. G3-6.,, 87-88, 181,328. 
co Sec Tireulz 1\Jarico pp. 9.,-95; Campbell Second Jo11mcy I pp. 220-77 passim; S. Kay 
Travels a11d Researches i11 Cajfraria :\fason 1833 pp. 225-3.,. 
70 The earliest account I have found which elevates these communities to this position 
is in Stow JVativc Races p. 518, who says 'the Tiahurnl~i br~rnch is called Tiahurutsi a 
:\Ialopc, the Tiamangwato, Tiamangwato a i\·Ialopc, and the Bangwakctsc, Il::mgwakctsc 
a :1\·falopc, the people or men of a son of :\Ialope, while the Bakuena arc called Ilakuena 
a :\Iasilo'. It is evident that this could be a misinterpretation of kinship terminology, 
though the terminology clearly permits such misinterpretations. It would be inter
esting lo find earlier such references. Those I have encountered simply discuss Kwcna
!\"gwato-Ngwakctsc relations. Sec, for example, Smith Diary I pp. 3-19, 406, II, 1 jO, 
180, 196, 202; Livingstone Jlissiona,y Travels p. 5 1. 
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would mean that the members of what by the eighteenth century 
would have been a very junior section of the royal lineage were 
able to become autonomous. Such an event would be very 
unusual, and indeed the elevation of Ngwato and Ngwaketse 
to this position may simply reflect the nineteenth-century im
portance of these communities. Even so, the fission and rapid 
growth of the Ngwaketsc and Ngwato to importance in the 
eighteenth century is itself unusual. It may be assumed that the 
necessities of trade encouraged the subjugation of the Kgalagadi 
peoples who appear to have been the occupants of the area 
prior to the K.wcna-~Iagopa, and that sufficient of them 
became incorporated in some way into the community, as 
clients and client communities rather than members, for the 
most part, to enable the chiefdom to split in three without notice
able effects on its prosperity. \·Vhile the Ngwaketsc moved 
southward towards the ::\ folopo, where they encountered further 
Kgalagadi communities, the Ngwato moved to the north. 
In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the Ngwato 
not only underwent further fission to produce the Tawana, who 
mm·cd to Lake Ngami, but began, under the chief Kgari, to 
incorporntc into their community the 'Kalaka' peoples of the 
present south-west Rhodesia. 71 Indeed it must rcmam an 
open question at this time whether in fact these communities 
bordering the Kalahari hacl not opened an inclcpcndcnt trade 
route through the Rozwi area with the Portuguese, perhaps at 
Inhambane. 7 ~ 

These were only some of the processes at work in the eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries. It appears also to have been 
during this period that the Lobedu arrived from the north and 
began to establish their ritual ancl social, if not political, domin
ati011 over the area of the Transyaal Lowvelcl around Leyclsdorp, 
whose inhabitants now share what has been deseribe<l as 

" Sec I. Schapcra 'Bangwakct.se'; 2\-I. Legassick 'The Ngwato under Sckgoma' Un
published seminar paper UCL!\ 1965; A Sillery The Bcc/111arwla11d Pro/eclorate 
Oxford University Press 1952 contains sections on these communities which rely in 
part on unpulJlishcd material. 
00 The most striking early evidence for this is that Lhe travellers Cowan and Donovan, 
going northwards from the Cape in 1808 with the intention or reaching the Portuguese 
settlements, did not turn eastward across the 1-Iighveld, but proceeded via the Ngwa
kctsc, Kwcna, and ~gwato, north of which community they died, probably of fever. 
I-Ia,·ing gone this far north, it is unlikely that they would have returned south
eastward to Delagoa Bay: possibly they were heading for Inhambane. See, for example, 
,viofl~,t ,\fissionary Labours eh. XIV. 
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the 'Lobedu culture complex'. 73 In this area, as well as farther 
north-west in the northern Transvaal, there was a rather com
plex local movement of peoples, which appears to have had 
a (Teneral direction from east to west. 71 Though the signifi-

b • 
cance of this movement cannot be assessed, and rndeed the 
traditions have not yet been sufficiently studied to examine how far 
they relate to the arrival on the Highveld of l\Izilikazi and 
other events of the Difaqane, it seems likely that they are as
sociated with groups fleeing, perhaps, the expanding Pedi state 
or the Lobedu culture complex. And south of the Vaal it is 
necessary to reassess the significance of Mohlomi as an 'en
larger of political scale'i as well as the hints in Ellenberger that 
other persons, such as ?\Ioletsanc of the Taung, were also en
gaged in the preliminaries of state-formation prior to the 
Difaqane. 75 

PEOPLES OF THE SOTI-IO-TSWANA AREA PRIOR TO 

ABOUT A.D. I 500 

The question of the habitation of the Sotho-Tswana area prior to 
the dispersal of the Kwcna and Kgatla lineage-clusters and 
the 'Transvaal Ndebele' has been left until last because, with 
certain exceptions, the oral traditions we arc analysing cannot 
give much help in this regard. Indeed the problem is rather one of 
questioning the assumptions of almost every one of the syntheses 
of Sotho-Tswana history, and thus reopening the question of 
the Early Iron Age peopling of South Africa to research by 
archaeologists, linguists, physical anthropologists, and compara
tive culture historians untrammelled by unfounded historical state
ments. 

The general assumption of historians from Stow and Thcal to 
Ureutz, derived mainly from evidence among the westernmost 
Sotho-Tswana groups, has been that the Sotho-Tswana area was 
populated by a series of rather distinct migrations. The last of 
these was represented by the Kwena lineage-cluster, who were 
preceded by a series of others, usually including the Kgalagadi, 

73 Sec J. D. Krigc 'Traditional origins ... ' pp. 329-35; E. J. Krigc 'The Place of the 
l\'orth-Eastcrn Transvaal Sotho .. .'; E. J. and J. D. Krigc The realm of a Rai11 Q!Jcm; 
a stud;· of the J,atlem of Lobed11 society London 19.13. 
"Sec J. D. Krigc 'Traditional origins .. .'; Van \Varmclo Prclimi11ary S11rl'ey; TN AD 
Short History·; '.\lassie History; Van Warmclo (N:\D, pp. ro-1 1, 13, 15, 194-~); (N.-\D/ 
D.-\D, p. 29, 1953, pp. 50-5.1); and others . 
• ~ Ellenberger flasuto pp. 23-115 J,assim. Sec also Arboussct JYarralive pp. 272-B5. 
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the Dighoya, the Rolong and the Fokcng. 76 Only in certain 
spcci11c cases docs this evidence rest on a lengthy genealogy, all of 
whose names arc presumed to have lived within the Sotho
Tswana area. Apart from some linguistic analysis, the evidence is 
usually no more speci11c than the presumed degree of adrnixture 
with Khoisan peoples, or the subordination of the 'earlier arrivals' 
to the Kwcna-clustcr chiefdoms by the time that written records be
came available. Such evidence, by itscll~ is by no means satisfactory. 

It would seem preferable, in fact, to pose the questions which 
these hypotheses attempt to answer in a clifTcrcnt way. It has 
already been suggested that it is the clustering of significant culture 
traits, and differences of dialect which, in conjunction with the 
historical traditions, arc likely to provide the best clues outside 
archaeology to the process or cultural formation of the Sotho
Tswana. It is the introduction and diffusion of these features over 
parts of the Sotho-Tswana area, rather than population move
ments themselves, which need to be considered. It might emerge, 
indeed, that the more important developments have occurred in 
situ, stimulated perhaps from outside, rather than as the result of 
'migrations'. Furthermore, such a method would discuss the 
emergence of the Sotho-Tswana culture in the context of the 
cultures of the surrounding southern Bantu-speakers and the 
indigenous Khoisan-speakers. These cannot fail to have been the 
major influences on the Sotho-Tswana, as well as the major cul
tures from which the Sotho-Tswana distinguished themselves. 

Thus it seems likely that the nuclear Kwena and Kgatla 
communities, whatever the causes of their dispersal and subor
dination of other groups, were simply two among a number of 
contemporary groups of similar culture. The strongest evidence 
for this is perhaps the 'totem', an emblem which is usually but 
not always an animal, which is widely dispersed among Sotho
Tswana groups. The Kwena and Kgatla lineage-clusters have 
such emblems, and where segmenting chiefdoms have altered the 
eponymous emblem (kwena means crocodile, and kgatla is a type 
of monkey), there arc usually traditions explaining this fact. 
Communities unrelated to these lineage-clusters also have such 
emblems, though each is widely dispersed through different 
7 c Sec, for example, Stow Xatfrc Races pp .. po- 1, 432-.i, 5 18-9, 544-6; Thea! Eth
rwgraj,hJ• all{/ Condition pp. 181-6; Ellenberger Bas11to xviii-xx p. 15; TNAD Short 
History pp./], 1G-17; Brculz Afarico p. 25; R11s/cT1b11rg p. 57; The Tribes of Afafckiflg 
District (NAD/BAD, 32, 1955-G) pp. 23-2.1; The Tribes of V1J·b11rg District (NAD/BAD, 
4' i959) p. iG. 
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chiefdoms, and in all cases a chiefdom, or even a sub-division of 
it, may contain persons of many different 'totemic' allegiances. 
It is unlikely that their diffusion is a consequence of Kwena and 
Kgatla dispersal, simply because, although taboos are in some 
cases attached to the emblem, it has for the most part lost the 
ritual, and possibly once more extensive significance, which it 
once must have had. Indeed, though it could be argued that the 
number of possible emblems is sufficiently limited to allow coinci
dental duplication, it is possible that the emblems relate to an 
earlier, clan-based, social organization which has been over
shadowed by structural change. \Vhethcr this is so or not, the 
wideness of their spread and their common lack of significance 
mark the emblems as an early common cultural feature. 

Can any present communities other than the nuclear Kwcna 
and Kgatla chiefdoms be clearly identified with this common 
culture of about 1500? The question is not easy to answer, for the 
groups whose histories can be traced and who arc unrelated to tlie 
Kwcna and Kgatla groups have undergone historical experiences 
influenced by the post 1500 dispersal. Broadly speaking, the 
autonomous or subordinate communities who have some con
tinuity from that time were either subordinated to the Kwena or 
Kgatla or living in close association with them, in which case 
cultural features could have been diffused to them. Or else they 
were pushed outwards from the centres of dispersal, usually 
coming in presumed contact with other cultures which have 
interacted with them. It is the traditions of these communities 
which will now be examined. 

It has already emerged that at the time of the K wcna dispersal, 
Fokeng groups were living north and south of the Vaal. Not only 
is their habitation of this area affirmed by the 'legitimization' of 
Kwena political power through the accordance of respect to, and 
intermarriage with, Fokeng in this area. The legend of the marsh 
of Ntsuanatsatsi, from which mankind is supposed to have 
emerged, also suggests a story explaining why the Kwena found 
the area occupied. 77 furthermore there is, in the Rusten burg 
district, at least one Fokeng chiefdom, the ba Thekwane, who 
appear to have maintained continuity from those times, despite 
the Kwena-Fokeng penetration and the disruption which the 
Difaqane and subsequent white settlement exerted over this area. 
Although for a period tributary to the Hurutshe, their ruler-list 
77 Sec Arboussct JVarratice pp. 131-2 and supra p. 100. 
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extends for some twcn l y-eight names prior to r 800 which, even if 
this docs not represent generations, suggests considerable age for 
the community in its present form. 78 

The Fokeng, then, represent a community contemporaneous 
with the early Kwena and Kgatla, though how closely related in 
culture it is impossible to tell. At the same time we can trace a 
wide area over which 'Fokeng' culture was spread. It is the region 
which traditions indicate was occupied by the Fokcng which, as 
has been mentioned, includes many of the stone-hut settlements 
classified by \Valton as 'early Ghoya'. The latter name is anach
ronistic and if a classificatory name held by a present-day group 
is required, 'Fokeng' would be more appropriate. There seems to 
be evidence or similar settlements, though also undated, as far 
cast as the Ermdo and Carolina districts of the Transvaal. 79 It 
would be interesting to know how closely associated the pottery 
across this area is, bearing in mind that it would be likely to be 
classified by \Valton as 'Ghoya', since the pottery he regards as 
'Fokeng' is probably derived from the areas where Fokeng and 
Kwena have been living in close acculturative association. It 
might then be possible to trace the relationship of Fokcng to 
Kwena and Kgatla pottery. 

A part of the Fokeng culture area ,vas inhabited by those 
\\'alton calls 'Ghoya'. In 1839, however, James Backhouse wrote 
of the 'Batauw, or Bataung ... also sometimes called Ligoya, 
from a Chief: whose power is now broken, and who, with the 
remnant of his people had taken up his residence in this part of 
the country ... :v!akwana [is] the principal Chief of the Batauw', 80 

which seems to imply that Ligoya was still alive or but recently 
78 Sec T :\ ,\ D Short History pp. 1 G- 1 7; ?\fassic llislory pp. 20-2 1 ; llreutz Rustmburg pp. 
53-77. llreutz writes 'the present chief was told by his father that all these names do 
not represent the re::il line of his ancestors, but lh::it they were the n::imcs of chiefs of 
other branches and brothers of chiefs ... I found sever::,] old men who knew the 
abovcmentioncd traditions ... One sub-chief knew about the ancient chief mentioned 
in old praise-songs. An unpublished manuscript by a ,\JoFokeng in the NAD/13!\D 
files rebtes that the first chief, i\apc, selllcd cast of the l\Iarico river 'and to the cast of 
0iape mountain'. \\'est of them there Ii,·cd Rolong and San. 
70 Sec ?\Iyburgh Barber/011 pp. 11-13; Carolina pp. 22-45. 
80 Backhousc A"arrativc p. 390. Sec also Ellenberger Bas11/o pp. 52-5.i; Campbell 
Second Journey II pp. 350--1; S. Kay 20.June 1 8cu (l\1;\IS Box 2-18'11/21]; S. llroadbent 
8 .June 1823 [.\I?\1S Box 2-1823/5]. The Ghoya-Fokcng confusion is indicated by the 
doubt over the 'ethnicity' of the community al Kurutlclc allackcd by the Tlokwa at t11c 
start of the Difaqanc; they appear to have lin:d in precisely the area described by 
Carnpbell as Ghoya, but ~,re often called I'okcng, indeed the I'okcng from whom 
Scbctwane came. The error on the dating of the chief Lighoya appears to derive from 
Stow (as quoted in \Valton GhoJ'a selllcmc111 p. 19 f.). 
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dead. Hence, when taken with other contemporary evidence on 
the Dighoya or Taung, the implication is that these people were 
simply one of a number of 'Fokeng culture' chiefdoms south of the 
Vaal, who had not been subject to interpenetration by Kwena 
groups, and our only knowledge of whom elates from a time after 
they had been dislocated by the Difaqane and subsequently 
regrouped. It seems, therefore, that the term 'Dighoya' should 
not be used prior to the late eighteenth century. This calls for the 
reassessment of the linking of the Dighoya, by various writers and 
in various traditions, with a series of other communities around 
the western and southern peripheries of the Kwcna dispersal area: 
the Phiring, the Ku bung, the Kolobe, the Thamaga, the Tlhaping, 
the Nogeng, the Tlhaloga and so on. \Vhere the traditions of 
these groups have been studied, they do not go back much further 
than the eighteenth century, and their names appear to be of 
comparably recent origin. 81 The relevant question is whether 
they, or parts of them, formed a part of the Fokcng culture. In 
some cases, such as the Thamaga and possibly the Tlhaping, 
these appear to have been communities who had been subjected, 
and managed to reconstitute themselves as autonomous entities in 
the eighteenth century. 

In other cases we have rather more evidence of interaction 
between Kwcna cl1icfcloms and non-related communities. The 
ruler list of tl1c R.olong goes back fourteen generations before their 
famous chief Tau (c. 1700-1760) to the two mythical ancestors 
.i\lorolong and Noto, who might therefore have lived about r 300 

to q.oo. 8 ~ It would seem that the Ro long were forced south
westwarcl from the ?\Iosega area across the .i\Iolopo by the 
H urutshe in about r 500 to r 600. From this time until the time of 
Tau their traditions relate almost nothing more than the names 
of rulers, indicating probably a lengthy period of isolation both 
from events north and cast of the i\Iolopo, and even across the 
Vaal to the cast. 83 The curious fact about the Rolong is their 
'totems' which, in addition to tlwlo (the kuclu), from which the 
81 Sec, for example, Brculz Rusle11burg pp. 2q-28, 448-56; ,Harico pp. 233-5; Dis 
Stamme i·a11 die Distrik 1 ·c11/ersdorp (:-SAD/BAD, 3 1, I 954-5) pp. -~5-73; Die Stamme va11 
die Distril,te Lichtc11b11rg c11 Dclarqville (N,\D/BAD, 37, 1957); The Tribes of the Districts 
1.·11mma11 a11d Poslmasbcrg (N,\D/B,\D, 49, I 963) pp. 188-9.1, 2 1 5-2.~. Sec also Ellcn
hcrgcr Rasulo pp. I 1 3- 1 5 and Schapcra Eth11ic Compositio11 /iassim. 
80 Sec llrcutz Jlafc/.:i11g pp. 26-27 for analysis of several traditions. i\ly dating is later 
than his by about a hundred years. 
"'Brcutz Jlarico PP- '-!3-~-l; 1Hafe/.:i11g pp. 24-~8; VrJ·b11rg p. 20. There arc also I-Iurutshc 
traditions of a residence at Taungs about this time. 
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name J\lorolong derives, arc tsepe (iron) and noto (hammer). It was 
at one time assumed that the early Rolong were therefore cel
ebrated iron-workers. J\Iorc recently it has been suggested that 
there was in fact a taboo on iron-working, with the smiths having 
different totems. Dut totems arc not necessarily taboo, so the ques
tion remains opcu. Perhaps, however, the totems relate to the time 
when the Rolong were displaced from the iron supply around 
lviosega by the I-Iurutshe who were to establish a great reputation 
as workers and traders in metal. s,i 

A similar series of events occurred rather later when in the 
early eighteenth century the Kwcna-J\ 1Iagopa entered the present 
Botswana. Thougl1 the traditions of their descendants, who have 
become generically known as Kgalagadi, arc confused, it would 
seem that the Kwena-J\Iagopa and their offshoots forced to the 
west a series of chiefdoms situated along the borders of the 
Kalahari. These communities, unable to sustain their indepen
dence in the arid desert, fragmented and, together with groups 
presumed to be offshoots from the Rolong, all became subject as 
clients to the Kwcna, Ngwato and Ngwakctse. However, the 
chiefdoms from which they came appear to have been similar in 
structure and culture to the K wcna chiefdoms. 85 They had a ward 
structure. They had, and continued to have, clients of their own 
called 'Lala' (serfs), and many of them, like almost all the 
communities of the Kwcna cluster and others besides, had tales 
of origin centring around a hole at Lowe near the present 
J\Iochudi. sa 

Cumulati\·cly this C\"idence, sketchy though it is, is not incon
sistent \\·ith the picture of a number of separated communities 
prior to 1500, possibly sharing a largely common culture, and 
each, no doubt, interacting with the indigenous Khoisan inhabi
tants. As the Kwena dispersal began over this western part of the 
Sot ho-Tswana area some of these communities became incorpor-

81 Sec Brcutz 1\Jafaki11g p. 25; Brown fla11/u Nomads p. 2 16; Ellenberger Basu/a xviii
xix, quoting the Journal des 1\Jissions. 
80 Sec I. Schapera and F. van dcr .:-Skrwc JYotes 011 the Tribal GrouJ;ings, History, a11d 
Customs of the Ba/;galagadi. Communications of the School of African Studies UCT 
n.s. No. 13 19.15. Also Schapcra '::siotcs on the History of the Kaa' African Studies IV 
( 19.15) pp. 109-2 1 ancl :\dam Kuper, personal communication. Adam Kuper has made 
hdpful comments on this chapter. 
"' For origin stories relating lo Lowe sec Campbell Travels p. 181; Second Joumq I pp. 
303, 306-7; Smith Diary Ip .. 109; II pp. 221-2; Livingstone 1\lissio11ary Correspo11dence 
p. 63; Brown !Jantu Xomads pp. 260-1 ; Brculz 1\Jafaki11g pp. 76-77; Rusten burg pp. 83, 
.p6-7. 
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atcd in various different ways. Others were pushed outwards, 
chiefly west and south, where they would have encountered 
further communities of Khoisan peoples. Sekalagadi is now 
distinguished as a dialect ofSotho-Tswana separate from '~swana' 
(which is, more accurately, the language of the Kwena hneage
cluster), and is most closely related to Tlhaping/Rolong. But it is 
possible to conceive of this differentiation as occurring from prior 
to the Kwena dispersal, if it is assumed that population at that 
time was sparse and widely dispersed. Similarly 'Southern Sotho', 
which is in fact the dialect of the Kwena-Fokeng interaction, 
could derive some of its differentiation from the pre-dispersal 
differences between Fokeng and 'Kwena' (i.e. Tswana). 

The Kgalagadi, as also the Rolong and possibly other com
munities on the periphery who were linked with the long-distance 
trade routes, had clients of their own. In some cases it may be 
assumed that these were the 'fringe groups' of the period before 
the Kwena-Kgatla dispersal: that is, those who through slow 
expansion of population had been pushed ahead and forced into 
contact with Khoi. However, when such a time-depth is being 
considered, it may be necessary to consider the effects on the 
western part of the Sotho-Tswana area of a possibly less infertile 
Kalahari, and the evidence of peoples now or recently spread 
around the desert, such as the Kattea and Bergdama, who may 
be rclatecl and who appear to differ in language, culture and 
physical type from both Khoisan peoples and the 'Bantu' popu
lations. 87 Finally, in this early period especially, though also later, 
it would seem that the l'v!iclclle Zambezi Bantu-speakers could 
have been an important influence on Sotho-Tswana cultural 
development in the west. 

The picture in the eastern part of the Sotho-Tswana area prior 
to the dispersal of the Kgatla, particularly the Pecli, and the 
'Transvaal N debcle', is even less clear than in the west. The 
impact of these two dispersals, together with the later advent of 
the Swazi, the Lobedu, and the Nclebcle, has almost completely 
overlaid any traces of earlier occupation. From the traditions of 
arrival of the Pedi and others, however, it is clear that such 
earlier occupation did exist. 88 It has been suggested, moreover, 
87 For the Kattca and their possible relationship with the Bcrgdama, sec Breutz, 
Vryburg pp. 15, 18- 19; Kuru111ar1 pp. 24c-30; 'Ancient People of the Kalahari' Afrika wul 
Ubcrsrc XLII (1959) pp. 51-54. Sec also M. Wilson, in The Ox.ford History o.f South 
Africa I p. 1 33. 
88 Sec Hunt 'Pedi .. .' pp. 275-7 ;J. D. Krigc 'Traditional origins .. .' pp. 322, 330, 33G. 
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that cerLai11 cl1aracteristic fr.:atun:s oftlie 'Lobeclu culture complex' 
derive from earlier 'Sotho' i11habita11ts, particularly the cult of the 
sacred drums associated with tl1e komana ceremonies, and the 
particular form of the initiation ceremonies. 89 Such evidence 
must be analysed in conjunction with the archaeological record, 
which seems to indicate at Palabora a possible cultural 
continuity extending for more than a thousand years, which 
cannot be attributed to the recently migrant Palabora ruling 
group. 90 1\gain, to the south of the Lobedu and Palabora area, 
in northern Swaziland, Early Iron Age sites have recently been 
dated. 91 Evidence of the cultural associations of these sites should 
be sought among the pre-Swazi populations in this region, whom 
recent research has identified not only as incorporated into the 
Swazi, but also to be found today in the Pietcrsburg district. The 
Pai, Kutswc and Pulana, together with other 'Swazified Sotho', 
were clearly the occupants of prc-1800 northern Swaziland, the 
Barberton Nclspruit and possibly Carolina districts, and extended 
into .0.Ioc;ambique not far from Delagoa Bay. 92 

Clearly the cultural history of this complex eastern Sotho
Tswana region needs further investigation before any conclusions 
can be drawn. But on the one hand there is a need to trace the 
relationship between these 'early Sotho' peoples and the 'Fokeng' 
culture farther to the west. The Pulana-Kutswe and Pai dialects, 
for example, a distinct sub-group of Sotho-Tswana, bear certain 
resemblances to '\Vcstcrn Sotho' and the Kutswe have vague 
traditions of coming from the west. On the other hand, it would 
seem that agriculture plays a much larger part in the lives of these 
eastern Sotho, with cattle sometimes absent altogether until 
recently, than is the case with the western Sotho. Furthermore, 
there arc certain elements in the preferred marriage patterns and 
lineage relationships which suggest a distinctively different 

• 0 E. J. Krigc 'The Pbce of the North-Eastern Transvaal Sotho .. .' especially pp. 
286-7. 
• 0 Sec D. \V. Phillipson 'Early Iron-Using Peoples .. .' s11/na pp. 36-37; Krigc 'Trac.li
tional origins .. .' pp. 335-9; E. J. Krige 'Notes on the Phalaborwa and their l\Iomb 
Complex' Ban/11 Studies XI (1937) pp. 357-67. 
01 D. \V. Phillipson 'Early Iron-Using Peoples ... ' suj,ra p. 36. 
00 Sec Van \ Varrnclo Preliminary Surc·c;· pp. 5 1, 98, 1 1 1 - 1 3; D. Ziervogcl Tlze Eastern 
So/ho: A Tribal, 1-fislorical and Linguistic Survey (wit!, Etlmograj,hic Noles) of the Pai, Kutsu·r, 
and Pu{ana Bantu Tribes Van Schaik 195.j; 11 [yburgh Carolina pp. 45-4.6, 146 f., 183 f.. 
222 f, 256 f.; Barba/on pp. 10-11, ro7 f., 118 f,, 126 f. Van \Varmclo also includes the 
Phetla, Polanc and Phuthi, the first Bantu-speakers to reach the present Lesotho, with 
these 'early Sotho', though Ellenberger Basuto pp.21-29, classified them as Zizi Nguni. 
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development of social structure. 93 It is perhaps not implausible 
to suppose that the eastern Sotho area has been influenced, via 
the lowlands of 1\Ja<;ambique, by the Central Bantu-speaking 
peoples. Whether or not population elements might have passed 
clown early in the history of the Bantu dispersal to interact in the 
eastern Sotho area with populations from the Highvelcl can be 
determined only by further research among peoples such as the 
Thonga, the Ndau, and the Ronga (a name cognate to the Sotho
speaking Roka). 

CONCLUSIONS 

To digest the immense volume of existing literature on the cullurc 
and history of the Sotho-Tswana into any clear conclusions on 
historical process is at this stage an impossible task. The answers 
to many significant questions arc either dilTusecl through 
the literature and need to be gathered together or, in many 
cases, require renewed research. Furthermore, as other chapters 
in this volume indicate, the archaeology of the South African 
Iron :\ge is not as yet on a firm basis. Nevertheless, if only as a 
stimulus to future hypothesis, some tentative suggestions may be 
made. 

For the period prior to about 1500 there exists very little 
evidence from oral traditions, and that which has been deduced 
from traditions is entirely speculative and usually untenable. The 
scanty eYidcnce from cultural reconstruction and archaeology 
suggests that it was in about the mid-first millennium that the 
first iron-using and iron-working cultures began to replace Stone 
Age cultures south of the Limpopo. It might not be erroneous to 
assume that it was also at this period that agriculture began to 
supplement hunting and gathering. Such new techniques were 
probably diffused from other similar cultures south of the Zambezi. 
The diffusion may have passed to Khoisan groups without 
population movement, but it is more likely that there were small 
mm·ements of population, who may ha\'e been related to the 
ancestors of the Ila-Tonga peoples, the Shona peoples, or the 
Thonga peoples. Such mo\'cments could ha\'e occurred from the 
middle Zambezi south into the Kalahari (assuming it was more 
fcrLilc at that time), from the present Rhodesia southward across 
the Limpopo, or closer to the cast coast along the lowlands. 
03 Sec Zicrvogd Eastern Sotho p. 5; Krigc 'Place of North-eastern Transvaal Sotho .. .' 
pp. 287-8. 



!I 

, 'vfortin Legassie!~ 

:\t tlii:; p<:rirnl 11,,-r,'. w;i•:, ;,11111,:.1 ,.,:rt:,ird;, r.r,r,·_i,!,:rar,]r; interaction 
wi tli Klioi:;;u I p1·1 ,pi,·:; ;111d ·,, ii ,.,:rJ 11,:r, I. ;lr.,;!J ltur"-~ir,n. 

( Jv<:r LI w Ii ,JI, ,wi r w r:c,, t 1JJ i,:·: it i·. v,:.i f ,J,; t.r, ,;,;tr;r;t. the emergence 
of a lir<Jad stdJ-::lral:1111 ,,f' r:11lt.1ual ·,irnih.ritir;·,, ,J,;-,pitr; continued 
diffi:rc;JJf:('S ,IJJJ(JJI/~ rq:ir,11•: r,r tl11: s,,1.l1r/-'J ;,·.-;;,.na area. Of par
ticular i111pon:uJC:c i11 tlii:; rq'.arrl ;,_r,; 'v,u:rr,i·;:n' a:-id distinctive 
forms r,f prcfrrr·111ial r·rJ11:;i11 m:,.rriaw:. 'J hi·, ·,1.,;'.!~':,'..S that, despite 
the vast area <JV<T wliicli wli:Ll. rn,r:t ha·:r; J-,,;,;ri-~ :-1:!2.ti-.ely sparse 
population was spread, tli,:rr: was cr,ff,j,J,:ra~,],; fr;,J:rchange or else 
a rise to cnltural liegcmrmy <JI' r,nr: ,,f th': grr,·.:.~,:. 

In about 1500, as lias been r,utlir1,:rJ, t·.-;r, ,::~_;,::dr;:-:;s ·...-hich were 
probably a parl of tlii, comrnr,n cultural ?!';'.Jpi::g 'fr:0ugh most 
authorities to date have regardr;d them ao a r:-i\,ant grouping, 
possibly from Rhodesia),~· 1 began tr, s<:gmr;r:.t, i::_isr,erse, and attain 
a dominance over the surrounding pr,pula,;::0:-_,_ The r:1ost likely 
explanation for this dispersal is the prr,cr:::ss cesc:-:::z:d by \fonica 
\\"ilson in Chapter 4, namely the cxpans:on c,f parrJineal and 
polygynous lineages with cattle at the expe:-J.Se c,f fr:ose \,ithout 
stock. 95 Howe\·er, there are certain chro!!0logical difficulties since 
it \,·otild seem that, were such a process co:2.P.ected with the 
introduction of stock and miLl;ing, it prnbabl:.- ':Jega:1 earlier than 
ijOO. 

In the Sot ho-Tswana area this process of expamion of wealthy 
lineages may be related to t,,·o other pheno:ne;1a. On the one 
hand, the increasing desiccation of the Kahhari may have 
reduced some groups settled in it from agriculmralisLS or stock
O\,·nc-rs to hunter-gatherers. In the seconc: place the \,·arc!' or 
hamlet structure, pre\·alent oYer rhe whole Smho-Tswana area 
except the most eastern part, may ha\·e gro\',-n at this time out of 
a clan-system as wealthy lineages recruited poorer peoples to herd 
their stock, or to hunt for them. Ccn::inly the K\,·ena and Kgatla 
disper~al period, ;rncl possibly the 1imes prior to this, are to be 
associated in the Sotho-Ts\\·;111:1 ease with the str::tification of 
c0mm1111itics as "·ell as the increase L1f t\\·o line:-ige-clusters at the 
expense of other Ii 11ea~c~. % 

s~ See. ft)r l'X~Hnpk, ·rhc,ll l·.'thr:n_::,r1-:f,l~1· 11•;d (~ .... :··:· -: :"'· 1SG; Bxu~:: r,:,f-:1rg p. 121. 

Fe~: a :,:;,11011~, tr.,ditilln i1nplyi11g :--P1111· C1'nncctic,n with :h.._ ... lh.!:-t::...,~t' H'e F. P. [o5.:5dt?] 
·Th,· !bro.",;· .,·_1/J.I 1<).,., 1'1'· Ill\ ~li-

p.:, Sc·c \lllllic., \\ il-;nn '( :'1.111.i~c-.; in ~1ici.1l ~lrl.h'lllt't' in ~"-1;.1:.hcr:1 ~-\fri.: ... 1· r.jpr.:: pp. 71-85. 
~c \!unlock. ft,r c,.111,pl<-. clc·s(·rilil'-. lh<· ~1,th1' l':-.w.1n:1 stn11. .. ·:t~rt." .1.s ".1 dt--c:ident svsten1 
0f :1~.11n0u:,; p:,tri-.ih~•- i\l11,d, 1,·k I/,:,, pp. :,t;~~-3~~:~ . .-\ sir:1ibr p--. ."'~tu!.1te is n13dc for 
the C.1pc :\""guni in I l.n11111P1H.l- l 11{,kt· ·:,,.;q!1llcnLlt\l,n .lt'h.i tl.s...,il.1:1 .. .'. Such a structural 
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The Kwena lineage-cluster, as has been mentioned, traces its 
settlement to Rathateng, and claims its 'origins' in the cave of Lowe 
in present Botswana. The Kgatla lineage-cluster appears to have 
its origins in the central Highveld. This may imply, as Monica 
Wilson suggests, that such expansion of population by wealthy 
lineages was feasible only as cattle percolated as far south as this 
latitude. For the Kgatla, however, another possibility that should 
be considered is access to iron. The i\ilelville Koppies iron-smelting 
site, elated in the eleventh century, is not far from their presumed 
place of origin. 97 Access to iron resources, and iron-working 
knowledge, would allow a lineage to recruit clients, giving the 
clients iron weapons if they faithfully handed over the skins of 
animals. 

Confirmation or rejection of these tentative suggestions on the 
pre-1 600 history of the Sotho-Tswana area a waits evidence from 
other disciplines. Such further evidence is urgently needed, for it 
was this early period which saw the introduction of agriculture, 
of iron-working, and of cattle to the area. It was almost certainly 
during this prc-1500 period too that the Sotho-Tswana peoples 
acquired many of their distinctive cultural and structural charac
teristics. 1\s yet we do not know to what extent these can be traced 
to indigenous peoples such as the Khoisan, or to movements of 
population or cultural stimuli from surrounding Bantu-speaking 
peoples or from such mysterious groups as the Bergdama and 
Kattea. In contrast the history of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries is clearer. 

, The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were characterized 
by a wide dispersal of chiefdoms from the Kwcna and Kgatla 
lineage-cluster, which over much of the western and central 
Transvaal Highvcld appear to have absorbed most traces of 
previous inhabitants within themselves, though through this area 
they lived alongside chiefdoms of the 'Transvaal Ndcbclc' 
dispersion from the south-cast. In the south, along the \Taal valley, 
07 Sec Brian Fagan 'The Later Iron ,\gc in South Africa' suj,ra p. 57. It would also 
be interesting to determine whether it is possible to relate the 'Uitkomst' culture to 
the Kgatla dispersal and the '13uispoort' culture to the Kwena dispersal. 

change implies the existence of persons and families poor enough, and with their 
political structure suflicicntly disintegrated, to become incorporated into 'wards'. 
This structural change also needs to be considered in the con text of the functiona I 
reasons for forms of prdercntial cousin marriage, and other distinctive Sotho-Tswana 
institutions. For some comparati,·c examples sec ;\furclock ibid pp. 8.1-85, 287-9, 291J, 
301,358, 362-3, 3jG-9. 
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the Kwena (and perhaps the Kgatla) chiefdoms intermingled 
with the previous Fokeng inhabitants who may not have differed 
significantly in culture. In the west the Kwena forced the Rolong 
farther south, and later forced the 'Kgalagacli' chiefdoms into the 
desert where they fragmented and became subordinated. Towards 
the close of this period the dispersal began to give way to amal
gamation, based partly on an increased population density in 
certain areas, but also on the development of long-distance trade 
routes with the Portuguese settlements. Though it is impossible 
to say at this stage when the exchange of beads for ivory began to 
spread across the I-Iighvcld, the control of this by chiefs of the 
Kwena and Kgatla clusters encouraged the growth of their 
communities and the association to them in some form of pre
viously autonomous groupings. The major example of this was the 
Pedi, though others exhibited it on a lesser scale. 

It is this latter period on which the immediate attentions of the 
historian of pre-r Soo Southern Africa should be focused. On the 
basis of the material that already exists, and despite the de11ciencies 
in it which have been outlined, it should now be possible to write 
a more systematic political and economic history of the Sotho
Tswana in the two centuries preceding the Difaqane. Not only 
might this shed more light on the cataclysmic events which were 
to occur over the whole or South Africa in the time of Shaka, but 
such history of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries would 
provide a base line on which to reconstruct, with the aid of other 
disci pi ines, the remoter Sotho-Tswana past. 
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5. Tentative dispersal of chiefdoms m tlze sixteenth to eiglzteent/z centuries 
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6. The traditions of the Natal 'Nguni': 
a second look at the work of A. T. Bryant 

SHULA l\IARKS 

As N. J. Van \Varmclo has remarked in his valuable Prelimi1za1J' 
Survey of tlte Ba11l1t Tribes of South Africa: 

The term Nguni is used in an entirely arbitrary sense, which has 
however already received the sanction of several years' usage in 
scientific literature .... The main reason for its adoption lies in the 
absence of any other name that would be equally suitable. However 
valid the arguments that might be adduced against its use as a collective 
term, these will probably have to yield to this necessity. 1 

Certainly the contemporary use of the term to describe the peoples 
li\·ing along the south-cast coast of Africa, speaking closely related 
\"ariants of the same language, and practising the same culture 
seems inescapable. Nevertheless, as Anthony Atmore and I have 
recently arguccl,2 the present clay widespread use of the term 
'Nguni' by historians trying to avoid the anachronistic term Zulu 
for the peoples of the south-east coast in -pre-l\",ffccanc·ttlnes ·may 
itself do much to distort the past. This all-inclusive term with its 
connotation of timeless homogeneity may well c the hrstobstacle 
in the way of our understanding the origins of the layers of people 
that make up the present clay Nguni. 

1\s we have suggested,-~ wide-ranging use of the term is 
probably 'clue to white intcn·ention and invention, not least on the 
part of f.\. T.] Bryant'. Insofar as the term was used by Africans 
in the nineteenth century, it appears to have either had a very 
general or a very speciGc connotation: according to Arbousset, the 
Tswana generally callccl the Zulu 'Bakoni', the Sotho equivalent 
for the term Nguni, and the same term Bakoni appears to have 

1 Department of 1\"ative ,\ffairs Ethnological Publications Vol. V Pretoria 1935 
Part 3 p. 59. 
e S. 2\Iarks and :\. E. Atmore 'The Problem of the Nguni: i\n Examination of the 
Ethnic and Linguistic Situ;ition in South Africa before the l'vlfcc;inc' to be published 
in D. Dalby (ed.) Collcclcd l'aJ,crs of/he London Seminar on Language and /Jislory in Africa. 
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been applied also to those small groups of non-Sotho in the 
Transvaal who trace their origin to the south-cast. 3 ?vforcover, in 
the same ,vay as the Sotho call their neighbours Bakoni, the 
Thonga peoples ofDclagoa Bay transform the term into VaNgoni, 4 

a term which has received complete recognition for those break
away groups who made their way northward and eastward 
during the Mfccane. 

This, however, may not be the result of the Thonga usage; it 
could ha\·e more specific origins. Both Zwangendaba and the 
Msane leader, Nxaba, were accompanied on their journeys 
northward by members of the associated Nzimela clan, who 
had the address name or tlzakaz.elo 'lvfnguni'. 5 This same address 
name is found amongst the Qyvabe and Cunu of Natal, and 
amongst the Xhosa, where according to some authorities 1v!nguni 
is the quasimythical founder figure at the head of a very 
long and respectable genealogy. J. H. Soga argues from this that 
the term Nguni should apply only to the Xhosa and their off
shoots, amongst whom he includes the Nzimela clan; 6 on the 
other hand, however, according to Bryant the Nzimcla are an 
offshoot of the Ncwangeni, who in turn broke away from the 
Nclwandwe people. These latter are classified by Bryant in 
the later versions of his work as part of the ?v!bo grouping of the 
Nguni. 7 

If Bryant was the man responsible for 'inventing' the term 
'Nguni', no man could have had greater claim to doing so. For 
any reconstructions of the Nguni past his two major works on 
tradition, Olden Times in Z11l11la11d and Natal and .A Histo1y of the 
Zulu, form the essential starting-point. They represent almost 
fifty years of work gathering the oral traditions throughout the 
length and breadth of Natal from old and knowledgeable African 
informants who no longer exist. His work is, and must remain, 
the most important single source of Nguni history before and 

3 T. ,\rbousset Relatio11 d',m Vo)'agc d'Exj1/oralio11 Paris 18.p p. ~69; N. J. Van \Varmclo 
Bako11i ba .Haake and Bako11i ba ,Hamcisa Native Affairs Ethnological Publications 1 ~ 
and 15 Pretoria 19++ 
•1 ,\. T. Bryant Z11/u-E11glish Dictio11ary Natal 1905. 
'.-\. T. Bryant O/de11 Times i11 Z11l11/a11d and Xatal London 1929 Struik 1965 pp. 276-81. 
Henceforth O/dc11 Times. 
'J. H. Soga The S011/h-Emicm Ba11/11 Johannesburg 1 930 pp. 81-83. 
'Sec,\. T. Bryant 0/drn Times p. 161. In .·I History of the .?:.11/11 and JVcighbo11ri11g Tribes 
13ry~nt gives a different version of Ndwandwc history. Sec below p. 141. A History of the 
Zulu, published by C. Struik in 1964. first appeared as a series of articles in the 
i\fariannhill periodical l;:;i11daba Zabala in 1911 and 1913. 
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during the 11fccanc, and is of very considerable importance to 
anyone trying to understand the structure of the Zulu state 
throughout the nineteenth century. This, despite the fact that, as 
a research student has recently put it: 

The nature of Bryant's published work has probably been a barrier to 
a general understanding of Zulu history. He adopted, in the hope 
that his books would be financially successful, 'a light and col
loquial style ... ' which is at its best quaintly eccentric, but more 
often leads to ambiguities and confusion. To this must be added 
the complex nature of the subject, the intricacies of interdependent 
clan histories, the formidable mass of detail, the unsystematic method 
of p1·csentatio11 and the annoying value judgements of a social 
e\'olutionist. 8 

Clearly Bryant's work is sorely in need of rcwntmg and 
reclassification. His cumbersome style and flights of fantasy inter
pose themselves constantly between the reader and his subject 
matter. Nc\·crthcless, when one examines the actual traditions 
which Bryant has recorded amongst the chiefdoms of Natal and 
Zululand, which he calls tribes and clans, one cannot but be 
impressed by his scrupulous care. In addition to having gathered 
every scrap of tradition, he also corn bed the secondary literature 
on liis subject in a manner that can only occasionally be faulted. 
\ \'here more than one variant of a tradition existed, they were 
usually all transcribed. In handling genealogies over seven gener
ations in depth he constantly advises his reader to be on his 
guard, and on the whole he is probably over-cautious rather than 
under-cautious in his handling of traditional material. Thus in 
allowing only eighteen years to an average generation he appears 
to be out of tune with most other scholars in south-cast Africa, 
who feel that twenty-five to thirty years is probably a fairer 
average in view of the nature of succession amongst Nguni 
chiefs. In this case Bryant appears to be arguing from the 
somewhat false analogy of the nineteenth century, where rules 
of succession \Vere honoured in the breach rather than the obser
vance. 

If this paper docs no more than scn-c as a guide-line to others 
daunted by the sheer bulk and intricacy as well as by the formid-

8 .J. J. Cuy ',\n approach to a Study of the Ci,·il War in Zululand during the 1880s'. 
Unpublished paper presented to the African History seminar on 22 I\fay 1968 Institute 
of Commonwealth Studies. 
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able style of A. T. Bryant, it will have served its purpose. It claims 
to be no more than a preliminary attempt to make sense of 
Olden Times in ,?,ululand and Natal and A History of the ,Zulu, 9 to 
sort out Bryant's theories from the traditions he records, and to 
assess the validity of both. 

Before taking a closer look at the traditions of the individual 
chiefdoms, it is necessary to outline Bryant's general theory of the 
peopling of south-cast Africa, for it is here that fact and fantasy 
arc most closely intermingled. It is not necessary to follow 
Bryant's Nguni farther afield than the headwaters of the Limpopo, 
through their meanderings along the Zambezi and from the 
Great Lakes of East Africa: this aspect of his work is so obviously 
the result of building on straws (or, as the case may be yams), 10 

that it is best ignored for the moment. On the other hand, his 
views 011 population movements south of the Limpopo have a 
certain plausibility which have led to their being widely accepted, 
even although they do not always tally strictly with, or arc not 
essential to, an interpretation of the local traditions he has 
rccorclccl. 

Like Soga, Bryant sees the migration of peoples into south
eastern Africa in three streams, all of which he regards as Nguni, 
although with different admixtures of alien blood and culture and 
speaking different variants or the same language. Bryant's 
'wandering Nguni' arrive in the Transvaal via the headwaters 
of the Limpopo. Here one group remained to give rise to the local 
Bakoni, amongst whom he would include the various Tswana 
offshoots of the I-Iurutshc-Kwcna chiefdoms. (He cites the some
what dubious identification of Bakoni and Bakwena made by Stow 
and .:\Ioffat. 11 ) In the north-western Transvaal he believes these 

'I simplified the operation by tracing all sub-groups back to their parent people 
where this was known. This eliminated the vast majority of people listed at the back 
of Olde11 Times and left a residuum of the older groups, likely lo have been of importance 
in the early days of •:--guni' settlement. Underlining the chiefdoms of different 
groupings in different colours on Bryant's map of the Nguni before the i\·lfccane also 
proved an interesting exercise. 
10 Sec for example 'Part Seven: The Great Nguni Trek,' in A History of the ,Zulu pp. 
113-24. 
11 .-\ccording to Stow, i\loffat called the tributary streams of the Upper Limpopo, 
stretching from the northern flanks of the i\lagalicsbcrg to the streams forming the 
main sources of the Oliphants River, ilakone country. G.\\'. Stow The b1tr11sio11 of the 
Stro11ger Bantu Races Unpubl. :\!SS (South African Library), n.d. The same identi
fication of Kwena and Koni is made by the Rev. E. Solomon Two Lectures 011 the 
Xative Tribes of the b1terior Cape Town 1 855 II p. 53. He may also have been using 
~foffat as his source however. 



Shula 1\f arks 

="guni mixed with Vcnda-Kar;J11ga pc<JjJk lu Jurm a new hybrid 
~wck of 'Sutu-Sg1rnis'. 1 ~ 

c\ section of partially li1si;J S11l1ji<l -NguJJi then made their way 
eastward where they appear lo have dividcd iJJto two groups: 
_;\Jbo or Dlamini or Swazi-Ngu11i wl10 mo\·ed southward 
tmrnrds the Swazilancl-Nortlwrn Zululand area and another 
group who co11ti11ui;cl eastward, and mixed with the Gwarnba 
Thonga who were also moving alo11g tlw coast. This third group 
of 'Tonga Nguni' continued southward <mce they reached the 
coast and outflanked the .;\lbo on the coast. Thus Bryant is able 
to 1110,·e the two groups more or less simultaneously from the 
norch, their traditional point of origin, yet an,icling the tsetse fly 
belt along the cast coast. 

Finally he suggests that central and southern Zululand and the 
eastern Cape were populated by the original 'pure' :\"guni who 
had mm-eel into the south-eastern TransYaal prior to the inter
mixture between the Nguni and the \"enda-Karanga. From the 
south-eastern Trans,·aal the 'pure' );°guni appear to ha·,e mo,·ed 
into Natal-Zululand via the l\Izinyati or Buffalo RiYer, ,·,here 
they diYicled into two (perhaps three) major groups, the Cape 
.\1gu11i and the Nrnngwa Nguni. From this region one group of 
the C;1pe Nguni, the Thcmbu, made their ,,·ay south-eastward 
u11til they reached the coast south of Durban and then mo,·ed into 
the Cape; a seco11d group. the ~hosa, kept inland. close under the 
J)r;1ke11shng·, and went imo Griquabnd East before reaching the 
cna,t south ol' the Tlwmbu. By haYing his ·pure' :\"guni come into 
the c,1;1,Ld a rca from the south-cast Trans\·aal, Bryant explains 
the 'purl·· .:\gu11i traditions about an origin 'in the \\·est'. 13 

\\"lie11 cnmidni11g Bry;mt's gencr;il theories of migration e,·cn 
in the rc,tril'll'd .1rc;1 south nl'the Limpopo, it is as \\·ell to realize 
that in g<'nn;d thnc is little record in the traditions of such large 
111ln-cnw111,. ln sn far as the tr;1ditions tr:lce migrations they 
app(';1r t,1 lie ot' n-lati\·cly s111;11l cli,unccs, at least until the 
:-ltt·c;rnc. Thus altliougli H1 ~ ant refrrs to _;\falandela, the pro
gcnit<)r ot' Q\Lthe ;rnd Zulu, ;1s the tribal _;\foses, \\·ho led his 
people to a 11c"· pron1iscd Lind, the total distance this chosen 
pc,1]'k tLtYellcd must h;1, (' been about t\\·cnty miles-from 
1 < \\ h, ,,· 1 ]l;ln: cited Jln·:lllt's groupings ,,f the :'\guni I h:n·c followed his spelling: 
1hus •:-111u :'\gu11i' a11d 'T,mg:1 :'\i;:1111i' r:llhn th:rn ;':01ho and 'll1ong:i.. Elsewhere I 
ha.\"C 1ricd to c,,11ftH·1n tn tlH' n11 r<'nt rirthography. 
13 This cnlirc .«·clion dr.,ws ,-r,y hc:n·ih- 011 C'llarks ,rn<l :\tmorc op. ci1. :rnd is b:i.sl'd 
nn Hry:1nt Oldtn "J'imo pp.'.) 1s. 
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Babanango 1,fountain to the Hlatuzc River. 14 The wider move
ments which Bryant talks about arc clearly too far back for 
traditional memories except in the vaguest terms. The proof or 
disproof of these general theories will have to come ultimately, if 
it can come at all, from archaeologists and linguists. 

From this point of view, indeed, even Bryant's three stream 
migration may already be the result of an oversimplification of 
earlier migrations and of spurious claims to relationships; within 
each of these three major groups there appear to be divisions of 
people who may not be organically related. The generally accepted 
maximum span of reliability accredited to oral tradition appears 
to be in the region of three hundred years, unless there are 
institutional modes of recollection. The Nguni as a group do not 
appear to have possessed these although there arc some sur
prisingly long genealogies which appear to outrun this limit. It 
must also be remembered that these arc the traditions of ruling 
families, and in this sense also represent an over-simplification. 

If one posits the populating of this area by Bantu-speakers over 
some thousand years, which the archaeological evidence of the 
neighbouring Transvaal and Rhodesia certainly appears to 
warrant, 15 it may be that Bryant was only tapping the top layers 
of Bantu-speaking migration into the area. Thus amongst the 
thousand or so 'clans' and 'subclans' which Bryant lists at the 
back of his work as Nguni, some two hundred have no thaka:::,elo 
a11d no parent clan or grouping in terms of the threefold classi
fication, 'Ntungwa,' '?-dbo' and 'Tonga-Nguni'. 16 Conceivably 
this is because these chiefdoms and their traditions were wiped 
out during the Shakan wars. Alternatively these may well 
represent the earliest peoples of the coastlands, who were unrelated 
to the later 'parent-clans'. 

The Later Stone Age inhabitants of most of southern Africa, 
including the coastla11ds, were the Khoisan peoples practising 
hunting, gathering and pastoral modes of existence. Traces of the 
pre-Bantu inhabitants of south-cast Africa arc found in their 
shell middens all along the coast,1 7 although by the sixteenth 

1-1 0/drn Times pp. I 7-19. 
"Indeed the recent Iron :\ge date of .po A.D. ±60 from Swaziland, if correctly 
associated with the incoming Bantu-speakers, tends to push this l.,ack C\'cn farther 
for the south-cast coast. JI. Fagan 'Radiocarbon dates for sub-Saharan ,\frica: V' 
]..!.If. Vol. VIII No. 3 p. 525. 
"Olden Times pp. 681--97. 
11 J. D. Clark The Prehistory of Soutl,cm 1!frica London I 955. 
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century the pastoral Khoikhoi do not appear to have lived 
beyond the Kci River, and by the nineteenth the San had been 
dri\·en from most of their original hunting grounds into the 
fastnesses of the Drakensberg. 

In earlier times there was considerable intermarriage between 
the Khoisan and the incoming Bantu-speakers. The clicks in 
Nguni arc a well-known indication of this, although they pose a 
number of problems. On the whole linguists tend to think that 
they came into Zulu and Xhosa from Khoikhoi rather than 
any of the San languages. Yet while we have ample evidence of 
intensive contact between the Khoikhoi and the Xhosa in the 
Eastern Cape, we have no such evidence of contact between the 
Khoikhoi and the Zulu. l\Jorcovcr though cognates in Zulu and 
Xhosa arc high (about eighty per cent on two separate test lists), 
of the 2,+00 click words in Xhosa only 375 have cognates in Zulu 
and there arc some notable semantic differences between them; 
despite the fact that click words account for about one-sixth of the 
Xhosa vocabulary and one-seventh of Zulu. This suggests that 
the two languages acquired their click words, or the bulk of them, 
after their divergence from a common stock. 18 It still leaves open 
the question of where Zulu acquired them. Irthc Zulu click words 
arc indeed from Khoikhoi, one has either to posit the presence of 
these Late Stone :\gc herders much farther north along the coast 
than their known distribution and their complete absorption by 
the incoming Bantu-speakers, or their similar presence in an 
earlier home of the Natal Nguni, which they could only have 
shared for a short time, if at all, with the Xhosa. 

Contact between the Natal Nguni and the San hunter
gatherers is better documented. Some evidence of this is the 
custom, called Ndiki, of cutting off the final joint of the little 
finger, which certain Bantu-speaking groups known to have been 
in close contact with the San, have adopted. It is practised by a 
section at least of the Thembu in the Cape, and the Bomvu, 
Lata, Bclesi, Tuli and Ncamu people in Natal. 19 Bryant, who 
tends to think of the San as being confined from time immemorial 
to the mountains, is somewhat hard put to explain how the Tuli 

'" L. \\'. Lanham 'The Proliferation and Extension of Bantu Phonemic Systems 
influenced by Bushm::rn and Hollen tot' Proc. Xi11th lrzt. Congress of Li11g11istics Cambridge 
:\fass. 1962 (The Hague 196.1) pp. 383--1-. I am grateful to ;'l.lr Gerrit Harinck for the 
reference. I am also extremely grateful to Prof. Lanham for wrillen and oral com
munications since his paper was written, elucidating several additional points. 
'' Bryant Olden [imcs p . .'j 17. G. \V. Stow JVative Races of So11th Africa London 1905 p. 129. 
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people, whose traditional migrations have taken them from the 
coast around the Tugcla, to the coast around Durban, could have 
acquired the habit. At Durban Bluff, however, two types of pottery 
associated with Bantu-speakers, NC 2 and NC 3 , have been found 
closely associated with Later Stone Age shell middens, which may 
help solve the difficulty. 20 

Archaeological evidence tells us most about these Later Stone 
,\ge people. Nevertheless in an article in the South African 
,lrchacological Bulletin in 1960,2 1 Desmond Clark used Portuguese 
shipwreck material to show that there were still non-Bantu, 
click-speaking peoples on the south-cast African coast between 
latitudes 28° and 33° south in the late sixteenth century and that 
it was not unlikely 'that there were still enclaves of pure or 
hybrid groups on the intervening coastline'. As Desmond Clark 
points out almost all the survivors of sixteenth- and seventeenth
century shipwrecks along the coast were able to purchase fish from 
the local inhabitants. This is generally taken to mean that they 
could not have been Bantu-speaking, as the present-clay Nguni 
display, according to ?viurdock, 'an almost Cushitic aversion to 
fish'. 2 ~ .further examination of the sources, however, reveals the 
frequent association of fish with millet and cattle, which suggests 
that these were not pure Khoisan groups. 23 Nor docs 1'vlurdock's 
dictum rule out the possibility that earlier Bantu-speakers were 
responsible for the fishing practices found in the Portuguese 
shipm·eck material and depicted in San rock-paintings. 

Desmond Clark himself quotes Junod on the types of boats 
made by the Delagoa Bay Thonga, and shows pictures of bark 
boats made both by the Lala-Lamba peoples of Zambia and the 
Debgoa Bay Thonga. 21 These boats resemble those in the San 
paintings of fishing on the Tsoelikc River, in the ?\Iponwcni 
Mountains and Kenegha Poort. The human figures in these 
paintings could depict either San or Bantu fishermen. Certainly 
in the nineteenth century the Tuli people did not share this 
'Cushitic a,·crsion' to fish and the Thonga of Dclagoa Bay also do 
not appear to share it. The Tuli, however, may represent one of the 

00 J. Schoutc Vanncck 'Shell middens at Durban 13luff' S .. ·Ll.B. \'ol. XIII No. 50 
p. 1950. 
"'.-\ :\/ate on the early river-craft and fishing practises in South-E.:ist Africa' Vol. XV 
;s.;o. 58 PP• 77-79. 
"G. P. ;\·lurdock .·lfrica, Its Pco/1/es and their C,i[/11rc History New York 1959 p. 382. 
°' G. '.\I. Thc.:il Records of South East Africa London 1898-9 Vais. I, II and VIII. 
21 Clark',\ Note on early river-craft ... ' op. cit. 
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Khoisan-Bantu composite groups which existed well into the 
nineteenth century, if not the twentieth, all over southern Africa. 
By the time Bryant came to classify the Tuli, their official desig
nation was 'Lala'. 25 

Clearly this term Lala is used very widely, especially if one 
follows J. H. Soga's usage. As used by Soga the term has the 
connotation of 'earlier inhabitant' to it. ~G It is also used by the 
Tswana in the sense of 'vassal' or 'serf'. 27 Soga further equates the 
Lala with skilled metal-workers, and it seems mainly for this 
reason that he suggested a Karanga origin for the Lala. 28 This 
seems to be arguing by definition. 

On the other hand, in view of the association of some of the 
Thonga groups with the Karanga, Soga's suggestion that the 
Lala arc connected with the Karanga is perhaps not entirely with
out substance. Bryant too seems to lend some weight to this as he 
associates the Tonga-Nguni with the Gwamba Thonga who are 
said to have had a Karanga origin. 29 But the supposed close 
association of the Lala with iron-working may be misleading. It 
seems that other groups such as the Cunu (Ntungwa) and the 
Cube (either 2',,lbo or Ntungwa) were at least as skilled and 
renowned metal workers as tl1c people listed by Bryant as Lala. 
Having translated the term Lala as 'skilled iron-worker' Soga 
tends then to lump all skilled iron-workers into this category ( e.g. 
the Bhclc, whom Bryant classifies as 11lbo). 

Bryant, however, regards the Lala as simply one of his three 
Tonga-Nguni groups together with the Debe-Nguni and the 
l\lthethwa-Nguni. 30 He suggests that the reason for differentiation 
between the three Tonga-Nguni groups was the result of their 
admixture with slightly different groups of Thonga. 

In a sense, however, this still begs the question. The term 
00 0/dw Times pp. G8G-9G. llryant thinks tl,ey arc offshoots of Lutuli people who lived 
near the Tugcla. These in turn were a branch of the 'Lab' l'\gcolosi. I am a liule 
dubious about the identification ofTuli/Lutuli which may have been a later invention 
to explain the similarity of the name. 
00 The South-Eastcm Ba11t11 pp. 395-.p 7. In general I have preferred Bryant's version to 
that of J. I I. Soga. As J\fonica \Yi Ison once remarked the 'most that can be said of 
Saga's work is that he gave the version cuncnt amongst the old men in the Transkei 
in the 1920s'. 
°' S. :-SL :-Slolema The fla11t11, PaJt a11d Present Edinburgh 19~0 p. 35. 
08 The So11th-Eastem Ba11t11 p. 39:;. 
°' 0/dm Times p. j; C. E. Fuller 'Ethnohistory in the Study of Culture Change in 
South East Africa' in Continuity and Change i11 African C11/t11rcs ed. \Y. R. Bascom and 
,\L J. Herskowits Chicago 1959. 
30 Olden Times p. 7. 
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Thonga for the people from St Lucia Bay to the Zambezi is as 
unsatisfactory as the word Nguni for all the people to their south. 
As J unocl has pointed out, it is again simply a convenient label for 
a group 'made up of populations of various origin which have 
invaded the country coming from different parts', but who today 
speak dialects which bear a geographical relationship to one 
another. 31 Over the past four to five hundred years at least these 
people have lived in the same geographical relationship to one 
another, and have formed enough of an amalgam to be categor
ized together. \Vhile, however, some of them, like the Gwamba/ 
Baloyi and the Tembe Thonga, trace their origin to the north and 
to the Karanga-the thaka<',elo of the Tembe for example is still 
Nkalanga-others appear to have come from Zululancl and 
Swaziland. 32 

,\!though the present clay Thonga groupings have a long 
history, many groups record the presence of earlier peoples in 
I heir area when they arrived: thus the incoming Khosa found 
Ntimba and Shibambo clans on arrival, while in the Nonclwane 
country I-lonwana, .:vlahlangwana and Nkumba were already 
there when the first Ronga came to the area with superior 
weapons and superior tactics. These earlier inhabitants were said 
to have been scattered, few in number and without iron weapons 
or oxhide shielcls. 33 In view of the long history of this northerly 
area, and the absence of any physical barriers to migration 
southwards, it seems reasonable to suggest a trickle of population 
making its way farther south from the time of the earliest entry 
of Bantu-speakers into the Dclagoa Bay region. The dearth of 
archaeological work on the Iron Age in South l'vio\ambique makes 
this impossible to prove one way or the other. Schofield's NC: I 

pottery, which he considered to be 'undoubtedly' Ronga ware, 
has been classified more recently as Late Stone Age, though the 
two views may not necessarily be entirely incompatible. 31 

.-\!though Bryant lists the Blanga and Nkumba amongst his Nguni 
'clans and subclans', 35 -names which also appear on J unocl's 
list of the Delagoa Bay Thonga-there appears to have been a 
moYement of certain Thonga groups from the south, Nguni area, 
northward which could account for this equally well. In the 
31 I-I. :\. J 11110d Life of a So11/h ,Jfricar1 Tribe 2 vols. London 1927 pp. 1, 3 1. 

"' Ibid i pp. 22-23. 
33 Ibid pp. I,-~, 330. 
31 .J. Schofield Primiti1•e Pol/cry Cape Town 1 9.~8 p. 151. 
35 0/dm Times pp. 68.J, 693. l.lcyond listing them, Bryant gives no further information. 
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absence of conclusive proof, however, this substratum of 'Inonga 
peoples appears as likely an explanation of the resemblances 
between the Tonga-Nguni and the Thonga as an intermingling 
farther north. 

A final clue to Lala origins may be found in the fact that when 
the groups termed by Bryant Lala arc plotted on his map of the 
Nguni in prc-.\Irecane times they appear to have shown a pre
dilection for setlkmcnt along riYers or right on the coast. 36 Their 
focus appears to have been along the banks of the Tugela River 
whc-re they 'waxed fat and multiplied' and sent branch-lines off 
to the south. This may he as important a clue to their origins as 
their association with metal working. 

Bryant's 'Debe-Nguni' appear to represent a more prim1t1ve 
population. U11fortunately rcpresentati\·es of this group were so 
shattered and seatterccl during the ~-Ifccanc that virtually no 
traditions of migrations or even genealogies appear to have been 
retained. 1 t is also possible that even before the upheavals of the 
!'-.ffccane, as fragmented, early groups the Dcbe-Nguni did not 
ha\·e any oral tradition of depth. Bryant places the Debe-Nguni 
amongst his Tonga-Nguni because of their 'facial incisions', a 
practice which is found amongst the Thonga people of Delagoa 
Bay, but not amongst either the Lala, i\Ibo or Ntungwa Nguni. 37 

:\ccordi11g to Bryant, hardly any specimens of Debc-Nguni 
speech haYc been retained, although he classifies it along with 
Lala as the tckrla form of Nguni. The examples he gives-Lala: 
Umww, Dche: Umunts/111, Ntungwa: Um1111t11-show how it differed 
in pronunciation from both Lala and Ntungwa. The Debc-Nguni 
appear to haYe stretched in a kind of column in pre-1\tffecanc 
times from the Um\·oti Ri\·cr to the Umzimkulu, at a distance of 
ten or twenty miles from the coast. 38 This could have been either 
because they found the coast already occupied by 'shell-miclclen 
man' or the Lala, or because they wished to avoid the sanely flats 
of the coastal strip. 

The third group of Tonga-Nguni includes the important 
1\Ithcthwa, Ccle and Dube cliiefclorns. Both the \[tliethwa and 
the Cclc trace their descent to a common ancestor, Nyambosc, 
who is not 011 either ol"thcir genealogies. Surprisingly perhaps, the 
\lthcthwa genealogy is thin and ill-prcscn'Ccl, although the Celc 

3 c .-\t the back of U[df!l Times. It is invaluable. 
"' Oldm Times p. 5-i7· 
' 8 Sec Bryant's map op. cit. 
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genealogy stretches back eleven generations from :tvlagaye, who 
died in 1829, to Ndosi (who has given his name as thaka;:::,elo to the 
chiefdom). Even by Shaka's time, they were a chiefdom of con
siderable size and had split into numerous sub-chiefdoms. None 
of the other lvlthethwa groups, however, appear to have genealogies 
longer than three or four generations before Shaka, and it is not 
at all clear what relationship they have with the main l\ithcthwa 
group. The classification strikes one as additionally unsatisfactory 
as there arc also suggested associations between the l\Jthethwa 
and the Mbo (lvlkize), and Bryant thinks that the Mthcthwa 
originally formed one group with the Mbo, the Ngwanc (of 
Swaziland) and the Ndwandwc, 'who all migrated at one time 
initially in one body'. 3 ~ Bryant classifies them amongst the 
Tonga-Nguni however, because the Ntungwa Nguni refer to the 
l\Ithethwa as 'Thonga', a generic term of contempt. Their 
tradition of origin traces them from the neighbourhood of lviabudu 
(the l\laputa River) south of Delagoa Bay, and they have a 
'Thongaisccl' form of speech. •10 

If oral tradition appears to lend some support to a northerly 
Thonga origin for the Tonga-Nguni, the pattern of i\Ibo migration 
a11cl settlement appears more complex. Again there appear to be 
two and perhaps three distinct groups of people involved, the 
Dlamini .\ lbo, whose chief groups arc the Emalangcni, the :rvlbo 
(i\Ikizc), the Natal Dlamini, the Ngwane of Swaziland, probably 
the Ndwanclwc, and perhaps the l\1Ipondo and their offshoots; 
the Hlubi a11cl their offshoots; and the Zizi-Bhclc group. 11 

,\ccorcling to Bryant all the members of the :K· bo group trace their 
origins back to the Komati Ri,·cr and the Lubombo mountains 
and to Dlami11i I of Langa royal clan. Bryant maintains, although 
not entirely convincingly, that Dlamini I was probably responsible 
for leading the l\Ibo from the Komati River, their traditional 
dispersal point, to the area between the Lubombo mountains and 
the sea. They remained a while in the region of Dclagoa Bay, 
where they came into close contact with the important kingdom 
of the Tcmbc Thonga. 12 He believes that the l'vlbo arc both the 
l\Iacomates and the Vambc of the sixteenth-century Portuguese 
sources . .\lacomatcs could be Ama-Komati--thc people of the 
'° 0/dm Time.< pp. 85, 391. Soga op. cit. 300 suggests that the :'.\lthethwa mav have 
been ',\!Im'. • 
1 0 Olden Timrs p. 83. 
11 Soga classifies both these last two as 'Lala' pp. 398-9. 
·" Olden Times pp. 313-17. 
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Komati Ri\'cr, which Bryant points out is the teke!a form of the 
river the Ntung\',:a would call Komanzi. Vambc is almost un
mistakably the prefix Va and ?vibo.·13 

After a cousiderable sojourn near Dclagoa Bay, Bryant pictures 
the Ivibo moving southward en masse, some peopling Swaziland, 
some Northern Zululand, and some of the Hlubi, Bhelc-Zizi and 
Natal Dlamini passing onwards to people Utrecht, Vryhcid and 
northern Natal. ,i.i Though it is not clear what Bryant means by 
this movement en massc, nor whether he thinks these groups were 
already differentiated amongst the EmaLangcni at the time of 
the move, several of these groups do trace their origin to the 
Lubombo and to the Langa (or EmaLangeni) parent clan. 

:\II the :.lbo groups have long and well preserved genealogies, 
with the exception of the Nd wand we people. Some of them-for 
example the Ngwanc/Langa-go back over some twenty gencr
ations,' 15 and there is other evidence to suggest that they have been 
in the south-cast coastlands for a very long time. For this reason, 
Bryant's suggestion that it was Dlamini I who led them from the 
Komati Ri,-cr is open to some doubt, as is his linking of the Hlubi 
and Bhclc-Zizi groups to this same figure. It is simplest to handle 
each of the three groups-Hlubi, Zizi-Bhele and the Dlamini 
2\Ibo-scparatcly to see how far this common origin is borne out 
by the traditional evidence. 

Perhaps the most problematical members of this group arc the 
Zizi-Bhcle peoples who occupied a large area alongside the 
Drakensberg mountains between \Vaschbank and the headwaters 
of the Tshezi (Buslimans) River. Bryant asserts that together with 
the Hlubi a11d the :.Iponclo they formed the head of the Ivibo 
circling movement from the Transvaal to Portuguese East Africa 
and then round again to the uplands of Natal and Zululand: 1G 

The only migration route, however, in their traditions takes them 
from the Zinyati (Buffalo) River to their prc-Mfccane home, 
a few miles to the south. :i\Iorcovcr Bryant's linking of the :i\Ibo 
(_\lkize) group with the Bhclc-Zizi group through the common 
personage of one Langa, who appears on all their genealogies, 

" Olden Times pp. 288-90, 3 12, 31.1. 
"Olden Times pp. 7,313 . 
• ,; Olden Times p. 3 !.f., has twenty-four generations to ~-lkulunkosi; Sim History of tl,, 
Z,uh, p. 3. According to I lilda Kuper . !11 .·1frica11 .·lri.stocraC)' London 19+7 p. 232, 'the 
royal genealogy (of the Swazi) goes uatk some thirty generations, hut there is agree
ment on the last eight rulers only'. This was working from 194-7. 
'° Olden Times pp. 7, 313. 
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seems somewhat rash in view of the frequency with which this 
particular name occurs and recurs on Nguni genealogies, and the 
relative lateness of the occurrence on the lv!kize line, 4 7 seven 
generations back from Shaka. 

His views arc, however, to some extent strengthened by the 
remarks of G. \V. Stow in the unpublished manuscript already 
cited. It seems unlikely that Bryant knew of its existence or that 
they drew on the same sources. In this, Stow regretted the dis
appearance of Zizi tradition because he felt it would have 'assisted 
greatly in soh-ing the common origin of the various Bantu 
nations of South Africa, for not only the Amazizi themselves but 
native authorities belonging to other tribes assert that the Amazizi 
arc the direct descendants of the main or original stem from which 
both branches of the great Bantu family (i.e. Nguni and Sotho ... ) 
haYc clescendecl. For many generations it is said that their chief.<; 
and people were said to represent the paramount tribe, whose 
prcceclency and supremacy were acknowledged by all the 
others.' •18 

That Stow should have regarded this group, who originally 
called themselves Amalanga after their first remembered chief, as 
the progenitor of both the Sotho and Nguni is not surprising in 
\·ie\\· of the intermediate position they do appear to have held 
between the two. Thus according to the Rev. Brownlce• 1n their 
language was 'more nearly related to Sechoana than that of the 
Kaffirs'. They stacked their grain above the ground in baskets 
unlike the Nguni and prepared their milk in the same manner as 
the Sotho. 

This may of course have been the result of their geographical 
position between the two major groupings of present clay South 
Africa .. -\ cogent case, howc\'cr, has been made out both by Bryant 
and Ellenberger for tying up the Zizi and the pioneer clans of 
Basutolancl, the Phuti, Polaue and Pehla, who appear to be 
connected through the chiefs Langa, 2\·lafu and .Mtiti, whose 
names appear in tl1e genealogies of the Natal Zizi/13hcle and 
amongst the Phuti and Polanc. 50 \\'hilc, however, both Bryant and 
Ellenberger appear to ha\·e hacl little doubt that these Zizi on 
both sides of the Drakensberg arc Nguni, van \Varmclo has made 
17 Ibid pp. q7, 35-l, .10G. 
" The /11/rusiofl of the Stroflga fla11t11 Races pp. 1 j8-9. 
'' Cited in Stow op. cit. p. 1 79. 
'° Ibid p. 35-l· D. F. Ellenberger and J. C. ;-_1acGrcgor History of the flamto, .·l11cient 
n11d .Hoda11 London 1912 pp. 21-26. 
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the interesting suggestion that the Basutoland Zizi arc part of an 
ancient Sotho stock related to the !viaPolana of Swaziland. He 
believes this ancient Sotho stock once inhabited the escarpment 
cast of the Drakensberg in Natal and Swaziland. 51 Although in 
time the Zizi have become both 'Nguni-izccl' and 'Bushmanizcd', 
it docs seem possible that this ancient Sotho stock may be respon
sible for the Sotho elements which observers like B1-yant detected 
in the l\Ibo group. \ \'hcthcr Ng uni or Sotho, they appear to have 
been heavily inf1ucncecl by the San people in their neighbour
hood, sharing certain physical resemblances and practising the 
San custom of JYdiki; they also had a certain notoriety as cannibals, 
and this in the clays of Shaka's father, Senzcngakona, even before 
the ::\Ifecanc. 52 

The ties between the Dlamini !vlbo and the Hlubi who trace 
their origin from one Dlamini may be somewhat closer than those 
between the Bhele-Zizi and either of these two. Even here, however, 
the connection seems somewhat tenuous. Like Langa, Dlamini 
was a particularly favoured cognomen for chiefs in this part of the 
world. \Vhcreas the Dlamini I on the Natal Dlamini king list is 
the sixteenth (or seYenteenth) generation back from 1820, and 
similarly 011 the Emalangeni/Ngwanc (Swazi) king list from 
Nclungunya (died 1815), on the Hlubi king list he is only in the 
eleventh generation back from lVItimkulu (killed 1818). This 
Dlamini was the original founder figure of the Hlubi people. One 
wonders whether at this point a Dlamini was not necessary to 
lend respectability to the Hlubi king list. The appearance of a 
Hlubi as the father of Dlamini II on the Emalangeni/Ngwane 
king list in the third and second generation back from 1815 may 
conceivably have led to some contamination of the Hlubi 
genealogy. 

On the other hand, however, the Hlubi genealogy would appear 
to l1avc contracted rather than expanded over the ages: there 
appears to be some kind or link between the Southern Transvaal 
Ndcbclc (?\bnala and Nclzundza sections) and the Hlubi through 
the common chiefs ~Iusi(\Isi and l\.Ihlanga. But whereas the 
Hlubi ?\Iusi and ?\'1hlanga arc in the ninth and tenth generation 
back from 1818, the ;-..Janala Nclcbclc list some twenty-six names 
back lo ?\Iusi and _\llilanga, while the Ndzundza section have 

, 1 ;-;_ J. Van \\"armelo Prelimirwry S11r1'C)' of the flm1/11 Tribes of So11th .·lfrica op. cit. Part 3 
p. 98. 
• 0 Olden Timrs pp. 248, 3.~8. 
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nineteen names back to these two founding fathers. 53 It is possible 
that whereas the Hlubi list represents generations, the Ndzundza 
and 11anala Ndebelc lists are simply king lists including collaterals. 

While the ties between the Hlubi and the Bhclc-Zizi group 
with the Langa parent clan arc somewhat tenuous and vague, the 
relationship of the 'Dlamini' group-the Ngwane of Swaziland, 
the 1\Itonga, the Dlamini of Natal and the EmaLangcni-appcars 
to be reasonably well authenticated. The case of the Ndwandwe 
is more complex. In his Hist01y of the ,Zulu Bryant placed the 
Ndwanclwc amongst the Ntungwa Nguni, although in Olden 
Times the traditions of the Ngwanc and the Ndwandwc appear 
to be very closely linked indccd. 5 •1 Ndwandwc traditions arc 
extremely confused, largely it would appear as a result of the 
1\Ifccane. As Shaka and Dingiswayo's chief military rivals, they 
were finally defeated more heavily than any other group. Their 
genealogy docs not appear to have more than two names before 
Zwiclc, Dingiswayo's enemy. 55 For a chiefdom which was to 
achieve such influence and military prowess this seems curiously 
late. One is also left to account for the many sub-groups who 
trace their descent to the Ndwandwc. 

On the other hand, the Ngwanc, who were to achic,·c similar 
success in forging a state out of the disparate peoples in the area 
north of the Pongola River, also appear to have broken away from 
the parent Langa (EmaLangeni) stem at about the same time. 
Bryant makes the ,·cry interesting suggestion that the traditions 
of both these groups appear to take their rise at the time of the 
fall of the Tembe kingdom, the key trading state at Dclagoa Bay, 
in the latter half of the eighteenth century. 56 It seems possible 
that, prior to their downfall, the Tembc held in check a large 
number of peoples on the periphery of their kingdom. It also 
seems possible that with the fall of the Tcmbc-possibly in part 
the result of increased pressures from the traders at Dclagoa Bay 
at this timc 57 ---their role as state-builders and a trading power 
was taken on by their neighbours to their immediate south. This 
may in part account for the formation of the Ngwanc and 
Ndwandwe kingdoms. The assertion of the Swazi King, ?vlbandeni, 

•
3 -:>i.]. \"an \\"armclo Transr-aal .,\'debele Texts Xative Affairs Department, Ethno

logical Publications No. I Pretoria 1930. 

• 
1 History of the Z11l11 p. 1 2; Oldm Times pp. 3 q., 3 1 G-j. 

•• Olden Times opposi tc p. 3 q, 161. 

•• IlistoT)· of the Z11lu pp. 2-3, 5 1 . 

",\n idea suggested to me by Alan Smith's chapter in this volume. 
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that the Ngwane were Thonga and part of the Tembe ruling 
family supports this hypothesis, although Bryant rejects the notion 
of so close a relationship between the Ngwanc and the Tembe on 
linguistic grounds. 58 

Like the 11bo and the Tonga-Nguni, the pure Nguni can also 
be further subcli,·iclccl into the Cape Nguni (Xhosa-Thcmbu and 
their offshoots), the N tungwa or abasen/zla, and the abase;;;antsi. 50 

\.Yhilc the terms abasen!ila and abase;;;mztsi have a simply geographi
cal connotation, that of Ntungwa is less easily explained. Included 
in the ranks of the Ntungwa by Bryant arc the Kumalo/~fabaso, 
?--.Ibata, Buthclczi, EmaNgwaneni-to be distinguished from the 
Swaziland Ngwane-and Cunu clans, and the term is also the 
thakazelo of the Kumalo and the EmaNgwancni. 

1\ccording to the Ntungwa group the term is 'in no wise appli
cable to individuals of the other members of the (Nguni) family' 
and there arc differences in the history, traditions and to a minor 
extent in the speech of the two groups in Zululand. Thus only the 
Ntungwa 'up country' branch have the tradition of coming into 
Zululancl from the west 11gesi/11lu, 'with a grain basket' (an isilu/11 
is the large conically shaped grain basket used by the Sotho, but 
unknown to the abase;:,mztsi). Go These differences may con
ceivably relate to the earlier groups found in their areas of 
settlement 'up country' and 'clown country'. 

The trail of the related Ntungwa people runs from the borders 
of the south-eastern Transvaal and Zululancl up to Babanango 
mountain, Gl which appears to have been an important dispersal 
point for a number of the abase::,mztsi. At about the same time that 
;-,[alanclela, the progenitor of Zulu and Q~vabe (some seven 
generations back from Shaka), was making his way to the Hlatuze 
Ri,·er, ?\Iaf'u of the Ngaclini (tlzaka;;;elo Gumcdc), Gwabini (pro
genitor of the Zungu and ;-,lakoba clans), Sibiya (t!zaka;;;elo 
Gumcclc) and the Ema Dlctsheni all appear to have been moving 
towards the coast. G2 The frequency of the tlzakazelo Gumede 
suggests that they may originally haYc stemmed from one parent 
jS llistor_;• of the Zulu p. 3· 
j, 'Those up country' and 'those down country' arc probably the nearest translations. 
The abasezmztsi or aba::.antsi arc the coastal section like the Qwabc, the abasrnh/a the 
more inl::rncl section, like thr. J.-11malo ;,ncl Fma.Ngu:ancni otherwise known as the Ntungwa 
:\'guni. 
co /li.<lor_;• of the Zulu pp. 12G-9. In Oldm Times this division appears to have been 
ignored, and all the i'\atal 'pure' :\"guni groups arc labellccl Ntungwa Nguni. 
• 1 Sec map at the back or Olden Times. 
ce Older, Times pp. 13, 25, I 16. 
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group which is, however, now lost in the mists and myths of the 
past. The great rise to pre-eminence of the Zulu and Q~vabc 
in the nineteenth century should not disguise the fact that they 
were relatively recent offshoots of this parent chiefdom, already 
settled in the heart of Zululand. 

There seems little in the genealogical and tradition material 
to link the Thcmbu-Xhosa of the Cape with Natal Ntungwa 
groups. There arc of course Natal Thcmbu who according to their 
traditions form part of the same group as the Cape Thembu. 
There arc, however, curiously few chiefdoms grouped as pure 
Nguni south of the Tugela that would serve as some sort of link
ing trail to the Cape Xhosa, though Bryant labels the Nxasane on 
the Urnzimkulu, the vVushc on the Umgcni, and possibly the 
neighbouring Zelcmu as Ntungwa Nguni. 6 :.i 

On the other hand, it is a striking feature of the Nguni area 
that, unlike the Thonga area farther north, the languages do not 
deviate from a single parent stem in a purely geographical 
fashion. Thus Natal Lala is closer to Thonga than Ntungwa 
Nguni (Zulu) is to either, and Ntungwa Nguni is closer to Xhosa 
than either Xhosa or Zulu is to Lala. 61 The picture given of wibo 
is even less clear, although it is classified along with Lala and 
present day Swazi as one of the tekela forms of Nguni. 6 5 It would be 
interesting to know what the relationships between the dialects 
spoken by the Hlubi, Bhclc-Zizi and Dlamini group arc within 
this broader classification. 

This paper has been but a preliminary attempt to assess the 
work of A. T. Bryant. It does not claim to be an cxhaustiYc 
analysis even of the published traditions. There is clearly a good 
cleal still to be clone, not least in the evaluation of Bryant's 
unpublished material and in the correlation of the traditions 
63 Ibid pp. 269, 369-72. Sec also Bryant's :\fap and list of clans and sub-clans in Olden 
Times pp. 681-97. 
61 Sec for example, \V. H. I. Bicek 'Researches into the H.cla1ions between the 
1-Ioltentots and Kafirs' Cape ,\Io11thly ,\laga:::i11e April 1857 p. 20+ where he maintains 
that 'Tegcza' or the language spoken by the Africans of !\atal is a third sub-group of 
Southern Bantu, as distinct from Xhosa-Zulu as it is from Tswana. Although knowl
edge of Southern Bantu was still in its infancy at the time, Bleck was one of the 
foremost linguists of his day and an ;,cute observer. :\Iorcover he was writing at a 
time when lhc difference, between the sub-groups of 'l\"guni' languages were far more 
marked than at the present. He also maintained that the habits and customs of the 
Zulu were similar to those of the Xhosa whilst those of the 'Tcgeza' speakers were not. 
"History of the Zulu pp. s+-55. Sec also D. Zicrvogcl A Grammar of JVorthcm Transvaal 
Ndcbcle Prctori::i. 1959 p. 13 for a table showing the relationship of the various Nguni 
sub-groups. 
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he has recorded with those recorded by that other great authority 
on Nguni and Zulu history, James Stuart GG; despite the havoc 
wrought by the 2\Ifecane, field research on groups such as the 
Hlubi-which is in fact in progress at the University of Cape 
Town-and other similar groups, can be expected to yield 
results on both the linguistic and historical level which will help 
confirm or disprove Bryant's hypotheses. Nevertheless it is equally 
clear that the only way in which Bryant's work can finally be 
tested will be through the achievements of other disciplines
through archaeological and linguistic research as well as through 
archival work on the Portuguese and Dutch records of the 
sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. A complete reclassification of 
Bryant's work, however, would give us all a starting-point. 

•• James Stuart. for long a civil servant in Natal and author of a scmi-ofTicial history 
of the Zulu rebellion of 1906, collected a considerable amount of material from 
informants at the turn of the century. In many important respects his work appears 
to confirm Bryant's, although no exhausti\'e examination of his vernacular histories 
nor of his large collection of unpublished material in the Killie Campbell Library 
(University of Na1al, Durban) has yet been undertaken. 



7. Interaction between Xhosa and Khoi: 
emphasis on the period 1620-1750 

GERRIT H ARINCK 

IIISTORICAL AND CULTURAL BACKGROUND AND SCOPE 

At the beginning of the seventeenth century the present clay Cape 
Province of the Republic of South Africa was inhabited by San, 
Kl10i, Southern Nguni (of whom the Xhosa arc a branch), and 
acculturated peoples of mixed descent resulting from interaction 
among these groups. 1 The San and the Kl10i were the most 
a11cie11t dwellers of the region. The San in foraging bands popu
lated the more inaccessible areas in the interior. The Kl10i pastoral
ists occupied defined, watered regions along the Orange River, 
the Atlantic and Indian Ocean seaboards, and inland along rivers 
as far as at least the Keiskama River. 2 The forerunners of the 
pastoral-hoe-agriculturalist Southern Nguni, the Xhosa and 
Thembu, probably entered the eastern regions of Cape Province 
1 In the literature San, Kiwi, Xhosa and the Southern Nguni generally, arc respect
ively rdcrred to as 'Bushmen', 'Hottcntots' and 'Kaflirs', and varied spellings of these 
words. These names arc of non-African origin and presently they have derogatory 
connotations attached to them. Bitter controversy has raged over the word 'Hottentot' 
among South African scholars. For the most recent summation sec G. S. ;\"icnaber 
llo/lc11/ots Pretoria 1963 pp. 32-58. In this paper the names arc those used by the 
peoples under discussion, with the exception of the San. The Xhosa referred to 
themselves cponymously. The Cape Khoi called themselves 'Khoina' i.e. 'human 
beings'; sec Nienaber op. cit. pp. 310-11. 'Sana' was the word used by the Khoi to 
refer to the San. 
° For the early San and Kiwi sec R. R. Inskeep 'The Late Stone Age in Southern 
Africa' in /Jackgro1111d lo Ez:olutio11 i11 Africa ed. \V. \\'. Bishop and J. D. Clark Chicago 
1967 pp. 557-82. l\ligrations of the Kiwi into the Cape region arc discll5sed in C. K. 
Cooke 'Evidence of Human '.\ligration from the Rock ,\rt of Southern Rhodesia' 
:lfrica XXXV No. 3 July 1965; A. R. Willcox 'Sheep and Shccpherdcrs in South 
Africa' :lf,ica XXXVI No .. 1, October 1966; E. O. J. Westphal 'The Linguistic Pre
history of Southern Africa: Bush, Kwacli, Hottentot and Ihntu Linguistic Relation
ships' Africa XXXIII !\o. 3July 1963; \\'estphal's migration route formulated on the 
basis of linguistic analysis of the various Kiwi groups is radically different from that of 
Cooke and Willcox. Sec further A.J. I-I. Goodwin 'l\lctal \\'orking Among the Early 
Ilottentots' S .. L·l.li. XI No. ,12 1956. L. F. !\faingarcl has attempted to place the 
Khoi chiefdoms in their proper geographical location based on contemporary work of 
D.E.I. Company ofl1cials, and tra\"cl accounts of the sixteenth, seventeenth and eight
eenth centuries in L. F. I'v!aingard 'The Lost Tribes of the Cape' S.A.J.S. XXVIII 
Xo\"ember 1931 pp. 487-504 map. 
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(Transkei) by the encl of the fourteenth century. Xhosa were 
living at the Bash cc River in the 1620s. 3 Acculturated peoples of 
mixed descent, such as the Ubiqua (Kl10i-San) and Gonaqua 
(Kiwi-Xhosa) lived to the north-cast of the Table Bay peninsula 
and west of the Xhosa respectively. Peoples of European descent 
permanently settled in the area in 1652. In that year the Dutch 
East India Company established a fort at Table Bay for the pur
pose of supplying fresh produce to scurvy-ridden crews of ships 
sailing to and from the East Indies. 

The demography of Cape Province was quite different by the 
1800s. The Kl10i and San became gradually extinct during the 
eighteenth century as a result of inequities in barter, susceptibility 
to European maladies such as venereal diseases and smallpox, 
eastern expansion of stock-farmers or European descent, and 
south-western advancement of offshoots of the nuclear Xhosa 
royal Tshawc chiefdom. The forward movement of the 'whites' 
was characterized by the destruction of San and Kl10i social 
structures, considerable extermination of San, and amalgamation 
of Kiwi in the form of clientship into a 'white' dominated plural 
frontier society.· 1 Xhosa expansion to the detriment of Kl10i and 
San \\'as also accompanied by violence. San were eradicated and 
dispersed. 

In this chapter we will discuss a network of reciprocal relations 
established between Kl10i and Xhosa chiefdoms during the 
process or incorporation of Xhosa groups into Khoi chiefdoms. 
An attempt is made to reveal the manner in which Khoi and 
Kl10i-Xhosa groups were aligned within Xhosa politics, and how 
the status or these groups fluctuated in the course of Xhosa 
expansion from about 1620 to the mid-17oos. 

'C. R. Boxer (cJ.) The Tragic Jfotory of the Sea, 1589-1G22 Cambridge 1959 pp. 2 1 7, 
223. This work contains a narrati,·e of Portuguese sailors of 1hc Sao Jona 1Jn/1tislll which 
was \\"reeked near the mouth of the Keiskarna Ri\'er in 1622. The inhabitants near 
1his ri,Tr were Kiwi accordi11g to dcscriptiou of their physical and cultural character
istics. ?'\car the Bashcc 1hc sailors l"ncountcrcd a Bantu-speaking group who were 
pastorahts and agriculturalists. This e\'idencc leads one to suggest that Xhosa occupied 
that region. 1\ lonica \\'ilson has illustrated from secondary sources that 13:rntu-spcaking 
people resided in the north-eastern Cape long before the seventeenth century. Sec 
1\1. \\'ilson 'The Early History of the Transkci and Ciskci' ,Jfrica11 Studies XVIII 
No. ·i i959. 
• Sec, for example, the classics by l'. J. Van Der 1\krwe Die Trckboer in die Ccskicdmi.s 
1·n11 die J(aajJkolo11ie (1G5i-18p) Cape Town 1938; J. S. Marais The Cape Coloured 
People, 1652-J!)Ji Johannesburg 1937; and I. D. 1\facrone Race ,11/itudes i11 South 
Africa Johannesburg 1937. The most recent work is :'-.I. \\'hi ting Spilhaus South Africa 
in the 1\laling, 1G52-180G Cape Town 19G6. 
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The Xhosa and Khoi were culturally compatible. 5 They 

differed in physical m<:_1kc-up, language ~ncl mode of exploiting 
tlic"tancl.-Both-h-ad-ahigh vaiuc orientation tO\vards pastoralism 
,vfi"ich-was expressed in an elaborate cattle-cult associated with the 
veneration of ancestors, and at times of great stress, a supreme 
being. G U nlikc the Kl10i, the Xhosa also practised slash-and-burn 
agriculture. Consequently, their division oflabour differed. Khoi 
women were allowed to milk cattle, but in Xhosa society females 
were separated from the cattle sphere by ritual and taboo which 
restricted them to domestic and agricultural pursuits. The 
Xhosa and Kl10i were also hunters, but the Xhosa never adopted 
the bow and arrow as the Kl10i may have clone from the San. 
Both made use of animal skin shields and a series of specialized 
assegais. 7 

Contact and interaction between Xhosa and Kl10i was facili-
tated by the fissiparous tendency in the Xhosa social structure 
and by similarities in their respective social organization. 8 The 
Kl10i were organized in patrilincal extended families, ideally 
polygynous, with initial uxorilocal residence. These basic social 
units formed part of a patrilineagc. A number of patrili11eagcs 
which traced descent to a common ancestor constituted a local-
ized, exogamous patrician. The Kl10i 'chiefdoms' consisted of a 
series of shirring patrician communities. These were loosely
linked through the judicial and executive council which met, '[ 
periodically at the residence or the paramount chief, head of the 
senior lineage within the senior patrician. The patrician com
munities were hierarchically ranked according to their genealogi- l 
ea! status. This was derived from the cliflcrentiation of time depths 7 

• The ethnography of the Xhosa and Kl10i is v:ist and varies in quality. For the 
Xhosa, the well-known works arc J. H. Soga .·lma-Xosa: I.ifc and Customs Johannesburg 
1930; T. n. Soga Intlalo ka Xosa Lovcdalc n.d. 1929; ,\_ Kropf Das Volk dcr Xosa
J:aJ{cm im Ostlichrn Sudafril.a Berlin 1889; and I. Schapcra (ed.) Th.: llan/11 Sj,caking 
Trrbcs of South .·lfrica London 1937. Khoi arc described in I. Schapcra The Khoisan 
Pco/1/cs of South ,,if,ica London 1930. I have also relied on rclc\'ant travel accounts, 
especially those in E. C. Godec-2\lolsbergcn (ed.) Rcizcr1 in ,Zuid-AJrrka in de I-Iollandsc 
Tijd The Hague -~ vols. 19, 6-32. 
0 J. JI. Soga op cit. pp. 145-82; Schapcra The Khoisan .... Ch. III J1assim 
7 On. the_ weaponry of the Khoi and Xhosa, sec L. F. Maingarcl 'History of the 
D,stribut,on of the 13ow and Arrow in South Africa' S .. ·l.J.S. XXIX 1932. 
• The splitting of Xhosa chiefdoms has been analyscd by Professor Hammond-Tooke. 
Sec W. D. Hammond-Tooke 'Segmentation and Fission in Cape Nguni Political Units' 
,lfrica X..."\'.XV .l'\o. 2 ,\pril 1965. 
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allocatccl to the act of splitting off from the most senior patrician 
hy a clan fou ncler. 9 

The Xhosa were similarly organized in terms of family, lineage 
and clanship. Family residence, however, was strictly patrilocal. 
A Xhosa chiefdom consisted of a cluster of localized patrician 
communities characterized by superordinate-subordinate status 
as cleterminecl by genealogical connections to the senior royal 
patrician. Collectively they formed a single jural community with 
a degree of centralization enacted by local and national councils. 
Each community was expressed by the terms ili;::,we (country) and 
iJi::,we (nation) . 10 

Particularly among the Xhosa, and to a lesser degree among the 
Kl10i, fission gave rise to a congeries of chiefdoms which acknowl
edged ranking similar to that within each chiefclom. 11 The 
nuclear chiefdom was recognized as the senior one in which the 
paramount chieftainship was embedded. Each chiefdom, however, 
remained independent of the senior one in terms of the regulation 
of public affairs. The complexity of the Xhosa polity is further 
eviclencecl by the principle of duality which permeated the entire 
structure. This principle in fact gave rise to the fission in Xhosa 
chiefdoms ancl segmentation in Xhosa patricians and lineages 
and families. ,\11 Xhosa political and socio-economic units and 
the military organization consisted of two differentiated sections. 12 

Specifically, all patricians within a chiefdom were cliviclecl into 
so-called Right Hanel lineages ancl Great House lineages. Each 

• Insi:;ht into the structure of the extinct Cape Khoi chiefdoms may be derived from 
contemporary accounts. Sec, for example, I'. Kolbe The Presl'lll Stale of the Cape of 
Good Hoj,c: Co11laini11g a Particular .·lcco1111t of the Several .Nations of the Hot1c11/ols second ed. 
London 1738; J. Schreyer ;Reise nach dc1n Kapbndc und Beschreibung der 1-lottcn
totten 1 669- 1 G77' in Rciscbeschreib1111gc11 toll De11/sche11 Beam/en, 1md 1.-ricgsle11/en im Dimsl 
dcr .Viedcrlarulisclzc11 11 ·est 1111d Ost-I11disclzc11 J(o111/1ag11icn 1Go2-r797 ed. S. L. !'Honore 
Naber The Hague 1931; I. Schapera (ed.) The Early Caj;c Jlo/lc11/ols, Described in 1/,e 
Writings of Daj,j,cr (1668) Willem lcn Rhp1c (rG86) am/ Johannes G11licl11111s de Crevcnbroek 
(1695) Cape Town 1933. Of spccictl ,·aluc for its detail is the journal of Jan van 
Ricbecck, Commander of the Dutch fort at Table Bay 1652-1662. Extracts from this 
journal which pertain to San, Kiwi and Bantu-speaking peoples arc in D. ivloodie 
(eel.) The Record, Or a Series of Official l'ajxrs Relative to the Condition and Trea/mcnl of the 
,\'alive Tribes of South Africa fasc. n.:pr., Amsterdam 1960. For the ranking and splitting 
of Cape Kl10i chiefdoms sec ibid. pp. 215--1G. ,\ more detailed account is in J. van 
Ricbceck Dagverhacl 3 vols. The Hague 188.1-93 III (1649-62) pp. 401-.;. 
10 IIan11nond-Tookc op. cit. pp. 155-7; G. I'. Les trade 'Some Notes on the Political 
Organization of Certain Xhosa-Speaking Tribes in the Transkcian Territories' 
T.R.S.S.,1. XXIV No. -1 (1937) pp. 2U8-91. 
11 Hammond-Tooke loc. cit. 
1" Ibid. For the military org:inization see.J. II. Soga op. cit. pp. 68-69. 
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lineage, whether Right Hand or Great House, was rn turn com
posed of segmentary Right Hand and Great House lineages. 
Sons in families belonging to either the Right Hand or Great 
House segmentary lineages founded their own lineages. In time 
these were similarly ranked and segmented. 

The Great House sections were supreme in status, and the heir 
to the chieftainship or clanheaclmanship was produced by the 
most senior Great House lineage. In terms of succession to 
chieflainship the eldest representative of the senior lineage and 
clan of the Right Hand section acted as regent when a Great 
House heir had not yet attained his majority. The sections were 
politically co-equal at the local and national levels. 1t!cmbers of 
these juxtaposed divisions jointly formulated national and local 
policy and administered it. \Vhen a Right Hanel section opposed 
a policy, or did not wish to relinquish a regency, fission occurred. 
Right Hand sections thereupon established a new chiefdom and 
acknowledged the parent chiefdom as superior in genealogical 
status only. 13 

Xhosa expansion initiated by fission brought about contact 
with Kl10i chiefdoms. rvloreover, the juxtaposition of the two 
divisions in Xhosa society had a bearing on the character of 
clientship of incorporated Khoi and Kl10i-Xhosa, and the 
emergence of dependent chiefdoms composed of Kl10i-Xhosa 
clients. 

In addition to establishing the reciprocal relations created 
between the Xhosa and Khoi in geographically contiguous 
chiefdoms, and incorporation of Xhosa and Kl10i, an attempt is 
also made in this chapter to indicate the connections between 
Kl10i and Xhosa chiefdoms distantly removed. l'vforeover, 
linguistic evidence has been utilized to establish a category of 
relations between Kl10i and Xhosa within Xhosa society. This is 
clone to indicate Xhosa-Khoi contact prior to the r Goos, and to 
substantiate conclusions about the period under consideration 
reached from data derived from oral recorded traditions, official 
documents, and travellers' accounts. In the course of reconstruct
ing the evidence, erroneous elating of the reigns of Xhosa chiefs 
has been partly revised. It is hoped that this paper will contribute 
to analyses of South African frontier zones, and that it will 
demolish some hoary myths about Xhosa and Khoi history. 

"These were the underlying conditions as expressed in the oral traditions recorded 
by J- H. Soga. Sec his The South-Easlan Bantu Johannesburg 1931. 
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LINGUISTIC EVIDENCE 

Comparative analyses of Kl10i ancl Xhosa linguistic interrelation
ships indicate that interaction between Kl10i and Xhosa peoples 
was intimate and of long duration. H The contact profoundly 
affected the phonemic system of the Xhosa language, one of the 
Nguni sub-group of Bantu languages. The influence of the Khoi 
phonemic system was largely confined to Xhosa consonants. Of 
some fifty-five consonants (matched by about twenty-eight 
Proto-Nguni consonants) of the Xhosa phonemic stock, twenty-one 
arc primarily traceable to the !(hoi sound system. Fifteen of these 
twcnt y-onc arc so-called 'click consonants'.: As C. i\foinhof first 
proved, they are of n01'i:Nguni origin, for Proto-Bantu, Proto
Nguni and genetically related Bantu languages uninfluenced by 
Khoi ( or San) do not contain such speech sou nds. 15 The mag
ni tudc of the impact of Kl10i-Xhosa contact is thus evident 
linguistically. The Kl10i consonantal system converged with the 
Proto-Nguni consonantal system of the ancestors of the Xhosa, 
and produced a much more extensive third phonemic system 
which is contained in the Xhosa language of the present. 16 

About one-sixth of the Xhosa vocabulary is composed of words 
with clicks. A smaller section has non-click consonants also of 
Kl10i origin . .'.\Iany of these words arc cognates of Kl10i words, 
and they may be traced back into such Khoi languages as Kara 
and Nama. 17 The Kl10i worcls ·borrowed' by Xhosa arc sig
nificant from the historian's point of view. In addition to providing 
topographical information, they also point to socio-economic 
relationships between Kl10i and Xhosa peoples. They cover both 
material and non-material aspects of Xhosa culture. Pettman 16 

11 Carl :\Icinhof produced the first extensive linguistic analysis which showed that 
Xhosa contained much Kl10i lexical material. Sec C. l\ kinhof "I·Iottcntotische Lautc 
und Lehnworte im Kaflir' .fcitschrift ,kr Deutschcn ,\lorgt11/a11discl,c11 Gescllschafl LVIII 
(190.1); LIX (1905). A more recent attempt which takes into consideration the 
influence of San is L. \V. Lanham 'The Proliferation and Extension ofllantu Phonemic 
Systems Influenced by Dushman and Hollen tot' Proc. JVirith 1111. Co11gr. Ling., Cambridge, 
1Hass., 1962 The Hague 1964. 
1

• Ibid. 383; sec p. 387 for charts of the N"guni phonemic system before Khoi contact 
and the system which emerged during contact. :\kinhof op. cit. pp. 752-3, 759, tables 
and charts. 
1 • Lanham op. cit. pp. 382, 388-9. 
17 :\kinhof op. cir. pp. 54-G9, ,G-88; H. D. a\ndcrs 'Some Observations on Certain 
Sound Changes in Xhosa Derivatives of Khoisa' S.,1.J.S. XXXIII pp. 921-5; 
Lanham Joe. cir. Westphal op. cit. pp. 25.1--5. 
18 C. Pcttman 'Hottentot Place N"ames' S.A.J.S. XVI (1920) pp. 33.1-52; XVIII 
( 1922) pp. 372-82. 
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analysed European travellers' renditions of Xhosa and Khoi 
place names with clicks and concluded that at one time Khoi (and 
San) inhabited the Transkei as far as the l\,fzimvubu River. In a 
count from a Xhosa dictionary :tvieinhof found about fifty river 
names and six mountain names commencing with clicks. Several 
of the roots of these names have cognates in Nama. 19 

Kl10i word roots and phonetic elements exist in Xhosa nomen
clature denoting aspects of the socio-economic and ritual spheres. 
The 'cattle group' 20 contains terms for the variegated colour com
binations of cattle which arc derived from Kiwi. The Xhosa 
wore! inkomo 'head of cattle' was derived from Khoi goma-b 'head 
of cattle'. It replaced the older form inombe (P-B. -yombe; ngombe) 
which has been retained in the hloniplza language of Xhosa 
\\'Omen. 21 Some other Khoi derivatives arc: K. bi-b, 'milk', Xh. 
ubisi 'milk'; K. /ga-b 'grass', Xh. inca 'grass'; K. gu-s 'merino 
sheep', Xh. iguslza having the same meaning. 

The Xhosa 'religious group' contains numerous semantic 
correspondences of Khoi words. A few exam pies: K. ! gei-xa, 
'magic', Xl1. iqgira, 'diviner'; K. th•1i// koa-b, 'supreme being', 
Xh. uthixo, 'supreme being'. A considerable number of Xhosa 
terms for diseases, calling upon the ancestors (K. /nuru, 'to 
shout, call out', Xh. uku-11qulu), and procedures of animal 
sacrifice arc of Kl10i origin. 22 

Several deductions may be made from this linguistic evidence. 
:ivlcinhof's and Lanham's hypotheses concerning the absence of 
clicks in Ur-Bantu and Proto-Nguni, respectively, permit us to 
state that terms for geographical features were in fact 'borrowed' 
from Kl10i (and San) by the Xhosa as they and allier Southern 
Nguni im·aclccl the Kl10i territories in the Transkci. By extension, 
Kl10i and San occupied the regions between the Fish and the 
i\lzimn1bu Ri\-crs prior to the entry of the Southern Nguni. Since 
10 :'\kinhof op. cit. pp. 85-86. 
00 L. F. i\bingarcl first used this category. Sec L. F. ;'\faingard 'The Linguistic 
:\pproach to South African Prehistory and Ethnology' S.11.J.S. XXXI ( I 934) pp. 
132-,}, 
"J. A. Louw 'The Nomenclature of Cattle in S.E. Bantu Languages' Com. U11iv. 
S011/h .·lfr. C2 (1957) pp. 4-5; \Vestphal op. cit. pp. 253-G. The hlonipha vocabulary of 
"1guni married women consists of words in which phonemes arc substituted system
atically in order to avoid alliteration with the names of senior male a nines, especially 
the father-in-law (I-Iufa). i\lany of the words arc archaic. 
"The words have been taken from ~lcinhof. i\laingard, and Lanham. The orthogra
phy of Kl10i differs from that of Xhosa in reference to clicks and other elements. 
K. ,f.: X. none; K. /: X. c; K. //: X. x; K. ! : X. q; K.kx?: X. r (i.e. glottalizcd 
aITricativc). 
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LINGUISTIC EVIDENCE 

Comparative analyses of Kiwi and Xhosa linguistic interrelation
ships indicate that interaction between Kl10i and Xhosa peoples 
was intimate and of long duration. 11 The contact profoundly 
affected the phonemic system or the Xhosa language, one of the 
Nguni sub-group or Bantu languages. The influence of the Khoi 
phonemic system was largely confmccl to Xhosa consonants. Of 
some fifty-five consonants (matched by about twenty-eight 
Proto-Ngun.i consonants) of the Xhosa phonemic stock, twenty-one 
arc primarily traceable to the Klwi ound system. Fifteen of these 
twc1~ty-onc arc so-called 'click conso1;~. As C. Mcinho[ first 
proved, they arc or 1101'i=Nguni origin, for Proto-Bantu, Proto
Nguni and genetically related Bantu languages uninfluenced by 
Kl10i ( or San) do not contain such speech sounds. 15 The mag
nitude of the impact o!" Kiwi-Xhosa contact is thus evident 
linguistically. The Kiwi consonantal system converged with the 
Proto-Nguni consonantal system of the ancestors of the Xhosa, 
and produced a much more extensive third phonemic system 
which is contained in the Xhosa language of the present. Iv 

About one-sixth or the Xhosa \'ocabulary is composed of words 
with clicks. ~\ smaller section has non-click consonants also of 
Kiwi origin. i\Iany or these words arc cognates of Kiwi words, 
and they may be traced back into such Kiwi languages as Kora 
and Narna. 17 The Kiwi words 'borrowed' by Xhosa arc sig
nificant from the historian's point of view. In addition to providing 
topographical information, they also point to socio-economic 
relationships between Kiwi and Xhosa peoples. They cover both 
material and non-material aspects of Xhosa cullurc. Pcttman 18 

11 Carl l\Icinhof produced the first extensive linguistic analysis which showed that 
Xhosa contained much Kiwi lexical material. Sec C. 2\ lcinhof 'llollentotische L:1Ute 
und Lehnworlc im KaOir' :::_citschrifi der Dc11tsc/,e11 1\lorge11/a11disc/1m Gescl/schafl LVIII 
( 190.;); LIX ( 1905). ,\ more recent attempt which takes into consideration the 
influence ofSa11 is L. \V. Lanham ·The Proliferation and Extension oflhnlu Phonemic 
Systems InOucnccd by Bushman a11d Hottentot' Proc. JVi11th /111. Congr. Ling., Cambridge, 
1\/ass., 1962 The Hague 196.1. 
1' Ibid. 383; sec p. 387 for charts of the Nguni phonemic system before Kiwi contact 
and the system which emerged during contact. l\Icinhof op. cit. pp. 752-3, 759, tables 
and charts. 
'" Lanham op. cit. pp. 382, 388~. 
17 2\kinhof op. cit. pp. 5.1-G9, 76-88; I-1. D. ,\nders 'Some Obscrvatio11s on Certain 
Sound Changes in Xhosa Derivatives of Khoisa' S . .-1.J.S. XXXIII pp. 92 1-5; 
Lanham Joe. cit. \\'estphal op. cit. pp. 25,1-5. 
18 C. Pettman 'Hottentot I'bcc Names' S . .-1.J.S. XVI (1920) pp. 33.1-52; XVIII 
(1922) pp. 372-82. 
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Interaction between Xhosa and Kiwi 

analysed European travellers' renditions of Xhosa and Khoi 
place names with clicks and concluded that at one time Khoi (and 
San) inhabited the Transkei as far as the l\tlzimvubu River. In a 
count from a Xhosa dictionary :Mcinhof found about fifty river 
names and six mountain names commencing with clicks. Several 
of the roots of these names have cognates in N ama. 19 

Kl10i word roots and phonetic elements exist in Xhosa nomen
clature denoting aspects of the socio-economic and ritual spheres. 
The 'cattle group' 20 contains terms for the variegated colour com
binations of cattle which arc derived from Kiwi. The Xhosa 
word inkomo 'head of cattle' was derived from Khoi goma-b 'head 
of cattle'. It replaced the older form inombe (P-B. -)'ombe; ngombe) 
which has been retained in the lzlonipha language of Xhosa 
womc11. 21 Some other Khoi derivatives arc: K. bi-b, 'milk', Xh. 
ubisi 'milk'; K. /ga-b 'grass', Xh. inca 'grass'; K. gu-s 'merino 
sheep', Xh. igusha having the same meaning. 

The Xhosa 'religious group' contains numerous semantic 
correspondences of Kiwi words. A few examples: K. ! gei-:rn, 
'magic', Xh. iqgira, 'diviner'; K. tlzui// koa-b, 'supreme being', 
Xh. uthixo, 'supreme being'. A considerable number of Xhosa 
terms for diseases, calling upon the ancestors (K. /mmt, 'to 
shout, call out', Xh. uku-nqulu), and procedures of animal 
sacrifice arc ofKhoi origin. 22 

Several deductions may be made from this linguistic evidence. 
Jvlcinho['s ancl Lanham's hypotheses concerning the absence of 
clicks in Ur-Bantu and Proto-Nguni, respectively, permit us to 
state that terms for geographical features were in fact 'borrowed' 
from Kiwi (ancl San) by the Xhosa as they and other Southern 
Nguni invaded the Kiwi territories in the Transkei. By extension, 
Kl10i and San occupied the regions between the Fish and the 
i\[zi1m·ubu RiYcrs prior to the entry of the Southern Nguni. Since 
10 ~kinhof op. cit. pp. 85-86. 
00 L. F. ~laingard first used this category. Sec L. F. 1laingard 'The Linguistic 
Approach to South ,\frican Prehistory and Ethnology' S.A.J.S. XXXI ( 1934) pp. 
132-4. 
' 1 J. ,\. Louw 'The i'Jomcnclaturc of Cattle in S.E. Bantu Languages' Com. U11iv. 
South .·lfr. C2 ( 1957) pp. 4-5; \Vcstphal op. cit. pp. 253-6. The hlonipha vocabulary of 
~guni married women consists of words in which phonemes arc substituted system
atically in order to avoid alliteration with the names of senior male afiincs, especially 
the father-in-law (I IuFa). 1Iany of the words arc archaic. 
"The words have been taken from l\Ieinhof, :\laing:nd, and Lanham. The orthogra
phy of Khoi difTers from that of Xhosa in reference to clicks and other elements. 
K. #: X. none; K. /: X. c; K. //: X. x; K. ! : X. q; K.kx?: X. r (i.e. glottalizcd 
afTricativc). 
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place names ,vith clicks arc scarce north-cast of the tJzimvubu 
and in ?-fatal, we may deduce that this area was occupied by the 
ancestors of the southern Nguni for a much longer period o'. time 
than the region south-west of that river. The extensive penod of 
contact in the Transkci must have been intermittently violent. 
'Xhosa' is derived from the Kl10i verb stem meaning 'to destroy'. 
Trading relations between Xhosa and Kl10i chiefdoms arc 
suggested by the Xhosa and Kl10i common word borrowing from 
Arabic for 'exchange article' and the intoxicating plant, 'dagga'. 23 

The Xhosa retained many Bantu forms for all religious institu
tions and ritual practices also denoted by Kl10i 'borrowings', 
which indicates that these institutions and practices existed prior 
to contact with Khoi, and were not wholly adopted from Kl10i 
culturc. 21 ~Iorcm-cr, these retentions imply that, although the 
the Xhosa incorporated Kl10i peoples, they remained in control 
of the regulation of public aO:--lirs. The Khoi-dcrived cognates in the 
Xhosa 'cattle group' suggest that Khoi were relegated to a 
socially inferior position in a patron-client relationship-the 
Xhosa being the patrons, and the Kl10i their clients as cattle 
herders, messengers, envoys and so forth. 25 Important functions 
carried out by male Xhosa, such as cattle milking, must have 
remained the Xhosa's prerogative. The term uku-senga, 'to milk' 
was not replaced by a Kl10i equivalent. 26 Indeed, the restriction 

03 l\faingard op. cit. p. 138. He uses Kora vocabulary and slates that the Khoi 
referred to the Xhosa as //kosa, 'angry men', 'the men who do damage'. 11frinhof 
shows that the :\'ama employed the same term as the Kora for the Xhosa, but he docs 
not elaborate further. Sec l\kinhof op. cit. p. 85. That the term 'Xhosa' may be a 
Khoi derivative must not be dismissed, however. H. Lichtenstein who travelled 
through the Cape in the beginning of the nineteenth century alludes to the fact that 
'Xhosa' is, indeed, a Khoi cognate. Sec H. Lichtenstein 'Dcmcrkungen ubcr die 
Sprachen der Sudafrikanische wilden Volkcrstamrnc' .·lllgcmcincs Archivfur Etlmograpic 
1111d Linguistik I (1808) p. 291 n. Sec also 2\'icnabcr op. cit. p. 537. In reference to 
trade, ::\kinhof gives the following '.',;arna tcnns and corresponding Xhosa words; 
K. rnari-b, valuable, moncy-X. irnali, valuable, money (from the Arabic word for 
wealth); k. dab: ?a-b-X. ukudakwa, to be in an intoxicated state; cf. Sotho: mata
kwanc, hemp; (possibly from the :\raliic word for tobacco). See ::\Icinhof op. cit. pp. 
6 I ff. 
'' l\faingard op. cit. pp. 1 37-8. 
"Since the original Bantu stern is retained in the Xhosa hlo11ij1ha \'Ocabulary, tl1c 
ancestors of the Xhosa may have employed it prior to contact with Khoi. l\forcover, 
the X~ni must have had cattle when entering South Africa from the north of the 
Limpopo river where 'inkorno' or other Khoi derivatives arc not found. The Xhosa 
mav have altered their terminology for catilc in the process of inter-action with Khoi 
in i'hc form of a patron-client relationship, sec Louw, op. cit. pp. 12, 15. 
ec C. Ehret has discussed Kiwi-Bantu linguistic intcrrcla1ionships pertaining to milking 
and cattle for Southern ,\frica in 'Cattle-keeping and ::\lilking in Eastern and Southern 
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of Kl10i-clcrivccl Xhosa words to socio-economic and ritual 
spheres of Xhosa culture expresses that Kl10i participation was 
limited to that extent in Xhosa society. 

We may infer further that the inferior social status of Kl10i was 
balanced by their function in Xhosa religious institutions referred 
to bv 'borrowed nomenclature'. The Xhosa must have attributed 
higl{ status to what they believed to be the Khoi's ability to 
protect the land originally their own. The Kl10i must therefore 
have participated in Xhosa society as diviners to prevent natural 
destruction, witchcraft and sorcery, to heal the sick, bring rain in 
times of drought, and to maintain the general welfare of the 
Xhosa chiefdoms. 27 

Linguistic evidence by itself is not sufficient to prove all the 
Xhosa-Kiwi relations described. These aspects of interaction 
between Kiwi and Xhosa arose from a process of incorporation of 
Kl10i by Xhosa. Linguistic data docs not show how this process 
took place, nor docs it indicate the possibility of assimilation of 
Xhosa peoples by Khoi. l t is difficult to determine the elate of 
initial interaction from available data. On the basis of glotto
chronology, contact between Xhosa and Kl10i first took place five 
to seven centuries ago, which seems probable as far as contact 
in the Transkci is concerned. 23 Dating the incorporation of Khoi 
at different periods of time at least prior to the 1600s is not 
possible at this stage. This would require the chronicling of sound 
shifts in Xhosa during its evolution from Proto-Nguni and tl1is has 
not yet been attempted by linguists. \Vhcn this is clone, these 
sound shifts could be employed as measuring sticks to indicate at 
\\'hat period a Kiwi word entered Xhosa-before or after any 
number of Xhosa sound shifts. 

RECORDED ORAL TRADITIONS 

A valuable source for data concerning seventeenth-century 
Xhosa-Kl10i relations is the oral tradition imparted by John Knox 

"' ~laingard op. cit. p. 135. 
"Lanham op. cit. p. 383. He suggests that contact between Kl10i and a probably 
homogeneous i\"guni group took place for the first time between five and seven cen
turies ago, and th.11 the ancestors of the Xhosa split oIT from the ancestors of the 
present-day Zulu speakers between fi,·c and six centuries from the present. I Iis first 
assertion perhaps will 1101 hold up to awaited archaeological evidence . 

.-\frican Ilistory: Linguistic Evidence' ] . .-I.II. VIII No. 1 (1967) pp. 4-17. The term 
11(/u)biJi may also be related to the common Bantu root *•viki-'fresh'. Ibid. q. Sec 
also Westphal op. cit. p. 135. 
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Bokwe to the German missionary, A. Kropf, in the late nineteenth 
century. 29 Intermarriage between the Xhosa paramountcy 
lineage of the royal Tshawe clan and a royal lineage or clan of a 
Khoi chiefdom occurred in the reign of paramount chief Togu. 30 

"Kropf op. cit. pp. 1-q. J. K. Bokwe anclj. H. Soga have been Lhe subjects of brief 
biographical stuelics. Sec D. P. Kun enc and R. ,\. Kirsch The Bcgi11ni11g ef South African 
Vimacular Litaaturt: .·I lli.<torical Study a11d a Series of Biograj,hies Los Angeles 1967 pp. 
12, 16-17. 
30 Togu appears sixth in the line of descent from Xhosa in J. H. Saga's genealogy of 
the Xhosa royal elesccnt group. Sec J. I-I. Soga S.E. Bn111t, Xhosa genealogy facing 
eh. lX. The Sogas place Togu's death at 16137. Considering that an average reign 
lasted twenty-five years, they take this date as the starting point for elating the reigns of 
Xhosa paramount chiefs as far back as Xhosa. Sec T. U. Soga op. cit. p. 31; J. H. 
Soga op. cit. passim. ,\ccorclingly, Sikomo, father of Togu began his reign in 1650, 
but Ngcwangu, Sikomo's predecessor, commenced his in 1 635 which makes his reign 
only fifteen years in duration. ,\II reigns up to Xhosa arc placed at twenty-five year 
intervals so that Xhosa supposedly ruled by 1535. The reigns of the chiefs Ngconde 
::rncl Tshiwo who ruled after Togu arc chronicled in a dissimilar manner. The elates of 
deaths ::ire indicated as 1696 ::incl 1702, but their births and beginning of their reigns 
arc not shown. Sec T. B. Soga Joe. cit. The Sogas base their figure of Togu's death 
on Thc::il's statement tl1at Togu was ::ilivc in 1686. Sec G. l\I. Thea] HiJtory of 
South Africa, 1691-1795 London 1131313 p. 2 q; T. B. Sog::i op. cit. p. 53; J. H. Soga 
op. cit. p. 95 f. T. B. Soga used this date and the ten reigns which followed 
after Togu in figuring the average length of a reign. Sec T. B. Soga lac. cit. 1686 
has been a crucial elate for the formulation of the chronology of Xhosa political 
history, but I cast doubt on i1s validity. ,\pparently, Thea! assumed the date 
from data obtained from the ::iccounls of Dutch shipwrecked sailors of the Sta,,nisse 
(16136) and the work of J. I-I. Grevcnbrocck. (Crevenbroeck, in Schapera op. cit. 
pp. 121-3.) These arc infonnati,·e sources, for the sailors resided among the Xhosa 
for about twenty-two months and Grevenbroeck recorded their clcc!ar,1tions. How
ever, I found no mention of Togu in the accounts of the StaveniSJe sailors. (Extracts 
of Log Dook kept in the lloo/..:a Cmtnur ( 16138), in Moodie, op. cit. pp. 424-28; 
Extracts of ::i Despatch of Simon van dcr Std and Council to the Chamber XVII 
ibid. pp .. ,30-3. Extracts of Declaration of Capt. \V. KnyIT, ... 25 i\farch 1687, in 
ibid. pp .. p5-16. E:<tr::ict of Declaration of Ten Officers and Sailors ... of the ship 
Sta~·enine '.! 1\farch 1687 in ibid. pp. ·l 17-18. !'or the complete versions in Dutch, sec 
Goclce-\lolsbcrgen op. cit. III pp. 50-96.) The only reference to a chief whose name 
appears lo resemble 'Togu' was made by G. Chenut, a French youth who was 'rescued' 
along with nineteen Stavc11isJc sailors by the Ccnlnur in 1688. He was a member of the 
BOIi<', :-rn English ship, and had been attacked by an Nguni group while he and some 
of the crew members were searching for a suitable landing pbcc along the coast. 
'Tokhc' a paramount chief who was also referred to as 'Sotopa' and 'Sesse', adopted 
him. (Grevcnbrocck Joe. cit.) .\f1er residing there for some time, he travelled to the 
sailors of the Stni-c11isse among the Xhosa. Thea! assumed without question that 'Tokhe' 
was the cqui,·;dent of 'Togu'. I suggest that 'Tokhc' slands for 'Tahlc', an i\Ipondo 
par::imount chief (seej. II. Soga South Eastern Bn11tu \Jpondo genealogy). It is possible 
that Table reigned during the 1613os. Tahlc is shown as the grcat-gr::rnclfathcr ofl'aku 
on the genealogy. Faku must ha,·e been born about 1 770, for he died in his nineties 
in 1867 (G. Calloway Pioneers i11 Po11dola11d p. 27). If we take an average reign of thirty 
yc::irs for the .\fpondo chiefs who 1·ulcd during the time between Faku and Tahlc, the 
latter's reign falls between about 16130-1710. On the basis of the evidence reconsidered 
here, I suggest that the dating of the reigns of Xhosa paramount chiefs should be 
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Bokwe states that Togu took the daughter of 'Ngosini (Nqosoro)', 
chief of 'the Lawo', as one of his minor wives, subsidiary to the 
Great Wife. 31 The son of this union was Ntinde who founded the 
Niinde clan. 32 

From Togu's reign onward, reciprocally advantageous and 
disadvantageous connections were established between Kiwi 
chiefdoms and Xhosa chiefdoms. The source of contact resulted 
from the fissiparous tendency in the Xhosa social structure. Togu 
begot Ziko, or Gandowentshaba, which was his praise name 
meaning 'Stamper-into-the-ground-of-the-enemy', as his Right 
Hand son, and Ngconcle as the heir in the Great House. Ngconcle's 
Great House heir for the paramount chieftainship was Tshiwo 
who was born after Ngconcle's death. l\Jdange, who was Ngconcle's 
Right Hanel son, and Ntinde, hid Tshiwo and kept his birth a 
secret, for Gancio (Ziko) had taken over the paramountcy. 33 

After Tshiwo's circumcision ceremony, Ntincle and lVIclange 
proclaimed Tshiwo the legitimate paramount chief. Gancio 
clcfeatecl Tshiwo in battle, and with his followers and captured 
cattle moved south-west from the Uashee River 'until the land of 
Nqobokazi was reached. Having arrived he built homesteads 
there beyond the Nxuba (Great Fish River)'. 3 •1 

Pursuit of Gancio brought Tshiwo further inland 'near Hinsati, 
the Kl10i chief, near the Bushmen (San)'. 35 Plagued by the San, 
31 Kropf op. cit. 4,. 
"Ibid. 

°" Ibid. 
JO Ibid. 

33 Ibid. 

r~,·ised. The connicting versions of the traditions provided by J. H. Soga and llokwe 
arc another reason for revision. According to Soga, Palo was born in 1 702, the year of 
paramount Tshiwo's death. Tshiwo's father, Ngconde, son of Togu, supposedly died 
111 1695. Xhosa law of succession n:gulatcs that a G.H. heir succeeds to the para
mountcy after the para111ount's death. Tshiwo's reign must have l.Jcen short indeed, 
especially when we take into consideration llokwe's traditions which inform that 
Tshiwo was born afla Ngconclc's death. (Kropf op. cit. p. 8.) The reason for the 
cliscrcpa11cy m:1y be that the traditions of the Sogas arc those of the Xhosa royal 
descent group, in which the paramount office was obtained. The ambiguity surround
ing Tshiwo's birth and the dispute between Tshiwo and usurper Ganclowc-ntshaba, 
head of the ll.H. section, may therefore have l,ccn clclcted. Instead, the details of the 
dispute as found in Dokwe's traditions arc transferred to the connict between Palo and 
Gwali, son of Tshiwo. (.J. JI. Soga op. cit. 1 :! 1 f.) llokwe, on the other hand, reveals 
that Gw:di was the lZ.I-1. son of Togu, and that he supported Ntincle and Gancio 
against Tshiwo (Kropf op. cit. 9). The date of 1686 for Togu may have been accept
able to thr, Sogas, and the year of his death 111ay ha,·e bcen manufactured bv thc 111 in 
order to upgrade thc n·igns of i\'gcondc and Tshiwo so that they overlap an~l include 
1he period ofGando's n:ign. ,\ reviscd \'crsion of the reigns :,t thirty years per reign for 
the Xhosa chiefs in the seventeenth century would be: Togu c. 1590-16:?o; ;\;g~onde 
c. 16~0-1650 (Gandowentshaba c. 1650-1670); Tshiwo c. 1670-1701/:?. (Xhosa's 
period would be c. q'.?o-q50.) 
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Tshiwo was forced to subdue Gancio in battle. Gando's army was 
clispersccl at the Fish on account ofTshiwo's military innovations, 
by dividing his army into the Left Hanel and Right Hand sections 
and hand-to-hand combat. Canelo was forced to flee into 'Hinsati's 
tcrri tory near the present clay Somerset region'. 36 \Vith Hinsati he 
created a military and political alliance, and gave his daughter in 
marriage to the Kl10i chief. In return, Hinsati granted Gando 
part of his pasture grounds where he was permitted to establish 
his own chiefdom. 37 

Tshiwo had returned beyond the Bashec, but he experienced 
defection of his people to Gancio. He decided to compel his rival 
to return by force of arms. This led to another migratory move
ment to Hinsati's country: 

1Iany rivers were crossed, until they came to I-Iinsati's country, where 
they found Gancio revered as a chief with a large ai·my. The entire 
country from there to Kobanqaba was clotted with many homesteads 
of the people of Gancio. 38 

Negotiations between Tshiwo and Gancio on the one hand, and 
with I-Iinsati on the other, led to carnage. Hinsati secretly wished 
the remo\·al of the Xhosa from his land, while Gando's people no 
longer yearned for Tshiwo's country. Nevertheless, Gancio and 
Tshiwo resoh-ccl their differences, and combined their forces to 
acquire Hinsati's immense herds. The agreement with the Kl10i 
chief was breached by the abcl uction of his Xhosa wife, who, in the 
meantime, had given birth to I-Iinsati's heir Cwama. Hinsati was 
killed and his residence burnt. Cwama and his brother Sukwini 
retaliated with Kiwi warriors. Violent battles followed as the 
Xhosa went into 'the heart of the country, where most ofl-Iinsati's 
people lived, pillagecl, destroyed, and burned until darkness fell 
over the land'. 39 

From this account may be discerned two processes by which 
Kiwi-Xhosa interaction took place under varied conditions. 
During Togu's reign, a Xhosa lineage was the recipient in a 
marriage transaction with one or more Khoi chiefdoms around the 
Bashce Ri\·er. Since the Xhosa in this case were the wife-takers 
and 110 information is gi\·cn on marriage exchange, we may 

'"Ibid. "Ibid. 
38 Ibid. p. (). The .-xacl lucatio11 is difficult to dctcrrninc. 'Kobanqaba' may be 
ikhobo11qaba, the Xhosa term for the Koonap l{ivcr, a tributary of the Great Fish River; 
see ,\. Kropf ,I 1.-ajfir-E11glish Diclio11ary Lovcclalc 1 899 p. 1 80. 
ao Kropf op. cit. p. 1 o. 
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11sm111e that during Togu's reign these Khoi were in a dependent 
position. Conversely, Khoi royal lineages were recipients of 
Xhosa princesses when Xhosa were given sanction in Kl10i 
territory. 

Because Cwama came out in battle, Ganclo must have resided 
in Hinsati's territory for at least two decades. Gando's ack
nowledgement of Hinsati's ownership of the land occupied 
by his Xhosa refugees was assured through the practice of 
Xhosa wife-giving. Xhosa were not politically assimilated by 
the Kl10i as indicated by Gando's right to maintain his chieftain
ship oYer his people in assigned Kl10i territory. The reference 
to the countryside being 'clotted' with homesteads of 'the 
people of Gancio' suggests territorial separation between the 
two peoples. This, however, docs not necessarily imply a lack 
of social cross-cutting ties by intermarriage between the two 
peoples. 

Assimilation of Xhosa by Khoi occurred when leaderless Xhosa 
refugees entered Kl10i chiefdoms. This is exemplified by the 
incorporation of Xhosa refugees into Hinsati's chiefdom, initially 
caused by the political developments in Xhosaland after the 
return of Gancio and Tshiwo. The paramount chief extended the 
political power of the Great House section of his Tshawe royal 
clan by stripping the Right Hand section under Canelo from its 
noble status through inter-clan marriage. Tshiwo married 
Ganclo's sister, and this breach of the exogamous clan marriage 
rule renclcrcd Gando's lineage and clan Kwayi, or Commoners. 
In response to this decline in social status many of the Kwayi 
clan abandoned Canelo and returned to Hinsati's land to rejoin 
the Xhosa who had remained. ~0 

From the union of these Xhosa with Kl10i emerged the 
Gonaqua chiefdom under Cwama. The Xhosa refugees were 
physiologically and culturally assimilated into Cwama's chiefdom. 
Subsequent generations spoke a mixture of Khoi and Xhosa, 
\\'ith Khoi predominating.· 11 This hydridization can only be 
• 0 lbi<l. p. g;J. II. Soga op. cit. p. r.p. 
11 Travellers who \'isited the Gonaqua in the eighteenth century point this out. Sec, 
for example. ,\. Sparrman .-1 l'oJ·agc to the Cape of Good I-lof,e ... ChiiflJ' into the Co1111try 
of the flollcnlo/s and Cajfrcs ... 'i72 lo £ iiG tr. G. Forster 2 vols. London r 7!15 II pp. 
6-7; F. Le \'aillant Travel, from the Ca/1c of Good Hope i11to the /11/crior Parts of Africa 
·~ \'ok London 1 790 I I pp. 1-:i. The presence of bilingualism in Gonaqua society may 
ha,·e influenced the Gonaqua Khoi dialect. Sparrman especially refers to the presence 
of Xhosa and persons of mixed descent among the Gonaqua (Sparrman op. cit. pp. 7, 
27). 
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accounted for by reciprocal marriage between the incoming 
Xhosa ancl Cwama's Kiwi. The children of polygenous marriages 
between Kl10i males and Xhosa females learned Xhosa from their 
mothers and incorporated it into the Kl10i language while 
participating in Kl10i society external to the immediate family. 
Kl10i prevailed as the predominating clement of the Gonaqua's 
language because the Xhosa language was not incorporated as 
much by offspring of marriages between Khoi women and Xhosa 
n1cn. ·12 

The Gonaqua retained their Khoi culture. They remained 
exclusively pastoral. They did not adopt the Xhosa practice of 
circumcision in the initiation ceremonies of young men, and 
continued to employ the traditional Kl10i bow and arrow, 
weapons which were never used by the Xhosa. 43 

i\lcmbers of the Gonaqua chiefdom located between the Kei 
and Keiskama were incorporated by the expanding Xhosa chief
doms during the early 1 700s. The l'dndange, Ntinde, and several 
other clans split from the Tshawe nuclear chiefdom, and crossed 
the Kei River. They were followed by the Tshawe under Palo, 
Tshiwo's successor. H By the middle of the eighteenth century all 
of these chiefdoms were located between the Kci and the Keiskama 
Rivers: 15 In the process, the Gonaqua chiefdom was subjected. 
Remnant Gonaqua clans regrouped themselves between the 

"Dr Lanham refers to the polygynous family and bilingualism as elements which 
gave rise to the incorporation of Kiwi consonants into Xhosa. He docs not deal with 
Gonaqua or other Kiwi groups strongly inOuenccd by Xhosa. Since the Gonaqua 
remained predominantly Kiwi in culture, I assume, at this stage that the Xhosa who 
were assi111ibtcd into the Gonaqua's ancestors' social structure ,vcrc outnumbered. 
See Lanham op. ci1. 
"Ibid. 159; Yaillant pp. ,10-118. 
"J. H. Soga op. cit. p. 120 f. 
"The royal residence of the :'\tindc chiefdom was situated in an area cast of the 
Keiska111a Ri,·cr, between the Irnmozani River and the Keiskama estuary. Gwali, 
chief of the Gwali chiefdom, which had split from the Tshawc chiefdom in the early 
1 700s li,Td north of the N1 indc on the Twccu River, a tributary of the Chalumna 
River; the residence of Gcalcka, heir to Palo, was on the Kwenurha River and its 
tributaries. Farther inLrncl from the coast than these chiefdoms were the l\ldangr. 
under chicf'_\fachola', situated on 1hc T\'ahoon River and its tributary, the Cabongo. 
Paramount chief Palo ~csiclcd at the sources of the Ch::ilumna River, and near the 
1zcli Ri,·cr. Sec C. ,\. Haupt 'Journ::il Gchoudcn ... op de togl door den Vaandrig 
:\ugust l.'rcdcrick lkutkr (1752)' in Gocke .\lolsbergcn op. cit. Vol. III j,assim. Sec 
also\". S. Forbes l'io11ar Tra,·e/las of Sou//, .. 1frica . . ·I Geographical Commmlary 11po11 Rou/,s, 
Raord,, Obserialio11s awl Oj,inions of Tra,·el/ers at the Caj,c 1750-1800 Cape Town 1965 p. 
14.6, .\Japs Xo. 'i Ga b p 7; idem 'l3eutlcr's Expedition into the Eastern Cape, 1 752' 
Archir·es rear /Jook for So11th _·lfrica11 I Ji.<tor_J' 1 953 1 Gth year, No. 1 pp. 297-303 and 
m::ips facing pp. 2()8, 300. 
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Keiskama and the Fish Rivers. 46 Those who remained were placed 
in a subservient relationship to the Xhosa. They served as cattle 
herders and sen·ants of 1vindange and Ntindc soldiers in military 
cattle outposts along the Keiskama. 47 In times of war, they 
functioned as soldiers and envoys of the Xhosa chiefs. 48 The 
Gonaqua clients did not constitute a caste, for reciprocal 
intermarriage was frequent. 10 

Furthermore, outstanding Gonaqua personalities acquired 
administrative positions by rendering military services to the 
juxtaposed Great House and Right Hand sections of the Xhosa 
chiefdom. Apparently, Xhosa chiefs effectively mobilized the 
support of Gonaqua lineage groups by allowing them to be 
separately administered by Gonaqua headmen and personal 
Gonaqua servants at royal residences. During the succession 
struggles bct\,veen Tshiwo and Gancio, Palo and Gwali ( r 720 ?) , 
and between Gcaleka and Rarabe a generation later ( r 74.0 ?) , 
personal officials of the paramount chiefs were bestowed with 
chieftainship offices over Gonaqua and related Xhosa clans. 50 

Out of this development emerged the Gqunukwebe chiefrlom 
which was structured similarly to Xhosa chiefdoms proper. It 
separated itself from the Xhosa chiefdom clusters, as did other 
Xhosa chiefdoms. After the defeat of Gwali, the Gqunukwebe 
chief Zaka 0ed with his followers. 51 By the r 760s the Gqunukwebe 
reached the 'Hoengeiqua' chiefdom between the Bushman and 
the Fish Rivers. There they were granted territory by the 
I-Iocngeiqua in exchange for cattle. 52 

" Haupt op. cit. 
"Ibid. p. 310. 
IS Ibid. 
"Ibid. p. 311. 
,o J. 11. Soga op. cit. pp. 93-95, 1 1 G-19. Soga rebtcs that Kwanc, a commoner coun
sellor appointed by Tshiwo, gained autonomy from the paramount chief by acquiring 
Xhosa clients who had been accused of witchcraft. Kwane hid then, among the 
Gonaqua. In time the offspring of these Xhosa and Gonaqua women increased his 
following. Tshiwo recognized Kwane's growing influence and gained his allcgiancl, 
as a client through patronage expressed by his legitimization of Kwanc's leadership 
over his clients. These came to be called Gqunukwcbe. The tradition was taken 
verbatim from the work of Cowper Rose who visited the Gqunukwcbc in the 1820s. 
Sec C. Rose Four Years i11 South Africa London 1829 pp. 1.i8-50. For the subsequent 
formation of the Gqunukwcbe and their role in the dispute over the paramount 
chicfship between Palo and Gwali, sec Col. Richard Collins, 'Supplement to the 
Relations of a Journey into the Country of the ... Caffrc People ( 1809)' in l\loodie 
op. cit. part V, pp. 9, 1 o. 
' 1 Ibid.; Soga .-lma-Xosa ... p. 2-i· 
,: Soga op. cit. p. 119; Collins loc. cic. 
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DOCU;\lENTARY EVIDENCE: KHO!-XIIOSA RELATIONS J:,; 

CAPE TRADE NET\VORKS 

Prior to the arriYal of the Dutch at Table Day in 1652, the coastal 
Khoi chiefdoms of the western Cape acquired metals and glass 
beads from crc\,·s of European ships and shipwrecks. 53 Such 
goods may also have been obtained in the interior. The information 
gathered by J. van Riebeeck suggests that the Chochoqua 
reeeivcd iron, copper, and beads via the Nama Kl10i from the 
Bantu-speaking Tlhaping Tswana. Moreover, the Chochoqua 
apparently were the middlemen in a barter trade in these metals 
and cattle, which they conducted with their eastern Khoi neigh
bours. The reliance of Klioi chiefdoms cast of the Cape periphery 
on the Tswana metal producers and Chochoqua miclc!lcmen was 
clearly evident in the r65os. An envoy of the Chainouqua chiefdom 
located thirty clays inland in an easterly direction from Table Bay, 
informed the Dutch about: 

... a certain great Loni, Emperor or King, who is the Ruler over all 
those Cape Tribes, whom they [KhoiJcall Chobona, living, very far off 
in the interior, rich in gold, which they [Khoi] call Chory, and say 
that they find [it] in the sancl~and coin into money as large as the 
palm of the hand and larger ... 5 •1 

The Chainouqua iudicatecl that the Chochoqua maintained an 
03 Goodwin op. cit. 
'' \',m Riebecck. Entry for 31 October 1657 in :\Ioodic op. cit. p. 11 o. The personi
fication may be an indication of the difliculties encountered by Khoi interpreters in 
translating Kiwi expression for politics and groups into Dutch. 'Chobona' (kou:011a) 
was one of the Nama and Cape Kiwi terms for 13anlu-spcaking people (Nienaber 
op. cit. pp. 212-13). 'Chobona' were definitely Bantu. They were also described as 
'planting several kinds of garden stuff, ... speaking a language different from that 
spoken by the tribes nearer this Cape' and 'living in stone houses with beams'. (Van 
Riebecck, in :\Ioodic lac. cit.) 'Chari' (lori-b or /uri-b), the Cape Khoi collective term 
for 'metal' (l'\icnabcr op. cit. pp. 537-8) was erroneously interpreted as 'gold'. This 
may be attributed 10 van Riebceck's association of gold with Bantu-speaking peoples. 
He arrived at this view from the descriptions of the Empire of l\1wcnemwetapa in the 
journals of the J. van Linscholcn East fodia expedition (1596). The journals of 
P. Cruythoff and I'. van l\lcerhoff (1661) inform that the Narna were visited at 
intervals by 1he 'Brigoudy' or '13rickjc' who were also referred lo as 'Cho bona'. They 
brought iron, copper, aucl becids which they in turn had obtained from the 'real 
Chaboners' c,dlcd the 'Chori-Eyqua'. Since /ori- means 'metal' and + ci-s means 'ore' 
we may infer that they were the 'metal ore people'. (Sec the relevant extracts in l\Ioodie 
op. cil. pp. 230--1-, 235-ii, 236-7. 1 he Dutch versions arc in Godcc-Molsbergcn op. 
cit. I, sec especially pp. 63-6.1, 93). 'Brigoudy' and 'Brickje' may stand for 'Brikwa' 
(goat people), the Cape Khoi and l'\ama term for the Tlhaping. Sec, for example 
L. F. :\Iaingard, '13rikwa and the Ethnic Origins of the Bathlaping' S . .-1.J.S. XX.',;: 
(1927) pp. 597-621; l'\ienaber op. cil. pp. 219-,w, 224-. The Tlhnping chiefdom 
dates back lo the beginning of the seventeenth century. Sec F. J. Language 'Herkoms 
en Gcskicdenis van die Tlhaping' ,ifrican Studies I No. 1 (19,p) pp. r 16-18. 



Interaction between Xhosa and Kiwi 

intermediary position in the Tswana-Kiwi trade diffusion network 
by force: 

This Chobona has ... a General (Veltheer) over these tribes [those in 
the Cape peninsula] to keep them in subjection, and to oblige them 
always to acknowledge Chobona for their sovereign, and to punish the 
rebellious by making war upon them. The Vcltheer is the same as the 
Saldanhars [Dutch term for the Chochoqua at that time] in dress and 
language, and is called Kochoqua [Chochoqua], consisting of two 
powerful annies (heyrlegers) or ho1·des, second of which is named 
Corona [ !gora-na: Kora] and both have no other employment than 
making war upon the rebellious for the purpose stated .... 55 

The Dutch became the alternative source of copper, brass, and 
beads for the Chochoqua and Chainouqua. The latter particularly 
took aclYantage of the Netherlanders' desire to reach Khoi and 
Bantu chiefdoms in the hinterland for cattle and precious metals. 50 

On several occasions the Chainouqua paramount chief, Sousoa, 
in the early 1660s proclaimed that he was well acquainted with 
'Chobona'. To make himself the middleman, a politically and 
economically subordinate relationship was established between his 
chiefdom and the 'Hamcunqua'. They constituted one of the most 
populous, and cattle-rich chiefdoms in the eastern interior of the 
Cape, and provided the Chainouqua and other more western 
Kiwi chiefdoms with dagga. 07 Through the Hamcunqua the 
Chainouqua also estahlishcd a connection with the Chobona, for 
the Hamcunqua resided to the north-west of these people and 
were their close allies. 58 These Cho bona had struck a reciprocal 
alliance with the Chainouqua by the process of 'bride-giving'. 

"Van Ricbecck. Entry for 31 October 1657, in l\Ioodie op. cit. p. 110. 
"Ibid. Entries for 21-22 September 1660, pp. 214-18; 1-26 October 1660, pp. '..!19-
20; 16 December 16Go, pp. 224-5. 
"Ibid. 215. By the early 1660s the Chainouqua received tribute from the Chochoqua 
and other western Cape Khoi chiefdoms. This was done in order 'to show the respect 
which they owe to the neighbour and representative [Sousoa, paramount of the 
Chainouqua] of the highest king, said lo be the H:incumquar, who, indeed, also 
resides in mat huts, but never migrates from place to place, and whose subjects 
subsist, independently of breeding cattle, by the cultivation of the valuable plant 
Dacha, which stupefies the brain ... ; and of which these tribes [ western Cape Kiwi] 
arc consequently very fond. Ibid. The chief of the 'Hancumquas' was termed the 
'khoebaha' [khuba-ha]. According to Van Ricbeeck's interpreters: 'he is the chief 
lord of all the kings .:ind potentates, for such is the signification of the word; for !.:hoe 
means a high mountain, rich, fortunate, a king; and baha, the superlative, the highest 
of all, lo whom all must show submission'. (Ibid.) Sec also ~icnaber op. cit. p. 41 o. 
"Van Ricbceck Dagccrhacl Entry for 10 l\'ovember 1660 pp. 440-1; A. J. noesekcn 
(ed.) Rcsolusies va11 die Politiekc Raad, Der[]. 1651-1669 Cape Town 1957 p. 2.18. 
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A Kiwi woman, who had been obtained by the Chief of the 
Chobona from a Kl10i chiefdom, had been presented to Sousoa's 
envoy. 59 

The Chobona \\'ith whom the Chainouqua were affiliated in the 
1 G6os via the Hamcunqua were not Tswana. They may be 
identified through a comparison of information on 'Hamcunqua' 
and 'Chobona' imparted by Chainouqua to the Dutch with 
accounts of travellers and shipwrecked sailors who traversed the 
eastern Cape two decades later. 

In 1687 one 'Inqua Kamsaku' sent envoys to the Dutch at 
Table Bay for purposes of opening up a trade in cattle and 
sheep. Go :\n expedition found this Kl10i chief and his people 
residing at the foot of the Camdeboo and Snecuwberg, and along 
the upper reaches of the Kariega River. Gl The locality of the 
Inqua corresponds with Van Ricbeeck's geographical data on the 
'Hamcunqua'. The Kariega is situated north-cast of the Cape 
periphery. From that area the ri\-cr indeed docs appear to be 'far 
in the interior, hall'..way betwixt the two seas' which was the 
pos1t1on or the Hamcunqua according to Van Riebeeek's 
Chainougua informants. G2 

The Inqua may Curther be identified as the 'I-Iamcunqua' by a 
brief analysis of the Dutch rendition of the names of the Kl10i 

'"Van Riebccck. Entry fur 31 October 165j, Entry for I November 1657 in I\loodie 
op. eit. pp. 110, 111. The envoy was C:hainhantima. He had ' ... a wife who was 
brought up in 1he house of C:hobona, and was therefore a great friend of his; and he 
said, that his wife wore orn.-imcnts of gold in her e.-ir .111d upon her neck and fingers'. 
(Ibid. p. 1 1 o.) The process of the establishment of a politic::illy economic dependent 
relationship between the 'C:hobona' and the C:hainouqua is cast in this light:' ... the 
frcquencly mentioned wife of this chief of the C:h.1ynouqu.1s [C:hainhantima] was no 
nati\'e of the country of the Cho boners, but had been taken from these tribes [CapeKhoi] 
by C:hobona, and she was a great lady, brought up in his house as .1 child, and given 
to the chief ::is ::i wife, which seems lo be esteemed extraordinary, as it is a mark of 
great favour when anv one gets a wife out of C:hobona's house; it is thus he attaches 
thcsc tribes to his interest'. (Ibid. p. 11 r.) She was killed by the C:hochoqua who 
attacked C:hainhantima and a party of Ch.-iinouqu::i .-is they wen: escorting her on the 
way lo the Dutch fort to open up tr:iclc relations with the lhntu-spcaking people. 
(Ibid. Entry for 31 November 1660 p. 152.) 
•° Commander Simon van der Stcl,.Journal entry, -1 February 168j in :\loodie op. cit. 
p .. ;15; _-\ . .]. Hocscken llcJO!usies i·a11 die Politic/;c Raad, Deel Ill, 1681-1707 Cape TO\rn 
1961 pp. 198-9. 
• 1 Ensign lsaq Schrij,-cr 'Dagh-rcgistcr, gchouckn bij den V.-iandrig Isaq Schrijver 
op sijn landtogl na de Inquahas<.: I lottn,tots, bcginncnde den .l]anuary en cijndigendc 
dc11 10 ,\pril 1689' in Codcc-:\lolsbcrgcn op. cit. III pp. !08-10. E. E. Mossop (ed.) 
Joumals of the J;_,-J,cdition nJ the 1/0110,aabfr En-<ig11 OloJ IJi:rgh (168:!--1683) a11d the E11sign 
Jsaq Sclaij,u (If,89) Cape Town 1931 map and pp. 230-1. 
"' Van Ricbccck. Entry for 21 September 1660 in ~loodie op. cit. p. 215. 
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chiefdom and its chief. 'Hamcunqua' was Yan Riebeeck's 
transliteration of i= am-! khukwa. 'ic am-' means 'upper, above'; 
'!l.-/111-' is the word stem for 'rich, wealthy, fortunate chief'; and 
'-kwa' is a common plural suffix of a noun denoting a group of 
people. 63 'Chief' and 'wealth' were coterminous. The #- am
!kl111kwa were therefore 'the people of the superior chief, or 
greater wealth' and the word was a collective term applied to the 
/=am-!klmkwa chiefdom. The chief of the Inqua was referred to as 
'I-Iijkon' by the Dutch. 6 •1 The proper spelling should be Gei ! khu( b) 
in extinct Western Cape Khoi. 65 //kai !klm(b) means 'great 
chief'. Thus, the ,f:.am !klwkwa (Hamcunqua), 'people of the 
superior chief: or greater wealth' and the !khukwa [Inqua ?] or 
//hz.i !klwkwa (pcopleofHijkon) are synonymous. The Chainouqua 
and Western Cape Kiwi chiefdoms considered the # am !khukwa 
to be greater in wealth, and therefore attributed prestige to them 
which was expressed by referring to them in the superlative. 66 

The 'Chobona' referred to by the Chainouqua in connection 
with the 'Hamcunqua' were the Xhosa. The Hamcunqua were 
clcscribccl as residing north-west of the Cho bona. This was correct 
for 'Inqua' (!klmkwa), pointing in a south-south-eastern direction, 
told members of the expedition that the 'Kobuqua' dwelled along 
tltc seacoast. G? Both -na and -kwa arc plural prefixes in Kiwi, and 
the Dutch used 'Ch-' and 'K-' indiscriminately. Hence, the 
'Chobona' and 'Kobuqua' arc equivalent in meaning, denoting a 
Bantu-speaking people. ~\lorcover, this 'Inqua' related that the 
Gonaqua, from whom his people obtained dagga, bordered the 
'Kobuqua'. 68 The shipwrecked sailors of the Stavenisse ( r 686) who 
resided among the Xhosa for several years confirm the validity of 
the lnqua's information. In their endeavours to reach Table 
Bay, they left Xhosaland and entered the Gonaqua chiefdom 
under Cwama (Gamma). 6 ~ They report that the Gonaqua 
03 l'\icnabcr op. cit. pp. 330, 3·i9-50. 
"Schrijvcr op. cit. passim. Variants arc I-Icykon, I-Icncon, and others. 
"Nienaber op. cit. p. 291. 
•c Sec note 57 on page 161. 

c; Schrijvcr op. cit. p. 110. Sec also, l\l. \V. D. Jeffreys 'The Cabanas' Africa11 Studies 
XVI No. 2 1967. 

"Ibid. p. I I, 

•• A. J. Kind van l\[aaslandsluys et al. 'Rclaas over de gcstrandc f1uyt Stavwesse' in 
Godcc-\Iolsbcrgcn op. cit. p. 61. These shipwrecked sailors contacted Gonaqua 
traders in Xhosaland, ' ... and ha\'ing obtained permission from them to journey in 
their accompaniment to the land of the l\Iaghanen [X. amaGona (Gonaqua)], their 
(the Gonaqua traders'] king being called Gamma [Cwama], bordering on the Inquasc 
Hottcntots and known at the Cape as being the most distant.' (Ibid.) 

0 
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obtained clagga for the Xhosa in exchange for copper rings and 
beads. The Gonaqua in turn bartered the clagga with the Inqua. 70 

From these accounts it is thus clearly evident that the Kobuqua 
were the Xhosa. The Chainouqua related that the Hamcunqua 
(who have been identified as the Inqua i.e. !khukwa) were in 
affiliation with the 'Cho bona', and, on the basis of the evidence 
above, we arc permitted to state that the Xhosa were implied. 

This evidence suggests that there existed in the mid-seventeenth 
century a trade connection coupled with a political alliance 
between the Xhosa and the Chainouqua Cape Khoi chiefdom. 
This reciprocal relationship reflects attempts by Khoi and Xhosa 
to regulate the flow of goods in their trading system. Collectively, 
the Xhosa, the intermediary Kl10i chiefdoms and the Chainouqua, 
formed what may be termed the Xhosa-Kl10i trade diffusion net
work. The Table Bay region functioned as the centre of diffusion 
of Dutch copper, brass, beads, and other products that ranked 
high in Khoi and Xhosa values. At the other encl of the network 
the Xhosa provided the diffusion centre of dagga. Between these 
two centres the Inqua (Hamcunqua) chiefdom was located. This 
chiefdom was vital in the western flow of dagga and the eastern 
flow of metal and beads. The Inqua obtained copper plates from 
the Kl10i Orange River chiefdoms and possibly from the Tswana.7 1 

They exchanged these articles with the Gonaqua and Xhosa for 
the Xhosa grown dagga. 72 The latter filtered via the Inqua 
through the successively contiguous chiefdoms between them 
and the Cape peninsula. 73 

In the cast, up to the eighteenth century, barter between the 
Inqua, Gonaqua and Xhosa was well regulated. Both Gonaqua 
and Xhosa periodically visited the Inqua on barter expeditions. H 

,a Ibid.; Schrij\"er Joe. cit. 
"Ibid.; Schrij,·er was informed by the 'lnquCt' that 'towards the N[orth] lie yet three 
other nations calkd Glij, Drij, and nlij, from whom the Inqua barter flat and thin 
copper plates, which they again trade off to the Kubuquas and Namaquas; finally 
there is yet another type of people known to them called llriqua, who arc man-caters'. 
'" Ibid. pp. 110, 1 11; Haupt op. cit. p. 308. 
"The Kl10i chiefdoms located between the "# am 1khukwa (Inqua) and the Chain
ouqua in the l:ite seventeenth century were the 'Hessequa' 'Gouriqua' and 'Attaqua'. 
The Hesscqua who resided cast of the C:hainouqua were believed to be ' ... the ones 
[who procure?] real dCtcha from the 1-Iamcunquas'. (Van Riebeeck. Entry for 
27 September 1660, in :>.foodie op. cit. p. 21],) J. Cruse 'Dagverheal ... ' in God~e 
:Vfolsbergcn op. cit. VI p. 128 f. Cruse travdlccl through the lands of the Gouriqua 
and T-Icssequa in 1668. The Gouriqua told him that the Attaqua had copper and iron. 
Dagga seems to have been the primCtry Ctrticle of exchange in the me!Ctl and cattle 
barter trade. 
"Schrijver Joe. cit. 
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Barter between the Gonaqua and Xhosa was arranged at regular 
inte1Ya]s. From fifty to one hundred Gonaqua men, women, and 
children periodically visited the Xhosa at a specific market place. 
There they exchanged copper and beads, obtained from the 
Inqua, for dagga. 75 The Xhosa apparently benefited from this 
barter system, for an abundance of beads and copper (and iron) 
was fou11d among them by the shipwrecked sailors. The Xhosa 
chiefs, however, did not have a monopoly over these goods. 
Even in times of war conducted against the Gonaqua and Inqua 
the cliiel"s prerogative was the cattle that were robbed, whereas 
the soldiers were allowed to retain their loot of copper, beads, and 
iron. 7G 

The Xhosa-Kiwi trade diffusion network diminished in size in 
proportion to European stock-farmers' expansion into the eastern 
Cape during the eighteenth century. The stock-farmers sup
planted the Dutch officials at the fort in barter trade with Kl10i 
chiefdoms in the interior, although the Company prohibited such 
activity by proclamation. 77 In the first two decades of the eight
eenth century they established direct contact with the Gonaqua 
and Xhosa. Periodically, robbing bands of European stock
farmers, their 'mixed' sons and Kl10i guides entered Gonaqua and 
Xhosa domains, shot people at random, collected their booty and 
returned. 78 However, during the following four decades as the stock
farmers crossed the Gamtoos Rivers and reached the Camdeboo, 
trading expeclilions to the Xhosa were regulated by Xhosa chiefs 
and cattle were obtained in return for copper, iron, and beads. 79 

"Kind van i\Iaasbndsluys Joe. cit. 
76 Extracts of Log Book kept in the I-looker Cc11ta11r. Entry for 1 r Febn,ary 1668, in 
;\foodie op. cit. p. 42i; the Stavc11issc sailors were picked up by the Ccnlaurus near the 
Kci River on 8 January 1 688. 
"Spilhaus op. cit. A. J. Boesckcn 'Die Ncdcrlandsc Kommissarissc en die 18de 
Ecuse Samclewing aan die Kaap' Archives l"car JJook for Sou//, African History 19,H, 7th 
Year pp. i3-Bo. 
,. Sec, for example, Boesekcn op. cit. III p. 390. In li00 the D.E.I. Company's 
Political Council issued a proclamation which lifted the ban on trade between free 
burghers and Kl10i with the stipulation that the burghers were not to take the Khoi's 
cattle by force. It is c\'idcnt that some of the frontier cattle-farmers did not comply to 
the Council's restrictions. Repeatedly it was brought to the Council's attention that 
burgher parties 'of the worst kind' tra\'ellecl 'more than 100 miles' beyond the estab
lished boundaries, ' ... and that in the far distant nations', such as the '.Horisons', 
'Gcnocquaas', and 'Great Kafkrs' tJ1cy 'rob cattle, murder, and beat to death, steal 
and disperse'. (Ibid.). Sec also Boeseken op. cit. p. i5· 
"Sec, for cx:unplc, Report of Landdrosts and Commissioned 1-Ieemraclen of Stellen
bosch ancl Swcllcndam 7 Fcbru:1ry 1770, in :\foodie op. cit. III pp. 1-4; Extract of 
Resolution of Council 13 February 17iO, in ibid. pp. 5-6; Proclamation, 26 1\pril 



166 Gerrit Harinck 

The disintcgrat10n of Kiwi chiefdoms in response to 'European' 
expansion has been attributed to smallpox, spirits, and the stock
farmers' monopoly of fire-arms. 80 The inequities inherent in the 
barter trade should also be emphasized. In exchange for metals, 
beads, tobacco, and other goods the intermediary Khoi chiefdom 
submitted its cattle. 81 These were not replaced in sufficient num
bers in a similar trade with other Khoi chiefdoms farther in the 
interior. Dagga seems to have been the most important exchange 
commodity for metals and beads between Khoi. 82 As a result the 
pastoral economy was undermined, and the Khoi social structure, 
which was based upon it, crumbled. 

~'1embers of Kiwi patriclans either entered stock-farmer society 
as servants or joined the San. This stage of decay created reper
cussions among the interior Kl10i chiefdoms, as roaming bands of 
Kiwi and San plundered their cattle stock. 83 Khoi chiefdoms 
such as the Gouriqua and Attaqua retreated farther north to the 
sources of the Gouritz and Olifants Rivers. 84 

As the stock-farmers and Xhosa advanced from opposite 
directions cl uring the first half of the eighteenth century, the 
process of disruption and retreat repeated itself. A member of the 
D.E.I. Company's official expedition which journeyed through 
the eastern Cape in r 7 52 gave a revealing summation of the chaos 
between the Gamtoos and the Bushman Rivers. He states that 
Kiwi: 

\Vith the exception of the Damaqua, Damasonqua, and I-Ioengeiqua ... 
whom we met on the way, did not know of what nation they were, 
they merely called themselves by the names of rivers along which the 
same resided and also at times land Khoi ['land men']. All of these 
Kl10i who prior to this time [1752] were rich in cattle have been 

,o For the most recent summation, sec Spilhaus op. cit. 
'

1 The best detailed account of Dutch-Kiwi trade in the 1650s and 16Gos is in Goodwin 
op. cit. pp. 8-13, 1 7-20 f. For the following century sec the edited works of i\foodic 
and Biicsckcn. 
"Schrijvcr op. cit. passim. Cruse op. cit. p. 128 f. 
"Schrijvcr op. cit. pp. 112-17. From this account it is evident that the 'Inqua' 
'Hcsscqua' and 'Attaqua' sufTcred from continuous cattle-raiding by San and Khoi 
bands during the 1680s. Sec also Haupt op. eit. p. 290 f. J1assim. 
81 Ilaupt op. cit. p. 291. 

1770, in ibid. pp. 6-7. These documents pertain to the curtailment of cattlc-farmcr:s 
west of the Gamtoos River and the prohibition of trade with Khoi and Xhosa. They 
contain relevant hi.storical background of trading relations between the whites, Khoi 
and Xhosa during the half-century previous to that time. 
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robbed of all of them by the San. Through wars which they fought 
with each other and against the Caffers [Xhosa] they were partly 
decimated or otherwise dispersed by another .... 86 

In response remnant clans joined together as hunting and 
gathering bands. BG 

Chiefdoms which were located between the Bushman and 
Keiskama, such as the Damaqua and Gonaqua, established inter
dependent alliances with each other through intermarriage 
between royal lineages to combat the San, and at times, the 
Xhosa. 87 The most powerful among this 'loose confederacy' was 
the Hoengeiqua [ !khugeikwa ?J chiefdom which was formed from 
Kl10i clan remnants by Dorha (or Ruyter), a runaway Cape 
slave. 88 In spite of the intermittent animosity shown by this 
confederacy to the Xhosa, their perpetuation as a separate entity 
was nevertheless dependent on the Xhosa. Attacks by San ren
dered their position insecure and they had no recourse but to 
send many of their herds to the Xhosa for protection. 89 

CONCLUSION 

Interaction between the differentially ranked components of the 
Xhosa chiefdoms and Kl10.i patriclan communities was character
ized by patterns of varied relationships. These relationships were 
formed .in the process of the pursuit of political and economic 
interests shared by the Xhosa and Kl10i royal agnatic descent 
groups. The highest office-holders of the Xhosa and Kl10i descent 
groups seem to have been linked by affinal ties, especially during 
the first half of the seventeenth century. The practice of bride- .,.l' 

giving was the mode by which the descent groups concluded 
political ancl military alliances, regulated trade, and allocated 
territory. I was unable to uncover data from the limited available 
sources to stipulate the conditions under which group, Xhosa or 

" Ibid. p. 292. 
BG Ibid. 
"' Ibid. p. 286. 
88 Ibid. pp. 287-8; the account of Ruyter's efforts in joining together \'arious KllOi 
remnant groups is in Sparrman op. cit. 1 58 f. 
•• Ruyter seems to ha\'e been in close contact with Ilangc, chief of the l'\tindc, sec 
Ilaupt op. cit. I lis followers informed the expedition that' ... they were not Gonaquas 
but that they were of the Hoengeyquas nation, and that all of the first mentioned 
resided among the Caffers and served them, further that he Ruyter had placed his 
cattle among the Caffers in order to sa\'e them from being robbed by the Bushmen 
and lastly that his country reached from Dam:isonqua land up to the Chys Chamma-'. 
(Ibid.) 
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Kl10i, enjoyed both superior status and a favourable position in 
regulating similar interests during the reigns ofTogu and Ngconde. 
Howc\'er, there is sufficient evidence which shows that a Xhosa 
group entered into an initially symbiotic relationship with a Kl10i 
chieftain after fission occurred in the Tshawc chiefdom. 

The case of Gancio and Hinsati provides the example. Territory 
was grantee! by the I-Iinsati Kl10i and a military alliance was 
concluded. Gancio submitted a Xhosa bride to the accommodating 
Kl10i chief, and, apparently, he was allowed to maintain an 
autonomous chiefdom. Thus under conditions of fission of the 
Tshawc chiefdom at that time, Xhosa groups apparently attri
buted higher status to the leaders of a Kl10i chiefdom because they 
were dependent on them for land and defence. At least at the 
level of the royal lineages the two peoples were tied by kinship 
and both seemed to have persisted as separate entities. Assimi
lation of Xhosa into Kl10i society occurred as a consequence of 
political change in the Tshawc chiefdom. They appear to have 
\·oluntarily entered Kl10i society as outcasts and refugees. 

By the middle of the seventeenth century, Khoi chiefdoms were 
dependent on Xhosa chiefdoms. Their clcpcndcney resulted from 
the rapid westward expansion of the Xhosa olI'ihoots and the 
Tshawc chiefdom and the encroachment of cattle-farmers from 
the cast. During this period contact between Xhosa and Kl10i 
chiefdoms seems to have been accompanied by conquest and 
incorporation of Kl10i and 'mixed' Gonaqua into Xhosa society. 
As in the case of the Kl10i's assimilation of Xhosa, more evidence is 
nccclccl to analyse in detail the manner in which Kl10i and 
Gonaqua obtained membership into the Xhosa lineage structure. 
Perhaps they attached themselves to the lineage of their captors 
and as clients m,-cd allegiance to the captor's clan head and chief. 
The Xhosa patrons may have formed a separate set of lineages, 
su bordinatc in status, corn posed of offspring of their Gonaqua and 
Kl10i wi\'cS. 

The system of patron-clicntship seems to ha\'c played an 
important role in the competition for the paramount chicfship 
office among the members of the differentiated segments of the 
Xhosa Great House royal lineage. Xhosa chiefs and their lineage 
mates sought to patronize Gonaqua clients to increase their 
following. [ndccd, the fissiparous tendencies allowed social 
mobility in Xhosa socicly~a condition advantageous to the 
clients. By switching allegiance to the competing royal descent 
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groups, they may have accelerated fission. This is indicated by 
the support of the Gqunukwebe to the Right Hanel section during 
Palo's reign. 

\Ve cannot properly speak of a 'frontier' between Xhosa and 
Kl10i societies. Territorial separation was cross-cut by trade, 
kinship ties between ruling lineages, and activities which affected 
the regulation of public affairs. Both Xhosa and Khoi societies 
had facilities which provided means of incorporation of aliens. 
They were not completely autonomous corporate groups existing 
independently. Political processes within Xhosa society and Xhosa 
expansion cannot be fully analysed without taking into con
sideration relations between the inter-acting of Xhosa and Khoi 
royal descent groups and the system of patron-clientship in Xhosa 
society. 
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8. The trade of Delagoa Bay as a factor 
zn Nguni politics 1750-1835 

ALAN SMITH 

Historians concerned with the development of the Zulu 'nation' 
have thus far tended to rely on a mono-causal interpretation. In 
their view, 'the main cause of imperial developments was the 
shortage of land ... by the eighteenth century the population 
increase had produced a land crisis .. The old process of recurrent 
tribal splitting could no longer solve the problem.' 1 Despite its 
widespread acceptance, historians have been unable, as yet, to 
resolve many of the inconsistencies created by the use of 'popu
lation pressure' as virtually the only factor involved in the 
development of the larger chiefdoms among the Nguni of northern 
Natal. For although the effects of a burgeoning population and 
the resultant shortage of land arc clearly visible in events such as 
the wlfecane, the explanation of how these pressures affected 
other processes, such as the simultaneous consolidation among 
several chiefdoms in northern Natal, remains less clear or perhaps 
even beyond the range of the population theory. 2 Thus far, 
however, other lines of inquiry, which may sen-e either to devalue 
or to complement the population theory, have not been fully 
examined. 

The suggestion that trade with Delagoa Bay was a factor in 
Nguni politics is just such a possibility. 3 Although it has been 
admitted that trade may have been of secondary importance; 1 

very little attention has been devoted to the development of the 
trade of the northern Nguni. By focusing on this overlooked 

1 :,..[ax Gluckman 'The Rise of the Zulu Empire' Scientific American Vol. 202 April 1960 
p. 166. 
e Sce.J. D. Omer-Cooper The Z11l11 Aftermath London 1966, chapter 12. He mentions 
that there appears still to have been vacant land in Natal and that the normal reaction 
of south-eastern Dan tu-speaking peoples under pressure was towards fission. The most 
perplexing question is why the reaction did not occur among the Xhosa who, of all the 
peoples, were the most pressured. 
3 First suggested by ;\lonica \Vilson 'The Early History of the Transkei and Ciskci' 
.lfricar1 St11dies \'ol. 18 i\"o. •1 September 1958 p. 172. 
1 Gluckman 'Zulu' Scientific American Vol. 202 April 1960 p. 166. 
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aspect of Nguni history, this essay seeks to help fill that void. It 
will investigate the growth of the export trade from Dclagoa Bay, 
the development of the trading connections between Dclagoa Bay 
and Natal, and how the trade with the north may have influenced 
developments and been of importance to the Nguni chiefdoms. 

The published source material for a study of the trade of 
Dclagoa Bay and Natal is limited and not of easy access. For the 
growth of the export trade from Dclagoa Bay, the accounts of 
European travellers, who passed through the bay between the 
sixteenth and the nineteenth century, provide the principal source 
of information. 5 In addition to these primary accounts, there arc 
several valuable works, whose authors have made use of unpub
lished archival records. G For the interior of Natal, information 
can only be ohtainccl from the records of the survivors of the 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Portuguese shipwrecks, from 
Europeans who penetrated inland after the consolidation of the 
Zulu nation, 7 and from traditional evidence. 8 

The essential characteristic of these sources, however, is that 
they arc not primarily concerned with or fully aware of the 
developments in northern Natal. The Europeans, whether based 
at Port Natal or Dclagoa Bay, remained essentially ignorant of 
events in northern Natal and the connections between it and 
Delagoa Bay. In the same manner, the published traditions tend 
lo concentrate on the ?\Ithcthwa and Zulu and to a large degree 
inadequately represent the historical developments among the 
northern chiefdoms. Thus the obfuscation of the 'northern factor' 

5 G. I\ I. Thea! Records of S011thcastern .·lfrica g vols. Cape Town 1898-1903; E. C. Godcc
I\ lolsbergcn (ed.) Rci::.m in ,?,11id-:lfrika in de Ilolla11dse Tijd, Part 3, 1670-1752 The 
Hague 1922; \Villiam \Vhite Journal of .·1 Voyage ... to Africa London 1800; 'William 
Owen ,\'arrnth·c of .-1 Voyage ... 2 vols. London 1 833; Thomas Boteler J\'arrative of 
_.1 Vop,ge of Discovery ... C! w,ls. London 1835. 
" Caetona l\fontez JJescobrimmlo e F1111daflio de LourellfO 1\larq11cs Lisbon 1948; Three 
works by ,\lcxandre Lobato Quatro Estudos e Uma EvocafiiO Para A Historia de Louren,o 
.\farqucs Lisbon 196 1, flist6ria da Fimdaftio de Lo11re11ro 1Harq11es Lisbon 1948, llistoria do 
Preslrfio de l_,IJ11rC11fO ,\farques, 2 vols. Lisbon 19.1-9 ~ml 1960; Colin Coetzcc 'Die Kom
panjic sc Dcsclling van Debgoa-1.bai' Archives 'Yem book for South .-ljrica11 History 1948 
Part 2. 
7 Henry Francis Fynn The Diary of llwry Francis l)w, Pietcrmaritzburg 1950; Nathaniel 
Isaacs Travels a11d .-1dvcn/11res i11 Eastem 11Jrica, 2 vols. Van Ricbceck Society Nos. 16 
and 1 7; Allen Gardiner Xarrati,·e of .-1 Journey to the ,?,oofo Co1111/r_)' /11 South Africa London 
1836; also John Bird (ed.), The .-1,mals of Natal 2 vols. Cape Town 1965. 
8 A. T. Bryant Olden Times i11 ,?,11/uland a11d Natal London 1929; A. T. Bryant A Histor;· 
nf the Z11l11 Cape Town 196.1,; Henri A. Junod The Life of A South Africa11 Tribe 2 vols. 
New York 1962; Cecil Cowley Kirn ,?,11/11 Cape Town 1966; Hilda Kuper The Swa.:i 
London 1952. 
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in Nguni history has largely been determined by the nature of the 
source material. Even though the combining of the diverse sources 
can at times result in a clear reconstruction of events and pro
cesses, the fact that the source material is mainly derived from the 
periphery of the area of central concern, requires that some of the 
conclusions presented here be speculative and suggestive. 

The middle years of the eighteenth century marked a watershed 
in the development and evolution of the trade of Dclagoa Bay. 
By the early years of the eighteenth century, the Portuguese and 
English had been superseded by the Dutch, who, lured by its 
possibilities as both a trading site and a base from which to reach 
the interior, occupied Delagoa from 1721 to 1 730. From the 
evidence provided by these merchants, it would appear that 
although traders occasionally had made lucrative profits, goods 
for export at times had been available only in limited quantities. 
Compared with other ports along the south-eastern coast, Dclagoa 
remained of secondary importance. By the second half of the 
eighteenth century, however, both the intensity of trade and the 
export capacity of Dclagoa seem to have increased. European 
traders frequented the bay with more regularity and with greater 
assurances of carrying away profitable cargoes. 9 

Since no European power was established in Dclagoa Bay at 
the mid-century, traders from several nations were induced to 
trade there because of the absence of commercial restrictions. 
Both the Dutch fron, the Cape and the Portuguese from ?vioc;:am
bique converged on the bay. Although the Portuguese ships 
reported that trade at Dclagoa was brisk, neither they nor the 
Dutch were as successful as the English from Bombay, who 
pursued the most continuous and profitable trade. \Vith the aid 
of inexpensive trading goods from Bombay and Surat, between 
the 1 750s and the 1 770s the English almost cornered the market. 
They established a semi-permanent trading factory, stationed 
boats on all of the rivers, and manufactured their own copper 
bracelets on the spot. According to the Portuguese, the English 
traders were doing 'big business'. 10 

° For the tr:iclc of Dclago:i Bay before 1 750, sec Alan Smith 'Ddagoa Ilay and the 
Trade of South-Eastern ,\frica' Richard Gray and David Birmingham (c.:ds.) Pre-colonial 
African Trade London 1 969. 
10 Antonio de Andrade l?da,;oes de 1'fofambiq11c Sctcccntista Lisbon 1955 pp. 53, 157-8; 
Pereira do Lago 'Instrucc;-Jo Quc .. .' 1\ndradc Relarocs p. 318; Joao Montaury 
':--fo~arnbiquc' Andrade Rdarocs p. 372. 
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In 1777, Dclagoa Bay was occupied by the Austrian Asiatic 
Company of Trieste, which was under the directorship of\Villiam 
Bolts, a former servant of the English East India Company. 
Following his dismissal from the India service, Bolts, who had 
evidently learned of the value of Dclagoa Bay while in India, 
proceeded directly to Europe to secure funds for the establish
ment of a trading settlement. Upon receiving the necessary 
financing from the court at Vienna, Bolts and his new company 
began a trading establishment, which proved to be most lucrative. 
\Vith adequate financial backing and a large store of trading 
goods, the 'Austrians' began a brisk trade. The market was 
soon flooded with trading goods, and the price of ivory soared to 
double that of ::vloc;ambiquc. Alexandre Lobato has described 
the quantity of goods exported by the 'Austrians' as 'extremely 
voluminous' . 11 

The Portuguese soon ousted the 'Austrians' from their control 
of the trade of Delagoa Bay and attempted to monopolize the 
trade for themselves. E\'idcncc for the volume of trade during 
this period is meagre and very contradictory. 1fost Portuguese 
sources complain that not only could they not match the achieve
ments of the Austrians, but that there was hardly any profit 
obtained from their Dclagoa scttlcmcnt. 12 On the other hand, 
there arc several factors which indicate that even if exports did 
not reach the proportions attained after 1 750, the trade never 
came to a halt. The first is that despite the attempt of the 
1I0<;ambique government to exercise a monopoly, there arc 
reports of French, English, Indian, and Dutch vessels which 
visited the bay during the latter part of the eighteenth century. 
:\!though many of these ships were primarily interested in whaling, 
they did enter the rivers and traded with both the Portuguese and 
the local ,\frican population. 13 1\side from the 'illicit' trade 
conducted by 'foreigners', officially sponsored Portuguese also 
shared in the trade. In addition to the ships sent from l'vloc;ambiquc, 
the merchants of lnhambanc apparently conducted an overland 

11 Lobato Fwula,iio p. 27. Lobato has made use of the set of records kept by the Austrian 
company; 1hcsc documents arc extremely important because they represent the most 
systematic recording oft he trade in Dclagoa Bay during the latter half of the eighteenth 
century. 
"Arquivo IIist6rico Ultramarine, ;\ lozambiquc, Cadice 1370 p. ·l· 
13 Lobato Pre5£dio Vol. I p. 14-2; Nogueira de Andrade 'Dcscrip~iio ... 1794' ibid. 
p. 178; also de l\latlos to Gov. Gcncrnl of Mo~ambique, 16 May 1 793, A. H. U., 
.\Ioz., Caixa, 28. 
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trade in the vicinity of the bay. 11 Therefore, it would seem safe to 
conclude that in the closing years of the eighteenth century, 
movements of trading goods in and around the Dclagoa Bay area· ' 
continued. 

Despite certain alterations in the trading patterns which had 
developed during the late eighteenth century, the evidence 
indicates that in the first thirty years of the nineteenth century,_ 
there was no cessation of the trade. Between 1800 and the early \ \ 
1820s the commerce remained the virtual monopoly of the V 
Portuguese at Delagoa Bay, who, it was observed, concerned 
themselves with little else. Despite the absence of statistics for the 
volume of goods exported, this observation and the fact that these 
years witnessed the zenith of the penetration of the trade routes 
from Delagoa into the interior of southern Africa, suggest that the 
trade did not come to a halt. 15 By the middle years of the 18'.ws, 
English traders, induced by the activities of Captain Owen, had 
once again entered the field. Although their first attempts were 
vigorously opposed by the local Portuguese, the decision of the 
:'.\Ioc;:ambigue government lo take the commerce out of the hands 
of the garrison at Delagoa Bay and give exclusive privileges to a 
trading company based on :Moc;:ambigue island, H served the 
purpose of inviting foreign competition. With the full complicity 
of the Portuguese gv.rrison, which was being denied the right to 
participate in the trade, foreign vessels again began to make 
frequent voyages to Dclagoa Bay. 17 Thus, as late as the 1830s, 
Delagoa Bay continued to be a point of call for foreign ships, as 
well as a Portuguese trading site. 

From this brief outline of the development of European trade 
in Dclagoa Bay, it can be seen that during the period 1750 to r 830 
Delagoa Bay was consistently frequented by European traders 
and that unlike the ports to the north, whose commerce decreased 
during much of the eighteenth century, the trade of Dclagoa Bay 
seems to have been maintained at high levels. r.Ioreovcr, during 
most of this period the commerce of Dclagoa Bay was competitive 
'"A. 11. U., l\Ioz., Cadice 13.,9, p. i6; Lobato Prcsfdio Vol. 2, p. 408. 
,, P.R. 0., ,\dm. 1-2269 'The Portuguese Seulements and Dominions of the Eastern 
Coast of Africa'. ,\lso sc:!, Alan Smith 'Dclagoa Bay and the Trade of South-East 
Africa', Richard Gray and David Birmingham (eds.) Pre-colonial African Trade Lmdon 
1969. 
10 A. II. U., :'\!oz., Caixa 75. 
17 dos Santos to Gov. General of :'\·Io<;ambiquc, 1 o February 1832, Francisco Santana 
(ed.), Docu111c11tnrlio 11v11lsa Alofambiq11c Jo Arq11ivo llist6rico Ultra111ari1w Vol. 1 p. 204; 
Alexandre Lobato 'Lourcn<;o Marques, 1830' Studia Vol. 17 (April 1966) pp. 26-30. 
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among the nationals or several European powers and not just 
another commercial backwater of ~Ioc;arnbiquc. Thus, as a first 
step in the consideration of the trade hypothesis, it would seem 
sale to conclude that during the period of significant political 
developments in northern Natal, the commerce of Dclagoa Bay 
was sufficiently consistent and sizeable to have had influences on 
those who took part in it. 

The very proximity of Dclagoa Bay to Natal suggests that the 
trading relations between the two areas may have been intense. 
Yet before such an assumption can be made, it is necessary to 
know what the Europeans exported from Dclagoa Bay, to deter
mine, if possible, the origin of these exports, and to find out what 
goods Africans rccei\·cd in exchange. Could these exports have 
originated Crom Natal? It is only after we have gained some 
knowledge of these questions and a direct trading connection 
between the two has been established, that some attempts can be 
made to assess the influence of the trade on the internal politics of 
the northern Nguni chiefdoms. 

Until the second or third decade of the nineteenth century, 
\ ivory \\·as the most sought after, consistent, and important 

commodity to be exported from Dclagoa Bay. All extant English 
and Portuguese documents from the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries state that the trading ships went to Dclagoa Bay to 
procure iYory. Although the Dutch, unlike their predecessors, 
seemed more interested in securing metal goods, and in fact did 
obtain some gold and tin, these commodities were usually irregular 
in arriYal and ofless significance than the i,·ory trade. During the 
'.-\ustrian' occupation the same phenomenon eontinued to hold 
true. Some supplies of gold and copper were available, but the 
major portion of the commerce continued to be in ivory. 18 In the 
period following the expulsion of the Austrians from the bay, all 
evidence continues to confirm that this remained the order of 
importance of goods exported from the bay. Thus, the most 
important product to be exponccl from Dclagoa Bay was a 
product \\'hich could have been supplied from Natal. 

During the eighteenth and preceding centuries, the slave trade 
appears not to hm-c been of major consequence. Of the Europeans 
who traded in Dclagoa Bay, only during the Dutch occupation 
docs there appear to have been a consistent effort to obtain slaves. 
18 Lobato PreJ(dio Vol. 1 p. 23 1. 
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This trade survi,·cd, however, only between the years 1 721 to I 730. 
After their factory was abandoned, the Dutch found it easier to 
procure slaves in I\Jadagascar. 10 As the eighteenth century neared 
its encl, increasing numbers of European slavers entered the 
Indian ocean. These slavers, however, avoided Delagoa Bay 
because it was not equipped to handle a large supply of slaves and 
at other ports to the north slaves could be obtained more easily. 20 

During the early years of the nineteenth century, the pattern 
of trade in Dclagoa Bay changed to some degree. After 1810, the 
first French and Brazilian slave traders began to buy slaves from 
the Portuguese garrison. 21 By the 1820s the extent of this trade 
had increased greatly, as the Portuguese took advantage of the 
devastations of the various Nguni groups, which were fleeing 
,from Shaka, and disputes among the local Thonga chiefdoms, to 
procure large supplies of slaves. 22 Since the Zulu are known not 
to have traded in slaves, this incipient slave trade may have 
obscured the visions of historians, many of whom have probably 
assumed that the trade was of older vintage. However, since this 
trade did not reach significant proportions until after the consoli
dation of the Zulu nation and was confined to the immediate area 
of the bay even in the 1820s and 1830s, it can be seen that it has 
little relc,·ancc for a consideration of the trade hypothesis and the 
development of the Zulu nation. 

Since Dclagoa Bay served as a trading centre for a vast interior, 
it is difficult to determine with precision the percentage of goods 
which originated from Natal. There are several indications, 
however, which suggest that Natal's share in the ivory trade was 
indeed signi11cant. One of the most important considerations is a 
matter of geography. Since the currents along the coast of Natal 
were notoriously treacherous and the coastline did not possess 
adequate harbours, 23 if at all possible European ships tended to 
avoid it. 1\s a result, Delagoa Bay was the southernmost location 
which European traders regularly visited. Therefore, in order to 
obtain European goods, the people of Natal naturally would have 
traded their i,·ory towards Dclagoa Bay in the north. 

Another factor which suggests that N atal's share in the ivory 

'
0 IIcnri Dchcrain Le CaJ, de Bo11ne-Espha11ce au VII It Sii!cle Paris 1909 pp. 200-2. 

00 Lobato FtmJafl'iO p. 7. 
"J\ll'xandrc Lobato 'Lourcn<;o I\farqucs, 1830' Studia Vol. 17 1966 p. 21. 

•~ Owen Xarrative Vol. 2 p. 213; Owen to llotclcr 10 :\fay 1825 ,lccotmls mtd Papers 
Vol. LX...'\:XIII 1875 p. 156. 

"Farewell to Somerset 1 :\fay 182+, llird Annals Vol. 1 p. 72. 
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trade was significant is that almost all Europeans who commented 
on the subject agreed that those chiefdoms on the southern side of 
the bay, that is, those whose immediate hinterland led towards 
northern Natal, were the best places to trade. Originally, the 
chiefdom of Nyaka, which some observers felt extended almost as 
far as St Lucia Bay, was considered to be the best area for trade. 2•1 

As Nyaka's power was gradually diminished by its neighbour and 
rival, Tern be, the major share of the trade was observed to come 
from Tembe, whose chief considered himself 'the most eminent 
vendor of amber and ivory' in the bay. 25 Although Tembe was 
able to maintain this supremacy throughout most of the eighteenth 
century, the nineteenth century saw the upper hand pass to the 
chiefdom of ?\laputo, from which the largest supplies of ivory 
came to be exported. 26 

The predominance of the southern chiefdoms in matters of 
trade gains additional significance since it was observed that 
almost all goods which reached the export market came from the 
interior. 2 ~ It is probable that the major share of the ivory exported 
from Nyaka, Tembe and l'\Iaputo came from the Natal area. As 
early as the sixteenth century, Portuguese travellers saw people 
who were carrying ivory from Natal to exchange in Nyaka, and 
met others who claimed to have been there. 28 Trading goods, 
whose origin was probably in Delagoa Bay, were found to be 
common as far south as the Umzimvubu River. 2° Further con
firmation of the connections between Natal and Dclagoa Bay is 
given in two Portuguese documents of the r 780s. A Portuguese 
friar noted that large quantities of ivory came along the Maputo 
River, from Nguni-speaking peoples. 30 Another source of about 
the same period, indicates that the chief of Tembe had 'a large 
quantity of ivory, which comes from the south'. 31 By the beginning 
of the nineteenth century a European traveller indicated that 
some goods came from as far away as the eastern frontier of the 

01 Henri ,\. Junod 'The Condition of the 0/ativcs of South-East Africa in the Six
teenth Century .. .' S.,I.J.S. \'ol. JO (1914) p. 153. 
"Jacob Franckcn 'l'\aarstighcid' RSEA Vol. G, p. 477. 
0 • Sec below p. 136. 
07 ';"I.fr. Pcnwcll's Account of Dcbgoa Bay, Given by Himself' RSEA Vol. 2 p. 462. 
" La·,anha •~arrativc ... S:into Albcrlo' Boxer The Tragic History Of the Sea Cambridge 
I 959 pp. I 73, I 56. 
00 Ibid. p. 133. 
30 Sanla Thcrcza 'Pbno c Rclai;ao da bethia dcnominada por Lourcn,o i\farqucs' 
l'vfontcz Descobrimwto p. 16.1. 
31 Anonymous Acco1111ts and Paj1crs (1875) p. 105. 
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Cape Colony. 32 The correctness of this obse1vation is substan
tiated by the testimony of another traveller, who met Thonga 
traders from Delagoa Bay at the kraal of the Xhosa chief, Gaika. 33 

Thus observers at both ends confirm that the trade routes from 
Dclagoa Bay passed through the whole length of Natal. 

A survey of the goods imported inland from Dclagoa Bay also 
indicates that there was a close connection between the two. The 
principal items brought by Europeans to exchange at the bay 
were cloth, brass, and beads. Europeans who passed through 
Natal make no mention of exotic cloth, a phenomenon which 
seems to be confirmed by information from the bay. For most of 
the cloth seems to have been traded to the chiefdoms in the 
north. 3 '1 On the other hand, there is ample evidence that beads 
and brass were highly valued articles in Natal. The Portuguese 
who travelled through Natal found beads, which they identified 
as of Indian manufacture, to be common among the people they 
encountered. 35 They also mentioned that the people wore brass 
ornaments, which seemed to have been introduced by English 
traders. 3 c The first English traders to penetrate inland to the 
Natal area in the nineteenth century found that these products, 
which they identified as of Delagoa Bay origin, were still quite 
common. 37 Despite the absence of primary information during 
a period of more than a century and a half, it would seem safe to 
conclude that these products, which were continuously imported 
into Delagoa Bay, must have been part of a continuous inter- , 
change between the bay and the northern Nguni. 

Finally, since the commerce of Delagoa during these years has 
been described as 'big business' and 'extremely voluminous', 
mention should be made of the assessment of some Europeans, 
who gi\·e evidence to further substantiate that the largest percent
age of the Dclagoa exports came from Natal. During the years 
1 750 to 1 770, when the commerce of Delagoa reached significant 

30 Report of Colonel Collins in Donald :tvfoodic (ed.) The Record Amsterdam 1960 
p. 43· 
33 Louis 1\lbcrti Description Ph}'Siquc et Historique des Cafres, Sur La Cute 1'1cridio11ale de 
l'Afrique Amsterdam 1811 pp. 4-14. 
31 Sec for example, Jacob Bucquoy 'Zcstinjarigc Rcizc .. .' in Clnrks \Valckenaer 
Histoirc des Vo)'ages Vol. 21 Paris 1842 p. ,p5; and \\'illiam \Vhite 'Voyage .. .' in 
\Valckanacr Histoire p. 465. 
35 Pcrcstrcllo 'Saint Bc:ncdict' RSEA Vol. 1, p. 225, and Lavan ha '?-:::arrativc ... Santo 
Alberto' Boxer Tragic p. 133. 
30 d'Almcida 'Siio Joiio Baptista' Boxer Tragic History pp. 239, 2,p, 248. 

37 Gardiner ,?_00/11 Cowilly pp. 59-60. 
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track was significant is that almost all Europeans who commented 
on the subject agreed that those chiefdoms on the southern side of 
the bay, that is, those whose immediate hinterland led towards 
northern Natal, were the best places to trade. Originally, the 
chiefdom of Nyaka, which some observers felt extended almost as 
far as St Lucia Bay, was considered to be the best area for trade. 24 

As Nyaka's power was gradually diminished by its neighbour and 
rival, Tembc, the major share of the trade was observed to come 
from Tcmbe, whose chief considered himself 'the most eminent 
vendor of amber aud ivory' in the bay. 25 Although Tembe was 
able to maintain this supremacy throughout most of the eighteenth 
century, the nineteenth century saw the upper hand pass to the 
chiefdom of ?\Iaputo, from which the largest supplies of ivory 
came to be exported. 26 

The predominance of the southern chiefdoms in matters of 
trade gains additional significance since it was observed that 
almost all goods which reached the export market came from the 
interior.~. It is probable that the major share of the ivory exported 
from Nyaka, Tembe and Ivlaputo came from the Natal area. As 
early as the sixteenth century, Portuguese travellers saw people 
who were carrying ivory from Natal to exchange in Nyaka, and 
met others who claimed to have been there. ~8 Trading goods, 
whose origin was probably in Dclagoa Bay, were found to be 
common as far south as the Umzimvubu River. 29 Further con
firmation of the connections between Natal and Delagoa Bay is 
given in two Portuguese documents of the r 780s. A Portuguese 
friar noted that large quantities of ivory came along the Maputo 
Ri\"Cr, from Nguni-speaking peoples. 30 Another source of about 
the same period, indicates that the chief of Tembe had 'a large 
quantity of ivory, which comes from the south'. 31 By the beginning 
of the nineteenth century a European traveller indicated that 
some goods came from as far away as the eastern frontier of the 

ei Henri A. Junod 'The Condition of the :--;-atives of South-East Africa in the Six
teenth Century ... ' S.,J.J.S. Vol. 10 (1914) p. 153. 
"Jacob Franckcn '?\'aarstighcid' RS!.:,"A Vol. 6, p. 477. 
"Sec below p. 186. 
" ';\fr. Pc.:nwcll's Account of Dclagoa Bay, Given by Himself' RSEA Vol. 2 p. 462. 
28 L1vanha 'Xarrativc ... Santo Alberto' Boxer The Tragic History OJ the Sea Cambridge 
1959 pp. 173, 156. 
"lbicl.p. 133. 
30 Santa Thercza 'Piano e Rclac;iio da bahia dcnominada por Lourcnc;o l'\,!arqucs' 
lvfontez Dcscobrimcnto p. 16,J.. 
31 Anonymous Accounts and Paj,crs (1875) p. 105. 
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Cape Colony. 32 The correctness of this observation is substan
tiated by the testimony of another traveller, who met Thonga 
traders from Delagoa Bay at the kraal of the Xhosa chief, Gaika. 33 

Thus observers at both ends confirm that the trade routes from 
Dclagoa Bay passed through the whole length of Natal. 

A survey of the goods imported inland from Delagoa Bay also 
indicates that there was a close connection between the two. The 
principal items brought by Europeans to exchange at the bay 
were cloth, brass, and beads. Europeans who passed through 
Natal make no mention of exotic cloth, a phenomenon which 
seems to be confirmed by information from the bay. For most of 
the cloth seems to have been traded to the chiefdoms in the 
north. 3 •1 On the other hand, there is ample evidence that beads 
and brass were highly valued articles in Natal. The Portuguese 
who travelled through Natal found beads, which they identified 
as of Indian manufacture, to be common among the people they 
encountered. 35 They also mentioned that the people wore brass 
ornaments, which seemed to have been introduced by English 
traders. 3 G The first English traders to penetrate inland to the 
Natal area in the nineteenth century found that these products, 
which they identified as of Dclagoa Bay origin, were still quite 
common. 37 Despite the absence of primary information during 
a period of more than a century and a half, it ·would seem safe to 
conclude that these products, which were continuously imported 
into Dclagoa Bay, must have been part of a continuous inter- , 
change between the bay and the northern Nguni. 

Finally, since the commerce of Dclagoa during these years has 
been described as 'big business' and 'extremely voluminous', 
mention should be made of the assessment of some Europeans, 
who give evidence to further substantiate that the largest percent
age of the Dclagoa exports came from Natal. During the years 
I 750 to r 770, when the commerce of Dclagoa reached significant 

'"Report of Colonel Collins in Donald 1Ioodie (ed.) The Record Amsterdam 1960 
p. 43-
33 Louis Alberti DescriJ,tiorz Physique et Historique des Cafres, S11r La Cote ,\leridionale de 
l'Afriq11e Amsterdam 1811 pp. ,~-14. 
31 Sec for example, Jacob Bucquoy 'Zestinjarige Rcizc ... ' in Charles \Valckcnaer 
llistoire des VoJ·ages Vol. 21 Paris 1842 p. 415; and \Villiam \\'bite 'Voyage .. .' in 
\Valckanaer llistoire p. ,~65. 
35 Pcrcstrcllo 'Saint llcncdict' RSEA Vol. 1, p. 225, and Lavanha 'Narrative ... Santo 
Alberto' Boxer Tragic p. 133. 
,c d':\lmcida 'Si°lo Joao 13'-iptista' Boxer Tragic History pp. 239, 2,p, 248. 
37 Gardiner ,<.oolu Co,mtry pp. 59-60. 
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proportions, the Portuguese maintained that goods from the area 
immediately to the north of Dclagoa Bay travelled not to the bay, 
but to the Portuguese settlement at Inhambane. 38 Since the 
trading connections of Delagoa Bay and the highvcld of South 
Africa remained underdeveloped at this time, it must be assumed 
that the Dclagoa commerce was dependent on Natal. In the 
r 8-:ws, British traders who passed through Delagoa Bay observed 
that 'the whole' of the Delagoa market depended on the Zulu 
nation. 3~ Although this latter comment oversimplified the trading 
patterns, the combination of this testimony with the other factors 
indicates beyond question that most of the ivory exported during 
this period of extensive commerce was derived from Natal. 

It is indeed more simple to point out a continuity of trade in 
Dclagoa Bay and to establish connections between it and Natal 
than to show how this commerce afTectcd the history of the Natal 
Nguni. Yet, upon the realization that the northern Nguni appear 
to have been involved in more than an insignificant trade with 
the north, one must proceed to a re-examination of some of the 
most important events and processes in the history of the area to 
sec if trading motives can be found. Although the conclusions and 
suggestions presented below arc not ofTered as a complete expla
nation of Nguni history, it will be seen that trade may have been 
an important factor in many of the developments leading to the 
emergence and consolidation of what came to be the Zulu nation. .,. 

It is generally accepted that among the northern Nguni, the 
Hlubi, Ngwane and .Ndwandwc, all of which descended from the 
parent Dlamini group, were among the earliest Nguni chiefdoms 
to begin the process of state construction. •10 There arc several 
indications that trade had a long history among these groups. 
Traditional cYidencc indicates a 'close' and 'intimate' connection 
between the Dlamini Nguni and the Tcmbc of Dclagoa Bay.-11 
The 'intimate' relations taken together with the geographical 
contiguity and the fact that most of the ivory exported from the 
southern side of Delagoa came from or passed through northern 
Natal, suggest that the Dlarnini had a significant role in the 
38 '~ femorias da Costa da Africa Oriented ... ' ,\ndr:1dc Rcla,acs p. 212. 
30 Fynn Diary p. 52. 
•10 Shula ~forks 'The :\'guni, the Nataliam, and Their History' J..-1.ll. Vol. 8 No. 2 

(1968) p. 532. 
u llryant Olden Times p. 31:3; Caetano .\lo11lcz 'Os lncligcnas de l'vloc;ambiquc .. .' 
A-[ofambique So. 30 p. 26; Kuper S,m::.i p. 2. 



-
The trade of Delagoa Bay in Nguni politics 1750-1835 181 

ivory trade. It should also be noted that according to A. T. Bryant, 
the Dlamini were part of the Jvlbo group. He equates vaMbo 
with the group the Portuguese called 'Vambe'. 42 If this equation 
has anv substance, further confirmation would be given to the 
idea th~t trade had a long history among these chiefdoms, because 
in the sixteenth century it was reported that the Portuguese 
'occasionally' traded with the kingdom of Vambc. 43 

The economic and political relations between the Tcmbc of 
Dclagoa Bay on the one hand, and especially the Ngwane and 
Ndwandwe on the other, may have had significant consequences 
both at Dclagoa Bay and in the interior of northern Natal. During 
the eighteenth century the Tembe dominated the whole of the 
southern littoral of Delagoa Bay ancltlius-cxercised a monopoly 
of the export trade. 4-1 It is also quite possible that Tcmbe influence 
may have been exerted over a significant portion of northern 
Natal, perhaps including the Ngwane and Ndwandwe. •15 One 
European traveller at Delagoa reported that Tcmbe extended 
two hundred miles into the intcrior.· 16 Ifin fact Tcmbc's influence 
stretched over a wide area of northern Natal, then a root cause of 
the eighteenth-century wars in this area may have been the 
attempt of the Ngwane and Ndwandwe to free themselves from 
Tcmbc control. This attempt, it would seem, was not completely 
successful until Tcmbc was disrupted by internal strife. In r 794 -
ci\'il war broke out in Tcmbc, and although the Portuguese 
intervened ancl reinstated the ruling chief, the fissure could not 
be healed. •17 For a significant portion of the Tcmbe broke away, 
and to the cast of the river which came to be known by that name 
established the independent chiefdom of ?\Iaputo. It is significant 
that the traditions of the Ngwanc and Nd wand we as independent 
entities also arose in this pcriod: 18 Thus it appears quite possible 
that the strife which led to the bifurcation of Tcmbc also helped 
in the foundation of the Ngwanc and Ndwandwc. 

The question of trade may have been an important consider- ~ 
ation in these wars in northern Natal. Judging from the hostile 

"Bryant Olden Times pp. 3Lf-I5. 
"do Couto 'Sao Thome' Boxer Tragic p. 70. 
11 Sec Franckcn 'Naarstighcid' RSEA; and \\'illiam \\'hite Journal. 
•~ Shula :--larks 'The traditio11s of the )fatal "Nguni": a second look at the work of 
A. T. Bryant' s11/,ra p. qr. 
·•• \\'hitc Journal p .. p. 
•17 Lobato l'rcsldio Vol. 2 pp. 120-1. 

"'Bryant -?,11/u I /i;to,y pp. 2-3, 5 r. 



Alan Smith 

relations which existed between the Tcmbc and the Nguni, it 
could be suggested that the conduct, control, and monopolization 
of trade was an important factor. For the Tcmbc, as well as the 
other Thonga of Dclagoa Bay, sought to protect their position as 
middlemen and preserve their monopoly. As early as the encl of 
the sixteenth century it was observed that a chief in the mountains 
near Tcmbc, 'never under any circumstances descends from the 
mountains or holds any communication with his neighbours, for 
they arc all alike very great thieves ... he never wants to trade 
with the Portuguese fearing that if he sent them clown from the 
mountains they would be stolen by his neighbours'. 49 During the 
Dutch period it was ob~'cd that all of the Thonga were con
cerned with preserving their monopoly and often went to war to 
prevent 'inlanders' from dealing directly with the Europeans. 50 

By the middle years of the eighteenth century, relations with the 
'inlanclcrs' do not seem to have improvel· Iq the r 750s, it was 
observed that the people of Tcmbc would not attempt to pass 
through the lands of the Nguni.~ 1 In the r 780s, it was noted that 
the Thonga 'would not dare go to trade with them (Nguni), in 
order to avoid being robbed'. 52 Thus it appears that the struggle 
over trade was a constant phenomenon in the relations between 
the coastal Thonga and 'inlanders' in general, and more particu
larly between the Tcmbc and the Nguni. 

At the conclusion of these eighteenth century wars, the geo
graphical positions and relationships between these chiefdoms 
had been significantly altered. One of the most important r~sults 
was that the trading monopoly of Tcmbc was brought to an encl. 
By consolidating their position to the cast of the river, the Maputo 
opened an alternate line of communication from the interior to the 
bay. It should also be noted that both the Ngwanc and Nclwandwe 
came to settle along the Pongola, a major tributary of the Maputo. 
Thus the beginning of the nineteenth century found the Nd wand we, 
the Iviaputo and the Ngwanc all clustered along a major artery of 
commerce to Delagoa Bay. 53 

During these years, the northern Nguni chiefdoms were also 
experiencing a period of internal growth and consolidation .. It 

" do Couto 'Sao Thome' Boxer Tragic p. 7-l· 
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might be suggested that trade also influenced these developments. 
For iC in fact, these were wars fought over matters of trade, then 
the increased militarism and consolidation which resulted could 
be viewed as a logical response to the necessities of the prosecution 
of trade. Secondly, the accumulation of wealth derived from trade 
would have helped in the process of the consolidation of the state. 
Dy distributing goods obtained from the long-distance trade, a 
chief could command increased loyalty from both within and 
without the normal lineage structure. ,vhether chiefs exchanged 
these goods for commodities, service, or merely to ensure loyalty, 
European travellers testified to tI1e fact that the imported goods 
were widely diffused through Nguni society. In later years, a 
concrete example of this phenomenon was provided when 
Dinganc informed the British traders that he was anxious to have 
trade goods in order to reward his followers. 6 •1 Since the ivory 
trade came to be a royal monopoly among the northern Nguni, 
trade would seem to have been an important factor in the consoli
dation of chiefly power. In fact, monopoly of trade may have 
been the crucial differentiating factor between the northern Nguni 
chiefdoms and the neighbouring groups. For it appears that in the 
areas to the south as well as among the Thonga of Dclagoa Bay 
the chiefs never exercised this right. 56 

The early career of Dingiswayo gives support to the idea that 
trade of the northern Nguni chiefdoms with Dclagoa Bay was 
important and that control of the ivory trade was a tool for the 
strengthening of the state. During his enforced exile from his 
:-.·[thethwa homeland, Dingiswayo sought shelter among the Hlubi. 
From here he may have travelled to Delagoa Bay 5 G and may even 
have travcllccl with a party of Thonga porters on a trading 
expedition to the Buffalo River. 67 Upon his return to take control 
of the Mthcthwa chicftaincy, Dingiswayo instituted two important 
reforms in matters of trade. He first organized a caravan of one 
hunclrccl porters, ,vl10 took ivory and cattle to trade at Delagoa 
Bay. Thereafter, the exchange of goods with the north remained 
51 Isaacs Trai-rls Vol. 2, p. 32. 
•• Cowley Kzrn ,<,rtlu p. 39; \\'hen Fynn travelled southward towanls Pondoland, he 
found that elephant tusks belonged to the l!lan who threw the first asscgai, Fynn 
JJia~1• p. I o.~. Thonga law seems also to have required that only one tusk be given to 
the chief. In fact, the ci,·il war of I i!H may ha,·c resulted from the atlempt of the chief 
of Tembc to institute a monopoly of the ivory trade. For the dispute arose when 
'Capella' tried to monopolize the trade goods. Lob:110 Prcs!dio Vol. 2 p. 121. 
5

' Bryant Oldc11 Times pp. 87-88. 
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proportions, the Portuguese maintained that goods from the area 
immediately lo the north of Dclagoa Bay travelled not to the bay, 
but to the Portuguese setllement at Inhambane. :is Since the 
trading connections or Dclagoa Bay and the highvclcl of South 
Africa remained underdeveloped at this time, it must be assumed 
that the Delagoa commerce was dependent on Natal. In the 
1820s, British traders who passed through Delagoa Bay observed 
that 'the whole' of the Delagoa market depended on the Zulu 
nation. 39 Although this latter comment oversimplified the trading 
patterns, the combination of this testimony with the other factors 
indicates beyond question that most of the ivory exported during 
this period of extensive commerce was derived from Natal. 

It is indeed more simple to point out a continuity of trade in 
Dclagoa Bay and to establish connections between it and Natal 
than to show how this commerce affected the history of the Natal 
Nguni. Yet, upon the realization that the northern Nguni appear 
to have been involved in more than an insignificant trade with 
the north, one must proceed to a re-examination of some of the 
most important events and processes in the history of the area to 
see if trading motives can be found. Although the conclusions and 
suggestions presented below arc not offered as a complete expla
nation of Nguni history, it will be seen that trade may have been 
an important factor in many of the developments leading to the 
emergence and consolidation of what came to be the Zulu nation. ... 

It is generally accepted that among the northern Nguni, the 
Hlubi, Ngwanc and Nd wand we, all of which descended from the 
parent Dlamini group, were among the earliest Nguni chiefdoms 
to begin the process of state construction. •10 There arc several 
indications that trade had a long history among these groups. 
Traditional C\'iclcncc indicates a 'close' and 'intimate' connection 
between the Dlamini Nguni and the Tcmbe of Delagoa Bay.n 
The 'intimate' relations taken together ,vith the geographical 
contiguity and the fact that most of the i\'ory exported from the 
southern side of Dclagoa came from or passed through northern 
Natal, suggest that the Dlamini had a significant role in the 
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ivory trade. It should also be noted that according to A. T. Bryant, 
the Dlamini were part of the wlbo group. He equates vaMbo 
with the group the Portuguese called 'Vambe'.' 12 If this equation 
has any substance, further confirmation would be given to the 
idea that trade had a long history among these chiefdoms, because 
in tile sixteenth century it was reported that the Portuguese 
'occasionally' traded with the kingdom of Vambe. 43 

The economic and political relations between the Tembe of 
Dclagoa Bay on the one hand, and especially the Ngwane and 
Nclwandwe on the other, may have had significant consequences 
both at Delagoa Bay and in the interior of northern Natal. During 
t~e eighteenth century the Tembe dominated the whole ofthe 
southern littoral of Delagoa Bay and t ius exercised a monopoly 
of the export trade. 4 •1 It is also quite possible that Tern be influence 
may have been exerted over a significant portion of northern 
Natal, perhaps including the Ngwane and Nd wand we. 45 One 
European traveller at Delagoa reported that Tembe extended 
two hundred miles into the interior. •16 If in fact Tembe's influence 
stretched over a wide area of northern Natal, then a root cause of 
the eighteenth-century wars in this area may have been the 
attempt of the Ngwane and Ndwandwc to free themselves from 
Tembe control. This attempt, it would seem, was not completely 
successful until Tembe was disrupted by internal strife. In r 794 -
civil war broke out in Tembe, and although the Portuguese 
intervened and reinstated the ruling chief, the fissure could not 
be healed. •17 For a significant portion of the Tcmbe broke away, 
and to the cast of the river which came to be known by that name 
estalJlished the independent chiefdom of l\Iaputo. It is significant 
that the traditions of the Ngwane and Ndwandwe as independent 
entities also arose in this periocl.· 18 Thus it appears quite possible 
that the strife which led to the bifurcation of Tembe also helped 
in the foundation of the Ngwanc and Ndwanclwc. 

The c1ucstion of trade may have been an important consider- -< 

ation in these wars in northern Natal. Judging from the hostile 
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relations which existed between the Tcmbc and the Nguni, it 
could be suggested that the conduct, control, and monopolization 
of trade was an important factor. For the Ternbc, as well as the 
other Thonga of Dclagoa Bay, sought to protect their position as 
middlemen and preserve their monopoly. As early as the end of 
the sixteenth century it was observed that a chief in the mountains 
near Tcmbc, 'never under any circumstances descends from the 
mountains or holds any communication with his neighbours, for 
they arc all alike very great thieves ... he never wants to trade 
with the Portuguese fearing that if he sent them down from the 
mountains they would be stolen by his neighbours'. 4 ~ During the 
Dutch period it was ob:fu.rvecl that all of the Thonga were con
cerned with preserving then- monopoly and often went to war to 
prevent 'inlandcrs' from dealing directly with the Europeans. 50 

By the middle years or the eighteenth century, relations with the 
'inlandcrs' do not seem to have improved. I11 the I 750s, it was 
observed that the people of Tcmbc would not attempt to pass 
through the lands or the Nguni. 51 In the I 780s, it was noted that 
the Thonga 'would not dare go to trade with them (Nguni), in 
order to avoid being robbed'. 53 Thus it appears that the struggle 
over trade was a constant phenomenon in the relations between 
the coastal Thonga and 'inlanders' in general, and more particu
larly between the Tcmbc and the Nguni. 

At the conclusion or these eighteenth century wars, the geo
graphical positions and relationships between these chiefdoms 
had been significantly altered. One or the most important r~sults 
was that the trading monopoly of Tcmbe was brought to an end. 
By consolidating their position to the cast of the river, the Maputo 
opened an alternate line of communication from the interior to the 
bay. It should also be noted that both the Ngwane and Nclwanclwe 
came to settle along the Pongola, a major tributary of the Maputo. 
Thus the beginning of the nineteenth century found the Ndwandwc, 
the ?\Iaputo and the Ngwanc all clustered along a major artery of 
commerce to Dclagoa Bay. 53 

During these years, the northern Nguni chiefdoms were also 
experiencing a period of internal growth and consolidation .. It 
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might be suggested that trade also influenced these developments. 
For if, in fact, these ,vere wars fought over matters of trade, then 
the increased militarism and consolidation which resulted could 
be viewed as a logical response to the necessities of the prosecution 
of trade. Secondly, the accumulation of wealth derived from trade 
would have helped in the process of the consolidation of the state. 
By distributing goods obtained from the long-distance trade, a 
chief could command increased loyalty from both within and 
without the normal lineage structure. \,Vhether chiefs exchanged 
these goods for commodities, service, or merely to ensure loyalty, 
European travellers testified to tI1e fact that the imported goods 
were widely diffused through Nguni society. In later years, a 
concrete example of this phenomenon was provided when 
Dingane informed the British traders that he was anxious to have 
trade goods in order to reward his followers. 54 Since the ivory 
trade came to be a royal monopoly among the northern Nguni, 
trade would seem to have been an important factor in the consoli
dation of chiefly power. In fact, monopoly of trade may have 
been the crucial cliflcrentiating factor between the northern Nguni 
chiefdoms and the neighbouring groups. For it appears that in the 
areas to the south as well as among the Thonga of Delagoa Bay 
the chiefs never exercised this right. 55 

The early career of Dingiswayo gives support to the idea that 
trade of the northern Nguni chiefdoms with Delagoa Bay was 
important and that control of the ivory trade was a tool for the 
strengthening of the state. During his enforced exile from his 
~[thethwa homeland, Dingiswayo sought shelter among the Hlubi. 
From here he may have travelled to Delagoa Bay 56 and may even 
have travelled with a party of Thonga porters on a trading 
expedition to the Buffalo River. 57 Upon his return to take control 
of the ?-.Ithethwa chieftaincy, Dingiswayo instituted two important 
reforms in matters of trade. He first organized a caravan of one 
hundred porters, who took ivory and cattle to trade at Delagoa 
Bay. Thereafter, the exchange of goods with the north remained i 
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\ a matter of high priority. 58 \,Vhereas prior to his assumption of 
./ control of the l\1thethwa, institutional control of trade had been 
I/ very limited, Dingiswayo made all trade exclusively his prerogative. 
' Those who transgressed his order were to be put to death. 59 

Probably of greater significance than his alleged desire 'to improve 
the habits of his people' by showing them articles of European 
manufacture, was his use of these manufactured articles to win 
allegiances and consolidate a following. Although it is possible 
that these reforms were of his own independent invention, the 
fact that they were instituted immediately following his sojourn 
in the north suggests that these were operational devices he had 
witnessed and which he felt had helped to strengthen the northern 
chiefdoms. 

There arc other indications that Dingiswayo gained some 
intimate knowledge of the politics of the north. \Vhcn he returned 
to ~lthcthwa, one of his primary tasks was to deal with the Q~vabe, 
who had refused to surrender a pretender to the lvithethwa 
chieftaincy. Perhaps uncertain of his own power, Dingiswayo 
concluded an alliance with the l\1Iaputo. In return for the aid of 
musket-carrying soldiers, Dingiswayo agreed to exchange all of 
his goods through l\,[aputo. 60 \Yith the support of the soldiers and 
firearms from Iv[aputo, the l\1Ithcthwa were easily able to over
come the Qwabe. Dingiswayo had found another way to turn 
the trade and politics of Delagoa Bay to his own advantage. 

The standard explanation of l\1Ithcthwa expansion under 
Dingiswayo is that he sought to 'replace fifty discordant foreign 
policies \\'ith one'. Yet if one takes a closer look at the pattern of 
l\Ithethwa expansion it is observed that the only attack made to 
the south was at the expense of the Q~vabe, with whom Dingiswayo 

1 , had matters of state to settle. According to Bryant there is no 
/ evidence of Dingiswayo ever moving against the Ngocobes, Cubes, 
I Cunus, Tembus ancl other clans along the Tukcla and Ivizinyati 
valleys. Gl Unless there were reasons of geography which prevented 
,the ~Ithethwa from securing the allegiance of the aforementioned 

1group, one wonders why these peoples, who were closer to the 
l\lthetlnva than many of those who were forced to submit to 
Ivitliethwa 'suzerainty', did not have their foreign policies 
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changed. For when l\tithethwa expansion (according to Bryant) 
is charted, it is found that the groups he conquered, the claTcnjcni, 
Tembu, Zulu, cmaivitabcni, Dhlamini, Kumalo, Dube, Cambini 
and J\Ivclc, 62 were more or less located on an axis which ran from 
the coast in the south-east towards the west and north. This lateral 
expansion could be interpreted as part of Dingiswayo's continued 
preoccupation with trade. Since the long distance trade with the 
south was gaining increasing intensity, this pattern of expansion 
would have afforded him greater control of the trade to the north. 
In this connection, it should be noted that Fynn commented that 
during his lifetime Dingiswayo sought to monopolize the whole of 
the Delagoa market. 63 

Another point of interest is to seek the causes of the Ngwanc
Ndwanclwc-l'vlthethwa conflict. \Vhilc Dingiswayo was proceeding 
with his conquests in the south, the Ngwane, who were located to 
the south of Tembc, were assuming control of the northern bank 
of the Pongola. At the same time, Zwiclc and the Ndwandwe 
were expanding along the southern bank of the Pongola. \Vhcn 
the expansion of the Ndwandwe is charted, it is found that it 
proceeded from the coast in the cast to the mountains in the west. 64 

Only after securing this territory did Zwicle embark on new 
campaigns, and these were directed against the Ngwanc and 
perhaps cYen against the Tcmbc of Dclagoa Bay. 65 As in the case 
of Dingiswayo, there is no evidence of Zwiclc ever attempting to 
move southward and apparently the battles fought with the 
r-fthethwa were instigated by Dingiswayo. Since the 1vithethwa 
and the i\faputo had apparently conspired to exclude the 
Nd wand we from the Delagoa market, 66 a motive for the direction 
of Ndwandwe expansion may have been to cut off the trade with 
the south and by attacking Tembc to seek another outlet for trade. 

The chiefdom of l'vlaputo remained a focus for the attentions of 
the major powers in Natal. \Vhilc Dingiswayo lived and the 
i\Ithcthwa-i\Japuto alliance remained intact, the r.Iaputo re
mained free from attack. Soon after Zwiclc had disposed of 

GO Ibid. pp. 100-6. 

"' Fynn Diar;• p. 47. 
• 1 Dryant Olden Times p. 137. 
°' ~ot long after 1800, Temhe was overrun by a group from the interior. However, 
neither the exact date nor the group which attacked Tembe is specified. Sec the report 
of Fynn RSE. I Vol. 2 p. 487. 
"" According to Fynn, '.\'dwandwc trade with :'-.Iaputo began only after Dingiswayo's 
death. Fynn Diary p. -H· 
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Dingiswayo, however, he attacked and brought lvfaputo under 
Ndwanclwe control. G7 The Nd wand we thereafter used lYiaputo 
as an outlet for their ivory. Gs The fortunes of the inland struggle 
soon brought a new change to Ivlaputo. Following Shaka's defeat 
of the Nd wand we and their flight away from the southern banks 
of the Pongola, :rvlaputo was brought under Zulu control. In 1823 
Fynn found that there were Vatwahs in the kingdom of :Maputo, 
whose chief was Shaka. G9 The missionary, ,Villiam Threlfall, also 

I met many 'Vatwahs', all of whom came to :rvlaputo from the 
'great king, Shaka'. 7 0 

An interesting aspect of the struggle for control of Maputo is 
that both Zwiclc and Shaka allowed the people to remain un-
molested . .i After his initial defeat of l'daputo, Zwiclc's relations 
with them appear to have been good. According to Owen, crops 
and industries were improved and the country came to enjoy 
great abundance. 7 ~ In Ivlaputo, Shaka's envoys interacted 
peacefully, and concerned themselves almost exclusively with 
matters of trade and apparently only resorted to force in cases of 
disagreement over trade. 73 , Vhile the other chiefdoms of the bay, 
especially Tembe, were being desolated, :Maputo remained well 
cultivated, populous, and continued to do a brisk trade. 7•1 The 
reason that the Ivlaputo were granted virtual independence by 
Shaka was that they had gained a reputation for being shrewd 
traders. 75 

Delagoa Bay also became a focus of attention for the major 
splinter groups caused by Shaka's wars. For both the Shangane 
and the Ngoni for a time settled in the neighbourhood of Delagoa 
Bay. Unlike the Zulu, however, these groups abandoned the 
'traditional' Nguni policy of refusing to sell slaves. Perhaps 
resulting from the exigencies of their hazardous position, both 
groups raided in the area of the bay and sold a large number of 
slaves directly to the Portuguese. ?G According to one observer, the 

G7 Fynn Diar;· p. 47. 
•• \Villiam Owen 'Ddagoa Bay' RSEA Vol. 2 p. 470. 
' 9 Fynn DiarJ' p. ,12. 

,o Extracts from the diary of \\'illiam Threlfall, printed in Samuel Broadbent The 
.\JissionarJ' Jfart_yr of .Yamaqua!and London 1860 p. 83. 
"Fynn IJiar;· p .. 18. 
"Owen 'Delagoa Bay' RSE.I Vol. 2 pp. 468-9. 
'"Threlfall in Broadbent ,Harl)r p. 84. 
' 1 Ibid. p. 85. 
7S Fynn Diary p. 48. 
'" Owen JYarratfre Vol. t pp. 123-4, 1.p-2; Vol. 2 p. 218. 
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Shangane found this trade so profitable that they wanted to 
establish themselves at the bay and gain 'a window on the sea'. 77 

.Judging from the astonishing increase in the slave trade during 
these years, it seems that these groups were able to make significant 
profits. 

During the early years of Shaka's rule, the export of ivory to 
Dclagoa Bay seems to have been an important concern of the 
king. By this time, the trade appears to have become highly 
organized. For the goods obtained in Zululand appear to have 
been transported ·to a narrow strip of land on the borders of 
Zululand and ?viaput<;, From here it is likely that lVIaputo porters 
carried the goods, which had been collected, 'northward to the 
Portuguese factory. 78 The extent of this trade is suggested by a 
report of Captain ·william Owen. According to him, in '1823 a 
caravan of one thousand porters, bringing between three hundred 
and four hundred elephant tusks and a large quantity of cattle, 
arriYed at the bay. Although Owen neglects to mention the source, 
it is improbable that this caravan could have originated in any 
place other than ZululancL 79 The systematic way in which trade 
was\ now prosecuted and the size of the caravans suggest that 
trade continued to be a matter of major concern during Shaka's , 
reign. 

At this time, Eurqpean traders were becoming more interested 
in the trade of ZululancL Perhaps in an attempt to cut out tl1e 
middlemen of j\Japuto, the Portuguese sought entry into Zulu
lancl. They proposed the establishment of a factory in the north 
of Zululand, which they assured Shaka would hasten the delivery 
of his ivory to the bay. Although Shaka refused this overture, 80 

it seems likely that the Portuguese emissary Isaacs met at Shaka's 
kraal had come for a similar purpose. 81 By this time, however, 
Shaka had decided that he would rather have an establishment 
of British traders at Port Natal than Portuguese in Zululand. 82 

The reason for his prefe-i~nce for the British seems to have been 
that they brought trading goods which at the time were far 
superior to those that were procured from the Portuguese at 

77 P.R.O. :\dm. 1 /2269 'Cap. O' No. 30a, 'Description or the People or Dclagoa Bay 
l:,y '.\fr. :\lick Osbornnc'. 
"P.R.0. ,\dm. 1/2269 'Cap. O' No. Go, Owen to Crocker 19June 1824. 
"Owen J\"arrativc Vol. 2 p. 20. 

Bo P.R.O .. -\dm. 1/2269 'Cap. O' No. Go, Owen to Crocker 19Junc 1824. 
BI Isaacs Travc/J Vol. 1 pp. 58-59. 
"Farewell to Somerset, 1 l\Iay 18c?4-Bird .-!1111alJ Vol. 1 p. 72. 
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Dclagoa Bay. 83 A secondary factor may have been the contempt 
with which the Zulu Yiewed the Portuguese because of their slave 
dealing at the bay. 8 •1 

Although the Delagoa market was probably never completely 
closed clown, the latter years of Shaka's reign witnessed a shift in 
emphasis in the direction of the flow of ivory. For by 1827, Shaka 
seems to have become obsessed with obtaining macassar oil, with 
which to turn 'white hairs black'. To this encl he ordered his 
'whole force' to hunt elephants ancl in private assured the British 
traders that they need not bring any other trading goods but the 
cherished oil. 85 \,Vhen the traders failed to obtain this article, 
Shaka no longer had any use for them and let it he known that 
their presence at Port Natal was no longer desired. BG Although 
many interesting questions arc raised by his dealings with the 
British, 87 for our purposes perhaps the most significant factor is 
that in order to obtain European goods, Shaka was willing to 
employ his entire military establishment in the hunting of the 
elephant. 

During the reign of Dingane the trading emphasis seems to have 
shifted back to Dclagoa Bay. As early as 1828 and 1829, it was 
reported that Dingane pursued no other trade than that of 
Delagoa Bay. 88 Between 1828 and 1835 the British traders at 
Dingane's capital continually referred to Thonga traders and 
Portuguese soldiers that they met in Zululand. By 1834, Fynn 
commented that Zululand was 'glutted' with beads obtained 
from Delagoa Bay and that the Zulu received 'immense' quan
tities of beads and brass from that source. 89 The economics of 
the trade had been reversed and it was now the Portuguese who 
supplied the better bead more inexpensively. no In 1835, Dingane 
held out the promise that he would switch the major portion of 
his commerce to Port Natal, if he could be assured that he would 
obtain as much brass from the English as he did from the 
Portuguese. 91 

Dingane, like Shaka before him, sought to acquire more than 
just beads and brass through the prosecution of trade. By the 
I 830s, firearms had become a highly desired commodity. Perhaps 
resulting from the fact that the British traders at Port Natal 
83 Fynn Diary p. 77. 
86 Sec Felix Okoye 'Shaka 
UCLA, !\pril 19G.t) p. 26. 
87 Ibid. 
DO Ibid. p. 230. 

81 Ibid. p. 299. 80 Ibid. p. 143. 
and the British Traders' (unpublished seminar paper, 

88 Fynn Diary p. I 75. 8 ' Ibid. p. 230. 

" Gardiner JYarrativc p. 105. 
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refused to sell firearms, Dingane turned to British missionaries, 
whom he allowed to enter Zululand. The missionaries, however, 
soon complained that Dingane and his principal indunas were 
interested only in learning the use of the musket. Captain Allen 
Gardiner, the mission pioneer, however, soon joined the traders in 
refusing to supply firearms, powder, and balls, to the Zulu. 92 

British traders had previously noted musket-carrying Portuguese 
soldiers in Dingane's service, 93 but Gardiner may not have been 
fully aware of the fact that Dingane also received firearms and 
powder from Delagoa Bay. 04 Although the Portuguese were 
probably equally unhappy lo supply the Zulu monarch with 
guns, Dingane had brought the entire area of Dclagoa Bay under 
his control, and in 1833 had executed the governor of the fort at 
Lourenc;:o :Marques, who had refused to supply him with the 
goods he wanted. 95 Since Dingane was in a position to pressure 
the Portuguese into selling whatever supplies of firearms and 
powder they could obtain, the refusal of the British to supply him 
with this increasingly important commodity may have forced him 
into a continued dependence on the market at Delagoa Bay. 

"Francis Owen The Diary of the RtL'erc11d Francis 01L·cn Cape Town 1926 p. 65. 
0

' Isaacs Tra,·cls Vol. 2 p. 113; Fynn Dinry p. 198. 
"Sec 'A Guerra <los Reis Vatuas Vizinhos do Prcsidio de Lourcn~o l'vlarques cm 1833' 
in Doc11mt11/afllO Avulsa :\Jora111bica11a do Arquivo His/6rico Ultra111ari110; also Lobato Q11atro 
p. 138. 
05 Fynn Diary pp. 231-2. 
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9. The distribution of the Sotho peoples 
after the Dif aqane 

WILLIAM LYE 

By the early years of the nineteenth century the Sotho people of 
South Africa had occupied most of the arable lands of the interior 
high veld to a considerable distance south of the Vaal River. 
Their political system consisted of autonomous chiefdoms com
prised largely of related agnatic kinsmen. By means of continual 
fission, each chiefdom split in separate communities generation 
after generation, with no political control over the segmcntary 
units. This dispersion assured the widest possible occupation of 
the arable lands within the area, and the maximum freedom for 
each community but, at the same time, rendered the Sotho 
vulnerable to potential enemies. 

During the period after 1822 a succession of invaders, Nguni, 
Sotho, Kora and Griqua, preyed on the Sotho in the last great 
event in the traditional history of the southern Bantu before white 
intrusion. These .wars, called the Difaqane, brought the traditional 
peoples of southern Africa in direct conflict and resulted in the 
weakening of Sotho society, the alteration in their settlement 
pattern, and a further weakeuing of their resistance to invasion at 
the moment of white intrusion. 

So completely was the settlement pattern changed, many 
immigrants who entered from the Cape Colony were convinced 
that the land was vacant. Ruined kraals and heaps of bones 
attested to the former occupancy of the low lands, but the ruins 
alone remained. Actually, the result was more complex and 
variable and reg uires further explanation. This paper will discuss 
the effects of the wars on the Sotho to show how, in addition to 
the destruction of kraals and the depopulation of the exposed lands, 
many Sotho survived redistributed in less exposed areas. 

At the beginning of the wars the Sotho were still expanding 
southward, though the force of their expansion had been blunted 
by counter pressures by pastoralist Griqua and Kara in the 
vicinity of the junction or the Vaal and Orange Rivers. The 

191 



William Lye 

southern Sotho had expanded farthest south. rI1ey, and small 
Nguni communities associated with them, occupied the lands 
along the Caledon River to the foothills of the l\-Ialuti M~untains. 
Various Kwcna chiefdoms formed the heart as they settled in 
autonomous communities along the Upper Calcdon. South of 
them were settled the Phetla, Polane and Phuthi chiefdoms of 
Nguni origin. The Taung dwelt to the west of the Caledon along 
the Vet and Sane! Rivers as far north as the Vaal. East of these, 
along the Drakensberg foothills, were the Sia, Tlokwa and 
Phuthing chiefdoms .. Amidst all the others lived scattered kraals 
of the Fokcng. North of the \Taal in the cast were several peoples 
who li,·ed under the general paramountcy of the Pccli. These Pedi 
occupied the lands along the Steelpoort River. \Vest of these two 
clusters lived the numerous Tswana peoples. They had spread 
from the Kalahari in the west and Kuruman on the south-west 
to the lands adjacent to the other clusters mentioned above, and 
north as far as the Limpopo River. All three Sotho peoples had 
some interconnecting lineages and traditions, but local distinctions 
had already developed as a result of separate development. 

To this setting came the wars. The effect of the Difaqane on the 
Sotho peoples has been widely discussed. Thea! referred to twenty
eight chiefdoms which 'disappeared, leaving not so much as a 
trace of their former existence', but this appears to have originated 
in a statement by John Ccntli\Tes Chase, an early Cape author, 
who cited an unnamed missionary who listed the names, locations 
and population of twenty-eight communities. An examination of 
the list, however, reveals that many were merely branches or 
individual kraals of the major Tswana chiefdoms which still 
survive. 1 That some chiefdoms did cease to exist is probably true, 
but, more frequently, they were temporarily uprooted and 
resettled in more secure areas. 

,\ few Sotho communities on the margins of the Tswana area 
remained intact in their traditional lands. The best example of 
this was the Tlhaping, who lived at Dithakong, and their neigh
bours, the Tlharo and Kgalagacli. The Tlhaping avoided a direct 

1 George ,\kCall Thea! Histor;• of South Africa, 1795-183.J London 1891 p. 303; 
John Ccntlines Chase The Ca/Jc of Good Ho/JC allll the Eastern Province of Algoa Ba)' 
London 18.}3 p. 12. These arc the twenty-eight names Chase lists: Bamangwato, 
Basmyreli, Bachazeli. Bawaukclzi. Bakutta, Bagachu, Bagasitzc, Bamslilc, Bamagasc, 
llamauyana, Bamokaluki, Bapeerc, Barolong, llaru111isana Bafoku, Barisana Bafoka, 
Jbgoking, llasoking, llaropogatc, Bapito, Battopecn, Bafoku, Baralota, Bamaraki, 
Bamaguade, Bagoyo, Baguin, Balouri, Basituana. 
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attack by the nomadic hordes thanks to the Griqua commando of 
1823, and they also escaped any raid by ?vfzilikazi's impi, probably 
because of :Wioffat's presence. But they did suffer several attacks 
by the Bergenaar, rebel Griqua. In order to protect himself, one 
Tlhaping chief, l'vfothibc, took a portion of the people to land 
adjacent to Griquatown, and Lepui, one of his sub-chiefs, moved 
farther cast to Bethulie under the French missionaries, but the 
main community remained under l\1ahura in their traditional area 
until they, too, moved to Taung. 2 

At the other extreme, the Kololo, though able to retain their 
corporate identity, were so completely dislocated by the wars that 
they abandoned their country permanently in favour of a new 
land beyond the Zambezi River. They began as a minor Fokcng 
chiefdom on the south side of the Vaal River. \Vhen they were 
attacked by l\,IaNthatisi, the Tlokwa regent, they fled across the 
Vaal, gathered up their followers and proceeded on a career as a 
plundering horde. Finding that that also lacked security their 
chief, Scbctwanc, directed his people to a land entirely removed 
from the disorders. 3 

Other chiefs assembled plundering bands, such as l\1aNthatisi, 
l\Ioletsane and his Taung, Nkgarahanye of the Hlakwana and 
Tshanc of the Phu thing, but each of these remained in the general 
Sotho area, and ultimately settled back in their country. Before 
they did so, however, each of these chiefs roamed considerable 
distances, and left many of their followers strewn along the way. 
l\IaNthatisi travelled the entire length of the Calcdon, and 
l\Joletsanc, Tshanc and Nkgarahanyc crossed into the Tswana 
country and fought their way to the borders of the Kalahari Desert 
before they returned. -1 

Not all dispossessed communities organized plundering ex
peditions. Chiefs who were driven from their lands, but sought 
out temporary havens, \Vere much more nu1ncrous than those 
who went on the war path. Sckwati, chief of the Pcdi, sa,v his 
father and all his brothers killed by the N debclc of Mzilikazi. He 
alone escaped to lead his followers north to the Soutpansbcrg. 
There he lived by hiding out in the \Voodbush ?vfountains 
0 John !\klvill, Griqua Town, 1 7 October 1825 in L.:,.1.S. ,\rchivcs gf-1/ A: F. J. 
L:rnguagc 'Hcrkorns en Gcskicdcnis van die Tlhaping' _,JJricarz Studies I p. 126. 
3 For the career of Scbctwanc sec Edwin \\'. Smith 'Scbctwanc and the l\lakololo' 
.·lfricarz Studies XV pp. ·19-7·1· 
1 William F. Lye 'The Difaqane, The Affecm,c in the Southern Sotho Arca' J.11.IJ. VIII 
p. 122f. 
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whenever ,\Izilikazi's irnpis arrived to gather tribute. \Vhcn 
:\Izilikazi moved west to his new kraals on the Apies River, 
Sekwati returned lo the Steclpoort River where he rebuilt the 
paramountcy temporarily vacated by his migration. 5 Among the 
Tswana, numerous chiefs were driven from their lands. The 
Ngwato, far to the north, found necessary a move from the 
Shoshong Hills because of the Kololo band of Sebetwane. 6 

Sehunelo, chief of the Seleka-Rolong, fled from his kraal at Ga 
Thaba in r 823 when the first wave of marauders crossed the Vaal 
only to return and attempt to rebuild. After several more attacks, 
mostly by ?-.loletsane's Taung, he became a nomadic drifter until 
he felt secure enough to settle at Platbcrg, farther clown the Vaal.; 

The major disturber of the Tswana chiefs was l'.fzilikazi. When 
he settled on the Olifants he drove away the Pecli, when he moved 
to the Apics the many Kgatla and Kwena communities fled or 
were captured, when he occupied the l',,Iarico River country the 
Hurutshe, the Ngwaketse and the Rolong of Tawane fled to the 
west and south in search of a refuge. s 

Among the Southern Sotho, those who did not turn to plunder 
also had to flee. The Hoja formed a major part of the population 
on the west of the V aal. Some of their chiefs led their people to the 
Griqua country in search of protection. 9 Others escaped by 
crossing the Orange Ri\·er. 10 

A different sort of reaction concerns those who never left their 
country, just retreating to more defensible positions. In some 
instances this entailed not only creating new homesteads but also 
developing different ways to subsist. In general this migration was 
from the low and open plains, where garden plots and grazing 
lands abounded, in favour of narrowly constricted, but defensible, 
Qfwboshemze, flat-topped hills, or ravines, where they could hide. 
If cattle were spared they had to be grazed under guard and 
5 Pcdi tradition is rccmdcd in J. A. \\'inters 'The Tradition of Ra' Lola' S.A.J.S. IX 
[1913] PP- 87-IOo; and 'The History of Sckwati' Ibid_ pp. 329-32; A. 11lcrensky 
'Bcitrage zur Geschichte dcr Bapeli' IJcrlimr l1Iissionsbcrichle 20 PP- 327-42; D.R. Hunt 
',\n ,\ccount of the BaPcdi' 1Ja12t11 Studies V pp. 275-326. 
• i\L Legassick 'The Ngwato Under Sekgoma I, 1835-1875' unpublished seminar paper. 
7 C. R. Kotzc 'Die Geskicdenis van die Barolong Vera! die Basclcka-Barolong, tot 
1851 '. Unpublished :\f.:\. Thesis, University of the Orange Free State. 
8 William F. Lye 'The N'dcbclc Kingdom South of the Limpopo' J.A.H. X pp. 88-g3. 
0 Thomas Hodgson l'laatbcrg (on the Vaal), 3 November 1826 in \.V.l'v1MS Archivc-s, 
Cape, Box IV, 1826/51. 
10 Descriptions of the people who fled across the Orange destitute do not identify 
chiefdoms. Sec Charles Somerset, Cape of Good Hope, to Earl Bathurst, 30 July 1825 
in Thea] Records of/he Caj,e Colo11y 3G Vais. London 1898-1905 XXII P- 419. 
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driven back into hiding at an instant. Little farming was possible/ 
for fear of wandering bands. The occupants were forced to revert i 

to hunting and gathering, or thieving, and, in some instances, even 
to cannibalism. Dr. Andrew Smith, the Cape explorer who 
travelled throughout the Southern Sotho and Tswana lands in 
1834- and 1835 reported numerous instances of this sort. In the 
vicinity of Likhuelc he found a community hidden in a narrow 
wooded glen, fearful that they might be spotted. 11 Describing the 
Upper Calcclon he stated: 

But Ji:w natives were seen during this part of our journey and if we 
except a small village which belonged to an uncle of the :rv1antatee 
King [Sckonyela], we cannot say we passcd any thing like a regular 
establishment. ?v1any small hordes were dispersed over the mountain 
sides but these had neither fixed nor regular abode. They sought their 
shelte1· iu the crevices of the rocks and wandered from place to place as 
the gamc migrated. 
Though the country might therefore be said to be almost depopulated 
such, we had sufficient evidence before us, had not always been its 
condition. The ruins of several large villages were passed the environs 
of which were thickly strewed with human bones and even the appear
ances around the remains of the huts showed that numerous lives must 
have been sacrificed even at the very doors of the houses. 1 ~ 

One such community, the Ramokhcle branch of the Taung, lived 
under Chief ::\Joseme at Thaba Nchu near the iviodder River. 
?vlosemc met missionaries of the ,vcslcyan and Paris Societies in 
1833. Both described his situation as being destitute, as he had 
recently suffered the theft of cattle and children by Kora. The 
lands at the base of the hill lay vacant and the people eked out an 
existence hiding on the hill top. 13 

In the north-cast, where ::\·Izilikazi remained strong until 1837, 
Dr. Smith observed similar remnant Tswana communities (un
identified) who had remained in their traditional lands subsisting 
on the dregs of hunting and thieving, knowing that the impi of 
\lzilikazi would search them out. 1 •1 

Not only weak chiefs resorted to hill-top retreats, however. 
Four of the strongest chiefdoms to survive the wars did the same 
11 Andrew Smith ms. Journal I p. 105, 
"Ibid. p. 203. 
"John Edwards, Boctsap 3 July 1933, \Vl\Il\[S Box V, ,\lbany 1833/22; James 
Archbell, Platbng 2 September 1833, \\'l\I:\[S Box V, Alb:rny 1833/28; Thomas 
Arboussct 1 7 July 1833, in Journal Des 1\lissio11s Eva11geliq11cs X p. ·12-
11 Journal II p. 1 96. 
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and thereby prescn-cd and cxtcnclecl their strength: Sckwati, 
Sekonyela, :\Ioorosi and .Moshweshwc. Sekwati followed some
thing like this technique while li,·ing in the Soutpansbcrg where 
he retreated to the \Voodbush Hills. On his return to the Stcclpoort 
he established his people permanently on the hill known as Thaba 
?viosiu. From this hill the Pcdi successfully defended themselves 
against the Zulu, the Swazi and the Boers until late in the 
century. 15 

Sekonyela was probably the strongest and most successful chief 
during the Difaqane. Though his Tlokwa were the first Sotho 
chiefdom to be dispossessed, :MaNthatisi, Sckonyela's mother, 
held her Tlokwa together successfully until she had built a 
formidable fighting band capable of resisting the strongest 
intruders. E,·en this bane! found desirable a permanent retreat 
where a normal life could be resumed. Rather than return to the 
exposed lands near the Drakensberg passes, Sckonyela chose a 
mountain on the banks ol" the Calcdon, where the J'vionaheng, the 
senior branch of the Kwcna had Ii,-cd. He conquered the hillThaba 
Khurutlelc in dLq and gathered his following from all the Tlokwa 
chicfrloms, the Sia and from other communities whom he had 
either conquered or recruited. Ultimately, by the time the first 
Europeans described his situation, Sekonycla was reputed to have 
turned his retreat into the most defensible hill in Lesotho. He was 
then ruling about twenty-five thousand people over a country 
fifty miles to the north and cast. IG Sekonyela adopted the device 
of both or his Nguni adversaries, ?datiwane and l\Ipangazita. 
During their stay along the Caledon, 1\Ipangazita's people settled 
at :\Iabolcla and 1fatiwane's people settled at Senyotong and 
then at 2\ lckwatleng. 17 

0[ more lasting importance, :\Ioshweshwe, a victim of all three 
of these plunderers, and a minor Kwena headman, also experi
mented with mountain retreats at Butha Buthe, where he could 
not sun·ive the protracted siege ofSckonyela, and at Thaba Bosiu, 
the most famous Qf10boshea11e of the Sotho people. Sekonycla had 

"\\"inter 'Sekwati' p. 329; Ilunt p. 288. 
1< Thomas Jenkins, i\lakuatling, 2.f December 1833, \V:\1:\1S Box V, Albany 1833/43; 
Thomas i\rboussct . \"arralii·e of an ExJ,loratory Tour lo the .North-East of the Co/011;' of the 
Ca/,e of Good /lope !rans. John Crou111bie Brown London 1852 pp. 58-9; A. Smith 
Journal I 1 75f. 
17 :\Ioloja 'The Story of the Fctc:111i Ilorde' wrillcn by J. iv[. Orpen Cape Q11arttr/J' 
Review I pp. 267-75; D. F. Ellcnheq.;cr llislory of the Bas11/o; ,l11ciml a11d Alodern wrillcn 
in English by J.C. \lacGregor London 1912 p. 15+. 
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already developed his power as a fighting chief. lVIoshwcshwe 
gained his by developing his defences as a refuge from the wars . 
.-\t Thaba Bosiu i\foshweshwe tried to avoid direct fights by 
paying tribute to potential attackers, or by inducing a stronger 
chief to come to his aid. ,vhen his attackers persisted, i\Ioshweshwe 
defended his people by rolling stones clown the slopes of his retreat 
to drive off his enemies. By these means l'vloshweshwe gained a 
reputation as a successful survi\·or amid the ruins of the Difaqanc. 
His successes in surviving attracted other chiefa who sought 
protection. Because he saved many of his cattle and could defend 
his lands he was able to supply what was wanted and thereby he 
became the paramount chief over all the Southern Sotho. He 
loaned his cattle out to other chiefs to herd under the mafisa system, 
whereby he retained the ownership of the cattle but the use of the 
milk was assigned to the chief who received them. 18 By 1833 
when the first missionaries reached Thaba Bosiu, i\'1oshweshwe 
had wide repute as 'the man of the mountain', among all those who 
had adopted a similar means of defence. Though l\foshwcshwc 
used many circumstances and techniques to assure the continued 
loyalty of his subjects, his first steps to the paramountcy over the 
Southern Sotho were those which took him to the top of Thaba 
Bosiu. 

Lesser chiefa who took up a similar defence on the hill tops often 
accepted a formal relationship with a major ruler over their area, 
such as i\loshweshwe, Sekonyela and i\11zilikazi. Those l>roken 
fragments of former chiefdoms were allowed to occupy land 
which a superior chief claimed because they served a useful 
purpose . .,\loshweshwe allowed such paupers to occupy land to 
the west of the Calcdon in order to secure his title to the territory 
and to keep potential competitors from establishing themselves 
there. 19 Sekonyela had such people scattered over the territory 
north or his permanent settlements towards the Vaal River for the 
purpose of providing information regarding the approach of 
enemies. 20 

:\ lzilikazi and the Tswana chiefs used people in the 

18 
,\. Smith Jo11mal I p. q2 gives the hcst description of the defences at Thaba Bosiu. 

The mafisa system is described in .·\zariclc Sckcsc Jfcku•a lc ,Hade a Boso/ho (;"\Jorija 1962; 
in Lesotho orthography originally published 19-1-4). r-.loshweshwc's use of it is illus
trate~ in Nd1cmiah ;"\Joshesh ',\ Little Light From Basutoland' Caj,c 1\!011/h(l' 1\faga::.im• 
3rd Series I I_ p. 232. I am indebted to Peter Sanders of Oxford for drawing this point 
to my attention. 
'"A. Smith ]o,mwl I pp. 226-7. 
,o Ibid. p. 187. 
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same way. Tht: ckscription or thest: paupns recalls the role of the 
Lala amongst the Tswana. Perhaps their function was determined 
by this traditional practice, but in each case cited the individuals 
were recognized as belonging to the former owners of the lands, 
such as the Rolong, the Tlharo and 'the remains of the Bituana 
tribe which formerly occupied the country now possessed by 
:\Iusulacatzi.' 21 The people chose to accept that role in preference 
to being more intimately involved in the regular communities 
because they preferred the freedom of their poverty to the 
subjection to a stronger chief. 

The desire for an independent existence reveals one of the most 
significant facts ofpre-Dil'aqane Sotho society. Fission amongst the 
junior descendants of chiefs constantly divided the communities 
and contributed not a little to their inability to resist the wars. 
Prior to the wars only th~ Pecli had successfully united a collective 
group of chiefdoms into an ef-Iective paramountcy. Among the 
other Sotho such attempts failed. The Rolong under Tau achieved 
some influence over their neighbours in the eighteenth century, 
but i11 the succeeding generation the Rolong themselves split into 
several factions. 2 2 

The Difaqane altered that circumstance for the Southern Sotho. 
Prior to the wars they, too, had numerous autonomous segments. 
Tradition tells about a chief of the 1\Ionaheng Kwena named 
:\Iohlomi who was regarded as a unifier of the people, but he 
appears not to have influenced the political distinctions but rather 
to have been a spiritual leader and diplomat bringing together 
chiefdoms as allies through his numerous marriage alliances. ~3 

In the sustained conflict along the Caledon no traditional com
munity sun·i\·ecl in its original location. Only by uniting could 
they have resisted, and this they did not achieve. l\!Ioshweshwe 
brought unity by creating a focus of peace and stability to which 
the broken chiefs could submit. 

The presence of the military conquest state of the Ndebelc 
preYented any indigenous chief from developing a similar para
mountcy among the Tswana, though the Tswana were also 

21 Ibid. II pp. 19,f-5. Smith recognized the diITcrcnee between these people who were 
temporarily deprived of their lands and the Lala, or Kgalagadi, whom Smith also 
met. Sec Ibid. II p. 152. 
02 Z. K. ;\Iatthew., 'A Short History of the Tshidi Barolong' Fort Hare Papas I I pp. 
12-13. 
23 D. F. Ellenberger History pp. 90-8; J. C. l\facgrcgor Basuto Traditio11s Cape Town 
1905; reprinted 1957 p. 13. 



The distribution of the Sotlw peoples after the Difaqane 1 99 

handicapped by the lack of defensible hills on which to reorganize. 
In a sense, however, :Mzilikazi created a Sotho state under his 
Nguni elite. The majority of his subjects were recognized as Sotho, 
and, apparently, the proportions ofSotho exceeded those ofNguni 
even after the expulsion of the Ndebele to the Trans-Limpopo 
country in 1837. Though his circumstances cli!Terecl, i\failikazi 
had analogous relationships with his subjects to those of 
l\Ioshweshwe: some he absorbed directly as individuals from the 
chiefdoms he destroyed; others he absorbed as integral units in a 
subordinate vassal relationship that was not unlike the mafisa 
relationship, in that they retained their own village organization 
and herded cattle of the king; others he controlled by treaty or a 
tributary exactment, especially those on his borders. Though his 
system did not survive in the area, its existence prevented the 
development of a Tswana paramountcy which might have 
countered the encroachments of the Trekboers, thus it contributed 
to the clistribu lion of the Sot ho after the wars. H 

A different influence was achieved through the mission societies. 
The London, \Vesleyan and Paris Evangelical Societies all 
contributed to the resistance of Sotho chiefs to warring bands 
and, less often, they also influenced the nature of Sotho society. 

The London J\lissionary Society arrived before the wars. They 
established stations among the Tlhaping at Kuruman and among 
the Griqua. By the time of the wars they were joined by \Vesleyans 
who settled among the Scleka-Rolong after they had convinced 
their charges to settle clown from several years of wandering. 
Later they founded a station amongst the Tlokwa of Sekonyela. 
1\mong the Tswana, the Paris Evangelical missionaries served the 
Hurutshe at i\Ioscga and refugees from there and elsewhere at 
Mothitho. They also founded a station for Tlhaping and other 
unsettled Tswana at Bethulie on the Calcclon River. Their most 
extcnsiYe work was among the people of i\'loshweshwe and his 
allies, i\ foletsane and i\Ioorosi. :!s 

The extent to which missionaries influenced the Sotho people 
that early is difficult to assess. In the case of the Tlhaping, the 
London Society encountered resistance and the chief, ?vlothibe, 
rcf"uscd to remain with them preferring to live under the protection 

"\\'. F. Lye 'The N<lcbcl,· Kingdom South of the Lirnpopu' ] . .-I.II. X pp. 9G-10:1. 

"J. I lupkssis .·I I /iJtory of Chri.1tin11 ,\lissio11s ir. South Africa London 191 1 ; reprinted 
Cape Town 1 ~G5. This is the best single source for general information about all the 
societies in South Africa. 
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of the Griqua. However, :dahura, his brother, chose to remain 
with a portion of the Tlhaping at Dithakong, and then he, too, 
migrated to Taung in 1835. Only the remnants of broken com
munities lived at the mission station at Kuruman, but it became 
a magnet for the dispossessed people. The remnants were identified 
as Tlharo, Tau, Kwena, Rolong, and 'Bashutas'. 26 

Neither Sekonycla nor .t\loshweshwe permitted the missionaries 
to dominate their lands, though 1\,foshweshwe successfully used 
them to further his control over outlying communities. The 
missionaries who taught in individual stations were subordinate 
to their leaders at Thaba Bosiu, and the missionaries at Thaba 
Bosiu were clearly subordinate to 1vloshweshwe. A further area of 
influence which Ivloshweshwc's missionaries had was as his 
diplomatic correspondents. They provided the most knowledge
able link with and interpreted .t\loshweshwe's interests to the 
colonial goyernmcnt. 27 Sekonycla, conYersely, distrusted the 
missionaries and eYen threatened to attack the mission stations in 
his area. ~8 

Probably the \Vesleyans hacl the most far-reaching influence 
on any Sotho society up to the encl of the wars. The Reverends 
Samuel Broadbent and Thomas Hodgson met their Selcka
Rolong people in 1823. From that elate they remained intimately 
related to the community even though throughout the wars the 
Seleka suffered repeated attacks which caused them to become 
a homeless band of wanderers for a period. Hodgson and James 
.-\rchhcll, Broaclbent's successor, applied directly to :Molctsanc, 
who at the time was still characterized as a plundering warrior, 
to induce him to refrain from attacking the Rolong. In this the 
missionaries failccl, not because of l\·loletsane, but because their 
own charges sought revenge. They also interceded with the Griqua 
to redress a misunderstanding between Sehunclo, the Rolong 
chief, and :\nclries \Vaterboer, the Griqua Captain at Griqua 

00 ]{. :\!offal and R. lbmilton 'Lattakoo' 20 .-\ugust 1827, J.;\IS Archive;, 10/3/:\; 
R. :\Ioffat 'Lallakoo' 7 April 1 !328, L\JS 1 1 / 1 /B; R. Hamilton and R. l\foffat ':slew 
Lattakoo' 6 .\larch 1829, L:\IS 11/3/B; A. Smith Joumal II pp. 75-6; Language 
'lkrkorm' p. 126. 
"' :\Ioshwcshwt:'s diplomatic skill and his us<: of the missionaries for that purpose can 
best be seen in the <:xlensive correspondence bctw<:en himself and the Colonial 
Goverm11cnl printed in Ccorgc \I. Thcal IJaJutolmul Records 3 vols. Cape Town 1883; 
repri11 ted I 9li.~. 
' 8 A. Srnitli Joumal l p. 18r1; John C::uneron. Platbcrg (Cakdon), to H. Dugmore 
17 December 18.p, in Cna Long Ar, l,11/cx to .·111tlwrs of Ur,olficial, Primtd)'-01rntd 
1\la,111smj,ts Rdating to the fli.<too• of South .-1frica 181::,-19::,0 (19.p) pp. 79-81. 
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town. \Vhen their influence appeared to wane completely, the 
missionaries settled on the banks of the Vaal and induced a small 
fragment of Schunelo's people to join them. \Vhcn their settle
ment began to flourish the chief joined them and soon his scattered 
subjects also settled clown. By 1833 they had built Platbcrg into a 
community of ten thousand. By then the chief had died and 
?vioroka succeeded him. At that time the \Vcsleyans achieved 
nearly a complete mastery over the Sclcka. Platbcrg proved 
unsuitable for such a large population so the missionaries sought 
out a better fountain along the i\Joddcr River. The entire com
munity followed the missionaries to the new land of Thaba Nchu 
which they acquired by treaty from l\loscmc, the Ramokhcle 
chief, and l\ [oshwcshwe, his master. By this device even the land 
on which the Rolong resided was held by the Mission Society. 
Thereafter the Scleka became the subjects of a missionary polity 
and obtained their political inf1ucnce only through the leadership 
of the \\' eslcyans. 29 This case is exceptional among the Sot ho; the 
only similar example was the role of the London Missionary 
Society among the Griqua in 1820 when they persuaded the 
people to select a Christian convert in place of their regular chief. 

Thus far the concern has been for organized chiefdoms. Another 
inf1ucncc of major significance in the redistribution of the Sotho 
during the Difaqanc was the impact of disorganized refugees who 
spread indiscriminately over the entire Sotho country and beyond. 

The refugees contributed to the disorganization of the country-' 
side. Though many chiefdoms remained intact, stragglers dropped 
hack as they were uprooted from their settlements. Plundering 
hordes often incorporated such stragglers, but, in turn, would 
slough off those who failed to maintain the pace. Their influence 
was felt through the manner in which they recast the nature of 
indi\'idual chiefdoms, strengthening one in relation to its neigh-_ 
hours, and altering the ethnic composition. 

The extent to which refugees inf1uenccd the plundering hordes 
can be shown through the descriptions of them. Describing 
:\ lolctsane's followers in 1826, the Reverend Thomas Hodgson 
recognized their mixed origins by their diversity in weapons, 
ornaments, dress, colour and dialccl.:io Concerning the Tlokwa, 

-• C. H.. Kotzc ·Gcskicdenis' 23f; I. S. J. \"l"nter 'Die H.uilkonlrakte in 1833-3.f 
.-\angegaan Tussen :--.Iosjcsj en die \\'eslcy::rne' Com1111111icatio11s oj the U11frcrsitv oj So11tl, 
.-ljrica c20. • 
30 T. Hodgson, Platbcrg (Vaal), :.13June 1827, \\'i\1'.\IS Cape Box .f, 1827/'.!.1. 
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after they had settled clown, Dr Andrew Smith noted that the 
nuclear Tlokwa constituted a small portion of the whole com
munity and that the rest became subject to Sekonyela so long as it 
suited their needs. 31 

How many Sotho actually became refugees varied with place 
and time. Of the Southern Sotho virtually every community was 
driven from its lands. Eugene Casalis, a French missionary, 
estimated that two-thirds of all those who should have been 
subjects of :-.Ioshweshwe, that is, those designated Southern Sotho, 
were absent as refugees in the Cape Colony. a 2 That proportion 
would be impossible to substantiate and difficult to believe. 
i'vfoshweshwe stated that 'i'dost of their people [speaking of the 
independent chiefs of the upper Calcdon] and part of mine had 
sought a temporary refuge in the Colony, in Griqua land, and 
other places.' 33 Other evidence supports this more general 
scattering. The missionaries at Kuruman reported 'Bashutas' 
among their communicants and identified them as refugees from 
the wars. 3 •1 The missionaries at Griqua Town and Philippolis 
indicated that a large proportion of the residents in Griqua 
country were of the Tswana and Southern Sotho chiefdoms who 
lived in separate villages surrounding the Griqua settlements. 35 

Even l\Izilikazi acquired captives from the refugees, as did the 
Pedi who received some from the horde broken up at Dithakong 
in 1823. 36 

The refugees who reached the Colony were usually identified 
as ';\ lantatecs', 'ivfakatees' or 'Goes', the latter being either the 
San word for Black people or a corruption of the name Hoja, a 
numerous group of chiefdoms to the west of the Caledon. These 
refugees began arriving about the time of the battle ofDithakong, 
some brought there by Ja mes :\ Iclvill, the Government Agent at 
Griqua Town, others clrifi:ing in across the Orange River in a 
state of destitution. By r 826 George Thompson, the traveller from 
the Cape, reported that one thousand refugees were then living in 
the Colony. In the district of" GraafT Rei net alone the Lancldrost 
31 :\.Smith.Journal Ip. 1Bi. 
30 Eugene Casalis The ]Jasulo.< London 1B61; reprinted Cape Town 1965 p. 71. 
33 .\foshwcshwc, Thalia Bosiu, to Government Secretary, 15 l'v!ay 18+5, in ms ILllcr

book, l'E:\IS Archives, Lesotho. 
31 R. lla1nilton alld JC .\loffat 'Lattakoo' 20 :\ugust 1 !l27, in Ll'v!S 10/3/A. 
3 s James .\lclvill, Griqua Town, 17 October Ill25, Li\lS 9/4/i\; i\lclYill, l'hilippolis, 
2 :\pril 182i, L:\!S 10/2/ll: .\leh·ill, l'hilippolis, 1 July 1828, LJ\IS 11/1/C. 
3G Robert .\loffat The 1\latnbclc Jmmwls nf Rabal 1\-loj/at, 18::!9-60 (2 vols. London 
1945) I pp. 9, 16. For the Pcdi sec A. i\ lcrcnsky p. 332. 
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reported forty-nine who had been apprenticed and over three 
hundred who drifted in unofficially. 37 

To discover some indication of the extent of the refugee 
mi orations statistical references oft he Paris ~1Iission to Tv!oshweshwe 

c:, 

indicate that in 1833 he had a following of about 25,000. By 184.8 

this had increased to 80,000, and most of the growth was attributed 
to the return of refugees. 38 This is affirmed in principle by other 
evidence. 

The Beerseba mission station, located on the south-western 
approaches to the Caledon River, served as a focal point for 
returning refugees. Speaking of that station, the missionaries 
reported that it was populated almost entirely by people who had 
returned from the Colony, and that it continued to grow despite 
the fact that these people successively moved on into the Sotho 
country once they settled. 39 The marriage register of Beerseba, 
which listed the birth dates and places of the candidates, confirms 
the impression of the large numbers of migrant refugees returning 
to Lesotho at the close of the Difaqane. Between the years 1842 
and 1867, 231 marriages were solemnized of which the birth 
places for over four hundred were recorded. 132 people were born 
in the Cape Colony, seventy-five in Griqua country, sixty-two in 
lands now in the Free State, eleven from Botswana and six from 
Natal, more than two-thirds from places excluded from contem
porary Lesotho. 
37 George Thompson Travels and Adventures ir1 S011/hcm Africa eel. Vernon S. Forbes 
First eel. London 1827 Part I Cape Town 1967 p. 186; Thomas Pringle J\'arratin: of a 
Residence in S011/h .·lfrica London 1851 p. 76; A. Stockenstrom, Graalf Rcinct, to Sir 
Richard l'laskct, Sec. to Govt., 1 June 1825, in G. 11. Thea! Records of the Cape Colo11J' 
XXIV p. 293. 

As used in the Colony, the terms '.\lantatcc, 1'lakatcc and Goe arc general cksig
nations for the refugees from the lrans-Orangc to distinguish from the 'KaCTirs', the 
Nguni people of the Eastern Cape. Specific idcntific;:itions arc Yirtually impossible to 
discover because of this. It is known that l\loorosi's l'huthi, :-Ioktsanc's Taung and 
various of l\ loshwcshwc's people went to the Colony where they took the gc-ncral 
names mentioned. Sec 'Statement Drawn up at the Request of Chief :-Iolctsanc, 
'.\lckuatling, 28 January 1852, in G. l\l. Thea! Basutolarul Records 3 Yols. Cape Town 
1883; reprinted 196.1- I pp. 517-20; Justice of the Peace of Craddock to Colonel 
Somerset, 13 August 183.\., in Orpen Corrcsponclc11cc with D. F. Elknbcrgcr, in 
Papers of Paul Ellcnbcrgn, '.\lasitisi. Lesotho. (Original unseen); '.\loshwcshwc to 
Govt. Secretary, 15 :\lay 1!l.J5, in l'Ell!S File, Lc-sotho. 
38 Figun-s cited frorn Peter Sanders 'l\loshoeshoc and the Creation of the Sotho 
N'a1ion' unpuhlishccl seminar paper School or Oriental and ,\frican Studies I.onclon 
February 1967. 
39 Samuel Rolland. lkerscba. nd, in Jo11mal des i\lissiom pp. 12. 23; '.ph Rcport of the 
Confacncc of lllissionaries in :\frica' Thaba llosiu, 10 November 1838, in Joumal des 
.\fissions PP· I.!, 175; Prosper Lemuc, l\lotito, 21 September 1839, in ibid. pp. 15, 45. 
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Individual case histories show the pattern of the migrations. 
The l\loclctsi family recorded birth places for six individuals. The 
first two were born in Ramokhcle's country, a third, in 1832, at 
Cradock, another from a second wife at Colesberg the same year, 
a fifth at Graaff Rcinet in 1837 and a sixth at Beerseba in 1842. 
The ?vfasuctsa family recorded births at Ramokhcle's country in 
1827, in :\Iasetcli [Bast:1rcl=Griqua] country in 1832, Makhoeng 
[White man's Jandl in 1833, and Bcerseba in 1834.·10 

The return of refugees was observed by Dr Smith in 183,1 on his 
journey to the interior. They had made a temporary settlement 
near the Orange River twenty-one miles from Philippolis. They 
had worked for the colonists until they had earned cattle by which 
to support themselves again and then returned to find peace 
among their people. -11 

l\loshweshwc was not the only recipient of refugees. Sekonyela 
received many from the nortl1, but l\Ioshweshwe had the advan
tage of being in the line of the return of those among the Griqua 
and the colonists. The entire Tswana complex of chiefdoms also 
recei,·ecl refugees .. \ Ioffat noted that his station consisted almost 
entirely of 'strangers', few Tlhaping being amougst them.' 12 The 
communities of Lala, 'Poor Bechuanas', were also swelled above 
their normal complement of Kgalagadi by refugees who made 
their li\·ing from the veld kos. Professor Isaac Schapera has made a 

I definitive study ol' the chiefdoms of modern Botswana which 
✓ 

shows that e\'ery Tswana chiefdom is composed of wards and 
individuals within wards of alien peoples differing from the 
nuclear comm tmit y. Lists icleu tifying the ethnic origins of these 
aliens ancl statistical information show the degree of mixing that 
has taken place. His historical notes show that while some mixing 
occurred at an earlier period, a major part dcri,-cd from the period 
of the Difaqane.· 13 

"'hen the wars ended many Sotho communities attempted to 
return to their original country. Several Tswana chiefs succeeded 
in this because the Boers who drove away ~Izilikazi were too few 
to claim l'Xtensi,·c tracts so far from their base at Thaba Nchu.· 1•1 

Others, however, found their lands claimed by other chiefs or by 
the Trekkers . .\loktsane, for example, temporarily settled among 
"' .Harriage Regis/a, lkcrscba \fission Station. 18.p-1867, in PEi'>IS Archives, Lesotho. 
11 .-\. Smith Journal l pp.-,~, +1-· 
-L! See 11ote 2(i on p:--1g-e 200. 
13 Isaac Schaper;i ·1 he Jc'1/111ic Com/10.<ition of Tswana Tribes l .ondon 1 952. 
11 Prosper Lr.:mue, :\lotito, ~ 1 September I B39, in Journal des ,\-fissions pp. 15, .18. 
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the Griqua when his marauding days had ended. Then he 
returned to the Caledon when the missionaries founded Beerseba. 
He moved on to the .Mekwatlcng area to lands granted him by 
i\Ioshweshwe. He planned to return to his original country on the 
Sand Ri\'er, but the Trekkers occupied the area first. •15 The 
greatest redistribution occurred in the trans-Orange and eastern 
Transvaal areas where the Trekkers forestalled a return to the 
traditional pattern. 

The Sotho people suffered their most cathartic period of history 1, 
in the wars of the Dif'aqane and their sequels. The combination of 
attacks by dispossessed plunderers, small but powerful bands of 
Griqua and Korana, and by impis of the military slate oL\Izilikazi 
assured that the entire area was disrupted for fifteen years until 
the coming of the white settlers. By these wars the distribution of 
the Sotho peoples was drastically altered. In the first instance, 
entire communities were uprooted and had to find new lands to 
settle. In the second place, incli\'iduals had to seek refuge within 
and beyond the Sotho area. 

One Sotho chicf'clom found its way to the Zambezi River where 
it created a sub-imperialism of its own. Others, united with the 
Nclebcle of :-.lzilikazi, did similarly in the trans-Limpopo country. 

Of those who remained in the general area of the Sotho, the 
Ngwato had to move farther north than their traditional home, 
the Sclcka and, for a time, other Rolo11g settled to the south and 
cast at Thaba Nchu, the Tlokwa migrated west from their original 
lands LO occupy those which had belonged to the ~lonaheng 
Kwena. All the numerous Southern Sotho chicf'doms found 
thcmscln:s crowded into the area to the south and cast of the 
Calcclon where they united in a different kind of polity. Rclati\·ely 
few Sotho communities were restored or remained at their 
original homes. 

\\'ithin the lands which remained occupied by the Sotho, 
generally the open and fertile lowlands were vacated. The 
survi\·ing remnant communities 0ed to near-bv Qhobosheane or 
secluded ra\·ines where they de\'elopccl temporarily a'~lilkrent way 
of life. 

,\dclitional to the mo\'emcnts of communities, the migration of l 
refugees who thus combined with other peoples altered signifi
cantly the composition of individual chiefdoms. E\-cn less than· 
before the wars, the terms clan or tribe describe the Sotho 
'" 'Statement Drawn up at the Request of i\ lolctsanc' op. cit. 
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chiefdoms which had by then Lccomc entirely composite societies. 
The impact of the Europeanization of the refugees who served in 
the colony must have contributed further, but the arrival of 
missionaries and settlers assured that European influence would 
directly impinge itself on the Sotho shortly. 

The context of all these changes was what faced the white 
intruders in 183 7 and what the Sotho people had created to face 
the new challenge. 



rio) Aspects of political change 
in the nineteenth-centwy Mjecane 

JOHK OMER-COOPER 

The violent upheaval amongst the Bantu-speaking peoples of 
nineteenth-century South, Central and East Africa, known as the 
1vI!ccanc, is clearly of major importance in pre-colonial African 
history. Its interest and significance lie not only in its colossal scale, 
in the fearful destruction and loss of life which it produced or the 
far-reaching changes in the demographic pattern of large areas 
of the continent to which it gave rise, but even more in the fact 
that, far from being a mere matter of whirling bands of barbarians 
wandering and clashing with one another in a blind orgy of 
destructive fury, it was essentially a process of positive political, 
change. 

At the centre of the whole vast chain of disturbances was the1 
• sudden emergence of a new type of state in Zululand. From 
·--:i:mongst a congeries of tribes organized on scgmcntary lines, small 

in size and frequently fragmenting, ruled by chiefa whose auth
ority \\"aS severely limited by the need to win the support of seg
ment heads and the people as a whole, emerged tl1tJ!::.rge multi
tribal militarist Zulu kingdom; an extreme example of military 

• cfcs1)otism, where the youth of the state lived permanently under 
arms and the King ruled absolutely through military com
manders who owed their position and authority to his will. In 
the turmoil associated with the birth and growth of this new 
political system, the military and political principles on which it 
was based were spread far from the original centre. 

The Swazi kingdom, coming into existence at a stage Gcforc 
the process in Zululand had reached its full development, but 
later influenced by the example of the fully developed Zulu 
kingdom, 1 embodied some of the principles of its militarist 
neighbour in a unique synthesis of its own. The Ngoni states, 
taking their rise from the break-up of the Ndwandwc empire on 
1 On this sec I I. Beemer, 'The Development of the l\1ilitary Organisation in Swaziland' 
.ifrica Vol. X 1937 pp. 55-7'f, 176-20.1. 
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its defeat by the Zulu, wok over many or the Lcclrniqucs of their 
conquerors and carried Zulu battle tactics and principles of 
organization to southern 1'Ioc;:ambique and across the Zambezi to 
far-flung areas of Central and East ,\frica. Under ~Izilikazi, a 
s~tion of the Zulu state broke away from the parent body. After 
a period on the Trans\·aal high veld, where the original nucleus 
grew into a powerl'ul kingdom, 1\lzilikazi, under pressure from the 
Zulu and the Boers of the great Trek, led his regiments across the 
Limpopo and built the Ndebele kingdom largely on Zulu lines 
in modern Rhodesia. Thus, a whole series of slates came into 
existence \\'ith recognizably common features, all owing much to 
the example of the Zulu kingdom, yet each possessing different 
characteristics of its own and developing along different lines, 
dictated both by initial organizational di!Tcrcnccs and by the 
yariety of the cnYironmcnts and circumstances in which they 
grew. 1 t is with the broad outlines of the political development of 
Lhesc related yet different states, which afford a unique opportunity 
for Lhe comparati\-c study of one type of state formation and 
dcYclopmcnt in sub-Saharan Africa, that this paper is concerned. 

Before the beginning of the process of polilical change, which 
culminated in the emergence of the Zulu kingdom under Shaka, 
Zululand and Natal were the home ofa large number of relatively 
small tribes belonging to the Nguni-spcaking group of the Southern 
Bantu-speaking peoples. They hacl been in occupation of most of 
the coastal corridor between the Drakensberg range and the sea 
for scYcral centuries and population in parts of the northern encl 
of tl1is corridor had been relati\-cly dense from at least as early as 
the seventeenth century.~ Though the Nguni-speakers of the 
coastal area could be distinguished from the Sotho-Tswana 
group of the interior plateau, the two groups were not entirely 
separate from one another. There were tribes of Nguni origin 
li\·ing on the Tra11s\"aal high Yeld and in parts of modern Lesotho, 
while on the edges or the Drakensberg and particularly in the 
north-cast corner of the coastal corridor, in the neighbourhood 
of mocler11 Swaziland, Sotho and Nguni peoples w~rc in close 
contact \\'ith one anothcr.= 1 

"This is clear from accounts of pnsons shipwrecked on the coast, sec for example the 
accounts of the wrecks of the Santo .·Jlbcrto (wrecked near lJrntata river in 1593) and 
Siio Jo?io lJaJJ/isla (wrecked just south of the Umzimvubu in r G22) in Boxer The Tragic 
lfi;tor;• of !he Sea 1-[akluyt Society 1957. 
3 The terms Sotho/Tswana and :\'guni arc omnibus terms used lo refer lo broad 
groups of peoples. Each of these broad groups is probably made up of peoples of widely 
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In the tribes of the pre-?vffecanc period, the chief held a prc
emincn t position as the political, judicial, military and spiritual 
head of his people. He was ultimately responsible for taking all 
major political decisions affecting his people as a whole. His 
court, apart from being a court of first instance for those living 
near his residence and under his immediate authority, was a court 
of appeal to ,vhich cases from the courts of all subordinate 
authorities could be referred. 4 He was the living link between the 
community and its departed ancestors and as such regulated the 
ritual life of his community. His influence extended to the fertility 
of the soil and the reproduction of his people. He regulated 
the agricultural cycle and on his death his subjects abstained 
from sexual intercourse with their wives for a ritual mourmng 
period. 5 

To pro\'ide for effective governance of the whole community, 
however, the tribal territory was divided into territorial segments 
under the immediate authority of the relatives of the chief (usually 
his uncles, brothers and sons). As royals, these subordinate rulers 
shared some of the charisma of the supreme ruler. Because of their 
royal descent they were potentially capable of becoming in
dependent rulers; often they were open rivals for the throne. Each 
of them, while under the over-riding authority of the supreme 
chief, exercised authority over the people living in his territorial 
segment, had a court which to a great extent mirrored that of the 
supreme ruler and could call on his followers for military support. 

For this reason, the effective power of a tribal ruler was severely 
limitecl. 11' he antagonized the heads of important territorial 
segments or lost the support of public opinion in the community 
generally, he would be likely to be replaced by one of his powerful 
rivals or to sec his community split and one or more of the 
territorial segments hive off as an inclcpcndcnt tribe. Govern
ment was thus conducted by consultation. A small group or 

•
1 l n spite or the argument in the chapter by Dr. 1 lammond-Tooke in this volurne, 1hc 
custom of n:f,Tring cases from lower to higher courts docs seem to ha\'C been practised 
in the past. It was noted by the sun·i\'ors of the Stm·enisse wrecked on the Transkci 
coast in I GSG: sec J. Bird The .·l1111alr of .Xatal l'ictermaritzburg 1888 Vol. I pp. ,H--~8. 
•• This point w;is also noted 1,y the sur\'i,·ors of the Stm·rnissc: A1111als of .Xatal Vol. I 
pp. 30-32. Alberti maintains I hat his prohibition was obsen·cd during the illness or a 
chief by those li\'ing in his \'icinity: L. ,\lbcrti DcscriJ,tio11 PhJ·siquc et llisloriq11e des 
Cafr,•s Amsterdam Ill 1 1 p. 171. 

differing origins. The chapters by Shula l\larks and l\lartin l.egassick in this \'Olumc 
deal with this problem. 
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intimate councillors (ama pagati) advised the chief on all clay-to
dav matters. On occasions where decisions affecting the whole 
co;nmunity were to be considered, a wider council-involving. all 
the territorial seg.!}.1ent heads_woulcl be assembled. Among the 
Ng'Tini;wliere dispersed patterns of settlements made mass meetings 
of the people at large difficult to assemble, the process of con
sultation was confined to politically important royals and a few 
influential commoners, but among the Sotl10 and Tswana who 
lived in relatively large \·illages and towns, the public at large 
altenclecl assemblies (known as pitso) when matters of vital 
importance for the whole community were to be discussed. 
Though the chief was ultimately responsible for taking the final 
decision on all matters, the delicate balance of power between 
himself and his potential rivals ensured that he would normally 
seek to act in accordance with the general spirit of the views 
expressed by the participants at the various meetings. The chief's 
role, though it undoubtedly varied considerably from individual 
to individual, according to his age and experience, how recently 
he had come to pm,-cr, and the strength of his personality, was, in 
general, to give expression to the cm1sensus view of the leading 
men and the public at large. 

:\ further cfkct ol' the division of the community into territorial 
segments headed by royals was the tendency to repeated division 
of the political unit. Political rivalry amongst members of the 
royal group was endemic and frequently came to a head on the 
death of a ruler. The likelihood of such disputes was positively 
increased by the laws governing succession. In addition to the 
normal households established by influential persons, a chief was 
expected to establish a 'great house', headed by a 'great wife', 
whose marriage dowry was paid by contributions from the tribe 
as a whole. The 'great wife' was thus an official state bride and 
only her ehildren, or those of other wives affiliated to the 'great 
house', could theoretically succeed to the chieftainship. As a 
chief could only marry his 'great wife' and establish his 'great 
house' after his own accession to the chieftainship, he would 
almost certainly ha\·e sons by other wives married earlier in life 
who would be older than the official heir. These sons, not 
unnaturally, frequently disputed the succession on their father's 
death. 

~ A most common ... result of these succession disputes was division 
of the community, with one or more territorial segments under 
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Lhe leadership of a disappointed claimant to the throne breaking 
-;'°\"away to form an independent political community. These 
•, secessions were so frequent that they can almost be said to have 

taken place wilh every generation and among the Nguni it has 
been argued that the head of the 'right-hand-house' had a 
prcscriplivc right to break away on the death of its founder. 
Through the repeated process of tribal cleavage, one original 
tribe would in time give rise to a whole cluster of independent 
political communities, which would continue to recognize their 
common origin and the seniority of the tribe headed by descend
ants of the original 'great house', but would otherwise be com
pletely independent and often hostile to one another. 

This process or tribal cleavage was not merely a product of the 
political system, but a functional adaptation or society to a 
situation in which ~~iclly:cxpandi1~g population was engaged 
in the active colonization of extensive areas of lane!, ~_parsely, 
inhabited by a previous population of San hunters and food
gathc1~crs and Khoikhoi pastoralists. The difficulties of herding 
large troops of cattle together in the relatively arid environment 
of South Africa and the problems of communication made 
relatively small political units advantageous. The absence of any 
enemy organized on a massive scale made the assembly of large 
armies, with the large-scale political organization that this 
requires, unnecessary, while the need for rapid retaliation against 
small raids by San or Khoikhoi enemies dictated political 
clcccn tralizatio11. 

Though the system of _territqti_al segmc11Ls, headed by royals, 
had the effect of encouraging tribal division and restricting the 
power of chiefs to the expression of the common consensus, there 
were features of the political organization of pre-~lfceanc tribes 
which tenclccl in the opposite direction. The unique position of the 
chief, though compatible with some restrictions on his capacity 
for inclepcnclent action, could provide the basis for the exercise of 
virtually despotic power. The commoner oliicials, known as 
inclunas, whom chiefs wisely employed in positions of especial 
trust (notably as their personal deputies) in preference to royals, 
constituled a nascent appointive bureaucracy which could be 
used to increase centralization and liberate the ruler from 
clepencknce on his potentially rebellious relatives. The system of 
manhood initiation created bonds of loyalty between persons who 
l1ad been initiated at the same time which lon<r outlasted the 

0 



212 John Omer-Cooper 

actual initiation period. There thus came into existence a system 
of age-grades which to some extent cut across the vertical lines of 
loyalty or the scgrnentary territorial system. The age-grade 
system was exploited by the Sotho peoples for military purposes. 
In their case, initiation scl1ools were set up on the initiative of 
chiefs when they had sons of age to be initiated. Young men from 
the whole tribe, or a large part or it, would all attend the central 
initiation school and after its conclusion would retain a corporate 
identity as an age-regiment with a distinctive regimental name. 
1Icmbers or such an age-regiment would fight together in times 
of war under the leadership of this age-mate prince, and they 
could also be callc~to_~crform special scrviccs__(such as build
ing a new household) either for the d1icf or the tribe or for their 
own particular prince. G The potentialities of the age-regiment 
system as a means or enhancing military effectiveness and political 
unity and weakC'ning the divisive tcnclcnciC's or the territorial 
system were limited in the pre-1Hccane period by the fact that 
the regiments only a~l_y_, and still more by the 
attachment or age-7cg·iments to particular royals who in time 
became territorial segment heads a11d frequently rivals for the 
throne. 

Towards the encl of the eighteenth century, the circumstances 
favouring the continuous fissiparous multiplication or small 
political units had begun to change. New circumstances arose 
which clemanclccl larger political units and stronger military 
organization. :\mongst the factors making for this change, 
growth or population and resulting land shortage is almost certainly 
one of the most important. 

Other possible causes for which there is a certain amount of 
.J evidence arc tht: expansion of trade with Dclagoa Bay, the desire 

or chiefs to establish a monopoly or the traffic, and the enhanced 
'""political power which the establishment or such a monopoly 
/ placed in their hands. :\ mo\·cmcnt towards the establishment of 

larger political units can be clisco\'ercd over a wide area in South 
:\frica. lts earliest successful mani[cstation is perhaps to be seen 
amongst the Pccli in the neighbourhood of the Stcclpoort moun
tains on one of the trade routes to Dclagoa Bay. They made use 

0 The Pt:di for ex::1111plc w<.:re using the age-regiment system well before the :\lfccanc. 
Sec D.R. llunt 'An Accou11t of the Bapcdi" 1Ja11/11 St11dies 1937 pp. 275-326. There is 
some evidence 10 suggest that so111c ~\1guni pt:opks may also han: employed it in the 
prc-:\-ffec:rne period: sec ,\lueni pp. 7-1--70, 175-
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of the military advantages of the age-regiment system to build 
up a substantial empire. 7 

T!ie de\'elopment of this process amongst Sotho peoples of the 
interior plateau was soon eclipsed and disrupted by the con
sequences of a similar process near the northern encl of the eastern 
coastal corridor. Zululand was a centre of relatively dense popu
lation which was virtually hemmed in between the mountains 
and the sea and had no outlet to the as yet unoccupied or sparsely 
inhabited lands Lo the south except by forcing a way through the 
numerous tribes of Natal. It was within easy reach ofDelagoa Bay 
and participated in the expanding ivory trade of the port. In the 
late eighteenth century a movement towards the formation of 
tribal empires began and three main groups, the Ngwane (later 
known as Swazi) of Sobhuza, the Nclwanclwe of Zwiclc and the 
:-.Ithethwa of Dingiswayo emerged. By their competition with 
one another, they enhanced still further the need for larger 
political units and stronger military organization and so accelerated 
the pace of political change. 

Tile first stage, which can be defined as that or the three 
leaders above mentioned, in\'ol\'ecl the attempt to build expanded 
political units by conquering surrounding peoples and reducing 
previously independent chiefs to the position of segment heads in 
an expanded chiddom. This was accompanied by an increase in 
the scale and frequency of wars and by a need for improved 
military organization. As the frequency of wars made the cir
cumcision rituals extremely dangerous, the traditional system of 
initiation was abandoned. Instead, young men of the age for 
initiation were grouped together in a regiment as in the Sotho 
system and military service took the place or the traditional 
circumcision and ritual seclusion. 8 The regiments included young 
men of like age from every segment or the chiefdom, including 

7 Hunt '.\n Account of the Bapedi' .• \lbcrti makes the inten:sting remark that the 
attempt 10 establish authority over a number of different tribes is a frequent aim of 
powerful chiefs and a mai11 cause of wars: sec Descrij,tion p. 186. 
8 This ch:mge was ascribed by Fynn to an order of Dingiswayo 'History ofCodongwana 
(Dingizwayo) and (in part) of Chaka' A111za/5 of .\atal pp. Go-61. It is is much more 
likely however that it w:is a development taking place more or less simultam:ously 
among a number of different groups in response to circumstances. Though it seems at 
first clilficult lo believe that a change of such magnitude from the cultural 
and psychological point of view could have come about in his way it can be noted 
that the 1\lpondo arc known lo have abandoned initiation ceremonies in the disturbed 
circumstances of the :'-,ffccanc. I\I. Hunter Rcacti011 to Co11q11est London 1961 p. 
165. 
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those or recently conquered tribes. Each regiment was assigned to 
one or other of the royal households as its rallying point. 

By this means, Dingiswayo and other leaders or the period were 
able to place larger and better organized armies in the field, and 
at the same time had found a way to build up a sense or common 
identity in the m~1lti-tribal communities over which they ruled - --far more effccrive and thorough-going than the mere grafting of 
a conquered tribe on to the segmentary territorial system of 
its conquerors. The effectiveness of these new developments, 
whether as a means of increasing military power, or as a means 
of state building, was limited, however, by the fact that the 
regiments assembled only for specific campaigns and their mem
bers lived for most of the time in their various territorial areas 
under the authority of their segment heads. _;rhe multi-tribal 
kingdoms of this period, notably that of Dingiswayo, were~ 

- agglomerations easily broken up again into their constituent 
parts. 

The next phase in the process of political change arose out of 
the competitive struggle between the rival kingdoms and was 
initiated by Shaka. 

The essential changes which he introduced were the replace
ment of the throwing spear by the short-handled stabbing spear 
and the introduction of the tactics of close formation fighting 
involving prolonged drilling; the introduction of continuous 
military service for prolonged periods and the establishment of the 
age-regiments in military towns where the soldiers lived and 
drilled between campaigns, and finally, the development of the 
concept of total war aimed at the total submission...QE.J.9.taL2.blit~ 
ation of hostile communities. As a result of thr.sc irrn.ri_;:_ations.,
Shaka was able to defeat the forces of Zwiclc ( who h;d previously 
dri\·en the Ngwane to seek refuge in Swaziland and procured the 
death of Dingiswayo) in a fateful battle on the ~vlhlatuse river in 
I 8 I 8. Thereafter, Shaka was able to destroy all opposition to his 
authority in Zululand and Natal and to build up a kingdom made 
up of Ycry many original tribes. 

In Shaka's kingdom, young men of like age from the many 
different tribes under his authority were gathered together in age
regiments barracked in a series of special military towns in a 
military area near the centre of the kingdom and commanded by 
an induna appointed by the nrlcr. Each military town was a 
royal household presided over by a senior woman and a senior 
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induna. 9 A special herd of cattle was attached to each regiment, 
the cattle for each such herd being chosen for their skin colour 
and markings which corresponded with those of the shields used by 
the members of the corresponding regiment. These herds were 
maintained and augmented as a consequence of successful war
fare against surrounding peoples. ?vlcat for the members of a 
regiment was supplied from the cattle of the corresponding herd 
and the shields of the warriors were made from their hides. I

0 

All the regimental herds belonged to the king and the warriors 
thus had a direct interest in the success of campaigns by which 
the royal herds were augmented. 

In addition to the male regiments stationed at the royal house
holds, there were also female regiments made up of young 
unmarried women of like age. These young women, who must 
have constituted a large proportion of the unmarried girls in the 
kingdom, were legally wards of the king and when a male 
regiment was dissolved after completing its period of active 
service, the corresponding female regiment was also dissolved and 
its members given as wives to the warriors (who, during their 
period of active service, were expected to live lives of strict 
celibacy under pain of death) . 11 

Through this extraordinarysystem, Shaka developed a military 
machine that was quite unbeatable in terms of tracljtional Bantu 
military tactics. ~e had also developed a method of integrating 
members of different tribes into a single political community and 
developing in them a sense of common identity and loyalty far 
more thorough-going than anything that had been known 
before. At the same time, power had become centralized in the 
hands of the king to a degree quite foreign to the traditional 
political systems. The territorial chiefs, whose power traditionally 
balanced and limited that of the supreme ruler, were deprived of 
their key position when the young men of fighting age were 
drawn away from their authority into the age-regiments of the 
king's army. I~ Power had shifted from the traditional chiefs to the 

• See. for example, J. Stuart and D. :\[. ;-.Ialcolm, editors The Diar;• of l/cmy Fra11cis 
/),m l'icterm:iritzburg 19::;o pp. 283-.J.; P. R. Kirby, editor ,111drew Smith a11d .Yatal 
Van Riebecck Society Cape To\\"11 19::;::; p .. 12. 
10 Fynn p. 2!l:J; '-1. Isaacs Tra,·clJ a111l .·ld1·mlt1rt'J i11 EtL<la11 .·ifrica Van l{icbccck Society 
Cape Town 193G Vol. I p. ')'). 
11 Isaacs Vol. I pp. rno, 129-33; Fynn p. 30. 
12 This is brought out very clearly in Isaacs' account of Zihlando in TravclJ and 
.-ld,·cntureJ Vol. I p. q9. 
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military indunas who commanded the age-regiments and who 
alone possessed the force to restrain the will of the king. The 
indunas, howeYer, were in a far weaker position in the new 
system than the territorial chiefs in the old. They lacked the 
charisma of roval descent and could never become rulers them
seh-cs. They ;wed their positions to the will of the king and 
could be dismissed and replaced at will. \Vhat is more, the whole 
way that the army \\·as organized tended to focus loyalty on 
the king rather than on the incliviclual commander. Shaka ;was 
thus able to escape to a very great extent from the traditional 
restraints on the will or a ruler and to exercise an almost absolute 
authoritv. 

In the Zulu kingdom under Shaka, compared with the previous 
patterns of tribal governme11t, an extraordinary transformation 
had been brought about. 'fhere had emerged a large, multi
tribal kingdom organized as an absolute military despotism. 

The state hacl become a vast military machine, completely 
under the control of the king, who exercised his authority through 
agents who were his own creatures and had no other basis for 
their position than the fa\·our of the king. This had been aehie\·ed, 
not through any process or radical innovation, but rather through 
the development of the potentialities of existing institutions in a 
certain direction, a process, moreover, which though it may haw 
owed much to incli\·iclual initiative and originality at certain 
stages, had begun and had its rationale as a functional adaptation 
of society to changed conditions. 

Concentration of attention on the central government and 
military organization of the Zulu kingdom, however, tends to 
obscure the total pattern of political organization in the kingdom 
at large and to exaggerate the extent of the changes that had 
taken place, for the Zulu kingdom under Shaka could be said to 
have contained within itself two different systems of organization 
-Yirtually l\\"O cliflcrent slates. 

In the central military area was the army, made up of the youth 
or many cliffc1·ent tribes organized into age-regiments, barracked 
at the royal households and commanded by officers appointed 
by the king. Outside this area, howe\-cr, the rest of the population 
lived in traditional fasl1ion under the authority of territorial 
cliiefa. =-.Iany of these were chiefs of tribes who had been subdued 
by the Zulu and though Shaka sometimes removed the ruling 
chiefs of tribes he conquered and chose others in their place, he 
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normally chose them from the royal line of the tribe concerned. 13 

Thus, leaving the organization of the army apart, the Zulu 
kingdom did not destroy the traditional segmentary pattern of 
political organization. It was, apart from the army, an agglomer
ation of tribes under the paramountcy of the Zulu king, in which 
chiefs of previously independent tribes, while retaining authority 
over their own people, were rerluced to the status of subordinate 
Jerritorial rulers-in the wider political system. I 11 spite of the great 
changes invol\'ed in the growth of the Zulu kingdom, therefore, 
the older pattern remained very much alive and was bound to 
react on the new aspects of political organization. The members of 
the age-regiments were still members of their tribes of origin and 
would go back to live under their traditional chiefs on completion 
or their period or military sen·ice. Under Shaka, moreover, the 
centralization of the military organization was less than perfect. 
Some tribal chiefs were allowed to command age-regiments made 
up predominantly of their own tribesmen. This made possible the 
secession or the Khumalo under ::vlzilikazi and later oC the Q~vabe 
under Nqeto (in the reign of Dingane). In spite of the changes in 
favour of centralization, therefore, the traditional segmentary pat
tern had not been destroyed and the possibility of cleavage along 
traditional segmentary lines remained very much in existence. 

Furthermore, the concentration or military power, while it 
diminished the clanger of territorial rulers breaking away, opened 
the way for a different kind of cleavage. The indunas, not being of 
chiefly descent, could not secede with their regiments lo found 
independent kingdoms, but they could express their dissatisfaction 
or their rivalries with one another by transferring their loyalty 
from the ruling king to other members oCthe royal family. ln 1828 
both the new and the old decentralizing tendencies came together. 
The fall ofShaka was brought about by the Incluna ).lbopha who 
transferred his allegiance to Dingane and l\1hlangane and helped 
them to assassinate the king, -yet the underlying mood of popular 
rescntmcnL against Shaka which made this action possible was 
based on dislike or the rigours of the military system, the never
ending ,,·ars, the concentration or power in royal hands, and the 
general desire for a return to traditional ways. 11 

13 
'[ hLLs, in the case of the'.\ ltlH'thwa, Shaka got rid of Dingiswavo's heir :\ londise and 

r<"placcd him with another royal, l\llamlela. Bryant O/dm Time~ i11 Z11luland a11d J\'atal 
I .ondon 1929 pp. 2oc?-.[. 
11 I his is brought out very clearly in the spcech ascribed by Isaacs lo Shaka's assassins 
in Isaacs Vol. I p. 259. 
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Dingane, coming to power in this way, tried at first to relax 
the military system, but this merely brought the centrifugal 
tendencies of the traditional segmentary system into the open with 
the secession of the Qwabe and forced him to revive the regi
mental system and keep the young men occupied in external wars 
to prevent the break-up of the kingdom into its tribal constituents. 
After the defeat of Dingane by the Boers at Blood River, the new 
type of segmentation emerged again with the secession of J\1pande, 
backed by a number of regimental commanders. For a short time, 
indeed, before the battle of Umgongo, two Zulu kingdoms, 
organized on similar lines, were in existence. Thereafter, and 
particularly in the period following the overthrow of Cetshwayo, 
at Uluncli, the two forms of segmentation \.Jecame increasingly 
intertwined and entangled, but the development of the Zulu 
kingdom was so powerfully influenced by European intervention 
after Blood River that it is difficult to distinguish developments 
arising from the inherent nature of the Zulu political system 
from those imposed on it by deliberate intervention from with
out. 

Of the states which arose at the time of the j\,Ifecane, based on 
principles similar to those of the Zulu, the Ndebele kingdom of 
.Mzilikazi was much the closest to the Zulu pattern. It began, 
indeed, as the result of the breakaway of part of the Zulu army, 
mainly composed of members of the Khumalo tribe who fled 
under ?--.Izilikazi into the Transvaal high veld, thus constituting 
themseh-es an independent kingdom. In 1lzilikazi's kingdom, the 
characteristic features of Zulu political organization, which 
distinguished it from pre-existing systems, were at first more 
strikingly apparent even than in the Zulu kingdom itself. 

In Shaka's kingdom, the army, with its highly centralized 
organization, was still a state within a state and was surrounded by 
a much more traditionally organized penumbra. In l\-Izilikazi's 
kingdom at the outset the army was the state and there was no 
penumbra organized on traditional segmentary lines. rdzilikazi's 
followers were organized into age-regiments commanded by 
indunas appointed by him. As in Shaka's kingdom, the regiments 
were barracked in a series of military towns. The regiments were 
maintained in meat supplies from the royal herds, which were 
constantly augmcmecl by successful warfarc. 15 Though there is no 

10 Though :\fzilikazi was 1,y no mc:ans the sole ownc-r of cattle in his kingdom he appears 
to have c:xcrciscd c0111rol O\'l'C all slaughter of bc:asts including tJ1osc in pri\'atc hands. 
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mention of female regiments in 1Jzilikazi's kingdom, a large 
proportion of the unmarried women appear to have been regarded 
as his wards and were given by him in marriage to his warriors 
when they were permitted to adopt the insignia of manhood. 16 

The whole kingdom was intensely centralized. Iviessengers con
stantly came to l\Izilikazi, bringing detailed reports of events in 
every part of his kingdom. The whole structure and organization 
of the state focused the loyalty and attention of its members on 
the person of their king to an extraordinary degree. 17 

The Ndebelc had fled from their homeland on to the high veld 
as a relatively small group. Their survival and the expansion of 
their power depended on their capacity to absorb members of the 
tribes they encountered into their political system and imbue 
them with a sense of loyalty to their new community. \Vhereas the 
Zulu only faced the problem of absorbing members of other 
Nguni-speaking tribes who shared the same language and culture 
as their conquerors, ~de.01.Lthc..high-vcld a1i.c_!, still more 
pronouncedly after their flight to modern Rhodesia, had to devise 
I;1cthocls_of assiiriil<:!ing·QCOpls,_of c1;fuc~ langliage and culture 
ft:--onithcir own. The primary method adopted by the Ndebele to 
This end was the incorporation of captives from conquered tribes 
in the regimental system. Through fighting alongside members of 
the original nucleus they came in time to identify themselves with 
their new community and to feel thems'crves 1~fcbele. At the same 
time, however, members of the original nucleus and their descend
ants_ retained a !1igher social pr~iac.-tb.:.w:i--nc\\j.Y.::-~imilated 
ea pt1ves and ultimately a cJJ~ee-t1er system of social classes 

mergecl. 18 The members ~corigi-na-I-- micletis and their 
descendants constituted the highest prestige group, assimilated 
10 Thus Pdissicr remarks that none of the young warriors were allm,-cd to marry 
until a new generation was ready to replace them. Then l\Izilikazi would assemble all 
the young women and after choosing for himself distribute the rest lo the young war
riors, each according to his merits. Joumal des 1\fissions Evangtliques de l'nris Vol. 8 1 833 
p. 10. Sec also l\1offat 1\fntabdc Joumals \"ol. Ip. 26. 
17 Thus Archbell who encountered l\Izilikazi in October 1829 remarked that ' ... he 
h?s obtained such authority among his people that their very senses arc innuencccl by 
him; so that nothing delights his people that docs not delight him and if he is well 
pleased his people arc in cxst;icy.' ,\rchbc-11 to Seci-et;iries \Veslcyan l\lissionary Society, 
Platbcrg, 31 December 1829 l\1.l\LS. 1829/31. 
18 011 this question sec :\.J.B. 1-Iughes !t"in Casie and .\-a/ion among the Rhode.,illn ,\·,t,.bele 
i\lanchcst,-r 1950. 

R. l\[offat The 1\/atabele Jo11111als nf Rober/ ,\lo.flat edited by J. l'. IC \\'all is ,, vols. 
London 19.15 Vol. I p. 25. 
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captives belonging to the Sotho/Tswana peoples of the high veld 
the second, and members of the latest group to be assimilated, the 
Shona peoples of Rhodesia, the third and lowest. The emergence 
of these social classes and the limitations on inter-marriage 
between them served to preserve the original Nguni language and 
culture and maintain their prestige. 

Ir assimilation of conquered peoples, through incorporation of 
capti\-cs in the age-regiments, remained the primary and most 
thorough method of attaching new members to the Nclebele 
kingdom, it did not long remain the only one. At least as early as 
the settlement of ?\Izilikazi at ?\'1osega, he had begun to tolerate 
alien peoples living within his kingdom under local authorities of 
their own, without being incorporated in the regimental system.19 

,\fter the movement of the Nc!ebele kingdom to Rhodesia, this 
took place on a greatly increased scale and the Ndebcle kingdom 
took on a highly-complex character. There was the central core, 
consisting of the members of the regiments and who included 
members of the original nucleus, together with assimilated 
captives at different levels; there were villages of Shona people 
li,·ing in the \·icinity of the regimental towns under close political 
control; there were Shona chiefs, ruling their own peoples, who 
clearly recognized the paramountcy of IVlzilikazi; finally, there 
were chiefs who were \·irtually independent but from whom 
tribute could be extracted from time to time by the age-regiments. 
At this point, the kingdom merged into a sphere of influence and 
gm-crnment into foreign policy. 20 The Ndebele kingdom thus 
de\"eloped by accretion much the same kind of penumbra that 
the Zulu kingdom had had from the start. 

Because in its early clays the Ndebele kingdom was no more than 
the army, the organization of the army was the organization of 
society and the regiments into ,vhich the army was divided were 
the units of social and political life. For this reason, the Nclebelc 
regiments took on a permanent identity which they clicl not have 
in the Zulu kingdom. \\"hen a regiment had completed its period 
of full-time active sen·ice and its members were given permission 
to wear the head ring (the insignia of manhood) and to marry, 
they retained their corporate identity, remained living around 
tl1eir regimental l1caclquarlers and could still be mobilized as a 

10 Sec e.g. :-Sloffat ,\!atabelc Jo11mals \"ol. I p. 70. 
,o On the complex patterns of );clcbd,· foreign rdations sec the chapter Ly Richard 
Brown in this volume. 
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re<Timent in times of war. 21 In course of time, the process went 
fu;ther. The sons of the members of a particular regiment would 
enter the regiment of their fathers, and though new regiments 
were still formed from time to time on the original age-regiment 
basis, the established regimental towns became permanent and 
hereditary politico-military units, embracing members of very 
different ages. The regimental towns thus took on some of the 
characteristics of territorial chicftaincics in the pre-?vifccanc 
tribal systems. 22 As the regiments evolved away from their original 
age basis into territorial segments of the community, so the 
possibility or political divisions, based on rivalries between the 
regiments_, developed. Since, however, the commanders of 
regiments were ind unas who lacked the charisma of royal descent, 
the centrifugal forces generated by regimental differences had to 
express themselves through dynastic divisions within the Ndcbclc 
royal family. The first event or this kind was forced on the com
munity by the circumstances or the migration from the Transvaal 
to Rhodesia. For case of travel and safety, the community was 
cliviclecl into two sections, one accompanied by l\.lzilikazi himself, 
while the other went with many or the royal wives and children, 
under the command of an induna named Gundwane Ndiwcnc. 
As the two sections subsequently lost contact with one another, 
there were for a time two separate Ndebclc states. This division 
was on the point or being legalized, as the inclunas or t!tc section 
which had tra\-cllecl without the king began to despair of seeing 
him again and were about to install his heir, Nkulumane, in his 
place. The re-establishment of contact between the two sections 
and the execution or the indunas responsible for contemplating 
this act of treason prevented permanent division along regimental 
lines from taking place at tit is time. ~:i On the death or ?vizilikazi, 
howe\·er, the centrifugal tendencies of the regiments revealed 
them,clves again in the dispute over the succession. The refusal 
of the Zwangendaba regiment to accept the succession ofLobengula 
must ine\'itably ha\"C led to division of the community, had 

"' 011 occasions of acute danger, as when faced with attack by Dingane, the ffgi111cnts 
uf adult men (madoda) took part in tht' fighting along with those of the youths (nwjaha). 
\\"h<"n one of the adult r<"giments broke in face of the Zulu allack, :\lzilikazi punished 
its ll1<"1llbcrs by St'parating th<"111 fro111 their \\·ivcs and reducing them temporarily to 
tht' status ol' \ouths. The 1Jiar)' o.f Dr .. ·lndrcw Smith edited by P. H.. Kirby 2 ,·ols. 
Van Ricbceck Society Cape Town 1939-.10 Vol. Ip. B7. 
00 Sec,\ . .J.B. Ilughcs 1.-i11, CaJtc, a11d Aatio11. 
°' On this sec :-;_ Jones (:\lhlagazanhlansi) 1\!J• Friend 1.·11111alo Salisbury '9-1-5· 
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Lobengula 's forces not succeeded in completely destroying and 
breaking up the opposing camp. 2 •1 

With the evolution of the Ndebelc kingdom, therefore, the 
rigidity, logical simplicity and high degree of centralization of its 
original political system were progressively modified. The central 
core of the kingdom, organized on a regimental basis, acquired an 
ever-growing penumbra of adherents who were outside the 
regimental organization and administered by their own leaders. 
Furthermore, as the regiments acquired a permanent identity, 
segmentary tendencies grew up within the central core itself. 
Before i\Izilib.zi's death, these two developments were already 
beginning to imeract on one another. New regiments were being 
formed which were made up of youths almost exclusively from the 
conquered Shona tribes, though they were placed under the 
command of Ndebele indunas. 25 As in the case of the Zulu 
kingdom, the initial development of the Ndebele state was cut 
short by European intervention which had already begun to 
inf1uence the course of events at the time of the succession dispute 
which followed ?\Jzilikazi's death in r 868. Nevertheless, and in 
spite or this truncation, a g<.>neral trend away from a simple, highly 
centralized pattern towards a complex pattern of segmentation 
along two different but inter-related lines is clearly apparent. 

The Ngo11i of Zwangenclaba and the l'v1aseko Ngoni were 
original sections of Zwidc's Nd wand we kingdom. After the defeat 
of the Nclwanclwc forces on the ?\Ihlatuse river, they fled into 
J\•Ioc;ambiquc and later across the Zambezi into east Africa. They 
took with them the age-regiment system of military organization 
and the battle tactics based on the use of the stabbing spear that 
were typical of the Zult1.~G To a far greater extent even than the 
Ndebcle, they faced the problem of assimilating large numbers of 
persons or very different cultures to a relatively small nucleus of 
Nguni speech and culture. To achieve this, they made use of two 
different institutions \\'hich interacted on one another, the quasi
lineage territorial system ancl the age-regiment system. 

ln accordance witl1 the traditional principles or Nguni tribal 
organization, the members of the Ngoni nuclear groups were 
21 Sec]{. Brown 'Tlw :\:clcl,clt- Succession Crisis I 86B-1877' in llistori1111., in Tropical ,lfrica 
Salisbury (Cyclos1,·led1 1ri<i::?. 

~:; ~·\n i11tcn.:~1ing acc.:ount of tlit' forr11atio11 of IlL\\.' rcgi1ncnts of this type is given by 
J . . \lackl'nzic Tm ru,r.< Xurth n/1/11, Orange Ri,u Edinburgh 1871 pp. 327-9. 
0 • Sec, for example. R. l'. Burton The l.akc Regions of Central Africa London 1860 Vol. 
JI p. 77. 
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divided into territorial sections under the authority of the chief or 
his close relatives. Followers of the chief were allocated to one or 
other of the royal households founded for the numerous royal 
wives. The Ngoni moved vast distances but they did not keep 
moving all the time. Rather, their movements took the form of 
long, rapid journeys interspersed with fairly prolonged pe1·iods of 
fixed settlement. 27 \·Vherever such a settlement was made, the 
territorial relationships between the various sections were pre
served and the villages of the different royal households, each of 
which contained a bevy of royal wives, were built in a fixed 
territorial relationship to one another. 28 Similarly, within each 
village, the particular position in which an individual built his 
hut was fixed by his social position within the village community. 
111 the course of their migrations, the Ngoni acquired large 
numbers of captives from the peoples they encountered. \·\Then 
such captives were acquired, they were given by the ruler to their 
captors or other people in his favour. The captive who was thus 
assigned to a lord was regarded as a kind of dependent relative. He 
and his lord were bound together by the same kind of reciprocal 
rights and duties as members of a single family (except that the 
prohibition of intermarriage within normal families did not apply 
to these artificial family systems). As the process of acquiring 
captives continued, a relatively humble member of the original 
Ngoni nucleus could acquire increasing numbers of dependants 
and break away from his original village to found a village of his 
own, though he would still remain affiliated to his original 
superior and his new village would be built in a territorial relation
ship to that of his overlord which reflected his social position in 
relation to him. Still later, as the erstwhile commoner's following 
increased, and he acquired more wives, he would divide them up 
into a number of households. 

Not only could originally humble members of the Ngoni 
nucleus behave in this way, but so could an original captive. In 
addition to being assigned to the household of his captors, a 
captive was expected to serve in the age-regiment appropriate to 
his apparent age. Through distinguishing himself in battle, he 
could acquire captives of his own who formed the nucleus of a 

07 This is clear from accounts of the migration, for example, sec Chibarnbo 1\f), J\'go11i 
of ,\)'asala11d Africa's Own Library 3 London 19+2· -
•• The account given here is mainly based on J. 1\. Barnes Politics in a Char1ging Socic/y 
London 195.1. 
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personal follo\\'ing which could evcnt11ally expand into a number 
or household villages. :\s the Ngoni continued amassing more and 
more capti,-cs, the territorial quasi-lineage system constantly 
proliferated until the original royal households and those of other 
close members of the royal lineage became the centres of large 
territorial chiertaincies. The age-regiments continued to be 
constituted on a state-wide basis from the youths of like age from 
all territorial segments. On the occasion of major campaigns, the 
whole force or a kingdom would be assembled in age-regiments. 
In contrast to the Zulu and Ndcbele systems, however, the Ngoni 
regiments did not li,·e permanently in separate regimental towns, 
but when not engaged on a major campaign, they resided in their 
appropriate territorial segment. Each major territorial segment 
thus contained a section or all the age-regiments, constituting a 
territorial army which could be used by the head or that particular 
segment for military enterprises independent of the central 
authority. 2 ~ 

.\s the territorial system prolilcrated and the size of the com
munity grew too large to be effectively governed, it would 
ine,·itably split along the lines or division in the territorial system. 
In the case or the main Ngoni community, the Ngoni or Zwangcn
daba, this took place on the death or their leader which was 
followed by succession disputes resulting in the division of the 
community into a series or separate Ngoni states. Each of these, as 
it continued to grow, dc,-cloped internal segmentation, presaging 
further divisions. 

:\s in the case of the Ndebelc, concentration on the methods 
by which the Ngoni attempted the complete assimilation of 
captives into their political systems would give an over-simplified 
picture or the de\·clopmcnt or their kingdoms. If outright in
corporation of capti,·es into the territorial and regimental 
systems was ever the only means by which the Ngoni augmented 
the population or their kingdoms, it did not continue to remain so. 
To differing degrees, the different Ngoni kingdoms acquired 
dependants who were not part of the regimental organization. 
The ways that this happened and the results which it produced 
varied from kingdom to kingdom in accordance with a variety of 

29 Thus \\'iesc remarks national ca111paigns including the whole kingdom should be 
distinguished from local raids undn1akl't1 at clislrict h,-·el and not involving 1hc 
authority of the King. C. \\'icsc 'Expedir;ao Portugueza a M'Pcscnc' Boletim da 
Sociedada de Gcogra/1hia de Lisboa X 1891 and XI I B92. 
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factors. ,\ striking contrast has been seen in this regard between 
the kingdoms of l'vlbclwa and 1\1 pezeni which may thus perhaps be 
taken as examples. 

The kingdom of lVIbclwa contained a large number of powerful 
segments, including notably that of 11bclwa's brother (and 
possibly senior), :rvltwaro, and that of another of his brothers, 
\lperembe, who had originally gone with 1\1lpezeni but later 
broke away from him to join 1\1lbclwa. The kingdom established 
itself in the very rugged country of the Vipya plateau where the 
nature of the terrain and the difficulties of communication 
reinforced the centrifugal tendencies inherent in the segmentary 
system. In these circumstances, it is not surprising that lVlbclwa 
was unable to exercise close control over other segment heads, 
who conducted themselves almost like independent rulers and 
undertook numerous campaigns without reference to the central 
authority. Arising out or this situation, captives belonging to a 
particular tribe tended to accumulate in the territorial segment 
bordering their area of occupation, instead of being evenly 
distributed throughout the whole kingdom. \Vhat is more, in 
addition to acquiring captives who were incorporated in the 
territorial and regimental system, the chiefs of 2Vlbclwa's kingdom 
encouraged members of alien tribes, notably the Tonga, to settle 
near them in a tributary relationship, without being fully in
corporated in the Ngoni polity. In this way, the sense of tribal 
identity amongst conquered peoples within the kingdom was 
prcserw·d and between 1875 and 1880 the kingdom was shaken by 
a series of attempted secessions by conquered tribes. Or these, the 
Tonga succeeded in maintaining their independence, while the 
Kamanga, I-Icnga and Tumbuka were crushed. Thereafter the 
centrifugal tendencies of the territorial system militated against 
effectiYe action to crush the Tonga and facilitated the i1111ltration 
or missionary influence into the kingdom. In ::--.Jbclwa's kingdom, 
two forms of segmentation, one based on pre-Ngoni tribal 
alliliation and the other on the logic of the Ngoni system itself, 
can thus be seen operating at the same time and interacting on one 
another. 

In \lpczcni's kingdom, particularly after the secession of 
\lperembe, the king was not faced with serious rivalry from the 
heads of other territorial segments. His power was consolidated in 
the long and precarious struggle with the Bemba and the subse
quent prolonged period of migration. The area in which the 
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kingdom finally established itself was open country, making for 
easy communications. As a result, the kingdom did not suffer 
from serious rebellions by conquered tribes or from a marked 
tendency to internal division along the lines of the territorial 
system. This contrast between the two kingdoms, however, is 
probably more apparent than real and stands out so clearly only 
because the dcvclopmen t of Ivlpezcni's kingdom was abruptly cut 
short by European conquest. Though the centrifugal forces in 
J\fpezeni's kingdom had not developed to the same extent by the 
time oft he European conquest as they had in Nlbclwa's, a tendency 
towards dc\·clopment along the same lines is already clearly 
apparent. Not only did the growth of the territorial system in
evitably generate divisive forces which were already coming into 
the open in the last clays of rvI pezeni's rule, 30 but j\Jpezcni's king
dom, like l\Ibelwa's, was developing a penumbra ofunassimilated 
su~jcct peoples. 

Some Chewa and Nscnga chiefs were left in isolated fortified 
villages and expected to pay tribute, a recognition that although 
possible it was cliffi.cult to conquer them. 31 Others settled under 
j\Jpezcni and were permitted to continue ruling their own people 
who were not incorporated in the regiments but paid tribute in 
agricultural goods. 32 Finally on the fringes of l'vlpezeni's kingdom 
and lying between him and j\,Ibclwa was the Chewa chief Mwase 
Kasungu who paid tribute to both Ngoni kings while maintain
ing effective independence of either. 

The Swazi kingdom of the Ngwane \Vas the only one of the 
Zulu-type kingdoms to be established during the first phase of 
political change in Zululand before the emergence of the fully 
fleclgccl Zulu system under Shaka. It was, however, subsequently 
influenced by the Zulu kingdom and its organization modified 
into something between that of the period of Dingiswayo and that 
of Shaka. In the Swazi kingdom, the youth of the whole com
munity were formed into age-regiments but the majority of the 
members of1hc regiments remained at home under the immediate 
authority of territorial chiefs, some of whom belonged to the Swazi 
royal lineage, others to the royal families of tribes conquered by 
the Swazi when they moYed into the area. Considerable numbers 
30 It is ckar from a number of accounts that in the period immediately preceding the 
conflict with coloni:d forces l\lpczcni was losing control over many of his indunas 
who were lending their support to i\:singu. 
31 For example, Chiefs l\lsoro, Sandwc, Kathumba and Chananda. 
30 These inrludcd Chiefs l\Iafuta, Kawaza and a number of others. 
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of more adventurous or ambitious boys, however, went to the 
capital where they remained continuously in barracks, constituting 
a standing royal army made up of sections of the total age
regiments. In the event of a major campaign, the youths from the 
countryside would be summoned to the capital where they would 
link up with their age-mates already established there, to form the 
full age-regiment army. In addition, the Swazi developed a 
system of personal clientage under which individuals of humble 
birth attached themselves to important persons in the Swazi 
political order in return for their protection and support. These 
persons might, in some cases, be the territorial chiefs of the people 
concerned, but would not necessarily be so. The power of the 
Swazi king to take arbitrary action was limited by the divisions of 
political authority between himself and the Qµeen 1\-lother, who 
was the ritual head of State, and by the practice of wide con
sultation, invoh·ing the holding of public assemblies similar to the 
Sotho pitso as well as narrower councils of notables. 33 

The changes in the political systems of Nguni-speaking people 
which led to the emergence of the Zulu kingdom and a series of 
other states with certain basic features in common with that of the 
Zulu amounted to a revolution in the character of political 
organization. 

These far-reaching changes did not, however, involve the adop
tion of new institutions ancl principles of organization; rather they 
arose as a result of the modification of existing institutions step by 
step in a logical process dictated by the pressure of circumstances. 
However striking the differences between the multi-tribal military 
despotism of Shaka and the pre-existing state system may be, the 
organizational bricks out of which the Zulu kingdom was con
structed \\'ere traditional ones. The new features of political 
organization which expressed themselves in the Zulu kingdom 
and in the other related kingdoms of the l'vffccane period, more
over, did not imply the total elimination of traditional forms of 
organizations. In the Zulu kingdom itself the territorial sections of 
the kingdom continued along very traditional lines. Conquered 
tribes continued to be ruled by chiefs belonging to their traditional 
royal dynasties, even though the authority of these chiefs was pro
foundly modified by the OYcrricling power of the king and the 
incorporation of young men from subject chiefdoms in the royal 
33 The account given here is mainly based on I-I. Kuper An Africa11 Aristocrac;· London 
19.17 a11d H. Beemer op. cit. 



John Omer-Cooper 

army. In the Swazi kingdom the situation in this respect was 
similar to that in the Zulu, while in the Nclebelc and Ngoni 
kingdoms a penumbra of peoples gO\·ernecl by their own chiefs but 
subject to the overriding authority of the king grew up by 
accretion. 

In most of the kingdoms moreover the distinctive new features 
of high cc11tralization, increased royal power, universal militarism 
and thoroughgoing acculturation of conquered tribes or captives 
aimed at cultural homogeneity tended to give way in time to a 
much more complex and flexible arrangement, with the emergence 
or segmentation within the central core together with the centri
fugal forces of traditional tribal identities. The Zulu kingdom 
and those of the Ndebelc, Ngoni and Swazi can, in fact, 
be regarded as responses to emergency conditions; they were 
born in conditions of military crises and as they established 
themselves more securely so their organization began to change 
away from a simple highly-centralized pattern to a more com
plex, decentralized segmentary one. This process of change 
cannot be adequately understood by looking at political 
and military factors only. Economic factors were undoubtedly 
important in the generation of the crisis out of which the new type 
of states emerged, and the maintenance of the militarist organiz
ation which they displayed was probably dependent on the 
economic parasitism of neighbouring peoples. Almost continuous 
prcdacious warfare was the price which had to be paid for the 
concentration of population in settlements that were too large to 
be economically efficient and for the diversion of energy and 
effort from agricultural and pastoral pursuits to military activities. 
Constant raiding for cattle is a well-known aspect of the activities 
of the militant kingdoms; less well known is how provisions of 
agricultural foodstulTs which must have formed the bulk of the 
diet \\,ere secured. Did the girls who made up the female regiments 
at Shaka 's military towns undertake agricultural work to provide 
food for the male regiments? \Vere the young men sustained by 
food supplied by their families? \Vere grainstores a major object 
of plundering raids as well as cattle? Diel tributary rulers pay 
tribute in cereals as well as other commodities ?34 

31 In the case of the :\"goni, it is clear that regular tribute in agricultural goods was 
lc,·icd from some subject peoples. The agricultural practices of the r-fatcngo between 
Songa and Lake 11abwi for example were modified under his pressure to provide for a 
suustantial annual surplus 10 meet the ;\"goni demands. Sec :\11:tn The African H11sband-
1rum London and 1'cw York 19G::; p. ,t7. 
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Economic parasitism in the extreme form of armed plunder 
must inevitably suffer from the law of diminishing returns. This 
can be seen in the devastation of Natal and the need as time went 
by for Zulu armies to go even farther from their home to find 
suitable raiding areas. In the case of the Ngoni the pattern of , 
repeated migration which led them to cover such vast distances ,-, 
can probably be at least partially explained by the exhaustion of 
raiding grounds around their successive centres of settlement. 
Ultimately, however, raiding must give way to a more stable 
pattern of relationships if the economic support of the community 
is to be permanently secured, and this largely explains the 
evolution towards a greater complexity which can be observed in 
the Ndcbelc and Ngoni kingdoms. 

The Zulu kingdom and the related militarist states which arose 
at the time of the 1-lfccanc were the result of the adaptation and 
modification of existing institutions to emergency conditions, and 
as the emergency faded we can sec changes taking place which to 
some extent represent a return to pre-existing forms. Yet, as in all 
historical processes, there could be no simple return to the 
starting-point. The events of the heroic period in the life of the 
states had left an indelible impression. Old loyalties had been 
disrupted and new identi11cations had been established. N cw 
patterns of organization had emerged and vested interests in them 
grown up. 



1 I. The 'other side' of frontier history: 
a model of Cape Nguni political process 

D A V I D II A 1\1 ;'.I O ND - TO O K E 

The contribution of an anthropologist, whose professional interest 
and area of data-collection have typically involved the synchronic 
study of present day societies, to an historical volume presents 
problems. Thl'. emphasis on cha11ge over time, central to the 
historian's interest, im·olves the deployment of archaeological, 
linguistic and ethnographic data in the posing and confirming of 
hypotheses (in the earlier periods) and exhaustive archival research 
(in the later). This, especially the latter, appeared to me to exceed 
the 'limits of my na:i\-ctc' 1 and raised the question as to what 
specific contribution I could make. 

In the event I have attempted a reconstruction of the system of 
goycrnment of the Cape Nguni chiefdoms, those congeries of 
Xhosa-speaking peoples who waged a hundred years war with the 
expanding white power on the Cape Frontier. It seemed to me 
that a thorough understanding of these politics, faced with the 
threat of sun·ival throughout this period, especially the process 
by which collective decisions were made, would shed important 
light on the historical processes that preceded and followed the 
confrontation and subsequent incorporation of these chiefdoms 
in to the plural society of South ,\frica. ?\I indfu I of the comparative 
neglect of the .\frican point of view among most South African 
historians (as opposed to thl'. position north of the Limpopo), I 
have called this study the 'other side' of Frontier history. 

The Cape Nguni system of go\·crnment, unlike that of those 
societies called by Omer-Coopn in his contribution to this 
\·olume, 'Zulu-type states', remained small-scale and based on 
the independent chiefdom. There is no recorded instance of the 
large scale incorporation of alien chiefdoms into an expanding, 
militarized kingdom: rather there was a segmentation process that 
tended to split chiefdoms after an optimum size had been reached. 
The reasons for this arc difficult to determine. Professor r.fonica 
1 The quotation is from :'\1. Gluckrnan and J. Dcvons CloJtd Sy,tems and Opm Minds. 
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\\'ilson (p. 73) has suggested that the clue lies in the failure of 
Cape Nguni chiefs to gain control of the extensive external trade 
that occurred between the Xhosa-speaking tribes and the Khoikhoi 
(see Chapter 7) and, later, the whites. Certainly, as Omer-Cooper 
has stressed, 2 the adoption of the Sotho age-regiment system (for 
whatever reason) was an important contributory factor in the 
expansionist history of the Zulu and their oflshoots. Be this as it 
may, there is a strong supposition that the type of polity here 
described characterized the Natal chiefdoms before the Shakan 
period and can thus provide a 'base-line' model against which the 
important changes invol\'ed in North Nguni nation-building can 
be assessed. 

The analysis also has relevance to a wider problem on which 
I am currently engaged--the reconstruction of the political life of 
the ?viponclomise of the Transkei, Republic of South Africa, prior 
to annexation, and the changes that subsequently occurred 
within it. 

TIIE PROBLEM 

The problem arises out of an attempt to trace the changes in the 
political system of the l\Jpondomise from the pre-1874 period of 
independence, through the appointment of white political 
ofiieers and the imposition of Cape Colonial control, through the 
introduction of a system of district councils, to the Bantu Auth
orities system of indirect rule, introduced in 1956. Fieldwork was 
clone at various times during 1961-5 on the present-clay relations 
bet\\'ccn chief, headmen and people, the presence of pressure 
groups, attitudes to the white bureaucracy, the traditional ideas 
of 'good' government, and so on. l\Jost of this research was in the 
classical social anthropological tradition-collection of cases, 
participant observation, interviews-in fact a study of the society 
as it functions today. The emphasis was all along not so much on 
structures as on process, in this context the decision-making 
process (on both the aclministrati\·e and judicial level) by which 
local government in the Transkei is currcntlv carried on. 

Even this investigation was not easy. In aclciition to the 'delicate' 
nature of research in a Transkci which had recently seen the Poqo 
movement, a state of emergency ancl considerable opposition to 
the Bantu authorities system, there is a problem common to all 

'Sec J. D. Omer-Cooper ;:11/11 .. lftamath London 19GG and his contribution to this 
volume. 
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studies of political process, the fact that political clecision-makin-:; 
is not easily obsc1Tcd. It is the product of lobbying and cc;n
ficlcntial interaction between those in power. Power and in
fluence, unlike authority, arc not institutionalizccl 3 and depend on 
factors or personality, subtle pressures and the marshalling d 
support that, as ofte11 as not, take place behind the scenes and 
arc thus not susceptible to obscn·ation. For instance, the rclcl'am 
section of the Bantu Authorities Act might state that the chiefc,r 
headman rules in conjunction with his council-but what doc-o 
this mean in practice? How much 'authority' has he got to 
enlorcc his decision, who docs make the decisions, arc there 
pressure groups and, if so, how do they make their wishes felt? 

The problem is exacerbated when a11 attempt is made to sec the 
material against an historical background, in an endeavour tO 

answer the question: how has the governmental process changed 
O\'Cr the years from a nncxation to the prcscn t? It is fairly ca.s~
to reconstruct the structure or tribal go\'crnmcnt ( chiefs, sub-chief;. 
councils, and so on), but any reconstruction on these lines alone 
tends to be formalized and static. \Vhat we want to know is how it 
worked. There is also the difficulty of making certain that one's 
description is objccti\'cly 'true'. 

The anthropologist faced with these problems has at his disposal 
three main sources of e\·idcncc, namely oral tradition, contem
pora1·y records of white administrators, missionaries and otheri 
who visited the area when the system was still working, and com
parative material from other closely-related tribes. In the rcscarcl1 
project discussed abo\·c, the historical base-line can be set at 186j, 
when the first missionary, Bransby Key, settled on the Inxu Ri\'Cr 
and founclccl the Anglican mission of St Augustine among the 
).lpondomise. Before this time one is entirely dependent on oral 
tradition and comparative ethnographic data. The period 1865-7-1 
is sketchily illuminated by Key in his evidence before the Cape 
:\' ati \·e Laws and Customs Commission of 1883 anc\ in the writing; 
of his successor, Godfrey Callaway.· 1 From 1874 onwards lhe 
Cape Colony Blue Books on Native Affairs appear, containing tht 
annual reports of successive magistrates, as well as significant 
3 Sec \I.(';_ Smirh 'On scgmentary lineage systems' ]11{. RoJ·al .·l11throp. lmt. BG 2 (1956' 
for a discussion of these conccpls. They an, also referred to below. 
1 Especially his biography of Key .-J Shcj,hcrd of the Veld London 1911. Even here 
Bishop ,\. G. S. Cibso11. in his Introduction, regrets 'The :1bscnce of m:1tcrial for J 

fuller account of the first years in Pondomisc-land, especially 1865-1868' (p. xi). 
Key's letters seem 10 have been lost or destroyed. 
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correspondence and telegrams concerning alarms and excursions, 
particularly during the Langalibalcle campaign ( 1873-4) and the 
?dponclomise Rebellion (1880-1). The position is much the same 
ror the other Transkei tribes. 

The main source of information is oral tradition-what the 
people themselves remember. This can be obtained by fieldwork 
among the tribes, supplcmcntccl, for the south-eastern Bantu 
generally, by two published sources which are themselves, in 
essence, records of oral tradition, namely the tribal histories of 
Bryant 5 and Soga. 0 They do not always agree on details. Record
ing from present-clay informants raises problems. Firstly, one must 
be continually on guard against sectional or political interpreta
tions, clcsignccl to support a political 'cause'. Secondly, there is 
the 'feedback' that results from the publication of books and 
articles: while investigating certain aspects of Thcmbu history I 
have had had one ofmy own books quoted to me as an authoritative 
source! Thirdly, the oldest inrormant during the 1960s is likely to 
be not more than 70 years of age, with an effective memory of 
lictwecn 55 and 60 years. He himself, therefore, is not likely to 
ha vc personal recollection of events before I goo. It is true that he 
will have known personally men who were adults before this, and 
listened to their accounts of the past, but these accounts would 
tend to be iclealizccl and biased and, in any event, would not 
provide the rich personal material ( especially case histories and 
details of personality clashes) which arc essential for this type of 
reconstruction. 

One method of attacking this essentially historical problem is 
liy building a model-a representation or description of a struc
ture, an analogue. Basic to the model concept is a belief that social 
systems (in this case, the political system) arc indeed s_ysteni's, are 
not mere agglomerations of elements fortuitously brought together 
by historical accident, but form meaningful patterns of interrelation
ship between the constituent units. The model, then, is an ideal
ized and subjecti\'C construct of the pattern. As aids to intellectual 
unclcrstancling models arc, strictly speaking, neither true nor false: 
they arc merely more or less useful for the task in hand. lt is true 
that their adequacy rests on the degree to which they reflect 
objective reality and, to that encl, every effort must be made to 

0 
:\. T. llryant Olden Times in ,z,11/11/a,ul and .Yatal London 1929. 

".J. II. Soga The So11th-Ea.<lcm Bantu Uni,·crsity of\\'itwatcrsrancl Press Johannesburg 
1930. 
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achieve accuracy. For the historian, presumably, the accuracy c,f 
the model is all-important. ~luch of his professional activity i; 
directed towards establishing historical 'fact', 7 through inference 
modified by internal and external criticism. For the anthropologi.st 
a model of pre-annexation tribal go\·ernment would not have to 
be necessarily objectively 'true' in this sense. It is possible to treat 
a model, built up from oral tradition and the memories of 
inlormants, as a myth (in the technical sense), as a charter or 
blue-print, in the minds of present-day tribesmen, which colours 
their attitude to the present and by which they gauge the adequacy 
or otherwise of the governmental system under which they live. 
Such a modd \\·ould comprise, then, the 'political philosophy' of 
present-day tribesmen, by which they judged, for instance, 
whether a chief under a system of indirect rule had exceeded his 
authority, or whether decisions emanating from his council were 
legitimate or 11ot or, indeed, whether his accession to office was 
\·a lid. 

But for historians the 'truth' of the ethnographic model is all
important for, in the interpretation of historical events, the 
traditional system was synchronous with the events thcmsel\'es, 
influencing them directly and not, as in the anthropological 
model _just discussed, as a different epistemological order. Events 
during the years immediately preceding and following on annex
ation were directly influenced by the actual pattern of inter
relationships within tribal systems and adequate interpretation of 
these e\'ents must be based on a thorough understanding of 
traditional systems. ,\ classic example of failure to understand the 
realities of a situation is the totally inadequate model of inter
tribal relations operated by successive governors of the Cape, who 
sough·t to hold a paramount chief responsible for the actions of 
minor chiefs in liis cluster. 8 The death of the Xhosa paramounr, 
Hintsa, is indirectly attributable to ignorance of the relationship of 
a paramount to his brother chiefs. 

It was thus necessary for my essentially anthropological 
purposes to devise a model which would allow me to assess the 
main changes in the governmental system of the Transkcian 

'Sec S. Stebl,ing A .Hodcm b1/roductio11 lo Lo.~ic fourth edition London '9-15 pp. 381--8, 
for a discussion of this aspect oft he historian's tcisk. For a full discussion on the method 
of history sec \V. f-1. Dray Philosoj,hy nf lliJI01J' New Jersey t964 and Lm,•s and fa. 
Jhmation in His/or;· Lo11do11 1957. 
'Sec \\'. l ). 1-farnmond-Tooke 'Segmentation and fission in Cape Nguni politic:1I 
units' ,ifrica 35 2 ( t 965) pp. q3-66 for a full discussion of these 'tribal clusters'. 
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tribes and also give me an insight into how the people themselves 
conceived the way in which they should be governed. It seemed to 
me that my efforts might perhaps be of use to historians con
cerned with the interpretation of events during the period of 
political incorporation in the eastern Cape, during the latter half 
or the nineteenth century. They might also have a wider relevance 
through a spelling out of the type of question that can be asked of 
the clata. It should be noted that the model is not a 'process model' 
as described by V aJ1Sina, v but aims at being dynamic rather than 
static. Although I shall take the i"vfpondomise as a case study, and 
explicitly build the model upon their system, I should stress that 
the Cape Nguni, of whom they form a part, exhibit a picture or 
considerable cultural homogeneity, and the model will be 
generally valid for this whole congeries of tribes. I shall therefore 
deploy recorded material on other tribes where necessary. Here 
we arc fortunate in the presence in the area of a number of sym
pathetic and perceptive observers-men of the calibre of the 
missionaries \Villiam Shaw, \Villiam Boyce, Henry Dugmore, and 
administrators like r.Iaclear, Stanford and Blyth. 

SO:IIE E LE :IIEN TS OF /\. DYN Al\IIC l\l ODE L 

By isolating the political or governmental system for special study 
one is, of course, arbitrarily abstracting a series of event-sequences 
from the on-going flux of social life. In building a model of this 
type one is concerned, first of all, with the hierarchy of political 
roles, and the relationship between them, as we arc dealing here 
with established state-type societies in which this type of role is 
well clcvelopccl. The political system can be broadly defined as 
the system of pmvcr-clistribution in a society and political roles 
arc those that enjoy the socially-acknowlcdgccl right to exercise 
this power. In a sense, of course, as Leach has poin tcd out, 10 power 
is an aspect of all social relations, hut political power can be 
distinguished by the extent of its fiat and on its reliance on physical 
forcc. 11 But although recourse to force is an ultimate sanction in 
all political systems, it lies rather at the subliminal level-latent, 
and ready for ultimate mobilization, but not normally resorted to. 
0 J. Vansina 'The use of proccss-moclcls in African history' inj. \"ansina, L. \'. Thomas 
and R. l\launy (eels.) The I fotoria11 i11 Troj,ical ,lfrica London 196.J-. 
10 E. R. Leach Political Systems of I-Iighla11d Burma: .·I S111dJ· of Ka/chin Social Struc/11rc 
Lnndon 195.J-. 
11 A. R. Radcliffe-Drown 'Preface' in :\1. Fortes and E. Evans-Pritchard (ed.) ,lfrica11 
Political SJslcms London 19+0 xiv, 
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The power associated with political roles is much more consciously 
im·olved with the acknowledged right to make decisions for the 
society. No matter how small the group, decisions have to be taken 
on such matters of public concern as the waging of war, the 
commencement or planting ancl harvesting, the organization of 
the ritual cycle, the :-illocation or fields and residential sites, and 
so on. These arc administrative decisions. Then, too, in all 
societies men and women come into con0ict, get involved in 
disp11tes, and mechanisms for solving these must be institutional
ized. Judicial decision-making is the ol)\-crsc of aclministrative 
decision-making. \\'hen we speak of the power inherent in 
political roles it is the power to make both administrative and 
judicial decisions, as well as the power to enforce them, that is 
meant. 

But the concept of power itselr needs explanation. \Vhat clo we 
mean by power in this sense? ls the power of, say, a cabinet 
minister, operating in the clebating chamber, or at the husting5, 
the same as the po\\·er he has o\·cr members of his civil service 
department? Obviously there is a difference here, and rvL G. 
Smith has suggested 1 ~ that a clistinction be made between 
political power, i.e. the ability to determine the course of events by 
inllucncing public opinion and marshalling Sllpport for a policy 
decision, and ad111i11i.1trative autltoril)·, i.e. the acknowledged right to 
command. Political (power) rciations occur between contraposcd, 
equal units in a system, and is essentially alegal ('no holds arc 
barrccl'-although there arc broadly-stated norms that define 
limits to action); administrative authority is legally clcfinecl, is 
hierarchical and always im·olvcs supcrorclination and subordin
tion. \Ve shall build these concepts into our model. Do we find 
'politics' (in Smith's sense) in Nguni states, and, ifso where? Do the 
chicfa and subordinate political officers ha\·e authority and, if so, 
\\'hat arc its limits and where is the basis of its legitimation? 

Political po\\-cr and administration authority have another 
attribute. They arc always territorial. ln Cape Nguni systems (as 
in most primitive states) there is another authority structure that 
operates pari passu with the political, namely the kinship. Families 
arc cmbccldccl i11 the larger descent groups of lineage and clan 
and the genealogically senior heads of these groups have 'auth
ority' O\Tr their kin members. Governmental authority differs 
from the kinship authority in that it extends over all who live in 
1 : .\L G. S111iil1 op. cit. 
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the tribal territory, irrespective of relationship. This distinction 
will be important in our model-building when local government 
is discussed, for always there is a delegation of authority on 
territorial lines, an attempt to control areas far from the capital by 
placing them under the control of subordinate political officers . 
.\Iany of these areas were settled by concentrations of descent 
group members, under their own kinship heads, and the linking 
of these areas into the state could involve either the recognition, or 
non-recognition, of these kin-group leaders into the political 
structure. 

The above model is a static one. \Vhcn we ha,-c described it 
we have described the structure of the political system. \Ve shall 
ha,·e defined the political roks, the rules of recruitment to them, 
the territorial extent of the authority inhering in them and the 
normative system legitimizing and defining its limits. To under
stand how the structure works we need a dynamic clement-the 
clement of process. This is not the same thing as a process model as 
conceived by Smith 13 a11cl Vansina, 14 which is designed to 
illuminate structural change. The process here is contained within 
the system and in,·olves rather the cybernetic properties of input, 
oscillation, feedback and compensation. 15 In practice this in
,·olves a study of the relationship between the terms of the model, in 
particular that between the holders of political office themselves 
and between them and their subjects, in fact, the 'balance of 
power', the pressures of public opinion, the resolution of the 
conflict that accompanies all decision-making. Only if we can 
incorporate this type of information into our model will it be truly 
dynamic and 'useful' in historical interpretation. 

THE POLITICAL PROCESS Al\lONG THE MPO?-<DO;\IJSE

AND OTHERS 

The 2\Jponclomise, numbc-ring about 40,000 and occupyiug the 
Transkcian districts of Tsolo and Q.umbu, arc Xhosa-speaking 
pastoral-hoe-culturalists belonging to the congeries of southern 
Bantu peoples known collectively as Cape Nguni. 16 They arc 
di\·idccl into two chiefdoms, occupying parts of the abo,·c
mcntioncd districts, and culturally appear to stand midway 
13 1\·I. C. Smith (:oi-crnmmt in ,Za.:.:au London 1 ()60. 
11 J. Vansina 196.1 op. cit. -
1

' :\". \Viener C)bcmctics New York 19.~8. 
'" for a discussion of the Cape ~guni from a political point of view sec I lammond
Tookc 1965 op. cit. 
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between their two most important and numerous neighbours, the 
J\1pondo and Themhu. After the ivipondomise Rebellion of 
1880-1, part of their country was confiscated, to be given to other, 
smaller, tribal groups and today they also border on Hlubi, Tolo 
and Sotho (:.Ionaheng, Tlokwa, Kwena) chiefdoms. They have 
also long been neighbours of the Bhaca. 

Although the J\1pondomise today form two tribes, named after 
the two chiefs reigning at the time of annexation (amaAfpondomise 
a/...waJlhlo11t!o and amaJlpo11domise akwa1Hditshwa), in the past they 
were one. The segmentation <1nd fission of political units was an 
intrinsic fc<1ture of Cape i\'guni society, <1ssisted by the institution
alized right of the rig!tthand house 17 of a chief to break away and 
form a separate chicftainship. Theoretically a tribe could split 
into two independent chiefdoms with each generation: in practice 
this did not, of course, always occur. All i\'guni tribes have under
gone this process, however, the fission being precipitated by 
usurpation, succession disputes and the like. 18 

.-\!though, in theory, rules of succession were clear (the heir 
should always be the eldest son in the great house) in practice there 
was frequernly uncertainty. The marriage or a great wife was a 
diplomatic move, linking unrelated tribes, and was usually con
tracted when a chief was getting on in years. He might die before 
the great wife was appointed, raising the problem of the ranking 
of other wi\"C·s, the great house might be childless or, as frequently 
happened, the heir might be a minor on his father's death 
necessitating the appointment or a regent with all its possibilities 
of usurpation. 

The :--Ipondomise have come off lightly. There have been two 
cases of usurpation of the ruling line, but only one new chieftain
ship has been created. Other tribes were not so fortunate. The 
Xhosa commenced a period of accclcratecl fission towards the end 
of the se,-cnteenth century which, in six generations, resulted in 
the original tribe splitting- into ten cli/Tercnt chiefdoms. The causes 
of this proliferation \HTC various and were probably correlated 
with rapid expansion into relati,-cly unoccupied territory. It 
resulted in the establishment of four new chiefdoms between 1800 
and 1830 (.:\cll,unbc 1Bo.J, :.Iclushane bout 1818, Cascia 1820, 

i; Nguni wives are ranked into two main houses (the Great house and the righthand 
house), and :ill other wives are allocated as 'supports' to these two. Allocation took 
place after the m:irri:ige of the (;re-at \\'ife. 
18 For a discussion of some of these causes of fission sec Hamlllond-Tookc 1965 op. cit. 
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;\lqhayi about 1830). The rate of Thembu fissiou was not as 
rapid, yet during the 200 years between about 1650 and about 
1850, six new chiefrloms broke away. 19 These tribes were united 
by the fact of common origin and their chiefs were members of 
the same royal lineage, but each was entirely independent of the 
other. They form what I have called elsewhere a tribal cluster, the 
genealogically senior chief being paramount and enjoying ritual 
pre-eminence (only he could initiate the annual first fruit rituals, 
which were then performed by the minor chiefs). 

The paramount chief had no political authority over the other 
chiefs in his cluster. He did not, for instance, hear appeals from 
their courts, nor was political fealty symbolized in the payment of 
tribute or the isi;:,i death dues, nor could he control them in their 
relations with other tribes. \Villiam Shaw describes graphically 
the hesitancy of the Xhosa paramount Hintsa to take responsi
bility for accepting a missionary, until he had heard the views 
and decisions of his fellow cluster chiefs. 20 Stephen Kay comments, 
'But what tended finally to establish the name of this pagan 
despot [Ngqika], was the manner in which he was publicly 
recognized in the year 1817 as sole representative of the Kaffir 
[Xhosa] tribes; a measure the most injudicious and unwise that 
could possibly be adopted. Not only was it repugnant to the feel
ings of every other chief hut, as might have been expected, 
naturally calculated to excite a spirit ofjealousy, seeing that each 
was as independent of him as he was of them .... ' 21 And Thompson: 
'Another arrangement proposed by the Colonial Government on 
this occasion was, to make Gaika [Ngqika] responsible for the 
conduct of the Caffre nation, and that the government should 
treat with only him, and have nothing to do with any of the other 
chiefs. This gave Gaika some consequence but gained him no 
respectability; for the plan proposed was repugnant to the feelings 
of the other Cafl'res, as every chief considers himself a King in his 
own kraal, and altogether irresponsible to any supcrior.':! 2 

There is obviously a resemblance here to the early mediaeval 
1 • Op. cit. 1965 pp. 159-61. 
00 

\\'. Shaw The Stor)" of 1\IJ" ,\fission i11 South-easlcm Africa London 1860 pp. 482-3. 
In his 1\l)' Alission Shaw 'gathered' that this was partly 'as a mark of respect to them' 
and partly a 'tacit reproof for their not having consulted him in so important a matter'. 
1\1y interpretation is backed by Shaw's account in his unpublishcdJoumal in the ,.\lbanv 
:\fuscu_m, Grahamstown. In any event, consultations did not mean obtaining approv;l 
for actIOn. 
01 S. Kay Travels and Researches i11 Ca.ffraria London 1833 p. 53. 
ee G. Thompson Travels i1z Sou/hem Africa London z 829 p. 3,t3· 
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kingdoms and principalities of north-western Europe. The 
Capctian kings, for instance, 'took no steps whatever to maintain 
order, restrict bloodshed or protect the rights of persons within 
the fiefs of the fr:udatories. The counts fought amongst themselves, 
usurping aud annexing, without any control from above' 23 and, 
according LO J oliffe, in ,\nglo-Saxon England there was no king's 
peace, 'but only innumerable local peaces, no rigidly defined 
territorial boundaries and no enforcement of authority from the 
centre, except in extremis'. ~-1 Chilver classifies the Capetian 
monarchy as a 'mulliple state' and describes the Kingdom of 
France in the early part of the twelfth century as 'a group of small 
feudal states under hereditary rulers who were the final judicial, 
fiscal and military authorities within them, each in nominal 
dependence on a king (himself the ruler of a small state) whose 
paramount authority was undefined and largely moral'. 25 There 
is an olwious resemblance to a tribal cluster here, but even 
'nominal dependence' on the paramount seems to be missing 
in the Cape Nguni context and it seems closer to the facts to 
regard each chiefdom as an independent state and not part of a 
'multiple state' in Chilver's sense. ~G The crucial difference would 
appear to be in the concept of Sovereignty. There was no idea of a 
territory 'owned' by the paramount, other than his own particular 
chiefdom, and no obligation on the part of the cluster chiefs to 
pro\'icle military aid to him. Constituent chiefs were in no way 
vassals of the paramount and no tribute was paid. In other words, 
there was no political theory which acknowledged the sovereignty 
of the paramount over the territories of the junior chiefs, nor, 
significantly, was there an obligation for chiefdoms in a cluster to 
unite in defence of one another. 

Relations between these states, both related and unrelated, seem 
to have been characterized by naked power within a system of 
equal, competing units, each attempting to maximize its own 
advantage relatively unaffected by restricting norms-political 
relations, in Smith's sense. The limits of the jural community 

03 
.·\. Southall .-1/ur Socict;· London 195G pp. 252-63. Dr T. R. Davenport has

0 

com
mentul (personal eornmunication) that fissiparous tcncle11cics among Nguni tribes, 
encouraged by the polygynous family structure, reflect the 2\·lcrovingian Franks 
rather rhan the Capetians. 
"J.E. A. Joli!le Co11stit11tio11al lli.rtory of Eng/anti London 1948 p. 255. 
e5 E. :\1. Chilvcr ·Feudalism in the lntcrlaeustrine kingdoms' in A. Richards (ed.) 
East African Chi,Js London and :1\ew York 19Go p. 381. 
:c South:,!] op. eit. describes the analogous ,\lur systc as a 'seg111cntary state'. 
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coincided with the chiefdom and it was only within its confines 
that the rule of law operated, that disputes were settled by clue 
process in the courts and that the obligations of co-operation and 
loyalty were laid on members. Distance between chiefdoms 
\·aried along two co-ordinates, the geographical and the social. 
Geographical separation meant that, typically, chiefdoms situated 
far from one auother seldom interacted, positively or uegativcly: 
on the other hand there was a tendency for neighbouring chief
doms to be in a perpetual state of mutual enmity. Intra-cluster 
feuds were just as likely as those between clusters. Relations between 
the two :\lpondomisc chiefdoms appear to have been permanently 
strained, and rivalry was particularly strong between l\·lhlontlo 
and .Mclitshwa during the twenty-year period immediately 
preceding annexation. Evidence for frequent clashes between the 
two chiefdoms comes from oral tradition and official reports in 
the Cape Blue Books, as annexation occurred during the reign of 
the two chiefa (ivlhlontlo died in 1912; Mditshwa in 1886). In 
1860 l\{ditshwa was defeated by l\lhlontlo 27 and in 1872 the 
latter again commenced hostilities against his kinsman. In August, 
Mclitshwa and the \Vest l\lpondo chief, N<lamase, attacked 
?-.lhlontlo. Numbers of horses and cattle were taken, but the 
nature or the conflict can be seen from the casualty list-two men 
killed on :\lhlontlo's side and eleven on ?vlditshwa's. 28 J. l\L 
Orpen, newly-appointed British Resident, reports that most of the 
fighting was clone by ?-.lhlontlo himself'with a small party, varying 
from twclYe to thirty men, good shots, and armed with \Vinchester 
and other rifles'. 29 Other clashes were certainly occasionally on a 
somewhat larger scale. As the co-operation between l\lditshwa 
and Ndamasc indicates, alliances between unrelated chiefdoms 
could occur and, indeed, they were fairly common. There is no 
doubt that chiefs ·were in frequent contact with one another, 
exchanging views and in(ormation, during the whole period of the 
frontier wars. Iu many cases they were related to one another 
through dynastic marriages. 

But conflict was more evident than ententes. Fighting between 
the contiguous Thembu and lvlponclo was so frequent that a 
buffer strip of land was granted along the banks of the l\·lthatha 
River to certain white settlers in about 1869, by both Ngangclizwe 

"' J. I-I. Soga The South-Eastern Bantu pp .. 180-1. 
•• Cape of Good Hope Blue Book on Native .·l.ffairs G.27-'7'1. 187.1 72. 
00 Idem. p. 73. 
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of the Thembu and the =-.Ipondo chief, Nqwiliso. Bransby Key 
speaks of wide strips or open veld that divided some tribes. He 
writes chat between the territory or Ivlpondomise and Mpondo 
there was 'a belt or unoccupied country some twenty miles across 
waving with grass, intersected by no roads. There were only one 
or two little narrow footpaths, hardly visible in the long grass, 
worn by a few travellers that passed from tribe to tribc.' 30 This 
neutral zone was the haunt of game and was said to be still 
tenanted by lions. As Callaway oliscrves: 'In those days [c. 1865] 
such a bell of unoccupied country between tribe and tribe was 
felt to be necessary as a protection. It would have been quite 
impossible for the l'.Iponclomisc to have built their kraals within 
measurable distance or the kraals of the Tembus. At any moment 
the war-cry might be shouted from hill to hill, and the cattle 
swept away by raiclcrs.' 31 That this neutral zone was not always 
present, howc\·cr, is indicated by the Rev. H. H. Dugmore's 
comment: 'One general remark is applicable to the whole of the 
abo\·c tribes [Thcmbu, =-.tpondo, Bhaca]. The limits of their 
respective territories arc not clearly defined, and hence their 
'Bordcrcrs' are frequently intermingled; which has been the 
occasion of many feuds, and in some cases has involved whole 
tribes.' 3 ~ Possibly this was clue to increasing pressure on the land. 

Our model or intertribal relations has an obvious relevance for 
frornier history. The folly or overstrcssing the powers of a para
mount chief has already been alluded to. There also seems no 
doubt that alliances were contracted between chiefs: certainly 
they exchanged information and discussed strategy in the face of 
white encroachment on their land. But it docs not necessarily 
follow that they were 'responsible' for one another's actions. 
During the earlier frontier wars, as we have seen, the southern
most Xhosa tribes (Ngqika, Ndlambc, Ntinde, Gqunukhwebe) 
reacted individually a11d situationally to the threat. It is possible 
that, during the cattle killing of 1857, l\loshwcshwe, the Sotho 
chicC was in contact with his Xhosa opposite numbers, 33 but he 
could not have been 'responsible' for chc decisions taken. Even the 
chiefs themselves seldom, if ever, made the decisions, as we shall 
sec. 
30 Quoted in G. Callaway op. cit. 1911 p. :2U. 
31 Idem. 
"In J. :\faclcan (ed.) Com/JC11di11m of Kaffir LawJ and C11J/0112J ;\lount Coke 1858 p. 8. 
33 Sec, for instance, F. Brownlee Rm1i11iJcC11ceJ of J(affir Life awl History Lovcdale 1896 
p. 169 and J. H.uthcrfurd Sir George C:rry London 1961 pp. 349-50, 353. 
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It is possible to build a fairly adequate model of intertribal 

relations before the imposition of the Pax Capensis. The events 
were dramatic and were certainly worthy of enshrinement in 
tribal memory and official file. Reconstruction of the political 
system of individual chiefdoms, however, is not quite so easy. 
Here we have a traditional process going on quietly and, in a 
sense, obviously, with little to arouse the analytic curiosity of 
missionary or political agent. As far as white observers were con
cerned, the concept 'chief' was assimilated to that of 'king' or 
'monarch', on the vVestern model, although the more perceptive 
observers realized that it was not an absolute monarchy and 
involved the active participation of the people themselves. Apart 
from limiting the chief's right to wage war and inflict the death 
penalty, little modification of his powers was deemed necessary. 34 

But positive action had to be taken on the local administrative 
level and a rational bureaucratic system devised. This was clone by 
dividing the annexed territory into districts, and the districts 
themselves into locations over which were placed district headmen. 
Two questions immediately arise: what was the original form of 
local government, and to what extent was it used as a basis for the 
new location system? Did the authorities work on the traditional 
model, or was it ignored in the new system? 

Informants arc quite explicit that the present system of location 
headmen bears little resemblance to that of the past. The name of 
this official (isibonda) is itself a neologism, coined for this new 
type of ofiice. It means literally a supporting pole for a hut roof 
and, apparently, was something less than complimentary
although now it is an accepted part of the language. Older 
informants told me: 'The name isibonda is a despising word given 
by the people to the Government-appointed headmen. To them 
the headman was not a chief but merely placed, like a pole, to 
look after a certain area. It is a new thing.' Key comments: 'The 
natives so far [ r 883] do not readily accept new men-Govcrn
men t made chiefs-unless men of acknowledged power and 
influence.' 35 

,.. Subsequent events were to show that, in fact, the whole nature of thl'. chidtainship 
had been deeply affected-sec\\'. D. Hammond-Tooke 'Chieftainship in Transkeian 
political development' Jo11mal of /vlodcm Africarz Studies 2 '• (19G .• ) pp. 513-29. 
"B. L. Key, \Iinutes of Evidence in Report of the Cape Native Laws and Customs 
Commission, I 883 p. I 88. Brans by Key's short account of the l'vlpondomisc system in 
the 1883 Commission Report is not always clear. For instance, he speaks of'\'illages" 
ofrclcitcd kraals and his description of the 'headman' of these villages tallies with what 
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The ?\Ipondomisc slate was under a chief' (inkosi), theoretically 
the senior member of the senior lineage of the royal l\lajola clan. 
The dispersed settlement pattern characteristic of the Cape 
Nguni, however, made decentralization of control essential and 
the tribal territory was di,·idcd into large tracts or 'districts' 
(imihlaba), each under a sub-chief (i11kosmza, plural iinkosana). 
These sub-chiefs were usually royal princes, typically sons, 
brothers and other close agnates of the reigning chief, placed as 
'eyes' in strategic areas on the outer marches of the country. 
During the r 870s, in the years immediately prior to annexation, 
the tribe under ?\Iditshwa was divided into six districts, under 
\fandcla (Tsitsa), Same (between Xokonxa and Sidwadwcni), 
\Iatshanda (\ljika), Ranuga (country lying west, towards the 
present \laclear), \lkhondwcni (Ntywenka) and 1viajangaza. Of 
these Ranuga and l\,Ikhondwcni were half-brothers of l\·Iditshwa 
in the iqadi (supporting) house of the great house, J\,Iajangaza was 
a half-brother in another supporting house (msenge) and Mandela 
was a paternal uncle. 

These districts appear to have been comparatively large and 
were di\·ided for administrative purposes into smaller areas called 
i::;,ithile (sing. isithi!e), which I translate as 'ward', each under a 
headman called an isid1111a (plural izidwza) not to be confused 
with i11d1111a, a chief councillor. \Vards were fairly well-defined 
areas of settlement, usually named after some prominent geo
graphical katurc such as a ri\'er or mountain, and appear to 
ha\'c been settled in the past mainly by patrikinsmcn. The ward 
head was normally the senior male agnatc, but the office was 
essentially a political one and the incumbent was an appointee of 
the chief who could supplant him if unsatisfactory. All informants 
stress the importance of personal factors in the recognition of a 
ward head, especially the possession of wealth. 'lziduna were 
great men in the nation' and were expected to be intelligent, 
loyal and courageous in batllc, for they were responsible for lead
ing the company of warriors from their ward when the army was 
mobilized. \Var was the crucial test of a ward head's fitness for 
office, and cast:s arc still rem cm be red of i::,iduna bci ng deposed for 
cowardice. 

informants remember of the i::;id1111a. These '\'illagcs' could be merely extended families, 
or they could he neighbourhood units (Hammond-Tooke 1962 pp. 53-7). In neither 
case is the term ·headman' for the controlling authority appropriate. 
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The ward headship was essentially a political office in that its 

authority extended over all who lived within the confines of the 
ward, irrespective of kinship alliance. Although wards tended to 
be settled by clansmen, it soon happened that others, in groups 
and families, applied for permission to settle, and the ward head's 
authority extended to them. Over the years the process continued. 
In Zi11gcuka location, Tsolo, the 249 homesteads contain members 
of no less than fifty-one different cla!IS. \Varel heads, like the sub
chiefs, were chiefs in miniature and were addressed as such. They 
had specific administrative and political functions, the extent of 
which was territorially defined. In fact their most important 
administrative function was the allocation of residential and 
arable land. Rights to a portion of the tribal land were a reciprocal 
of allegiance to a chief and the position was similar to the 'estates 
of administration' system described by Gluckman for Lozi, 
Tswana and Zulu. 3 G Sub-chiefs and ward heads had oversight or 
areas which they sub-diviclccl among their followers. Each member 
of the political hierarchy had the obligation to sec that all within 
his area were provided for with arable Janel, in particular. The 
ward head was assisted in the administration of his area by a 
council of all adult men. Among the .Mponclomise, and perhaps 
all other Cape Nguni, he was also helped by the leaders or quasi
kinship groups, the i::,itlzebe (singular isitlzebe), an institution stand
ing structurally between the political system, represented by the 
ward head, and the kin-based descent groups. These i:::,it/zebe, 
which I translate as 'hospitality groups', were (and arc) associations 
of family heads with a lineage segment as their core, but also 
including non-kin, the main function of which is to receive and 
allocate meat and beer at feasts but which were also used to 
provide communal labour. They were probably also segments in 
the tribal army. 37 

The subordination of ward heads (and possibly also the sub
chicfs) to the chief was expressed in the rule that a portion of all 
court fines be sent to the chief's court, that death clues on the 
demise of a family head be forwarded via the lower authority to 
the chief and the reservation of the death penalty to the chief's 
court itself. In fact there is strong evidence that lower courts were 

,o :\I. Gluckman Essays i11 Lozi La11J a11d RoJ·al Pro/ierty Rhodes-Livingston Paper 
l\o. 1 o 19.;3 p. 2Uf. 
,, \V. D. Hammond-Tooke 'Kinship, locality and association: hospitality groups 
among the Cape Nguni' Et/1110/ogJ' 2 3 ( 1963) pp. 302-19. 
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in facL courts or arl.Jitrat..ion as they had no force at their disposal. 
Bransby Key, in his c\'iclcncc to the Cape Native Laws and 
Customs Commission of 1883 slates: 'These headmen or petty 
chiefs [he docs not clearly distinguish them] can settle cases, and 
send out messengers of courts "umsila" 38 to execute judgements, 
but they cannot use force. Anyone, in fact, who called out an 
armed force is liable to a heavy pcnalty.' 39 In theory, too, appeals 
lay from the lower courts to that of the chief: but it is extremely 
doubtful whether this was so in reality. A text by ex-regent I. 
1fatiwane giHs an interesting insight into the working of the 
system: 'Subjects of an isid1111a were allowed to take their cases on 
appeal to the chief if they were not satisfied with the isiduna's 
judgement. But such cases were very rare. In fact this was not 
encouraged. There were various ways of discouraging such 
appeals. The chief's court did not, in most cases, go against the 
decision of the isid1111a's court. Ir the appellant lost the appeal, 
it only meant that the fine went up. Even if he did not lose the 
case, it meant that he would have his life made miserable by the 
isid1111a and the people of his ward. They took the view that an 
appeal to the chief's court undermined the integrity of the isid1ma's 
court' [ of which they were all, of course, participating members
see below]. Matiwane also stressed the duty of the ward head to 
support the chief, if occasion arose, against the sub-chiefs (ii11ko
sa11a), who had a tendency to try and usurp the chieftainship, or 
become independent. It will be remembered that these were 
typically royal brothers, some of whom (particularly he of the 
righthand house of the former chief) had a pre-emptive right to 
secede and split the :vipondomise state. The ward heads, owing 
their position to the chief himself: acted as a stabilizing force in the 
political system. 

It is extremely difficult to trace the evolution from isid1111a and 
ii11kosa11a areas to the locations of today. According to informants 
some of the ward heads were appointed headmen, or, in some 
areas, the sub-chief was so confirmed, but they maintain that 
relati\·cly few were thus recognized. The position among the 
..\1 pondomise was complicated by the 1880 rebellion and the 
alienation of some of the tribal land as punishment. When 
the East Griqualand Lands Commission (the 'Vacant Lands Com-

38 Lit. a 'tail', from the leopard tail, attached to an asscgai, that was his symbol of 
onicc (sec below). 
39 B. L. Key 1883 Commission Rcj,orl p. 1 UB. 
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mission') met in September 1883, they found it expedient to 
di\·icle the Tsolo district into nine locations, on a tribal basis, one 
for the l\Iponclomise (under the regent Mabasa; i\t1ditshwa had 
been deposed), one Tolo, one Bhele, one l\ilfengu and four 
locations of mixed origin under headmen appointed by the 
magistrate for their loyalty duri11g the war. These original nine 
locations were subsequently further subdivided into smaller areas, 
also called locations, by Government Notice 647 dated 29 
September 191 o. Informants state that the ward areas were usually 
bigger than the present locations 'for the isirfuna was expected to 
support an imjJi (regiment)'. The new system increased, in a 
sense, the control of the chief over his people. Under the traditional 
system the chief usually con11rmed the head of the predominant 
clan in the area as ward head. The rebellion caused considerable 
inlerclistrict movement and, when the locations were demarcated, 
there was a strong tendency for chiefs to appoint close relatives as 
i;;_ibonda. Today seventeen of the twenty-four l\'1pondomise head
men in the Tsolo chiefdom belong to the royal clan. This would 
indicate that it was the sub-chiefs, rather than the i;:,iduna, 
who were appointed and that the i;:_iduna lost their authority. 
On the other hand we do not know how many i;:_irfuna there 
were, so the number thus affected may not have been very 
great. 

This model of the administration hierarchy is based almost 
exclusively on ;-,[pondomise material. The main structure is 
similar for l\lponclo, 10 Bomvana.u and Bhaca' 1~ and there is no 
reason to doubt that the 'dynamics' of the system was not the 
same among them. The aim of the model-building will have been 
served, however, if it sensitizes historians to the working of a. 
society of this type. 

One of the main problems was to determine how the tribe was 
originally go\-crned. In particular, it was important to determine 
the nature or the authority of the chief, especially its limits. \Vere 
the chiefs absolute monarchs (as was Shaka) or did the admin
istration or the tribe proceed on more 'democratic' lines? In fact, 
how and by whom, were decisions made? Satisfactm-y answers to 
these questions were central to the study, as it ";as felt that 

10 :\I. I Iuntcr Rcactio11 to Co11quest Lone.Ion 1936 pp. 378--82. 
11 J>. A. \\'. Cook The Social Orga11i::atio11 a11d Ceremo11ial lr1Jtit11tio11 of the Bomrnrw Cape 
Town 19::io. 
"\\'. D. I-Ia1n111ond-Tookc Bhaca Sociel)' Cape Town 19G:.! pp. '.20-J.-~-l-
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traditional concepts of the relationship between chief and people 
were basic to the present-clay 'political philosophy' of tribesmen: 
in them were enshrined the ideals of 'good government' by which 
the people judge the administration to which they have been 
subsequently subjected. This is particularly important when 
trying to assess the impact of a system of indirect rule, such as the 
Bantu Authorities structure that has been established in the 
Transkci since 1956. 13 The problem also has relevance for 
historians attempting to understand the relationship between 
black and white in the nineteenth century. 

The relationship between chief and subject was, and is, con
ceptualized in the idea of klwn::::,a. JC/1011.;:a, from the point of view 
of the subject, means faithful service: from the point of the chief 
it im·oh-cs authority, the right to command both respect and 
obedience. But this authority cliffcrccl in certain important 
respects from the authority of bureaucratic systems as classically 
clefinccl by \lax \Veher- 11 in that there was no clear separation of 
the authority role from other (e.g. kinship) roles, no specialized 
training for office, and relations between office-bearer and 
subject tended to be particularistic and diffuse. But, more 
importantly, the authority of the chief lacked what may be termed 
continuity of definition. There was a generalized acknowlcdge
mern that the chief's imprimatur was necessary for a decision to be 
valid, but the decision-making itself was not the prerogative of the 
chief alone. He clicl not normally enjoy a continuing unquestioned 
rigl1t to command but his authority had to be continually rc
crcatccl situationally, in specific contexts. This is expressed in the 
formula that chiefs could not rule on their own, but only in 
constant consultation with their councillors and people. Indeed, it 
was the group of councillors and adult tribesmen which made 
decisions in the chief's name. 

'There were always people at the great place. These people were 
called the ahagcini hom,:i' (keepers of the homestead). They were 
men ,,·ho had left their kraals to be present at the Great Place 
to sc1Yc the chief. Some were poor, some well-to-do. The chief 
did not sokc tribal matters by himsclr. Their homes, while they 
were a\\'ay, \\·c1-c looked after by the Great Place. These men were 

"\\'. D. J L11nmon<l-Tookc 'C:hicftainship in Transkcian political devclopmcnl' 
Joumal of Jlodm1 ,Jfrican St11dirs 2 ,, (196,) pp. 513-29. 
11 ~I. \\"cbcr Wirt1chaft 11ml Gcsd/,chafl Tubingcn 1922, tr. and rcpr. in H. H. Gerth 

;ind C. \\°right :'-.fills, from :'-.fax \\'cbcr Essays in Sociolog;·~cw York 1958 pp. 196-2+1. 



Tiu· 'other side' of Jro11tier history 

sometimes referred to as the i;::,inja zakomk/wlu ('the dogs of the 
Great Place'). The organization of the capital was in their hands, 
including the ploughing of the chief's fields and care of his herds. 
They also 1·eceived visitors and messengers from other chiefa, and 
the isizi ( death clues) beast. These councillors, or amaphakatlzi (lit. 
'those inside'), attained their position through personal qualities 
of loyalty and intelligence. One or two may have been councillors 
of the late chief; others, boyhood friends of the present chief, 
whose advice and probity had been found ,·aluable. They were 
sometimes referred to as abah/11:::,i, 'sifters', stressing their function 
or sifting and evaluating evidence. Fcrmerly they tasted the 
chief's food to guard against poisoning. They were not necessarily 
relatives or brothers or the chief, in fact royal brothers did not 
trust one another. Sibling rivalry was well recognized in the 
society, as the expression '.Nithanda ukulwa 11gatlzi nf)'ezana' (''{ou 
like to fight like brothers') indicates. The fruits of office being 
very desirable, this applies afor/iori to royal brothers. Informants 
stated: 'The chief is never 011 friendly terms with his brothers. 
Some limes the rivalry comes from half-brothers of the wnsulandaka 
(first wife married: never heir-bea1·ing) who always feel that they 
deserve status as their mother was the first to come to the Great 
Place. The chief cloes not fa your the idea of brothers settling near 
him as they arc the first to criticize him if he makes a mistake.' 'A 
chief's brothers may easily influence the people against him 
because they arc very near to his positio11.' ,,vc have seen that the 
i:;,iduna were expected to support the chief against possible 
usurpation from the ii11kosa11a. 

:\round this semi-permanent core of close councillors was a 
fluctuating group consisting of the more prominent tribesmen, who 
spent a greater or lesser part of their time at the Great Place 
sitting 011 court cases and discussing affairs of state. 'In the old 
clays most men spent a lot of time at the Great Place. Even young 
men attcnclecl and learned a lot when customs were discussed.' 
'\Vhen a young man came out of circumcision his father would 
give him a horse and he would go and li,·e at the Great Place so 
that the chief could use him for messages. This is how people 
learnt the procedure and customs of the Great Place.' The process 
of becoming a councillor was not formalized. There was no 
specific appointment ancl the achievement of the role of accredited 
i/1/zakatlii depended on performance and continuous invoh-emenl 
in tribal affairs. Theoretically anyone could become a councillor 
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and, in fact the 'tribal council' consisted ideally of all adult 
members of the tribe. It was this group which was the de facto 
decision-making body. 

The actual decision-making process involved broadly two types 
of activity, legislative and judicial ( the execution of decisions in
volved other procedures) and the chief-in-council constituted 
itsclr into two diflcrent institutions to effect this. These were the 
moot, whose function it was to decide on the clay-to-day admin
istration of the chiefdom and wards, and the court, which mediated 
in disputes between tribesmen. Cases of dispute within a ward 
referred to the court of the ward head (after first being discussed 
by the line:.i.ge court, if the quarrel was between kinsmen); 
appeals (in theory) lay to the court of the district chief and 
ultimately to the court of the chief himself although, as we have 
seen, this was more o!len honoured in the breach than in the 
observance. The functional distinction between the moots and the 
courts was reflected in different terms for the two bodies, although 
membership tcnclccl to be identical. The chief-in-council, sitting 
as a legislative or rule-making body, was called the imbizo, and 
when constituted as a court of law, the inkundla, from the area 
between the stock byre and the huts of the homestead. The 
activities of these two bodies were never confounded. The group 
cmn-encd as a moot, for instance, would refuse to hear cases until 
it had formally rcsoh-ccl itself into a court. A variation of the moot 
was the tribal gathering also called an imbizo (from ukubiza, 'to 
call') at which matters of nation:.i.l importance were placed before 
the people as a whole. 

Legislation, the primary function of the moot, must be viewed 
\·cry \,·iclcly. The term is used here to cover both formal law
making and ordinary administrative decisions. Informants found 
it difficult to cite cases of true law-making (i.e. specific changes of 
custom) from the past, and this is not unexpected in a relatively 
static society in \,·hich the rate of social change \Vas slow: 15 

Examples given usually refer to what should more correctly be 
termed aclministrati\"e modifications. 

An cclucatecl informant's text points up clearly the balance of 
power between chicfancl people as reflected in the decision-making 
process: 

·" The Cape Nguni differ in this respect from the Tswana, among whom formal 
legislation appears to have been fairly common, sec Schapcra Tribal Legislation among 
the Tsu·ana of the Dechua11a/t,11d l'rotec/ora/c London 1 9·1-3. 
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Even strong chiefs like Mhlontlo never made laws that went against 
the wishes of the people. Even in the past a chief always had his 
councillors. These men were his advisers on matters of law and order. 
Even during times of crisis a chief would have to listen to thei1· advice 
011 what action to take. They would refuse to sanction tactics which 
they regarded as dangerous. 
In making a new law a chief had to consult his close advisers and 
discuss the intended law with them. Then a meeting of the whole tribe 
would be called and the matter laid before them. Inl1ucntial men 
would have the chance of airing their views and, after thorough 
discussion, the chief and his advisers would have the feeling of the 
meeting. Opponents of the plan were encouraged to speak out because 
people should not be like a stream that flows only in one direction. 
c\fter lt1ll discussion, the chief and his councillors would withdraw so 
that the councillors could voice their opinion as to whether they felt 
that the majority were in favour of the matter or not, and whether 
modifications should not perhaps be made. 
The chief would then return to the ibandla, with his advise1·s, and 
formally pronounce the new law. If the people were obviously unhappy 
about it, it was withdrawn (roxiswa). A chief who dared to go against 
the wishes of his people ran the risk oflosing their support, and perhaps 
his chieftainship. 

\Vhatever the actual position in the past, the above text 
reflects the folk-myth which informs present clay attitudes to 
chiefly power. [ t is significant that, according to the text, the 
main aspect discussed by the chief and his confidants in private 
was whether the people were happy about the decision and not, 
apparently, the decision itself. Consensus was all important. 
Informants cite the case of the chief Dosini as an example of the 
clangers of unpopular and unilateral action on the part of a chief. 
Legend relates that Dosini arbitrarily attempted to close certain 
waterholes to his people: before he knew what was happening the 
major part of his tribe had left him and joined his urother Cira. 
It is clear that chiefs relied on their councillors to prevent them 
acting contrary to popular will: on their part the people trusted 
the councillors not to give bad advice or lead the chief astray: 

It was in the meetings of the ibandla that the chief was able to test the 
loyalty of the people to him. If he found that the opinion of the coun
cillors was rtjectecl on rnany occasions, then he had to do something 
about the composition of his council. It meant they were no longer a 
yardstick by which he could test the loyalty of his people. 

This brake on the power of the chief was noted by many early 
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nsitors to the Cape Nguni.•tu The missionary \V. B. Boyce, 
commenting in 1839 on D'Urban's treaty system, wrote: 

... that the chiefs arc generally unable to enforce provisions of a treaty 
disagreeable to their people, is a fact well known to all acquainted with 
the stale of Kaffirlancl; and is the natural result of the position of the 
Chief in reft:rcnce to his people. His power depends upon the number 
of his fighting men, ancl as from the subdivision of power among the 
junior and collateral branches of the great families, the number of 
Chic[.; is continually 011 the increase, every Chief is compelled by a 
sense of his entire clcpcnclence upon the willing services of his people to 
avoid doing anything which will offend them, lest they should desert 
to other Chiefs, ancl thus acid to the power of their rivals. The evils 
resulting from this state of things an: increased in proportion to the 
small number attached to a chief; for if his men a1·e but few, he is the 
more anxious to avoid offending even one of thern.· 17 

Another inOuential J\frthoclist missionary, H. H. Dugmore, has 
this to say: 'In the case or a Kaffir chief, the principal checks to 
the despotic inclinations which the possession of power always 
induces arc, first, the cli,·ision or the tribes, and secondly, the 
existence of a Ycry influential council.'· 18 

Further support comes from the fi.ve Ngqika councillors from 
Victoria East who ga,-c evidence before the 1883 Cape Native 
Laws and Customs Commission: 

1 1 97 Is the eh ief above the law? No, before a chief can talk on a matter 
he must call all his councillors togethe1·. 

1 198 :\ chief can't kill anyone whom he chooses; if he wishes to have 
anyone killed he must call the councillors together, and say what 
must I do with so-and-so, who has been troubling me very much. 
In that case, also, the chief would be guided by what the coun
cillors said. 

1 199 Y cs; a chief can do wrong, and it often happens that when a 
chief docs wrong he \\'Oulcl be interfered with, and punished, by 
having his favourite councillor, or prime minister, eaten up. The 
man who \\·oulcl be eaten up ,,·otilcl be the leading councillor, or 

'° Sec for instance 'Justus'['.\!. Be\'<:rlyj Tl"rongs of the Cajfre .Yation 1837 p. 53; C. Rose 
Four r,ars in South,m Africa 1 829 p. 79; J. Suthcrl:111d Original ,\latter ... in Lieut. Col. 
Sutherland's .\femoirs ... 18.,5-6 p. IJ7; ,\. St<:edman TVanderings and Adventures i11 th, 
Interior ofSouthan .Tfrica 1!!35 p. 255; E. E. llapi<:r Excursiom in Sou/hem Africa 18.19 
\"ol. 2 p. 127; C . .J. I-'. llu11bury The Caj1c oj(:ood /-Ioj1c 18.,8 p. 69; G. Thompson 
Tra,·tls i11 Southtm . Tfrica 18·21J p. 3.18 and \\". Shaw The Story of ,\!J' ,\fission i11 S011th
J,as/crn .1Jrica 1860 pp .. 1-10-1. 
'' \ \'. B. Boyce . \'otts 011 South-.·1Jncan _.Jffairs Lo11don 1 839. 
•• Quoted in J. '.\laclca11 op. cit. p. ~-,. 



The 'other side' of frontier history 2 53 
the man who had been appointed to office on the day the chief 
was circumcised. 

1 200 The prime minister is the chief's mouthpiece, and the other 
councillors say, as a reason for eating him up, that it must have 
been by his advice that the chief did wrong. 40 

This last comment stresses the main effect of this bounding of 
the chief's effective authority. The chiefship is sacred and, as such, 
must be above criticism and reproach. This is achieved by 
effectively withdrawing the chief from the decision-making 
process. All decision-making involves the possibility of error and 
the Cape Nguni avoid this by making their chiefs constitutional 
monarchs. It is perhaps because they do not 'rule', i.e. make 
aclrniniscrativc decisions, but rather 'reign', that Cape Nguni 
chiefs (except the Bhaca) arc not subject to the institutionalized 
criticism found in the Zulu and Swazi 'rituals of rebellion' 
analysed by Gluckman. 50 

The same process characterized decision-making in the court. 
Cases "-ere discussed by those present, each one giving his views 
and cross-examining witnesses, and the function of the chief was 
merely to pronounce the verdict. In fact, it was not strictly 
necessary for the chief to be actually present during the proceecl-
111gs. 

It should be stressed, however, that this was the ideal. In actual 
fact a particular chief could sometimes act, by sheer force of 
personality, in an autocratic manner. l'vipondomise informants 
stated that it sometimes happens that the chief is a man of strong 
will and people arc thus afraid to oppose him, 'but one thing clear 
is that an unpopular law made by him will die with him'. There 
is some cYiclencc that the chief had a relatively free hand in the 
organization of the army and, apparently among the l'viponclo, 
'Old men say that the chief always ,vantcd to fight and often the 
people did not want it, but the order for war lay with the chief 
alone, and if the army were called out men could not refuse to 
go.' 31 It is obvious that in time of national clanger the running of 
affairs could not be left entirely to a 'committee'. 

The relationship between the chief and his people was not static 

":\linutcs of evidence, Nos. 1197-2200 Report o.f the Commission G.i-'83 Cape Town. 
The expression 'eating up' refers to the political confiscation of all stock. Sec also 
following e,·icknce. 
00 11. Gluckman Rit11als o.f Rrbcl/io11 i11 So11th-ca.1/ .-lfriw 1 963. 
,, \[. 1-Juntcc Rcactio11 lo Co11q11cs/ London 1936 p. 395. 
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and tended to change during his reign. Here again we are 
indcbtccl for insights to the perceptive Dugmore: 

The operation of the influence of the Amaphakathi in modifying the 
power of the chief is remarkable, as it ha~ its periodic revolution, it~ 
waxings and wanings .... The result of this process is that a chief, 
dying in his old age, leaves a minor, of'ten a mere child, to succeed him. 
\\'hat then is the position or the young chief? He finds himself sur
rounclccl by a number of grey-headed veteran associates of his father, 
who a1·e strong in the possession of long continued popular influence, 
and insolent from 1hei1· consciousness of possessing it. If he will yield 
himself to thci1· sway, his course is smoothed for him; if he manifests 
much self-will, 1 hey do not scruple to remind him that they were the 
councillors and companions of his lather before he was born; that his 
mother owed her appointment, and consequently her son his rank, to 
their ad\'icc and influence; and they will sometimes hint that they can 
unmakt: as well as makt: chiefs; and threaten him with the elevation of 
a brother as a ri,·al. 
The rule ofa young chief is thus in reality the rule of the old councillors 
of the tribe. The relative position of the two parties, however, gradually 
changes. \\'hile the young chief is advancing towards the vigour and 
resolution of manhood tht: olde1· councillors die off and the younger 
councillors arc appointed. One after another of the old Amaphakathi 
falls a Yictim to an accusation of witchcraft, the Kaffir state engine for 
the removal of the obnoxious .... That under such a system there 
should be more than enough of tyranny, might be inferred from the 
namral rapacity of powers. But it is not the tyranny of one ... it is 
diviclccl amongst many, and it is often more or less neutralized by the 
rival popular interests of the tyrannizcrs themsclvcs. 62 

Enough has been said to indicate clearly the relationship 
between chief and people, and the nature of authority, both 
lc-gisbtiYc andjuclicizd. The folk myth of present clay Mpondomise 
accords \\·ell with the reports of early writers who knew the Cape 
tribes intimately. It is this ideal that is used as a yardstick when 
contemporary tribesmen judge whether they arc being governed 
\,·ell' or not. It is true or course, as Leach has pointed out 53 that 
the lack or formal separation of powers meant that there was a 
clanger that the go\-ernmcntal process would reflect the interests 
or those who controlled the system, and that in primitive societies 
the relative lack or tyranny is clue more to inefficiencies in the 

00 In J. ~laclt-an op. cit. pp. 28-9. 
"' E. R. Leach 'Law as a condition of frecdorn' rn D. Bidncy (ed.) The Concept of 
Freedom i11 .·1nthroj,olog; The Hague 1 \)63 pp. 80-1. 
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bureaucratic system than to explicit democratic ideals, but the 
Cape Nguni do seem to have specific mechanisms to avoid the 
undue concentration of power in the hands of one man. 

THE ENFORCING OF DECISIONS 

Once decisions had been taken they had to be enforced. In court 
cases fines of stock had to be attached or, rarely, a man put to 
death, and it is these judicial decisions that pre-eminently involved 
physical force to ensure compliance. 

Among all the Cape Nguni there was one specific role of 
executive officer, one which resembled our messenger of the court 
or sheriff. This was the umsila, appointed from among the coun
cillors, who derived his name from the leopard's tail attached to 
the assegai which he carried as a badge of office. After a court 
decision the umsila accompanied the litigant against whom judge
ment had been given to his home and waited there until the fine 
was handed over. If the fine was refused the wnsila placed the 
assegai in front of the kraal and departed; the occupants of the 
homestead were bound to return it to the Great Place on the next 
morning on pain of being 'eaten up' i.e. having all their stock 
confiscated. Assaulting or obstructing the chief's umsila in the 
execution of his duty was considered a particularly serious offence 
and was heavily punished: it threatened the very basis of tribal 
administration. Informants state that if the umsila's summons was 
ignored the councillors and young men would themselves go in a 
body, armed, and attach the stock. They also insist that the matter 
would be kept, if at all possible, from the chief's ears. 'If he heard 
he would say that he is no longer a chief, and this would be an 
insult to the whole tribe.' 

Fines, paid in stock, were the usual form of restitution, even in 
cases of murder and assault (amaf:)1ala egazi-'blood cases') and 
one head of cattle was paid over to the chief's court as a court fee 
(isizi). The death penalty was practically confined to cases of 
witchcraft and here the chief's authority for the execution was 
technically required, although in most cases public vengeance was 
spontaneous and swift, the diviner's accusation superseding formal 
judicial process. IC a witch was caught red-handed e.g. naked at 
night in a cattle kraal, a sure indication of witch activity, he was 
seized and impaled on a sharpened stake (cutha) by the kraal 
owner and his neighbours, or stripped naked, pegged to the 
groun<l and covered by vicious black ants (izaphompolo)-but his 
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execution had to be formally reported to the chief, as indeed all 
deaths had to i>c reported. 

It will be seen that there was no separate executive body. The 
same group of tribesmen that constituted itself into a moot, for 
the management of public affairs, or into a court, for the settle
ment or disputes, acted, on occasion, as an enforcing body for 
decisions, assisted by the younger warriors. It seems probable, 
however, that this was only necessary in extreme cases and that 
the prestige of the chief and !,is political officers, ward heads and 
sub-chiefs, plus the pressure towards conformity characteristic ofa 
small-scale community, worked towards compliance. 

SU:\1:\1.\RY 

The strucwral pattern of the gm-crnmental system is clear: a 
three-tiered hierarchy of political office with ever-narrowing 
spheres of authority running from the chief, through sub-chiefs, 
ward headmen to the heads of kraals. At each level this authority 
was both judicial and administrative in that the incumbent of 
office had the power to settle disputes and allocate tasks and goods 
to all within his territorial pur,·iew. The chief's authority ranged 
m-cr all within the tribal territory, the ward head similarly con
trolled ward members and the heads of homesteads were legally 
responsible and had authority over all within his homestead 
whether related or not. Purely kinship authority structures, 
im·oh-ing the roles of clan head, lineage head and kraal head, 
although occasionally coinciding with political office, belonged to 
a separate hierarchical system which docs not immediately 
concern us in this context, although the political system acknowl
edged the duty of these kinship 'officers' to attempt settlement by 
arbitration in cases in\'olving kin, before cognizance could be 
taken ofit in the courts. :\teach level in the go,·ernment hierarchy 
the functions of political officers were broadly the same, but with 
increasing range, both spatially and in the command over 
physical force. 

But, as we ha\"e seen, although authority was invested in one 
man who \\·as ultimately responsible, at least in theory, for 
decisions, the decision-making process itself was diffused over a 
much wider group and flowed from an interaction process that 
aimed at consensus. The genius of tribal government was the 
participation of all adult members of the relevant territorial units. 
It thus in,·olvecl a political process, in Smith's sense. In every 

r 
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collrt case tlicjury or judges were a man's peers, fellow members of 
his ward or tribe, who sought to influence the verdict by their 
eloquence and power to sway opinion, and in every decision 
involving public policy a similar system operated. \Vhether the 
issue be the admission of refugees, or missionaries, to the chiefdom, 
the allocation of land, the timing of the harvest or the appoint
ment of a tribal herbalist, the resulting decision was the product 
of conflicting forces, which involved the marshalling of support 
and the influencing of fellow-members-none of whom, even the 
chief or headman, had any more authority than any other. The 
chief or headman acted merely as chairman of the body. The 
composition of the court or moot was the same-all the adult, i.e. 
circumcised, members of the tribe who wished to be present-and 
each could speak and thus feel that he had had a hand in in
fluencing policy. The legitimization of the authority of a Nguni 
political officer, then, rested on a generally-accepted right to 
pronounce, in the name of the society, decisions resulting from an 
essentially political, and democratic, process. Specific authority 
had to be constantly recreated situationally against the back
ground of this general authority. Once consensus had been reached 
the decision could be executed and enforced with the physical 
backing of the moot or court or, in extreme cases, by the army. 

This was the ideal. There were, of course, political officers who 
themseh-cs decided on a course of action and attempted to 
enforce decisions, but they always ran the risk of alienating their 
followers and, paradoxically, undermining their authority. Also, 
an exception to the above was the family head, who had undis
puted authority over all resident in his homestead. This was 
probably because of his crucial role in the socialization process: 
it seems that other holders of kinship authority, e.g. lineage heads, 
had to rely, like chiefs and headmen, on persuasion and arbitra
tion-although their writ was backed by the fear of the ancestral 
wrath that could be visited on the disrespectcr of a senior kinsman. 

It is thus clear that political officers in the traditional system 
were not, in themselves, initiators of social change. They could 
not normally govern on their own or force their will on a reluctant 
public. 

The only sphere in which the chief appears to have had 
outright authority was in the right to declare war and in the 
domain of religion and ritual. This latter authority inhered partly 
in his position in the kinship structure and partly in the mystical 
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attributes thaL seem everywhere lo accretc to supreme political 
office. As head or the royal lineage only he could approach the 
august spirits of his ancestors-who themselves had political 
authoritv in that their influence was wider than the members of 
their ow·n descent groups. They watched over the welfare of the 
tribe as a whole, in some vague, undefined way. The chief's oLher 
ritual authority was Yested in his control over the, basically 
magical, communal rituals of the strengthening of the crops, the 
11/ibo 11rst fruit ritual and the prolection of the country against hail 
and lightning. The actual performance of the rituals was in the 
hands of professional herbalists, but they had to be formally com
missioned by the chief and could not take place without his 
approval. Rainmaking was performed by the Bushmen living 
among the ;-.!ponclomise, but most Cape Nguni chiefdoms had 
their own rainrnakcr. 

Paradoxically it was the sanctity ol'the chief's office that limited 
his elkcLi\·e authority. Ideally a chief could do no wrong-the 
chieftainship was sacred-but this illusion could only be main
tained if the chief was insulated from the decision-making process 
with all its possibility of error and miscalculation. 

It can be argued, with a large degree of truth, that this picture 
I have dra\\Tl is itself inadequate. It gives a formalized description 
of how both contemporary obscryers and present-day informants 
understood the way in which Lhe political system should be run. 
This docs not mean that every decision was the product of free 
discussion leading to consensus based on rational, impartial dis
cussion. As in all such systems men, including chiefs and head
men, attempt to manipulate the power system by forming 
factions and coalitions, by promises, threats and sheer blackmail. 
\\'ealth and strong lineage following can skew the picture of 
interaction between 'egalitarian', contraposed units in the political 
sysLcm. l;nfortunatcly we just do not have this type of detailed 
bcha\·ioural data for the pre-Annexation period. This model, 
rather, clc11ncs the instilutional framework within which this 
competition for power operatcd---tlic parameters of expectation 
against which actions arc judged and, as such, is presented as 
potentially useful for hisLorians working on the history of contact 
in the Eastern Cape. 



12. The external relations of the 
Ndebele kingdom in the pre-partition era 

RICHARD BROWN 

Studies of individual African 'political communities', to adopt 
Schapcra's useful phrase, 1 have sometimes tended to foster a 
picture of isolated, unchanging tribal politics, each pursuing its 
own immediate interests relatively unconcerned by what is 
happening outside its own locality. Or, in the case of the more 
warlike peoples, attention has been focused on their military 
exploits to the neglect of the diplomatic conduct of external 
relations. There has thus been little discussion of how southern 
:\frican political communities perceived and attempted to 
influence their position in a wider world. 

1\lthough the nineteenth century, with its explosive develop
ments within both black and white societies, obviously increased 
the necessity for external awareness, we should not overlook that 
this need was already inherent in the social and political organiz
ation of the southern Bantu-speaking peoples. Crops and cattle 
had long since lifted many of the constraints of the physical 
e1n-ironment and created the possibi.lity, as was seen north of the 
Limpopo, of large heterogeneous political communities like the 
.>.lutapa and Rozwi state systems linked by trade to the world 
outside .-\frica. But even where political organization remained 
small in scale-despite wider cultural uniformities-and most 
trade was still parochial, the diminished reliance on kinship as the 
basis of political affiliation and the existence of specialized and 
complex governmental institutions helped to create competitive 
interactions of an 'international' kind. 

Competition was for the control of people as much as land, but 
relations between these political communities or microstates were 
usually extremely fluid and tended to operate to keep the units 
small. The absence of fixed capital assets, the widespread avail
ability of land, restricted trading opportunities, the open member
ship of political communities, weaknesses in the means of control 
1 I. Schapcra Goi·ermncn/ am/ Politics in Tribal Societies London 1956. 
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away from the centre all maximized the opportunities for the 
moH·ment ofindivicluals ancl groups from one political community 
to another and for the emergence of new political communities. 
Disputes about succession and internal political competition easily 
became entangled in external relations and further heightened 
the need for political authorities to look beyond their own 
immediate horizons. 

Nineteemh-ccntury developments, particularly the political 
consolidations set in train by the rise ofShaka's Zulu kingdom and 
the Boer penetration of the interior by the Voortrekkers, did not 
so much create international relations in southern Africa as 
dramatically increase their scale and intensity. The new forms of 
state-making coupled with the changes in military organization, 
weapons and tactics enabled far greater resources to be deployed 
011 external policies. Insecurities widened from their previously 
local level, but the rulers of the new ,\frican kingdoms were still 
largely concerned with competing for the control of people: 
increasingly for security as well as prestige. Even the rapid 
extensions of the \\'hite fanning, trading, hunting and missionary 
frontiers were not wholly revolutionary before the transformations 
brought about by the gold and diamond discoveries in South 
Africa . .\Iany aspects of the white presence could be drawn into 
existing patterns of interaction between political communities, 
but the refusal of whites, with rare exceptions, to become assimi
lated set them apart. for many areas, it was the widening 
opportunities for trade, abo\·e all for obtaining guns, which 
tended to have the greatest immediate impact in the sphere of 
external relations. 

These general themes arc here illustrated from the Ndebelc 
experience with the use of published and archival material. 2 

\\'hilc these sources enable an impressionistic reconstruction to be 
attempted, it has to be recognized that the record at present is far 
from complete and that the exercise involves the familiar problem 
of interpreting ,\frican beha\·iour mainly from records left by a 
relatively small number of whites, none of whom was a trained 
observer. :\"ot only was their knowledge of African societies very 
incomplete, but they also suffered as observers from the severe 
cultural ethnocentrism characteristic of nineteenth century white 

0 References are to the colkctions in the >l"ational Archives of Rhodesia (N.A.R.) 
and the ;\"atal ,\rchivcs (XatalJ. I am indebted to the stafTofboth institutions for their 
assjst~ncc. 
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society. 3 None the less, it is possible to give some indication of the 
general processes as well as the content of Ndcbclc external 
relations, while recognizing that much, especially where purely 
African interactions are concerned, remains hidden. No attempt 
is made to draw a sharp analytical distinction betv,:een process and 
content, and in the discussion which follows aspects of both arc 
consiclcrccl as seems convenient: in this way some sense of change 
over time is preserved. 

The rulers of the Nclebcle, despite their military prowess, were 
soon aware of the need for external relations based 011 more than 
the asscgai. rv!zilikazi's dramatic defiance of, and flight from, 
Shaka in 1822 exhibited the twin characteristics of aggression and 
fear which were to underlie the Ndcbcle approach to their external 
cnviro11mcnt. 

External relations comprise both spontaneous interactions 
between a political community and its external environment and 
the more purposive attempt to control these interactions which has 
traditionally been called foreign policy. From the moment when 
tlzilikazi fled from Shaka having deliberately defied his authority, 
he and his followers were in a position of particular dependence 
on the external environment while being in an unusually strong 
position to change it. This arose both from the immediate con
sequences of the flight and from the type of mobile state which 
eventually emerged. 

1\Jzilikazi left Zululand with only some two or three hundred 
young warriors and a smaller number of women and children. 
Although in the context of the military revolution which had 
accompanied the rise of the Zulu kingdom, the soldiers were 
numerous enough to represent a formidable force north of the 
Drakensberg mountains, they were a tiny nucleus with which to 
build a powerful kingdom. Even though tlzilikazi benefited 
from the voluntary accession of later Nguni refugees fleeing from 
Shaka, most of the increase in manpower resulted from the raiding 
activities of his army. Thus by 1829 he may have controlled a 
population of some sixty to eighty thousand, a significant pro
portion of which had been directly incorporated into the Nclcbclc 
social system. •1 

'Sec H. A. C. Cairns Prelude to lm/xrialism (London 1965) for an extensive discussion 
of white cihnoccntrism in a central African context. 
1 W. f. Lye 'The i'\debclc Kingdom South ofihc Limpopo River' J . .-1.ll. Vol. X No. 1 . 
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The success of _\lzilikazi's policies can be seen as the result of 
his own qualities of leadership and the new military techniques at 
his disposal, but it was also the product of the ability to exert an 
influence over the external environment through the mobility of 
the expanding core group. Thus the years in the Transvaal 
( 1823-3 7) saw a series of relocations of the nascent state, both as 
a means of seeking security from enemies like the Zulu, Griqua, 
Tswana and Kora groups which arc known to have attacked or 
raided it and also in order to maximize the opportunities for 
increasing the wealth and population of a rapidly-expanding 
raiding state. The foreign policy of a state with the ability to 
move and establish itself elsewhere must be deeply affected by this 
possibility. If foreign policy is dc11ncd as the attempt by those who 
have the authority and capacity to influence the external environ
ment of the state in ways considered by them to benefit it, then 
the ability to move prO\·idcs an opportunity, denied to most states, 
to influence the nature of the external environment by a shift in 
geographical location. The recent descriptions of the Transvaal 
period of .Ndcbclc history make it clear how important the moves 
were to the survival and expansion of the original band of 
fugitives. 5 The significance of this factor for the 'Rhodesian' 
period will be considered below. 

Geographical mobility was not the only purposive interaction 
with the external environment observable in the period before 
1837, for i\[zilikazi quickly perceived the significance of the use by 
his enemies to the west of guns, and welcomed his first contacts with 
white traders in 1829. _\[orcovcr, he seems to have initiated 
this contact just as he took the first step towards involvement 
with missionaries in general and Robert _\{offat in particular. 
I ntcrcst in the remarkable personal relationship which began 
with their 11rst meeting should not obscure the extent to which 
:\Izilikazi saw the missionary in political terms. The importance 
:\fzilikazi attached to making the contact is shown by the high 
standing of the deputation sent to the mission station at Kuru
man. :\1 uch to i\Ioffat's discomfort, i\,failikazi persisted in seeing 
him as 'the King of Kuruman' and as 'a chief of considerable 
power' \\·ho would be able to supply the Ndebcle with guns and 

'Ibid. and J. D. Omer-Cooper Thr ;:_11/1.1 Aftermath London 1966. 

(1969) pp. 88, 97. This is by far the fullest and most authoritative reconstruction of the 
Transva::il period of 2\:debclc history. 
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ammunition. 0 This was hardly surprising since l\1offat had a wide
spread reputation among Africans in the interior as the architect 
of the celebrated defensive victory over the so-called .Mantatees 
in 1823, while .Moffat's role as a go-between in attempting to 
moderate inter-African conflicts likely to affect the mission station 
was soon clear to i\rlzilikazi. Thus between i\rloffat's two visits to 
.Mzilikazi in 1829 and r 835 many messages of a diplomatic kind 
passed between the two men. 7 

Nor was l\foITat the only object of Mzilikazi's diplomatic 
policies. His readiness to accept missionaries as residents, his 
willingness to admit the Andrew Smith expedition to allow his 
envoys to return with it to Cape Town and to conclude the r 836 
treaty of friendship with the British authorities can also be seen as a 
policy of controlling his relations with whites by diplomatic means, 
and as part of a strategy designed to improve security by reducing 
the likelihood of attacks by his other enemies. Although the 
presence of the American missionaries did not prevent the Boer 
attack of revenge on l\·Iosega, l\lzilikazi made it clear many years 
later that in inter-African disputes at least the presence of l\'1oITat 
was a guarantee of peace. 8 

up to 1836 2\Izilikazi experienced whites mainly as a resource 
to be exploited in the context of his other concerns, but with the 
coming of the Voortrekkers this situation was drastically changed. 
Whether or not he realized the full implications of his 11rst 
attacks on the ach'ance party of trekkers who had entered what he 
considered to be his territory unannounced, he had already begun 
to become aware and fearful of the threat of white settlement. 9 

Since the missionaries at l\Josega had earlier reported rumours 
that ~\Izilikazi was contemplating a move to the north to escape 
further from the Zulu, 10 the conOict with the Voortrekkers was 
not necessarily a last ditch defence of a homeland so much as an 
opportunity lo acquire cattle. At any rate, the series of battles 

• Robert :\loffat to Richard l\Ioffat, 15 :\ugust 1832, N.:\,R., MO 5/1/1; Tiu ,\Iatabdc 
Jo11rnals o.f Robert ,Hojfat 182,r60 ed. J. P. R, \Vall is (2 vols, London 19.}5) Vol. I p. 87 
('..10.Junc 1835). 
7 ltcfcrcnccs to these exchanges can be found in l\IofTat's letters to his brother Richard 
between 1831-3.} in N,:\.R., l\10 5/1/1. ' ' 
• 'Nobody will fight where you are. Do you think the l\lakololo do not know ;\·lofTat ?' 
J!atahde Jo11rnals Vol. I p. 371 (6 Ser,tcmbcr 185.}). 
" The l>ia0· o.f A11drrw Smith 183.1-36 eel. P, R. Kirby (Cape Town 1939-.10) Vol. I I 
p. 66, 
1

" l..cllrrs qf the .·lmuica11 ,\Jissio11a1ics ed. I), J, Kotzc (Cape Town 1950) p. qo, Joint 
l.ctlcr lo Anderson, 18 ,\ugusl 1836. 
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which preceded the actual beginning of the move were not 
conclusiYe and if the Ndebele had been worsted, they had not yet 
been vanquished. The precipitating factor seems, indeed, to have 
been the renewed pressure of the Zulu in mid-1B37. The Ndebele 
were already on their way when they suffered their most serious 
reverse at Boer hands in the battle of eGabeni later in the same 
year. The "i\debelc departure from the Transvaal should not 
therefore be seen just as an automatic consequence of the 
expansion of the Boers. 

:\ related point of interest is the persistent oral tradition among 
the ?\debelc that it was Robert i\foffat who advised-or in some 
versions actually guided-the remm·al of the nation to present-day 
i\Iatabelebnd. This tradition has usually been treated with 
sceptism because at the time i\Ioffat himself had never travelled 
in that region and because the suggestion was scorned by the 
missionary's son, .John Smith i\Ioffat. Some fifty years after 
the e\'ent, the younger i\Ioffat, while on the diplomatic mission 
which led to the treaty that bears his name, reported to his 
superior: 11 

Lobengula and his inclunas have cl\,·clt much on the statement that it 
was my father who advised Urnsiligazi when in what is now the :Marico 
district, to migrate northward to this country. I have heard the 
common people out of doors refer to the same thing. I am not aware 
l hat m\' father ever gave such advice. l do not recollect ever to have 
seen a reference to it in his voluminous letters and journals of the 
period in question. It is unlikely, as he would have known that such a 
migration \,·01ilcl mean an extension of the career of conquest, and 
extermination in a ,·ast region northwards, which he cleplorccl as having 
already taken place in what is now the Transvaal. 

Howe\-cr, not\\'ithstanding J. S . .:'doffat's evidence, it is highly 
likely that the oral tradition contains a core of truth. There is in 
Robert i\foffat's papers a draft in his hand of a pseudonymous 
letter to a missionary journal in which he gives a hostile review of 
Boer acti\·ities in the interior and remarks in passing: 'It has been 
stated on good authority that an incliYiclual in whom i\L 
f .?\fzilikazi] placed almost 1111boundcd conllclence earnestly and 
repeatedly warned him liy every means to avoid coming into 
collision \Vith the Boers and rather retire into the interior than 
commence a \\'arfare with the white man.' 12 The passage later 
11 J. S. :\!offal lo S. Shippard, 12 JJ,,cL"rnbcr I B87, N.,\.IC, I-IC 1/1/16 (Public Records). 
"Draft letter to llriti,h 1/anncr, February 1853, .N.,\.R., :\10 5/1/1. 
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explains why the advice could not be acted upon and suggests that 
it was not so much the Boer attack on i'viosega, but fear of the 
Zulu and rumours of further Boer attacks which finally precipi
tated the move. In view of the known relationship between ?v!offat 
and .Mzilikazi, it can hardly be doubted that the unidentified 
indi\'idual who advised withdrawal was lVIoffat himself, while 
2\lzilikazi's remark to the missionary in 1854 'I have not forgot the 
fulfilment of the warnings you gave me at l',,foscga' probably 
refers to the same incidents. 13 

The move across the Limpopo, even if not as unpremeditated 
nor as divorced from inter-African conflicts as is often implied, 
was a much more serious event for the Ndcbclc than earlier 
changes or location. It involved a marked reduction in numbers 
through the release of many Sotho subjects and brought about 
serious political strains arising from migration in two separated 
groups. These were not reunited under a single authority for more 
than two years and then only after the elimination of many 
indunas for having proposed the recognition of a successor to 
:-fzilikazi . 

. \]though the Ndebelc never again effectively resumed migra
tion, their ability to move as an organized political entity despite 
clifTicultics should be seen as a continuing influence on external 
relations. The issue was raised in 1866, H two years before the 
death of ;\lzilikazi, and again during the succession crisis which 
followed it, 15 but the most important occasions when relocation 
became a serious possibility were probably those which accom
panied the pressures of the 'scramble'. Reports that the Ndcbelc 
would cross the Zambezi became widespread in the interior and 
were or particular concern to the Lozi. 1 G Preparations included 
the making of canoes by Tonga tributaries of the Ndcbclc along 
the southern bank of the Zambezi 1886-88. The exceptionally 
hca\·y raid on Tonga north of the river in 1893 may well have 
been a further preliminary to an attempted escape from the 
problems created by the white occupation of :dashonaland. This 

13 ,\fatabrle Jo11mals \'ol. Ip. 3·2B (!l Octobl'r 1!15.;). 
11 The ,\Iatabdc 1Hissio11 of]. S. & 1~·. ,\lojfat 1858-78 ed. J. J>. R. Wallis (London 1 '.J.15) 
pp. ::..11-G, T. ).[. Thomas to A. Tidman. 13 ,\ugust 1866. 
" Ibid. pp. ::. .• 9-50, \V. Sykes to J. ;\ lulkns, 30 No,-ember 1869. 
10 Lieut. C. E. I layncs, C .. ;G.1J ( 1 B!l6J p. 12 1; J. S. :'\lofiat to S. Shippard. 12 Dccrn,
licr I BB7, N.,\.R .. lIC 1/1/16 ( Public Records); G.\\'. ll. Knight-Bruce to S. Shippard. 
1 December 1888. Colonial Ofiicc Confidential Print .·lfrica11 (South) 35B, encl. in 
No. 96. 
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raid, ,\·hich brought the hazard of small-pox with the returning 
soldiers, coincided with the 'Victoria incident', the British South 
Africa Company's rnsus be/Li for the conquest of ?v[atabclcland; 
and when Lobcngula with a large following fled from the smoking 
ruins of Bulawayo later in the same year he was following in more 
di!Ecult circumstances his father's historical precedents. Lobcn
gula's death ended what was probably a vain attempt and most of 
those \,·ho had accompanied him slowly returnee! and submitted 
to their white conquerors, though similar attempts were made by 
some Ndebelc groups during the course of the 1896-7 risings. 17 By 
the time of the scramble the kingdom had remained stationary for 
some fifty years and perhaps local attachments, particularly 
religious ones \l"i1ich were tending towards an N debcle fusion with 
pre-existing cultures, helped to inhibit migration until it was too 
late. 

The effect of the possibility of migration on the handling and 
content of external affairs during these fifty years can only be 
surmised, but it seems reasonable to suppose that it might 
exaggerate an appearance of self-sufficiency and self-confidence. 
It was these characteristics which caught the immediate attention 
of most "·hite obse1Ters, and historians (including the present 
writer) ha,·e tended to follow them and to represent the Ndebele 
as unchallenged lords of the interior once they had established 
thcmseh-es in ?\fatabelelancl. Tt is true that their position, if at 
times threatened, \,·as nc,·cr seriously weakened until the era of 
the scramble; yet this docs not mean that they could afford to 
ignore their external environment. The rulers, at least, knew 
better and showed by their actions considerable awareness of 
what was happening in the more distant parts of southern Africa. 
Although out\,·ardly little changed betwce11 184.0 and 1890, 
de\-clopmcnts in the external environment of the Ndebcle were 
lessening their underlying ability to control it, but these were not 
immediately apparent. To begin with, the pattern of external 
relations did not cliffcr greatly from that observed for the Trans
vaal pc1·iocl. 

The sense of i11sccurity was diminished, not eliminated, by the 
new location .. \Izilikazi seems originally to ha\·e intended to with
draw n-cn further into the interior, hut was prevented from 
crossing the Zambezi, as Zwangenclaba's Ngoni had managed a 
few years earlier, by the opposition of the Kololo and by tsetse 
1 7 T. O. !{anger Nern/I in Sou/hem Rhodesia (London 19Gi) pp. 123-.f, 233, 2G 1. 
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fly. 18 Instead, rvizilikazi was forced to choose the high and healthy 
cattle country north and west of the 1'v1atopo mountains near 
modern Bulawayo. This had the advantage from the Nclebelc 
point of view of already having experienced the disruptive 
activities of Zwangendaba's and other migrating raiding groups, 
but the disadvantage of being uncomfortably close to the Boers 
on the other side of the Limpopo. Although the Ndebcle managed 
to beat off Potgicter's cattle raid in 1847, the agreements nego
tiated with Potgietcr and Pretorius in January and I\fay 1853 
respectively suggest a revival of the attempt to control relations 
with whites by diplomatic means. rn Significantly, 1'vfzilikazi had 
already made strenuous efforts to reopen contact with l'vloffat, 
perhaps wishing to balance his Boer alliances with a British 
missionary, but also because of the state of his health. 20 

?vfoffat's records of his 1854 and 1857 visits provide the most 
extensive surviving contemporary evidence during the period 
before the establishment of the mission station at Inyati in 1859. 
Settlement was highly concentrated and militarized, adapted as 
much for defence as aggression, for cYen though :i\Ioffat estimated 
that the population under ?-.Izilikazi's direct control had regained 
its former level, he found the king still as troubled about Zulu as 
about Boers. l'vizilikazi was therefore elated by the news of the 
Zulu civil war between the sons ofl\·Ipanclc, yet still confided 'that 
though he was now at so great a clista11cc, he could not help 
fearing Zulus'. 21 In this respect, at least, the Nclebelc appreciation 
of their position seems unrealistic and fear of the Zulu seems to 
have persisted until the British conquest of Cctshwayo in 1879. 
Rumours of the approach of Zulu armies, such as occurred in 
1866, 1869, and 1877, 22 quickly produced panic and the whites 
usually had great difficulty in obtaining permission to bring 
18 1\lalabc/e Jo11ma/s Vol. I pp. 371-2 (G September 185.i)- Zwangenclaba a\'oiclecl 
these obstacles in his more easterly crossing of the Zambezi near Zumbo. 
10 For English translations and discussion of the degree of authenticity of these 
agreements sec S. Samknngc Origi11s of Rhodesia (London 1968) Chapter\·. The Dutch 
texts arc printed in G. S. Freiler Lobt11g11/a (Johannesburg 1963) pp. 3oj-8. Prellcr"s 
claim that Potgictcr 'ckfeatccl the ).fatabclc in the ).latopos' (p. 33) is not confirmed 
by the firsthancl accounts collcctccl l,y ,\lo/Tat in 185.1, ,\fatabelc Journals Vol. I pp. 
225, 2+3, 271-2. 
20 Ibid. Vol. I pp. 326-7 (8 October 185.1,). 
"' Ibid. Vol. II p. 84 (5 October 185j). 
22 1\latabe/e .\fission of J. S. & E. ,\!offal pp. 2+1-G, T. ,',[. Thom:is to :\. Ticlm:rn, 
1 3 August 1866;.J. Swinburne to T. Sht·p ·tone, 2 t :>.lay 1869, Shepstone Pap,-rs, Box 19, 
Natal; 'f. :>.f. Thomas, unpublishl'cl journ:il 187,,-1883, J\'./\.R., TH 2/1/1/ (Photo
copy of original in \\'itwatersrnncl University Libr:iry), entry for 2 ~larch 1877. 
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fly. is Instead, Tvlzilikazi was forced to choose the high and healthy 
cattle country north and west of the :tviatopo mountains near 
modern Bulawayo. This had the advantage from the Ndcbclc 
point of view of already having experienced the disruptive 
activities of Zwangendaba's and other migrating raiding groups, 
but the disadvantage of being uncomfortably close to the Boers 
on the other side of the Limpopo. Although the Ndebcle managed 
to beat off Potgieter's cattle raid in 1847, the agreements nego
tiated with Potgieter and Pretorius in January and :i\Iay 1853 
respectively suggest a revival of the attempt to control relations 
with whites by diplomatic means. 19 Significantly, ?vlzilikazi had 
already made strenuous efforts to reopen contact with :i\,foffat, 
perhaps wishing to balance his Boer alliances with a British 
missionary, but also because of the state of his health. '.!O 

Moffat's records of his 1854 and 1857 visits provide the most 
extensive surviving contemporary evidence during the period 
before the establishment of the mission station at Inyati i11 1859. 
Settlement was highly concentrated and militarized, adapted as 
much for defence as aggression, for e,·en though :i\Joffat estimated 
that the population under :tvizilikazi's direct control had regained 
its former level, he found the king still as troubled about Zulu as 
about Boers. fvizilikazi was therefore elated by the news of the 
Zulu civil war between the sons of ?vipande, yet still confided 'that 
though he was now at so great a distance, he could not help 
fearing Zulus'. 21 In this respect, at least, the Ndebclc appreciation 
of their position seems unrealistic and fear of the Zulu seems to 
have persisted until the British conquest of Cctshwayo in 1879. 
Rumours of the approach of Zulu armies, such as occurred in 
1866, 1869, and 1877, 2 '.! quickly produced panic and the whites 
usually had great difficulty in obtaining permission to bring 
18 Jlatabcle Joumals Vol. I pp. 371-2 (G September 1854-). Zwangenclaba a\"oidecl 
these obstacles in his more easterly crossing of the Zambezi near Zumbo. 
10 For English translations and discussion of the ckgree of authenticity of these 
agreements sec S. Samkange Origi11s of Rhodesia (London 1968) Chapter\". The Dutch 
texts arc printed in G. S. Preller I.obmgula (Johannesburg 1963) pp. 307-8. Prcllcr's 
claim that Potgieter 'defeated the :Vfatabclc in the i\-fatopos' (p. 33) is not confirmed 
by the firsthand accounts collected by i\ loffat in 18:H Alatabelc Joumals Vol. I pp. 
225, ~43, 271-2. 
'

0 Ibid. Vol. I pp. 326-7 (8 October 1854-). 
01 Ibid. Vol. II p. 84 (5 October 1857). 
'' Jlatabele Jlissio11 of J. S. & 1,·. 1\fojfat pp. 2,p-6, T. ~[. Thomas to A. Ticlman, 
13 August 1866 ;.J. Swinburne lo T. Shepstone, 21 ~lay 1869, Shepstone Papns, Box 19, 
Natal; T. i\[. Thomas, unpublished journal 187.~-1883, N.1\.R., TH 2/1/1/ (Photo
copy of original in \\"itwatcrsrancl University Library), entry for 2 :\larch 1877. 
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individual Zulu servants into the country for fear they turned out 
to be spies. 

Some of Coillarcl's difficulties with Lobengula following his 
attempted mission to the Banyai in 1877 arose over his Basu to 
companions, members of another political community the Nclebelc 
had earlier (;1ilcd to vanquish. Interestingly enough, since it 
indicates the scale of the social field of which Ndebele external 
relations had become a part, one of the stated objections to the 
Basuto \\"as that their countrymen had turned over the famous 
'rebel' chief Langalibalclc to the British authorities in Natal. 23 

The objection was not to foreigners as such since we hear of 
small groups of .\ffengu, Griqua, Khoikhoi and others from far 
afield becoming assimilated, in addition, of course, to captives. 21 

E\-cn Kololo a!'ter their O\"Crthrow by the Lozi in Barotselancl 
were giYen refuge. 25 \ Vhatevcr their other reasons for being 
welcomed-and there is eYidence to suggcst that such foreigners 
often obtained important ritual and ach·isory positions-one 

•result of their presence was to expand the \"olume of information 
on which to base external relations. 26 The Ndebele rulers clearly 
suffered on occasions from inadequate or inaccurate information, 
but this can easily be exaggerated and as time went on the amount 
a\"ailablc steadily expanded. The 11 wari cult, among other things 
a 'secret intelligence service' stretching over a very wide area of 
south-central :\(i·ica, was probably of consiclerablc importance. 27 

Detailed e\·idence is scarce, but under both the Ndebelc kings 
there was certainly some exchange of information between them 
and the cult authorities. 26 

:\part from this and information obtained from captives and 
during the course of raids, news was supplied and diplomacy 
carried on by accredited messengers and official clclegations. A 
striking illustration of the extent of their operations were the 

"F. Coillard On The ThresholdofCentral .Jfrica trans. C. W. '.1.lacintosh (London 1897) 
pp. 35-39. 
' 1 G11bula1ca_ro and Beyond: Ldters & Joumals of 1hr Ear(y Jesuit :\Jinionaries to ,Zambtsia 
( 187!]--1887) ed. \I. Gdfanc.l (Lone.Jon 1968) pp. ::?5 I, ::?6.,; Diaries of the Jesuit Minion
arirs, 187.9-81 trans. \I. I.loyd (Salisbury 1961) pp. 53-54, 75--76. 
'°\\'.Sykes to J. '.l.lullens, 30 l'\ovcmbcr 1BG9, N.:\.R., LO 6/1/3; C:oillard On The 
Threshold pp .. ,o--., 1 . 

,c Sec footnote 2., above. 
"T. 0. Ranger Rel'Olt in Sou/hem Rhodesia pp. '.21-2.,. 
"T. :'\L Thomas .F:lacn Tears in Cmtral South .·Jfrica (I.one.Jon n. c.l. 1 B72) pp. ::?90-1: 
Th~. \'or/hem Goldfidd, Diaries of 11,omas Daines rBG!]--72 cc.l. J. P. R. \\'all is (3 vok 
Lone.Jon HJ.JG) Vol. l I p. 3') 1. 
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'spies', as the source refers to them, who were sent out north of the 
Zambezi on Lobengula's accession and returned with the report 
that they had found 'six different tribes of modified Zulus'. 29 

Whether this reference to the Ngoni states included any in what is 
now Tanzania is not clear, but the information would seem to 
reach at least as far as northern :~dalawi. There were few areas of 
southern Africa which were not accessible to properly accredited 
messengers, as the extensive searches for ~vizilikazi's principal heir 
show. 

The existence of regularized forms of diplomatic interaction 
was particularly important in maintaining stable relations with 
the neighbouring Gaza kingdom. Since it too was a powerful 
raiding state whose sphere of influence met that of the Nclebele 
along the Sabi river, peaceful coexistence was essential. Apart 
from tensions over cattle lifting, conflict appears to have been 
avoided throughout the period, a considerable achievement in 
such disturbed times. 30 Soon after succeeding to the throne 
Lobengula was reported to have sent oxen to the Gaza king, 
lv1zila; 31 and in 1879 relations were further cemented when 
Lobengula took the daughter of i\Jzila as his chief.vife. 32 Arrange
ments for the marriage involved much diplomatic contact and the 
importance of the event was shown by the size of the retinue 
which accompanied her to i\Jatabeleland, along with seven or 
more other prospective Gaza brides for Lobengula, including 
also a sister of the Gaza king. The retinue was liberally enter
tained in the months before the weddings took place. l\[zila's 
successor subsequently returnee! the compliment by marrying a 
daughter of Lobengula, although later it was said that Lobengula 
was 'considered stingy' for having sent only one wife in return. 33 

If the conduct of diplomacy was facilitated by specialist 
messengers and envoys, the absence of literacy was a serious 
handicap ancl could lead to difficulties and disagreements as 

' 0 '},kmorandum on the Zulus and l\-latabele' by A. Bailie, N.A.R., BA 10/2/1. 
0 ° Cattle lifting and the stationing of soldiers arc mentioned by St Vincent Erskine to 
T. Baines, n. d., [c. 1869], K,\.R., BA 7/1/1. 
"' Baines Goldfidds Diaries Vol. II I p. 623. 
"'Both the published Jesuit mission sources, footnote 24, contain many references to 
the marriage. Estimates of the size of the retinue Yaricd from 600-700 to 1 ,ooo 
C11b11lmt•ayo and Bqond pp. 142, 1 77. 
""Gold and the Gosf,d in i\lashonala,ul. 1888 eels. C. E. Fripp and V. \\'. Ililler (London 
I(J.19)_ pp. 0_1-9:i (Bishop Knight-Brnce's journal, 13 October 18fl8). Omn-C:oopcr 
ment10ns this marriage but implies it took place before r\lzilikazi di,·d <'.11/11 .·lftermatl, 
p. 60. 
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happened among an important official deputation to the Natal 
go\·crnmcnt. 3 -1 Illiteracy also offered favourable opportunities to 
individuals and groups to use rumour as a means of influencing 
relations between political communities. Although whites were 
sometimes responsible for starting rumours to this encl, there is no 
reason to believe them responsible for all the many false reports 
which disturbed the interior. 35 And some rumours, one suspects, 
originated within political communities as a means of bringing 
pressure to bear on decision-making outside the institutionalized 
councils. 3 " 

The literacy of the white missionaries and traders provided an 
important new channel for the conduct of external relations, but 
one which they continued to monopolize since the Ndebele were 
indifferent to the attempts of the missionaries to start schools. 
Although .:\ [zilikazi made little use of the whites as intermediaries, 
Lobengula's reign began in a flurry of diplomatic activity and he 
soon relied on whites extensively to transcribe outgoing messages 
and to read incoming ones. One of them provided him with the 
famous elephant seal with which to authenticate the documents 
written on his behalf. 37 As most other African governments by 
this time also had access to scribes, Lobengula's correspondence 
was not confined only to communicating with white governments. 
His illiteracy obviously placed him to some extent at the mercy of 
those whites who wrote and translated for him, but it docs not 
seem, at least until the scramble, that any serious advantage was 
ever taken by them. And although more than one came to think of 
himself as the king's exclusive agent, Lobengula appears to have 
deliberately avoided becoming dependent on any single individual; 
nor were customary methods of communication entirely 
su perseclccl. 

\\"bile the presence of whites helped to intensify the more distant 

' 1 Statements made to T. Shepstone, 16 AugtISt 1 870, Natal. S.:'\.A. 1 /7/6. 
"\\"hite rumour-mongcring for political ends was alleged against an agent of the 
Trans,·aal. .J. \\". \'iljocn, by the missionary John i\lackenzic Acco1111/s & Paj,crs 1868-
9 XLI II, \ \'ode house to Buckingham, 1 9 October 1 868, and enclosures. Sec also 
E. C. Tabler Pionurs of Rhodesia (Cape Town 1966) p. 165. 
JG The rumours that Sir Sydney Shipparcl was bringing an invCJdingarmy intoi\·latabclc
land on his oflicial visit to Lnbcngula in 1888 may well have been connected with 
those Xdebdc who wnc at the same time pressing Lobengul::i to abandon all nego
tiations with the whites and allow then, to be massacred. Shippard to High Com
missioner, 12-16 October 1888 African (South) 369, encl. in No. 6.}. 
"The seal was made by the artist-explorer-prospector Thomas Baines G'oldfields 
Diarits \'ol. III p. 683 19 August 1871. 
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diplomatic activities of the Ndebelc, a great deal of the attention 
paid to external matters concerned their relations with their 
11eighbours within the Ndebcle sphere of influence. The territorial 
area of the kingdom proper was surprisingly small, restricted to 
the area of concentrated military settlements within thirty to 
forty miles of the royal capital. By the encl of lvizilikazi's reign this 
area was estimated to contain a fighting population alone of ten to 
twenty thousand men. 38 'Greater' l\tiatabelelancl, the territorial 
area claimed by the Ndebelc kings, was in effect a specialized 
part of the external environment which they sought to control for 
reasons of overall security and as a source of cattle, grain, and 
manpower. 

The Nclebelc do not seem to have even attempted to bring 
all the local peoples within the full framework of a social system 
whose viability rested on the tightly-controlled residential system 
of regiments. This system was well adapted for the effective 
socialization of a steady stream of mostly young captives, but would 
have been considerably strained by an attempt to assimilate 
directly large blocs of subject peoples. Unlike some of the Ngoni 
groups, the Ndebclc were chary of attempting to do so on any 
large scale. The precise relationship which actually obtained 
depended partly on the geographical position of the groups 
concerned and partly 011 the reaction of such groups to the presence 
of Ndebele military power. Some of the Shona-speaking groups 
who were already living in the area which came to form the 
kingdom proper were, along with captives obtained in raids, 
directly incorporated into the lowest of the three 'castes' into 
which Ndebelc society was stratified. Others outside the central 
area were merely placed under Ndebelc inclunas and left outside 
the regimental residence system. They did, ho\\·cver, herd cattle 
for the king, send produce to the capital and provide some 
co11scripts and volunteers when new regiments were formed. 30 

These outposts also functioned to prevent unauthorized entry and 
to mai11tai11 the security of the kingdom by giving warning of 
impending clanger. 

Elsewhere the Ndebcle sought to use their militarv streno-th to 
, b 

bring those Shona-speaking chieftaincies who could not with-

"Thomas estimated 20,000 in 1866 ,\latabcle ,\fission of J. S. & E. ,\lo/fat p. 242, but 
lbilie's_ estimate ten years later was only 7,000-10,000, footnote 29 above. 
,o I-I - Kuper, A. J. B. Hughes, J. van Vclscn The Shona and JV°debele of Southern Rhodesia 
(London 195.~) pp. G8-Gg. 
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stand the impact of raiding into a tributary relationship. This 
colonial-type of cxtcrn,11 relations was neither uniformly warlike, 
nor always successful. In many cases, the Ndcbcle sought to extend 
their influence by capturing a local chief or other members of the 
royal lineage, keeping them in 1'.latabclcland proper for varying 
periods-years if they were youths--and then returning them to 
their own communities to be loyal tributary chiefs or, in some 
cases, just influcnti;:tl local people. 40 But the activities of the more 
distant puppets could not usually be seriously supervised and the 
extent of Ndcbelc influence in many of the tributary areas 
fluctuated considerably. It was strongest in the south-cast and cast 
towards the Limpopo and Sabi rivers and to the west and north
west towards the Zambezi, but this latter area was thinly popu
lated. To the south-west influence over the more distant Kalanga 
tenclccl to falter, depending largely on the complexities of political 
conflict among the acijaccnt Tswana; to the north-cast it was the 
resistance of Shona-speaking peoples themselves which was the 
main stumbling block to the further expansion of regularized 
tributary relationships . 

.:-\\\'ay from the area of concentrated power, the Ndebele were 
far from being the sole determinants of the situation within their 
claimed sphere of influence. Their raiding parties did not regularly 
carry all before them. Even excluding the more directly military 
conflicts \\'ith major rivals like the Kololo, a surprising number of 
the references to raiding actiYities indicate partial or sometimes 
total failure. Supply difficulties and the case with which individual 
raiding parties could be cut ofl~ as well as defensive resistance 
from those attacked accounted for these failures.' 11 Furthermore, 
the ban on trading guns to the Shona from :-.latabcleland could 
not prc\"ent them being obtained from the cast coast; and with 
the nineteenth-century de\-clopmcnts in trade from the west 
coast as well as from the south (in spite of attempted regulation by 
gO\·crnments in South Africa) meant that there were few, if any, 
raided peoples \\·ho did not possess at least some firearms. How
ever, contrary to a common misconception, the Ndcbcle too 
acquired and used guns. •12 Lobengula even went to considerable 
lengths to obtain cannon. Baines had hoped to consolidate his 

'"llaincs Gold.fields Diaries Vol. II p. 498; Gold and the Gosj,el p. 61 (Bishop Knight
Brucc"s journal, 1 2 August 1888); T. 0. Ranger Revolt ir1 Southern Rhodesia pp. 26-31. 
' 1 T. Baines to E. Oliver, draft n. d., 1869/70, N.,\.R., B:\ 8/ 1 /2/ 1. 
'" E. C. Tabler The Far lr1taior (Cape Town 1955) pp. 165-6, 1 72-3, 221. 
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concession in 1870 by supplying some, 43 but when he failed to do 
so Lobengub solicited one from a shocked British government. ,i,i 

L,-c11wally he obtained a pair of worthless cannon from two 
daring and unscrupulous traders in 1877: 15 On balance, though, it 
would appear that the long-term trend in the interior was under
mining the military advantage of the Ndebclc. In part, this 
reflected the ability of raided peoples to change their ways of life 
to counter the Ndebelc threat. 

lf trade was gradually transforming their relations with other 
:\frican states by supplying them with guns, trade was also 
increasing in some degree the Ndebelc dependence on the outside 
world. Its direct effects, however, were limited since the important 
transactions, the trade in ivory and the issue of hunting licences, 
were a royal monopoly. The politically powerful benefited as 
recipients or royal generosity, but the mass of the population had 
to be content with the occasional bartering of food for small 
a111ou11ts or cloth and beads during the seasonal influx of whites. 
ln fact, that the traders and hunters were white was probably 
more immediately important for external affairs than their 
commercial activities. 

The Ndebcle rulers were clearly aware of the ambiguous 
position of the whites who gained entry to ~Iatahclcland in 
increasing numlJers from the mid-1850s and adopted towards 
them a policy which was often unpopular with their subjects. The 
essence of the 'official' policy can be summed up as the attempt 
to control the implications of their presence by aflorcling them 
special treatment. This did not reflect the power of numbers in 
?\fataliclcland itself: since there were probably never more than 
fifty in the country at ;:my one time and these were obviously 
dependent on the goodwill of the Nclebcle authorities for their 
personal 5afcty and commercial success. Yet the whites consiclerccl 
themselves to be in some sense representatives of the powerful 
political communities from which they came and to which they 
were constantly returning or, in the case of the few resident 
missionaries, with whom they were in frequent communication. 
This aspect of the white presence was reinforced when they were 
cntrustL·cl with semi-official duties by the colonial governments to 
"T. Baines to E. Oliver. 6 Dccc111ucr 1870, N.:\.R., B:\ 8/1/2/2; Baines Goldf,elds 
Diaries \"ol. I I p. 32 1. 

"Loucngula to Sir 1-1. Barkly, q October 1875 and Lord Camarvon to Barklv. 
I .f :'-larch 1876, Con f. Pr. . lfricm1 1 1 o, ,·ncl. in :\o. 9, No. 1 1. • 
" Tahlcr Far illtcrior p .. p 8. 
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the south. .Moreover, whites sometimes clairm:d a spurious 
official status or banded together to make collective demands on 
the king. In a more general sense, the whites as a whole saw 
themselves as collectively upholding the prestige of the white 
man in southern Africa. 

£\·en though the rulers were often aware of the significance of 
distinctions based on function, nationality, and individual 
character and were certainly not mere dupes in white hands, the 
treatment of any individual white man once he had been granted 
:tdmission to the country had to be seen in the context of the 
external relations with white go\·crnmcnts. Thus, although their 
small numbers forced the whites in general to adhere to the strict 
rules goyerning their acti\ities they were not fully under customary 
Ndcbcle law and were left to judge their own disputes among 
themseh·cs and also had special privileges denied to local people. 

\\'hites constantly sought to draw attention to the wider 
implications of their treatment. For example, the child of a 
Swedish trader accickntally broke a royal dish, a serious crime in 
Ndcbelc eyes. Rather untypically, Lobengula angrily shook the 
child's parents with his hands. This led to a deputation of mission
aries to the king whose spokesman told Lobengula 'respectfully 
but firmly'•lti 

that the king must never lay his hands upon a European; such an 
action might excite his people and lead to the massacre of all Europeans 
in his country. Such an occurrence would, without any doubt, bring 
grave retribution to the king and his people. 

:\s this statement tends to suggest, the official policy towards 
the whites as a group w;-is not shared by all Ndebele. In general, 
the young unmarried warriors, whose future social and economic 
status depended in part on maintaining the traditional raiding 
state intact and who were not benefi.ciaries from trade, resented 
the white intrusion most, while the older men who had already 
acquired dependants and cattle were more favourable. At the 
same time, attitudes to whites could not be divorced from the 
imperati\·es of domestic politics. The kingdom possessed many of 
the aspects of a segrnentary state and the four major divisions 
(each comprising a group of regiments) into which it was split 
prO\·idecl major bases for political competition, especially since 
the segments had territorial as well as military-administrative 
·• 0 IJiari,·s of the Jemit JliSJionaries p. 17 ( r o September 1879). 
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aspects. Competition among the political elite was intense, as the 
number of leading figures who were eliminated suggests. Even 
?\ [zilikazi was said to fear assassination,' 17 and his successor's hold 
on the throne was for long much weaker. l\Jajor policy decisions, 
such as to allow the missionaries to stay in r 859, were invariably 
preceded by lengthy discussions, sometimes lasting for several 
months. The interconnection between the internal and external 
environments perhaps also helps to explain why the Ndebcle 
rulers conciliated and protected the whites and, after 1837, were 
never responsible for launching an attack on them, yet made 
relatively little attempt to exploit their modernizing skills. 

Attitudes to whites did not prevent them being used as 
resources in internal politics. This, and other points which have 
been made above, can be illustrated from events arising from the 
disputed succession following ?vlzilikazi's death in r 868. The 
dispute remained alive throughout the r 870s and since Lobengula's 
opponents sought outside support from both white and black, 
internal and external politics became closely fused. 

Lobengula was not installed in his father's office until after a 
fifteen-month interregnum as there were doubts about the 
existence and whereabouts of an heir with a better claim. Never
theless, Lobengula had the support of a majority of the powerful 
indunas and he was duly confirmed in office by the appropriate 
holders of ritual authority and by the acclamation of a majority 
of the people. Opposition came from within one of the four 
primary divisions of the kingdom. The dispute therefore repre
sented a major cleavage inherent in the structure of the kingdom 
and threatened the possibility of a major secession. However, the 
contest remained focused on the kingship even after Lobengula 
had defeated his opponents militarily in the battle of Zwangen
daha a few months after his accession. 

llis opponents included other sons of ?vizilikazi who had fled 
the country, but who, like the group in l\,[atabelelancl, supported, 
nominally at least, the candidature of a man claiming to be the 
principal heir, the missing Kuruman. His identity has never been 
satisfactorily established. He had turned up as an employee of the 
Natal Secretary for Native Affairs, Sir Theophilus Shepstone, 
who eventually came to accept his bona fides. Thus the stage 
was set for a s~ruggle which was to stretch over a vast geographi
cal area and rnvolve the Transvaal, Cape, Natal and British 
•
11 R. :\[offal to A. Tidman, :25 December 1862, N.A.R., LO 6/1/2. 
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governments. Further complications arose from the fact that 
l\Izilikazi's death coincided with attempts by whites from as far 
afield as Australia to exploit the newly-discovered gold deposits 
within 'greater' l\Iatabelcland. 

Shepstone claimed neutrality on behalf of the government of 
Natal, but he clearly saw himself, and was seen by others, in the 
traditional role of the pmvcrful chief actively involved in the pro
cesses of succession in weaker political communities. •18 Lobengula 
certainly viewed him in this light and conducted an intensive 
diplomatic campaign to undermine Shepstone's cautious support 
for 'Kuruman' by trying to gain recognition of his own legitimacy 
and destroy that of his opponcnt.· 19 He also attached the two lead
ing gold companies to his cause by granting them concessions-in 
one case, in return for a secret pledge by the company manager 
'to aid and support' Lobengula 'by public report to the British 
Government'. Efforts were also made to win the confidence of 
the missionaries. The campaign failed to slop Shepstone giving 
'Kuruman' limited diplomatic and material aid to enable him to 
return with his small party of exiles lo l\latabeleland. 51 

At this point, the im·olvemcnt or the Ngwato, the Tswana
speaking neighbours of the Nclcbcle to the south-west, illustrates a 
different facet of external relations. Here it is not so much the 
widening scale of Nclcbcle involvement which is striking, as the 
decline in Nclcbclc self-sufficiency and their inability to control 
even indirectly areas of former influence. 

The Ngwato were situated on the only regular route into 
:\latabelclancl from the south. In the earlier period this was of 
little consequence to the Ndebcle and, in any case, the Tswana 

19 ':\femor::rndum concerning Kuruman', n. d. [? 1869], Shepstone Papers, Box 24, 
"-'atal; I.t. Governor of i\"atal to Earl of Kimberley, 23 September 1870, ;\°atal, 
C.H., Vol. 278; Shepstone to A. L. Levert. 18 October 1870, Natal, S.N.i\. 1/1/20. 
" Baines to D. Erskine, 1 o .-\pril 1 870, G'oh/fields Diarii·s Vol. 1I pp. 322-5; Lobengula 
10 Lt. Governor of.Natal, [19] and 29 August 1871, Ibid. Vol. III pp. 683-7, 697-8; 
Lobengula to Shepstone, 13 February 1871, Natal, S.:'11.A. 1/1/20. 
00 Agreement of9 :\pril 1870, encl. in.-\. L. Levert to Shepstone, 30 2\•fay 1870, Natal, 
S.N . .-\. 1/1/20, together with copy of concession. The Baines concession, G'oldjields 
Diaries Vol. II p. 3 1 7fT; Vol. II I pp. 695-6. 
"Shepstone informed Lobcngula that while the :'-iatal government could 1101 

prevent 'Kurun1an 1 s' return~ it would not take 'the custornary step, of sending hin1 
back, letter of 27 \lay 1871, Baines G'olr/ficlds Diaries pp. (j 1.1-1 5. However, in spite of 
this assurance, the Natal government provided the 'Kurumau' party with transport 
and pro\'isions and also solicited the good offices of the Transvaal government on its 
behalf, Shepstone to Government Secretary, Pretoria, 3 June and 22 August 1871. 
Natal, S.X.A. r / 1/21; memorandum by Shepstone, 1 5 ,\ugust 1872, S.:'11.A. 1 / 1/22. 



lc.'xtenwl relations of the Ndebele kingdom 277 

generally were unable to resist Nclebelc pressures. Relations with 
the Ngwato largely revolved around the person of l'vlacheng who 
was their chief in r 870. He had been captured by an Ndebele 
raiding party as a youth and carefully preserved as a valuable 
political commodity since he was the principal heir to the Ngwato 
chicftaincy. After being kept in Ivlatabeleland for more than a 
decade, he was allowed to return to become the chief, but not 
before he had adopted Ndebele ways and been used to further the 
varied purposes of a string of intermediaries. In 185 7 ?vizilikazi had 
sought to gain credit with l'vioffat as well as increased influence 
over the Ngwato by handing l'viacheng over to the missionary. 
~Ioffat passed him on to the Kwena chief, Sechcle, who in turn 
restored ~,facheng to his people. 52 

However, l'vlzilikazi's hopes of maintaining an influence of any 
significance over the Ngwato collapsed. In the short run, this was 
because ~Iacheng was soon ousted from the chicftaincy after his 
triumphal and roundabout return from Iviatabeleland, for 
attempting, it was said, to rule in the Ndebele manner. 111 the 
long run, the decline in Ndebcle informal influence was clue to the 
expansion of interior trade which made Shoshong, the Ngwato 
capital, the largest, most prosperous and hence best-armed town 
in the interior. 53 This in turn encouraged Kalanga on the south
western borders of 'greater' ?viatabeleland to shift their allegiance. 
\\"hen ~Izilikazi retaliated with a major punitive raid against 
Shoshong in 1863, his forces were none too successful even though 
Ngwato military discipline was minimal. 51 

Relations with the Ngwato worsened as a result of the succession 
crisis. i\Iacheng, who had regained his position in the closing 
years or ?-.Izilikazi's life, saw it as a further opportunity to pursue 
Ngwato independence. I-le defied Lobengula, asserted territorial 
and taxation claims over the new Tati goldficlds and obstructed 
Ndebelc traffic and personnel on what had now become the vital 
route to the south. Finally, the one-time captive of the Ndebele 
sought to turn the tables completely by supporting 'Kuruman's' 
attempts to unseat Lobengula. He gave 'Kuruman's' party refuge 
on their arrival from Natal and promised military assistance. The 

'" :\. Sillery Scchclc (Oxford 195+) pp. 1 18-37; Alatabclc Joumals passim; H... l\loffat to 
:\. Tidman, 15July 1857, N.:\.R. LO 6/1/1. 
03 Coillarcl On The T/11cshold pp .. i8-.ig. 
°' J. '.\lackcnzic to:\. Ticlman, 27 April 1863, ::\'.:\.R., LO 6/1/3; 1\latabclc 1\lissio11 of 
J. S. & E .• \Jo.ffat pp. 205, 220; J. '.\fackcnzic Tc11 Tears Xorth of the Ora11gc Rii-cr r 859-
69 pp. 267-85. 
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challenge in the evenl was a weak one and insufficient to arouse 
the opposition group inside :-lalabcleland. However, this was 
because :i\facheng's own position at Shoshong was once again 
precarious. The fiasco did not pro,·e that Lobcngula was now 
secure, but that his opponents were weak without dependable 
allies. 55 

Lobengula's problem was the fear that 'Kuruman' would fine.I 
white allies nearer and more adventurous than Shepstone had 
been. Hence he was alarmed when President Kruger gave 
'Kuruman' and his followers asvlum, since he could not be sure 
that he would not also give more· practical assistance in the pursuit 
of Boer territorial expansion. Instead, 'Kuruman's' base in the 
Transvaal became a convenient refuge for malcontents and 
fugiti,·es from :-.latabcleland. 5 G 

The main body of Lobcngula's opponents, however, remained 
within :-.[atabclcland. They had a reputation for treating whites 
roughly, 5 ; but outside i\Tatabelclancl their representatives actively 
sought white military assistance. 'Kuruman' offered a party of 
clisaffcctecl Transvaalcrs who were about to trek 'land to their 
hearts' content' if they would render him armed assistance. 
'Kuruman is assured that if, by your aid he could reach his friends, 
such a number of them would immediately rally round him as 
to render further sen·ice from you unnecessary and thinks that 
when Lobcngula hears of his approach at the head of an armed 
force he will flcc.' 58 Forty years earlier the Voortrekkers had taken 
advantage ofa similar conflict to gain control oCmuch ofZululancl. 
In this case, the proposal was turned clown and the correspondence 
sent to Lobcngula. \ \·hen it was interpreted to him he 'wept 
tears ... and said he had not yet turned his back from fear of 
Kuruman.' 59 

The very next year in 1877 the forward movement in imperial 
policy under Lord Carnarvon brought Shepstone to the Transvaal, 

00 Lobcngula to I\lachcng, 2 I\·lay 1870, encl. E. and:\. L. LcnTL to Shepstone, Natal, 
S.X.A. 1 / 1 /20; Lobengula to Shepstone, 2+ April 1871, S.N.,\. 1/7/6; J. B. Thomson 
toJ. ?\lullcns, 16January 1872, :-.:.A.R., LO G/1/+; Thomas Elem, rean pp .. po-11. 
00 Lobengula to Sir 11. 13arkly, 1 o ,\pril 1876, enclosing Lobcngula to President of 
South ,\frican Republic, 10 .-\pril 1876, Conf. Pr. .-1Jricari 110, encl,. in No. 38; F. C. 
Selous, undated notes, :'<.A.R., SE 1 / 1 / 1. 
01 To The Victoria Falls: Diary of ,\fajor lfcmy Stabb eel. E. C. Tabler (Cape Town 1967) 
pp. 82-81, (27 and 28July 1875). 
58 ,\s translated from the Uutch originals and recorded by T. ;\-1, Thomas in his 

journal, 23 ,\ugust [1876]. :\'.:\.IC, TI-I 2/1/1. 
00 Ibid. 
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where he became the British Administrator. As he informed the 
High Commissioner at Cape Town, 'the possession of the person 
of Kuruman gives Her :Majesty's Government the means of 
exercising great influence over the reigning l'vlatabele king. ' 60 

Shepstone sought to use this influence to get Lobengula to accept 
a British Resident. When this was put to him by an official 
emissary the king was reluctant to discuss the matter. 'But 
ultimately', recorded the interpreter, 'when it had been suggested 
to his :Majesty that in view of the possibility of the Transvaal 
Boers leaving their country for these parts and bringing with them 
the supposed uK.urumana it would be well for him to be on 
friendly terms with his next-door neighbour Sir Theophilus 
Shepstone he seemed to approve of the idea of a British Consul's 
being placed at Gubulawayo.' 61 The interpreter who knew the 
king well, having been one of the original group of missionaries in 
r 859, commented on the attempts to draw the kingdom more 
closely into the British sphere in a way which anticipated many of 
those that were to be made a decade later when the pressure 
finally became overwhelming. He believed that Lobengula was 
opposed in principle, 'but that ere imperilling his life or Kingdom 
he would make some efforts to meet the wishes of the English 
Captain [R. R. Patterson]. He was actuated by fear and not any 
good principlc.'G 2 

The whole of Patterson's party subsequently perished from 
drinking poisoned water while on a hunting expedition. Not all 
the evidence pointed to their having been murdered by order of 
the king as has been alleged. 63 Indeed, such an act would have 
been uncharacteristic of the policies pursued by Lobengula at 
any time of his reign. As the missionary quoted above suggested, 
fear was likely to make him concede ground, not invite retribution. 
\ Vhether responsible or not, Lobengula must have been exceedingly 
concerned about the possible consequences of the deaths. Ironi
cally, it was the forceful rejection of Lord Carnarvon's southern 
:\frican policy by their old enemies the Boers and the Zulu 
which spared the N'clcbclc further pressure and prevented any 

00 Shepstone to Frere. 2 April 187(!, C. 2220, encl. 2, ~o. 130. 
"' Tho111as, journal, 10 September 187fl. 
60 Ibid. 
''" J.. Cia1111 !JiJ/Or)' of Southcm Rhodesia (Lo11clon 1 [JG5) p. 61. Thomas, o11e of whose 
,ons was a member uf lhe fatal party, reveals some of the cliOicultics involved in the 
cviclrncc in later enlric:s in rhe journal quoted above and in a letter to Shepstone, 
19 February 1(!79, Shepstone Papers, Box 21, l'\atal. 
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British attempt to use the Patterson incident imperialistically. On 
the other hand, the eventual downfall of Cetshwayo, after initial 
successes which significantly had led to a period of rough treat
ment for the whites in :'vlatabeleland, 61 and the recovery of their 
inclepenclence by the Boers of the Transvaal had a profound 
effect on I\debcle external policy. The Zulu defeat following their 
earlier triumphs was a dramatic demonstration of white power. 
The Boer ,·ictory over the conquerors of the Zulu not only rein
forced this lesson, but also led Lobengula to make renewed 
conciliatory O\"C-rtures to Pretoria. 65 Together Ulundi ( 1879) and 
,\fajuba (1881) probably played a part in stimulating within a 
few years Lobengula's remarkable attempt to forge an alliance 
against the white ach·ance with Lewanika of Barotseland. 66 This, 
as far as we know, unprecedented move to seek an alliance against 
"·hites and for such a general rather than specific purpose is a 
clear indication of Lobengula's awareness of the changing nature 
and increasing scale of the external environment. The offer seems 
additionally to ha,·e been a characteristic move in inter-African 
relations, since it appears to liave originated when Lewanika was 
in exile ancl was to include assistance to him to recapture his 
throne . .-\sit coincided with the indications that the Ndebcle were 
considering the possibility of moving north of the Zambezi, it is 
hardly surprising that Lewanika was unable to overcome his 
strong fears ofNdebele aggression and turned elsewhere for support. 
Howe,·er, in so far as cooperation against the white advance was 
envisaged the proposed alliance was a significant turning point 
in intention if not in result. 

The failure to reach an agreement meant that Lobengula's 
underlying policy towards the whites on the eve of the partition 
remained one of attempting to avoid an outright conflict with 
them. His eventual failure was not so much clue to a lack of 
understanding of the world around him, as to the limitation on his 
freedom of rnanccuvrc imposed by the Ndebelc social system and 
to the strength and ruthlessness of his white opponents. The 
disputed succession and the growing ambitions of whites in his 
part of .\frica l1ad already involved him in nearly two decades of 

c: C. D. Helm to \\'hirchousc, 10 September t8jg, :\'.t\.R., microfilm rcgisrcr l\o. 53, 
reel 3. 

<> S. Samkangc Origins of RhodcJia pp. -15-55: P. J. Joubert, Commandant Gener.ii of 
the Sourh .-\frican Republic, to Lobengula, g :\larch 1882, copy in N.A.R., SE 1/1/1. 

•• G. L. Caplan 'Barotsdand's Scramble for Protection' J.tl.H. Vol. X No. 2 (196g) 

pp. 280-1; F. S. Arnot J[isJio11ar;· Tra1•ds i11 Cmtral .·lfrica (flath 1914) pp. 21-22. 
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extensive diplomatic contact when Rhodes appeared on the scene. 
During this time his own internal position had been strengthening 
as he steadily eliminated his more dangerous opponents. Had the 
external pressures been stronger or his handling of them less 
effective during the period when the succession issue was still 
active and allowing the exploitation of the kingdom's segmcntary 
characteristics, its incorporation under white rule might well have 
taken a different form. Instead, the Ndebelc kingdom faced the 
crisis of the Partition with its unitary characteristics uppermost. 67 

When white hopes that it would collapse from within were not 
fulfilled, they decided to overthrow it from without. 68 Incorpor
ation by the sword was thought to have been achieved in the war 
of 1893, but white expectations again proved false when both the 
Nclebelc and the Shona took up arms in 1896 . 

., R. Brown 'Aspects of the Scramble for l'vlatabeleland' E. Stokes and R. Ilrown, eds. 
The Znmbesia11 Past (1'vfanchcstcr 1966) and editors' introduction. 
"T. 0. Ranger Revolt i11 Southern Rlwdcsia pp. 93-7. 



13. The passing of 
Sotlw independence 1865-70 

A::-;;THONY AT1\1ORE 

The years between 1868 and 1870 witnessed a situation of some 
complexity on the high plateaux of Lesotho . .:vloshweshwe and his 
people found themselves the centre of a power struggle between 
three, at least, of the political components of white South Africa: 
the Orange Free State, Natal, and Sir Philip \Voclehouse, who 
was both High Commissioner and Governor of the Cape Colony, 
and as such could therefore be said to represent the old colony, 
although his relations with the Cape politicians were anything but 
corclial. 1 The Sotho had been defeated in war and had suffered a 
considerable amount of destruction from the Free State's scorched
earth policy.~ They were certainly not in a position to determine the 
course of events, as they had been in the clays of?vJoshweshwe's prime, 
but they were able, by cle,·ious means of the kine! that infuriated 
the whites, to mancru,-re between thewhitecontenclers. The actions 
of the Sotho leaders intensified the mistrust of the whites one for 
another, and delayed the implementation oftl1e final settlement. 

At the beginning of 1868 the Free State was intent upon pur
suing the third, and uncleclarecl, stage of the war with Lesotho 
which hacl first developed into open lighting in June 1865. 3 Its 

1 Sec The Cambridge Ifistory of the British Empire Vol. VIII South ,\frica Chapter XVI, 
C.\\'. de Kiewiet 'The period of transition in South African policy, 185.1-1870' pp. 
420-3, .p6-37; I'. ,\. \loltcno The Life and Times of Sir Joh11 Char/,s ;\foltmo London 
I 900 pp. 89- 1.13· 
'e.g. Joussc (for :0-loshcsh) to Burnet, civil commissioner of :\liwal North 15 October 
1867, in G. \I. Thea! Bamto/all{f Records Vol. III p. 828; 1\loshcsh to \Vodehousc 
26 February t 868 ibid. pp. 878--9; C(ovcrnmcnt) H(ousc) rn/7 (Cape Town), Orpen to 
\Vodchousc, 16 :\"ovembcr 1865. The most vi\'id descriptions of the sufferings of the 
Sotho during the course of the fighting arc to be found in 1\labillc's letters and :0-lrs 
\fabillc's ':0-lcmones' quoted at length in Edwin\\'. Smith The ,\labillcs nf Basutoland 
London 1939 pp. q3-75. ((;_ \I. Thea! Barntola11d Ueeords Vols. I to III published 
Cape Town 1883/196.1, Vais. I\" lo VI unpublished 1\-IS in Cape Town archives; 
photos tat copies in \laseru archives. Henceforth JJR.J 
• For the declaration of war, sec proclamations of Brand and :0-loshweshwe BR Vol. 
III pp. 357-62, and for Free State war aims sec, i11tcr alia, IJR III pp. 8.18-50, Br~nd 
to \Vodchousc, 31 January 1868. 



The J1a.uing oJ Sotlw independence I86_5-I870 

commandos had raided deeply into the then habitable land of 
Lesotho. These forces were composed of several different peoples: 
Afrikaans- and English-speaking Free Staters; adventurers who 
came illegally from the Cape; the 'native allies' of the Free State
p.Ifengu who had in a similar way crossed the Orange River from 
the Herschel Native Reserve to get their share of the plunder and 
who included many Tlokwa, the long-standing enemies of the 
Sotho-and other traditional enemies of !vioshwcshwc, such as 
Moroko's Rolong and the ?vionahcng of Lctcle, the senior branch 
of the Kwena group. 1 The loyalty of these allies to the Free State 
was questionable; C. S. Orpen (the better known Joseph Orpen's 
brother, and one of the 'Smithfield English'), for example, stated 
that 'our native allies prey upon us as well as upon the Basutos ... 
whenever they arc made to disgorge or divide with their com
mandant \Vcbster they make our farmers pay the piper to recover 
their loss'. 5 \'\/hen the fighting finally came to an end, many of the 
~ fonahcng and othm:-sc_atterecl groups moved into Lesotho. 6 At 
times there were (probably more English than Afrikaners in the "'i 
Free State commandos, and certainly more Africans than whites 
of both groups. 

Although the white commandos were not particularly efficient 
or well-coordinated fighting units, they bore the brunt of the 
fighting against the Sotho and generally succecclccl in overcoming 
them. Their weapons were superior, as rdoshwcshwc pointed out: 
'If (Brand) says that my people have not been able to cope with 
his burgers in open field, no wonder since they have the best 
ri0es, the best powder and cannons.'• The Free State could buy 
arms ancl ammunition from the Cape and Natal, the Sotho could 
not. The excuse for this discrimination was the Bloemfontein 
Convention or 1854- In fact, a prohibition on the sale of arms and 
ammunition to the neighbouring African peoples was one of the 
terms or the 1852 Sand River Convention with the Trans\·aalers, 
but was 110! included in the 1854- convention. Thus one of the 
major factors in the defeats of the Sotho in the 1865-8 wars \Vas 

1 The enlistment or recruitment of British subjects in the Cape was prohibited bv 
\Vockhousc in a proclamation of 27 June 1865, ibid. pp. :no-1. There is plenty ~f 
evidence lo show that such enlistment and recruitment of whites and blacks was 
subst:rntial. ,\ great part of.J. :\I. Orpen's correspondence with \Vockhousc, CH 10/7 
in Cape Town archi\'l·s, is concerned \\'ith these illegal operations. 
•(;II 10/7 (CT), C. Orprn lo I lalsc, 25 l\"ovembcr 1868. 
0 BR\" pp. ~81-8, Bowker to \\'ockhouse, 20 and 27 August 186(). 
'/]I/ I\' pp. 31-8, ,'\foshcsh lo Burnet, 19 :\larch 1868. -
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based upon a legal fallacy, a fact of which \Vodehouse was 
personallv a ware. s 

The co.mmandos also perhaps sl 1owed greater fortitude on the 
field of battle-so at least the consensus of white opinion held to 
be true. But there was at least one dissenting Yoice, that of Joseph 
Orpen, \\·ho thought that 'the Boers (were) greater cowards than 
the 13asutos ... (they) have never attempted an attack ha'.1d to 
hand as the Basutos did one night at Thaba Bosiu-and if the 
Boers had got shot to the extent that Basutos have they would 
haYc been far more cliscouragecl-when repeatedly twenty to fifl_y 
Basutos are shot dmvn in a "great battle" in which no Boer 1s 
\\"Otmdccl it shO\\"S that thev must have some courage to stand and 
be shot and that it docs not require much in the Boers to stand and 
shoot them-and that an infinite superiority in weapons and 
ammunition is what makes the Boers victorious.' 9 .\foshweshwe, 
in the letter quoted above (note 7), claimed that 'in many places 
a dozen or a score of Basutos have again and again withstood 
successfully the efforts of a whole commando of 500 or I ooo men. 
In one cast' a petty chief, Tlibclime, kept the whole camp of 
.\lrjoubert at bay \vith eight men, and ifit had not been for want 
of water he \\"Otdcl ne\·er have been compelled to leave his little 
stronghold.' 

By earh· .-\pril 1866 the Free State was able to force the treaty 
ofThaba Bosiu upon .\losh\\-cshwe and Letsie, and most of southern 
Lesotho, and all that on the west bank of the Caledon, became 
Free State territory, the Sotho inhabitants being gi\-cn notice to 
quit. .-\11 that remained to the old chief and his first born son of 
useful land was the countn· around Thaba Bosiu and the Bcrea 
plateau .. \ fc\\. days previously Letsie's brother, .\lolapo, had 
also come to terms \\·hereby all his cou11t1T, that is the land north 
of the upper Phuthiatsana RiYer, became Free State territory . 
.\lolapo became a Free State subject, as \loslrn-cshwe and Lctsic 
did nor. He and his people were allm\-ecl to remain in Leribe 
district, but had to Yacatc their lands to the \1-Cst of the Caleclon.10 
Fighting subsequent lo these treaties arose because the Free State 
alleged that the Sotho hacl not ahiclcd hY their terms . .\folapo 
ah\·:1ys managed to persuade Prcsiclcnl Bra11d and the corn
• IJR III pp. 39!, \l"odehousc to C:irclwdl. ,~July 1B65; ibid. pp. 581-3. \\'oclchousc 
10 Cardwell.::, J:inu:in· 1866: :ilso Orpen c-orrcspondcncc with \\"ockhouse. 
• (;II w'7 ,_CT ,J. '.\I. Orpen 10 \\'odclwuse. 6 :,.,;ovc·111bcr 18G5. 
1, J]R I I J pp. 6.1:.J--l - (i.p. G.1•1--51. 65 ;-6. Treaty ot" l111p:1r;ini. ~ti '.\ Ltrch 1866 (with 
_\Jol:ipo_. :incl Trc:11v ofThab.1 llo,iu :J .\pril 1U(ili. 
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mandants on the spot that he was doing his best, and did not 
become involved in the renewed hostilities. These were recom
menced on a small scale against Letsie in :March 1867 11 and on a 
much larger scale against all the Sotho, with the exception of 
!\ lolapo and his uncle, Paulus Mopedi, in September of that year. 
The object of the Free State was to clear what it called the 
conquered territory of Sotho. Although the commandos won 
spectacular victories, storming the Sotho mountain fortresses one 
after another 12 and carrying off enormous numbers of cattle and 
other stock, they were never able to achieve this object. The 
wretched Sotho returned from the caves and valleys deep in the 
mountains to their wrecked villages and devastated crops in the 
wake of the Free State forces. The Free State won the war but 
could not keep the peace. 

l3y this time a stalemate in the war of attrition had been 
reached. The loot from the commando forays benefi.ted only a 
certain number of Free Staters, and the economy of the country 
had been denuded by the expenses of the war and of the long 
period of insecurity. Southey, \Vodehouse's colonial secretary, 
commented: 'the ... success of the Boers ... has been very much 
exaggerated and in reality they arc now only making war on the 
standing crops, and making an occasional capture of a few head of 
cattle. The people (he meant the Free Staters) arc tired and weary 
of the thing, and feel that it is with them and the Basutos as it is 
with the two Kilkenny cats-they are eating each other up, 
exhausting their resources, and doing no good, but ruining 
themselves and their fi.ne country.' 13 The outlook for the Sot ho 
was more serious. Nearly all the fighti11g was by then taking place 
in Lesotho, and the commandos were committed to the destruction 
of crops and habitations. ~Iany tens of thousands of people might 
he forced by lack of food to make counter raids into the Free 
11 1 bid. pp. 7.18-66. 
11 :\!aboloka, ;\lakwai's mountain, in December 1867 (ibid. pp. 837-8), :\Iathebe. on 
which ;\loshwcshwe's brother .1nd great Sotho warrior Poshudi was killed. in February 
1868 (ibid. pp. 863-,1-), and Q<"rnc, Lctsic's fortress, in the sarnc month. The Free State 
commandant claimed to h:1,·c captured over 10,000 head of cattle, B.ooo sheep, and 
1,500 horses on Qcme; ibid. p. 877, Panscgrouw Lo Brand. ,23 February 1868. ;\[osh
weshwc wrote of the loss of 'a great quantity of cattle', and significantly put the blame 
for the dcfe:it on defectors frorn the Sotho side. '(The Boers) have for servants and spies 
so rnanv natives that they know all the roads and paths up to the mountains.' :'--loshesh 
lo Shepstone. 21/23 February 1fl68. Layclevant papers. H.orn;in Catholic prc,bytc-ry, 
\lascru. 
13 Southey Papers (SP), Cape TO\n1 archives, \"ol. 5G, Southey to Currie, 23 Feb
ruary 1868. 
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State, or even to flee over the Drakensberg into the lands of the 
Cape Africans. The clangers to the whole of South Africa from this 
running sore in its heartlands was the recurring theme in the 
arguments used by \Voclehousc to persuade a British government 
reluctant to sanction any further extension of British authority in 
South Africa to intervene between the Free State and the Sotho.H 
This the Duke of Buckingham, colonial secretary in Lord Derby's 
ministry, finally dcciclecl to do in December I 867. 15 Early in the 
new year the high commissioner was able to announce to Brand 
and to ~Ioshweshwc that 'H.l'vI. the Queen (had) been graciously 
pleased to accede' to the latter's request that he and his 'tribe 
should be received as subjects of the British Throne' . 1 G Brand 
rccei\'ccl this information with studied coolness, refusing to termin
ate hostilics against the Sotho, and telling the High Commissioner 
that British intervention north of the Orange was contrary to the 
18.5.1 Con\'ention. 17 The further Free State successes subsequent 
to the announcement of 13 January inclucccl \Vodehouse to 
issue the proclamation of 12 {'.Iarch, declaring Lesotho to be 
British territory 18 and to order all available Cape troops 19 to 
move into Lesotho 'to bring to a close the operations which the 
forces of the Free State arc now carrying on.' 2° Fortunately for the 
High Commissioner, the presence of these uniformed policemen 
was su fficicn t to curb the Free State raids, and no clash between 
ri\·al white forces took place. But the Free State continued to 
look upon \Voclehouse's acti\'itics as illegal, and Brand refused to 
cooperate in a general peace settlement. 21 

"BR III pp. 596-8. 
"Ibid. p. 83.1, Buckingham to \\'odchousc, 9 December 1867. 
10 Ibid. p. 8-10, \\'odehousc to '.\foshcsh, 13January 1868. The aims of and reasons for 
\\'odehome's policy towards Lesotho, and for the vacillations of the British government, 
arc considered in detail by C. \V. de Kiewiet lJritiJ/, Co/011ial PoliC)' a11d the Soul/, African 
Rcp11b!icJ 18-18-i:! London 1929. Sec also C.H.B.E. op. cit. de Kiewiet, Chapter XVI, 
and C. F. Goodfellow Great Britaifl and South Afriw11 C:011.fcdcraliofl, 18io-1881 Oxford 
Cni,·crsity Press (Cape Town) 1966 pp. 21-8. The period 1865-71 is surveyed from the 
white point of view by .J. ,·an dcr Paci in 'Dasutoland as a Factor in South African 
Politics, 1858-1870' ,Jrchfres l"ear Book .for So11tl, A.frica11 His to~)' 1 941 1 pp. 17 1-228. 
"/JI/ III pp. 8.18-50 Brand to \\'odehousc, 31 .January 1868. 
18 Ibid. p. 89.i. The final document in the published /JaJ11tola1ul RecordJ. 
'' These consisted of a few hundred white soldiers, the Frontier Armed and l\Iounted 
Police (F .. \.~f.l'.), whose commandant, Sir \\'alter Currie, was appointed High 
Con,missioncr's :\gent in Le-sot ho. UR IV pp. 26-7, Commission of Sir \Valter Currie, 
1fi :\larch 186B. 
' 0 Ibid. pp .. 10-2, \\"ud,·housc tn Currie, 14 l\lcirch 18GB. Sc,. also 1/R III p. 874, 
\ \"oddwusc to Iluckingham. 18 February 186B. 
" D<"JjJatc!,es re: Recog11itio11 of .\/oJ/icJh, Chief of the IJ,wllo, a11d of his Tribe, aJ Briluh 
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By sending the F.A.ivLP. to Lesotho \Vodehouse was taking a 
calculated risk. The move was unauthorized by the Cape parlia
ment, and any fighting between the commandos and the Cape 
police would have united white South African opinion against 
him. \ Vodehouse could not even be certain of the loyalty of the 
Cape troopers, some of whom had already deserted to the com
mandos. 2 2 Furthermore, he was well aware of the reaction of the 
British government to the prospect of employing British soldiers 
yet again in South Africa. 23 \Vodchouse acted as he did for a 
variety of reasons, for what he considered to be the good of 
South Africa as a whole, and of the Cape in particular. He 
was also committed emotionally to the Sotho and their country. 
There is every reason to believe his statement, made whilst he 
was going 'through a great deal of trial and anxiety', that he 
'intervened on behalf of these people at the time of their greatest 
distress ... from what some would term a sentimental sympathy 
!or the tribe.' 2 -1 

Relations between Lesotho and the Free State were only part 
of the High Commissioner's troubles. For some time another 
contender had been hovering in the wings of the high veld drama. 
One of the first moves in the 18G5 war was the pursuit of cattle 
from the Free State into Natal territory by Lesawana, or Raman
eella, ?\Ioshweshwe's nephew. Here this analysis of events from the 
white side must be interrupted to explain the relationship of this 
Lesawana to the other Sotho leaders. He was an important figure 
in the domestic policy of the establishment. His father, lvlakhabane, 
had been killed in a Sotho raid against the Thembu in 1835. 
I\loshweshwe held himself responsible for the death of his brother, 
and in a sense adopted the children of the dead man, Lesawana, 
the first born son, being an especial favourite. He was given the 
eldest daughter in 11oshweshwe's first house, Tswamathe, as his 
first wile, and thus became the brother-in-law of Letsie and 
?vfolapo. Lesawana's eldest daughter, as will be recounted later in 
this chapter (p. 299), was to play a crucial role in the arrange
ments made by rvioslnvcshwe for the succession, not to himself, but 

"BR III p. 582, \\'odchousc to Cardwell, 2 January 1866; also flR IV pp. 353-65, 
Brand lo Wodehouse, 8 July 1868. 
"Ree. I p. 88, Buckingham to \Vodchouse, 27 ,'\-larch 1868. 
0 • Ree. II, 28, \Vodchousc to Granville, 30July 1869. 

Subjects 1868-1869 XLIII, .p40 pp. 45-6, Brand to \Vodehousc, 27 ::\larch 1868. 
(Henceforth Ree. I. Ree. II,,,1870 XLIX, C.18; Ree. III=1870, XLIX, C.99.) 
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to his su11 Lt:tsit·.c::, Lt·s:1\\';111:1's r11iil, a ni111p,tr,ttivdy minor affair, 
produced a11 cxtn·11H· l't'SJ>t>11st· f"nll>I i\Lttal, which commenced as 
pa11ic liul soon lwc:1111t· :1 dt·sin· li>r n:v,:1114<: and cxpan~inn. 26 Only 
the disappro\",d ol' \\.lldl'11rn1st· p1·,·vt·11tcd tl11: .'\atal government 
from i11vadi11g l.('sotlio 111,1i1ily witl1 Zulu 'kvies'---to enforce 
rc-stilutio11 lt)r tht· r,1id.~~ ( )11 l1is part, llw High C<Jmmissioner tried 
to use his authority to pnsu,1clc 1111: Sotliu trJ pay the fine of 10,000 

head of cattle dt·m,111dnl l>y Natal. ~8 In Oct<Jb<;r 1 86.5 he sent his 
agc11t, Bur11ct, to 11cgotiatt· willi Musliweshwe, Letsie and .\Iolapo 
the payme11l of this Ji1H:.~u Burncl's mission was only partially 
successful a11d the Natal aulhorities remained unsatisfied-a 
feeling, howcH-r, that diminished as it became apparent that 
larger issues were at stake. Even before Burnct's negotiations and 
his peace treaty with the Free State, .\Iolapo had turned to 
Shepstone for protection, fearing, he alleged, that Letsie planned 
to 'sacriltce' him and his people to .'.'Ja ta! in lieu of the fine. 30 

.\lolapo became increasingly concerned about his position as a 
Free State subject and again contacted Shepstone. These cornacts 
were followed by others from .\Ioshwesh,\·c, during the bleak 
months followi11g the treaty of Thaba Bosiu when it appeared to 
the old chief~ and to his son, Tsekelo, ,vho was responsible for the 
approach to Natal, that all appeals to \\"odehouse were in \"ain. 31 

:; For \loshweshwe's reactions to \Iakhabanc's death. see his praise poem (thol:o) 
in Z. D. \ langoacla Litlwko /se marrna a Basolho \lorija, 19.57 p. 8. :\bny of the Sotho 
informants recount evidence about Lesawana. I found the statement of Lckhoba, 
\ Iakcncng, 30 January 1 966, parlicubrly useful. 
"" JJR 111 pp. 377-81, 392-.,, Shepstone 10 \lolapo, 1 1 July 1 86.5. For :\'aul's policy 
1m,·ards l.eso1ho, sec E. ,\xclson o\.atal and the .·11'1l£.rntioll of Basuto!and, 18G5-70 
l."ni,·er,ity of :'.\a1al \1.,\. Thesis I 93.,. 
"Ibid. pp .. po-12, \\'odchouse 10 \laclc:in. 25 July 1865. \\'odehousc was adamant 
in his refusal lO sanction the use of British troops by :\'atal. 
"' BR III pp .. ,5G-7, \\'odchousc to \loshcsh, 26 August 186.5. 
:•Ibid.pp. 496-7, \\'udehousc lo Burnet. 16 Octobcr 1865. There is an interesting 
st:"ries uf reports by Burnet 3.bout this n1ission in (;J-I :20/2, C3pc To\\·n 3.rchh·es, which 
supplemcnts the rna1crial published in Bamtolalld Records. Burnet, as ci,·il commissioner 
of Aliw.11 :'.\orth. the ncarcst C:ipe magistracy to Lesotho. had been for years a leading 
figure in the relations bctwec11 the sffhaba :111d the white men. but had seldom used his 
inlluence to the good of the Sotho peop!t:. Orpen, writing of Burnet's mission. stated 
1hat he h:id 'thought \lr Burnet might be mon·d by the misery alld desolation he saw 
but he passcs through and it excites not the slightest feeling as far as I can judge ... He 
thinks so!cly of gel ting the fine out of' \loshcsh- perhaps he is all the better officer for 
h:l\'ing but that idea-but his utter inability to fecl any syrnp::uhy with a black skinned 
human being certainly docs this-it prevn,1s his undaslandillg them complelcly.' 
GH 10'7 (C:TJ, J. \I. Orpen 10 \\'odehousc, 20 :\o,·cmbcr 1865. 
30 BR I I I pp .. t:32-.1, Cockburn to Shepstone, 5 August 186:;. 
31 Ibid. pp. 613-q. \loslwsh to Shepstone. 15 July 1866. 
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Wodehouse had little enthusiasm for the prospect of Natal 
annexing Lesotho, realizing that although Shepstone saw in it the 
occasion to further his own ambition to be supreme chief of the 
whole of south-eastern Africa, the majority of the white Natalians 
would demand the appropriation of land from the Sotho. Never
theless, he dutifully forwarded the correspondence from the 
Natal government on the subject. 32 The arguments of Keate and 
Shepstone, and what appeared to be the general wish of the Sotho 
establishment, persuaded Buckingham to instruct the High Com
missioner to make arrangements for just such an incorporation. 33 

Thus it was that Keate and Shepstone accompanied \Vodehouse 
when he visited Lesotho in April 1868, at the same time as the 
Free State volksraad resolved to send a deputation to London to 
protest against the High Commissioner's actions. J.l Since the 
beginning of the year the colonial press, and many of the Cape 
politicians, looked askance at \Voclehouse's plans, and were 
furious that their Governor should use Cape troopers to further 
his policy as High Commissioner, and incidentally to further the 
expansionist aims of Shepstone. 35 

The almost complete disunity among the whites was mirrored 
by that of the Sot ho people. \ Vodehousc's proclamation and his 
subscqtlC'nt visit to Lesotho found the sechaba (nation) in a state 
of disarray, on the verge, apparently, of disintegration. 1·1osh
wcshwe was an old man 36 whose powers were visibly clccli11ing. 
l\labille, a sympathetic observer, wrote early in 1 866 that' .:\loshesh 
is now so aged, his faculties arc so enfeebled, that he is no longer 
able to watch cardully over the interests of his people,' 37 whilst 
Burnet reported to \,Voclehouse that the old chief's 'once vigorous 
mine!' had 'partially gone, his judgment harassed and poisoned' 
by the '\\"itchcloctors and prophets . . . on Thaba Bosigo 
(sic), whose dreams, cha1-ms and reYelations guide everything.'38 
The losses in war and the humiliating peace with the Free 
Stale hacl taken their toll on his prestige, 39 his authority, his 

"Sec, 111/cr nlia. ibid. pp. 813-1.l, \\'oclehousc to Buckingham, 17 Scpll·mber 1867. 
33 !hid. pp. 834-6, Buckingham to \-\'odchousc, 9 Deccmbcr 1867; Ree. I pp. 8()--90, 
Buckingham 10 Wodehouse, g July 1868. -
" lbid. pp. -16-7, Resolution of Volksraad, 24 '.\farch 1868. 
35 Sec, for example, Ellenberger papers, Dyke to Ellenberger, g ;\forch 1868. 
3

G l\loshweshwc was over eighty in 1868, being born about 1 785. Sec D. F. Ellenberger 
llislori en Basotho l\lorija 1956 p. 107. 
37 l\lahillc to :l\liss Ccllericr, 30 January 1866, quoted in Smith, op. cit. p. 153. 
'

8 /JR III p. 568, Burnet to \\'oclchousc, 17 December 1865. 
•• But sec Orpcn's characteristically personal comments: 'weak and old and losing 
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wealth, 10 and his health. The same crises had done nothing to 
lessen the emnity between the two most powerful men in the sechaba, 
l\Ioshwcsh,\·e's eldest sons, Letsic and l\Iolapo, nor the jealousy 
between many oC the younger sons who made up the Sotho 
establishment. The Sotho-phobe Burnet, in the report quoted 
abo\·e (note 38), wrote of the lack of 'proper intelligence or con
fidence existing between him (l\foshweshwe) and his children on 
account of his jealousy of their interference with his authority 
coupled with their jealousy of each other as to the succession ... 
each seeking to ach-ance his own personal influence, and to profit 
by the divisions which arc the curse of the country.' The young 
missionary Rollancl, who had been born in Lesotho, stressed in 
a report to the High Commissioner 'the utter failure of any 
attempt to oppose a combined and organized resistance to the 
forces of the Free State'. -11 

The disunity of the sechaba, although intensified by the Free 
State incursions, was in no way the result of them. It was inherent 
in the political structure of the high veld peoples, which Mosh
wcshwe had turned to his own account in the palmy days (from 
the point of view of the nadir of the sechaba's fortunes in 1865-8) 
of nation building but which he had not originated. The political 
nature of Sotho societ)' tended to be segmentary. The economic 
basis of political organization was cattle wealth, which, in the 
dry and frequently harsh enYironment of the high veld, was 
either scattered over a wide area or concentrated in favourable 
localities. The Sotho were probably no more fissiparous than the 
Nguni. The more fertile and moister south-eastern coast lands 
could support a higher density of men and cattle, and expan
sive tendencies inherent in the southern Bantu, who arc still at a 
migratory stage of political cle\'elopment, operated among the 
~guni to lure segments of chiefdoms to new pastures. On the 
High Veld it was rather the economic pressure of even a small 

•• \\·e,d1h in cat de. Large numbers of :\-loshwcshwc's own callle had died during the 
siege of Thaba l.losiu in ,\ugust 1865, whilst Lctsic's and l\folapo's share of majisa 
ea tile went largely untouched. (The ma.fisa system-the loaning of cattle as a means to 
exert political authori1y-ca11not be examined in a papn of 1his length.) 
"BR IV p. 125, Emile Rollcind, notes on the political and social position of the 
llasuto tribe, 30 :\larch 1860. 

respect as he is I /:now that his people still retain a strong affection to Moshesh 
for what he was ... in establishing his government on the goodwill of the people 
and not on fines :,ncl exactions.' GH 10/7 (CT), Orpen to \Voclchouse, 18 December 
1865. 
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increase in the numbers of men and stock which forced seg
ments lo hive off. Thus among the Nguni the environment en
couraged segmentation, whilst among the Sotho it almost forced 
it. This pressure among the Sotho was manifested politically in 
the form of conflicts for power and authority among collateral 
kinsmen. 

1vioshweshwe had without doubt been a successful ruler, 
laboriously building up a sechaba, an amalgam of many groups, 
which, although dominated politically by one of these, the Kwena, 
was an extratribal entity. The sechaba comprised a complex 
system of interests and loyalties. At the focal point of this was the 
personality of the ruler, rvfoshweshwe. A man was a :Mosotho 
because he recognized the authority of :Moshweshwe, even if this 
focus of loyalty was at some remove. At an early stage of his rule 
i'vioshweshwe obtained the allegiance of his brothers by granting 
chieftainship rights over outlying districts. By the r 86os, however, 
Poshudi and others were acting almost independently of their 
brother-indeed, 1Ioshweshwe could only retain a nominal 
control by letting them do what they liked. One reason for this 
lack of control over the peripheral districts of Lesotho was the 
encroachment of the white men on the high veld. Another cause 
of the dissatisfaction of his brothers was 1\~Ioshweshwe's policy of 
placing his major sons on land previously their preserve. By the 
time 11oshweshwe's sons had grown to manhood a large propor
tion of the land of Lesotho, and therefore of the political power in 
the nation, was in their hands. 1Ioshweshwe could still count 
upon, even in his old age, a considerable degree of loyalty from 
Letsie, Molapo, l\ilasopha, Sekhonyana, Tsekclo and the others, 
but none of his sons felt strong political ties to one another. The 
policy of these sons of 1Joshweshwe was to increase the political 
legacy that could be handed clown to their own sons. Thus a 
pattern can be seen to emerge in the political structure of the 
Sotho establishment, which consisted almost entirely of the sons of 
Moshwes 1.1we. In each generation a member of the establishment 
was linked by ties of loyalty to his father and to his own sons, but 
tended to be in conflict over rights to land and to cattle with his 
brothers and with paternal uncles and cousins. This area of 
conflict led to disunity and fragmentation, and political mach
inery operated in an attempt to obviate these clangers. The practice 
of preferred cross-cousin marriages was a device to mitigate the 
feelings of hostility between segments of the sechaba, but in times 

L 
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or crisis such bonds mighL 11ot be stru11g enough to prevent 
secessions. •1 ~ 

The enmity between Letsie and l\lolapo dated from their 
youth, certainly from the time their father sent them both lo 
1'.lorija to watch O\'cr the newly arrived French Protestant 
missionaries in 1833.·13 :--.loshweshwe appeared to favour Molapo, 
at least politically,' 1•1 thus creating a precedent which was followed 
by se\-cral of his successors, Letsie included. This was no doubt a 
political measure designed to lessen the power of the heir during 
the father's li!ctime, examples of usurpation by heirs being only 
too common among the Sotho and Tswana peoples. There is no 
evidence that his father disappro\'ed of l\lolapo becoming a Free 
Stale subject in l\Iarch 1866. •15 Letsie certainly expressed himself 
in strong terms lti but he subsequently allempted to obtain a 
similar status for himself, and for a short time did so,' 17 with little 
regard for his father or for the seclzaba as a whole. Others naturally 
followed suit. Letsie's uncle, Paulus l\lopcdi, made his separate 
peace 18 and their most influential half-brother, Sekhonyana 
(Nehemiah), consistently refused to offer resistance to the Free 
State forces, and kept Brand informed of the plans of the other 
Sotho leaders. iu His mother had been 1\-Ioshweshwe's favourite 
wife, and he was constantly at odds with Letsie and ivlolapo; 

" For a much fuller treatment of some of these notions, sec Ian Hamnett 'Koena 
chicf1ainship seniority in llasutoland' .·lf,ica xxv 1965 pp. 2.p-50 and G. I. Jones 
'ChieCTy succession in lbsutoland' Cambridge papers in Social Anthropology 4 
SucaHioll lo high ojJire ed. Jack Goody Cambridge University Press 1966 pp. 57-81. 
"Sec, ill/a alia, communication from :\I. Damane, 5 ;\larch 1966. Lctsie was born 
in 1811 and :\lolapu in 18q. By the end of l\loshweshwc's reign, therefore, Lctsie 
was approaching his sixties. 
11 There arc many instances of this biased treatment, of which perhaps the best known 
is :\lo,hweshwe's treatment of Letsie after the S01ho defeat of Sckonyda and the 
Tlokwa atJoala-13nhulo in 1853. Sec Lctsic's thoko in l\langoaela, op. cit. p. 36. In his 
,-crbal statement, Chief ':\!aka :\loliboca l\lolapo (Hlotse, 26 l'\ovember 1965) 
com111cnLs upon this, and suggests reasons for :\loshweshwc's feelings towards his first
born son in Lctsie's own behaviour towards his wives and children . 
., For :\lolapo's moti\'cs in making the separate peace, and for l\loshweshwc's 
reactions, sec A. Sckcsc, article in Leseli11_yaw1, December 1893. Sckcsc, the greatest 
Sotho historian, became secretary to :\lolapo's son, Jonathanc, after the Gun \Var. 
'° BR III pp. G71-3, Letsic to \\'odehousc, 26 ,\pril 186G: ':\[obpo greatly weakened 
us by coming to an understanding with the Boers ... ' 
"Ibid. pp. 778-81, Reception of the Chief Letsie as a Free State Subject, 22 l\fay 
1867. Sec also comments of l.csdi11ya11a, December 1869. 
·••Ibid.pp. 783-.1, 1.Junc 18G7. This particul;,r treaty remained in force, and Mopedi's 
people continued 10 occupy \\.itsics Hock in the Free State and later in the Union 
(and Republic) of South Africa. 
•10 Sec correspondence in Gocwermentsekrelaris file ''.J::l9, 13locmfontein archives. 
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excluded from holding any large amount of land in Lesotho, he 
was more concerned about acquiring territory for himself in 
Easl Griqualancl lhan about the fate of Lesotho. Tsekelo, another 
half-brolher, tried unsuccessfully to jump on the Free State band 
wagon wilh l\Jolapo. 50 :Moletsane, chief of the Taung, the largest 
group of non-Sotho in the seclzaba, like Letsie, constantly requested 
to become a Free State subject. All these examples of disunily and 
disloyally were the products of the pressure of war: As observers 
such as Shepstone and \Vodehouse pointed out, the various 
treaties between sections of the sechaba and the Free State were 
moves in the diplomatic game played with some success by the 
Sot ho leaders. 51 They should not be taken at their face valne to 
imply complete disintegration. Shepstone justly noted that 'The 
Basutos must ... be looked upon and treated as one people, and 
there is not much reliance to be placed on political differences 
between members of one family. ' 52 Nevertheless, the imposition of 
white administrative control, within fixed boundaries, did put a 
halt to a process of segmentation which had been in C\'iclcncc for 
several years. \Vhite overrule provided the necessary limits within 
which the Sotho could exercise their political talents without the 
clanger either of internal disruption or of further intervention 
from the Free State. 

The appearance of the Cape troopers, followed by \Vodchousc 
(and a few clays later-inexplicably-by Keate and Shepstone), 
greatly increased the scope for Sotho political activities. The issue 
that was most productive of disunity among the ranks or the 
protagonists was that of annexation to Natal. \Voclehousc (sec 
p. 289) preferred that Lesotho should remain under his personal 
control as High Commissioner or, if a choice had to be made, 
should he joined to the Cape. At Aliwal North, on his way up to 
Lesotho, he encountered strong advocacy or the Cape's case from 
the \Vesleyan 2\Icthodist missiona1y John Daniel, who had a few 
weeks previously had 'some talk' with Tsckelo l\·loshweshwc. 53 

From this time Tsckelo began to play an important part in 
Lesotho's relalions with the white parties interested in Lesotho 
and in sowing the seeds of dissension among them. An intelligent 

•
0 GS 1 339, Bloemfontein, Tsekelo to Brand, 25 l\farch 1 866. 

H 13R III pp. 721-3, Shepstone memorandum, 4 September 1866; ibid. pp. 816-7, 
\Vodchousc to Burnet, 19 September 1867. The High Commissioner treated 'all the 
negotiations bet\,'<.Tn the Free State and 11.foshesh and Letsie as ... mere moonshine'. 
,: Ibid. p. 860, Shepstone memorandum,+ February 1868. 
•

3 Ibid. p. 876, Daniel to Burnet, 21 February 1868. 
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young man of thirty-one, he had been senl by his falher to be 
eclucatecl at Cape Town, and was one ol' the first members of the 
Sotho cslalilislnnent to evince a restless ambition partially 
divorcee! both from his own society and from the alternative 
offered by the missionaries. He was also something of a playboy, 
with a reputation for womanizing. 51 Tsekelo had been used by his 
father and by his half-brother, :-Iolapo, to make contact with 
Shepstone and the Natal authorities, and had pleaded for annex
ation by that colony. Now that the High Commissioner had again 
Lecome an important factor in Lesotho affairs, Tsekelo performed 
a volte }{Ice of the kind that was to become typical of his sinuous 
diplomacy. 

Unknow11 to Keate a11d Shepstone, \Voclehouse arranged to 
take Daniel with him into Lesotho as inlerpreter. By the time the 
two Nalalians reached Thaba Bosiu they found that :rvioshweshwe 
a11d Letsie, egged on by Tsekelo, had stated at the pitso held to 
welcome Wodehouse their preference for being ruled either by the 
High Commissio11er or by the Cape, and their abhorrence for 
Natal. Letsie wondered 'how any (one) in his senses could ever 
have conceived such an idea' as union with Natal. 55 Such feelings 
were no doubt genuine. The Sotho had perhaps fallen under 
Shepstone's spell, 55 " but they also feared him and lhe Zulu impi he 
could reputedly call upon-he and Keate had an escort of Zulu 
with them in Lesotho-and had only turned to Nalal when all 
else had failed. Probably Daniel let them know that this kind of 
altitude would be privately pleasing lo \·Vodehouse, although they 
were to expect him to express surprise and displeasure in public. 
The Sotho had the satisfaction of witnessing an open and growing 
estrangement between Keate and Shepstone, on the one hand, 
and \ \' odehouse on the olher, 5 G and were thereby encouraged to 
assert their interests and give vent to their grievances. l\1loshweshwe 
pressed for protection under the High Commissioner so that he 
and his successor would retain the substance of power and 
authority, as Shepstone was quick lo point out. 57 He and his sons 
were also \'itally concerned over the land problem. This concern 

"Sec, inter alia, statement of 'l\fako )-Iolihoca i\!olapo, note 44. 
•• Ree Ip. 55, \\'odd1ousc to nuckingham, '..! c-lay 1868. Sec also ibid. pp. 56-7, l\Ioshcsh 
lO \\"odchousc, 21 April 1868; ibid. pp. 1 q-20, Keate to nuckingham, 6 August 1868. 
»a Ibid. pp. 67-8, st::ite1nent of )-[obp, 5 l\lay 1868. 
,c Keate to Buckingham, op. cit.; Bloemfontein GS 1 155 (b) pp. 267-9, Holm to 
Brand, 27 l\farch 1869; Ree. II, pp .. 1-7-56, Buchanan to Granville, 5 November 1869. 
07 Keate to Buckingham, op. cir. 
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had two aspects. One was that the boundaries should revert to the 
, 86,1 line, which included a large area of country on the west 
bank of the Calcclon. 68 The other was the claim that, within 
whatever boundaries were decided upon, there should be no 
further alienation of land from the sechaba. Just before the white 
dignitaries left Lesotho, Tsekelo and his brothers raised, perhaps 
for the first time, the demand 'Basutolancl for the Basutos'. 59 

By the encl of this transitional stage ( 1868-71) the Sotho had 
failed to retain their pre-war boundaries, and had lost all the 
trans-Caleclon country-growing recognition that this would be 
so made them increasingly disenchanted with the High Com
missioner and his politics 60 -lrnt had secured the second demand. 
It had for long been \Vodehouse's policy to establish Lesotho as a 
'Native Reserve' on the lines of the Herschel reserve south of the 
Orange, and the Basutoland Annexation Act (August 1871 ), 
which was passed the year following his departure from South 
Africa, separated Lesotho from the ordinary laws of the Cape 
Colony. 61 This prevented land alienation, which would have 
required legislation from the Cape parliament, until r 879, after 
l\Ioorosi's rebellion had been suppressed by the Cape forces. 

The one leading :Wiosotho who did not join the majority in 
lorsaking Natal was l\,folapo. As he had not broken his treaty with 
the Free State, and as a Free State agent was resident in Leribe, 
\Voclehouse considered him still to be a Free State subject. 62 

Therefore, although the l\Jarch ( 1868) proclamation did not say 
so, Leribe was excluded from British protection-in spite of 
ivlolapo's earnest appeals to be reunited with the sechaha. 63 He 
had no wish to remain in his anomalous position, and as the High 
Commissioner could not hold out much hope for the future it was 
natural for him to retain close ties with Natal. Leribe was the only 
part of Lesotho that then abutted upon that colony, Shepstone 
had favoured him with advice, and he had retained, apparently 

"" Sec-, for example, GS 1155 (b) p. 73, Bloemfontein, l\·lolapo to John Fick, 
28 '.\larch 1868; Ree. I, pp. 56-7, l\loshesh to \Vodehouse, 21 April 1868. 
0 • Keate to Buckingham, op. cit. 
0 ° For an early example of this, sec Ellenberger papers, Dyke to Ellcnhcrgcr. 8 June 
1Uli8. 
"' For text of Act, sec Basutoland, High Commissio11rrs' Proclamations and .,\'oliccs Cape 
Town 1909 pp .. 12-3. 
,,e ( ;( l 15/3 (CT), Wodehouse to Keate (private), 1 '.l January 1868; Ree. 1 pp. 53-~, 
\Vo<lehousc to Buckingham, 2 l\lay 186U; fJR IV pp. 395-6, \\'odchousc to Keate, 
7:\ugust 1868. 
r.a Ibid. p. 118, :\lolapo to \Voclehousc, 29 ?\larch 1U68. 
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with his father l\Ioshweshwe's blessing, a number of 'prominent 
and inOucntial nati\'es in Natal' to act as his agents with the 
secretary for native affairs. G•t If the rest of Lesotho was to be 
administered by the High Commissioner or by the Cape, then 
l\Iolapo opted for separation and annexation of Leribe to Natal. 
Letsic, who had no ambitions in Leribe, and had probably 
already written it off as a field for the exercise of his authority, did 
nothing to dissuade his brother from this intention. 

\Voclehouse, Keate and Shepstone went their separate ways at 
the encl of April or beginning of l\fay without settling any of 
Lesotho's major problems, but the maintenance of a small detach
ment ofF.A..?\I.P. under James Bowker, the High Commissioner's 
agent, implied that \Voclehouse had established a de facto auth
ority in the territory. An uneasy interregnum followed, during 
which Sotho and Freestaters indulged in mutual raiding, with the 
former losing their faith in the ability or desire of the British 
goYernment to prevent Free State raids or to clear the recently 
settled white farmers from what was considered their rightful 
Janel. 65 

After the failure of the Free State deputation to England 66 

\\'odehouse persuaded Brand to come to terms. He met Brand and 
other Free State delegates at Aliwal North and hammered out an 
agreement with them in February 1869. The Free State abrogated 
the , 866 Thaba Basin treaty, and agreed to take steps to release 
:\Iolapo from his allegiance, but held on to all the land west of the 
Caledon. G, The group most seriously affected by these boundary 
changes was the Taung of :-Ioletsane, who had to remove from 
the :\Ickwatleng area where they had resided as allies of l\fosh
wesh we since the late , 830s. For the first time in the long and 
bitter history of conflict between black and white on the high 
veld, the Sotho were excluded from the meeting which reached 
decisions so vital for their future. \Voclehouse even gave way to 
Brand's objection to a French missionary being present 'to watch 
o\·er the interest of the Natives'. GS The High Commissioner then 
journeyed on to Lesotho to inform the sechaba of the terms of the 

61 Ibid. pp. 67-8, Statement of \folapo, 5 ;\fay 1868. 
05 For this period, :'.\fay 186[) to- February 1U69, sec BR IV and \I; Ree. I and II; 
GH 10/7-corrcspondcncc of the Orpcns, Halse and others; Ellenberger paper.;-
Dvke let tcrs. 
••Ra. I pp. 92-3, Buckingham to \\'odd1ousc, ') November 1868. 
" :'.\finutcs of the ,\liwal :\'onh conference in Ree. II pp. fl-1 '). 
68 Ibid. p. 52, Buchanan to Granville, 5 November rfl69. 
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Aliwal North settlement, and on this occasion he summoned 
the Sotho rulers and people to appear at a pitso before him. All 
the Sotho establishment, l'v!olapo included, attended on the High 
Commissioner, with the exception of l\Joshweshwe himself. Old 
age and infirmity excused the great chief from setting the seal of 
acceptance by his presence to a transaction so inimical to the 
feelings of the sechaba. At the pitso, l\Joletsane immediately 
objected to the enforced removal of himself and his people, 'on 
the ground that the Governor had misled or deceived him, having 
previously promised him the restoration of his land'. 69 Letsie, who 
was not very concerned with the lost country to the west of the 
Caledon, but who did want to extend his control over the land 
vacated by :Makwai on which \Vodehouse intended to resettle 
the Taung, insisted that in the absence of his father he was 
'incompetent to acquiesce or otherwise in said arrangements'. 70 

The following day, therefore, \Vodehouse climbed Thaba Bosiu to 
discuss the settlement with l\Joshweshwe, who sarcastically 
retorted: 'Is that peace ?' 71 and who wrote a few clays later, 
again complaining of the l\iloletsane move, and of the right 
assumed by the High Commissioner or his agent of allocating land 
in Lesotho. 72 

The objections of the Sotho to the Aliwal North settlement 
rapidly took the form of overt political action. In this they were 
encouraged by one at least of the missionaries, 73 Dau mas, and by 
the Natal lawyer and newspaper editor Buchanan, who was an 
admirer of Shepstone and was intensely sympathetic to 'native 
interests', and who had attempted to champion l\loshweshwe's 
cause since the beginning of the Free State war. 7 •1 There can be 
little doubt that Shepstone was unofficially using Buchanan in a 
moYe to reassert Natal's claim to administer Lesotho, and, as in 
the previous year, it was l\Jolapo who was most immediately 
••BR\' pp. 96-110, account of Korokoro Pitso (22 February) in the Friend of thr Free 
Stal<·, 25 February 1869. \Vockhouse's assurances given the previous year arc sub
stantiated by Daumas, the missionary at the old station at l\lekwatlcng; sec Ra. II 
pp. 69-jo, Dau mas to Chesson, 2 :'\ovembcr 1869. 
00 :\ccount of Pitso op. cit. For Letsie's claim to l\lakwai's country, sec JJR \' pp. 130-5, 
Bowker to \Vodchousc, 28 l\larch 1869. 
" I hum as to Chesson op cit. 
" l'El\1S archives, ?\lorija, \Vodehouse to l\loshcsh. 1 l\larch 1869. 
73 Tsckdo's mission to England split the French mission-most of the missionaries in 
Lesotho were persuaded by \Vodchousc and Bowkcr to support the settlement, but 
'.he Paris hcadquancrs for a long time campaigned with Tsekclo and Daumas against 
ll. 

'
1 The series of Raog11itio11 papers co11tain exhaustive material by and about Buchanan, 
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concerned in what \Voclehouse termed 'these intrigues', 75 1-folapo 
and his sons stood to lose valuable land if the settlement were 
enforced. A pitso was convened on Thaba Bosiu, and, with the 
approval of old l\Ioshweshwe and l\Iolapo, if not of Letsie, 
Tsekclo was delegated to join Buchanan in Natal7G and to 
accompany him and Daumas to England to object to \Vodchouse's 
arrangements. Thus the situation of 1868 was reversed: then, the 
Free State thwarted a settlement, now it was the Sotho themselves 
who tried to obtain more favourable terms. In this Tsekelo's 
deputation was unsuccessful, though he and his white colleagues 
won for themseh-cs quite impressive support, the full weight of the 
philanthropic machine ranged itself behind them. 

The deputation, however, was able to hold up the ratification 
of the Aliwal North con\'ention till i\larch r 870. 77 The two years' 
delay bet wecn \ Voclchousc's proclamation of l\Iarch 1 868 and this 
ratification gave the Sotho a breathing space before the white 
administration became fully cfTccti\'e. The collection of hut tax 
was commenced in July 1870, but Cape rule did not really get 
under way until Charles G1·iflith arrived as the new High Com
missioner's agent in August I 871. The intermission allowed the 
scchaba to settle clown economically 78 and, to a certain extent, 
politically. The Taung, for example, were peaceably resettled 
around ;,. [aboloka, 79 and this accommodation was accepted by 
Letsie and the other chiefs in silu on their own terms and not on 
those of the whites. The Sotl10 establishment were also able to 
absorb the shock of .0.loshweshwe's death in i\farch 1870 with the 
minimum of white political interference. Bowker and his handful 
of policemen had made such little impact on the country that 
they took no part in the funeral ceremony, an occasion which 
deeply mo,·ed the whole seclzaba and the missionaries both Prot
estant and Catholic. 80 Bo,vker merely reported the death to 
"IJR \' pp. 153-5, \\'odehouse to Bowker. 13 April 1869. 
• 0 One of the best pieces of evidence for the Sot ho side of this affair is a private letter 
in Bloemfontein, GS 1155 (b) pp. 267-9, Ilolm 10 Brand, 27 "larch 1869. Holm was 
free State agent in Lcribc. Sckhonyana was first considered as Sotho delegate, 
before the choice of Tsckclo; there was also talk of Orpen being involved. 
"Ree. III p. 3, \Vodchouse to Granville, 19 :'\'larch 18iO-
,a This settling-down period coincided with the initial exploitation of the diamond 
deposits in Griquabnd \\'est. which greatly stimulated the economy of Lesotho. 
7 • Sec ~lorcna ,\braham Aaron ;\lokt.s;rnc :111/obiogmf,hical J\lemoir privately printed 
for Capt. R. S. \\'cbh, l'aad. 196i pp. 3-.1-
•° For account of death and funeral of ~loshweshwc, and controversy over his con
version, sec Edwin \\'. Smith op. cit c,pccially quotations from l\frs "Iabille's 
•~Icmories'; letter of Thcophilc Jousse J.d.,\I. 1 Bio pp. 201-7; Journal of fr Gerard, 
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\Vodehouse, with no comment. 81 He had no hand in the matter of 
the succession to the great chief. This had long been recognized as 
falling to Letsie, as the eldest son, and although wlolapo, wfasopha 
a11cl others might have resented their brother's position, there was 
no conflict over the succession. On r 8 January r 870, less than 
two months before he died, wloshweshwe summoned a pitso 
and formally transferred his responsibilities as great chief to 
Letsie. 8 :! 

It was at this /Jitso that l\1oshweshwe attempted to make 
arrangements for the succession after Letsie, and here again, this 
was a wholly Sotho affair, with no interference from the white 
authorities, who were not apparently informed of what had taken 
place, or even from the missionaries. 83 Yet this was an issue that 
was to have the utmost future political import. Briefly, there was 
no surviving male issue in Letsie's first house. l\1oshweshwe had 
married the daughter of this house, Senate, to her cousin, l\Jolapo's 
eldest son Josefa, who became mad. The son of this marriage, 
~dotswene, was considered by l\,[oshweshwe to belong to his 
mother Senate's family, namely to Lctsie, and not to ::violapo's 
lineage, and, whilst still a child, he was proclaimed by his great
grandfather at this pitso to be Letsic's successor. This highly 
controYcrsial arrangement was complicated by another previously 
made by the old chief, whereby Senate was considered as a male 
and 'married' to her cousin l\1aneella, Lesawana's daughter (sec 
p. 287). Lerothodi, the eldest son in Letsie's second house, co
habited with ?vlancella, and he in fact succeeded his father, and 
sons of this union succeeded him. 8 '1 

A further result of the hiatus in \\'oclehouse's efforts to bring 
the Sotho under white government was that ?\Iolapo was not 
absolved from his allegiance to the Free State until April 1870. 8 5 

The long period of at least formal separation from the rest of the 
•

1 DR V p. ·15'2, Bowker to \\'odehouse, 17 '.\larch 1870. \\'odehouse, in the briefest 
of notes, informed Granville that he did 'not think this event will in any way embarrass 
our arrangements for establishing a new order of government in Das11/o/a11d'. Ree. J JI 
p. 3, 19 '.\larch 1870. 
82 Lcselirl)'atza, February 1870 p. 17. 
•a Cachet diary, '20january 18jo. 
81 There is abundant evidence, both written and oral, on this controversial matter, 
which cannot he considcr('d in this paper. 
80 DR V pp. -I 59-6.f, ceremony at Leri be, 1 1 April 1870. 

quotcd in The Life of Fr. Jose/1fz Gerard, r83r-19r.; by Aimc Roche, O.!\Ll.. n.d. pp. 
203-6 (also lc:ttcrs Gerard to Allard) in Roman Catholic presbytery, I\laseru; 
l.esclirl)'arza ,\pril 1 870 pp. 25-7. 
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scchaba intensified the divisions between himself and Letsic, 
between Leribc and the rest of Lesotho, which have left their 
mark on much of the subsequent course of Sotho history. 

\Vhcn he succeeded his father, Lctsie stayed at l'v[atsicng, near 
:\Iorija, and did not remove to Thaba Bosiu. This left something 
of a Yacuurn around the vicinity of the mountain, which was 
readily filled by Letsie's and ?\folapo's brother l\fasopha. By the 
time Griffith arri\-cc\ in Lesotho, in August I 87 I, ?vlasopha was 
already playing a central and critical part in the affairs of his 
country. It was i\Jasopha who, until his death in 1898, remained 
most rcsistanr to the attempts of the white administrators, Cape or 
British, to enforce their authority; and he was able to consolidate 
his power in the period of intermission before this authority was 
able to be exerted. 

During the years r 868 lo 1870, when the period of warfare 
with the Free State gradually came to an end, and before a white 
administration was properly established, the leading figures of the 
sechaba had ample scope for political manccuvre. The important 
decisions regarding their future relations with the other parts of 
South .\frica were no longer in their hands. To a large extent 
\Voclehouse \\'as responsible for these decisions, and was able 
ultimately to enforce them upon every party concerned, white as 
well as black. The imposition or white overrule interrupted a 
process of fragmentation in Sotho political society. The kind of 
conflicts which otherwise might have resulted in complete 
secession ( e.g. :i\folapo from Letsie) became internalized, and the 
Sotho had to adapt themselves to periods of crisis from which 
there were \·irtually no external escapes. sn 

Nevertheless during the years 1868 to 1870 the Sotho leaders 
had considerable freedom or action within their own political 
system, and took decisions which were to shape their own history 
for several decades. This kind of freedom of action was becom
ing rare amongst .-\frican societies in southern Africa faced 
with the full weight of white interference. That the Sotho 
maintained it was clue Hry largely to the position of Lesotho at 
the heart oC the inter-\\'hite conflicts at that time. That they 
retained it thereafter, in the face of white efforts to undermine 
it, was clue in part to the continuation of white state ri\·alries, 

6 • .-\ftcr the Gun \\'ar, sc,·eral of the 'loyal' So1ho, notably George Tlali l\1osh\\'csh\\'c 
and his followers, had lo be found land by the Cape government outside Lesotho, in 
the case of Ccorgc Tlali in Griqualand East. 
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but in part also to their determination to resist. The Sotho lost 
their independence in 1868, but under the umbrella of white 
control, the sechaba continued to function, and indeed, after a few 
years' recuperation, to prosper in a limited and a sober kind of 
way. 



14. Great Britain and the 
,Zulu peojJle 1879-1887 

COLIN WEllB 

- On 1 1 January 1879, three British columns under the command of 
\ Lord Chelmsford, invaded the Zulu Kingdom of Cetshwayo. Less 

1 than t,,·o weeks later, part of this force, encamped at Isandhlawana, 
was all but wiped out in a surprise attack launched by the Zulu 

''---impis in the early afternoon of 22 January. 
lsandhlawana ranked as one of the worst defeats suffered in the 

history of British arms. \ \'hen the attack started, 1,800 men were 
in the British camp. By sunset on that same clay only four hundred 
of these sur\'ivccl. In the brief space of one afternoon's fighting, 
1,400 men had lost their lives. 1 

Yet, spectacular as the Zulu success was, it was also ephemeral. 
In January 1879, the Europear;. giant that was stepping into 
Zululand had still not flexed its muscles. ·when it did so, its power 
proved irresistible, and by~Septernber 1879, the Zulu nation had 
gone down in hopeless defeat.~ 

Se,·en-ancl-a-half years later, in (february 1887, a strife-torn 
and demoralized Zulu people accepted annexation to the British 
Crown~ By then, ._Getshwayo was dead\ a section of his former 
kingdom had slipped into European hands, the military system 
created by Shaka had been destroyed,' 1and the heir to the Zulu 
throne had been rcduced to the leader of a faction amongst the 
people whom his father had ruled. In eight years the most power
ful of the independent :\frican societies south of the Limpopo had 
lost the ethos of nationhood and disintegrated. 

~lv purpose in this chapter is to examine the contribution of 
Br~tish policy to this collapse. 

I\Jono-causal theories of imperialism no longer command the 
respect which once they did, for too many exceptions have been 
found, by far, to prmT any general rule. \Vhile some empires were 
a source of pride andjoy, others were reluctantly acquired; and in 
1 D.R. :\lorris The Washing o.fthe Sj,cars London and :--Jew York 1966 p. 387. 
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many cases, though not in all, the desire for land, ra,v materials 
and markets played little part in the calculations of the statesmen 
who pegged out colonial claims. 

British policy in Zululand during the years 1879-87 was an 
expression of such a reluctance to expand. That it was so, invests 
it with no special virtue; for it was not altruism that inspired this 
diffidence, but personal, party, and national interest. For seven 
years British statesmen evaded the consequences of a war that had 
involved Britain inextricably in Zululand's affairs, and during 
those years the social and psychological bonds of Zulu national 
life collapsed. 

The initial evasion was that of a Conservative Government 
that had been placed in a position of acute discomfort by the 
actions of its High Commissioner in South Africa; forLthe Earl of 
Beaconsficld and his Cabinet colleagues had not wanted war with 
the Zulu in r879;_\~1ostilities had been precipitated by Sir Bartle 
Frere, the High Commissioner, acting in defiance of the expressed 
wishes of his superiors in London__.\2 i.__Qn 7 November 1878, Sir 
l\lichacl Hicks Beach, from the Colonial Office, had written to 
inform Frere that 'matters in Eastern Europe and India . .- . wear 
so serious an aspect that we cannot now have a Zulu wc.f!J and a 
telegraphic summary of this dispatch had reached the High 
Commissioner on 30 Novernberfi;;leven days later, without secur
ing the approval of the government he represented, Frere had 
presented the Zulu King with an ultimatum so severe in its 
demands that war became inevitable.~~ 

From the start, therefore, the Government was exposed to the 
charge of allowing Britain to be dragged into an unnecessary and 
unwanted war by failing to discipline and control its most senior 
South African official. To this was soon aclclecl a second charge; 
for as the Blue Books rolled off the presses, publishing Frere's 
voluminous correspondence with the Colonial Office, the evidence 
mounted that his insubordination had been the product, not of 
wilful pen·ersity, but rather of over-enthusiastic devotion to the 
cause whi:h he had been appointed to serve. Ltiis. selectio:1.for 
South Afnca had been prompted by the Conservatives' desire to 
federate a politically-fragmented corner of the Empire_;} yet South 
African federation, Frere argued, would remain impossible until 

0 Sec E. H. Brookes and C. de B. \Vcbb ,1 Histor_.i· of Natal Pictcrmaritzburg 1965 pp. 
1 27-35. 
"L;idy Victoria Hicks Beach Life of Sir 1\lic/,acl Hicks Beach London 1932 pp. I0-1,, 110-12. 
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Britain became ;master up to the Portuguese frontier' .____{~ot only 
would the Cape steadily refuse to liuk its fortunes with Natal and 
the Trans,·aal while these territories remained exposed to a 
militarily powerful Zulu kingdom, but the Boers of the Transvaal 
would remain unwilling British subjects until Britain gave them 
'real security against Zulu ... aggressions' j 

Thus Beaconsfield and his colleagues found themselves doubly 
exposed: to the charge of careless neglect and mismanagement, 
and to the charge oflaunching a South :\frican policy which, by its 
own inner momentum, was leading to unwanted annexationist 
wars. 

\ \"hcthcr the furore would have been any less violent if the war 
had not commenced with a disaster to British arms it is impossible 
to say. Perhaps the Government would have quietly disentangled 
itself from the conflict in a negotiated settlement, leaving the Zulu 
people their inclcpcndcncc. i\ltcrnali,-cly, Zululand might have 
been conquered and unobtrusively added to the possessions of the 
British Crmn1. HowcYer,8_fter the shock of Isanclhlawana neither 
of these alternatives was open, for the Government of Lord 
Beaconsficld found itself caught in the political cross-fire of those 
demanding the ,·indication of !3ritish arms, and those discharging 
their anti-expansionist volleys~ During the months that followed, 
debates 011 the Zulu \\'ar cons-umcd more parliamentary time than 
the affairs of the whole of South East Africa had consumed during 
the preceding half-century, and the animus that inspired many of 
these bitter exchanges was the animus that \V. E. Gladstone was 
later to recapture when he charged the Conservatives with 
financial profligacy in the pursuit of 'false phantoms of glory'. G 

The news of Isandhlawana had reached London on r r Feb
ruary r 879, two clays licforc Parliament rcasscm bled after the 
Christmas recess. By early .\larch, the fate of the Zulu people was 
already being decided in the councils of a Cabinet harassed by 
dissent and anxious to disarm its parliamentary critics. 7 {Jo 
restore British prestige, the Zulu nation was to be defeated: but-to 

·• .J . ..\fartineau The Life and Correspondence of Sir Bartle Frere 2 vols. London 1 895 II 
p. 259. Sec also British Parliame11tary Papers Cd. 2,1-5'1 p. 133, Frere to Hicks flcach, 
29.Junc 1879. 
5 C-2222, 6, Frere to I-licks Beach, 5 l\"ovembcr 1878. Sec also B. \\'orsfold Sir Barllt 
Frere London 1923 pp. 81, 112. 
0 P. !\fagnus G'ladslone London 1954 p. 261. For debates Oil Zulu \Var sec Hansard 
Third Series, Vols. CCXLIII-CCXLIX. 
7 Hicks Beach op. cit. pp. 123-4 and 129. 
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spike the guns of the Opposition- -there was to be no annexation 
of Zulu territoryj 

In the debates that followed, these plans assumed more definite 
shape./Xrere had acted wrongly, the speakers on the Government 
benches admitted, but he was not to be recalled from his pos0 
As war had come, it was to be used to extract the maximum 
advantage. The Zulu were to be reduced to submission, not with 
the object of taking their land, but for the purpose of imposing 
conditions that would destroy their military power. Lfrere's war 
was to be prosecuted to a successful conclusion to make South 
Africa safe for federation under the British flag._~ 

(__It was thus in the heat ofa party political struggle that the future 
of a nation was decidecLl The ground which the Opposition chose 
for its main assault was not the injustice of war upon a people 
who need not have been enemies, but the administrative incom
petence of the government of the clay; 9 and because'party interest 
became the issue in the contest, the British electorate assumed a 
more important place in the minds of the policy-makers than did 
the war-scarred Zulu nation. \Vhat mattered was not a just settle
ment, but a successful settlement-a settlement that would bring 
positive advantages to Imperial Britain and restore public 
confidence in a shaken Government. 

lJhc details of the arrangements to be made in Zululand were 
left to the discretion of Sir Garnet \Volselcy who, on 28 ]\lay 1879, 
had been issued with commissions appointing him Governor of 
Natal and the Transvaal and High Commissioner for the adjacent 
territoriesl 1<[_The fact that he was a soldier with 110 special knowl
edge of Zulu society and its traditions seems to have mattered 
littlc0On 2 September, at Ulundi, (\yolseley met the leaders of the 
defeated Zulu nation.1 The next clay he ( reported home~ on the 
settlement he had imposed. 11 

L .\fost of the Blood River Territory-claimed by Transvaal 
Boers before the war, but recommended for award to the Zulu 
kingdom by a boundary commission in r 878 12 -was now to be 
8 Hansard Third Series, Vol. CCXLIV, 1606-95, 1865-igso, 199i-2090, and Vol. 
CCXLV, 20-123, 1573-76. 
• For motion of censure sec lla11sard Third Series, Vol. CCX LIV, 1606. 
10 Brookes and \\'ebb op. cit. p. 1.13. 
11 C-24fl2, 255f, \Volscley to Hicks Beach, 3 September 1879, and enclosures. Sec 
also: C.0. 879/17, African 205; and C.0. 879/1j. African unnumbered, 'Repon of 
Zululand Boundary Commission' 5 December 1879. 
12 Brookes and "'ebb op. cit. pp. 130-1. 
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ceded ro r!ic Trans\'aal. r Be\·ond this no territorv was to be 
a:mcwd; b1:1 ,he Zulu 11ati~n was t; be paralysed polirically. 
_C.ct,h\,·:1Yo \,-;J.s w be deposed aud sent into exile, 'nc\·er to return -
\\"11h 11:e CX.:l'ption of the ex-King's half-brother, Hamu, \,·ho had 
~1::·:-c::,-:c;·cd !O rhc British earlv in the war, the membcrs of the 
r,,Y.1.l hc,u,c \,·ere w be rcdu~cd to the status of commoners.( 

•. b~!~;L,:1,~ ,,·as lO be diYided up into thirteen tiny kingdoms, each 
·,:::,:c:· t::c n1k of a chief nominated b\· \\"olsclevl And, where 
:,,,,;,_,:l_,\,. i]:c;:c r:cw units were to be re\-i\·;ls oftriba·l chieftainships 
:;:::.: l:;:.,: c:x:,!ed before the wars of Shaka. 13 

B,-Yc,:1d rl:c;:e general arrangements, specific conditions were 
i::::'.,,;:cd 011 rhc thirteen kinglets. They \\·ere to abandon all 
:::~:ir.1.:--:-· c':·g.11:.iza Lion, prohibit the importation of arms, discontinue 
.1:·~,iu·.:.:·,· CXL'c"uuons and prosecurions for \\·itchcraft, abide by the 
t,,,,:,:d;1.,iL-;: 3.s;:igncd lO them, and accept for certain purposes the 
.1.:-~':1:·.1.:.:0,1 of a Brirish Resident, who was to ha\·e no cx.ccuti\·e 
;,,,-,,·c:·. bm was w be stationed amongst the chiefs as the 'eyes and 
,'.,,< c',· ,~~c Brit.ish Go\"l:rnmenr. 

F:·,,::: ti1c :-12.n there ,,·ere critics who questioned both the 
_=::;:.:,·.· .:::c:. d:e ,,·i;:com of the settlement. 1 •1 Old loyalties could not 
'.':' ":.-:,-: :c.-: ~'l!i :_,y the i.nk of a British official's pen; nor could paper 
:.:::,,,- :., ;.;.:::~-,:;::~, i:1Yc,t fr.,rmer nonentities "·ith the aura of Zulu 
:-,·\ .~:---. :3::,-::. :-.,.:i.:c:cl 1-c\·i,ions of the structure of a traditionalist 
:<-: :::·:-. :~c~::::·L·.:i t::,' continued presence of the enforcing power of 
:::,' .·:::.~·.:c:-.·:- :.:· ::,ey \\°ere to succeed. Yet in London enlarged 
: :· :-:·::: :-: .. : .: :::: .:c::,:i:1istr~1ti\'t' responsibilities had been renounced 
:.:: ::::' :'-· ~:::.::.::.: ::::c ::.::d cry that follo\\·cd Isanclhla\1·ana. Ha\·ing 
:·.:.:..::.:· :-: .. ::.-;; : : ~~:::c:::. \ ,· ohde\· and his troops therefore withdrew, 
::':.·.:::; ~-<·.:::.-'. '.'. !\.l'Sic:cnt v;ho \\·a.s to be the 'eyes and e<:-rs' but 
::: : :.:: c:· • .:..:-::·: : :· .c: po·,,·e1· t h:c t had launched a re\·olutionj 

-.:-::-.:::;:: :·.:..-:::.'-in co,1ecn1 was for the \1·dfare of the colonial 
:'-,Y::'t; :,· ·,,1::.c:1 ::c bc!c1nf_::ed, Sir Theophilus Shepstone, :'.\atal's 
:'.:-:-,::c:-:S:~::-t :.:..:-:,· ::--,, :'.\2.1i,·c .-\ffairs, c1me cloSL' to the heart of the 
:::~:::er \,-};c:-: ~:(~ ,,-:--"--ttc: 

... ~!:c Z::'.,i c,,1::1~:-Y has :-uffe,·cd the total de:-truction of its GO\·ern-
11:c:1: ... : :l:c :::i.r~::·.cl .1:1d immedi:1te rcanion 11111,t. be towards 
;1!,.H"d:,· ,,:· .:. d.1i,,:::,'1·,)us ki!,d, :i.nd );:it:1! :is well :is ZuluLlnd will be 
.1:':"c-c,,,_i b,· it. T!:e 2,c,,n:ct:0:1 01 this n',-lr:1int Ju,- been the work of 

1 ~ l!~: ... !. r'P· ~:-")-1~"--'· !"!6--8. 
; .. :,:::C",:'. f.._~.r c:·..:.:;::plc. C.(). S:-~. 1-;. _-\fr~c:u1 ~~-1- 1ncn1t,. b~ :\ . . \. l'c;lr$l'l1; ~L1y 1880 
•~ir C.1n~c-: \\·c::-c-!(-~ ·s ~:... :i.'!r-:-:1c:t ,._"'If Zu1ul.ind' p .. 1i". 
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our hand, and we arc bound, for the safety of the people whom we 
have conquered ... to replace the government we have destroyed by 
one less barbarous certainly, but equally strong. . . . (The Zulu 
headmen) ... suddenly released from ... bondage ... will be beggars 
on horseback, and their rides arc likely to be as eccentric and as fatal 
as those of beggars arc said to be. 15 

Shepstone saw the evil in terms of the sudden removal of the 
Zulu king's despotic executive power. In fact the shock ran deeper, 
for the king's functions were more than executive; they were 
ritual, economic, military, legislative and judicial. 1G[fhe system 
erected by \Volseley in place of the dismantled monarchy was al
most certain to short-circuit wherever national sentiment remained 
strong1 

The remarkable thing is that the setllement worked at all. In 
::\lay 1880 a Colonial Office memorandum prepared for the 
Cabinet reported that the official communications on Zululand 
were all fa\·ourablc, and later dispatches from the men on the 
spot confirmed that 'peace and quietness continue to prevail' . 17 

That this was so was almost certainly clue to initial misapprehen
sion on the part of the Zulu themselves, who saw in the thirteen 
kinglets the chosen indunas of a new paramount authority whose 
power would be used to support their rule. 18 

Bv the middle of 1881 these illusions had been broken. For,, 
n{onths previously disputes had been simmering between certain j 
of the appointed chiefs and the subjects placed under them. Yet 
the local representatives of British authority consistently dis-• 
claimed responsibility for the settlement of such internal troubles. 
Deputations to the Natal Governor had been turned away. L'[he 
Resident, bound by his instructions, had advised the Zulu to 
settle the disputes 'among themselves'; he was there 'only to hear 
and sec whether Sir Garnet \Volseley's laws were carried out'. 19 __ \ 

"Ibid. pp. q-15, Appendix C, memo. by Sir T. Shepstone, 23 ,\ugust 1879. 
10 Sec E. J. Krigc The Social System of the ,Zulus London 1936 pp. 248-60 and passim; 
l\1. Gluckman Custom a,zd Co11flict i,1 Africa Oxford 1963 p. 34-; and ?vl. Fortes and 
E. Evans-Pritchard (eds.) African Political Sptcms London 1962 pp. 25-55 'The 
Kingdom of the Zulu' by l\1. Gluckman. 
17 C.O. 8i9/ 1 7, African 224, memo. prepared for the Cabinet, 7 ?I.fay 1880, p. 5; and 
C-2783, pp. 10-11, Colley to Kimberley, 20 November 1880, and enclosure 1. 
18 J. Y. Gibson The Story of the Zulus Pictermaritzburg 1903 p. 219; C.O. 879/18, 
African 230, i\;o, q91G, \\'ood to Kimberley, 20 August 1887; C.O. 879/19, African 
2.p, Kimberley to Bulwcr, 2 February 1882; and C.O. 179/138, Natal 17210, \\'ood lo 
Kimberley, 23 August 1881, minute by Kimberley. 
1° F. E. Colenso The 1/ui,z of <:,11l11[a,zd 2 vols. London 1884 I pp. 1 7-30; and Natal 
Archives, G.I-I. G77, Zululand Correspondence. 



Colin Webb 

.i'vlorc significant still, when a usurper led a successful rebellion in 
the petty l\lthethwa kingdom, it was not British power that 
restored \\'olseley's clisplacecl appointee, but the impis of two 
neighbouring kinglets. ~0 LJhe implication was clear; the con
queror of 1879 had declined to be master in the Zulu house. 
Questions of mastership were, therefore, to be cleciclcd by the Zulu 
themselves fighting it out.) 

In an eleventh-hour bier to prevent a major upheaval, the acting 
High Commissioner, Sir Evelyn \.Yoocl, was granted permission in 
April 1881 to arbitrate in the most threatening disputes of all: 
those im·olving the members of the former royal house and the 
appointed chiefs who were now their rulers. 21 Two of the petty 
kingdoms were particularly affected: one was the territory of 
Cetshwayo's distant cousin, Zibhebhu, under whom had been 
placed the royal heir, Dinuzulu, and two of his uncles, Nclabuko 
and Ziwedu; the other was the territory of the royaljudas, Hamu, 
who had under him the Zulu nation's chicf-induna, l'vfnyamana, 
and the fiercely royalist Qulusi clan. 

Those who had devised the post-war settlement had hoped to 
resuscitate, so far as was possible, the loyalties of pre-Shakan clays. 

L..!3Y 1881, when \Vood stepped in to arbitrate, the signs of a more 
complex reaction were present: the nation was not simply dis-I 
solving into 'tribes', but dividing also on a supra-'tribal' level intd 
Usutu royalists 011 the one hand, and, 0t1 the other, anti-traclitionl 
alists v.-ho had found some advantage in the new order, and wefe 
determined to defend it against any revi\·al of the fortunes of the 
House of Shak~l The disputes invoh·ing the Princes and Umnya
mana thus had an explosive content. If violence should occur, all 
Zululancl might take up arms. 

In the circumstances, \\'oocl did the best he could. Towards the 
encl of August r 881, after a lengthy investigation of the com
plaints and the countcrcharges, he summoned an assembly of the 
chiefs at lnhlazatye, to announce the results of the inquiry and to 
make other proposals. 22 [ t is clear that he hoped to make the 

0° C.O. 879/18, African 230: :No. 12097, ,vood lo Kimberley, 8 July 1881; No. 
13680. \\"ood to Kimberley, 1 August 1881; :No. qo50, \\"ood lo Kimberley, 7 August 
1881; and No. q916, "'ood to Kimberley, 20 August 1881, and Kimberley to \Vood, 
20 August 1 881. 
" 1 C.O. 179/137, Natal 6661, Wood to Kimberley, 13 April 1881; and C-3 182 p. 26, 
Kimberley 10 \Vood, 30 April 1881. 
20 C-3182 p. 99f, \Vood to Kimberley, 3 r August 18fl1. Sec also C -3 182 p 3.1-f, enclosures 
on "'ood to Kimberley, 23Junc 1881. For Colonial O0ice minutes sec C.O. 179/138: 



Great Britain and tlze ,Zulu people 1879-1887 

occasion as solemn and impressive as possible. He himself was 'in 
full pontificals ... so covered in medals as to be almost in
distinguishable'. 23 But the real weakness could not be concealed. 
\Vood could only talk; he could not enforce,lli was over to the 
kinglcts to give effect to what he recommended. Yet it was 
precisely here that the trouble lay, for it was the relations between 
the appointed chiefs and their subjects that was the issue in q ues
tion.\ The results manifested themselves within weeks in the form 
of a rapid plunge towards violence which the Resident, Osborn, 
reported in a brief, but disillusioned dispatch on 7 October: 

I\·Iy dear General VVood, 
f shall not be able to go to Usibebu's. The country from within a 

mile or t\\'o of this, right on, is in such a disturbed state, that even 
native messengers have to make large circuits round lo avoid contact 
with those within the pale of disturbance. I shall be able to do little if 
any good, even if I did go, (for) the Zulus understand now that I ha\'e 
no authority. 21 

Long before this despairing note was penned, a decisive change 
had occurred in Britain.c£n a snap election held early in I 880, the 
Liberals with superior party organization and lavish spending, 
had appealed successfully to a population deeply disturbed by 
recession, unemployment and agricultural depression._3 The 
British voters on that occasion had little concern for anything 
beyond the affairs of their own island kingdom; yet, in returning 
Liberals and Radicals, they ,vere giving five years of power to 
men whose outlook on empire and imperial responsibility was 
profoundly to influence the future history of the Zulu people. 

Since the 'Empire scare' of 1 869-70 Liberal spokesmen, 
\\'illiam Gladstone amongst them, had been assiduously cultivating 
an improved image of their Party. jThc Liberals, they asserted, 
had never desired the dismcmbcrrncnt of the Empire; Oil the 
"' L1dy Florence Dixie 111 the La11d of 1\Jisfort,me London 1882 pp. 378-8:;. 
"C-3182 p. 139, \Vood to Kimberley, 17 October 1881, enclosure Osborn lo \Vood, 
7 October 1881. 
0

' G. E. Buckle (ed.) The Ldtcrs of Qi1ee11 Victoria Second Series, 3 vols. London 192G 
III p. i9, Duke of Connaught to QJ-Icen Victoria, 1 1 ,\pril 1880; \V. F. i\Ionypcnny 
and G. E. Buckle The Life of Boya111i11 Disraeli, Earl of BeacorLif,cld G vols. London 
1910-20 VI pp. 523 and 52G; A. Lang (ed.) Life, Letters a11d Diaries of Sir Stafford 
Northcote London 1891 p. 313; I--I. J. I-Ian ham Elcctio11s a11d Par()' Ala11agcmer,t London 
1959 pp. q.3-5, 228-9, 361-3, and Chapters VII, XII and XIII j,assim; R. I31ake 
Disraeli London 19GG pp. 697-700, 709-19. 

Natal 15G82, \Vood to Kimberley, 31 August 1881; and :i\'atal 1 j877, \Vood to 
Kimucrlcy, 3 I August 1881. 
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contrary, they valued the colonies, both as a source of trade and 
as a means of establishing benign British institutions in other parts 
of the world. Their objection was to imperialism not to Empire, 
and their goal was the golden one of a community of self-reliant 
societies, reared up to freedom and independence under England's 
'splendid parentage'. 2:J 

For all these asseverations, however, it remained true that 
enthusiasm for Empire beat with a less robust pulse in the breasts 
of Gladstone ancl many of his Liberal supporters than it did in the 
breasts of Bcaconsfielcl and the Tories. In Beaconsfielcl's view, 
England's strength lay in the possession of a mighty Empire 
giving her unchallenged supremacy in the world. Gladstone, by 
contrast, believed that annexations by 'augmenting space ... 
,ciimirush power'. 27 In his opinion: 

V The root and pith and substance of the material greatness of our nation 
~;::Ties within the compass of these islands, and is, except in trifling 

-,:iarticulars, independent of all and every sort of political dominion. 28 

The difference was important. \Vhen Beaconsfield talked of 
consolidating the Empire he thought in terms of getting 'possession 
of the strong places in the world'. He shared with Lord Carnarvon 
the desire to establish 'a more real connection' between Britain 
and her colonies, so that the trend towards self-government would 
not cause a 'loosening of the ties'. 29 For Gladstone, imperial con
solidation meant something quite different. It meant limiting, so 
far as was humanly possible, tl1e 'irrepressible tendency' of the 
Empire to expand, so that Britain's leaders could devote them
selves to the more statesmanlike task of converting the existing 
Empire into a community of states enjoying 'perfect freedom and 
perfect sclf-go,-ernrncnt' though bound together by a 'union in 
heart and character'. 30 

In the debates on Afghanistan and the Zulu \Var these differ
ences had sharpened. And during his great l\Jidlothian campaign 
of November-December 1879, Gladstone's salvoes against the 

" P. Knaplund Cladsto11c a11d Britai11'J Imperial Policy London 1927 pp. 145-6. For 
discussion of the 'Empire scare' and its repercussions sec R. Kocbncr C1nd H. D. 
Schmidt Imperialism CC1rnbridgc 196-1-Chapter IV /1aJsim and Cambridge History of th, 
British Emj,irc Vol. II[ Cambridge 1959 pp. 18-40. 
"' Knaplund op. cit. p. q3. 
•• C./-1.B.E. III p. Go. 
"Buckle Disraeli IV p. 335 C1nd V p. 195. Sec C!lso C.11.B.E. III pp. 4 C1nd 40-,p. 
,o Knaplund op. cit. pp. 1,13-4; C.H.fl.E. III pp. 19-20. 128. 
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'mischievous and ruinous misdeeds' of Beaconsfield's government 
had reverberated across the nation. Amongst the incendiaries that 
he hurled at his 'invisible antagonist' was the charge of 'ten 
thousand Zulus slain for no other offence than their attempt to 
defend ... with their naked bodies their hearths and homes'. 31 At 
another meeting he reminded his audience that: 

The errors of former times are recorded for our instruction in order 
that we may avoid their repetition .... Remember the rights of the 
savage .... Remember that the happiness of his humble home ... is 
as inviolable in the eye of Almighty God as can be your own.n 

The sentiments were noble; but they were also deceptive. 
'Avoiding the errors of former times' meant balancing the budget 
before all else. 'Remembering the rights of the savage' meant 
leaving distant peoples to their fate, whatever their condition 
might be. The import of Midlothian was not that Beaconsficld and 
his colleagues had failed in their duty to indigenous peoples on the 
fringes of the Empire; the real import was that they had failed the 
British electorate by squandering the nation's resources on worth~ 
less ach·entures overseas. 

Midlothian probably affected the general election very little. 
But U.he campaign was a personal triumph for Gladstonej It 
re-established his leadership over the Liberal Party; and his 
success convinced him of the righteousness of his cause. Thus when 
the new Liberal administration took office, it was led by a man 
who was publicly committed to avoid 'forward' imperial policies 
and was personally convinced that the Almighty had chosen him 
for this cause. 33 

During its 11rst year in office the Liberal Government's main 
South African preoccupation was the state of affairs in the 
Transvaal.i~efore the encl of r88o, however, Zululand had already 
begun to p'i-css itself more and more insistently upon the attention 
of those responsible for colonial afE1irs. \ Vith the territory slipping 
towards anarchy, the revision of the \Volselcy settlement became 
an unavoidable issuej and the new Secretary of State, Lord 
Kimberley, asked the advice of his senior officials on the British 
Go,·ernment's rights in the territory. 1The reply, in the form of a 
31 J. :\lorlcy l,ifc of William Ewar/ G'ladsto11c 3 vols. London 1903 II p. 200. 
3 z I'. :\Iagnus op. cit. p. 262. 
3

~ See '.\ lorlcy op. cit. II pp. 1 96, 220, 223; i\fagnus op. cit. pp. 256, 2 iO; Blake: op. 
c,t. p. 71 1. 



3r2 Colin Webb 

minute by R. G. \V. Herbert, the Permanent Under-Secretary, 
was instructi,·c. He wrote: 

Lord Kimbedey, 
Sir Garnet \Volscley's settlement ... was based on the conquest of 

Zululancl and deposition of the King by the Queen's troops. I believe 
the whole country thereby became vested in Her i\Jajesty, who, 
decli11ing to annex it to her own dominions, 'parcelled it out into 
independent chieftainships', deciding 'what territory was to be 
allotted to each chief' .... 

\Vhether by so 'parcelling' and 'allotting' the Territory the Queen 
entirely and finally clivestecl he1·self of her ownership is a question 
which it may be bell<T not to cleciclc at present. ... 31 

For Britain it was a convenient position to adopt. As the rest of 
the minute made clearlJ)y avoiding a decision on the question of\ 
sovereignty, the British Gonrnrnent could escape responsibility • 
for Zululancl's affairs, yet rese1Te for itself the right to intervene if 
e,·er it deemed it in its own interests to do so.tpuring the next 
four-and-a-half years the exercise of rights witf10ut responsibility 
was to characterize almost c,-cry British move in Zululancl..i 

For a time, during the disturbances of 1 88 r, the Colonial Office 
toyed with the idea of appointing sub-Residents to reside with the 
thirteen chiefs. Significantly, however, their salaries and expenses 
were to be paid for by the chiefs themselves, so that there would be 
no charge on the British treasury. 35 .:\this Inhlazatye meeting of 
31 August 1881, Wood put this proposal to those assembled and, 
of the nine king lets present, six accepted the scheme. 3 G Modest as 

'it was, however, it began to cause uneasiness in a Government 
'ach·erse (sic) to any unnecessary interference in the Zulu country', 
and by the encl of the year the Colonial Office was beating a hasty 
retreat. 37 In a dispatch to Sir Henry Bulwer, the new Governor 
of Natal, Lord Kimberley explained: 

Her i\-lajesty's Government ... have come to the conclusion that 
the plan is open to very serious objections ... [for the Zulus would 

31 C.O. 179/ 13.f, Xatal 1 726'2, Colley lo Kimberley, 1 October 1880, minute by 
R. G.\\'. Herbert, 12 :\'ovcmber 1880. 
"'· C.O. 1 79/ 135, i\"atal 19893. Colley to Kimberley, 20 November 1880, minutes; 
C.O. 179/137. :\"atal 13855, \\"ood to Kimberley, 23 June 188r, minutes; C.O. 
179/1313, :\"atal 15682, \\'ood to Kimberley, 31 August 188r, minutes. 
36 C.O. 179/138, :\"atal 15GIJ2. Wood to Kimberley, 31 August 1881, minutes; C.O. 
879/18, African 230, No. 15682, \Vood to Kiml.Jc:rlcy, 31 August r881. 
37 C.0. 179/138: 0.'atal 15682. \\"ood 10 Kimberley, 31 August 1881, minutes; Natal 
17877, \Vood to Kirnbc-rlcy, 31 .-\ugust r881, minutes. 
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expect the sub-Residents to] ... exercise a real authority and afford 
them that effectual ... redress of grievances, of the loss of which, since 
the deposition of Cety-wayo, they so loudly complain. 38 

/Xor the moment, therefore, the Zulu were to be left to _figl:t as 
best they could the fires that the \Volseley settlement had 1g111ted. 
Privately, Kimberley admitted that he did not expect the settle
ment to last, but he saw in that no reason to submit to the pressures 
of the Resident and others, Zulu leaders included, who were 
urrrinrr 'direct British interfcrence'i 39 Instead, his mind was turn-

b b -~ 

ing to a course which, he believed, would free the British Govern-
ment of the Zulu incubus and simultaneously relieve it of the 
embarrassment of Cetshwayo, whose continued detention at the 
Cape was provoking widespread criticism and becoming 'ex
tremely distasteful to a large proportion of the supporters of 
I\fr Gladstone's Government'. 10 

The story of Cetshwayo's return to Zululand has been told so 
often that it need not be retold in detail here. •11 One aspect 
deserves special emphasis, however, for it illuminates the nature of 
British policy at this time. [;__i\lthough Gladstone and Kimberley 
were both sympathetic to Cetshwayo and disliked being 'his 
taolers',' 12 the restoration was not primarily an attempt to right a 
!personal wrong by allowing the ex-King to end his days amongst 
his own people. In its main aspect the restoration was a political 
move; an expression of the hope that Cetshwayo would establish 
order in Zululancl, and so save Britain from the consequences of 
the ill-conceived settlement that had followed the triumph of her 

"C.O. 879/19, !\frican 242, Kimberley to Bulwer, 2 February 1882, p. 4. 
"C.O. 179/138: l\atal 15682, \\'ood lo Kimberley, 31 August 1881, minute by 
Kimberley, 6 September 1881; Natal 19513, \Vood to Kimberley, 10 October 1881, 
minutes. C.O. 879/19, African 243: No. 6.1-, \Vood to Kimberley, 31 August 1881; 
No. 65. \Vood to Kimberley, 21 September 1881; l\o. 69, \\'ood to Kimberley, 13 
September 1881, enclosure; No. 92, \Vood to Kimberley, 15 October 1881, enclosure. 
1° C.O. 879/23, :\frican 307, confidential memo. prepared for Cabinet by E. Fairfield, 

January 1886. 'General View of Zulu Affairs 1879-1885' pp. 1-2; British ivfuseum 
.-\clcl. ~IS. 4--p26, Gladstone Papers, CXLI, pp. 253-4, Kimberley to Gladstone, 
2 September 1881. Sec also C.O. 179/ 138: '.'fatal 1 7877, draft dispatch, Kimberley to 
Bulwer, undated; Natal 19513, \Vood to Kimberley, 10 October 1881, minutes; and 
C.O. 879/19. African 2-1-3, No. 66, Robinson to Kimberley, 16 September 1881, and 
enclosures. 
'

1 Sec C. T. Binns The Last ,?u/11 King London 1963 Chapters 16 and 1 7; Gibson op. 
cit. pp. 225-67; Brookes and \Vcbb op. cit. pp. 149-53. 
"Br. !\lus. Acid. MS. 44226, Gladstone Papers, CXLI p. 253, Kimberley to Gladstone, 
2 September 1881. 
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/ arms in 1 879.J Colonial Office memoranda clcscribcd !he rcsto-

( 
ration as an 'experiment' adopted 'as the only alternative to the 
extension of direct British authority over Zululand'. 43 It would not, 
I think, be beyond the bounds of historical propriety to describe it 
rather as a gamble; and a gamble on which the British Govern-
ment staked nothing except the peace ofZululand and the welfare 
of the Zulu people themselves. 

\f,ong before Cctshwayo boarded the Royal Navy's Briton to 
make the journey home, the Colonial Office had been plied with 
warnings that there were powerful parties in Zululand that would 
be hostile to the ex-King's return. (ro accommodate this opposition, 

-~ I 
the decision was taken that Cctshwayo's authority should be I 
limited to only a portion of his former kingclom/H In the north, 
Zibhcbhu was to be preserved as the ruler of an independent 
2\Iandhlakazi kingdom, while in the south, along the Natal 
border, a Rcsen·e Territory was to be established, both as a 
military buffer and as a refuge for chiefs and clans opposed to the 
re\'ival of the royal house.\Further than this, however, the British 
gm-crnmcnt was not prq5arcd to go. Except for the demarcation 1/ 
of the new frontiers, there was to be no supervision of the new I 
scttlcmcnt}-no assistance to Cetshwayo in the task of re-estahlish-1 
ing his authority; no peace-keeping operations along the new. 
borders; no protection to individuals and clans that might find 
themselves placed under hostile rulers; no superintendence of the 
upheaval that was bound to occur if chiefs and clans uprooted 
themselves from their old lands and moved into the territories 
that best represented their loyalties and interests. Even the 
Rcscn-c Territory was to be administered at no cost to the British 
treasury, and the term 'Protected Territory' was to be carefully 
,n-oidccl lest it suggest to the inhabitants of the Reserve that 
they could 'clcpencl for defence not on themselves, but on British 
power'. •15 J 

(Such an abdication of responsibility might pass without com-

•13 C.O. 879/21: ,\frican 304, memo. by E. Fairfield, ,, ,\ugust 1885, 'Vacillation in 
Policy in South ,\frica' p. 2; African 307, 'General View of Zulu Affairs' pp. 2-3. 
" C-32.l7 pp. 57-8, Ilulwcr lo Kimberley, 20 April 1 882; C-:H66 pp. 197ff, Ilulwer to 
Kimberl<:y, 3 October 1882, and enclosures; and Ilr. '.\!us. J\dd. '.\IS.+-1228, Gladstone 
Papers, CXLI 11 pp. 25-28, Kirnbnlcy to Gladstone, 23 No\'ernbcr 1882 . 
• i, C-3.166 p. 2 16, Kimberley to Gladstone, 30 Novernbcr 1882. Sec also Ilr. \!us. Add. 
\ IS .. 1.p27, Gladstone Papers, CXLII p. 233-.,, Kimberley to Gladstone, 29 September 
1882; Br. \Ius. Add. I\lS.1.,228, Gladstone Papers, CXLIII pp. 3, 29 and 32-35, 
Gladstone to Kimberley, 23 .'io\'crnber 1882, Kimberley to Gladstone, 2.1 November 
1882, and Kimberley to Gladstone, 22 December 1882. 
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rnent if it had been made in ignorance of the explosive tensions 
which the \Volscley settlement had generated_J but this was not so. 
1n a private letter to Gladstone, Kimberley wrote of the new 
arrangements: 

By the course we have adopted, I hope and believe we shall preserve 
peace on ... (the Natal) ... border, altho' it is useless to disguise from 
ourselves that the matter may ... lead to ... conflict amongst the 
Zulus .... But if that conflict is only postponed, we may by prudent 
management avoid being concerned in it. '16 

Such was the outlook on imperial responsibility early in 1883. 
,\s one of the permanent officials at the Colonial Office was 
subsequently to comment: 

... the late Government (ofrvlr Gladstone) failed to back its own man 
(Cetshwayo), and allowed him lo be so used ... as to give him no 
chance of success.~ 7 

°Cetshwayo was landed at Port Durnford on the Zululand 
coast on 10 January 1883. By early rvfarch reports were already 
corning in of serious disturbances along the frontier between his 
territory and that of his ?viandhlakazi rival, Zibhebhu. •15. Those 
involved flung accusations and counter-accusations at one another. 
The traditionalist Usutu faction, royalists hoping for the revival 
of the old order, charged Zibhebhu and his ~Iandhlakazi followers 
with insulting and pro,·ocative behaviour. The ?dandhlakazi 
accused the Usutu of breaches of the conditions of the new 
settlement. The Natal officials accused the Bishopstowe Party, 
Bishop Colcnso and his family and friends, of stirring up Usutu 
ambitions. The Bishopstowe Party accused the 'official clique' of 
deliberately working for Cctshwayo's downfall. 

The question of who incited trouble, and who caused the first 
'incidents' is hardly relevant, however. _;-\!,,Kimberley himself was 
aware, the agitators would have been 'powerless' if the tensions 
and discontents had not already been there;·IO and Cetshwayo was 

1
• Br. :\lus. Add. i\1S.,1-t228, Gladstone Papers, CXLIII p. ·H, Kimberley to Gladstone, 

i January 1883. 
" C.O. 879/23, African 30-1-'Vacillation in Policy in South Africa' p. 3. 
18 C-3616: 68, Bulwcr to Derby, G i\farch 1883, enclosure 1; 75, Bulwa to Derby, 
10 '.I. larch 1883; i8, 13ulwcr to Derby, 15 1\farch 1883, enclosure 1 ; 88, Bulwcr to Derby 
21 \larch 18B3, enclosure, and 131, Bulwer to Derby, 9 April 1883, enclosure 2. 
10 Br. '.l.lus. Add. i\IS.44228, Gladstone Papers, CXLIII p. 12, Kimberley to Gladstone, 
26 October 1882. 
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to make the same point when he bitterly complained to a European 
visitor: 

I die! not land in a d1·y place. I landed in the mud .... You speak ofmy 
coming and fighting ... I came and found long-standing feuds and 
bitterly opposed enemies. There arc no new feuds since I came. 50 

Perhaps the European visitor who recorded these words should 
be allowed his own say, for his sentiments were not those of the 
land-grabbing imperialist when the wrote: 

The country ought to have been annexed .... it was iniquitous folly 
to restore him (Cetshwayo) to divided honotu-s with Usibebu. There 
could not possibly be peace .... Candidly I admire Usibebu .... I do 
not blame him for worrying and harrying the Usutu Party and the 
King's bro1 her, and 1·clativcs in the clays of his chieftainship as one of 
the thirteen. He acted as most human beings would have acted under 
similar circumstances. But I do blame a Government that forgot that 
he was human .... I clo not blame Usibebu for point-blank refusing to 
resign when his fcllow-kinglcts resigned by Imperial request. ... but 
T do blame a Government so purblind as to ignore the certain outcome 
of this spirited refusal. 51 

The rest of Cetshwayo's story must be briefly toldL.At the encl of 
'.\larch 1883 a Usutu impi, estimated by some as 5,000 strong, 
launched an attack against the '.\landhlakazi, but was ambushed 
in the :\fsebe \·alley, and overwhelmed with perhaps greater loss 
of life than that sustained in any other battle in Zulu histor 1{

52 

lgi\'e months latn, the \landhlakazi followed up this victory with 
an in\'asion of' Cethwayo's kingdom. The Usutu forces were 
unable to withstand the attack. Ulundi, the royal capital was 
razed to the ground. Cetshwayo, with other members of the royal 
family, was forced to flee to the Rese1Te for safety and there on 
8 February r 88,t-, he died. 5 ~ 

Throughout these events, (J_he British Go\-crnment firmly 
maintained the attitude so unselfconsciously summarized by 
Kimbcrlcy's successor, Lord Derby, in a telegram to the Natal 

50 \ \". Y. C:,mpbcl I 11 ",t/, Ct()"U"QJ"O i11 the I,,J,a11dh/a a11d the Prese11/ State of the Zulu Questio11 
Durb;rn 1883 p. 1 1. 
"Ibid. pp. 37-38. 
'" Sec Gibson op. cit. pp. 2-18-50. Sec also C.O. 8j9/20, African 255: No. 6jOI, 
llulwer lo Derby, 22 April dl83; a11cl No. 6702, Bulwcr lo Derby, 22 April 1883. 
'' C.O. 8j9/20 .. -\fric:,n 255: :'.\o. 1253.,. Buker lo Derby, 23July 1883; i\o. 12981, 
Bulwcr to Derby, 29 July 1883; and C:.0. 879/2 1, .-\frican 281, :'lo. 2256, Bulwcr to 
Derby, '] February 1 88.J. 
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Governor, Sir Henry Bulwer: 'vVe prefer, if possible, to leave (the) 
Zulus ... to settle their own affairs.' 54 _j 

For Bulwer, it was not so easy to remain complacent, for facing 
him was the reality that Cetshwayo's flight to the Reserve had 
left Central Zululand without government. In November 1883, he 
accordingly sent off a dispatch in which he outlined the alternative 
courses which, in his view, the British Government might adopt 
in the circumstances. The third of these-one to which @ulwer 
himself was strongly opposecl-\v~s that of leaving the country 'to 
itself' and 'to anarchy', in which event he prcdictccl, in a secret 
and confidential parenthesis, it would fall into the hands of land
hungry Boers from the TransvaaljJ'o avoid this happening, he 
strongly urged that the British Government should either extend 
the Reserve to include Cetshwayo's Central Kingdom, or install 
Cctshwayo's sixteen-year-old son, Dinuzulu, in the central 
territory, with a Resident and a Zulu Council of Regency to 
assist hin)j 5 These proposals, telegraphed by Bulwer on I 6 Nov
ember 1883, were circulated to the Cabinet the following clay, 
and the issue was kept before the Cabinet during the weeks that 
followcd. 5t Nearlv six months later, ho\vever, at the encl of April 
r 884, the d~isio1; of the Cabinet was still being awaited. For all 
practical purposes, therefore, Bulwer's unwanted third alternative 
had come into qperation: the territory was being left 'to itself' 
and 'to anarchy'\ 

(_The result corresponded almost exactly to what the Natal 
Governor had predicted. In January, there were 'encounters' 
between Boers and Zulu in Zibhebhu's territory. By February, 
Transvaal subjects were entering the country in increasing 
nurnbe12.] and, at the encl of April, a large party of armed Boers 
rode into Zululancl to open negotiations with Dinuzulu and his 
advisers. If the Usutu leaders did not themselves invite this inter
vention, they were certainly sufficiently despairing of British 
assistance to welcome the proffered hand that the Boers extcnclecl 
it to them.\~egotiations were opened, and early in ~fay a bargain 
was struck. The firearms of the white men were to be used to 
destroy Zibhebhu's power; Dinuzulu was to be placed on the 

"' C.O. 879j,w, African 255, No. 19598, Derby to Bulwcr, 20 November 1883. 
•• C.O. 879/20, African 255, No. 19858, Bulwcr to Derby, 1 7 November 1883. 
"° C.O. 179/148: Natal 19598 .. Bulwcr to Derby, 16 November 1883, minutes; Natal 
21688. Bulwcr to Derby, 22 November 1883, minutes; Natal 21647, Bulwer to Derby, 
26 November 1883, minutes; and Natal 108, Bulwer to Derby, 30 2':ovemucr 1883, 
1ninutcs. 
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throne of his father; and a Boer Protectorate was to be established 
O\Tr his kingdom. In return for these services, the newcomers from 
the Transvaal were to be allowed to remain in Zululancl with 
farms on which to graze their cattle. 5 :_~ 

\ .. ht the Colonial Oflice the reports of these events proclucecl a 
measure at least of the alarm that had been felt by Bulwer for so 
longjl_n ?\·larch, a memorandum was prepared recommending the 
extens1011 of the Reserves O\'Cr central Zululancl. 58 As the tele
graph wires tapped out the latest Zululancl dispatches, these 
items were hurried to the presses of the Stationery Oflice to be 
tunwcl into prints for the Cabinet. But the Gladstone ministry was 
not easily perturbed. It took its decision at last in the second week 
of :\lay, shortly after recei\·ing the news of the entry into Zululancl 
of the armed Boers. ''-On 16 ~lay, six months to the clay after 
anxiously putting forward his alternatives, Bulwer received his 
long-awaited reply: 

.-\fter full consideration of 1-cce11l reports and recommendations, Her 
?\1ajesty's Government adhe1-c to (the) decision not to extend British 
sovcreignt y or protection over Zululand. 59_:_ 

L\\"hat this decision meant for the future of the Zulu people was 
clear four months later: the Boers had clcfeatecl Zibhebhu and 
clri\·en him into exile in the Resen·e; they had declared a Pro
tectorate o\·cr Zululand and proclaimed Dinuzulu king. But, as 
the price for these sen·ices, they had expropriated some 4,000 

square miles of Zulu territory, and on this a 'New' Republic had 
been proclaimed. 60 .:, 

Nobody in 188+ doubted that the New Boer Republic of Zulu
land would rapidly outgrow the 4.,000 square mile cradle of its 
birth. However, more was needed than the plight of the Zulu 
people to persuade an anti-expansionist government to add to 
Britain's commitments in a distant corner of the globe. 61 [J\s 
subsequent events were to show, even the threat of German 

"C.O. 179/151: Natal 1610, Bulwcr to Derby, 28 Jauuary 188,;; and Natal 3831, 
Bulwcr to Derby, 5 February 188.1. C.O. I79/152: Natal 6661, Bulwcr to Derby, 
24 :'\larch 188.1; and Xatal 7340, Bulwer to Derby, 4. i\fay 188.[. 
'" C.O. 879/2 1 • .-\frica11 280, memo. by E. Fairfield, 4 i\larch 188 .. J. 'Proposed Extension 
of the Reseru,'. 
"C.O. B79/21 .• \fricau 281, ;\;o. 8qg, Derby to Ilulwcr, 16 :'\lay 188.[. 
0 ° C.O. 879/'21, African 281: :\ro. 89,w, llulwi;r to Derby, 28 i\Iay 188.[; No. I0001, 
Bulwcr IO Di;rby, 11.Junc 1884; aud "-;o. qG3 1, Ilulwcr to ])i;rby, 26 August 1884. 
• 1 C.O. 879/2 1, ,\frican 281, ::-.:o. 1213.[. Bulwcr to Derby, 1 G .July 1 88,1, and Derby to 
llulwcr, 23 July 1884. 
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intervention was not enough to lead Gladstone along paths which 
he still associated with 'Beaconsfielclism'.J 

lin the )atter months of 1884,. German agents seeking rights ~ncl 
concessions, had made the1r appearance under mystenous 
circumstances in the Zulu country. To Bulwer, in Natal, it seemed 
that Bismarck was about to repeat the trick that only a few months 
before had made South \Vest Africa a German Protectorate. 62 .S 
And he was not alone in holding these views. At the Colonial 
Office alarm was expressed lest Britain's difficulties be 'increased 
tenfold' by Germany's obtaining a foothold from which to inter
fere in the already troubled politics of South Africa. 11Uhe British 
press, with ail Bismarck's rapid colonial moves of 1884 before it, 
began to trumpet the cry that Britain's interests were in clanger.\ 
[And Ddby, catching the panic-fearing a demonstration of 
public opinion 'which even the present government could hardly 
resist', clcmanclecl of his Cabinet colleagues that the whole 
Z ul ulancl coast be annexed. 6 ~ • 

L His fears were not shared by the Prime :1\Iinister, however. 
In' what he himself called a few 'old-fashioned notes', lGlaclstoneS. 
set out to steady his wavering Colonial Secretary. IBxtensions of 
British authority 'simply to keep the Germans out' would involve 
Britain in a 'scramble' for territory that would be neither 'dig
nified' nor 'required by any real interest'. He warned Derby that 
the annexation of the Zululancl coast would 'tend powerfully to 
entail a responsibility for the country lying inland; a responsibility 
which he believed it would be 'impolitic to assume' j 5 

~1 the encl, it was Gladstone \,vho prevailed. Only St Lucia Bay 
was annexed, and the Zulu problem was left for others, less averse 
to imperial responsibility, to handle. 66 , 

In the latter months of 1885 it sc6ned at last that this might 

°' C. 0. 179/15-l, Natal 865, Bulwer to Derby, 16 December, 1884. 
03 C.O. 179/154, Natal 21694, Bulwcr to Derby, 19 December 1884, minute by 
A. \\'. L. Hemming. 
c, llr. l\-fus. Adel. l\lS.4-1,142, Gladstone Papers, LVII pp. 106-7, Derby to Gladstone 
23 December 188-1. Sec also C.O. 179/ 1 54, Natal 21 566, Bulwcr to Derby 18 November 
180-1, minutes. 
c, Br. ~-!us. Adel. l\IS. -1-P-!2, Gladstone Papers LVII pp. 113--1, Gladstone to Derby 
30 December 188.1. Sec also A. Ramm (ed.) Political Correspo11dmce of ,\fr Glads/011, a11d 
Lord Gra11uille, 1876--1886 2 vols. Oxford 196::? II p. 30-1, Gladstone to Granville, 
28 December 188-1. 
•• C.O. 879/:!I, African 281: No. 20792, Derby to Bulwcr, 8 December 188.1; and No. 
21860, llulwer to Derby, 21 December 188.t. 
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happt·11.Un Junt· or that year, Glaclsto11e resigned, and Lord 
Salisbury formed a Conser\'ative Go\'C:rnment in which Colonel 
F .. \. Stanky succeeded his brother, Lord Derby, at the Colonial 
Oflicc.\ If Stanley dillered from his brother in politics, he differed 
e\·en ,~ore radically in temperament. 

1
'&ttcldenly the business of the 

Colonial Office began to mo\·e with a brisk, military efficiency 
that had been unk11ow11 for years,j\Vhereas Derby minuted urgent 
Zulula11cl dispatches with the 011e paralysing wore\ '\Vait', 
Stanley called for memoranda and clocume11ts on which to base a 
decisio,q~ [oreo\'er he had with him, as his Parliamentary Under
Secretary, l Lore\ Dun raven, whose view it was that the whole 
Zulu question should have been settled long before, both because 
of Britain's obligations to the natives, and because the disorders 
in the country and the acti\'ities or the _New Republic were an 
open in\'itation to foreign interference.~\ 

The influence or British party politics upon the affairs or 
Zulula11cl had still not n111 its fateful course, liowe\·er. lLord 
Salisbur\' had come iuto office at the head or a caretaker admin
istration with minority support i11 the Commons. It had to tread 
warily, and it sun·i\·ecl only to January 1886, too short a time for 
Stanley and Du11raven to implement their plans for the Zulu 
cou11tr\'. 68 \ 

,_By l~el;;uary 1886, Gladstone and the Liberals were back in 
harness. The officials at the Colonial Office-anticipating 
hostilities between the Boers and the Zulu, and still fcari11g foreig11 
i11tcrfcre11ce--co11tinued to press for a final settlement; but it was 
11ot to be.\ \Vith the [rish issue domi11ating British politics~ancl 
with the slow-mm·ing hand or the ageing Lord Granville directing 
colonial affairs, another six months we11t by, during which nego
tiations were opened with the New Republic, hut nothing 
achie\·ecl. 6 ~ 

"' C.O. Ij9/ 162, :'\atal 17291, Foreign O0icc to Colonial Office, 1 October 1995, 
minutes; C.O. 179/157, :'-fatal I q68, Jlulwer to Stanley, 1 June 1885, minutes; 
C.O. 179/158, :\atal 13807, Bulwcr to S1anlcy, 5 ,\ugust 1885, minutes. Sec also: 
C.O. 879/22, ,\frican 300, '.\lcmorandum on Zulu ,\0'.,irs' for use of Cabinet; C.O. 
879/22, .·\frican 295, '\:o. 13807, Stanley lo Bulwcr, 7 ,\ugusl 1885; and C.O. 879/23, 
African 307, memo. for use of Cabinet by E. Fairfield January 1886 'General View 
of Zulu Affairs 1879-1885'. 
•• For this and other C.1binc1 changes in the period under consideration sec R. C. K. 
Ensor England 1870-191.1 Oxford 1936 Chapter III pa.ssim. 
•• C.O. 879/2.i: African 32.1, No. 1 500. Gram·illc to Havelock. 1 2 1farch 1 886; 
,\frican 329, l\o. 23. Gram·illc to I I.welock, 1 1 C\Iarch 1886. C.0. 879/2,h African 
32.1: Xo. 751 2. Havelock to Granville, 2 C\Jay 1886; i\'o. I068o, 1-Iavelock to Granville, 
17J11nc 1886; and Xo. 12rno, J-lavclock to Granvil!<', 9July 188G. 
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Yet by one of those strange twists of human affairs, the lrish 
issue, which helped to delay a settlement, hastened the return of a 
Cabinet in which there were men with the will to tackle the Zulu 
problem and call 'halt' to the expansion of the Boers. Lin August 
1886, after only six months in office, Gladstone was defeated on 
Home Ruic, and when elections were held, Lord Salisbury and his 
supporters returned to \Vestminster with a composite majority of 
118._.JColonel Stanley did not resume his former place at the 
Colonial Office, but f.dward Stanhope took up the negotiations 
which Lord Granville had commenced. 7~\JE return for a con
siclcrablc reduction of the Boers' expanding territorial claims, 
Britain de facto recognized the New Republic's independent 
status. 71 And, with that issue settled, the remainder of Zulu
land -.yas brought under British authority early in February 
1887. 7

"\ 

Colo;:;ial rule and the Zulu reaction to it were to spawn new 
tensions and new troubles; but the period of dereliction-perhaps 

·-....\. the most crucial phase in the collapse of the ethos of Zulu nation
hood-had come to an end. ll:lcnccforward, the imposer of policies 
was itself responsible for the affairs of the Zulu country~j 

/ 

( \ 

Irthis account of imperial policy in Zululand in the years 1879-87 
reads like a charge-sheet, indicting Britain with sole responsi
bility for the destruction of Zulu nationhood, that is not its 
purpose. \ Vhen the historian draws out one thread from the 

/ events he is studying, that thread is bound to assume an cxagger
~atecl significance; for the rest of the tangled skein is left out of 

account. In fact, there were many others, apart from the wielders .
1 

of go\-crnmental power in London, whose actions and interests I 
and ambitions contributed to the collapse and disintegration of I 

I 
Zulu national life. Land-hungry Boers, unsympathetic British 1 

oflicials, partisan white 'a<lvisers'-all these shared the responsi
bility, as did the Zulu people themselves, for it was their rivalries 
and resistance that produced the conflicts which others sought to 
manipulate or remedy or exploit. To attribute the plight of the 
Zulu nation solely to the misdeeds of the conqueror is to repeat the 
error of those who would attribute the rise of Nazism solely to the 
iniquities of the Versailles settlement. Doing so denies to the Zulu 

0° C.O. B79/24, African 32.i. ::'lio. 12582, Stanhope to I-Iavdock, 4 September 1886. 
71 C.O. 879/2.1, African 32.1, No. 19519, Stanhope to Havclock, 2 November 1886. 
70 C.O. 879/26, African 337, No. 2938, Havclock to Holland, 14 December 1887. 
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the status of responsible human beings, for it reduces them to the 
passive objects of other men's actions. 

In isolating the one thread of British policy my purpose was 
not to indict, but to emphasize certain features which may be 
important for understanding the process by which African peoples 
were brought under European control during the nineteenth 
century. 

~lost obvious is the fact that, whatever role acquisitiveness might 
ha\·e played in general, it was not always the desire for land and 

L 
resources that led European men to actions and policies that were 
destructive of the political independence of African societies . 

.......-LEvcn Frere's war policy of 1878 was aimed, not at depriving the 
Zulu people of their land, but at the quite different goal of a 

! stable South Africa that would permit federation and self-
, go\·cn1mentjAnd, until 1885-6, the policies that were improvised 

in London as a result of this unwanted war, were policies designed 
to avoid the acquisition of the Zulu country. Yet, paradoxically 
for the Zulu people, it was these anti-expansionist policies that 
spelt ruin. 

Less obvious, but more important perhaps, is the fact that 
policies that seemed irresponsible when viewed from the Zulu 
or the South African point or view, bore a quite different aspect 
in London. The British policy-makers of the 1880s were no 
more blackguardly than other politicians and administrators at 
other times and in other places. In fact, Gladstone's political 
life was infused by an unusually high sense of moral duty. llut 
one of the features of the imperial relationship was that it 
im·oh·cd the politicians in a shifting system of relative responsi
bilities; and[j_n the , 880s that remote corner of the globe called 
Zululand ranked so low on the scale of responsibilities, that 
the interests of its inhabitants suffered by default as much as by 
design.[ 

Exacerbating this was ignorance-in particular, ignorance of 
the fragile structure and functioning of a society in which 
rc\·crence for the royal house was the only agency short of force 
that could keep sectional rivalries in check, and so prevent a 
resort to feuding. That this ignorance cxistccl is not a matter for 
blame. (The nineteenth ccntury was not blessed with anthro
pologists as we arc today.) Butl!J1c \\'olsclcy 'settlement' serves as a 
dramatic example of the chaos that could be unleashed by a 
paramount power searching for stability, and, in its search, heed-
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1} Jessly imposing a new order in disregard to the traditions of the 
.2f-conquered people~ 

Finally, there is the fact that the establishment of an imperial 
relationship, such as that created by Britain's military victory in 
1879, exposed the Zulu people to forces and influences that were 

r-...._; quite unrclatecj__J._a.. .the local situation. Party strife in England, 
• ·agricultural depression, Irish Home Rule, Anglo-German 

diplomatic relations-issues such as these were as significant 'in 
determining the fate of the Zulu people as were the decisions of 
those specifically responsible for the framing of colonial policy. 

1 
In the history of African societies, the establishment of the 

;imperial relationship, even in its informal guise, must rank as a 
/ development of revolutionary significance. By the last quarter of 

/ the nineteenth century, Zululand had been linked to the wider 
world, and the history of its people had ceased to be the story of a 

\__ chrysalis society undergoing mutation in an insulated local 
/nvironment. The Zulu people were exposed, not only to alien 

/ rnle and extraneous cultural influences; they were exposed also 
/ to the repercussions of affairs and events of which they themselves 

/ ~-had no direct knowledge or understanding. \Vith the cocoon 
broken, a large part of their history after r 879 ,vas the story of 
their buffetings by the elements to ,vhich they were now exposed. 

\ 

., 
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