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Abstract 

The majority of academic work on plant medicine in South Africa has been based on 
a reductionist logic: disconnecting medicines from their environmental-socio-cultural 
contexts, treating them as objects, and putting them into lists. At an historical moment 
in which South Africa is struggling to incorporate its previously overlooked but rich 
base of indigenous knowledge (IK), there is a great need for work which moves 
toward an ecological understanding of medicine. This thesis is an attempt to situate 
plant medicines (known and used primarily by the rural coloured proletariat) in their 
relational contexts in the rural Kannaland municipality, in the Western Cape province 
of South Africa. Based on approximately three months of fieldwork consisting of 
extending recorded interviews, informal conversations, and participant observation, 
the thesis explores the human and non-human spheres of relations which are integral 
to peoples' understandings and experiences of bossiesmedisyne (lit. bushes medicine). 

The argument is advanced that in a context of great inequality and difficult conditions 
of life, peoples' knowledge of bossies (lit. bushes) is one practical means by which 
they can control how they respond to these conditions and maintain themselves in 
strong bodily health. The association of bossies with previous generations which are 
considered to have been healthier than people today, with nature, and with a 
conscious creator God, means that they stand outside of many of the physical and 
moral pollutions people experience in their day-to-day life. The cleansing, healthful 
potency people experience in medicines also relates to wider phenomenological 
experiences involved in walking in the storied Kannaland landscape and collecting 
and ingesting the medicines which grow there. Peoples' appreciation for the natural 
landscape and the plant medicines that can be found within it derives from the 
dialectic which exists between the difficult conditions of contemporary life and direct 
sensual experiences of the landscape and its medicines. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In February 2006, I left my home in England and arrived in Cape Town to take up 

my place on a Masters in Social Anthropology course at the University of Cape 

Town. This course is both by course-work and dissertation and in my first semester I 

opted to do a course by the name of Tradition, Science and Environment, run by Dr. 

Lesley Green. The aim of the course was to explore the myriad ways in which the 

world's people - scientists and those sometimes labelled 'indigenous' - have related to 

and understood the world in which they live, and to explore ways in which the 

different approaches might usefully speak to one another. In connection with this 

course, in April 2006, I took part in a fieldtrip looking at human-environment 

relations in the Klein Karoo (lit. Little Karoo) which is roughly the geographical area 

encompassing Barrydale in the west, Uniondale in the east, Swartberge in the north, 

and Outeniquaberge in the south. 

For the first time in my life I would see the landscape of the South African interior. 

Peering from the window of the coach, I saw the landscape slowly change from the 

green jjmbos1 (lit. fine bush) and pine-covered hills of the south western coast of the 

Western Cape to the greeny-brown hues of the drier and sparser vegetation covering 

the orange soil and rocks of the hills and plains of the Klein Karoo, itself a part of the 

Succulent Karoo biome2
• With my senses reduced to sight, to a distant gaze through 

the glass in front of me, the landscape was certainly aesthetically pleasing - the blue 

sky against the oranges and reds of the earth, not a wisp of cloud, grape, apricot and 

ostrich farms in the valleys - but it also seemed somehow empty and hard; not lifeless, 

but lonely. 

1 This tenn has both lay and scientific applications and according to Cowling, derives from 'Dutch 
settlers [who] referred to the predominant vegetation of the south-western Cape as 'fijn-bosch" ~ either 
because of the fine leaved nature of many of the plants, or because their trunks/stems were too slender 
for harvesting (l992:vii). 
2 The Succulent Karoo biome possesses the highest plant species biodiversity of any semi-arid region 
in the world, and is home to over 6356 species of plant, mostly succulents and bulbs (Cowling et al 
1998; Driver et al2003). This exceptionally high diversity is related to it's climatic regime of reliable, 
gentle winter rainfall, relatively mild summers (ameliorated by its proximity to the ocean), occasional 
droughts, high endemism (species limited to a 50km2 area), and high climatic and topological diversity 
with many species being adapted to survive within very limited ranges (Cowling et al; Driver et al 
2003). 
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Some kilometres west of our destination in Oudtshoom, we made a stop at an eco

tourism farm, to speak to the farm's extremely knowledgeable owner. As soon as I 

stepped off of the bus, my perception of the environment was immediately and 

permanently changed. I felt the quiet hanging in the air, absorbed the warmth and 

light which seemed to be radiating from the earth itself, and smelt the rich, fresh scent 

of the plants in the early evening (we arrived an hour and an half before sun-set). The 

smell of the Klein Karoo landscape is one of its most memorable and powerful 

qualities, and one which was very often mentioned in my later discussions with 

people with kennis (knowledge) of the velcf (lit. field), and its plants. The Karoo 

landscape in general4 has inspired many over the years and here Afrikaans poet LD. 

du Plessis here does better than I could hope to in evoking the unmistakable olfactory 

quality of the Karoo: 

Gee my die krag van die Karoo - die forse lyn 

Give me the power of the Karoo - the strong line 

van ysterklip en kaal kareedoringstam, 

of ironstone and karee thorn trunk. 

die wynlug wat oor wye vlaktes waai 

the aromas of wine that waft over the plains 

met allerhande kruie-geur belaai .. . 

loaded with all kinds of herb-scents .. . 

.. . Gee my die aandblom met sy heuning-geur 

... Give me the eveningjlower with its honey-scent 

en gousblomplate wat die heuwels dek. 

and the low-growing marigolds that clothe the hills 

Neem alles van my weg, maar 0, 

Take everything away from me, but oh, 

Gee my die grootste gees van die Karoo! 

Give me the greatest spirit of the Karoo! (1970: 41) 

3 From this point on I follow the practice of those I spoke to in Kannaland of using the term 'veld' 
(literal translation: field) as a generic term meaning those areas of the environment - including plains, 
mountains, valleys, and ravines - not given over to farming or urbanization; though each of these 
environments are also referred to by specific words. 
4 Encompassing both the Groot (great) Karoo and Klein Karoo. 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



Evoked by the poet, the krag (power) of the Karoo and of natures was also 

emphasised by people I spoke to in discussions around the landscape of the Klein 

Karoo and will be discussed more fully below. Returning to my own initial 

experience of the landscape, my emotional response to the land changed from one of 

emptiness and isolation to one of appreciation and connection. This response was then 

reinforced and articulated in my mind as the farm's owner told us about the animals 

that live there, and the complex relations between the large, small and tiny plants all 

around us. The more he explained and pointed out, the more I looked, the more I saw, 

the more I appreciated the living worlds around me, and the happier I was to be 

there. 

I had been searching for a research topic for a thesis, and had considered something 

around medicinal plants. It seemed to be the ideal topic to explore human

environment interactions, and when the farm owner told me that local people - and in 

particular local 'coloured,6 people - did make use of the healing properties of the 

medicinal plants (in local terms bossiesmedisyne [lit. bushes medicine], bossies [lit. 

bushes] or kruie [herbs]) which grow in the surrounding landscape, I knew I had 

found my subject and place of research. Thus, motivated partly by my own emotional 

response to the landscape, I wanted to understand how people who had lived in close 

proximity to it for many years, who knew of, and made use of its healing properties, 

related to this place and to the medicines that grow there. 

Filling the 'gap' in the Literature 

Various anthropologists(e.g. Farquhar 1994;Geest et al 1996; Green 2007; Helman 

2007), studying the relations between human beings and their medicines have 

5 The problematic concept of 'nature' is discussed below. 
6 As an invented, socially constructed concept, all references to 'race' are problematic. The uses of the 
term in the South African context have been extensively discussed in the literature (e.g. Boonzaier 
1988; Frankental and Sichone 2005). In the local context, the word 'coloured' was in use by 
Missionaries at Zoar-Amalienstein by the late 1850s to refer to the popUlation of people claiming 
mixed Khoisan, Germanic and East and West African (slave) ancestry (Heese 1997). In my 
conversations with people, they regularly referred to themselves as 'kleurlinge' (coloured) or 
sometimes' bruin-mense' (brown people). Many years of unofficial and official racial segregation have 
led people to make very clear differentiations between people along perceived racial lines. Thus, whilst 
I do use the term coloured with a recognition of its highly problematic nature, I also believe that it is 
more ethical to use the labels people give themselves than to deny they exist or to try to invent ones 
which may better suit my own sensibilities than they do the people I aim to understand. 
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convincingly argued that though the phannacological action upon the body is 

important7
, it is only one element in the on-going set ofrelationships involving people 

and medicines, and the healing which is derived from them. I understand medicines to 

be substances which have the capacity to change the condition of an organism for 

better or for worse. Usually these are associated with improving health (van der Geest 

et aI1996). Following the work of Claridge (1970), Cecil G. Helman, medical doctor, 

and one of the foremost authorities on the relationship between culture, health, and 

illness, argues that in order to understand the effect of medicines on the body, it is 

necessary to consider the 'total drug effect' (Helman 2007: 196). Among other things, 

this is influenced by the personality and social identity of both the giver and receiver 

of the medicine; the setting in which it is given; moral and cultural values assigned to 

it; and wider social and economic contexts. Arguing along similar lines in specific 

relation to plant medicines, Green makes the salient point that 'it is not just the 

pharmacologically active ingredient in the plant that is healing but the combination of 

social and environmental experiences that are invested in seeking a cure from that 

plant...' (2007:4). 

It is important to note that recognising the importance of social-environmental factors 

in the reality of medicine should not be read in any way as a denial of biology. Rather, 

it is a denial of the false distinctions which are sometimes drawn between culture and 

biology. It is a recognition that mind and body are an indissoluble whole, and that 

'human life, healing and suffering, belong to the world of mental process' (Bateson 

1984:65). In everyday life, we do not think about culture, we live it and it is only 

through taking a metaphorical step back from the experience of human life that 

culture can be constituted as an object; something which is thought and not lived. 

Following Thomas J. Csordas I hold that if the body can be understood to be the 

existential ground of culture, then it is equally both biological and 

... religious, linguistic, historic, cognitive, emotional, and artistic [and 
thus] . .. if even language can be shown to be a surging forth of 
embodiment and not just the representative function of a Cartesian cogito, 

7 It is important that I make clear that I do recognise that without doubt, the chemical composition of 
plant medicines plays a large part in the healing they provide - and it is important that these properties 
are known. Indeed, for the doctors and nurses in Ladismith, not knowing how the pharmacological 
medicine they administer will react chemically with the bossies many of their patients use, can lead to 
anxiety over prescription, and misunderstandings between patients and medical professionals. 
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the way would be clear for defining culture not only in tenns of symbols, 
schemas, traits, rules, customs, texts, or communication, but equally in 
tenns of sense movement, intersubjectivity, spatiality, passion, desire, 
habit, evocation, and intuition (2002:4). 

The implication of these insights is that in order to understand medicine, it is not 

sufficient to only focus on what people 'think' about medicines, it is also necessary to 

consider the ways by which they engage them through their embodied presence in the 

world. I consider peoples' sensual experience of medicine and techniques of the body 

involved in finding and using medicines to be as integral to the 'tradition' of 

bossiesmedisyne as are peoples' thoughts as to the metaphysical origins of those 

medicines. In fact, the two are simply different aspects of the same thing (Mauss 

1979). 

Unfortunately, it is still true that a majority of the contemporary academic work on 

medicinal plants in South Africa proceeds in much the same way as the 1 i h century 

'botanizing' European visitors (Augusto 2006). In sum: the compilation of the list -

nonnally organised according to 'rational European' botanical categorization which 

has little to do with local understandings of plants and of medicine; a focus on 

substance over process; on Science8 verifying the phannacological benefits of 

medicines; and medicines as objects, disconnected from their socio-cultural

environmental contexts. A brief review of historical and contemporary literature on 

Southern and South African medicinal plants will serve as an illustration. 

From very early on in the European settlement of southern and western South Africa 

there has been an interest in and recognition of the environmental knowledge 

(including the medicinal plant knowledge) of those people who already inhabited the 

sub-continent (Deacon 2004). European frontier settlers depended for their survival 

8 Bruno Latour has criticized what he views as the dominant 'western' episteme in which only 
institutional laboratory-based Science (the capital'S' being intentional), is accepted as having access to 
nature as it really is, whilst the mass of humanity - encompassing everyone from the European 'lay' 
person to the indigenous person living in 'remote' places - locked in the dark Platonic cave of culture, 
have 'become uncultivated, hate-filled, paralysed and gorged with fiction'. With only culturally 
distorted and limited views of nature, those masses must rely on Science to reveal the truth about the 
world (Latour (2004: 16). This situation, he argues, grants Science (and those who wield it) huge 
power, being possessors of the one true knowledge; it has been and continues to be the cause of contlict 
and injustice done to those whose knowledge has been deemed invalid. 
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on learning this kind of knowledge from Khoisan9 people and according to Deacon 

(2004) made use of their herbs, charms, and other remedies to cure sickness and ward 

off spiritual attack. 

Though there were exceptions - including the late 1 i h century work carried out by 

Hendrick Van Reede, who was keenly interested in 'the ways and ideas of the Cape 

Khoikhoi people' (Cook 2007: 323) - Augusto (2006) describes how the academics 

and scholars who produced studies of the medicinal plants of Southern Africa in the 

18th and 19th centuries created impressive catalogues of the many uses the 'natives' 

found for South Africa's cornucopia of plant species (see, for example Burchell 

1822-1824; Sparrman 1777). She argues that these works typify 'the representative 

epistemology of university-trained travelling natural historians ... representations of 

knowledge (specimens, samples, descriptive notes) [which] went back to wealth 

patrons, metropolitan physick and botanical gardens, academies, societies and 

'armchair botanists' ... in Europe for 'true' analysis and classification' (2006: 19-20). 

In 1932 Watt and Breyer-Brandwijk published The Medicinal and Poisonous Plants 

of Southern Africa: being an account of their medicinal uses, chemical composition, 

pharmacological effects and toxicology in man and animal, with a second, updated 

edition appearing in 1962. These list thousands of medicinally used plant species from 

across the sub-continent and are the classic works cited by many writers (e.g. van 

Wyk 2000; Light et a12005; Thring and Weitz 2006) on medicinal plants in southern 

Africa. For the authors of these vast works, documenting (what they understood to be) 

the real active chemical principles and commercial potential of the plants was key, 

and vital both for the furtherance of the Scientific project and the future economic 

prosperity of South Africa. Other more contemporary compendia of the medicinal 

plants used in South Africa include Palmer (1985), Roberts (1990), Smith (1966), van 

Wyk et al (1997), and van Wyk and Gericke (2000). Whilst these works do include 

descriptions of some of the 'beliefs' of the people who make use of the medicines in 

question, these are essentially included as interesting and colourful pieces of extra 

information. 

9 A generalised term, commonly utilized by contemporary authors (e.g. Boonzaier et a11996; Deacon 
et a12004) referring in one word, to both the herding, pastoralist Khoi-khoi, and hunting and gathering 
Sonqua or San peoples who inhabited the Western Cape at the time of first European contact in the 1 i h 

century. 
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Over the past decade or so, The Journal of Ethnopharmacology has published a 

number of articles relating specifically to the use of plant medicines in South Africa. 

Here the focus has generally been on the gaze (Ie regard) of power of western Science 

giving a perceived validation to the efficacy and safety of indigenous plant medicines 

(Light et a12005, Foucault 1980). 

Studies done on medicinal plant use in south-western and western South Africa - the 

general geographical area of study for this work - include Fiona Archer's UCT 

Masters thesis Ethnobotany of Namaqualand: The Richtersveld (1994), which 

includes a wealth of information on how medicines are selected, prepared and used by 

the pastoralist Nama-speaking Khoi descendents of that area. Thring and Weitz 

(2006) identify 36 species of plant medicines used in the treatment of a wide variety 

of ailments amongst elderly 'coloureds' in the Bredasdorp/Elim region of the 

Southern Overberg in the Western Cape. Though there are notable exceptions, 

including N gubane (1977 and 1992), I am in agreement with Ben-Erik van Wyk (one 

of South Africa's foremost authorities on South Africa's ethnobotany) when he argues 

that 'the interaction between plants and people, [and] plant-related mythology' in 

Southern Africa, is 'poorly recorded' (2002:7). Indeed, no such study has been made 

in the Klein Karoo. 

At this juncture, I should like to emphasise that this is not an attack on any of the 

meticulously researched studies mentioned above. The issue is less about what they 

do include, than as about what they don't. Indeed, the list is a useful and powerful tool 

in that it allows a large amount of data to be amassed and quickly and easily 

comprehended. Certainly, most of the plant medicines I came across in the course of 

my fieldwork are found in the works cited 10 above. Because certain locally applied 

names were often different in the specific local context, and in order to provide the 

reader with a visual representation of some of the locally used medicines, I have 

compiled my own species-use list, included as an appendix. In the interests of 

knowledge protection, I have withheld botanical names and/or photographs of species 

not mentioned in the available literature for their medicinal properties. 

10 Of 46 species-identified plant medicines, more than 30 are mentioned for their medicinal properties 
in Smith (1966), van Wyk et at (1997), van Wyk and Gericke (2000), and Watt and Breyer-Brandwijk 
(1932 & 1962). 
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However, people do not live in lists, they live in the world in all its social, cultural, 

economic, spiritual, and environmental messiness. And it is in this world that they 

seek their cures, and live in health or illness. There is therefore much scope and need 

for work in South Africa, and the Western Cape specifically, which situates plant 

medicines in that world. 

More than a matter of scholarly tunnel-vision, though, this issue speaks to the 

treatment of indigenous knowledge (IK) and medicinal plants in the wider South 

African context. Since the ending of apartheid in 1994 there has been increasing 

interest in reclaiming the validity of IK (Boonzaier and Sharp 1988, Thompson 2001). 

The term 'indigenous' is highly problematic but it is fair to argue that this interest in 

IK centres around the notion that recognising the value and worth of previously 

marginalized South Africans' knowledge, know-how and ways of understanding the 

world, will also be a re-assertion of those peoples' value and worth as persons and 

citizens. Among other things, IK includes myths, songs, dances, and stories; 

handicrafts such as basket-making, pottery, and weaving; agricultural knowledge and 

technique; and approaches to human and animal healing, including the use and 

knowledge of medicinal plants. 

IK is often held to be a well-spring of 'cultural diversity' in the face of the 

homogenising forces of globalisation and is commonly presented as indissoluble from 

the aims of the African Renaissance. A number of the articles published in the 2002 

inaugural edition of Indilinga - African Journal of Indigenous Knowledge Systems 

hold this position (see, for example, Higgs 2002, Koka 2002, Vilakazi 2002). 

Certainly, these positions are supported and put forward by the government's 

Indigenous Knowledge Systems policy (IKS) of 2004, in which 'The Government of 

the Republic of South Africa registers its commitment to the recognition, promotion, 

development, protection and affirmation of IKS' (IKS 2004: 6). As recognised in that 

document, 'traditional' medicine and healing are some of the most commonly 

discussed, and contentious issues associated with IKS. 

In addition to its discussion of African 'cultural redress', the IKS policy makes it 

clear that it is of central importance to the government's strategy that South Africa's 
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IK be made to contribute towards the nation's economy (Dept. of Science and 

Technology, 2004:14). One of its three main 'policy drivers' is stated as being: 

Underpinning the contribution of IK to the economy - the role of IK in 
employment and wealth creation; and interfaces with other knowledge 
systems, for example IK is used together with modem biotechnology in 
the pharmaceutical and other sectors to increase the rate of innovation 
(ibid 11). 

This project is exemplified in the government's soon-to-be-open flagship Medical 

Research Council's laboratory facility in Delft, Cape Town. In this modem scientific 

laboratory-cum-pill-factory, plant medicines - some of them learnt from 'traditional 

healers' - have their active ingredients extracted and tested for efficacy. Those that 

'work' are patented, shredded, freeze-dried, put in gel capsules and (it is hoped) sold 

on the global market. 

The facility is unashamedly directed toward turning plants into Rands and with this 

reductionist approach entails a logic similar to that of the list. In either case, a plant 

medicine's universe encompassing the place where it grows; the person who picks it 

and gives it; and metaphysical questions of who put plant medicines there in the first 

place; are reduced to the unit - the unit of monetary value, or the unit of data. I am in 

agreement with Green when she argues that this approach to plant medicine signals 

the domination of an episteme based on causality and reductionism over those based 

on interrelationships and process; and that it 'authorizes the admission of knowledge 

to the national episteme via only one matrix ... ' (2007:4-5). 

In order to avoid doing inordinate violence to the experiences and knowledge of those 

who gave of so much of their time to teach me about bossiesmedisyne, it will be 

necessary to move away from a focus on plants' physical substances towards a 

processual, many dimensional picture, placing them firmly in their environmental 

'domain of entanglement' (Ingold 2006: 14), and in this way work towards an ecology 

of medicine. The hope is that this work will be a contribution toward addressing the 

gap in the literature whilst also touching upon what threatens to be overlooked should 

IK become just another commodity offered by SA Inc. to a world on the market. 
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Outline of chapters 3-4 

To this end, I have taken recurring everyday themes identified in the course of 

interviews, informal discussions, and participant observation to construct chapters 3 

and 4. In line with arguments put forward by Tim Ingold (2000), I hold that for the 

human subject, the world becomes meaningful through engagement with his or her 

environmental field of relations. Thus, I have drawn together some of the most 

important relational strands in the local context to distinguish two interconnected 

relational sets which are particularly salient to understandings and experiences of 

bossies. The two chapters should not be read as mutually exclusive, since there is 

significant cross-over in the themes discussed in each. The two chapters simply differ 

in their emphasis on different aspects of the same issue. In the fifth, concluding 

chapter I bring these various strands together. 

In chapter 3, my focus is on some of the human relations which are integral to 

peoples' experiences and understandings of kruie. The research area is one which is 

characterised by deeply entrenched inequality, exploitative working conditions and 

difficult living conditions for the majority of the population. Because of the racialised 

nature of South Africa's history, those who supply the productive labour - and 

especially the lowest paid positions - for the various industries of Kannaland are 

overwhelmingly coloured people. For various reasons, the knowledge of kruie is most 

strongly associated with these people: 1) the previously existing knowledge base 

amongst their ancestors; 2) limitations on access to western medicines, especially 

before the early 1990s and the advent of free medication; 3) being engaged in 

occupations - including farm work and shepherding - which have maintained a 

connection to knowledge of the natural world. 

For those members of the coloured rural proletariat who know about, value, and 

make use of them, bossies constitutes a body of healing knowledge and practice 

which people feel be 'close' and trustworthy. Medicines contain the healing power of 

God, and represent older times when people were physically and morally stronger. In 

relation to these understandings, and as a practical means of maintaining a strong 

and healthy body, kruie are commonly spoken of as a kind of antidote to some of 
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what is often viewed as the polluting, weakening aspects of the contemporary world, 

including western 'pill' medicine. 

In chapter 4 I focus on the environmental, ecological relations which are integral to 

peoples' experiences and understandings of bossiesmedisyne, and the embodied 

phenomenology of the process of walking in the veld, searching for, identifying, and 

collecting medicines. This is a pleasurable, satisfying experience and a skill which 

requires the negotiation of the landscape, the application of ecological knowledge, 

and the detailed recall of past experiences. For many people, previous experiences in 

the veld and its medicines, engagements with its various animal and 'spirit' 

personalities, and stories heard about these and the landscape in general, have 

augmented their direct sensorial perception and aesthetic appreciation of being in and 

moving through the landscape. In conjunction with Christian ideas concerning the 

divine origins of nature in general and of bossiesmedisyne in particular, people 

experience the landscape as powerfully emotionally evocative. I suggest that this 

experience of die krag van die natuur ('the power of nature'), accessed through being 

in the veld, is understood to be the same divinely given power which allows kruie to 

do their healing work on the body. 
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Chapter 2: Research methodology 

As part of the afore-mentioned field-trip, we also visited a Permaculture1 farm a few 

kilometres outside Ladismith, situated in the north of the Kannaland municipality 

(Kannaland Municipality 2002). On the farm they had the facilities for visitors to stay 

and payor else stay and work off their accommodation costs. It became apparent that 

it would be economically possible for me to stay on the farm for an extended period 

of time and I returned in July 2006 for a two-week long pre-research visit to judge the 

suitability of the farm as a base for research, whether or not people knew and used 

bossies and if they would be willing to discuss this with me. 

Once all these requirements were seen to be met, I arranged to come back at the 

beginning of December 2006 for a two month period of research. I later returned to 

the area in May 2007 for a ten day return visit in which I aimed to evaluate some of 

the conclusions I had been drawing from my initial round of research. I also returned 

for a week long visit in November 2007. By the time of this visit the current thesis 

was almost complete and this gave me an opportunity to discuss the main ideas set out 

in the thesis with my main participants. I was happy that my ideas were met with 

positive and affirming responses and that people considered them to be 'dood reg' 

(dead right). 

Interviews and language 

Upon arriving at the farm in December 2006, I set about asking people in Ladismith 

whether they themselves knew about bossies, and if not could they direct me to those 

that did. This lead me to speak to a few key individuals in Ladismith, whom in tum 

directed me to particular farms where they knew people who had much knowledge, 

1 Combining the terms 'permanent' and 'agriculture', this term was first coined in the 1970s by Bill 
Mollison and David Holmgren. Taking the position that modem industrial production is fundamentally 
unsustainable and destructive to the earth's ecosystems, the authors developed 'Permaculture' as a 
means by which human settlements could be designed which mimicked natural ecologies and which 
would enable people to become more and more self-sufficiently sustainable. Today 'permaculture 
design courses' are offered across the world, including at the farm at which I stayed (Mollison and 
Holmgren 1978; Mollison, 1979, 1990). 
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whom they had known in their time working and living on the farms and in the 

surrounding areas. They also directed me to individuals living in Zoar-Amalienstein 

(pop. 6000) - a Mission station set up in the early 19th century by the South African 

Missionary Society, around 20km east of Ladismith, along the R62 (Heese 1998). I 

also spoke with several people in the rural Hoeko valley (pop. 700), just north of 

Ladismith. 

My main research methodology was the use of extended recorded interviews - using 

either an audio-tape recorder or my digital camera which also supports moving 

images. The Klein Karoo is overwhelmingly an Afrikaans-speaking area and being 

an Englishman my ability to speak 'die taal' (the language) was virtually non

existent. In order to remedy this situation, I organised lessons with an Afrikaans

speaking friend, spoke Afrikaans as much as possible in day-to-day life, became a 

regular watcher of Afrikaans television soaps such as 'Sevende Laan', and used the 

June/July visit as an opportunity to practice my language skills. Thus, by the time I 

arrived at the farm in December 2006, I had a very basic conversational understanding 

of the language. Language was the biggest challenge for me but I believe people were 

appreciative of my efforts to speak and comprehend Afrikaans. All of the mam 

participants made great efforts to speak slowly for me and to make sure I had 

understood what they considered to be important points - repeating their words if 

needs be, and enjoining me to 'mooi luister' (listen nicely/closely). 

It was also essential that I record my interviews in order that I could listen over and 

again to things I may have missed. Most people seemed very comfortable being 

recorded or filmed, and as far as I could tell this was a genuine comfort, not feigned 

out of politeness or obligation. However, it is never possible to fully know another's 

thoughts and it should be accepted that the presence of those electronic devices may 

have had some influence on what people did or didn't say to me. Those living and 

working on the Permaculture farm I stayed on spoke both fluent Afrikaans and 

English and they helped me a great deal in formulating questions for return visits, and 

in translating those aspects of recorded interviews that I did not understand. 

Unfortunately they were too busy working to accompany me on interviews to act as 

translators, and my budget was such that I could not afford to pay for someone to act 

as translator. As I got to know people better, one particular young man (whom I have 
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named lohan) who spoke good English, and who himself was very interested in 

learning more (for he already had a substantial knowledge) about medicinal plants, 

would come with me on my weekend visits, though he worked long hours on a farm 

on week days. 

Also, for the majority of my May 2007 visit I was accompanied by a fluent Afrikaans

speaking friend who helped enormously in my conversations with people. Having 

conducted her own research into bossiesmedisyne in the Northern Cape town of 

Paulshoek, she was sensitive to many of the issues which emerged in discussions, as 

well as having an ear well-tuned to the patterns and tones of rural Afrikaans. 

Fortunately, these discussions served, in the great majority of cases, to confirm and 

validate the ideas which had been developing in my mind in my time away from 'the 

field' . 

My approach to interviews was to make them as informal as possible, and to let the 

interviewee lead the discussion topic. I returned to each of my main participants on 

many occasions, which gave me the chance to probe more deeply into subjects only 

briefly touched upon in earlier interviews. Usually interviews began with an account 

of what plants the person used, how, and for what. However, new plant medicines and 

their uses would also frequently pop up in later interviews. Where possible I would 

collect a small sample of these plants, to allow them to be pressed and dried and 

subsequently taxonomically identified with the kind help of botanists at the University 

of Cape Town's Bolus Herbarium (see appendix). In most cases people were very 

happy to give me a small amount of their own medicines. Only where people had 

bought medicines that only grow in other parts of South Africa, or it was very difficult 

for them to get hold of more (e.g. Langblaarbuchu - Empleurum unicapsulare, which 

grows high in the mountains and is protected by law), were people reluctant to part 

with their medicines. 

I also tried to elucidate how the knowledge had been learnt, and from whom. It was 

usually only once a good rapport had been established that people would talk to me of 

their relationship to the bossies and how they about felt them. From there I began to 

understand the cosmology, or more accurately cosmologies within which these 

attitudes and ideas were rooted. 
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Scope and limitations of research 

Despite the measures I took to overcome communication barriers, language certainly 

was a challenge for me. It did put a limit on how much I could get done and 

accurately comprehend. Nevertheless, I conducted 32 in-depth interviews, ranging 

from 45 mins to 2 hours in length. These were primarily divided between 7 

individuals. Their pseudonyms and approximate ages are; Rose (early 60s), Doris 

(mid 70s), David (mid 60s), Simon (early 50s), Johannes (mid 80s), Piet (late 30s), 

and Johan (late 20s). I also interviewed several other people in group interviews at 

their homes or places of work, including two of the head nurses at the Ladismith 

clinic and two of the local western-trained doctors. I spoke to many other people on 

the street or outside their homes in brief informal chats around the subject of bossies, 

the information from which filled a number of A4 sized notebooks. 

I was fortunate enough to go walking in veld on 14 different occasions with a 

number of different men who knew much about plant medicines, where they grew, 

and whom also had a great love and respect for the whole natural landscape. It was 

during these experiences that I picked up some of the most useful and subtle clues as 

to those peoples' understanding of, and relationship to, the living landscape we were 

moving through and discussing. Several of the 32 interviews mentioned above were 

conducted on these walks. Though I made an effort to speak to both men and women, 

my own gender influenced who I ended up speaking to. Certainly I never went 

walking with any of my female participants. In part this is because women are 

generally more tied to the house, and the chores which are carried out there. This 

meant that whilst I got first-hand direct data from men and their knowledge of and 

relationship to the Kannaland landscape, I only ever got second hand accounts from 

women talking about it. I recognise that this may have given my data a male bias, 

though I do think the arguments advanced are generally relevant across the gender 

line. 

For myself as an anthropologist on 'field-work', I feel that the best way to come to 

understand people and their lives is to get to know those people well and personally 

as one would get to know anyone else, and not treat them simply as informants or 
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sources of data. Consequently I concentrated my study on a relatively small number 

of people whom I felt I could get to know well in the time that I had. 

Budgetary constraints meant that for the majority of my time in the field my only 

means of transport was a bicycle. Ladismith was a twenty minute ride away whilst 

Zoar-Amalienstein was around one hour away. Considering the bulk of my research 

was conducted in the height of summer, where temperatures regularly approach 40 

degrees Celsius, physical fatigue played a part in limiting how much research was 

possible, though I certainly did push my mental and physical abilities to their limits. 

However, travelling by bike did afford my research benefits it two ways. Firstly, 

through being constantly immersed in the environment, through working my way up 

and down the topography of the Kannaland landscape, I obtained a good feel for its 

ways, its smells, sounds, climate and wealth of insect life! Secondly, riding a bike as 

opposed to driving a car lessened the 'distance' between myself and my participants, 

both in terms of wealth and in a physical sense. On a bike you are outside, in the 

world, as opposed to a car where you are closed off and separate. People got to know 

me by my bike, sometimes calling for me to stop to talk. 

In 'following my nose' in searching for people that know in the general area, my 

attentions were spread over quite a wide geographical area. This limited my deep 

immersion in the daily round of peoples' lives, and in part meant that only on a small 

number of occasions did I actually witness medicine being taken or given. This meant 

that to a large degree I had to rely on peoples' words that medicines were actually in 

use rather than perhaps being something that was used in the past. However, several 

strands of circumstantial evidence convinced me that in the majority of cases peoples' 

actions were in accord with their words; 

1. Many people had stores of medicines - dried plant material, and growing 

plants in their homes and gardens. Often I would see these in the process of 

being prepared e.g. being steeped in water. 

2. Head nurses at the Ladismith clinic told me that at the end of each month they 

collect a large amount of unused western medicines from people who would 

rather use bossies. 
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3. People often spoke of the taste of different medicines, suggesting that they had 

experience of using them. 

4. Rather than speaking in general terms about different medicines, I recorded 

and heard many accounts of specific instances when bossies had been 

especially effective in a treatment, often where western medicine had not 

been. Further, these treatments were on-going, not just made use of sometime 

in the past, but used contingently in the time I was in 'the field' - though not 

whilst I was in the immediate vicinity and able to witness the cure. 

In some cases it is likely that in fact action did not accord with words. For example, 

some of those people who told me they use aalwyn (Aloe ferox) to treat a bad 

stomach, would actually use a store-bought remedy when they had a bad stomach. 

However I would still contend that how people felt and thought about the different 

kinds of medicine is significant and entirely relevant for the arguments advanced 

below. I also believe that my 'spread-out' ethnography did give me a good 'feel' for a 

wider attitude to plants in the area under consideration. Nevertheless, I do recognise 

that given the limitations of time and the use of interviews, this thesis does derive 

most of its information from 'second hand' sources, in the form of verbal accounts 

and narratives. Anthropologists have long recognised that people don't necessarily do 

what they say they do and as such this work is offered as an introductory study - it is 

far from definitive. In addition to these issues, even within my small sample, there 

were sometimes pronounced differences of opinion about, for example, the names of 

different plants and their uses, or about the existence or non-existence of 'ghosts', and 

other kinds of 'nature spirits' . 

A cautionary note concerning 'indigenous knowledge' 

It is my concern throughout this thesis that an understanding of ideas around bossies 

can only come out of an understanding of the contemporary social reality of 

Kannaland. That means avoiding fixing knowledge in a mythical, imagined past and 

placing it firmly in the now. The 'culture' of Kannaland is a mix of many influences, 

and whilst many people will no doubt have many ancestors who have pre-colonialist 
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ongms, the entrenchment of European ways of life, language, of everything that 

might be tenned 'culture', go back a number of generations (Heese 1998; Green, 

1955). 

Along with a European mode of work and living came a European system of belief 

and education. Christianity has deep roots in the area with Missionary activity at Zoar 

beginning in 1817 through the work of the South African Missionary Society, and 

from 1837-8 by the Lutheran Berlin Missionary Society (Du Plessis 1965, p97). A 

Dutch Refonned Church was founded in Ladismith in 1851 and the first church at 

Amalienstein (around which the present town developed), was founded in 1853 (Steyl 

2000, Potgieter 1972). Today there is no physical space between where houses of 

Zoar end and those of Amalienstein begin, though people locally often refer to each as 

separate towns. 

There are presently Anglican, Uniting Refonn Church (fonnerly Calvinist) and 

Lutheran churches, all of which act as socially important focal points for many people 

- Sunday morning sees many people out in their best clothes on their way to church. 

Unfortunately I was never invited to go to a service and not wanting to intrude on 

peoples' lives beyond what was acceptable to them, I remain in the dark as to the 

specific social dynamics and teachings which obtain in this important space. 

The church also plays an important role in education in general, with all the primary 

schools in the area having or having had strong links to the church. In Zoar there are 

two church primary schools - one of the United Refonn Church, the other of the 

Anglican church; in Amalienstein there is one Lutheran primary school. There is one 

primary school in Ladismith, which was previously run by the Lutheran church. There 

are also several smaller schools in outlying areas, all of which are church schools, 

either Lutheran or United Refonn Church. 

It is of little surprise, then, that a belief in, and a relationship to, a Christian God were 

important to all those I spoke to about medicines and was certainly one of the most 

consistent elements in peoples' ideas around bossies. However, how people 

negotiated this relationship to God, in relation to the use and giving of bossies, did 

change from individual to individual. This is discussed further discussed below. 
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Thus it is important to remember that knowledge, ideas, and concepts - all of which 

are relevant to peoples' understanding of bossiesmedisyne, come from many sources, 

and have a history as complex as the people who hold that knowledge. 76.8% of 

people in Ladismith, and 82.5% in Zoar have had at least a primary school education 

with a nationally recognised curriculum (Kannaland Municipality 2002). Literacy is 

therefore relatively high in the area and the reading of books, newspapers, and 

magazines also plays an important part in shaping peoples' understanding of the 

world. Most of the people I spoke to owned televisions and radios and were regular 

consumers of these popular media. A small ethnographic example will serve to 

illustrate the importance of not overlooking these kinds of influences on even the 

most seemingly so-called 'traditional' person, and his or her 'traditional' knowledge. 

Television and the bushman 

At the time of this conversation I had got to know aunty Doris quite well and I knew 

she was very knowledgeable about plants, and had resided in her house, outside of 

Zoar, for all of her seventy-plus years (though she had been employed as a domestic 

worker in Cape Town for some years). We got to talking about a particular fern 

(Nephrolepis exaltata) that she kept in her garden, and its use as a medicine; 

something she said was learnt from the bushmen - a fact which, if I'm honest, piqued 

this anthropologist's interest: 

Doris: now this is a fern and you break the leaves and you break it apart 
and you make medicine from it. 

Doris: ja we use this for rheumatism and arthritis 

Josh: where did you hear that the bushmen use that? 

Doris: I saw it on the TV. On TV they show you everything, if you watch 
it. It shows you they were the first people. 

Thus my naIve wish to trace a chain of plant knowledge into a hunter-gatherer past 

was put into sharp question. As it turned out, a person that the aunty classified as a 

bushman, had, in reality, lived nearby when she was a young girl, and he had, in fact, 
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taught her about other medicines. In both cases (the TV and the person of the 

bushman), Doris considered the knowledge valuable because it had come from the 

bushmen, whom she knew to be baie slim (very clever), and indeed the fern was, in 

her experience, an effective remedy for rheumatism and arthritis. The route by which 

the knowledge came to her, was, however, very different in each case. 

One of the characteristic features of many peoples' lives is of shifting labour - of 

moving from fann to fann or town to town in the Western Cape, and further afield, 

searching for work. Further, many people have regular contact with the closest 

metropolis, Cape Town, through relatives that live and work there, or through having 

spent time there themselves. Thus knowledge and ideas around medicinal plants 

which currently have a home in the area under discussion, often have had origins 

elsewhere, and have been in tum shaped through the unique set of relations which 

obtain in Kannaland. 

All of the above serves, in this context at least, to expose the fallacy of speaking about 

'Local Knowledge Systems'. There was no one local knowledge system to identify 

and detail, but rather a panopoly of different knowledge sources which each person 

made use of and interpreted in their own way, according to their own preferences and 

background of life experience. 

On the other hand, this is not to suggest that the use of plant medicines, and even the 

use of the exact same plant species for the exact same illnesses, does not have a very 

old heritage. In 1731, Peter Kolb wrote of the Cape Khoisan people that among other 

things, they used aloe2 juice, and fennel as medicines; both of which people use in 

Kannaland in 2006-7 (Deacon et al 2004, p 57). In both the early 18th century and 

early 21 5t century contexts, a few drops of aloe\ likely to be Aloe ferox) juice are used 

to treat a 'foul stomach' (Kolb 1731). From before the time of white settlement, 

people would have relied on their natural surroundings to heal themselves and 

incoming Europeans would have been obliged to learn from those who had lived in 

that environment for many generations (Deacon et al 2004). The reasons for the 

2 It should be noted, however, that Kolb does not mention to which specific species of aloe he is 
referring. 
3 In the contemporary context at least. 
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continuation of this knowledge are many, including; the undoubted efficacy of 

bossiesmedisyne; the fact that the knowledge is primarily based on locally growing 

plants; the scarce availability of western medicine for much of the modem period; 

power relations between rich and poor, and the spiritual potency of natural medicines. 

People often spoke of illness being caused by 'vuilwinde' (dirty winds). These are 

connected to the ghosts of dead people and of the machinations of malevolent persons 

- often referred to as toordoktors (,witchdoctors') - with knowledge of the 'bad' side 

of bossiemedisyne. Recently, Chris Low (2007a) has identified the connections 

between winds, ghosts, and illness as a pan-Khoisan phenomena stretching in space 

and time from contemporary !Kung people on the northern reaches of the 

Namibia/Botswana border to 19th century /Xam people from central Northern Cape, 

South Africa (Low 2007a). 

Aunty Doris' speciality is in treating babies, and pregnant or recently post partum 

women. Connecting her with a widespread Khoisan tradition, she uses oils to massage 

foetuses into the proper position in the womb. After birth she uses a similar method to 

work the internal organs back into their proper place, and to work out the sickness 

inducing wind that can enter a woman after childbirth. Since wind can enter the baby 

through the mother's milk, Doris is also able to work on the child to work this out of 

the body. Exhibiting a similar understanding, Simon said that illness was caused by 

having one's internal organs out of place. For this reason, he said, women need to rest 

after childbirth, and drink infusions of Kooigoed (in this instance Helichrysum 

pandurifolium) both to 'clean them out' and help the organs get back into the right 

place. According to Low the use of massage to reorient the internal organs has long 

been a central (though ethnographically overlooked) aspect of Khoisan healing 

traditions (Low 2007b). 

For many in contemporary Kannaland, the healing potential in bossies is self-evident 

in their 'lekker ruik' (great smell). Similarly, a medicine's taste is held to be indicative 

of its healing power. For example, the intensely bitter taste of bitterpatat (Kestrostis 

nana) indicates its ability to clean illness out of the body. Low argues that the idea of 

a plant's healing efficacy being connected to its smell is likewise a widely held 

Khoisan understanding (Low 2007). 
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Whilst I would hesitate to give anyone a label they themselves do not adhere to, I 

think Low's work does suggest that at least some ideas around bossies do have roots 

which predate any currently living person - and possibly European settlement. Some 

caution is needed on the point about smell, however, since according to Mills (1991), 

the connection between smell and taste and healing effect is actually a widespread 

understanding in herbal medicine world wide. 

Ethical concerns 

Local and indigenous intellectual property rights, and especially those pertaining to 

plant medicines have become an extremely contentious issue in recent years (Posey et 

al 1999). In the past the interaction between researchers and local knowledge of plant 

medicines has often been one-sided and exploitative. In some cases researchers and 

companies have made a handsome profit from 'new' plant remedies learnt from elders, 

with little or no compensation or acknowledgement for indigenous people. The 

controversial case of the appetite-suppressing hoodia plant would be good a case in 

point (Mingle 2003). Partly as a result of this, various resolutions and laws have been 

passed to protect indigenous intellectual property rights. The South African IKS 

policy stresses peoples' rights to their own knowledge and one of my principle 

concerns is that this thesis does not disseminate information which may be used by 

others for their personal gain. To this end, I have refrained from publishing the 

common names, species names, and photographs of plants which are not already 

found in the existing literature on South African plant medicines. 

More generally, I maintain that it is important for the academic researcher to maintain 

a good perspective on the importance of his or her investigatory efforts. Academic 

work, and in particular anthropological work, should always put the interests of the 

'researched' first. Ultimately this work is presented in the form that it is in order to 

satisfy an academic standard, to prove that I am able to produce work which meets 

certain requirements of critical and analytical research, thought and writing. However, 

for the present author, what is paramount is that in achieving this (essentially selfish) 

end, I do not in any way harm those who have made this work possible. Most of the 

people I spoke had no need of a university-educated foreign researcher to tell them the 

validity and worth of their own knowledge. However, I was told on several occasions 
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that it was good that I was taking an interest and writing down this knowledge 

because it was perceived that the young generation would let it die with their 

grandparents and parents. 

In all my work I was bound by the University of Cape Town's codes of conduct and 

ethics for researchers involving human subjects, and the ethical guidelines set out by 

the professional association Anthropology Southern Africa (ASA, 2005). In relation 

to these, I recognise that the rights (including the right to remain anonymous) of 

research subjects are paramount. As mentioned, I endeavoured to come to know my 

participants as people in the same way I get to know any human being, and as such it 

is necessary that my responsibilities to research participants have extended in time 

and space beyond the research period. I informed research participants of the research 

being undertaken, ensured that they gave their consent before any research took place, 

and informed them of what would happen to the information they provided me with. I 

have undertaken to fully recognise the vulnerability of research participants and have 

not printed any information which may impinge on their rights, or endanger them in 

any way. I have also employed the use of pseudonyms to protect the identity of those 

I worked with in order that nothing printed here can be used against them. 

In focusing my research on a few key individuals, I believe I did alienate some of the 

people I did not speak to, which in tum lead to feelings of jealousy. Toward the end of 

my initial stay, local gossip in Ladismith decided that I was selling marijuana to 

people in Nissenville (the name for the township side of Ladismith), which lead to me 

being heavy-handedly, without warning nor prior explanation, apprehended by local 

police officers outside of the local Spa supermarket. After thoroughly searching me, 

they allowed me to go, without raising charges against me. However, peoples' 

perception of me certainly was affected through my association with the police - with 

some people then assuming that I was a drug dealer. I feel that had I had a better 

command of Afrikaans, been able to speak to many more people, and made the aim of 

my presence better understood by more people, I could have avoided this incident, 

and the ill-will that I feel went along with it. 

The question of sharing work with participants is a complex one. For one thing, this 

dissertation is written in English and as mentioned this was a language not fully 
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understood by the majority of people I worked with. Secondly, whilst most people 

could read and write, the style of writing required by the academic institutions renders 

our work largely unintelligible to all but the most specialised reader. Even then, full 

comprehension is sometimes not a given, as many a reader of Levi-Straussian or 

Foucauldian analysis will be aware. That said, the mere act of sharing the physical 

end product of my research means something to people - it is a sense that what has 

been shared is not simply taken away and locked in an ivory tower somewhere in 

Kaapstad (Cape Town). 

Finally, any amount of time spent in the field will only ever enable the anthropologist 

to present and understand a very small part of the human reality he or she engages 

with, and this is even more true in the short-term research period possible and 

required by the present academic work and hoped-for qualification. 

Also, I recogmse something quite precoclOUS In a 26 year old English-speaking 

student believing that he can come to really understand something in a couple of 

months that which some people had been learning for many years; in some cases for a 

much longer time than I have been alive. In response to my over-eagerness to know 

everything concerning bossies, oom Piet once told me that 'you are still young, don't 

try to know everything all at once or you'll overload your brain and give yourself a 

headache. Have patience.' In recognition of those words of wisdom and in line with 

my intention to produce something which is worthy of the time, effort, and openness 

afforded me by those I spoke to, I believe it would be ethically questionable for me to 

pretend that what is presented here is anything more than a very small glimpse at the 

daily experience of people, plants and landscape in Kannaland. 
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Chapter 3: Bossiesmedisyne as antidote to the conditions of 

contemporary life 

As is discussed widely in the literature, the legal and physical segregation and control 

of the South African population along perceived racial lines, and the exploitation of 

non-white labour has been a long standing and central feature of South Africa's 

colonial history and capitalist economic development (e.g. Thompson 2001; Simons 

1969; Feinstein 2005). The research area is no exception to this. 

Archaeological remains in the area - including 'bushman' rock paintings with images 

(such as men carrying bows and arrows and spears) suggesting a hunting lifestyle -

attest to the existence of Khoisan prior to white settlement. According to Steyl (2001) 

settlement at Zoar began early in the 19th century when four or five Khoi families set 

up a kraal near to Jacobus River. Soon more families arrived; and a religious farmer, 

Petrus Johannes Joubert with a mind to Christianize the Khoi, set up the first mission 

at Zoar in 1817. 

Jean Comorroff (1993) writes on how the early missionaries in South Africa - often 

inadvertently - created 'native' subjects well suited to work and trade in the cash

based capitalist economies of the colonial forces. Whilst English-language historical 

sources concerning the specific local context are thin, the attitude of Reinhold 

Gregowski, the first Berlin Missionary Society (BMS) missionary to work at Zoar, 

suggests that Zoar was no different. Heese writes that; 

[In 1838] Gregowski described the inhabitants [of Zoar] as a mixture of 
KhoiKhoi and Basters (ein gemisch von hottentotten und bastard en) who 
all understood Dutch perfectly well. They have already progressed 
culturally and the majority of them are employed at the neighbouring 
farms (umwohnende Bauern) [sic]. A few were artisans while others 
owned ox wagons and plows ... The missionary further commented that the 
inhabitants lived in neat clay huts which resembled the little houses found 
in east Prussia between the villages of Willenberg and Stuhm (1998 :207). 

It is clear that Gregorowski considered it important that the 'KhoiKhoi' and 

'Basters', live in the proper European way, in 'neat clay huts'. Comaroff and 
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Comaroff (1997) have argued that, unlike French and English missionaries, who 

believed in a universalized civilization, the German missionaries believed that social 

cohesion lay in people living according to their own kultur, as a distinct valko This 

meant that they were more accepting of local belief and practice. Nevertheless, Heese 

also writes that the German missionaries believed in the value of hard work and 

prided themselves on the fact that 'their flock was sought as labourers by farmers and 

other business people because they were outstanding workers; they worked hard, were 

reliable, did not drink and did not steal' (1998:207). Further, Gregorowski's 

successor, Theodor Radloff, considered the Khoisan to be 'like weak or small 

children ... that.. . always needed guidance or supervision' (Heese 1998:207). 

Likely forced off of their lands by the incursions of white settlers in the 18th century, 

the majority of those pastoralists/hunters at Zoar were induced to change their life 

processes; to accept European norms of language, work, spiritual practice, and 

organisation of inhabited space (Penn, 1986). 

Today, those of mixed Khoisan, African and South-East Asian slave and European 

settler descent make up around 80% of the overall population of Kannaland 

(Kannaland Municipality 2002, Heese 1998); and the exploitation of their labour is 

ongoing - the primary employment for coloured people in the area being centred 

around agricultural production of some kind. As is mentioned above, it is with this 

rural proletariat that the knowledge of bassiesmedisyne is primarily associated. 

The Ladismith area produces about half of South Africa's apricots, though grapes and 

plums are also common. The other main employers in the area are two large dairies in 

Ladismith, and the Ladismith Co-operative Winery and Distillery. Long, hard days in 

the fields or on the factory floor are rewarded with low pay (WESGRO 2000). As 

well as being physically demanding, often done under a hot Karoo sun, farm work 

carries with it various health risks including the spray insecticides used by many local 

farmers (London 2003). According to a 2002 Integrated Development Plan! (report), 

1 These percentages should be taken as approximate figures since they are not based on evidence from 
each and every individual, but on a sample of population. They are also based on data which is five or 
six years old. 
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of those who are employed in Ladismith, 60.6% earn less than RI500 a month, whilst 

the figure for Zoar-Amalienstein is 58.3%. 

WESGRO, which describes itself as 'an independent agency by Provincial Law to 

promote investment in and trade with the Western Cape and to identify, analyse, 

publicise and market investment and trade opportunities in the Western Cape 

economy', advertises Ladismith and surrounds partly on the basis that: 'the labour 

force is stable and reliable' - reminiscent of the feelings of 19th century missionaries 

concerning the suitability of their 'flock' for work in the developing cash-based 

capitalist economy. 

Even with this industry, unemployment is high. Only 56.9% of those aged between 

15-60 years in Ladismith are economically active, whilst the figure for Zoar

Amalienstein is even lower at 48.5% (Kannaland Municipality 2002). Given that fann 

work is very often seasonal in nature, unemployment rates for much of the year are 

probably significantly higher, an argument made on their website by local 

development agency LANOK (LANOK, no date). People do have their own sources 

of income and nourishment; some people in Ladismith keep their own pigs for sale 

and eating, whilst many people grow some of their fruit and vegetables in their 

gardens; in Zoar-Amalienstein, where everyone has access to some land, many people 

grow their own fruit and vegetables, and keep animals including donkeys, cows, and 

goats. 

Of course, each and every individual and family has differing access to wealth and 

resources depending on their social and economic network, and some people have 

better-paid occupations than others. There is also a significant population who might 

be characterised as a coloured middle-class. However, I would still contend that for 

the majority of the population, who comprise the rural proletariat, getting by day-to

day is difficult. Most people do have access to a solid roof over their heads, either in 

older labourer cottages, in Zoar, and the Hoeko valley, or in government-sponsored 

housing in Ladismith and Amalienstein. However, many people complained that these 

modem houses offer very little insulation, being extremely hot in the summer and 

freezing cold in the winter. Further, the roofs were liable to leak in a downpour. 

Conditions are also cramped, with a number of friends and relatives often living in the 
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same room. Also, some people have friends and relatives living III home-made 

shelters in their gardens. 

Despite the official ending of Apartheid in 1994, the organisation of the population 

according to the colour of their skin is still very apparent in Kannaland. Walking 

around the area today the distinctions between where white and non-white people 

live, and the jobs they do, are clear. In Ladismith, the divide between the white side 

and the coloured side of town is definitively marked by a cross-cutting road; the 

quality and size of homes on the white side in the vast majority of cases being clearly 

bigger and of a higher quality than those on the coloured side. In the rural areas and 

on farms, the homes of labourers are clearly much smaller and in worse condition 

than those of farm owners. Very rarely do you see a white person in the coloured part 

of town, and interaction between the 'races', outside of work, is rare. 

This division and inequality was powerfully brought home every time a man twice my 

age would refer to me as 'meneer' (sir), simply because of the colour of my skin. 

Different individuals would employ these terms in different ways. Some were 

speaking with the weight of a subservient history, others used the term sarcastically as 

a kind of insult and/or to endear themselves to me, in order that I might give them 

money or cigarettes. It is interesting to note that not one of those people who were 

knowledgeable about plants once referred to me in these terms - I was always just 

Josh or 'Joss'. I suggest that at least in part this was because they knew something 

that I was interested in, they had pride in themselves because of this knowledge, and 

consequently it was 1 who approached them from the weaker position. 

Alcohol 

Up until recent living memory, the notorious 'dop' system was in operation in the 

area. This was a method of oppression whereby payment in alcohol was used by 

farmers to control and keep their labour-force, as well as to get rid of their surplus 

product. The bodies of labourers were literally physically dependent on the alcohol 

their bosses provided. Partly because of this system alcohol abuse is a serious problem 

in the area, as it is in the lives of many poor rural South Africans (London 2003). My 

efforts at research in the Hoeko Valley were made very difficult by the effects of 
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alcohol, with many people remammg drunk for entire weekends, which meant 

disinterest in discussing bossies and the missing of arranged meetings. Alcoholism is 

so much a part of life there that sections of the valley are often referred to by locals as 

'Spirit Hoeko'. 

According the Hans Heese, alcohol abuse has deep roots in the area; Reihold 

Gregowski reported alcohol as being a serious social problem as early as 1838 (Heese 

1998). As well as the direct effect of (especially cheap, low-quality) alcohol on the 

internal organs and the body in general, alcohol brings with it a whole range of related 

health issues. Injuries through fighting and drunk-driving are common, as are 

unwanted teenage pregnancies and the spread of sexually transmitted infections 

(STIs). Nurses at the Ladismith clinic told me that the high rate of STIs is also related 

to prostitution in the area. According to one local allopathic doctor who had been 

working in the area for 28 years, HIV infection rates could be as high as 20%, though 

there are no definitive statistics for this. He also believed that living conditions, diet 

and alcohol are directly linked to some of the area's most widespread health issues -

including hypertension, TB, and diabetes. 

Bossiesmedisyne as antidote 

For those I spoke to in the area, the poverty, exploitative employment, unemployment, 

alcoholism, and illness which they see in their own lives and in those of their friends, 

neighbours, and relatives, are issues over which they have very little to no power to 

control or influence. However, by knowing how to use bossiesmedisyne, people are 

afforded some control over how they respond to and live with these circumstances; 

they are a means for people to maintain themselves in strong bodily health through 

their own techniques and knowledge. 

One Sunday morning I had organised to go walking and looking for medicines in a 

local kloof with oom David. David had been working until three o'clock in the 

morning as a volunteer policeman - dealing mostly with the alcohol-fuelled petty 

violence and squabbling of a typical Saturday night. At eight o'clock in the morning 

he was completely exhausted and had a sore throat, indicating to him that he had a 

cold coming on. He still wanted to go for a walk with me, however, and we made a 
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successful trip to find dassiepis, during which David displayed his considerable 

abilities in reading the landscape. He was proud of his ability to remember ecological 

details given to him by an old man more than 15 years ago concerning the various 

places he could find the medicine, as well as his physical capability at the age of 65 to 

outpace a 26 year old anthropologist up and down the side of a hill (giving his wife a 

vivid account of this episode when we returned to his house!). 

The day became one long conversation in which David told me of the difficulty of 

making ends meet, fixing the holes in his leaking roof, and of supporting his various 

children and grandchildren with his meagre pension. 'Life is very hard', he said, 

telling me that the one thing which keeps him going, keeps him happy and healthy is 

the love and the works of God - the natural beauty of the world, the mountains and 

ravines, and the medicines to be found there. Once we had returned to his house, 

David brought out some of his stores of dried medicines (including klipdagga 

[Leonotis leonitis]) and combined them with some of the dassiepis collected that day. 

He said that before falling into his bed, he would ask his wife to cook up this 

medicinal brew. He said that if he waited for this to 'draw' and cool down, and then 

drank it immediately before his rest, he would wake up fit and healthy, cured of his 

sore throat and impending illness. A very similar sentiment - clearly articulating the 

embodied feeling of getting sick from overwork - was expressed by Simon: 

It's a natural thing that's built into us - you're not a machine, and when you 
work, your muscles work and your brain works and they get tired, 
everything works together. At the end of the day you can't just keep 
pushing your body that way - someway, somewhere something must give 
in. If you keep pushing yourself, you're putting great compression behind 
yourself you're forcing yourself to carryon; eventually something snaps 
and then you start feeling 'oh I've got a pain there, and pain there, my 
head hurts', because your busy thinking this way and thinking that way 
and especially if you have a job where you have to take in a lot into your 
eyes - if your looking this way and that way and your eyes are busy all 
day you can feel them start to bum your head's not too good, and the pain 
starts. You start feeling down, and tired and listless and this side is sore 
and this side is sore and then you have to take some medicine and relax. 

Similarly, though David's financial worries and the stresses of the previous night had 

left him exhausted and falling sick, he was able to rely on his ability to find and 

prepare medicines to vitalize his body and return to his usual state of good health. 
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Like many others I spoke to, David felt that the bossies he knew and used were his -

his own knowledge which enabled him to negotiate his circumstances. This feeling of 

belief in, trust of, and ownership of kruie I believe can be related to two key, 

interconnected, regularly evoked tropes concerning the healing efficacy of 

bossiesmedisyne: (1) the fundamentally social nature of the knowledge and the 

medicines themselves, and (2) the physical substance and origins of plants which are 

of and from 'nature', and ultimately from God. 

The concept of 'nature' 

Before continuing the chapter, it will be necessary to briefly discuss the problematic 

term 'nature'. Questions of the relationship between nature and culture run to the core 

of the anthropological project. For many years, the traditional anthropological 

approach was to treat culture as a subjective, socially constructed reality of meaning 

quite separate to the objective reality of nature as it really is, accessible directly only 

through the analytical lens of western natural science. The problems inherent in this 

perspective are myriad, and have been critiqued by many authors. In particular, Ingold 

(2000) argues that it renders fundamentally untrue all accounts of the world not based 

in the techniques of the natural sciences. Latour (2004) argues that it grants 

institutional, laboratory Science (the capital'S' being intentional) and those that wield 

it great power, whilst rendering everyone else powerless. 

These complex issues are unresolved and it is certainly not my intention to attempt to 

resolve them here. However, I believe it is important to recognise that in referring to 

'nature' I do not mean to imply a singular, universalised, unified, objective nature 

separated from the human sphere of social relations, which can be understood purely 

through the laws of the natural sciences. Whilst the scientific ideal of the objective 

observation of objective nature is undoubtedly a hugely powerful tool, it is not the 

only access to truth. As various authors, including Ingold (e.g. 2000: 13-60) and 

Viveiros de Castro (1998) have shown, and Latour (2004) has argued, many of the 

world's so-called traditional peoples do not in fact make a rigid distinction between 

the human socio-cultural world and the natural world. From this perspective, persons 

are not necessarily human beings and the realm of social relations and a concomitant 

morality can include include animals, plants, spirits, and even stones. 
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In the specific local context, people understood nature to be that which is given by 

God - mountains, rivers, and things that grow, as opposed to the man-made world of 

houses, farms, and roads. As the creation of a conscious being, people took care in 

their actions with and intentions towards certain aspects of the natural world. In 

particular, many people felt that using medicines for what they were intended and 

giving them with a 'free heart' would draw God's favour and increase the healing 

power held in them. 

Nevertheless, some of those same people who spoke of the importance of using 

medicines in the proper way would in other situations down-play the divine 

consciousness behind nature and speak of it more as a 'thing' and act towards other 

aspects of it with less consideration for questions of morality. For example, oupa 

Johannes is a deeply religious man, very concerned that people use medicines for 

what they were intended, and that one should maintain a close and positive 

relationship to die Here (the Lord). Nevertheless, he had spent many years hunting 

various animals - including Leopard and Rooikat - both as a predator control service 

for farmers and in order to sell those animals' pelts, for what the oupa told me was a 

good amount of money. According to him, he had killed 'many many' of these 

animals. In this instance, for financial reasons, Johannes had approached those 

animals primarily as objects to be sold. However, it is also true that in recounting 

these actions to me, the oupa raised the question of whether this killing constituted a 

sin or not, suggesting that his own understanding is more nuanced and negotiable than 

a rigid distinction between subject and object might suggest. 

Sociality of Bossies 

As discussed more fully in chapter 4, all those I spoke to on the subject began 

learning about bossiesmedisyne from a young age, through being shown plants in the 

veld by knowledgeable relatives and friends and through observing those people 

preparing and using their own medicines. The medicines themselves, and the use and 

knowledge of them are, for many people, a part of everyday social living. To at least 

some extent, bossies form some kind of a part of almost everyone's life in the 

Ladismith-Zoar/Amalienstein area. No one I asked did not know what I meant by 

'bossiesmedisyne' . 
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A majority of gardens had at least one kind of medicinal plant growing in them -

often groenemara (Artimisia absinthum ) (for stomach complaints), or wynruit (Ruta 

graveolens) (for many different ailments including high blood pressure) (see 

appendix). When asked about these plants, people nearly always knew their names 

and what they could be used for, and in most cases acknowledged that they used them 

to medicate themselves. These plants are in many cases gifts - cuttings from a (often 

senior) relative. 

Further, most people knew a few specific plants and had used them at some point in 

their lives. Even those who said they didn't know any medicines at all would nod in 

recognition when I mentioned bakbos (Conyza ivaefolia), wilde als (Artimisia afra), 

dassiepis (see appendix), or some ofthe other widely known and used medicines. 

One particularly hot day, I stopped cycling for a rest on a bridge over a small river 

and got chatting to some young boys who were playing there - taking a break from 

bringing one of their father's cows from the field. I asked them if they knew anything 

of plant medicines. They laughed and said 'no, nothing, that's old peoples' things'. 

As I looked to the river I noticed that there was a large stand of bakbos on the bank. 

'Do you know those?' I asked. 

'Of course I know that, that's bakbos!' the older one (13 years old) replied. 

On another occasion, I was out walking in Sevenweekspoort (a large ravine near to 

Zoar) with two very knowledgeable men, who decided that I should be introduced to 

the plant medicine kooigoed (on this occasion Chrysanthemoides monilifera subsp. 

Subcanescens see appendix). It was proving very difficult to find, so as we passed a 

group of men working on the road, my guides asked them whether they had seen any 

of the medicine nearby. One of them had, and 'Spring-hare' enthusiastically showed 

us where he had found some the other day. 

Often, as I hung out in public spaces such as outside Spar, or one of the local cafes, I 

would regularly hear people recommending different plants to one another for various 

kinds of illness. What is important to note at this point is that bossies are part of an 

ongoing (if possibly diminishing, and certainly changing) oral tradition - a kind of 
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'continual conversation', in which many people take part. For the most part, then, it is 

knowledge learnt from and shared amongst friends and relatives. Nevertheless, for 

some people, there are certain areas of knowledge - especially the more esoteric 

aspects - concerning bossies which they were unwilling to share with others. For 

example, Johannes felt that if he shared all his knowledge with me, his own ability to 

heal would be diminished. 

Whilst a general knowledge of bossies and this or that remedy is something held by 

the wider population, there are those who are known to be especially knowledgeable. 

Often older men or women, it is also common for these people to have had a relative -

perhaps their mother or father - who were similarly knowledgeable and who taught 

them about and also 'grew them up' with bossies. Though not exactly the formalised 

and professionalised bossiesdokters (plant medicine doctors) as found in other parts of 

the country (e.g. as described by Kruger 2006), people will go and see them if they 

are sick, as a supplement or alternative to medical treatment obtained from local 

western doctors and nurses. It was on these types of people that my research focused. 

For all of those I spoke to who knew about kruie, being a person who is 'strong' and 

healthy because of using bossies is something of which they are proud, and is a part of 

their identity - part of the way by which they know themselves and others know them 

- as is their socially recognised position as people with knowledge. I would argue that 

this pride and feeling of strength is part of the wellness people experience as deriving 

from bossiesmedisyne. 

Medicines from the Father. 

Whilst most of the land around Ladismith and surrounds is owned by farmers, many 

people do make journeys into the veld around their homes to collect medicines. 

Further, there is a substantial amount of uncultivated veld around Zoar-Amalienstein 

to which residents of that town have rights of access. People often spoke of the ease 

of walking into the veld to pick medicines in comparison with having to wait in 

queues for pills at the clinic. At least one local allopathic doctor confirmed that many 

of his older patients gave this as one reason why they prefer bossies over pills. 

Viewed as freely accessible gifts from God, people consider medicines to be 'theirs' -
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they do not have to give over any of their money in order to access their healing 

power. Dom Simon told me that: 

If a person looks back, and if you look back at what the Creator did, the 
Creator is the Father, for me that is the one reason why there is medicine 
in the veld, so people can be made well. That's actually the purpose, that's 
why medicine is. So you can doctor yourself, and that's what the Father 
thought well to plant that medicine there so that you can use it, and not 
abuse it - so that you can use it for a certain purpose. The purpose for 
which it's needed, that's actually the thing that I've thought about. 

Note how the uncle emphasises using plant medicines, for the specific purposes for 

which they were created. A sentient creator put bossiesmedisyne in the world to fulfil 

a particular human need i.e. so that people could 'medicine' themselves and others -

to heal or remedy particular maladies, and to maintain a positive state of well-ness. 

Doris, Johannes and Simon all believed that their abilities to heal were themselves 

also gifts from God; given in order that that they could heal themselves and others. 

For many people, receiving cash payment for that which is given by God for free was 

not a morally neutral question. 

Aunty Doris said she never asked money for plants she had picked for free. She did 

charge a small fee for massaging - though only enough, she said, to cover the cost of 

buying the oils necessary for her work. Johannes told me that his mother had told him 

never to ask payment for healing people. He wasn't quite sure why, though he was 

sure that medicines given with a 'free heart' would align the giver of medicine with 

the will of the Father. This, he felt, would bring giver and receiver 'luck' and increase 

the likelihood of a cure being effected. Piet said he never asked money for bossies 

and explained that even if he was engaged in watching his favourite team playing 

rugby on the TV, he would not hesitate to run far into the veld should someone be in 

need of medicine - in this way 'putting his weight' into the medicine, increasing its 

healing potential. 

Piet considered bossies to be one way in which people without much can help each 

other in times of difficulty, and it could be said that bossies form part of the daily 

round of gift and counter-gift which Bourdieu discusses as 'the little gifts that keep 
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friendship going' (1977: 12). The work of Chris Low again suggests connections 

between Kannaland and wider 'Khoisan' practice. He writes that: 

Within many Khoisan communities there are people who have the [God 
given] gift to treat perhaps one or two well-known illnesses by massage. 
Most of these people only massage those within their family or local 
social network, and do so with no expectation of payment. If people come 
to them from beyond their immediate family and friends, it is deemed 
'traditional' for the recipient to provide a small gift in return for the 
treatment, although this is not necessarily stipulated nor always received 
(2007b:796). 

In the local context, it is likely that receIvmg medicines would bestow certain 

obligations of action on the receiver i.e. the medicine would be repaid in other means 

beside cash payment. For example, oupa Johannes said that for him, giving medicines 

to those who treated him without respect, to those 'without manners' took his mind 

'away from medicine', and he did not like to do this. Because of my limited 

immersion in the daily round of activities and the length of research, however, my 

insight into this question remains partial. In sum, for the majority of people I spoke 

with, their experience of bossies has been of gifts, as manifestations of goodwill 

from friends, relatives and God. The healing people experience through using bossies 

relates to their relationship to these people, to God, and the intention behind each act 

of giving. This is especially significant in an often tense social living environment in 

which many people regularly expressed mistrust of their neighbours. 

Of course, it is important to remember that this should not be seen as a generalised 

reciprocity amongst a unified mass of 'the poor'. Most people would only be giving 

medicines to friends and relatives. In fact, Johannes explicitly told me that he only 

gave medicines to people he knew. Also for some, mistrust influences who they will 

help as much as the spirit of selfless giving. For example, oom Simon told me that he 

did not grow medicines in his garden because people would simply come by and steal 

all of them, leaving him with none. Further, I heard many stories about people who 

charge what were considered to be extortionate amounts of money for medicines. 

Whether these accusations were accurate or more a way of expressing prejudice 

against 'Rastas' or 'Xhosas' is unclear. 
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Since the knowledge of bossies is experienced as that which comes from the older 

generations, because it is a creation of God and grows and is found in nature, it is also 

held to be representative of something old, and to predate many of the pollutions 

(both social and physical) experienced in contemporary life - including the 

inconsiderate behaviour and stealing objected to by Johannes and Simon, above. 

Of nature and chemicals 

Discussions centring around the healing power of bossies very often turned to issues 

concerning the pollution by artificial processes and chemicals of a wide variety of 

ingested substances including eggs, meat, honey, water, and medicines. People said 

that mountain water is nice-tasting, clean, and healthy. Piet told me that in the time 

of winter rainfall he would go especially to the full-flowing klowe (pI. kloof) just to 

drink the healthy water. Aunty Doris told me that washing and drinking in mountain 

water would make you clean 'throughout your body'. By contrast, water from the tap, 

which came from dams, was said to taste 'brackish', to be less healthy, and to be 

filled with chemikaliee (chemicals) put in there by 'officials'. David felt that whilst 

the doctors tell you these chemicals are harmless, they most certainly are not. In 

Johannes' words, running mountain water carries the 'spirit of God', whilst water 

from the tap does not. Here Piet compares honey from the veld with the store-bought 

kind: 

I can stay in the veld for three or four days. I will learn, I know exactly 
where is a honey nest that I can go to. It has all the beewerk from the 
bossies so it has all that energy [from the bossies' flowers] .. .it's pure, 
there's no chemicals, and those types of things .. .In the old days we always 
got honey from the veld, but no more. Say for example I give Josh some 
honey, it must be labelled and be processed - but us, our forefathers, 
would come here for pure honey, clean honey ... and they say to people 
that is pure honey - that's not pure honey, pure honey comes from the 
veld. It goes through machines and things, it's no longer pure honey (my 
emphasis). 

Similar ideas were commonly expressed when companng western medicine with 

bossies. Whilst many people recognised that a lot of the doctors' medicines actually 

had their origins in plants, they also felt that the artificial processes involved in 

turning them into powder or tablet form had made them necessarily less healing than 
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plants directly from the veld or garden (which in turn were seen to be less powerful 

than medicines collected directly from the veld). Pille have a dead thingness to their 

substance which is opposed by the living vitality of bossies, whose healing power 

came from nature, and ultimately from God. I suggest that this understanding of the 

effect of pills on the body is related to wider perceptions of the pollution of chemicals 

and artificial processes in food and water, and that in both cases these are linked to the 

ill-health people witness around them on a day-to-day basis. 

lohan furnished me with a particularly powerful analogy to express this feeling. In 

discussions around drug use in the area, he felt that bossies could be compared with 

dagga (Cannabis sativa) - an older, natural, more benign drug which some people, 

including the rastas could use to feel closer to God; whilst doctors pills could be 

compared with tik (methamphetamine); a newer, unnatural, chemical drug which was 

poison to the mind and body. 

Whilst this comparison is generally relevant with all bossiesmedisyne, it is especially 

relevant between swallowed pills and those bossies that are taken internally, usually 

in the form of tea, and are seen to cleanse the body - to werk die siekte uit (work the 

sickness out) of the body - such as bitterpatat (Kedrostis nana), aalwyn (Aloe jerox) , 

and kooigoed (Helichrysum pandurifolium and c.f. Chrysanthemoides species name 

withheld for intellectual property reasons). Thus, oom David told me that at the age of 

65 he is still able to go walking in the hills because he had used bossies all his life, 

whilst his younger brothers who had taken too many pille could barely walk down the 

street. Bossies had cleansed David's body and made him strong, whilst the pille had 

settled in his brothers' bodies and made them weak2
. 

Another common theme, concerning the substance of pills is that they work in such a 

way that you must keep on taking them for extended periods of time, requiring that 

you go back time and again to the doctor, making him rich. This was opposed to the 

function of bossies, which worked quickly and efficiently - suggesting the 

independence afforded by 'knowing your' bossies, and the dependence on 'hospital' 

2 Upon a short visit in November 2007 I was sad to hear that David's brother had in fact passed away 
within the last couple of months. 
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technology and medicine which is enforced if you do not. Here Aunty Doris and I 

discuss the origins of hospital medicine: 

Doris: Because you take that which the bushmen dig up ... And they take 
it, and they crush it, into a powder. And the brown man sits there, the 
white man also sits there - and he [the whiteman] says 'oh this helps 
for .... ' then they drink it, and then the hospital makes it. 

Josh: Oh and so the clinic medicine comes from the knowledge of the 
people? 

Doris: Ja, its people's knowledge. But now, they don't make it as strong 
as it was. But the good stuff, that they make those pills from, that is only 
for the people with money. High society people. they got the money ... but 
those other ones, that are a bit worse. They make the same pills but they 
are not as good as others - hospital pills. But its one sort - there is one 
kind but one is worse than the other. 

Josh: What has the worse one got? 

Doris: The worse ones help for the pain, and tomorrow you must take 
another pill. And I'm not a fan of pills. I go and get herbs on the hillside
I get ysterbos [Dondonaea angustifolia] , and all sorts of herbs, and I 
gather them together. Even rooiblomsalie [Stachys species, unidentified], 
I just take out of the garden, and put water on and let it draw and then 
drink it. (my emphasis). 

As opposed to the 'peoples" knowledge of bossies, the medical professional has since 

the beginning of South Africa's colonial history, been the preserve of a highly 

educated, wealthy, and almost exclusively white minority (Deacon et al 2004, Digby 

2006, van Rensburg 1992). It is likely that this is linked to the mistrust people have 

for doctors' medicine and their keenness to stick to their own knowledge - evidenced 

by the large stock of unused pills returned to Ladismith clinic nurses every month. In 

contrast, people feel they can be sure of bossies because both the knowledge of how 

to use them, and often the medicines themselves, come from friends and relatives. 

Further, herbs enabled previous generations of friends and relatives to be strong and 

healthy. A similar mistrust of biomedicine amongst older coloured people in the 

Western Cape is reported by Impey et al (1996). 

Many of those who know and use bossies felt that the ill-health and bad behaviour 

people perceive around them today is linked to a loss of the knowledge and ways of 
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what Piet, above, calls the 'forefathers'. Here Piet and Michael discuss the loss of 

the knowledge of bossies and young peoples' present state of health: 

Piet: la, you see, before they doesn't go to the doctor. They just go to the 
field if they feel sick and they get medicine from the bushes and then they 
drink it. You can see people live longer before. I know about an old lady, 
she was 122 years. She stays here in Zoar ... in the past people, there 
wasn't a doctor that you can go and talk to, then people had to use the 
bossies. But now there are doctors to go and see, they still use it all the 
time. I know lots of people that have money, they know that I know the 
medicines and they come and ask me get for me that type of medicine, or 
this type. 

Michael: look, you know I see that many of the kids that are born now are 
very sickly. Sick and dead, just like that. And you see the old people, 
when they die, they aren't sick, they stay healthy because they know 
[about bossies]. 

Michael and Piet make reference to a time before, when people were healthy, when 

people knew and were stronger than the young people of today. This 'strength' is a 

physical one, but also relates to a way of being. In the past, it was felt, people were 

more patient, and more willing to put time and effort into something to get a good 

result. As Piet put it, the young people of today are not interested in grinding their 

coffee, and filtering it, all they want is instant coffee, they want everything now. In 

relation to medicine, it was felt that young people would not put in the effort to learn 

about bossies, and how to collect and prepare them properly; they just want to pop a 

pill dished out to them at the clinic. This related to wider discussions about the moral 

corruption of people today in general. For David, bossies come from a time when 

people would help you out, just because it was the right thing to do. Nowadays, he 

said, people would ask for money even for the tiniest little favour. 

U sing and knowing about bossies is held to be a connection to times and people who 

were less corrupted, and stronger than those of today. They represent a time when 

people could maintain their own health, with their own knowledge, without needing to 

go to the doctor. Indeed it recalls a time when western medicine was less available 

and people had to learn about bossies in order to heal themselves. Whether this time is 

'real' or 'imagined', or both, is not of concern here. What is of concern is the 
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connection between bossies and something better. Through learning how to identify, 

find and use bossies people are literally embodying a potency associated with that 

time and with the strong and healthy people (perhaps older relatives) who inhabited it. 

Oupa Johannes expressed his feelings this way: 

He [Johannes' uncle] said 'ja nee, you are following in your mothers 
footsteps', that's why I know all this stuff. I am satisfied to God for the 
understanding he gave me, and I can also help other people. I can help my 
own people. Sometimes it happens like this - something suddenly 
happens - and you must go to hospital, but the ambulance takes so long to 
get there you're almost dead, when you could have helped yourself. I tell 
people to use their brains. So many people die of stupidity ... I didn't grow 
up on doctors' medicine - my mother raised me only on bush medicine, 
and I got to 82 years of age before I went to a doctor. 

Conclusion 

Various scholars have convincingly critiqued earlier anthropologists who assumed a 

strict dichotomy between 'modem' and 'traditional' worlds. In reality, they insist, this 

dualism is a construct of our own imagined modernity. All medical practice and 

knowledge is embedded in contemporary politico-social reality and changes with it. 

There has never have been a point when 'traditional' knowledge and practice was 

hermetically sealed off from 'modem' knowledge and practice. Rather, the different 

technologies which have arisen in the course of history have mutually influenced and 

borrowed from one another. It has been the dynamics of human social and political 

interaction and competition which have led to the branding and essentialising of 

certain technologies as 'modem' and others as 'traditional'(Latour, 1993; Nichter and 

Lock 2002). 

In light of this it is important to recognise that the division people identify between 

western medicine and bossies, and between that which grows and that which is made, 

is to a large extent a socially constructed concept. In practice many people make use 

of both bossies and pille, and both medicines from the veld and powders and tinctures 

bought from the local pharmacy. Johan, for example, was using pills from the doctor 

to treat T.B at the same time that he was going around asking older neighbours and 

relatives for a plant remedy for the same illness. For him, it would be preferential to 
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use a plant but until he found one which worked, he would keep on taking the 

doctor's medicine - which he recognised did work. Likewise, the idea that bossies is 

something from the past, something old, is also socially constructed since the form of 

knowledge and practice of herbs is of course integrally bound up with the 

contemporary social reality, and is continually shaped and influenced by it. 

Nevertheless, as Marsland has recently argued, it is precisely these dualisms which 

people make use of when relating to themselves and others the healing power of their 

medicine (2007). In conjunction with the undeniable ability of the physical substance 

of the medicines to effect cures and maintain wellness these conceptions play into 

peoples' experience and understanding of the Medisyne van die Vader. In brief, 

peoples' trust in kruie is intimately related to: 1) people feeling involved in the 

'continual conversation' concerning bossies; 2) the trust of those relatives and friends 

from whom medicines are received and learnt about; 3) their belief in the power and 

goodwill of the conscious creator who planted the medicines out in nature in the first 

place. 

I would suggest that in the latter two cases, the healing to be derived from medicines 

is related to the quality of peoples' relationship with these persons. In extreme cases, 

where there is a very bad relationship with someone, the medicine given can tum out 

to be a potentially deadly poison. Further, misusing bossies - e.g. using them to harm 

rather than heal - and generally 'sinful' behaviour would tend to anger God and lessen 

his willingness to help a medicine do its work. However, for those I spoke to, bossies 

were normally associated with caring, knowledgeable relatives and friends, and a 

loving Father. This is perhaps inevitable considering those people I spoke to were 

various kinds of healers who had maintained their own and others' health through 

their knowledge of kruie; as well as the fact that people were very hesitant to speak of 

the harming side of bossies for fear of being branded as 'dirty'. 

Linking into to general notions associating sickness with dirt and pollution, and 

health and vitality with cleanliness and purity, kruie are cleansing on various different 

levels. Through their connections to older generations and to the ancientness of nature 

and God, herbs are felt to stand outside and predate many of the corruptions, 

pollutions and difficulties associated with contemporary life, and to be a connection 
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with better times and stronger, healthier people; people who knew how to maintain 

their own health without recourse to doctors' medicine. Thus, in learning how to find, 

collect, prepare and use medicines, people are physically cleansed whilst also 

embodying both the potency of those times and people, and the healing power of God. 

I believe that these understandings are integral to bossiesmedisyne as a very practical 

means of maintaining health, and as antidote to some of the 'symptoms' of the 

difficult circumstances of contemporary life. 

This is not the whole story, however, and healing itself, as well as a reverence for the 

healing, cleansing, power of bossies and of nature in general, also originates in 

peoples' ongoing relationship with the Kannaland landscape; and in the 

phenomenological experience of walking in the veld, finding, collecting, and tasting 

medicines. This is the subject of chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4: Medicine in the landscape, and the landscape in 

medicine 

Amongst all those I spoke to who were knowledgeable about bossiesmedisyne, was a 

deep appreciation of 'die natuur' (nature) and of the plains, hills, valleys, mountains, 

and klowe of the Kannaland landscape. Bossies are simultaneously from and an 

integral part of the that landscape. I was told time again that wild growing medicines 

are more powerful than medicines which are grown in peoples' gardens. The 

explanation for this was that medicines which grow in the veld have in them 'all the 

power of nature'. In this chapter I aim to show that in addition to the experience of 

actually using medicines from the veld, people know this power through the embodied 

phenomenological experience of being in an aesthetically pleasing landscape suffused 

with medicines, memory, animal and spirit presences, and the divine subjectivity of 

the creator God. The power in medicines and the power in the landscape are 

experienced as one and the same thing, and are mutually affirming. 

Aesthetic appreciation of the landscape 

On one level, a positive regard for the Kannaland landscape derives from a more or 

less aesthetic appreciation for a quiet, calm space outside of the strains of daily life; 

for its sights, smells, and sounds; and for the health benefits derived from the fresh air 

and the exercise of walking in it. In using the word 'aesthetic' I don't mean to limit 

the experience of being in the veld to one of 'looking at', as one might regard a 

postcard - though of course this may be one aspect of one's experience. I simply 

mean an appreciation that derives not from what can be done with, or made use of in 

nature, but from its qualities as immediately available to the senses. 

'To "capture the spirit" of a sacred space', writes Terence Hay-Edie, 'a complete 

phenomenological description using all the senses must be invoked to achieve a 

complete picture of the "essential elemental envelope" (1999:247). This comment is 

problematic since what 'all the senses' actually means varies from place to place, and 
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is dependent on peoples' life-ways, needs and preoccupations (Geurts 2002). These 

problems aside, Hay-Edie's point is generally valid and useful. 

Rather than an exercise in detached observation, to be in the veld is to be surrounded 

and enveloped by its space, textures, sounds, sights and smells. In accordance with the 

arguments put forward by Bateson (1972, 1979), Merleau-Ponty (1962), and Tim 

Ingold (2000), I begin from the premise that there is no division between mind and 

environment, and that the process of mind is 'the unfolding of the whole system of 

relations constituted by the multi-sensory involvement of the perceiver in his or her 

environment' (Ingold 2000: 18). You could say, then, that at the level of aesthetics, 

our embodied consciousness - our being - takes its 'shape' (both temporally and 

spatially) from our immediate sensorial experience of the world. With this in mind 

and in order to capture some of the power and spirit associated with nature and kruie, 

this chapter begins with an attempt to evoke some sense of the 'essential elemental 

envelope' of the embodied phenomenological experience of being in the veld. 

Of course, in practice, the senses are, from the beginning, shaped by one's previous 

experiences and 'cultural' background. I will therefore also discuss some of the ways 

in which previous experiences in and stories heard about the Kannaland landscape 

feed into peoples' experience of it. 

Partly from my experiences of walking in the veld, berge (mountains) and klowe with 

those that know bossies, I would suggest that the senses of smell, taste, sight, sound, 

and kinaesthesia (the sense of bodily movement) are all centrally involved in both 

searching for medicines and simply walking through the veld (Berthoz 2000). Whilst 

in reality the senses function and are experienced together in the negotiation of the 

environment, for the purposes of argument I discuss them individually (Berthoz 2000, 

Gibson 1966, Ingold 2000, Merleau-Ponty 1962). Inevitably, this will only able to 

convey an impression of the real experience. 

Smells 

Many of the medicinally used plants found in Kannaland give off various pungent, 

sweet, bitter, and aromatic smells. Indeed, this is one key way in which medicines are 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



located and identified (as discussed further below). It could be argued that for this 

reason, smell forms one of the most important aspects of the 'essential elemental 

envelope' which I am striving to convey. In this regard, however, my efforts are 

hampered by the intangible and elusive nature of smell which makes the experience of 

it so hard to describe. Indeed, the task of capturing an approximation of it in visual 

and/or written form, has posed unique problems to writers, scientists, anthropologists 

and phenomenologists alike (Rodaway, 1994). Essentially, I think, the difficulty in 

describing the experience of smell resides in the nature of its difficult-to-define 

dimensionality. In the visual plain, writers can draw on concepts of physical size, 

depth, and colour - e.g. that 'limitless blue' - to evoke the experience of sight. As we 

perceive it, sound has a strongly temporal/directional dimension, and for this reason it 

is possible to play on metaphors of movement, to say that our consciousness moves 

along with sound, with its falls and its rises. Smells, on the other hand, being the 

'experience of intensities .. .like pain and joy' (Rodaway 1994: 65), cannot so easily 

be ascribed either spatial or temporal dimensions. 

With these limitations in mind, I think it is possible to usefully write about two 

particular aspects of smells, and the experience of them, which are especially relevant 

to what it means to be in the Kannaland 'smellscape' (Porteous 1985). First of all, 

smells arrive in our olfactory systems through a direct interaction of particles of the 

substance of the smell producer (perhaps the strong-smelling medicinal plant 

Skaapkaroo - Pentzia incana), with membranes in the nose. Second of all, the action 

of 'smelling' cannot be distinguished from the action of breathing. In combination, 

these two factors mean that the air you breathe is fairly alive with the essence of the 

bossies. As you conduct the necessary processes of inspiration and expiration of the 

'fresh air' of the veld, then these essences, experienced as rich fragrances, permeate 

the body in a very direct, physical manner. This experience is moreover part and 

parcel of being in the open, and feeling air currents touching the skin. Ingold (2007) 

argues that sky, wind, and weather can only be understood as an integral aspect of the 

process of the ongoing creation of the environment. Essential to the life process itself, 

Ingold writes that: 

To feel the wind and breathe the air is ... to ride on the wave of the 
world's ongoing formation - to be forever present at the 'continued birth,' 
as Merleau-Ponty called it, of both persons and things (1964: 168) ... 
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Wherever there is life and habitation, the interfacial separation of 
substance and medium is disrupted to give way to mutual permeability 
and binding. For it is in the nature of living beings themselves that, by 
way of their own processes of respiration, of breathing in and out, that 
they bind the medium with substances in forging their own growth and 
movement through the world (2007:32-33). 

From this perspective, it is not surprising that many people I spoke to felt that going 

to the veld and breathing air rich in the smells of bossiesmedisyne is a health-bringing 

and life-affirming activity. 

Tastes 

Closely anatomically related to the sense of smell, the sense of taste is a particularly 

direct way of perceiving the plants of the veld by which a part of the plant itself 

physically enters the body. It is also another key way in which people identify plant 

medicine. As is discussed further below, developing a taste for the veld is centrally 

important in the process of learning what kinds of tastes might be useful for what 

kinds of ailment. Often, as we were walking in the veld, those I was with would pull 

off small pieces of certain medicinal plants (e.g. kooigoed - Helichrysum 

pandurifolium, or ysterbos - Dondonaea augustifolia), and chew them as we walked. 

This was usually done for one of two reasons. Firstly, as a direct remedy for a 

stomach complaint. Secondly, having the strong - often very bitter - taste of the 

medicine in the mouth acted as a general tonic, playing into the overall 'cleansing' 

experience of being in die natuur. 

Sights 

Making one's way up and down the hills of the Kannaland landscape, often under a 

hot sun and heading directly through unforgiving and scratching bush (as opposed to 

walking along demarcated paths) can be arduous work. Thus on long walks, those I 

walked with would normally suggest we rest now and then. More often than not the 

place they chose for us to stop would be either under a shade-giving tree and/or in a 

position which afforded us sweeping views of the landscape, which we would sit and 

'take in' for the duration of our rest. Sitting in one such place I asked lohan what most 

moved him about this experience. In addition to the beauty of the sight, he felt that it 
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\\~, the s~ns~ of 'release' it afforded him, I believe that the thoughts of \lerlcau

POllty oller il clue as to \\hy being in and 'looking at' an expansi\'e vista also brings a 

~en,~ ol ~Il 'opening up' of the self: 

Sim:~ thmg~ ,111<1 1l1) hoJy are ll1~d~ of the S;;ll1e stun: vision must 
somehow take place in them: their manifest visibility must be repeatcd ill 
the body by a ~ecret \'isibility_ "\lature i~ all the ill,id~". ,ay, CeJCanne. 
Quality, light, <:olour, d~pth, \\hi<:h ~re there before us, arc there only 
because \hey awakell all echo in our body and because the body welcomes 
them_ . (I 9Ii-U 6--+) 

In oth~r won.k \h~ light-\\~\e~ ~alTying (he l~nJ,;<;~Jl<''' ,'isual be~u(y olloml and 

<:olollr reson<lte with our being, ~Ild be<:ome il part of us. The re~der is rekrred to 

Fig_I, 41J...~n in the mountains ~ tel" k ll ometr~s north oll.adi,mith, ~nJ th.: ,,-orJ~ of 

)'1erk~ u- Pont y, sup~rimpos~d onto th.: photogrilph, 

Since cons<:iouslles~ is 'saturated "ith .. .l imi tlcss blu.:'. it <:an be s~en to be ~~\endcd _ 

ilIld to an extell1lTeeJ froll1the defined limi\~ of the body. Thus vision 'is the means 

given m~ for beill!;: ,lbentlTom m}selC lor being pres~nt at the fission of Beiug from 

thc inside' (ibid, Ig6), For tllis reason, "krlc3lL-l'onty argucs lhat "e '_ must tak~ 

literally what ,-ision teaches us: namely, that through it we come in contact "ith the 

SUIl and Ihe S\,lrS, (hal w~ ,Ire cverywhere ~II at on':e .... (ibid, 187). 
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Sounds 

To be anywhere is to be surrounded by an omni-directional sphere of sound (Ingold 

2000, Ihde 1976). In the case ofthe Kannaland landscape, the 'contents' of this sphere 

will of course depend on place. In general, my own sound-experience of being in the 

mountains and plains, was neither of silence nor of a cacophony of sound. In brief, it 

could be characterized by the gentle, intermittent but regular calls and answers of 

birdsong, the whisper of the wind, the buzzing of insects, and the occasional rustling 

of mammals and reptiles in the bushes. Piet felt that one of the best things about the 

experience of spending the night in the veld was waking up to the morning song of 

birds. 

Many medicines can only be found by places of permanent water - such as in the 

various klowe to be found in the area. These places possess their own 'soundscapes' 

of a very different sort (Schafer, 1977). Here, sonic experience is usually dominated 

by the continual babbling sound of water flowing over small stones and large rocks, 

and splashing into natural pools (see fig. 2). For lohan, this sound has a calming 

effect, in his words, 'on your system'. With his eyes closed, sitting on a rock deep in 

one such kloof, he described this experience by moving his hands about his stomach, 

indicating a bubbling motion. Clearly, for lohan, the sound of the water was, in the 

process of being heard, also felt in his body. 

The immersive, penetrating space of sound is articulated superbly by the music 

philosopher Zuckerkandl, who writes that' ... the ear knows space only as that which 

comes from without, as that which is directed toward me, streams toward me and into 

me, as that which is given in no other way than as a boundless indivisible oneness, in 

which nothing can be divided and nothing measured - as placeless flowing space.' 

(1956:336). In addition, it should be remembered that auditory perception is felt 

throughout the body because it involves the whole body which in one way or the other 

registers vibrations of the air and other mediums by which one is surrounded 

(Rodaway 1994:50). 
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fig. 2. ' Joh,,"' wntemplmes 00. of the ",:my naturJI pools in " local 'ivv./. 

Killae.lhesia 

Though onen overlooked in discus~ion~ or ·the sen"~s . the human king's abi lity to 

,en,e and 0.0 regulate and control Ihe m",ement and position of it's mm hody in 

spa~e and in relation to its eJl\"ironl11~nt. i~ vilall) important in almo,t any activity in 

which he or ,he i, engaged (Berth'l/. 2000, Geurts 2()(]2). According to Ikrthoz. 

kinaesthesia is a ,ense \\hich. in addition 10 the visual system. involves 'r~ceplors f{)r 

slretch and forcc in our muscks. for rotation in our .ioints. for pressure and friction in 

our ,kill .. ,and ... lll cach lllner ear .. .fh'C I'cceptors ... that ,pccifieally detect 

movem~nts of the head: (2000:27). Understood as an element of the 

phenomenological experience of being in lh~ reid, kina~sthesia could be described as 

the feeling the body has of itself moving through the landscape. It involves making 

direct hodily contatl (~.g, through t h~ lied and hands) with th~ slopes. protuherances. 

and textures of the rocks. eal,h. water and plants of which the landscape consists. In 

addit ion, I was often told of the heJlth benefits of physicJI ~x~rtion and the ben~fits of 

s" eating iIlne~s out 01' the hod y. 
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However, as mentioned above, the senses can not in the reality of perception be so 

neatly separated one from another (Berthoz 2000, Gibson 1979, Ingold 2000, 

Merleau-Ponty 1962). Rather, the senses exist 'as aspects of the functioning of the 

whole body in movement, brought together in the very action of its involvement in the 

environment.' (Ingold 2000:262). Thus, in negotiating and moving through the veld, 

the experience is of one whole, undivided, phenomenology of the senses of smell, 

vision, hearing, taste, and kinaesthesia. In short, this is the experience of the body 

feeling the landscape. As Ingold notes: 

Feeling ... infuses our entire being. It is not so much a way of making 
bodily contact with specific persons or things as a kind of interpenetration 
of the self and its surroundings: a certain way the world has, as Merleau
Ponty put it, 'of invading us' and our way of 'meeting this invasion' 
(1962:317). Feeling, then, lies not just in what we do but in what we are: 
in that commingling of the perceiver with the world he or she inhabits ... 
(2007:s29). 

Thus, the affective power of the aesthetic appeal of the Kannaland landscape lies not 

so much in the fact that it is beautiful, or that it sounds and smells 'nice', though these 

adjectives are certainly applicable. The power lies in the fact that rather than 

observing it as an 'acosmic subject', you are immersed in it, and your being is given 

over to it. Thus, for Piet, walking in the veld 'cleans my whole body'. 

Why should 'giving your being' over to the sights, sounds, smells, and touch of nature 

be affirming, so 'good'? Here is not the place to begin to answer such a question, but I 

would suggest that it has something to do with a responsiveness to what Gregory 

Bateson terms 'the pattern that connects', that 'unity of biosphere and humanity 

which would bind and reassure us all with an affirmation of beauty ... that whatever 

the ups and downs of detail within our limited experience, the larger whole is 

primarily beautiful' (1979: 18). 

F or Bateson, this unity is sacred and is something which has found expression in 

many, if not all, of the world's spiritual traditions. Or rather, it is the world's spiritual 

traditions which have allowed human beings to comprehend and engage with the 

immense complexities of nature, and humankind's place within this (Bateson 1979, 

1987). Mircea Eliade, one of the twentieth century's leading authorities on the 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



world's religions, expressed a similar sentiment, also arguing that a sense of the 

sacred originates in the direct perception of the natural world. Discussing why it is 

that many of the world's religions situate their most powerful Gods in the sky, he 

writes: 

The transcendental category of height, of the superterrestrial, of the 
infinite, is revealed to the whole man, to his intelligence and his soul. It is 
a total awareness on man's part; beholding the sky, he simultaneously 
discovers the divine incommensurability and his own situation in the 
cosmos. For the sky by its own mode of being, reveals transcendence, 
force, eternity. It exists absolutely because it is high, infinite, eternal, 
powerful (1959: 119 original emphasis). 

For Bateson, an experience of the sacred is a conscious or unconscious recognition 

by the human subject that he or she and environment are made of the same stuff, and 

are fundamentally related to one another. Eliade argued that for religious people (he 

wrote 'men'), the whole world is sacred because it is the work of the gods, whilst 

experiences of the majesty of the natural world serve to reinforce this notion. 

In the case of contemporary Kannaland, I would suggest that the direct experience of 

the landscape and peoples' understanding of the divine origins of that landscape feed 

into one another; each affirming the other. Being in nature is such a good and 

cleansing experience precisely because mountains, animals, plants and people are all 

the work of Die Vader. They are, in the words of aunty Doris, 'all the same'. Piet felt 

that being in the 'pure' space of the veld brought him closer to God, and away from 

the pollutions of town. Whether or not bossiesmedisyne are sacred as such is a moot 

point; though they certainly are closely associated with the will of God. Further, it is 

likely that this direct experience of the 'cleanliness' and 'purity' of the natural world 

is linked to peoples' trust of bossies as opposed to their mistrust of the chemical 

nature of doctors medicine which were conceptually linked to other chemicals and 

pollutions in the wider landscape, as discussed in chapter 3. 

Past experiences in and stories heard about a landscape will have a strong determining 

effect on how it is experienced. The on-going process of learning about 

bossiesmedisyne constitutes a key constellation of experiences involving the veld 
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which necessarily involves a direct engagement with the landscape and a honing and 

cultivation of the senses discussed above. 

An education of attention 

To show something to somebody is to cause it to be seen or otherwise 
experienced - whether by touch, taste, smell or hearing - by that other 
person. It is, as it were, to lift a veil off some aspect or component of the 
environment so that it can be apprehended directly. In that way, truths that 
are inherent in the world are, bit by bit, revealed or disclosed to the 
novice. What each generation contributes to the next, in this process, is an 
education of attention (Gibson 1979:254) ... Through this fine-tuning of 
perceptual skills, meanings immanent in the environment - that is in the 
relational contexts of the perceiver's involvement in the world - are not so 
much constructed as discovered. (Ingold 2000: 21, original emphasis). 

For all those I spoke to on the subject, learning about bossies, especially in times 

before the availability of pills, is/was a general part of growing up and in this way 

varies from family to family, and person to person. There is therefore no one specific 

mode of formalised education. However, it is true that for all my main participants, 

and for various others I chatted with, their ongoing process of learning about 

medicines; began while they considered themselves to still be children; is primarily 

associated with knowledgeable older relatives and friends, and involves physically 

going to the veld to encounter medicines in their ecological context. It is a process 

which requires a 'fine-tuning of [the] perceptual skills' of smell, taste, vision, and 

kinaesthesia in conjunction with the accurate recall of ecological details (Ingold 

2000:21). A few ethnographic examples will serve to put flesh on to these skeletal 

generalities. 

Oupa Johannes' mother was born in Basutoland (present-day Lesotho), and had 

moved to the area before Johannes was born more than eighty years ago. He said she 

was a 'real bush doctor' who had learned the medicines to be found in the Klein 

Karoo from the old, knowledgeable people of the local area. She would make visits to 

sick peoples' homes, and from about the age of 12 Johannes began to take an interest 

in the medicines she prepared and would go with her to collect medicines and watch 

how she prepared and administered them. He would also accompany his older 
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brothers when they collected medicines for their mother. Recognising the interest of 

her son, his mother told him that whenever he was in the veld and found a plant which 

he thought might be a medicine he should bring it to her. She then would tell him 

what it was and what it could be used for. Key to identifying potential medicines was 

learning plant's smells, tastes, and visual appearance (especially leaf shape). 

As an effective way to learn the medicines, Johannes told me to do the same. Since 

his painful legs prevented him from going to the veld himself, he said to me that I 

should bring him those plants which had a strong smell and a bitter taste. In the event, 

the oupa claimed to recognise as a medicine almost every plant I brought him which 

matched this description. He said that any plant which burnt my tongue was a poison. 

Though some poisonous plants can be used as medicines (e.g. Gifbol - Boophane 

disticha), he felt it better if! left them alone. 

For Johannes, this mode of education had enabled him to develop an intuitive feel for 

what he termed the 'manners' (including smells, tastes, growing places, and leaf 

shape) of medicine and had proven an effective means for him to find medicines when 

he would spend days or even weeks at a time in the mountains, hunting various kinds 

of animals. In my own experience, even in such a short time, this inquiring, 

experiential mode of education meant that I quickly became more attuned to noticing 

the smells of medicinal plants whilst I was out exploring the veld, berge and klowe of 

the research area. However, my own small achievements were put in perspective by 

the olfactory abilities displayed by those I walked with. 

Piet's father had been very knowledgeable about medicines and was someone to 

whom people turned when they were ill. When he was still a young boy Piet would 

accompany his father on his medicine-finding trips into the veld and watch him as he 

prepared his medicines. Later on, his father would send him on his own to go and 

collect plants himself. Having spent much time working (tending goats, rounding-up 

donkeys, and hunting), walking, and looking for medicine in the veld, Piet's sense of 

smell had become extremely sensitive and refined. 

One mornmg Piet took me to see a ghwarrieson bush (c.f. Osteospermum, sp. 

unidentified) - a powerful medicine which cleans out the bodily system and is 
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especially good for the kidneys. Partly because some people over-harvest it, no one 

else had been able to show me this medicine growing and so I asked him how he had 

found it. He said he had smelled it whilst he was walking on the road, which was 

easily 200 metres away from the bush! He explained that a bok (deer, goat) or a breath 

of wind had probably moved its leaves, releasing its pungent aroma, which had been 

picked up by his skilled nose. 

In comparison with a novice, such as myself, Piet's experience of the 'smell-scape' is 

deeper since not only can he distinguish many more smells arriving at his nose from a 

wider physical area, but he also apprehends meaning in them (Rodaway 1994). As 

discussed above the smells that wash through you as walk in the veld are healing, 

since you are breathing what you know and intuitively feel to be the smells of 

medicine. The ability of smell to re-kindle, to manifest past experiences is well known 

and I would suggest that where these are medicines which have been used to 

medicate oneself in the past, then that past experience of healing IS, m a sense 

'relived', and felt in the body (Rodaway 1994). 

However, some medicines don't have a particularly strong smell and it is sometimes 

necessary to rely on vision to read the landscape for signs as to where different 

medicines might be. As an example, David was able to combine memories of 

medicine sites with an ability to 'read' rocky outcrops in order to identify the most 

likely places to find dassiepis. Obviously, having been to the site of a medicine 

before, one will have a good idea of how to find the same medicine the next time it is 

needed. Memory serves a centrally important role in the preservation and exchange 

of knowledge. 

One morning, lohan and I had decided to walk far into a local kloof(ravine) in order 

to look for medicines as well as see the impressive waterfalls to be found there. In 

particular, lohan had a need to find langblaarbuchu (Empleurum unicapsulare). 

However, not really knowing what it looked like, nor where he could find it, we went 

to seek oom David's advice. David was happy to display his knowledge and furnished 

us with an in-depth description of exactly where we would be able to find bushes of 

the medicine. In addition he gave us a succinct, clear and accurate description of the 

plant itself. The advice proved to be just right. As soon as he saw the plant, lohan told 
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me that 'the old man's words came into my head' and he knew that he had found the 

right plant. For those who have had a long experience of seeking and collecting 

medicines from the veld, the landscape is dotted with these kinds of memories. 

Memories both of individual plants or stands of plants and the healing they have 

provided, as well as of the people from whom the knowledge was learned. 

Like any sense, kinaesthesia can also be honed through practice, as I discovered 

through walking with David (in his mid '60s), Piet (in his late '30s) or Simon (in his 

late 40s). Having spent many years walking in the veld for work, pleasure, and in 

search of medicines, the men had learnt how to negotiate the landscape with the 

minimum of effort. Even though I am physically fit, I would sometimes struggle to 

keep up simply because I was not as attuned as they at moving through scrub, over 

rocks and up and down hills. 

In particular, Piet was exceptionally difficult to keep up with. As a boy, he had spent 

days at a time in the veld around Zoar rounding up donkeys with his father; an activity 

which required him to run long distances in the heat of the day with very little food 

and drink. Piet took pride in his physical prowess and it was clear that he enjoyed 

swiftly and nimbly running up and down steep rocky slopes, and along overgrown 

'donkey paths', whilst I forced myself along behind, often tripping and scratching 

myself in the process. 

However, making one's way through the landscape often involves the ability to 

negotiate more than just rocks and scrub. There is also the wealth of mammal, reptile, 

insect and bird life; as well as the variety of 'supernatural' beings including certain 

kinds of supernatural snakes and watermeide (mermaids) which comprise some of the 

environment's most essential aspects. Through spending time in the veld, having 

things pointed out, hearing stories, and careful observation of sights and sounds, the 

character of these presences becomes known - engaging people with the landscape, in 

various emotional ways. Ethnographic examples will serve to illustrate this. 
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Animals, supernatural snakes, and mermaids. 

The accommodation where I spent most of my research period was an old farm

labourer's cottage, removed by several hundred metres from the rest of the farm. Over 

Christmas I spent two days away from my cottage, and a local band of baboons took 

advantage of this, breaking and generally causing havoc in my kitchen, and 

decimating my food supplies and recently collected plant samples. The baboons left 

all but one (agdageneersbossie [species unidentified]) of my plants samples uneaten. 

Months later I related this story to Simon explaining to him why I needed another 

sample of the plant (which, incidentally, we could not locate). The oom couldn't 

contain himself and broke out in hysterical laughter. I asked him what he found so 

funny. Baboons are 'veld kinders' (veld children), he explained, they know the plants 

and probably ate the agdageneersbossie (lit. eight day healing bush) on purpose, to 

'medicine' themselves in some way. Moreover, it was funny because having 

personally seen and heard about baboons' behaviour, he knew their scurrilous nature 

well. Thus, Simon's past knowledge and experience of baboons gave meaning to the 

story I related to him. In tum, my own story would inform his own on-gomg 

relationship with one of the veld's most well known animal characters. 

In this way, i.e. through direct experience, and stories related, each of the veld's 

animal species takes on its own nature, and in turn each will evoke different emotions 

in different people. These are not always pleasant emotions. In particular, the various 

snakes - and specifically the poisonous snakes such as the cape cobra (Naja nivea), 

and puff adder (Bitis arietans arietans ) - commonly evoke fear and hatred. These 

reptiles pose a real and potentially fatal threat to those walking through the veld, 

especially in summer and especially to those whose eyes are not trained to spot them. 

Had I not been walking with Piet and his trained eyes, I would almost certainly have 

stepped on a sleeping Cape Cobra on at least one occasion. Snakes' ability to kill 

gives them a fearsome aspect, and they were regularly referred to by people in their 

evocative stories of their experiences in the veld. 

Accounts and experiences of animals are also often linked to specific places - places 

where people saw a leopard, had a close encounter with a snake, or heard the call of a 

jackal. In this way, a rocky outcrop, a cave, or a koppie (hill) become associated with 
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the exploits of certain animals and one's experiences of them there. In sum, through a 

combination of story, observation and experience, people come to know the 

meaningful and emotive presences of the animals of the Kannaland environment, and 

the various kinds of tracks they leave. These include the physical tracks of footprints 

and droppings, as well as the mental tracks of story and memory. Certain places have 

particularly strong connections to particular presences, all evoking different 

memories, and different emotions. Though not everyone is sure of their existence, and 

only some people had seen them, certain places have also become associated with the 

presence of beings of what you might call a supernatural nature - specifically 

'magical' snakes and watermeide (mennaids). 

Normally associated with water places - klowe and rivers - the snakes are more or 

less snake-like in fonn but with various tell-tale physical attributes and abilities which 

mark them as magical. The mans lang (man-snake) has the body of a snake, and the 

head of a man. Some snakes are of gigantic proportions with bodies as thick as the 

circle formed by clasping your hands together and raising your elbows. Other snakes 

have diamonds on their heads, whilst others fly in the clouds or mist, from one water 

place to the other. Some people remembered a time when certain people - men or 

women - known as waterlopers (waterwalkers) would 'go behind the water' at certain 

water places and visit the snake in his domain, to be taught certain 'secrets', including 

about bossiesmedisyne. No one knew of any living person who had successfully been 

to see the snake in this way, though lohan's aunt Mavis had attempted to do this. It 

had been her wish to follow in her father's footsteps; to become a waterloper, or what 

she referred to as a 'coloured sangoma'. Here she recounts the trauma of going to see 

the manslang: 

[If you are not as strong as the snake] you will die, you will die, because 
the snake is like water, he stays in the water. If you go to that man ... then 
you go into a palace. On top is water, and underneath is [the snake's] 
'home'. I took a chance because my heart is good but when I got there, it 
didn't go lekker [well] with me ... I was almost fainting because the man's 
voice was so big, it was like thunder. You understand what I'm saying 
about the thunder and I was so scared, that's why you have to have 
someone who is as strong as that man, otherwise you won't make it. The 
person that took me to him had to come and get me, because I was gonna 
faint. The man that took me there because I was fainting, and you know 
what he did, he took me to a big piece of green, beautiful grass. I was 
sitting on the grass and the wind took me and the wind hit me and hit me 
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and hit me. And that's what happens when you play with death, I was sick 
for two weeks after that. I'll never go again. If someone was to give me 
three million rand I would never go again, and that's what I can explain to 
you. 

Every person who had encountered a mansiang, or other kind of supernatural snake, 

had their own account of the snake's behaviour and appearance. In part, this is 

probably connected to the turbulent history of South Africa and also the various 

'cultural traditions' - including Xhosa, Khoisan, Zulu and Christian - which have 

played into the complex contemporary landscape of story that exists in Kannaland 

today. According to Schmidt, snakes feature prominently in the myths and stories 

told by Nama-speaking people in contemporary Namibia. These include snakes of 

gigantic proportions, snakes with shining lights on their head, and snakes which fly in 

the sky. These descriptions match almost exactly the accounts given to me by my 

participants in Kannaland (1998: 269-280). 

The snake that tempted Eve is of course a well known character of Christian 

mythology. Based on research conducted in the early 1930s, Hunter reports that 

snakes held an important position in Xhosa lore. Certain snakes were the 

manifestation of ancestral spirits and could be associated with bringing luck and 

health, misfortune, sickness and death. Reminiscent of stories I heard in Kannaland in 

2006-7 these snakes could even appear with a snake body and human face (1979: 260-

1). Exhibiting several similarities to Hunter's account, Krige writes of Zulu belief 

that a snake indicated the presence of the ancestral spirits. Medicine men with evil 

intent to could enchant snakes with their medicines and use them to send illness to 

others. In addition to this, Zulu folklore includes stories of snakes which tum out to be 

human beings (1936: 53, 324, 357). 

What was generally common in the accounts was the powerful emotions - often fear, 

but also astonishment - stirred up in the encounter. Similarly, the same kinds of 

emotions are evoked in encounters with one of the other supernatural beings 

commonly encountered at water places - the eponymous mermaids. Whilst different 

people had differing accounts of how the watermeide appeared to them, descriptions 

generally resemble the mermaids of European lore: the size of a human being, they 
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possess the head, flowing hair and torso of a beautiful human woman, whilst their 

'bottom-half, from the waist down, is that of a fish tail. 

Like the snake, mermaids also often have an air of menace associated with them. In 

general, their intention is to take a person away with them, to another world, under the 

water, where he or she will stay for a long time, or forever. In some versions of the 

stories, she holds a beautiful flower in her hand, just below the surface of the water, 

enticing people to try to grab it and follow her in. There may have been a time when 

this experience would have been an intentional (though very dangerous) one since 

some people said that - in the past - people could go 'behind the water' to see the 

watermeid and work with her in order to become slim (clever) in esoteric knowledge, 

in much the same way as a waterloper would work with the snake. Incidently, I heard 

several accounts from people who had been there, that gaining knowledge from the 

snake or the watermeide is an ongoing practice in the Baviaanskloof (Eastern Cape, 

north of Stormsrivier). 

In addition to these two main kinds of spiritual beings, people also told me stories of 

the ghosts of dead people who roam the veld at night, and others who would enter 

peoples' homes. Sometimes referred to as a vuilwind, oom David explained that these 

were the ghosts of people with whom one had quarrelled in life and could bring 

misfortune and sickness. 

Encountering any of these spiritual beings is a potentially dangerous event, and 

people are (or at least until very recently were) taught how to avoid becoming victims 

of them. This can involve throwing money into pools associated with mermaids, 

avoiding places where the beings lurk, or being made aware of the tricks employed by 

the watermeide to trap unsuspecting people. It may also involve an affirmation of 

faith in a Christian Lord who will protect you from such dangers. Importantly, being 

powerfully emotive means that this is a potency which is felt in the body. 

In sum, through the development of perceptual skill, 'a veil' is lifted such that the 

phenomenological experience of the landscape is augmented by the meanings which 

are perceived and experienced in it (Ingold 2000:21). In the local context, the 

phenomenological experience of the aesthetic beauty of the veld is influenced by the 
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an awareness of healing potentials in the sights and smells by which one is surrounded 

and enveloped; as well as the presence of emotionally evocative animals and spirit 

beings which inhabit the space. I suggest that this emotive force is experienced as an 

aspect of the general power which inheres in the natural world, and in 

bossiesmedisyne in particular. Though the argument advanced here is for a general 

experience of potency in the natural world (of which bossies is a part), people would 

on occasion provide me with more direct connections between environmental 

phenomena and the healing action of bossies. For example, Johan's mum Rose 

explained that the reason why the nest of a swallow can be used to cure wind in 

children is because the swallow can fly directly into the wind, can overcome the wind. 

I also believe that mastering the skills and techniques of the body necessary to locate, 

and identify medicine; to read the Kannaland landscape; to move through the veld; to 

avoid and overcome the dangers which lurk there; is a source of pride and strength 

(Mauss, 1979). The pleasure Piet took in moving swiftly through the veld, in 

breathing the fresh air and bossies, and sweating out sickness; or the pride on David's 

face when he successfully located dassiepis, can be understood as part and parcel of 

the sense of well-being and health people derive from the total 'tradition' of 

bossiesmedisyne. 

Relationship to God 

As is evidenced by the presence of malignant animals, spirits, and the potential for 

plants to be used to harm, the power experienced in the landscape is sometimes 

ambiguous and is not necessarily always 'good'. However, the potential of many 

plants to heal human sickness is understood as a manifestation of a positive numinous 

power in the world. In fact, knowing one's medicines can be very useful in 

countering the poison of both snakes and of human beings who have evil intent. 

Further, burning certain powerful medicines around the horne (e.g. swartzstorrn -

Cadaba aphylla; or kooigoed - Helichrysum pandurifolium ) cleans out the malign 

spirits of the dead. These evil forces were often associated with Satan, and the 

protection afforded by kruie, with God. 
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Being the creation of a conscious God, the landscape is not a morally neutral place, 

and people said that it is important to use medicines for what they were intended, to 

use and not abuse the natural world. Piet felt that stripping the veld bare of medicines 

simply for financial gain would almost constitute stealing from God, who in turn 

would be displeased and would withhold his favour from the offender. For Johannes, 

his proper use of medicines and his good relationship with God granted him 

protection whilst facing the dangers of the mountains: 

Johannes: Ja, I went in the mountains on my own, I went along myself, 
you know certain things that you can encounter there, I have encountered 
some funny things in the mountain. One day, I was lying under a 
doringboom [acacia karoo]. At that time I was hunting all sorts of things 
in the mountain .. .leopard, rooikat, all sorts of things, and I was lying 
under a tree. I looked at the top of the tree, when I woke up and man, it 
was a roll, this high, there was a coiled up snake, up in the top of the tree, 
a roll like this [indicating about 1m wide], poisonous, and he looked 
straight at me - and I stood up to move away, and then my head was level 
with his head, and he looked at me. But I walked away ... and when I got 
back to the farm I asked my boss 'What kind of snake is this?' And he said 
'No, I have never seen it, but I have heard about him ... ' 

Josh: And it was a thick snake? How thick? 

Johannes: 000000, he was very broad, as broad as my body. If he walks, 
slithers, where he moves in the mountain you can see almost a path that he 
made in the stones. That day I saw him, and never again ... You young 
man, ask me 'Am I scared to go into the veld?' No, I'm not scared, if I 
help people, then the Lord helps me, and I make certain that I don't say 
anything about him [the Lord}. You can't help without the Lord. .. lfyou go 
into a certain place, you must first ask [the Lord} then you can go on. You 
must first ask, and then you can go on (my emphasis). 

It is worth remembering that just as each person has their own relationship to God, 

each person has their own relationship to nature, and interprets and negotiates these in 

their own ways, according to their own opinions and understandings, shaped through 

their own individual experiences of life. This means that what one person considered 

to be wrongful behaviour towards the natural world, another might consider perfectly 

acceptable. 
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For example, David's father had made his living by tapping Aalwyn (Aloe Ferox) and 

selling the juice to processing factories. David learnt this skill from his father and 

made money in this way himself. Thus, he found it perfectly acceptable to sell 

bossies, and to generally make money from plants. However, after a walk during 

which we collected a number of different plant medicines, he threw 10 cents into the 

veld. He told me that in 'paying' nature, he was making the plants his property - in a 

sense buying them from God - to do with what he will; negotiating his relationship to 

God in his own way. It is difficult to know whether this was a one-off event 

perfonned for my benefit or a regular practice, though the oom did tell me this was 

his nonnal behaviour. Some of those I asked about this practice told me they did 

something similar, whilst others dismissed the practice as nonsense. 

In any case the point is that, at least in relation to bossies, the human subject does not 

confront a nature of objective 'things' but instead engages a divine subjectivity 

through his or her actions with and intentions toward His creations. With the 

possibility of both pleasing and displeasing a God who is omnipotent and 

omnipresent, people often feel a sense of responsibility and obligation in their use of 

bossies. 

Conclusion 

I began this chapter with the simple statement that' bossies are simultaneously from 

and an integral part of the Kannaland landscape. In this chapter I have striven to 

understand some of the implications of this. Understood as an aspect of an ecological 

context, and not simply as disconnected objects, medicines, and the healing potential 

they possess, are bound up with peoples' knowledge of and experiences in the 

landscape, and their on going relationship to God. 

I have shown that medicines' positive, healing power is the same power of the 

positive, healing experience of being in a beautiful landscape, the air of which is alive 

with the smells of medicine. As an embodied experience of being which surrounds 

and envelopes the subject, this beauty is not observed by an 'acosmic subject' but is 

felt in the body (Merleau-Ponty 1962:214). Being immersed in the landscape, in 'the 

pattern that connects', could be understood as an experience of the sacred (Bateson 
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1979: 18). It is likely that this direct experience of the 'cleanliness' and purity of the 

landscape plays in to peoples' trust of bossies as opposed to the chemicals they 

perceive in doctors' pills. I would also suggest that directness of experience involved 

in the process of learning about and using medicines (in smelling and tasting them) 

contributes to peoples' sense of closeness to bossies; to a sense that they know and so 

trust the substance from which the medicines are formed. 

Just as medicines are often said to clean sickness out of the body, walking in the veld 

is a cleaning, health-bringing experience. The power of nature people spoke of is also 

related to an engagement with the landscape by which animal and spirit presences are 

revealed and encountered. As an aspect of the living landscape, the physical and 

mental tracks of these beings are integral to the affective power of being in the veld. 

Being able to find medicines and successfully negotiate the landscape gives people a 

feeling of strength and can be understood as part of the healing involved in the 

process of making use of bossiesmedisyne. 

Ultimately, kruie and their power to heal are a gift from God. Thus, medicines which 

are found in the landscape are closely connected to the will of the creator and for this 

reason many expressed peoples' responsibility to 'use and not abuse' them. Lastly, 

using and not abusing has important implications for the healing potential of 

medicines and well as for peoples' luck and protection in life in general. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

The majority of work on plant medicine in South Africa has been based on a 

reductionist logic: disconnecting medicines from their environmental-socio-cultural 

contexts, treating them as objects, and putting them into lists. This thesis is founded 

on four interconnected basic premises which distinguish it from these works. Firstly, 

that mind and body form an indissoluble whole; secondly that meaning inheres not 

only in what people say and think but in what they do and experience as embodied 

presences; thirdly that the world takes on meaning through peoples' ongoing 

engagement with their environmental field of relations; and lastly that medicine can 

only be understood if in addition to the vitally important pharmacologically active 

substance, one also considers the wider context in which human beings encounter and 

make use of their medicines. In the same way that a plant cannot exist without the 

environment of which it is a part, plant medicines cannot be understood as objects, 

disconnected from their contextual field of relations. This thesis is an attempt to 

situate plant medicines in this wider ecological context. 

In venturing into this field I allowed pnmary data collected through extended 

interviews, informal conversations and participant observation to guide me towards 

what some of the most salient aspects of this context were - to 'set the goal posts', so 

to speak. Time, language, money, and the physical conditions of research put a 

limitation on the size of the research group, and this thesis should be read as only a 

glimpse into the every day reality of plants, people, and landscape in Kannaland. 

There are many, many stories which I have not told. Nevertheless, I was able to 

identify where those metaphorical posts might stand. In chapter 3 I outlined some of 

the human relations which are integral to peoples' understanding and experience of 

bossies, whilst in chapter 4 I considered relations with the natural landscape of 

Kannaland. 

The reality of Kannaland today is a mix of many different 'cultural traditions' from 

Africa, Europe, and Asia. It is a place which is firmly a part of the 21 st century global 

capitalist economy, though many of its inhabitants don't necessarily enjoy the 

material benefits which this is supposed to bring. Modem forms of media including 

television, newspaper and radio are ubiquitous and many people have direct contacts 
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with the modem metropolis of Cape Town. Ideas and understandings around plant 

medicines must be located in this complex contemporary reality, and consequently 

there cannot be seen to be one local knowledge system as such. 

The research area is characterised by historically deep and clear inequalities of socio

economic power, with those who know about bossiesmedisyne - the rural proletariat 

who supply most of the labour for agricultural production - tending to be in a 

disadvantaged position in those terms. People experience and are surrounded by 

exploitative work, unemployment, poverty, illness and alcoholism. In very direct 

ways - through being overworked and underpaid, living in cramped, leaky and badly 

insulated homes, struggling to put food on the table - people experience the reality of 

their situation in their bodies which get tired and fall ill. The knowledge and practices 

surrounding bossies constitute a practical means by which people can take some 

control over how they respond to these circumstances and maintain a sense of strong 

bodily health. Furthermore, it is a means which people feel to be their own. 

Those who value and use the medicines expressed great trust in them and whilst this 

must derive from previous experiences of successful healings, it also relates to the 

origins of the knowledge and of the medicines themselves. Medicines are given by 

and learnt about from friends and relatives - it is a knowledge base to which people 

feel 'close'. To the extent that people trust those from whom knowledge is learnt and 

medicines received, they trust the medicines themselves. This can be contrasted with 

the mistrust many (especially older) people expressed concerning doctors' medicines 

and is likely linked to the history of the medical profession in the Western Cape and 

South Africa in general. 

The knowledge of plants is associated with older generations and is seen to be a 

connection to a time when people were stronger and healthier, both physically and 

morally; when people were more independent and knew how to make use of what the 

natural world provided, including medicines. This nostalgia for something better -

for times past and for nature - can be seen as an expression of dissatisfaction with the 

contemporary conditions of life. 

Though there IS evidence of hunter-gatherer and pastoralist life-ways before the 
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arrival of Europeans, a process of urbanization, proletarianisation and 

industrialization has meant that these ways of life have to all intents and purposes 

been forgotten. However, the tending of animals in Zoar, and knowledge of the 

medicines which grow in the immediate environment, can be seen to have origins 

which at least in part predate European settlement. 

A lack of free healthcare up until very recently, and the predominantly rural nature of 

of occupations within the local capitalist economy, have helped to ensure that a 

knowledge of the natural world and of kruie have been maintained. There are many 

species of plant which have been in use for hundreds of years. In addition, some of the 

local understandings surrounding illness, including the illness-inducing vuilwinde, are 

mirrored in Khoisan practice and belief from a wide swathe of south western Africa. 

Further, offering one's God-given gifts in healing and God-given medicines for free is 

likewise linked to wider Khoisan practice. 

As Marx recognised long ago, proletarianisation and urbanisation is also a process of 

individuation, as previously existing economic and social bonds are broken down in 

order to create the ideal creator of labour value - the individuated worker. In his 

Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, he writes that: 

An immediate consequence of man's estrangement from the product of his 

labour, his life activity, his species being, is the estrangement of man from 

man. When man confronts himself, he also confronts other men. What is 

true of man's relationship to his labour, to the product of his labour and to 

himself, is also true of his relationship to other men, and to the labour and 

the object of the labour of other men (1977:330-1). 

Each person and each nuclear family is separated from every other and each must 

fend for itself. Just as people are alienated from the surplus value they create for the 

capitalist, they are alienated from each other. This has been a process which began 

with the first European settlers some two centuries ago. However, for some of those I 

spoke to, who had quite recently moved off of farms into the relatively more 

urbanised environment of Zoar or Ladismith, urbanisation was a vivid living memory. 

For them, this was an experience of moving further away from the veld, and into a 
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context where one neither knew nor could trust one's neighbours. 

For example, David told me that since he had moved from residence on a farm into 

Ladismith, he had had less chance to walk deep into the veld and so had forgotten 

many types of medicine. He also told me that on the farm 'ons leer mekaar' (we learn 

together) about medicines, whereas he felt that in Ladismith there were very few 

people who were interested in talking with him about medicines, though he did know 

one old man whom he went to for advice. In this context, that which can be found 

growing in the veld or can be grown in gardens constitutes a system of value which 

draws people together. Gifts of medicine given between friends, relatives and 

neighbours, maintain bonds of friendship between those people. Furthermore, as I 

have shown, medicines understood to be gifts from the Father, create bonds of 

responsibility to a conscious creator and to the world. 

Amongst those I spoke to, there was a feeling that because of the ease of acquiring 

western medicines, the selfish lives people lead, and a general disinterest and laziness 

in people today, knowledge and practice around bossiesmedisyne has largely been lost 

and forgotten. People linked this loss with peoples' current state of physical and moral 

disease. Thus, through both learning the practices involved in finding and identifying 

bossiesmedisyne, and ingesting the medicines themselves, people are simultaneously 

cleaning illness and pollution out of their system, and embodying the potency and 

strength of previous times and the people whom lohan called 'the ancients', and Piet 

referred to as the 'forefathers'. 

Nancy-Scheper Hughes has drawn attention to the 'psycho-social-bio-physiological 

therapeutic nature of ... rituals of redress and complaint for ... poor and marginalized 

individuals' (1992:8). Bossies and the tropes surrounding them that essentially 

critique the present order of society and which draw on powers which are seen to 

stand outside that order - God, nature and the past - can be seen as one such kind of 

therapy. 

Because they are gifts from God, and (especially on the land around Zoar) are freely 

available, people feel that medicines are theirs. A sense of being close to, of 

'knowing' the medicines and nature, derives from the directness of sensual 
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experience involved in the process of learning about and using medicines. Through 

tasting, smelling, touching and visually identifying medicines people get an intuitive 

feel for what Johannes referred to as medicine's 'manners'. This sense of knowing the 

physical substance of bossies can be contrasted with the unknown mysterious, 

alienated, substance of pills, associated with chemicals and 'processes' in far off 

places, in hospitals and factories. Since people in the area in many cases obtain their 

medicines directly from the veld, a feeling of the purity of and 'power' in the natural 

world is connected to peoples' wider ecological experiences in the Kannaland 

landscape. Spending time in this landscape means being immersed in its forms, 

smells, sights, tastes, and sounds and experiencing an interpenetration of the self with 

the environment. 

As the many animal and spirit presences in the landscape become known through 

direct engagement and story, the experience of the landscape becomes further 

emotionally charged. Further, the landscape is dotted with memories of previously 

visited medicine sites and the people from whom they were learnt. People experience 

all this as part and parcel of the potency inherent in nature, and in medicines. The 

cultivation of the skills necessary to negotiate and read the landscape, to overcome its 

dangers, and to find and use medicine is a satisfying experience. The sense of pride 

and strength people derive through this can be seen as one element of the health 

benefits people experience through their knowledge of bossies. 

Not least because of experiencing gentle, calming sounds; breathing in the essences of 

medicines which fill the air; and exercising and sweating (which is seen to work 

illness out of the bodily system), being in the veld is experienced as a kind of 

cleansing, healthful experience. For some, this stands in contrast to the pollutions 

they experience in town such as the physical pollution of food and water, and the 

social pollutions of alcoholism and arguing. The richness of these experiences can be 

contrasted with the impoverishment people experience in their day-to-day lives. 

Again, these experiences play into peoples' sense of nostalgia for nature and the past. 

People connect the healing, cleansing expenence of both being in the veld and 

ingesting medicines with a nurturing God, the conscious creator who put medicines in 

the world in the first place, and whose power allows them to heal. People exist in a 
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kind of reciprocal relationship with this God such that actions with bossies bring 

implications both for themselves and for those they give medicines to. The connection 

between a cleansing spiritual force and bossies relates to their ability to protect from 

and cure people of vuilwinde, an everyday reality for many people and an illness

inducing force for which 'hospital medicine' can offer no remedy. 

As Myers has convincingly argued (contra Ingold's Heiderggerian dwelling 

perspective), the meaning of a place does not derive only from phenomenological 

experiences people have in that place, nor only from the pure social construction of 

place, laid on top of an objective nature. Rather, he argues for a 'dialectical model of 

construction ... a construction that emphasizes operations and practices that mediate 

between a subj ect and the world' (2002: 1 04). Following this argument, I suggest that 

peoples' appreciation for the natural landscape and the medicines that can be found 

there derives from the dialectic which exists between the difficult conditions of 

contemporary life (and a concomitant nostalgia for the past and nature), and direct 

sensual experiences of the landscape and medicine. 

As South Africa competes in an increasingly saturated, tense and volatile capitalist 

world market, it will inevitably tap every possible source of profit and this includes its 

previously ignored IK base - the IKS document is quite explicit on this issue. I hope I 

have demonstrated some of the kinds of things that would be overlooked and lost 

should medicinal plants become just another commodity offered by South Africa to a 

world on the market (Dept. of Science and Technology 2004: 15). 

Bossies in Kannaland are immersed in webs of meaning which encompasses both the 

human and the non-human aspects of the environment (Latour 2004). These meanings 

are integral to what the medicines are for those who know and make use of them. 

Plant medicines which have had their active compounds extracted, freeze-dried, put 

into capsules and sold for a market price also exist in webs of meaning. However, 

these are very different to the meanings experienced by those people who learn about 

them from grandparents, parents, relatives and friends; who gather medicines in the 

veld; and who know them as healing gifts from God. Drawing on the work of Roy 

Rappaport and Gregory Bateson, Alf Homborg writes that: 
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In a complex sense, money is a transmutation - and an inversion - of the 
Sacred. We can think of the biblical Mammon, or of Marx's concept of 
money fetishism. The same capacity for abstraction which gave us the 
Sacred, the ultimate, the irreducible, also gave us money, for which 
nothing is sacred and everything reducible. The Sacred is abstraction 
rooted or embedded in local resonance; money - and science - are 
disembodied abstraction (1994:5, my emphasis). 

The focus on substance over process in plant medicine in the South African context is 

closely related to the commodification of medicines and the techniques of medical 

science. The substance of a medicine is what can easily be extracted and reproduced 

in a laboratory or factory - its social-cultural-environmental context is not. Scheper

Hughes has argued that for biomedicine, every human body is the same as any other, 

irrespective of the social-cultural-environmental contexts he or she has developed 

within (1992). This perspective assumes a division between mind and body, culture 

and nature, and treats the body of the patient as a passive, individuated physical 

substrate - an understanding which Turner links directly to the individuating nature of 

capitalist society (Turner, 2002). As a counter to this, anthropologists have stressed 

the importance of the active role of the socially constituted mind-body in healing 

practice (Scheper-Hughes 1992; Csordas 2002). The present thesis is a contribution 

to that body of work. 
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Appendix 

Some of the medi l'ines used in Ih e area 

n~ following list should not he s~cn as in any wa} cxhaustive - it is a .,e/ec/ion orth,;, 
medieirk'S us.>d in tl", area, with some detai l on how ilnd for \\bat the: "re used. ~nd 
in some ~as~s. thc kinds of ~nvirolmtcnt in which they can Ix: found. Some plants are 
ITf,.'illarly f,.'I"own in p.'oples' garden, and \\h~re thi, i, the cas~ I ha\e Ilagg~d the kxt 
with" (,_ ~IJn: phllllS ~re kntl\>.'Il by dil1'--'J"ent nam~s. and \\I""re pos~ible I hil\e 
induded two or more of tll<'><' nam~s, lIowe\~-r. it will inevitably be 1n1~ that many 
idiosyncratic local names \\ill not ha\- ~ ocen JoclIInented. In the interests of 
Int~llectual Propert:' (lP) protection I hav~ withhelJ the 'l"'cie~ nam,;,s, ~ommo~ 
names, and photographs of plants I (Cou ld not find do<;umell1d for thdr medidnal 
uses in the availahle likramre. Ihese plants arc detailed inth~ codicil which follows 
the appendix, 

.\alw) n . Afm:/erox 

Ihis is ~ \'~ry wdl known ilnd widely useJ mdicine, 
Th~ s-1l.p-gd from a cm or brok~1l kaf is \'ery eff~di\'e 
in th~ treatment of cub and insect bites. and is simply 
rubbed on th~ effe<:ted ~r~J_ III tbe tr~Jtment of ,lll upSd 
,10mach. the dried part of the leaf (til<' ~nds of ka\es 
orten become Jry anJ hrinle On the plant). is f,.'I"ound Ill' 
into J jXlwder. m"de into il t~J Jnd drunk. Some JXopk 
spokc of this technique acting as il kind of inkrnJ i 
antis.>ptic. A blond clcans~r is ll\ad~ by allowing th~ 
ycilow-orJnge ><lp to drip on to nOUT. which is then 
fOImcd into a small pill-type sh"pe ~nd Jdminist~rd to 
a person who rk'eJs to clean th~mse l \'cs om, AalH'I"n 

grows \'ery \\ idd:' in the ,'eid ami is not rounu in 
pcopks' gard~ns, 

.-\am b eiho~sie. Tel/aium Cilpellse 

A~ wggesteJ hy thc Ilam~ ·hacmorrlll,id-hush·. this is 
used ~, " re1l1~u}' (br (Curing h~emon-hoiJ,. A ka is 
mad~ from small handful of the kave,. flow~rs ~nd 
stelll. An~-'T it is drunk. th~ pain from the hacmorrhoids 
is ~pp~Tentl: \ ~r:' qui<:kly ~Ile\i~teu_ It can "h,o be 
drunk JS J te~ to ltdp wilh chronic hack pain. 

lJa"b o~, Oonhossies, COllyza il'G<i olill G 

rhis is a v~ry common medicin~. 1;]10\\11 by mJny 
p.:ople. ~\"c1I those who claim to know nothing of 
Im".I'ie.l7JleJisYJle. It is grown in pcopks' gardcns. but 
also grows in th,;, veld, gen~rally n~xt to p~'T1nan~nt 

wJter. ,md in cooler, ,hJdier ~oK The mo~t common 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



U~ fur /',,1h,;\ is to eun' ;). fc\{~r. though ~ially in 
l·hildren. Th" v.hol" pbnt or j 'L~1 III.., k:w..,.~ aT" t.:ll;:"n 
and poundeJ up, "r..oppN in dUlh and plnc<d lIll 111< 
child's Slumaeh. Ihe ra'" plant call be pl ~ccd un tile 
head 10 Curt' a h~adadl<.', and Ciln IX" dl'\ulk a .• a lea in 
conj unclion wilh ... Hd('-uIJ (A rl imi.>;u 'ltrll) 10 Ir~at II 
~old. 11 can alro be u'ied to re licw pain - by m:\king the 
1"3 \'e~ \let ",ith vine'gar. and pla..: jng thcm on the 
alTecled at..,a unt,] Ih.., ka\<~ ha'~ r.!1·it-d Olll. 

OUl! lce. Cydopil' iufe,,,,,,di,, 

Not so mu~h:l 'medicine' (i .e. somt'lhing u5l:d till Ih~ 

11"\~~ln..,nl uf a rar1icular ailmcnl) M :I r .. g\lllltl~ drunk 
Ionic "hich is hdk" <;"dlo ~ ""r J ~,"""n h .... ahhy. Th .... 
leaH's and flowers arc COIl ~It""d from tile: , .• ,{,/ and 
mfl,I<-d in Ihe men. ~epl. in 11K: kllchen. fln d 1In;",~d inl<l 
a I..,,, ~ml drunk 011 II r~gular hll~is. 11 i< C\lnl"'~H:ially 
grov.n and sold across SOUlh Africa as Il o ne~ Bush fea 
(,'all \\"~k and G~ri~ke. 1UOO). L ________ O:'::~ 

lIiurrpalal - K etirosfis lllllUl 

rhi~ ;\ a \ ery ;mporl,me po" ~TfuJ and spiritU:lll~ polC"ll1 
mo:dicin< "ho,"", powo:r ;md o:llk....:} is hnk<d 10 ib 
intenscly biller lastc:. Thougll il is allq}s Ihe J:lIl:e tubcT 
al Ill,' lIao;., of IIle plant \\ hie h i~ u"C"d, lhc~ uro: \ ariu u~ 
ditii:n.·nl "a~~ in "hil'lI I lIi~ nld.hdnt c;:n Ile 
ad lllini5lerro. including ~ill1 rly <:!ling ~gmellls of !he 
frcsb lubc-r. Most commonly il is ~UI up and 3110wed 10 
dry. Ix'fMC' being ground II)' \Cry fin..' :uld Ill"" drunk ~ 
J 1<.1. h i_ u>cr.I [or ~ wiJ" variely llr Jiim<llls -
including high blood pressure. high blood sugar and 
chronic stomach pains. I'hc br<:" e:m be :lUemcd to cool 
Jnr.llhen appl i~r.1 direo;(ly 10 Ih" skin 10 \\ ~, h anr.l cure 
di~betic sor,'s. When drunk il mo~o:s a person 's in,ides 
ooth phI sieall} and spiritually clean. 31\d will rrnredy 
IlI"Id proKct thc N"XI} againSI ~\i l SPlrilS an.d 3 .... il"ind 
:>em b) .Il1olh<, ~,son. Til< ~nid smel1l,:i'<11 otT I.>y Ihe 
l ut-.er is Ile:ld 10 \lard of spiri1s ~nd ~11Xnts of the 
!(Iocr :trc hUllg up around Ihc hol\SC 10 ~CC"p Iho.'50.' 
maligu fon'cs OUi. 

Thi , creeping pbn1 is ca~y 10 lind due to its al'undance 
in the wid Jnd is oft~n found gro\\ing in amongst 
}!lrwllrrh' (t'IIe/ell lint/if/mil) bu~hcs. n l~ roo l is dug up 

hlle "elll and leaf (If 
R,,,",J(>/QI 
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and bn;'\ed imo a lea, drWIl. as a 'muhi'medkille', for 
nn~ illnes.~ in the bod}, II caD be dmnk in conjuDClion 
"ill, ~~,'arl:!>wrm (Cadubu aph,l l/l)) w ckanSc: and 
prol~ 1 th~ bod~ pll~sicall~ and ft(lm ~pi ri lual anad.: 
(eg. (I \"IIi/ .. ;oo Or a malignant ~piriti. It can al"'-l be 
u~~J b) tho "", "il<., kno" ho", t(l Sc:l1d a \'u1'''l/!d. 

/'ro..'{wlu .-up.>n.'is, commonl) !.nO\\11 as a 'UnSjit,' is a 
suinta'pig loo\.ing mamlllal OOnUnOil \brOIl~hoU\ 1I10S\ 

"f .-\frita " hieh inh.,bi t~ tho:' ",'Id _tnJ m>rge or 
KmuI.11llf1d. lbc:~'l i 'e in !:roup". often in crevices and 
hole;; in rock> and cliffs. 11Ie) defecate and IlrillJte in 
thl: ~m~ \:omm.m,,1 pl~ce anJ in tim ... Ihis ac\:UIllU1at ~, 

and fOrlll$ a dati;. bard. and s\t,-ky mas~. " hiel> i~ ;n 
I\Irn C() Il~cteJ by those "ho make u.e of it. many 
nl,-Jicinal JlT"p~rtie,. Often, it i , m3J e ;11\(1 a tea and 
drunl. for back pain Jnd K idn~y c'''ldi \l ('Il ~. A small 
amOl.lnl can be mix"d \\ilh a b~by' s mi ll.. 10 calm him or 
her dO lln . ·11t.> healins po"~r of J" ssi~flij i. s.e~ll to 
"ri~i1Wlc In Ihe planls allJ b""$i~( upon "hich J.m;e.~ 
sllbsi5t. 

.... , ring.hol.m. A cacia ~ lIroo 

(lilt" "f II>.: mosl .. ",1111100 plants ~fX"\:ie. III man~ parts 
of Ihe Klein Kilr,l(' h,,"J~up.:, tt".- er0l1~1l10US 

d<JJ"in~i)()<)m is used for a \ ariel) of medicinal pnrpose •. 
In ,ln~ common llsas<'. Ihe leaves are boi leJ in water. 
and the resuitam infilsion drunk \'' C lLr~ II r~wr. 

(; ~d hos _ (;"/'''' ;11 .,.lITh-mill . 

. >\n tn lu~ion of the r'l()t 01 Ihi§ "iJd~ Ill"(>" ing r lant is 
mi,eJ ";lh "'amI mil\, anJ Jrul\~ :'s a remell~ for Ill. 

L." .. . nd 110" ~II of 
J)ol" ln!lh(u1l 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



( ; Ii" " ,'rif', (~h" lIr rielllls. (~ h .. a rri(·lllalir . 1;."1/('/"0 

Imdu/ma 
.. . ) . .-,41f" oJ .. ' ). 

\ 'lot 
\ .; f .... 'J 

(j.' ,'" . . .. \ '" ' , .".,. . . ~ 
, , 

I 

Gh""rri.: is on.: of tile most widely 10..110\\11 mt"dicin<'S 
and '" u"cJ lor ~ "ide \!lri~'\y (If ~ilmcnls, lh~ lean'S 
and SI<."m can be boikJ with »)Ii'l'h(l) (fJo"dol1lJm 
(lI!KuSli[oli<l) kayes and stem ~l1d dHIll\.. 10 remedy a 
CCl hl 11 is ,aid that it can ais() be used 1<) heir a 'loman 
,,11(1 .un1101 fall pr~£l1 anL For Ihi", the !ca,c, ar~ 
PllUIl,kd and 'le~p"d in wid wal,'r ~lId th.: n:sultant 

liqll;d drunk eyc:ry morning. on ~n ':Inp!} stomach. until [---,-"""",;J::;;;;'::;;~ 
,he ,'one,;\ 6. 

( ;h ... an i~'fl n. c.r. O.,/<Wjpt'flllmll. ' po II nid " llt ified. 

Dcri, in;; ;1.-' Ram.: frulll it, light ),,110\\ SUfI- lil " 
110\\'.:n.. this i~ a vcry l",'nm1l'nl) knl'\\"ll .mu u><d 
Il\cdicine. When fresh tile le ~\'C'S exude a Ihid.:. st icky 
~dlO\\), pun£cntl~ hiner sap. ,\ ,priS of Ill\.' Icales and 
, I,'", ofth;~ p<Jt.:nt plant;;; c,X'~"d illlx.liing ,,'akr and 
th"n drunk hot - 1 was told tim it must be dnmk hot. 
1 his tea clean, out the s~Skl11. j, \CI~ gow] fot the 
kidm:y~. and can hdp bring down high bl(.>od pre,sur~. 
lil relotionlO deoning out the s\ste l1l, this is 0 medicine 
tllat is often associated ,,;111 1l13 ;nt~ining the h.:ahh of a 
,\om:m· ~ tcproducti\.: ()fg3n~. 

The outer leaves co\'enng the bolb ~re ~N'[kd directly 
1(1 a \\ound M burn anJ IIdd ;n plrtCc \\";th a hambgc o r 
'l1h<:r \Hap unti] th<: injuT) i~ h<al.,d . 1 \\~S to[d that it 
~ ... 'uld do th" \\ork of stitching up a wide gash \\ ilhoul 
the ne~d for a ·ne~dle and thr~ad', As th~ nilllH' . poi~on 
r.ulb· suggests. it is not aJ Il1 ;n;"tc~d intc'mall). 

(; I'("l "n~mar3 Art;m;siu ,,"JimlwlIl (. 

,'\ plant of Eump.:an uri gin, this i, IIro,,"n in m3ny 
pel.'pks· \,.'::ml.:lI';; and /I ~nlall bunch of the lC':l\C'S !II\? 

ch ... ,\cd fr.:sh or bll:"cd Ulto 11 ten llLld dmnl.: ai ~ 

II:lncdy for stomach problems. /\,"cording \0 SOnlcc 
people, thc mixture must he ano" ,'<I 1<1 cool berme it ;, 
drolll.:, or clS<.' its healing powcr!; "ill Ix: ·Illo\ln a\la~ ·. 

' \'; \I;th man) oftl", plan!> fl)Un,) gTlming in gard"lls. 
tl k: plant is (\It~n a cutting Ii-l 'm ril e mother plant 
gTlming in a rdati-'c's garJen - p~rh.1]JS an ol,kr nUllIy 
Of uncle who knows about krl!i~. 
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Ka lm()~s. Acorus calamu, (, 

,\ "3lrr pla1l1lh.11 ~)mt' reople hl)le J;!n>wi ng in Ihdr 
l!ard~ l1~ PT ,,1~ ft'und ill rh efli and ,1rcalllS. KalmOl."· is 
.. I1mI~d) for "iOO. which call 1>" u~ On habies. 
Boi ling "aId is 1"I"lI rt'd ",,,T a ~nl~l1 pil!"l:~ ll f lhe rool 
alld Ihe l\'$ull~Jl( i l1 ru~it'll dnmk for an illl lll::dimt' :md 
~nc,"'li \ e 1\'lid from ""inllli "iOO. 

K,.mill.·. C" rr1alllll ,'ltlllm l ,arlh( lIi " ", Co 

His is ~l \\"("11 ·1..110,,"11 and c<1mmolll) used h<,rb. "hich 
mall) ~'pl~ h~lc g,",,,,i nS ;ll lhc,T g:nd~lh ... \ "prig of 
(hi. can k b~\\"t'd ;lltoJ II lea as a r~mcd~ for an Ups~1 
st()mach and M\I>t' ~ . :.; wcl l a, in hri ngin" d"" n u 
ft'\ ~,.. 

K,.,.mtdik, K:lnkl' rho~ . Clli)'u)' hl!ll(! dh'ru, a nd 
Rrr~h"yll sp. ullidn lllficd 

At lells! two spcdr~ arc I.:no" 1\ h~ the n:;.m<,s Kar", ,.dik 
and KWlkuh<l$ • ('ni \ II!' },,'>If,!,, III." 1m" a Rakl" ·FI. the 
spe<;]c. "f "hich I could 1I(lt id<'nt i t~·. All pllnS of the 
plam "'lin k: boil~d ill "~I~r 10 make a Ica 1h..11 i~ drun/" 
t() !TN! a ~!",n~d\ adl .... Sh',naeh ",ane..-r and ~re hack 
nll1scl~~. 

rhi~ <'3n bo.' hr,'''cd Inh' U I(a U drunk ~s ~ fl: n>edr 101 
",~a~IN, alld abo a, a u~:,m>e lll for rashes on lhe !'Odv. 
I \\:h (old Ihat the re:lson it is Cllktl 1,:mbos is Ihal 
"iT,'n il~ dr~ ~('([ pM, ar .... ru!;>h.:d On (he , l in, it kel" " 
Cal'S 10n!!I,,,. Thi~ ;, fi'UI.J b"th j " gurde,,> lind in 
" .... n .... r, c""I~r pIaC~~;II Ihe .... 1d ""d nlOlIllwin. 
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Kenna, Kennllhlaar. , ""nll i"diclI ': , 

'1hi, medicine is only u,cd c\lernallJ alld is simply 
appiled ll\ paillful parts l\f lhe Iwdy ill order Il\ reli~ve 
p~m. Sl\lll~tim~s. the le~f IS uSt:d withoul any 
preparalion, stmight from the plallt <;()metime, it is 
scored down thc lellgth of the leaf "jlh a sharp knife, 
~l1d wmdimes the k~fis pl\und~d up alld then ~pplied. 
This puh-erized maner ean th~n be mixed with Vasdinc 
or olive oil ocfor~ it i, applicd_ In whale,er l'lml. \hc 
Ie~f is lix~d on the painful bl\dy part \.ilh a piec~ of A , jim (",,,,ie nexl 10 ber 
material or bandag:e, and left on until the pain is Kenna ;11"'L' 

rclievcd. until dlC lcafhas JrieJ OUl, or until the lcafhas L __________ _ 
mnoed hrO\\1l_ In tn lS la lkr case, th~ C<.\k\UT ,hange 
indicates that the leafs lXlW~T is spent and/or that the 
pain has ken ·taken up ' by the leaf. and so changcd its 
colour. K~m](J is lUlti\e to South East Asia and is gwwn 
in Illany P<'ople 's g:ankns. though 110t n~,essmily as a 
medicine as it is al<;() a yery visually anractive plant 
(Cooke ~()Ol)_ 

Ki"iehlaar . Plu/IIlIr,:o /lIl1 c<!ofalll 

This aliell plant (pnlbahly l\f FUrope~ll origin) is used 
in healing small cuts and bruis~s (Gl\ldblatt and 
Mannin~ 2000). Ihe kaf i, ,imply applied and IlCld 10 
the ~Ireclcd mca for Il(me,er 1011g the injured fe~Js is 
n~cessary. 

Klipda;:ga, wih.kdagg.a. L eO/lOti., feolliti.1 G 

This is seCll a, a gencral mcdi ~ille - the le~'es and 
st~ms being I:>rew~d as a tea and drunk as a kind of 
cure·all. I was wId that it could ,pecifically oc used in 
thi, \\"y 10 hdp "illl blaJder pam_ It ,an alS(\ be 
ill jus~d with wYllTuit (Rilla ,;rareofem) and drunk for a 
person that has diaoctes (to bring their blood sugar 
k\d, do"n). rhis drink 'cat, up the ,ugar in JOu_' 
r.,·lan) people ha\e this plant gm,,·jllg: ill th~iT gaTd~ns 
though it alw gn"', in Td~tj\"e ~bundam:~ ill th~ ,wner. 
,Ol\ler pla,~s ofth~ reid. 
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t... l'Io i:.:o.' tI. 
pam/uri/lilil/Ill 
n-as..m.'. 

K uoigvetlt) ()s, ie. 
and 'I>n:i~s n~me 

Ilelicllry.llllil 
"ithhcld for II' 

,\1 ka~t I"" ,!,<:ei..s ~re r('lbn:..! to as kooij!.,,.,d or 
J..o.oI~('I.'lJt>o)$il·. This is 11')\ Jue \0 a ~imilari\~ ill 
apP""r.lIlce "ut 10 (\ 'il1libri\) ill smdl. \.ll.le. aoo 
III<.'1.licill:11 fun~li •• n RUlh tort U;;N opecialJy for 
"olll~n's ....-pn .... U.:li\t he;lhh. and arc ntadc imo a tea 
and dnlllk to clea ll 01.11 \\ 011l('J1~' r('pn>tlucri,t urgalls -
10 ·"or\.: ,lui und ... ~ n Ihinl!~·. In the 'old Ja~s' before 
"",,'rle Ilel11 10 the hospil,,1 to g;'c hirth.I"'"ig(l<·d ,,:h 
arr lr..'tlily s h cn W "0111(,'11 h) 'mel\'fOU,,' - inll'mial 
mi,h,i,t'S - ill "nl,-r tu 1lI3~'" them cle.lll aftcr ha,illg. 
:;1\ ell I-inh. "'<XIlgocd (in Ihis e3,,' m"S{ l; ~dy a sp<--.:ic~ 
of '!t>licllr)luml can t-c drk'J 01.11 and buml ~roonJ Ih" 
1100":: I" ~~<p ,,1.11 h:tJ smdl , anJ spi rits_ 

K 1'1.1 idj ic- ru cr- lI1~ · 11 ie. .11<,/11111111 I" COIIIOSIIS 

thi s is II poisollons plalll oilly C\cr used as an 
~xklllal l) tlpr!icJ ·"·/J.I.medi,IYtle' (,,~sh-meui~ine). 

The 1~:I\~ ~ ar~ ur~"n in I;>..,il ;no: W~kT. :lnu "l1ce cookd 
useu 1" ":lsh:J burn "T \\'lllIllU tllat will 1101 he~]: \\hich 
will hOp.:flllly Ihell quickly become dry and hcakd. 

" rl.li>1t' ml'nlh, .11,'11111" .'pic(IIu (. 

J his grows in nl:U l~ re.)pkl>' SanJcns :I,Ttl ~an al"" b<' 
r(>und in th\' ."hI, n~ ~t lU Sllllrco:s "I' rcnn,ont1l1 \\'illt"T. 
$"'110: ['!:Or]'" 1.-](1 IlIC it elm b.: rol-bc-J on tho: rod~' as a 
natuwl Je,odor:tn l. Ot the seelll flom th(' r~,JJ rllant 
silllp]~ br('3Ih~'J 111 1<.1 c]e~r (J blu.:\1ed nvSt'. It <:all be ptll 
in bl'llillg 11111<1' ~I1J Jntnk lIS a tc~ to cure a cold 
(especililly in dlilJren). ~nd 'ot [.,) ~llk :In llf'S<"! 
Sl'lm:~h. 
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Thi' nll,'dicine can I..:: u",d li.r \ ari" u._ kind, of ailn~nt, 
- indudillg t>t-i~ dnllll.. in a r ... a ", a Il:mtd) Il'T <:<.,1<.1. 
and 'tlu. Vanou< orh,:r ki nds of 1x,~~Ot' - such ~, 

fQudhhmrh"t!g"c _ ~t'\,' ~no" n nml u ..... '<.1 b~ p.:npk, 
l ' nfonunald) I w;os nul "hk to acquil'<" a sJmrk 01 
Ih .. '''C tor idt'11tilic3Iion, 

,\Ialu, (, 

:>.I illl) pt:orl~ gn'" ,Ine tH'" or ~nOlh~r 01 maim in Ih~lT 
g~nklls , rheS<.' r~p!'l.:s<:nt dillcrell1 Sp<C1CS of 
I'e/m'/.! ,,"i<lm, ~nd an: u>o:d lor a "ariety of m~dicillal 
",,'S, l'hc'ln,"1 c,'mmlHI " <'l~ i,10 mak~ a ' plug' oflh~ 
leil\~ S Ilnd 1'11111111 " Il C'" ~~r~, ~ rClncd} for 1(~)lhilLhc , 

0[' caracl'IL.'. or I:>oth, 

l 's<:d '" J rcn, .. dy f(lr TR - d~ k,,,cs, 'lal l ~nd 1>[",,1;. 
berrks ar.., roiled in 1I11Io:r and II"" liquid drunk, I lI'as 
\\arn~'XI nOI h' ,'nl III>: t>..:rric< t>cforc II\{"y tum black.. or [ 
lIould 1>0.' I""i,,""-(] Thh is :} n"I;'" Fum~an plam 
inln)duccd 10 South Alriea 'u .... und 16:'2 (Smith 1966), 
and is gro\I II in po.."Oplc's ~ard~ns. 

PI"kkk, COly/t'dofl o,blcu/MII (; 

Thl, nl<:dicin~ i§ ~n"wn I" b.: p.,i .. >nous and i, onl} 
,Ie' u,ed .. ~t(m~II>' in Ilk: Ircalnwnt ... 1 wms, The k~f 

i, h.ohn (Ill', ~Ul ,'pen. ~l1d Ih~ 0.....," ,ide of Ih~ k~ r 
applied di~clly ,Into 1he , lill, PlaHi(' i~ <..I't<"n gmwn in 
pt:opks' g.mkns hUI can t>.: l(lund g")\lillg in Ihc wid 
al ~' , 
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RuamfJu$sit' is a \-~r) \\idely ~ I"w. n m.:di~in" that 
grows in many p.:opks· g'lrdcn" bul cUn a l~o be found 
n~XI1" WUT,~ or p"mlan~nl wmcr - in A·loll r alld n~xI 
hJ ~lr~;lm~ and ri\'~rs. !>'lost cornmonly it is u""d as iI 

bab}·s m~dicin~ ,md is mixed "llh 1m inlhnt"~ milk to 
tuk~ a,,"~ y th~ pai 11 0 I' l ~.:thiJlg . 

Si spicl~n:JI;t. Cltirorti<l lHu"" j't'riI 

J II,s is a "idd~ knO\\lI .md used planl ",lIidl i~ found 
gro"ing in ",,,".:r. couler 1'<lr'l> o f t h~ "dd and 
m UUllla in. A :;prig of it i ~ bn~wed a~ a tC3 and drunk h) 

clcan om thc hladdct. 

Skaa pkaroo. Karoohols ie. PCI1I!.itt ittCltlllt and 
t :rillc"pllllltlJ ericoidn 

'\1 ka.-It 1",,, 'I).;~i~s "r~ k,l(.!" " by lh.· ""ll~ nan"" and 
.Ift.< 00111 u>o:d in tile "am" "lIy. I hey (l1<! kllown for 
113, illg. and indc.:d do Il:l\ c. (I JXl.I1kul3r smdl and h'T\ 

hincr \:iSle'. \-t"~l c""m"ml~ u ~"hJ lI amou"t {"It Idei" 
Humpt", uft"" ka.-.:s and fI"" sun, lire pulled off thc 
planl ,md ( hc\\<!d ,IS an o"·lhe·go r~llIedy for a <'(01ll3cJ, 
a~h~ . I h~> C3n also be Illad~ hlh) a (ca. blltthi~ d(,,~ 001 
s-.:~lll [0) Ix: lhe prd<cTrC'd lll~t"'-)d 1 hese gro,," r rimaril) 
In hot. dT) aT~as or II-..: "dr!. lIlld :Ir<:' not found in 
r'l:oplcs' gard~ns. 

,\ slrong bill iliaog~mll~ ,n~d i<·in~. Illi, plH nl is widt: l ~ 

kn.'" 0 hul d,>e. ""I $<:<'''' '" Jx. $<1 wid~ly u!;!;:d. wbich 
Illay h.: d",," I" its bi~h ly IO~ tl· nlllU~( Smitll. 1%6). 
HU\',,"Wf, r ",IS t"ld thai a slll.11I part of a dr ied leaf 
cOllld J:,,;, ground up line and SlIlo,kcd "ith a link 
loba.~o in 3 pipe as a cur\: r..'r u,slhmi1. Thi, " nOli 
il1Ji g~nous to South Alriea. ;illd i, 'aid h) ha'.: ""'en 
broul!ln o\\:r hy Europe"'i ~ctt 1 cn. ill am"n!,!>1 their 
agricultural s.:cd (Smith 1966: ·1.1 R) . Ncwrthd~ss 1 saw 
il gfl'" illS wild in \~ril'U' kim' c 3[\)ulld !h~ study arca. 
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I his i§ a \eT) importam plam :lnd n .. :Jil:illt: Ih .. 1 is often 
fnuTXI gn1winl,' aI Ihe bas.c of p,"",]rrie (t:ud.:a 
undulma) busheo;.. As a mcdiciro.,. Ihe mot ~iln l>e 
brcwcd into a lea and dmn\.. In l'ure b.><: ~ poi;n as well as 
\0 r., '" general he;l]ill !; anJ clenll,ing tonic, df~Cli\T 
:lg~ill S1 all kinds of impurities illcludiug th"se of a 
spiritua l nature: rui/ll"imie JnJ llth ~r ' l""i~" lll~' . Jt "an 
~l:;(\ r., useJ to .,,,"d a ,'ui/"'lIId. The stem can be 
hrew~d and drunk as a remedy for ~n (l~erl y ociJic 
stomach. I he mot ean al .... bo:.o bu~J in the holl'':: III 
urue. Ih"'l lhe " " ole ",II prol~1 ~ou liolll t~ that 
h,"e p.rssed aW3~ - whlll some people rcii:-~d t.l as 
'ghoSl(". and will gCllcr.JlI> pr()1(X'"1 "HI ,i-um 
Itli~f()nLll1c, sic~ ncss. and slre~s n~ smul e o;~n .Jlso 1..
mh~leJ 10 cu r~ .. ht";ld",he. n~ ,'Cmer .. nd ~i£nilkanl-e 
of JII"<lrl:s/orm is relle-cted in the p:u1 icular way in 
which il muSl he h:tr\"CSled. As nne arrma<;hcs lhe 
pbnl. Oll"'S ,haJo" muSl Jl<ll fu ll (ltl the plant, ~~ thi, 
would dimill ish Ihe plant 's po",.er. 

Stl tlr.~', Carpobroll/s edlilis (; 

J h .. ' Ica'es of .IUIIn-y Me d\(.'\\~ Itl s()olh a sore Ihrom 
.:md'nr mouth. "hilS( lhe 's"u, liS' I. uil i, ~ lSo "akn il~ 
.\ 'cD- hea1t h~ 1000. Thh is a plan l Ihal p.."Ople 
commonly grow in thdr gardcns but is ,.10;0 found in 11k 
,,~Id. in \\'CII~ • .nca~. "",m"lIy 1'11:"', rll:m)~ ]lO:llI "ilkr. 

V 11;' l ~ale. BlIddf<'ja .lall'ijiJfia 

,\ few lea' es (}f it thi s type ()f "'~!:e ~rc r.rc"\.'<! ;n\(l J. t~a 
alld drunk I" m~;ntain a heahh) he:tn. 11 i< onl~' found 
ne\1 to w ll ree.; of penll<lno:rtI W:lter. 

\ ' inl;d. F,,.,,,j.: .. {um I'Q{g,/,.. 

11.,..<1 a~ ~ remeJ~ for "iml in habit,. ,\ h:lIldful of the 
ICilws ;u]d stem 3fe pounded l ip, boil ing "atcr p!lUred 
ol'e r it, and let to stand for n 'Jong "iJile: T\\o 
tablespoons of the liquid ilre gi l'en t" the intan\. anJ 
then two mOre two hllU':; \;Jt~r, ,\\temati vely, the 
pounded le~\~S can be pUI ,Iraighl ;Illo a tJble~pOOll of 

I rom '''I'' '~'<Jfl:"'~'", ,'enl. 
b'an,h." ;",d rOOT 

~~ 
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milk ,HId administered lhal W3~·. " ;II/{,-/ ('IJlI~ grows \ ery 
close 10 SllUrcL"S of permanent W!ller 

\\ ~ hoolD. Pr<llea lIi li dll 

Sli \~rs of hm .... an: sli~<:\1 "t) ' IIi' Ih~ ,'~m of !h~ 
Iwbllr)!II. and c(I()ked in boiling w~t~r, l h~ resultant tca 
C~j\ roc c!nmk a, a r~mcc!)' for 3stlun9, and high hlO(hl 
l""""ur~_ J1] rdatill11 !O a,lhm;l. I wa~ IO ld that this I~a 
'Iould "nable a pers<:>n to hreathe pwperl>_ 

Wild~ :11,. 4"i",i.iu uf ru (; 

I his is "jddy MlO\\l1 m«lidll<' grollll III many 
peoplcs' gardL'TI'. 1",1 " hi~h also gro\l~ in the "odd 
I'nl\llllily usd as a n:11l<:\1~ It,( w Id" (lIId '1111, drunl in 
til,> form of a tea IlIJdc from a few of1l]<; ka\es boil <XI 
in wat~r, A clump of the ka\ ~> I'~n h~ pla('ed on th~ 
l lC~, p..·rllaps unocr a hat. to C Llr~ a hcad~che. The 
punge111 f\!m~s a l'~ thought III puss dir~~tl~ int (l thc 
nasal passages and momh, w(1r kinl: on whale\'er is 
~~LlS;I1 !! the hcac!ach,,_ and C1lring it, 

\\ ~ n.llit. Ru llJ grlJ r "" II'''_1 (. 

I hl~ is:l ""'T} widd~ LLwd pl~n '. which gr(m$ in man~ 
pcoples' gardrn:>. It is a kind o r curc-,,111:>111 has sp.;t:iaJ 
al"plk:l1ion tor bril1!;ing 00\\'0 high blood pn:ssure and 
,ugar k,d, rhe tL,ual Illo:lhod r~,r uJ", jni'lCring the 
p1.ml is w brew a lea " f it tor Skcp it in cold "al~r. A 
.. mail ~ I\l(>unt is ,om~lime" .ldd~d to (\tll~r plants w 
j",;re,,-,c a n",Jic;,w', healJng pow,"" I'(lr example, it 1 _______ -"'.::"-
~Ull lx' b"ikd with klip;I"K?(l (f('(III(lli'- fJ"\I'm!tviiu) III 
1\l~lke a drink tha t is also used in bringi ng JOW11 blood 
sugar lel'ds. rhis 'p.:cics has an e~tremd: pungent 
,,11>.:\1 "hich n:lak' 10 iI' H11 p<lrlullC c (h a mellie'''''' anJ 
the pole]};;, il holds. 

VSlubo •• ~ slCrlol'l'c . ~ ~ Ierl>ou lIol'pt. fh)llrllmlll'll 
uur: u1/ijolia 

Ihis ,',Ill b<: boikd in <:qual parc:> wilh .:ithe, ghwarrk 
(£11';/('<1 /II1d"',,ra) <.>( gu1rarri.·son (~' .f, Orl.'ofpermum. 
sp. u!lid~ntified) to make a t~a drunk as a rcmed) for 
colds. It can also ~e used in a \ cr~ similar wa~ 10 

,lk(UJ1,/wroo Or Iwrooho.nic. "hcl\:b~ a few of Ihe:: 
lea\c, ~re pluckcd oil' and "hewed a_ al l oO-lh,,-g(1 ~ __ ===;;. ___ ~ 
n!"' ~U:> Ill< stll]lMCh-a~I1~_ 
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Codicil 

Medicines whose common names, species names and photographs have been 
withheld for IP reasons. 

1. This wasmedisyne (wash medicine) is used for the relief of bodily pain. Leaves of 
the plant are left to steep in cold water or cooked in boiling water. The resulting 
infusion is used (when cool) to wash affected areas of the body. 

2. This medicine is used in much the same way as Kedrostis nana. It is known to be a 
favourite food of porcupines (Ystervark -Hystrix africaeaustralis) and the stomach of 
a porcupine is held to be a powerful remedy in cases of vuilwind poisoning. 

3. This plant is used as a remedy to alleviate the symptoms of cancer. A klein klomp -
along with a sprig of katbos (Ballota Africana) - is drawn in boiling water and drunk 
three times a day,. This is a small plant that is generally found in hot, dry places of 
the veld. 

4. This poisonous wasmedisyne is used exclusively externally to wash the skin and 
hair, and is said to make the hair very nice and soft. It can also be used in the same 
way to relieve burning pain in the limbs. The leaves and stem are boiled in a pot until 
the water changes colour and then allowed to cool, before being rubbed on whichever 
body part you wish to clean or heal. It is only found in the veld, near to permanent 
water. 

5. This is a treatment for the round-shaped sores caused by ringworm. The flower is 
broken off of the plant and applied directly on to the affected area of skin. 

6. This is a remedy for 'mond sproei' - a viral infection of the mouth, most commonly 
occurring in babies. A leaf is broken off and the lips and gum wiped with the moist 
centre. 

7. This is a remedy for athlete's foot. A handful of leaves and branches is set alight 
and the effected foot held in the pungent smoke. Apparently also, a sprig of the leaves 
and stems can be brewed into a tea and drunk for the treatment of fever and 
inflammation. 

8. This medicine is ground up and mixed with cool or cold water and then washed 
around the mouth to cure the pain of tooth-ache. 

9. This is a common plant that grows in many peoples' gardens - in fact I never found 
it growing anywhere in the wild. Most commonly it is put in boiled water and allowed 
to draw like a tea and drunk to clean the kidneys. It is also used in the same way to 
cure a cold. 

10. When I witnessed this medicine being prepared, a handful of the leaves were 
taken and put into a coffee mug full of recently boiled water, and let to steep for 
several hours. A small piece (6-7cm with a dozen or so leaves) of wynruit (Ruta 
graveolens) was also included in the mixture and allowed to steep with the rhus. The 
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cool conconction was drunk as a remedy for intense pain - in this case in the legs. 
Apparently the bark of the same plant can be used in a similar way, again to help with 
pain. One knows that the decoction is ready to use when the liquid turns blood red. 
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