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ABSTRACT

When Europeans first began to move fo the central portion of the interior of southern Africa in
the late eighteenth century, they encountered Bushmen hunter-gatherers who were already
occupying the land. The impact which these Europeans had on one geographical region, the
Seacow River valley in the north-east Karoo region, and on the hunter-gatherers living there,
form the basic theme of this thesis. The aim is to place the Seacow River valley and the ¢ nts
that transpired in that region between 1770 and 1900 in a documented context, in order to use

this context to make sense of the arc eological data pertaining to this Post-Contact period.

The expansion of European farmers into the Seacow River valley was gradual, and through the
eighteenth and nineteenth century th gradual expansion affected not only the large herds of
game grazing on the Karroid vegetai ), but the vegetation itself. A wide spectrum of
documentary sources shed light on tt  nature and timing of the extermination of valley game

animals and provided clues to the ef 't which the European presence had on the environment.

Bushmen hunter-gatherers living int.  region responded to the Europeans in various ways.
Although some Bushmen may have moved ahead of the colonial frontier, or were destroyed by
it, many Bushmen survived by adopting different roles in colonial society. The degree in which
valley Bushmen retained their identity, subsistence patterns and material culture was largely
dependent on their relation to the co. ial presence in the form of farms, mission stations and
towns. Some Bushmen lived independently from these centres, while others were related to
these centres in different ways. The cumentation of this differing response to the colonial
presence not only provides a context for the accumulation of Post-Contact archaeological

deposits, but allows some light to be shed on the context of individual archaeological sites.
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dark humic lens on the west side with a  ~ black and bright blue beads, mixed with oyster whites,

possibly churned up from below.

The lagged surface layer vielded four-hole button commonly found in mid- to late-
nineteenth century contexts, and a cotter pin in the same dating range. A whiteware porcelain sherd
has a post-1850's range while two drinking glass fragments cannot be dated. There are also a few
glass beads, probably derived from lower in the sequence. Fauna is badly fragmented, probably due
to trampling. Wind-lagging has deflated the faunal and overlying OES lenses into each other. All
three layers contains sheep/goat remains, but no cattle. There is a marked shift from head & feet in

the lower layer to forelimbs in the upper :vels.

Native pottery is again all grass tempered, rocker stamped ware, but broken into
exceptionally small pieces. Stone tool density actually increases, but some of this may be due to
lagging by wind and dancing activities. The full range of microlith subtypes continue unabated up to

the youngest levels.

Non-domestic fauna is also very ‘agmented. Again, there is almost no loss of faunal density
or species range in the post-Contact lev s, and the rate of non-domestic bone accumulation
actually accelerated, with a marked gain in species variety. If the site was used as a dance platform,

then lagging by wind coupled with trampling could have created this effect.

1.9.5. Abbot's Cave

Abbot's Cave is about two kilo tres from Droefontein, facing east towards the homestead
of the original Zaay Fontein, which is visible from the cave. The site and its neighbour, Lame Sheep
shelter, overlook a wetland on the edge of the Klein Seekoei tributary. Abbot's Cave was used as a
stock enclosure and had a low dry-stone wall across its mouth (see Figure 1-3). Excavations
(roughly 4 X 4 meters} show the usual urrowing disturbances, traced by displaced items. vThe
stratified, Post-Contact deposit is almost 0.5 meters thick because it is capped with 25cm of sheep

dung e Figure 1-7).

The lowermost unit, mostly in a dense layer of OES, yielded glassware, buttons, beads,
percussion caps, lead sheeting and a French gunflint at the base of the layer dating to an 1810 -
1840 range. A bone smoking pipe con 3 from the same level. However, the other material fits a
mid- to late-nineteenth century dating 1ge, and there is probably some local disturbance. A peach
pit and two glass beads probably come from this unit, but were burrowed into underlying pre-
Contact levels. The next group in the  juence comes mainly from the dung. There are galvanised
iron and copper sheet fragments, fragments of containers, household fittings, cutlery, a glass bead,
and a Brandon gunflint datable to the late-nineteenth century. A carriage bolt, datable to after 1865

and a black bead have been carried downwards by burrowing activity.

The dung surface vielded rubt  tire parings (probably from shoe sole repairs) and a small
piece of green canvas. The earliest pc .ible date for the rubber is about 1910. The lower unit

contains sheep remains and some frac 1ents of goat. The second unit has both plus rare traces of
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underlying the stone wall, and a loose st ‘ace layer which ties into the base of the stone wall and is

banked up against the outside of this wall on one side.

The lower unit has glass trade beads, metal items, gun flints and earthenwares (transfer
printed, annular and hand-painted) tied firmly to the 1840 - 1860 dating range. Two drinking glass
fragments are associated with these. Ite ; from the overlying surface layer include wine bottles,
window glass and earthenware (unpainted ironstones, whitewares, oriental ginger jars) attributable
to an 1880 - 1910 dating range through associated ammunition and metalwork. An escutcheon

plate recovered from the base of this lay may slightly predate this range.

Lenses of livestock remains were associated with each of these layers. The lower contained
few sheep, a goat and many fragments  ovicaprines. These recur in the upper layer together with
rare fragments of cattie and chicken. Ovicaprine elements stress both haunches in the lower unit,

but More head and hind limb parts in the upper unit.

Stone tools production did not ¢ :line in post-Contact times, but microlith production did
decrease. The usual pottery is supplemented by rare large spatulate (stab & drag) decoration. Dense
OES lenses were particularly associated with the lower layer, but the density of OES had decreased
drastically by the 1880 - 1910 accumulation. Non-domestic fauna is too scarce and fragmented to

assess.

1.9.8. Van Zyl's Rus sheiter

This small, south-facing overhai is 2,5 kilometres east of Zaay Fontein homestead and
about the same distance, although over rougher terrain, from a neighbouring homestead. Dry-stone
walling forms a windbreak across the deepest part of the overhang (see Figure 1-3). The uppermost
hill-wash ties in with the base of the stone wall {see Figure 1-10}. Under this, a biack-brown layer
interfaced with lenses of OES fragments and charcoal was excavated. The hill-wash layer has an
iron wire underwear supporter, datable to about 1895. The older layer yielded a single kaolin clay
pipe bowl fragment, with a stamp impression of such wide dating range that precision is impossible,
although such pipes became increasing scarce after the mid-nineteenth century. A boot grommet

and an iron farrier's spike were also un table.

A small patch of sheep remains at the same level as the farrier's spike provides the earliest
trace of domesticates at this site. Just )ove is a more extensive sheet of sheep remains and some
less diagnostic ovicaprines (only one p| :e can be firmly attributed to goat). Elements stress fore

and hind limbs.

The few sherds of indigenous pottery were all grass tempered, and decorated with rocker
stamp impressions. The density of pot 'y as well as the OES fragments had decreased drastically

in the upper, hill-wash layer. Stone tools are too few to permit an evaluation.

Species diversity among the non-domestic fauna increases during the post-Contact levels,

and the rate of accumulation probably :celerated as well in this short period.
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Thus, the number of large mammals which are known to occur within the Seacow River
valley at present is minimai. The moverr it of most of the species discussed is heavily curtailed by
the existence of barbed wire fencing between farms. The grazing or feeding areas of these species

is thus severely limited.

2.7.2. Amphibians

Although a semi-arid shrubland, the valley harbours a surprising variety of amphibians in its
main watercourses year round. Like so any other life forms, no systematic study of valley frogs
and toads has been conducted, so the inventory was culled from the nation-wide distribution maps
of Passmore and Carruthers (1979). Common valley species include the Common Platanna
(Xenopus laevis), the Karoo toad (Bufo gariepensis), the Cape River frog (Rana fuscigula), and the
Bullfrog (Pyxicephalus adspersus). Rain-filled depressions and small seasonal vlei lands across valley
may also bring up the Pygmy toad (Bufo vertebralis), the Tremolo sand frog (Tomopterna cryptotis),

the Common caco (Cacosterum boettgeri), but these are much less commonly seen.

2.7.3. Reptiles

A large number of reptiles inhabit the valley's waters, soils and rocky areas. These species
have been inventoried by checking the distributions given in Branch's {1993) guide to the reptiles of

Southern Africa (see Table 2-3).

TABLE 2-3: Reptile species occurring in the Seacow River valley (from Branch 1993)

REPTILES SPECIES :
Snakes Cape Cobra Spitting cobra {rinkals) Cross-marked grass snake
(Naja nivea) (Hemachatus haemachatus) (Psammophis crucifer)
Dwarf beaked  ike Common egg eater Delande's Blind snake
(Dipsina multimaculata) (Dasypeltis scabra) {Typhlops delander)
Cape Wolf snake Common siug eater Mole snake
(!t vcophidic mnse) {Duberria lutrix) ’ (Pseudaspis cana)
‘ndevall's e .out Rhombic Skaapsteker Rhombic night adder
(Prosymna sundevallii) (Psammophylax rhombeatus) (Causus rhombeat
Karoo Sand snake Coral snake
(Psammophis notostictus) {Aspidelaps lubricus)
Skinks Cape skink Variegated skink Striped skink
(Mabuya capensis) (Mabuya variegata) (Mabuya striata)
Old World Lizards Burchell's sand lizard Namaqua sand lizard Spotted sand lizard
{Pedioplanis burchelli) (Pedioplanis namaquensis) (Pedioplais lineoocellata)
Plated lizards Yellow-throated plated lizard
(Gerrhosaurus flavigularis)
Girdled lizards Cape girdled lizard Karoo girdled lizard Cape Crag lizard (Pseudo-
(Cordylus cordyfus) {Cordylus polyzonus) cordylus microlepidotus)
Leguaans Rock monitor
(Varanus albigularis)
Agama Southern Rock agama Ground agama
{Agama atra) (Agama aculeata)
Geckos Bibron's gecko Spotted gecko Marico gecko
(Pachydactylus bibronii) (Pachydactylus maculatus) {Pachydactylus mariquensis)
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although neither he nor the men accc panying him mention this in their memoirs. A commandant
who travelled with Collins along the banks of the Seacow river in 1809 claimed to have been with
the Governor's party in 1803. He reported to Collins (Moodie 1960,V/:2) that they "had killed thirty

sea cows in the river of that name.”

Many hippopotamus were found in the Seacow River for years afterwards, noted Collins's
informant, but in 1809, they were described as met with only very seidom, except near the junction
of the Seacow River with the Great River (ibid.). Collins reported that his own party came across
none of this species. The reason fort 3 is most likely that his route passed nowhere near the main
chain of hippo poois in the lower valley. Nonetheless, hippos do appear to have become scarce in
the Seacow River by the end of the first decade of the nineteenth century. Burchell (1824,11:90) in
1812 noted that "hippopotami, formerly so numerous in the Zeekoe river, are no longer, unless
accidentally, to be found there; but have all retreated to the Black River or Nugariep.” They were

said to live undisturbed in this, the Orange River (ibid.).

In 1820, however, hippos were still present as Campbell (1822,11) observed that they had
been attracted into the Seacow River. The many, deep pools forming the course of the Seacow
River are described (ibid.) as "fitted to gratify the disposition and taste of the hippopotamus”, which

"loves to stand during the day in water, deep enough to cover itself completely.” {ibid.:314).

Hippos were not mentioned again by any later travellers. The late Mr F, Rubidge of Zoete
Valley (RICH.115) recounted his father telling him that the last hippo in the river was said to have
been shot on that farm, but the date was unknown. Probably the later 1830s when the lower valley
land grants were made (see 1.11) wc 1 have spelled the end of the hippo here. A subfossil hippo

mandible has been found in the river - ivels of Kuilfontein (COL.115) (J. Southey pers.comm.).

Clearly, the many deep, long poois {(col.:'zeekoegaten’) of the lower Seacow River offered
favourable habitats for the hippo. They were killed by travellers, farmers, and possibly by Bushmen.
If more cows were killed than bulls, it is understandable that the numbers of hippopotamus
gradually decreased as the breeding population was whittled away. By 1820, the many pools which
had o1 ' been occupied by hippo no ionger harboured so many of these creatures. A few probably
moved north to the more protected Orange River. Only the name 'Seacow River' as well as the
many 'hippo pools' along its length re ained as mute testimony of the presence of these large

mammals.

4.4.25. Warthog {(Phacochoerus aethiopicus)

Gordon (Raper and Boucher 1388,1) meandering through the vailey in 1777 made numerous
references to 'bushpig’. The editors of his memoirs (ibid.) commented that his descriptions of both
the appearance and the behaviour of this animal leave little doubt that the animai referred to was
the warthog, rather than the bushpig. nce his party had off-saddied on the banks of what was
probably the Klein Seekoei River, Gordon described the animals which one of the wagons had

caught along the way. included among these was a warthog which Gordon termed "a young so-
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TABLE 5-1: Droughts recorded in sources for the valley - 1770 - 1300

DA™~ ' ~"7oHT ~"7CRIPTION REFERENCE
1770
Y O [ CCT T IoTTTTITITIIII

N I T T T T T T T T T T —‘

1777 "it has rained very little this year” {Raper and Boucher 1988,1:88)

1778

e T M o .
| _wo_| - T _C - - ____ i

1827 )

1828 b DROUGHT

1829 L4 DROUGHT

1830 "in consequence of the long droughts ... for two years” (Steedman 1835,1:135)

1831 ..............

<2 O S,
1833
1834 * "when such droughts occur as have happened this year” (Kirby 1939,1:63}
"the extreme drought which had occurred” (Kirby 1939.1:67)
BREEECI N o
—_t.g—__p- ——————— h ——————————————————————————— o ot n —— — — — — — — — — o — — —
1847
1848 L4 "the streams being ... quite dry through the long continued (Gray 1849:77)
drought”
BREZE T I S o
| o 1 i I N
1859
1860 ® "We commenced the year {1860} with a drought aimost (CA 1861:1,1}
unprecedented”
1861 ] "farmers ... losing numbers of sheep ... in consequence of (CA 1861:1,39; 1,49}
the iong drought”

1862 ° "the continued drought is being most severely” (CA 1862:2,55; 2,79; 2,80; 2,91; 2,94;
2,102}

1863 "the drought broken up” (CA 1863:3,106)

1864

to

1871

1872 ° "the drought still continues” {CA 1872:12,708"*; 12,800{wn];
12,801(wni;: 12,805*)

1873 e "the drought stiil continues” (CA 1873:13,667; 13,678)

1874 "Breaking up of the drought” (CA 1874:14,724)

1878 L4 “the drought still continues” (CA 1875:15,769: 15,776)

1876 RAIN

1877 L] "the drought still continues” (CA 1877:17,833; 17,847, 17,850;
17,879)

1878 ® "This town and district is now f g the full influence of {CA 1878:18,884; 18,888;18,922)

the severe drought”
RAIN - "the flats around town were under water" (CA 1878:18,928)

1879

1880

1881

1882 ® "The drought is very saverely felt in this district” {CA 1882:22, 1079; 22,2014*)

1883 o "The drought still cantinues unbroken” (CA 1883:23,2064; 23, 2071)

1884 e “the drought still continues” (CA 1 23¢,2093; 23° 1lwnl;
23+, 2u/0iwn}}

1885 ° "The drought is still unbroken” (CA 1885:24*,2084{wn]; 24*,2088[wn];
24°.2107(wni; 24°,2113[wn};
24*,2129{wn])

1886 RAIN - several welcome showers fell here” {CA 1886:25",2137[wnl])

1887

1888 * "Drought - the want of rain is bi  ning to be severely fait” (CA 1888:27*, 2282[wn}; 27*,2283(wn})

1889 L "The continuance of cold and divught is becoming a serious (CA 1889:28*,2318{wn]; 28*,2324(wn]l;

matter in this district” 28*,2326{wn})
RAIN - "We may regard the drought as completely broken
up in_this district now" {CA 1889:28*,2333{wn])

1890

1891

1892

1893 e ""The drought is becoming serious in this district” {CA 1893:32°,1651)

1894

1896

1896 L “the drought is becoming serious” (CA 1896:35°*,1780; 35*,1813)

1897 RAIN - "The Seacow River ... overflowed its banks” (CA 1897:36",1823)

1898 |

1899

1900

151


















































































































































































































































































































record blank. Gnu or black wildebee were rare by the late 1850's, but lingered on until 1883
when one last specimen was shot by a valley farmer. The hippopotamus (Hippopotamus amphibius)
gave its name (Seacow, Zeekoe or Seekoei) to the valley but was almost gone by 1820 and
certainly gone by the late 1830's. War og (Phacochoerus aethiopicus) disappear from written
records after 1800. Gemsbok (Oryx gazella) and buffalo (Syncerus caffer) may have been

misidentifications by their one-time observers ({these two animals are therefore omitted from Table

11-1).

KEY TO TABLE 11-1 & TABLE 11-2

Animals occurring in very large numbers
Relatively large numbers present

Animals observed regularly on ie landscape
Animals rare or in low numbers on the landscape

Animals no longer present on the landscape

TABLE 11-1: Timing of last written records of ungulate species

l LINT L ATES/ADTIODACTYLS

DATE Red Spring- Eland Blesbok Rhebok Duiker & Quagga Wilde- Hippo- Warthog
harte- bok & Klip- beest potamus
beest steenbok | springer
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11.6. CONCLUSION

The Bushmen of the Seacow River valley did not simply disappear, neither were they driven
or killed off. Although the colonial expa sion murdered many of them, mutilated their habitat, and
all but destroyed their food base, they | |d on in considerable numbers and responded in various
ways to whatever the Europeans would fling at them. When physical resistance failed, they took up
positions in every frontier niche that was open to them, and retained their identity to the very end
of the nineteenth century. They are stil resent in large numbers in the living community. What
destroyed their identity was the shift in belling as they were removed from the countryside -- first
called 'Hottentots' when they became farm servants, they were later mislabelled 'loafers', then
'thieves', then 'coloureds' as they joine the town communities. The persistence of their physical

presence is clearly documented in the r ords. The persistence of their native material culture is just

as clearly documented in the archaeological record.
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