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RAVEL narratives have been one of the primary means by which Europeans

learned about the rest of the world. Through the eyes of sailors and settlers,
adventurers and explorers, missionaries and monks — through their gaze — foreign
lands were surveyed, distant treasures were vaunted, and exotic peoples were
portrayed. During the seventeenth century, the allure and promise of contact with
others, especially in the form of trade, sent forth fleets of European journeyers to
extend the horizon of international relations. An aggressive campaign of European
expansion took shape in the gap between the Renaissance and the Enlightenment.
This global project, based initially on merchant capital and reliant upon the success
of item-exchange, conceived of the world as a space of contours and edges. Foreign
continents were mapped as blank interiors confined by jagged boundaries. Imperial
activity at this stage took the form of an oceanic trade, plied largely on beaches and
islands, leaving vast hinterlands in cartographical darkness. However, knowledge
of these borderlands, what Mary Louise Pratt calls “contact zones,” and the people
who inhabited them, was in demand, both by financiers and merchants and also by
acurious public. Key to both satisfying and promoting the desire for this knowledge,
travel narratives provided a descriptive reality of the world that Europe was
increasingly encountering. And central to this prose of the periphery was the
representation of those whom the travelers were engaged with, those who made the
very act of exchange possible: the perimeter peoples.

As travel-writings inscribed and described persons on the other side of the
encounter, these works took on a host of functions and a variety of meanings. They
also appeared in many forms: personal correspondence, company logbooks,
journals, private diaries, edited compendiums, and literary prose. What is clear is
that these stories concerning the rest of the world were not mere tales for entertain-
ment; they also participated in larger cultural and commercial projects emanating
from Europe. In fact, the value of travel literature as a discourse and a body of texts
was in many ways determined by its utility for a given audience. The creation of a
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narrative from the experience of travel served a number of purposes, some strategic,
some popular, and some scientific. For instance, for the Dutch East India Company
(VOC), the largest and most successful trading enterprise of the seventeenth century,
travel accounts were able to serve as a form of intelligence: the experiences of sailors
abroad helped determine company policy (as will be shown below). And in other
cases, especially for the reading public, these narratives were able to answer the
questions of curiosity that came with imperial adventures: how different or similar
others were, where foreigners ranked in the great chain of being, and what economic
opportunities were available through interaction. In all situations, central to the
realization of these designs was the careful construction of “others™ as certain
“types” of people. This construction was the means by which travel-writers
forwarded agendas, interrogated difference, and promoted ethnographic sensibility.

Since the end of the fifteenth century, Khoikhoi at the Cape of Good Hope had
been objects of European marvel and participants in intermittent trade/barter as
Portuguese, and later Dutch (and other), ships rounded Africa on their way to and
from Asia. As the indigenous inhabitants of the western Cape, managing large herds
of cattle and sheep, enjoying a temperate climate, pluvial rainfall, and a mosquito-
free environment, Khoikhoi were seen as the privileged possessors of a bountiful
land. As travelers encountered them, usually in the context of exchange (copper and
iron for cattle) or convalescence (obtaining rest and victuals), the Europeans
included descriptions of them in their journals and narratives. Khoikhoi were
considered unique — similar, but not quite, to other black Africans found along the
coast. The superficial contact the whites had with them allowed for rich speculation
as to just who Khoikhoi were. But, for the most part, they were marginal figures in
the process of European expansion, mere novelties along the route to Oriental riches.
However, in the middle of the seventeenth century, over 150 years after first sighting
the Cape and the Khoikhoi, Europeans began to view this corner of the continent (the
point at which the Atlantic and Indian oceans meet) with more interest. There were
healthy cattle for consuming, fertile land for farming, and local people for laboring
— the Cape seemed an ideal place to establish a refreshment station for a “seaborne
empire.” Thus the Dutch took the initiative, built a fort at the Cape, and secured
permanent relations with the Khoikhoi.

What I am interested in here is how travel narratives concerning the Cape of
Good Hope from 1649 to 1690 utilized specific images of the Khoikhoi to serve
either Dutch imperial intentions or a larger European cultural project. In both cases,
writing was utilized as a technology of representation: texts served as tools in the
construction of a Euro-managed Khoikhoi identity to fulfill certain purposes.
Though the narratives created and deployed a number of conceptions, some
contradictory and some contested, there are three that [ will focus on, keeping in mind
the context of their production and their utility. First, I will look at how Khoikhoi
were represented as strategic shepherds, as herders who were seen as important
assets in the Dutch colonial establishment at the Cape. Then 1 will investigate how
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travelers tapped into and enhanced the trope of the godiess savage, extending this
rather popular stereotype to Khoikhoi as part of the European understanding/
definition of the “other.” Lastly, I will examine how the local Cape peoples were
valued as ethnographic specimens, those who could be rendered in nascent anthro-
pological terms by a discourse that increasingly analyzed culture according to
standardized norms. By invoking these three perceptions of the Khoikhoi, we will
begin to understand how travelers’ accounts, far from being innocent or innocuous
entertainment events, were in fact crucial to imperial designs at the Cape.

A number of assumptions inform this analysis: that literary tropes are histori-
cally and politically contingent, full of ideological import; that narrative image
selection is at some level strategic; and that imperial textual production is as
revealing of the colonial culture as it might be of the “native” culture. Travel
narrative had the effect of being a sort of cultural wing for a loosely articulated
imperial front. Considering that during this forty-year time frame at least eighty-
eight sailor accounts were written (of these, a dozen are represented here), it is fair
to say that the Cape and its people were subjected to an intense scriptive scrutiny.
For, despite its merely utilitarian value to the larger Dutch imperial project focused
on Asia, the Cape invited comment from numerous passing seamen.

Many of these sailors’ texts survive today in archives and rare-books libraries
around the world, but some are also available in the form of translated, edited
compendiums. In all cases, I have tried to draw from the original manuscript where
possible, but have relied on contemporary edited volumes for others. Names
followed by an asterisk (*) designate Raven-Hart’s valuable collection Cape Good
Hope 1652-1702: The First Fifty Years of Dutch Colonisation as Seen by Callers
as my source, while those followed by a cross (7) derive from Strangman’s Early
French Callers at the Cape.

Strategic Shepherds

THE first mention of Khoikhoi in European travel literature comes from the
journal of Bartholomeu Dias, the Portuguese sailor who first rounded the Cape
in 1488. At this time, the Portuguese had no designs on the area as they were more
interested in proceeding up the east coast of Africa toward Asia. As Raven-Hart’s
collection Before van Riebeeck attests, Dias’s portrayal of these newly “discovered”
people served as the initial voice of what came to be a perpetual echo in later sailors’
writings, that is, the description of Khoikhoi as shepherds. Dias wrote that he and
his crew

sighted land in a bay which we called the Angra dos Vaqueiros, because of the many
cows seen there, watched by their herdsmen. And since they had no language which
could be understood, we could have no speech with them; but rather they drove off
their cattle inland, as if terrified at such a new matter, so that we could learn no more
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of them [than] that they were black, with woolly hair like those of Guinea.

Some 160 years later, after decades of interaction and trade with the Khoikhoi and
a tentative effort by the British to claim the Cape for military purposes, Europeans
continued to tap into tropes established by Dias in their accounts of the Khoikhoi.
However, it was when Europeans realized that Khoikhoi themselves, and not just the
geographical position of the Cape, were strategically important to imperial interests
that a permanent settlement was attempted.

In 1649, two Dutchmen, Leendert Janssen and Matthys Proot, wrote a letter to
the Lords Seventeen, directors of the Dutch East India Company, relating their
experiences at the Cape of Good Hope. They had been on board the Dutch ship
Haerlem when it wrecked at the Cape’s Table Bay two years earlier. Though most
of the crew were able to hitch returns to Europe aboard passing ships, Janssen, Proot,
and sixty other men stayed for about a year, salvaging the vessel, building a fort,
planting a garden, and developing stronger relations with the Khoikhoi. This letter,
now published in Leibrandt’s Précis, came to be known as the “Remonstrance” and
was utilized as official guidelines for future Cape commanders. It was part travel
report and part political proposal: Janssen and Proot rendered the experience of their
accidental sojourn at the Cape in terms that the company could use for policy-
making. Though they did not provide a seamless narrative of events and activities,
they did give an 1dealized account of what their journey entailed and explained how
this information might be of benefit to VOC mercantile efforts. To put it in literary
terms, the letter was a sort of private textual performance for a specific audience; in
tactical terms, it was an unsolicited piece of intelligence: essentially, it was story in
the service of strategy. Key to the letter’s utility and value was the representation
given of Khoikhoi as shepherds who would benefit the company by their presence
at the Cape. Arguing against other prevalent viewpoints concerning the local
dwellers (which [ will deal with later), they explicitly demonstrated Khoikhoi utility
with reference to three contexts: the unnecessary Dutch reliance on St. Helena island
for refreshment; the friendly relations enjoyed by the Haerlem crew with the
Khoikhoi; and the possibilities opened up to “civilizing” and Christianizing mis-
sions.

Up to this time, the VOC had used St. Helena island in the Atlantic as a
refreshment station for crews going to and from Asia. It was a suitable stopover in
that there were safe anchorage and no hostile locals to interfere with the sailors.
However, though they stated that “St. Helena has hitherto been a very convenient
place of call for the return ships,” Janssen and Proot recommended that the trading
enterprise shift refreshment operations from the island to the Cape of Good Hope.
They believed that the old revictualling station had outgrown its utility (provisions
were scarce, security was tenuous, and maintenance was absent) while the Cape
promised a better financial return for the company and improved health for the
sailors. They argued that St. Helena’s lack of local inhabitants precluded the orderly
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raising of livestock as well as the planting of gardens and orchards, all key
ingredients for sustaining a healthy ship. As it stood, due to the “negligence of the
skippers and the boats’ crews (who are more inclined to ruin everything with which
they come in contact than to plant or leave anything for their posterity) it has been
so damaged that henceforth neither pigs nor goats will be obtainable.” Thus, St.
Helena was pictured as a once-worthy outpost of empire, now past its usefulness. In
contrast, these problems were to “‘be prevented by having a fort and a garden at the
Cape,” for “the crews would be well refreshed there and provided with cattle, sheep
and greens.” According to their design, the caretakers of these provisions — as
regards cattle, sheep, and goats — would be the Khoikhoi.

The personal experiences of Janssen and Proot at the Cape allowed for a vision
of Khoikhoi in humanistic terms. They were quite aware of the stereotypes that had
been deployed against Khoikhoi by earlier writers, but they believed that the
company needed the benefit of a new perspective if it wanted a more profitable
overseas enterprise. As Janssen and Proot said: “Others will say that the natives are
brutal and cannibals, from whom no good can be expected, and that we will have to
be continually on our guard, but this is a vulgarerror.” While these men did “not deny
that [Khoikhoi] live without laws or police, nor that some boatmen and soldiers have
been killed by them,” they were quick to defend these actions: “The killing of our
people is undoubtedly caused by revenge being taken by the natives when their cattle
is seized, and not because they are cannibals. . . . The uncivil and ungrateful conduct
of our people is therefore the cause.” Thus, one of the prevalent historical
representations of the Cape peoples, as senseless murderers, was explained away by
an appeal to a reasonable and common need for human justice. They were “quite
convinced that the peasants of this country {Holland], in case their cattle are shot
down or taken away without payment, would not be a hair better than these natives
if they had not to fear the law.” Essentially, a moral equivalence was made between
peasant Dutch farmers and Khoikhoi to lay a foundation for understanding the Cape
herders in positive, hence economically useful, terms.

Having made their initial arguments (that St. Helena was no longer viable; that
Khoikhoi were humans, similar to “our” peasants), Janssen and Proot detailed the
helpful presence of the locals when they were stranded at the Cape. It was at this point
that they realized how serendipitous a relationship between the herders and the
company could be. The Khoikhoi’s skills as shepherds could be strategically
mobilized to serve VOC business interests. Marshalling legal and religious imagery
to make their case, they stated, “We of the Haerlem testify” that:

the natives came with all friendliness to trade with us at the fort which we had thrown
up during our five months’ stay, bringing cattle and sheep in numbers — for when
the Princesse Royael arrived with 80 or 90 sick we could provide it with so much
cattle and sheep which we had at hand and so many birds shot daily, that nearly all
the sick were restored to health, so that this refreshment was next to God the






