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Readers  might  find  it  curious  that  the  first
volume of a new monograph series on the history
of  Asian-European interaction has  as  its  subject
the interaction of indigenous Khoekhoe with Eu‐
ropean  settlers  in  eighteenth-century  colonial
South Africa. Those familiar with the broader con‐
text of Dutch colonialism will not be surprised, as
the Cape of Good Hope was part of the Dutch East
India Company's Indian Ocean empire.  The Uni‐
versity of Leiden has begun a new program for
training historians from the African and Asian na‐
tions in which the Dutch were active colonizers
and traders during the early modern period. The
research  capacity  of  the  old  Dutch  sources  in
these countries has been enhanced through this
unique doctoral program and the related archival
digitizing project. The result is a new generation
of African and Asian historians whose training in
early  Dutch  colonial  records  will  produce  new
perspectives  on  the  colonial  pasts  of  their  soci‐
eties. Russel Viljoen's book is the first publication
from this ambitious project. 

Viljoen  was  not  a  novice  doctoral  student
when he entered the TANAP (Towards a New Age

of  Partnership)  program at  Leiden,  having pub‐
lished extensively on Khoekhoe-colonists relation‐
ships. Jan Paerl: A Khoikhoi in Cape Colonial Soci‐
ety, 1761-1851 is the fruition of over a decade's re‐
search and writing. The book is one of the few de‐
tailed biographies of a Khoekhoe man during the
Dutch colonial  period and it  is  in  this  regard a
valuable contribution to the historiography of the
period.  Sources  for  indigenous  biographies  are
limited  and  it  is  the  exceptional  person  who
emerges from the colonial archives in enough de‐
tail to trace a full life story. The challenges of such
a project  are  not  to  be  underestimated.  Charles
van Onselen wrote  in  his  book about  the  black
South African sharecropper, Kas Maine, "this is a
biography of a man who, if one went by the offi‐
cial record alone, never was."[1] Kas Maine was
able to tell his own story to Van Onselen. Russel
Viljoen has  had to  glean information about  Jan
Paerl from the eighteenth- and nineteenth-centu‐
ry archives. In doing so, he has done a remark‐
able job of bringing to life the story of a charis‐
matic, spiritual, individualistic, and idiosyncratic
man. The book brings to mind Robert Ross's Adam
Kok's  Griquas,  although this  was  the  story  of  a



community and their collective fate over genera‐
tions.[2] Viljoen has managed to write Jan Paerl's
biography by tracing his life through his involve‐
ment in several communities, from his birth in ru‐
ral  Swellendam; his  brief  rise to prominence as
the  leader  of  an  indigenous  millenarian  move‐
ment, Onsen Liewen Heer; his subsequent impris‐
onment and eventual release to become a farm la‐
borer; his assertion of autonomy through migra‐
tion to a mission station; his conversion and sub‐
sequent role as a guide and founding member of a
new  Moravian  community;  and  his  return  and
eventual death as the oldest resident of the Mora‐
vian mission in Genadendal,  in the Caledon dis‐
trict of the Western Cape. 

Even this thumbnail sketch confirms that Jan
Paerl was an exceptional man. Viljoen is able to
paint a verbal portrait of Paerl's idiosyncratic per‐
sonality and his determination, through whatever
means  necessary,  to  assert  his  independence.
Paerl  occupied  an  ambiguous  position  in  the
racial classifications of Dutch colonial society, be‐
ing  officially  labeled  a  Bastaard (child  of  a
Khoekhoe mother and European father) but gen‐
erally perceived and self-identified as Khoekhoe.
He was bilingual in Dutch and what Viljoen calls
"Khoikhoi" (p. 17), and dressed in both European
and indigenous garments. Born on a settler farm
in the rural  Overburg and raised to labor for a
colonial  master  during a  period when the Cape
government was attempting to assert stricter con‐
trol  over indigenous people in the region,  Paerl
spent his life struggling for independence. 

It was the threat by settler-squatters to the in‐
dependence of a local Khoekhoe community un‐
der the leadership of Cobus Valentijn that set in
motion  the  millenarian  movement  inspired  by
Paerl.  A  battle  ensues  between the Governor in
Cape Town attempting to protect the rights of the
Khoekhoe, at least on paper, and the determina‐
tion of burgher settlers to ignore the authorities
in order to secure their own claims to land and la‐
bor  in  the  border  regions  of  the  colony.  Paerl's

revelations  as  Ons  Liewen  Heer,  or  "Our  Dear
Lord" (he was also called "God of the Hottentots")
provided an indigenous interpretation and solu‐
tion to the crisis by claiming that the Khoekhoe
had been ordered to kill their white cattle, burn
their European clothes, build new straw huts with
two doors, and at an appointed time to flee to the
mountains  and  wait  for  the  specific  day  when,
with divine intervention,  they would kill  all  the
whites and have their land and cattle restored to
them.  The fact  that  Paerl  attracted hundreds  of
followers showed the power of his ideas both to
his own people and to worried settlers. But the in‐
evitable failure of the movement resulted in set‐
tler gains and the decimation of Valentijn's com‐
munity as well as the disappearance of Paerl. 

Viljoen  analyzes  the  millenarian  movement
as symptomatic of the breakdown and destruction
of Khoekhoe society, including the incorporation
of  Christianity  into  indigenous  beliefs  indicated
by  Paerl's  Dutch  title  Ons  Liewen  Heer.  What
emerges is an image of social divisions and unsta‐
ble alliances between Khoekhoe, free blacks, and
slaves in terms of both resistance and accommo‐
dation in settler society. Divisions also clearly ex‐
isted in the nodes of power of the colonial admin‐
istration, with the central authorities theoretically
trying to uphold indigenous rights but unable to
make rural officials and settlers enforce decrees
against their will. 

Jan Paerl survived the disillusionment of his
failed prophecies and went on to become a labor‐
er raising a family in rural Stellenbosch. A brief
period of imprisonment followed when it was dis‐
covered  that  Paerl  was  the  elusive  Ons  Liewen
Heer,  but the court dismissed the case as one of
"madness"  rather  than "sedition."  Paerl  thus  es‐
caped the death penalty through the trivialization
of his revelation and followers. He later proved to
be extremely adept at making legal claims to the
state in order to protect his rights, construct a sta‐
ble  family  life,  and assert  control  over  his  chil‐
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dren  in  the  face  of  attempts  by  a  Stellenbosch
farmer to indenture them. 

Paerl  and his  eldest  son sought  refuge with
the Moravian missionaries who had brought to‐
gether  Khoekhoe  converts  at  Genadendal  and
where (after  training,  baptism and communion)
he became a leading figure in this strict Christian
community.  He still  managed to assert  his  inde‐
pendence by leaving temporarily  to  explore the
region, and to assert his non-compliance by living
in a stable monogamous relationship without the
sanction of marriage. Paerl would have lived out
his days in relative obscurity had he not come to
the  attention  of  one  of  the  leading  Moravians,
Christian  La  Trobe,  who  visited  the  Cape  and
wrote about his journey. Jan Paerl was one of his
favorite guides. Paerl's leadership qualities were
also readily apparent and he was chosen to help
found the mission station Enon on the frontier be‐
tween the colonists and the Xhosa. His life there
was, according to Viljoen, unremarkable, and he
eventually returned to live at Genadendal for the
next twenty years before he died at the extraordi‐
narily old age of ninety. In the last year of his life
on  earth,  a  new  millenarian  movement,  with
echoes of his own revelations, captured the hearts
of the Khoekhoe residents of Kat River who joined
forces with the Xhosa to drive the whites into the
sea. The result was disastrous for the Khoekhoe.
Viljoen concludes that the periodic resurfacing of
millenarian  movements  amongst  Khoekhoe
claiming rights to the lands of their ancestors was
foundational to the Khoekhoe "nation" (p. 165). 

The book is not without flaws, most obviously,
there are several sections of the book where the
prose  is  rather  repetitive  and  could  have  used
some judicious editing.  A few glaring typos also
point to less than stellar editing and proofreading
in what is otherwise a high quality and expensive
book. Unless there is a subsidized or locally pro‐
duced South African paperback edition, this book
will probably be financially out of reach for the

audience for which it was at least partially intend‐
ed. 

In his epilogue, Viljoen assesses Khoesan at‐
tempts  at  claiming  "first  nation"  status  in  post-
apartheid South Africa. He raises the question of
how Jan Paerl is to be remembered and then an‐
swers it: "Jan Paerl must certainly be seen as an
icon for  democracy  and South  Africa's  constitu‐
tion ... [he] is an embodiment of the 'Rainbow Na‐
tion' or 'Rainbow People of God' as expressed by
Desmond Tutu" (p.  171).  Decrying the marginal‐
ization of  "coloured"  South Africans  in  the new
democracy,  Viljoen  has  himself  written  a  book
that makes a contribution to creating a new set of
national heroes for a new national past. 

Notes 
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-safrica 

Citation: Kerry Ward. Review of Viljoen, Russel S. Jan Paerl: A Khoikhoi in Cape Colonial Society
1761-1851. H-SAfrica, H-Net Reviews. May, 2007. 

URL: https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=13134 

 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No
Derivative Works 3.0 United States License. 

H-Net Reviews

4

https://networks.h-net.org/h-safrica
https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=13134

