NEW HOLME / MIELIEFONTEIN
FROM THE BEGINNING TILL NOW
A STORY OF 250 MILLION YEARS

The farms New Holme and Mieliefontein, district Hanover, nestle in the vast scrubland which is the Karoo. More than two hundred million years ago this landscape was part of a large lake and a vista dotted with gigantic trees. Situated on the Seekoei (Sea Cow) River, New Holme / Mieliefontein’s intrigue relics, features, sites, structures and other phenomena today bear mute testimony, not only to this early ecological system, but to a subsequent human saga spanning millennia.
THE TIME BEFORE HUMANS

The fossilized remains of huge tree-trunks, prehistoric reptiles and also freshwater mussels - now even found on hilltops, are indicative of the fauna and flora of those millions of years ago. A succession of wet and dry periods saw both the vegetation and the animal life vary and change. The landscape was also changing, with the Karoo topography constantly being shaped and re-shaped by volcanic activity, the out welling of floods of basalt (the dark dense igneous rock of a lava flow) and weathering - much of this taking place in the Triassic and Jurassic Periods some 225 to 190 million years ago.

Tropical plants, reptiles and amphibians first typified these times and they were followed by dinosaurs, mammals, birds and flowering plants about 136 million years ago. 
The inland lake gave way to vast plains and, in addition to fountains, only a few rivers and streams provided sources of water. Then followed the Tertiary and the Quaternary Periods, from about 65 million years ago, to contemporary times. This sequence saw the advent of early horses, apes, monkeys, the first true elephants, hippopotami and advanced bovines. Arrivals that followed were the early humans and the forerunners of the wildlife so characteristic of the Karoo of today. The New Holme of today, situated on one of the dispersed sources of water in the arid Karoo, the Seekoei (Sea Cow / Hippopotamus) River, is a veritable depository of evidence of much of these early living things. Thus fossils are exposed where the topsoil has been washed away and these indicate, and confirm, the rich variety of prehistoric life which once teemed in the Great Karoo.


AND THEN CAME THE HUMANS
Human-like beings, of course, only came to these parts quite ‘recently’, more or less 5 million years ago, still during the Pliocene Epoch of the Tertiary Period. True humans, Homo sapiens, appeared in the most recent period, the Quaternary, during the Pleistocene Epoch - about 1,8 million years ago. Modern humans, Homo sapiens finally came to the fore in the last epoch of the Quaternary Period, the Holocene, about 1 million years ago.

The prehistory of the Great Karoo, like that of the rest of the country, is conventionally divided into the Early (±2 million to 200 000 years Before Present), Middle (250 000 to 20 000 years BP) and Later Stone Ages (20 000 years BP to historic times). The Early Stone Age people who roamed New Holme and the rest of the Karoo were the Australopithecines (the well-known fossilized skull of Australopithecus africanus was discovered in a lime quarry at Taung, north of Kimberley, a few hundred kilometers north of New Holme).

These Early Stone Age people were essentially hunters and gatherers and used their stone tools for butchering meat, making other stone tools and cutting and shaping plants and wood. Large and crude sandstone choppers, hand-axes and cleavers are now witness to the people who roamed the region as long as two million years ago. They gathered in numbers and took their food to particular open sites near water - like the banks of the Seekoei River. Reliable evidence indicates that they were able to use fire and could thus increase their range of edible plant foods by cooking.

As the intellectual capacity and skills of the early Karoo humans improved, they produced more effective and smaller tools from hardier materials. Thus, during the Middle Stone Age they hunted more efficiently and hunted smaller species, using tools hafted to bone and wooden handles - flakes and points predominated. They seemed to prefer caves and shelters to live in and as such organized their space. Some excellent examples of their stone technology are to be found scattered over New Holme

Whereas the Early and Middle Stone Ages reveal the activities of, at first the Australopithecines, then populations of Homo erectus and eventually early and even modern Homo sapiens, the Later Stone Age is characterized by the prehistory of the more recent and historically more familiar people of the Karoo, the gathering-hunting |Xam (San/Bushmen) and the herding Khoekhoen (Griqua, Korana/’Hottentots’).

An abundance of specialized stone tools was now the norm and the technology was dominated by the flaking technique. As opposed to the quartz (sandstone) that was mainly used earlier, dolerites (ironstone), hornfels (lydianite) and even agates and jasper now feature. With the hardier material now being worked, the tools included scrapers for skin-working and bored weights for digging sticks. There is a rich profusion of Late Stone Age stone flakes, blades and scrapers on New Holme, in fact there are a number of ‘factory sites’, often situated on flat-topped hills - for strategic reasons, because of the view, but also for practical reasons to be near water and perhaps a hornfel-bearing ridge where the manufacturing material could be mined. The smooth areas on flat stones - grinding stones, are further indicators of the activities of people with more sophisticated use of space and social organization e.g. formal burials now took place and at least one cairn of stone on New Holme is indicative of this. Ostrich eggshells were used as water containers and clay pots were made for domestic purposes, broken remains of both are found scattered around the same Late Stone Age sites on the farm - with a bit of luck one might even find beads which have been shaped from ostrich shells.

Evidence of artistic expression is widespread, apart from the beads, water and other containers were decorated, pendants were made and even the purpose-made bows, arrows and quivers were works of art. Most dramatic of all though were the rock paintings and engravings - the latter being a particularly expressive feature on some of the koppies of New Holme. ‘Elephant Hill’ is one such site, not only featuring an engraved elephant but also antelope, a variety of other animals and geometric shapes. The importance of dolerite koppies such as these to the |Xam San of the Great Karoo has been established. They are ‘places of power’ where rainmaking and healing dances and rituals took place. The engravings are usually found on the northern sides of the hills, or the direction from which the wind brings rain. Early records and observations have long since confirmed an association between not only rainmaking and rock engravings but also that rock gongs played an important role in the rituals. The repetitive striking of these gongs, together with the clapping of hands, stamping of feet, a fire and fitful flames produced a trance-inducing rhythm. The reverberating sounds of the gongs were probably perceived as sounds from, or which gave people access to, the world of the spirits. Here the boundary (perhaps the rock surface) between this and the next or other world was crossed.

HISTORICAL TIMES - THEN CAME THE EUROPEANS
Although the first journeys and expeditions to explore the interior from the Cape already took place in the 1600s, the first significant presence of Europeans only took hold in the 1700s. Explorers, hunters, missionaries and eventually farmers moved into the Great Karoo beyond the Nuweveld Mountains. One such traveler was Robert Jacob Gordon who made several journeys into the interior, once to make contact with the ‘Wild Bushmen’ and at another time in the company of Governor Van Plettenberg.

As was the case with both travelers and people who lived in the region, the Seekoei River was a natural route to follow from south to north where it eventually flowed into the Orange River or the ‘Gariep’. On at least one of his journeys Gordon crossed and followed the river near where New Holme and the town of Hanover are situated today. A keen observer, Gordon recorded in his journals information on a wide variety of topics, from descriptions and drawings of the plants, animals and birds to the Bushmen and their rock art and the farmers’ commandos who hunted them down.

Mindful of what we see and find on a farm like New Holme today, some of Gordon’s observations make fascinating reading:

Thus he continued to watch all the signs and examine all the evidence of the presence of ‘Wild Bushmen’ in the region, taking note of their customs and artifacts. For example he describes the brave stand made by these people in a battle with ‘a commando of colonists’ (Cullinan, 1992:36). One of the farmers, a member of a prominent frontier family, was killed by a poisoned arrow in this engagement. Gordon reports:

“Seven of us left early on horseback in order to look at the battle field where Van der Walt was killed in June one year. It lay an hour out of our course. The same was a stony hill where they concealed themselves and although the farmers shot many of them dead they were still not able to take the hill. Here the Bushmen (Gordon writes ‘Hottentots’, but in those days no clear distinction was made) had piled up stones everywhere to serve as breastworks. Found their abandoned kraal with about twelve or thirteen huts but nothing was standing except for dry bushes in a half-moon, protected from the south, and open to the east. Over these they hang mats. They lie in a circle round these bushes. There are as many as eight sleeping places in one hut. These are shallow cavities in the ground, eight inches deep in the middle, all close to one another, where they cover themselves over with their skins. Found some badly fired pieces of pots which were carved ornamentally on the outside. Van der Walt was shot at 74 paces. Saw no skeletons and only one grave which was a circular heap of stones” (NOTE: Excellent examples of the ‘circles of stone’ are found on New Holme).

During this same expedition in 1777, Gordon’s party also moved further north along the Seekoei River (and named it after His Excellency, the ‘Plettenberg’s River’!) eventually to reach the place where Governor Van Plettenberg was to position his beacon on what is now the farm Quaggasfontein - a little more than 15 kilometers from present-day New Holme. This was to be the northern-most boundary of the Cape Colony.

His descriptions of hippopotami are careful and detailed, as are the hunting of them. For example, both a cow and a bull were measured and drawn.

The rock art of the Bushmen also drew his attention and he made his own drawings of some of the figures - “they had drawn different animals ... made a drawing of the best ...”. The one he recorded depicted an elephant, an ostrich and men with prominent penises.

During the 1777 visit to the Seekoei River, Gordon did not make contact with the ‘wild people’ but he did find hunting lairs, used fishing baskets made of rushes, old kraals and a number of skulls. He rode up and down the river looking for these people and only once spotted one but could not keep up with him. The elusiveness of the Bushmen are understandable given the story of an ambush led by Adriaan van Jaarsveld in 1775 which Gordon relates:

“We saw the skulls of several ‘Hottentots’ (Bushmen) who had been shot by a commando two years ago. They were unable to catch the wild people who crossed the river with stolen cattle, moving on further. The farmers shot some hippopotamus and made as if to return home, travelling back a few hours, whereupon the unhappy creatures came back for the remains of the hippopotamus and about 240 were killed. The farmers say, however, that it was they who first began to shoot at them with arrows.” 

Farmers settled in the district of Hanover, like elsewhere in the Karoo, in increasing numbers. In the absence of present-day building materials and wire fencing - well into the 1800s - the signs of their habitation and farming activities are still there for all to see. The remains of old stone farm buildings, dry stone walled stock kraals and ostrich fencing bear witness to early farming endeavors. On New Holme there are several such stock enclosures, often with the remains of the stock herd’s small stone shelter close by - with fencing not yet available the farmers had a system of outlying ‘veeposte’ (stock-posts). Even when wire fencing was introduced, stone fence posts were widely used and these are also still to be found, and often still in use.

The outbreak of the Anglo-Boer War in October 1899 saw military activities introduced into the area. The importance of the South-North railway line, which passes close to New Holme, resulted in the movement and counter movement of troops and the development of strategic positions by both sides - and of course this left a mark on the landscape.

From the top of ‘Elephant Hill’ one can see the railway line not too far away. On the hill itself are the remains of sangers, stone buttresses built by the British troops to provide protection and look-out positions. Due to the expense and building time involved with the solid two-storey blockhouses, still found near bridges in the Karoo, Lord Kitchener called for the design of a cheaper blockhouse which would be erected more quickly. Thus Major SR Rice, 23rd Field Company, Royal Engineers designed a structure with double skin corrugated iron loop holed walls filled with rubble. Protecting it was a low wall of stone, it had an interior diameter of four meters, could be erected in six hours and a line of them, 1000 yards apart and connected by tripwire, were erected on hills along the railway. The remains of at least one of these are on the crest of New Holmes’ ‘Elephant Hill’.
Further confirmation that the British at least (the Boers did not leave tangible, weather-resistant remains), sojourned on New Holme during the war, is found in the form of broken beer, gin and medicine bottles, cartridges and the remains of canned food containers. With a little luck, and a sharp eye, tunic buttons and even coins and other paraphernalia of an army on the march, and on the hoof, are also to be found.

The 1900s finally saw further developments on New Holme. Apart from sheep-farming- and homestead-related structures, an impressive dam wall was constructed on the Seekoei River and today the expanse of water provides a haven for a rich variety of bird life.
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