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Introduction

This article explores the meaning and legacy of conflicts over livestock 
management and state environmental control in the colonial Transkei. Most writ-
ings on such conflicts in the twentieth century Eastern Cape have focused on 
the more recent era of state betterment planning or have limited analysis to the 
confines of African commonages and ʻlocationsʼ.2 Despite their immense con-
tributions, such perspectives have tended to obscure the significant contestations 
over resources and meaning which surrounded the stateʼs initial takeover of local 
landscapes and the imposition of new environmental categories during the for-
mative development of colonialism in the region.

As the Cape Colony extended political control over local African societ-
ies in the late nineteenth century and established the Transkeian Territories, it 
simultaneously launched a comprehensive regime of local forest conservation.3 
From the 1890s onwards, as officials began systematically surveying and reserv-
ing particular natural areas as state forests, livestock owners across the region 
contested both the governmentʼs definitions of local landscapes and its efforts to 
restrict livestock access - through forest fencing and stock trespass regulations 
- according to these new mappings. As land and grazing pressures increased over 
the early twentieth century, state forest conservation and livestock exclusion 
policies became the centre of intensifying conflicts over the governmentʼs mal-
distribution of forest lands and its alienation of potential grazing resources amid 
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popular experiences of intensifying scarcity. Reflecting on these changes and 
tensions offers fresh perspectives on the nature of state-peasant environmental 
relations in the region as well as on the meaning of local landscapes in popular 
livelihood practices, past and present.

Historicizing Livestock Landscapes

From the perspective of forest officials in the late nineteenth century, 
Africans  ̓ livestock represented some of the most intractable obstacles to con-
servation efforts in the Transkei. As colonial authorities attempted to demarcate 
and regulate access to state forest lands, domestic animals seeking shelter or 
sustenance in these natural areas presented perpetually elusive targets of official 
control. Along with state officials  ̓regular condemnations of Africans  ̓own direct 
impact on local forest environments, they also repeatedly assailed Africans  ̓live-
stock as agents of deforestation and soil erosion. Particularly beginning in the 
early 1890s, foresters aggressively expanded their efforts ʻto keep out all native 
cattle, goats, sheep and horses  ̓from the valuable timber forests of the Transkei, 
ʻin fact to close them, as far as practicable, to nativesʼ.4 Yet as the government 
developed and deployed policies to exclude forest grazing over the next two 
decades, their efforts were mired in two unavoidable realities: African livestock 
managers asserted competing interests in forested areas, and it was difficult - if 
not impossible - to control thousands of animals streaming in and out of newly 
proclaimed government forest reserves.

As colonial forest regulation expanded in the 1890s, livestock owners 
inhabited a region comprised of extremely diverse landscapes.5 Just below the 
great escarpment, lining the historical boundary between the Transkei and the 
colony of Basutoland, is a highland zone ranging from 1,300 to 2,000 metres, 
which included areas from rolling grass-covered country to treeless mountains. 
In the central inland districts in the early colonial period, sizeable afro-montane 
forests stretched along the seaward side of the lesser escarpment (highest altitude 
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of about 1400 metres).6 Below this escarpment lies an undulating lowland pla-
teau stretching down to the beginning of the coastal belt at roughly 700 metres. 
While generally flat, these lowlands are occasionally dotted with hills and mesas 
in the southwest, become much more mountainous as one travels northward, 
and are dissected by deep river valleys and streams in certain areas. This plateau 
receives much less precipitation than either the escarpments to its west or the 
coastal belt to its east, affecting the vegetation in the region at the onset of colo-
nialism: deciduous woodland and scrub dotted the grasses of the flatlands, while 
denser clusters of various types of trees crowded river and stream banks. The 
coastal belt added even greater levels of complexity to the Transkeiʼs vegetation 
in the late nineteenth century. From the lowland plateau to about 300 metres lay 
a strip of coastal scarp forest, which then connected to a series of lower coastal 
forest types, some quite extensive, becoming progressively more diverse and 
subtropical in the northern parts of the coast towards the Natal colony border.7

Since access to forests and woodlands thus varied greatly from one locale 
of the Transkei to another, it is difficult to generalise about their role in Africans  ̓
livestock management strategies at the turn of the century.8 However, contempo-
rary sources do suggest that for many farmers in many different locales wooded 
lands were vitally important to the care and development of their animals. In the 
words of one headman in Pondoland in 1914: ʻThe forests were the mainstay 
of the cattle.ʼ9 Forests and woodlands not only could provide access to streams, 
fertile grasses, and tree fodder, but also served as important shelters during dif-
ficult climatic shifts.10 Even as magistrates and foresters at the turn of the century 
worked to curtail the ʻtrespass  ̓and ʻdevastation  ̓of Africans  ̓cattle, sheep, and 
goats, they could not ignore the significance of regular forest and woodland 
access to many local farmers and their livestock. When colonial authorities first 
debated methods of penalizing African stockowners for allowing their animals to 
graze in reserved forest areas in the early 1890s, Chief Magistrate Henry Elliot 
wanted to make sure that his superiors back in Cape Town understood the mean-
ing of such restrictions in daily practice:

There is no other act that irritates and excites a native so much as 
driving off his cattle. It must be remembered that in cold driving 
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rains (not infrequently mixed with sleet) such as usually visit these 
territories every spring, cattle will rush so madly before the storm 
as to be quite beyond the control of herds: in fact herds themselves 
would often perish if they attempted to remain exposed upon such 
occasions. Cattle naturally seek their natural shelter.11 

Two years later one magistrate similarly explained that ʻthe cattle fly for 
protection to the Forests  ̓during the spring rains, adding that ʻif deprived of their 
natural shelter serious losses would result  ̓ - a point reiterated periodically by 
officials over the years, albeit with diminishing sympathy for African stockown-
ers  ̓ forest interests.12 Similar comments by Africans themselves in this early 
period occasionally surface in archival records: in 1908 in the Tsolo district, for 
instance, one headman explained before the district council how throughout his 
location ʻstock run to the Mimosa thickets for protection in cold weather.ʼ13

Besides their value as shields from the cold rains, forests were also espe-
cially important during the vagaries of other seasons, such as excessive summer 
heat, when animals sought shade among trees and bushes, and dry winters and 
periodic droughts, when the valued watering places of many forest areas became 
vital.14 During such dry periods, grasses and other vegetation in forest areas were 
also often the most palatable grazing and browsing sources in many locales. One 
elderly man in the Baziya area of the Umtata district, for example, explained to 
me how during particularly dry spells in the early part of the century the nearby 
KwaMatiwane forests were the choice destination for cattle grazing when grasses 
in the open veld were in poor condition:

during the drought seasons, people would go with the cattle and 
sheep and stay there by the forest, put some shacks, you know … 
for accomodation. Stay there, grazing their cattle there, cattle and 
sheep, milking the cattle there with calabashes … Even we, when 
weʼd go there, would just go to those shacks if you feel hungry and 
ask for food from them, and youʼd be given sour milk there because 
thereʼs plenty of milk. And when the rain comes, and grass has 
grown up amongst our areas here, theyʼd demolish everything there 
and come back again.15 
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Forest officials were especially chagrined by such practices over the years, 
often complaining about the general increase of what they viewed as livestock 
trespass and tree damage during the winters and droughts, when many stock-
owners took advantage of prime resources in the forest reserves. During the dry 
season of 1908, for instance, District Forest Officer A.G. Potter reported with 
dismay that African stockowners from far and wide employed local social and 
economic networks to take advantage of the more fertile grasslands in the St. 
Markʼs and Engcobo highland forests: ʻthe stock “belonging” to natives living 
adjacent to a forest reserve increases miraculously during the winter months, 
… a man who may not have a fowl in the summer will possess great flocks and 
herds when the forest-grazing is sought after.ʼ16

The importance of forests to many stockowners in the early colonial 
period is further suggested by the associations interview informants in the late 
1990s, originally from the Umtata, Tsolo, and Engcobo districts, consistently 
made between forest grazing and past economic prosperity. Nozolile Kholwane 
commented on her youth in the Tsolo district mountains: ʻAt those times we had 
big herds of cattle, because we lived near the forests. We were not on open flat-
lands. We had cattle, sheep, and we were getting milk from our cows.ʼ17 Others 
stressed the high quality and abundance of the forest grasses: ʻWe took our cattle 
into the forest, where weʼd feed them in long grass, and youʼd only see the horns 
of the cattle.ʼ18 ʻThe grass was so tallʼ, another explained, ʻand when you were 
milking, the milk would fill up a big bucket. They were sleeping on grass and 
waking up on grass.ʼ19 Tsikitsiki Nodwayi of the Tabase area of the Umtata dis-
trict recounted the early colonial period in this way:

If you want me to tell you about the old days, we were controlling 
our lives. We were not dependent on whites … We depended on our 
livestock. If you wanted money, you would shear the wool from the 
sheep and sell it to the whites and get money … If you had two cat-
tle, youʼd accompany them to the forest and they would give birth 
to others. Youʼd look after your sheep. Thatʼs how we lived.20 
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These similar narratives, connecting peopleʼs historical access to forest 
areas for their livestock with economic self-sufficiency and resource bounty, in 
part reflect individuals  ̓contemporary perspectives on their situations of relative 
poverty and scarcity.21 Yet taken together, they further recall the unique value 
forests historically represented for many stockowners in the Transkeiʼs earlier 
years.

Conflicts over Grazing: Fences, Trespasses, and Traps

Given the persistent importance of forests to many local stockowners and 
herds, foresters were at pains throughout the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries to control the trespass of Africans  ̓cattle, sheep, and goats. In the 
absence of any comprehensive regulations on the matter in the late 1880s and 
early 1890s, foresters and magistrates routinely devised their own methods of 
livestock restriction and often clashed with local communities, and each other, 
in the process. In late 1889 in the Engcobo district, for example, Resident 
Magistrate Arthur Stanford complained that local foresters  ̓policing and intimi-
dation tactics were ʻlikely to cause much uneasyness [sic] amongst the Natives.  ̓
While Stanford was unaware that any forests had been officially demarcated in 
the area around the Emjanyana river, he had been told by the local forester that, 
with orders from his superiors, ʻthe forest had been beaconed and the natives 
warned to keep their stock out.  ̓The headman in the region offered a more graph-
ic description: local men had been told to keep their cattle out of the forest or 
ʻelse the stock found there will be shot.ʼ22

While the threat of having their cattle shot was perhaps unusual, Africans 
across the Territories faced forest officers and guards  ̓ more regular efforts to 
restrict livestock access by impounding and exacting trespass fines over the early 
1890s.23 In 1890 the new forest regulations restricted the grazing of livestock 
in any fenced-in forest area without prior official permission.24 Based on this 
law, foresters in some locales occasionally seized Africans  ̓ livestock and drove 
them to the sole impoundment centre in each district during this period - the 
district magistracy. In addition to feeling the direct financial burdens of tres-
pass and impoundment fees, African stockowners also had to bear the economic 
disruptions and inconveniences of this system. In 1893 Chief Magistrate Elliot 
highlighted such concerns to urge that the colonial administration approach the 
entire question of penalizing for stock trespass in government forests ʻthought-
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fully and cautiouslyʼ: ʻto drive a manʼs stock to the Magistracy often a distance 
of twenty or thirty miles, would mean loss to him of the young calves which are 
always kept at the kraals, and that his children would be deprived of milk for 
several days; even the driving money for a long distance would be a consider-
able item.ʼ25 Even as the pound system was expanded in the late 1890s and early 
1900s, the distance men would have to travel to recover their livestock from gov-
ernment pounds was still often considerable.26

Of more direct concern to most officials by the turn of the century was the 
overall impracticality and ineffectiveness of such deterrents to forest use. One 
of the greatest obstacles foresters faced in their attempts to curb African graz-
ing practices was the limited fencing of government forests. Lacking sufficient 
materials and personnel to erect physical barriers around most reserves, colonial 
authorities could have only a marginal impact on the mass pursuit of forest graz-
ing.27 Forest officials were quite frustrated by the situation throughout the 1890s, 
as they continually encountered what they considered inadequate financial 
support from the colonial administration. Throughout his tenure as Transkeian 
Conservator, C.C. Henkel argued time and again for the need to construct greater 
physical impediments to Africans  ̓ livestock. As the initial demarcations were 
undertaken in many districts, Henkel regularly pleaded for budgetary support 
for the erection of fences around the perimeter of these newly acquired reserves. 
Fencing, he urged, was the only sure way to check the ʻinjurious effect  ̓ and 
ʻincalculable lot of damage  ̓regularly caused by cattle, horses, sheep, and goats 
progressively nibbling away at the young regrowth in forest lands.28

Yet, despite the volume of Henkel and other officials  ̓ appeals, little 
fencing had been completed by the end of the decade. Wire barriers had been 
erected around many of the small yet growing plantations and nurseries, but the 
overwhelming majority of indigenous forests remained physically open. When 
Henkel retired, the new leader of the conservancy quickly abandoned some of his 
predecessorʼs renowned idealism and adopted a more pragmatic approach. Given 
the impracticability of erecting barriers along the borders of all Transkeian for-
ests, fencing would generally be confined to state-owned plantations and the past 
practice of placing beacons around forest perimeters would have to suffice for 
demarcated areas. Financial pressures, in fact, would continue to limit fencing to 
plantations for many years to come, confounding many forest officials  ̓interests 
in restricting livestock grazing more comprehensively. Not until the late 1930s, 
under the aegis of the Native Trust regulations, would the state administration 
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begin to commit resources more seriously to segregating designated grazing and 
forestry areas with physical barriers.29 

With limited fencing available by the turn of the century, conservators 
increasingly pushed for more aggressive policing of state-owned reserves to 
check livestock trespass. Foresters  ̓actions on the ground were supported by new 
regulations concerning the depasturing of Africans  ̓ livestock in 1903. Under 
Proclamation 135, fenced-in forest areas - tree plantations and nurseries for the 
most part - were now off limits to livestock grazing except by acquiring a tempo-
rary, tariffed licence. For the vast majority of unfenced forest reserves, Africans 
were allowed to graze livestock in non-wooded areas, as long as they obtained 
a free grazing licence from a government officer specifying the exact forest to 
be used and the number of animals allowed. The two major exceptions to these 
ʻprivileges  ̓were that goats - universally condemned by conservation advocates 
- were expressly prohibited from grazing in wooded areas of demarcated forests, 
and the Transkeian conservator was also empowered to close particular forest 
areas to grazing for conservation reasons, pending governmental approval. In 
cases where demarcated forests had been so closed, police and forest officers 
were empowered to seize and impound livestock found trespassing.30 Over the 
next few years, these restrictions and foresters  ̓diligence led to the impoundment 
of thousands of Africans  ̓cattle, sheep, and goats.31 

It was this problematic combination of factors - incomplete fencing of 
forests amid more aggressive policing of livestock movements - that generated 
greater conflicts with African stockowners over the 1900s. The problems sur-
rounding fencing became embroiled in deeper disputes about the governmentʼs 
restructuring of rural landscapes and the contradictions such practices posed for 
African communities. A conflict over stock ʻtrespass  ̓in the Amanzamnyama for-
est reserve of the Mount Frere district reveals how some of these tensions were 
developing at the turn of the century. When the forest was first surveyed and 
demarcated in the mid-1890s, Bhaca communities in the area were taken aback 
by the extent to which the reserve would swallow up their farming and grazing 
lands. Makaula, the Bhaca paramount chief, appealed to the chief magistrate of 
East Griqualand, Walter Stanford, to intervene, who responded by temporarily 
halting the fencing which had begun around the reserveʼs perimeter.32 Over the 
next few years some additional fencing was added, but large gaps still existed 
along many parts of the reserve boundary.

For local stockowners such incomplete barriers presented a mixed bless-
ing. In the first years following demarcation in the late 1890s, as restrictions on 
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ernment forests during the year: six horses, 117 cattle, 268 sheep, and 1,114 goats. Two years later some 1,391 animals 
were impounded for similar offences. Annual Report 1906, 13; Annual Report 1908, 11.



livestock were only beginning to be regularly enforced in the area, stockowners 
exploited the gaps as access points for their animals to continue to depasture in 
the reserveʼs grasslands. But as local foresters began more systematically penal-
izing owners for stock trespass in the early 1900s, the lack of complete fencing 
became a nuisance. In early 1902, the magistrate at Mount Frere, W. Power 
Leary, investigated a dispute erupting along the reserve borders between African 
stockowners and the local forester. Many of the men living closest to the reserve, 
ʻhaving all their grazing lands taken from them  ̓through the forestʼs demarcation, 
were now facing fines when their stock wandered into the reserve:

The complaint as far as I could gather is that the Reserve is not 
fenced, and where fenced there are open gate-ways through which 
stock stray onto the Reserve, which is then seized by the Forester 
and trespass fees demanded from the owner. On my arrival at the 
Forest Station I found a number of horses being released by the 
owners, at 1/6 per head, for having trespassed on the Reserve.33

As many Bhaca stockowners asserted in this dispute, without fences ʻpro-
tecting  ̓ forest reserves from livestock trespass, there was nothing ʻprotecting  ̓
African farmers from costly penalties when their animals inadvertently wandered 
into grasslands across invisible reserve boundary lines.

From the early 1900s onwards, as forest officers more regularly seized 
and impounded Africans  ̓ livestock across the Territories, tensions arising from 
unfenced forest reserves became increasingly common and widespread. In 
some of the inland mountain regions of the Territories, where the difficult ter-
rain resulted in limited fence work being completed, African livestock owners 
petitioned and complained to local officials about what they described as govern-
mental hypocrisy. In the highlands of the adjoining St. Markʼs and Engcobo dis-
tricts, for instance, the practice of grazing goats in local forest reserves was often 
an intentionally critical response to the governmentʼs impractical and contradic-
tory application of forest conservation and impoundment laws. As one engineer 
working around the Mkonkoto forest reserve in the Engcobo district explained 
in 1908, local African residents asserted that they ʻhave a right to let their goats 
graze and browse where they please as, when the Reserves were laid out, a dis-
tinct promise was made to them that the Reserves would be fenced, which has, 
apparently, not been done.ʼ34
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32. CTA Archives of the Secretary for Agriculture (AGR) 144, 595, part 1, FCT to Under-secretary for Agriculture (USA), 14 
May 1894; CTA FCT 2/1/1/2, FCT to USA, 15 September 1896; ibid., FCT to USA, 3 November 1896; CTA CMT 3/131, 
RM Mt. Frere to Chief Magistrate of East Griqualand (CMK), 21 March 1902.

33. Ibid., original emphasis; FCT to CMT, 13 October 1902; RM Mt. Frere to CMT, 17 October 1902; RM Mt. Frere to 
CMT, 6 November 1902.

34. CTA FCT 3/1/56, T115, Butterworth Division, Divisional Engineer of Public Works, King Williamʼs Town, to Asst. 
FCT, 7 April 1908. For local conflicts over forest grazing in the area, see ibid., DFO Butterworth to Asst. FCT, 14 May 
1908; ibid., DFO Butterworth to Asst. FCT, 6 August 1908; TTGC 1908, xxviii-ix, comments of Enoch Mamba, Idutywa 
district; NAR Archives of the Department of Forestry (FOR) 276, A550, 9/17/09, Asst. FCT to CCF, 17 September 1909; 
ibid., Asst. FCT to CCF, 23 September 1908; CTA NA 753, F127, CCF to SNA, 7 October 1909. Some European farmers 
in a neighbouring district also complained about their livestock being impounded for trespass when the forest reserves 
were not properly fenced in: NAR FOR 276, A550, translation of Afrikaans letter from O.J. Oliver, N.J. Kockemoer, J.H. 
de Bruyn, Noahʼs Ark, Elliot, to Surveyor-General, 7 July 1909.



By the late 1900s, facing such day-to-day resistance to forest grazing 
restrictions, officials pursued what they viewed as a compromise. While foresters 
would only police wooded areas of unfenced demarcated forests, Africans could 
use non-wooded portions for their livestock.35 In 1911, Government Notice 668 
standardized such practices, prohibiting Africans  ̓stock in wooded areas of gov-
ernment reserves.36 Forest officials viewed this measure as a reasonable means of 
conceding to some of the resource needs of rural Africans while shoring up the 
protection of the Transkei s̓ trees. For African stockowners, however, although the 
new policy made some grasslands available within demarcated boundaries, it did 
little to alter the basic problems arising from unfenced forest reserves. Despite the 
law s̓ imposition of invisible boundaries separating non-wooded from wooded for-
est areas, there was nothing to stop cattle from wandering from one to the other. 
Without fences around the government s̓ trees, and with foresters and guards more 
rigorously patrolling wooded areas, stockowners now faced an even greater likeli-
hood of their animals being seized and impounded for trespass.

This point was made most forcefully by a deputation of Mpondo leaders 
from the Lusikisiki district soon after the law took effect. In September 1911, Chief 
Marelane spoke for the group at a meeting with the chief magistrate in Umtata:

There is a new law about cattle grazing in Forests, and now the for-
ests are being treated like cultivated lands. We have therefore come 
to ou[r] father because most of us live amongst forests, and the 
people are always uneasy about their cattle as they have built their 
kraals alongside the forests. The prayer of the Chief and the people 
is that these demarcated forests should be fenced, otherwise they are 
a trap.37 

The following year, leaders from the Tsomo, Kentani, and Tsolo districts 
at the Transkeian Territories General Council (TTGC) moved that Government 
Notice 668 be immediately withdrawn, as people across the Territories were 
being ʻthrottled  ̓by the new restrictions. Even Chief Magistrate W.T. Brownlee 
recognised how stockowners throughout the Transkei were indeed being trapped 
by government policies. In 1912 he noted that the combination of inadequate 
fencing and forest guards  ̓more vigorous pursuit of grazing offences ʻhas caused 
heart burning in many districts, particularly where small patches of bush in 
the middle of the pasturage are demarcated. It is easy to realise that a man of 
moderate means, whose kraal is a short distance from a forest, finds it difficult 
to prevent his stock from entering it …ʼ38 However, even though some authori-
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35. This restriction, already applied to goats since 1903 (Proclamation 135, sections 10, 17, and 47), was implemented for 
all livestock in demarcated forests on a temporary and ad hoc basis in the late 1900s. See CTA AGR 739, F1930, FCT to 
USA, 6 July 1904, and GN 1183 of 1909, regarding the closing of certain St. Markʼs and Engcobo district forests to graz-
ing respectively.

36. Government Notice (GN) 668 of 1911. 
37. NAR FOR 225, A365/27, SNA to CCF, 18 March 1912, forwarding extracts from ʻNotes of a meeting of Chief Marelane 

and Pondos with the Chief Magistrate at Umtata, 7th Sept. 1911ʼ. 
38. TTGC 1912, 22-3, ʻTrespass of Cattle in Forestsʼ, 2 May 1912; NAR NTS 6947, 110/321, CMT to SNA, 8 June 1912. 

Popular resentment towards official livestock policies were generally intensifying at this time, in response to newly 
imposed dipping and cattle disease regulations. (Beinart and Bundy, Hidden Struggles, 191-221).



ties might privately acknowledge such problems faced by African stockowners, 
officials  ̓growing consensus behind forest conservation overruled any interest in 
relaxing forest access regulations.39

From the early 1910s onwards, colonial policies and the governmentʼs 
only partial ability to enforce forest restrictions together placed African live-
stock owners in a peculiar situation. While authorities could use their power to 
limit grazing access and penalise Africans for stock trespass, they were not in a 
position physically to prevent such offences from occurring. And despite many 
Africans  ̓demands for more effective barriers around government reserves and 
the loosening of restrictions imposed over the preceding decades, stockowners 
themselves were now ultimately liable.40

Growing Tensions over the Meaning of Forests

While African stockowners adjusted to the governmentʼs expanded polic-
ing of livestock in the 1900s and 1910s, they also felt another uncomfortable 
reality of state conservation policies: the demarcation of unforested lands and 
their reservation as ʻforestsʼ. In demarcating and managing reserves throughout 
the Transkei, forest officers consistently employed a liberal interpretation of what 
they termed forest ʻpotentialʼ: more often than not grasslands and other areas 
without trees or shrubs were purposely included within demarcation boundar-
ies in order to protect trees from potential veld fires and to reserve lands for the 
future expansion of tree crops. Yet for stockowners across the region, such tree-
less grasslands represented readily available and seemingly unused resources 
that could serve vital livelihood needs in the present. In the 1900s and 1910s, 
these clashing priorities added further sources of popular discontent to ongoing 
resource disputes.

Problems with the stateʼs administration of grazing areas originated with 
forest officials  ̓initial demarcation of rural landscapes. In one of the few official 
documents to describe in detail the composition of forest reserves for this early 
period, a 1901 departmental report reveals the extent to which state-controlled 
forests in many parts of the Territories actually comprised vast tracts of treeless 
lands. As Table 1 shows, several of the largest forests reserved by the govern-
ment during the previous decade contained only a fraction of actual wooded area, 
amounting to a difference of thousands of acres in certain cases.
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39. Ibid.; TTGC 1913, 17, ʻGrazing of Stock near Demarcated Forestsʼ. In a typically condescending official response to 
African criticism of forest regulations, CMT Arthur Stanford publicly rebuked leaders at the 1912 TTGC session: ʻIt must 
be patent to anybody with any intelligence that young growth would be very seriously retarded by the grazing of stock in 
these forests, and if there was no re-growth of sapplings [sic] the forests would in time disappear altogether.  ̓TTGC 1912, 
23, 2 May 1912. The basic premise of GN 668 was repeated and expanded in GN 1605 of 1920, section 4 and GN 987 of 
1935.

40. In 1921, for example, local leaders of the All Saintʼs Mission location in the Engcobo district petitioned their magistrate 
to have the Bulembu forest completely fenced ʻand thereby save us the needless source of worry and expense. The for-
est is in the middle of our small grazing area and has been part of it before it was taken over by Government. In spite 
of all our efforts to keep away our herds and flocks they will trespass and consequently we have to pay very frequently.  ̓
CTA CMT 3/1325, 24/4/2, Part I, Kilili Poswayo, Hen Ntshnga, Sam Gasa, and Charles Hlati, All Saints Mission, to RM 
Engcobo, 22 January 1921, original emphasis; see also CTA FCT 3/1/7, F110/10, RM Lusikisiki to CMT, 24 September 
1914.



Figure 1: Total v. Wooded Area of Select Demarcated Forests (1901)41

According to official estimates, of the entire 137,208 acres of forest 
reserved by the Forest Department by 1901, only 82,719 was actually wooded; 
by 1904, after a new round of demarcations was completed, a little less than two-
thirds of the 195,349 acres of government forest lands consisted of trees.42 As 
for additional areas reserved for government tree plantations, in 1906 the depart-
ment reported a total of 11,436 acres set aside for such purposes in the preceding 
decade, but only 3,280 acres of this ground was defined as ʻactual  ̓plantation.43 
After the Forest Department expanded its landholdings in the Transkei by plac-
ing substantial areas under demarcated status in subsequent years, this general 
pattern was only exacerbated. Comparative data are unavailable for the 1910s 
and 1920s, but by 1936, officials reported that of the 266,719 acres of govern-
ment forest reserves in the Transkei, some 106,040 acres, or nearly 40 per cent, 
fell under the categories of ʻunafforested  ̓or even ʻunsuitable for afforestationʼ; 
in state-owned plantations, nearly 16,000 acres in the conservancy were unwood-
ed.44 Such disparities between the virtual forests demarcated and reserved by 
officials and the actual presence of desirable forest pasture increasingly aggra-
vated relations between the state and African stockowners in the early twentieth 
century.
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41. The table draws from data in Annual Report 1901, Annexure A, 165-7.
42. Annual Report 1901, 165-7; Annual Report 1904, 136.
43. Annual Report 1906, 18-19.
44. CTA CMT 3/1319, 24, Part V, ʻForest Demarcations: Transkeian Conservancy, 1936ʼ, FCT to CMT, 20 February 1936; 

Annual Report 1937, 56.
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As authorities themselves readily acknowledged, officials were particu-
larly imaginative in declaring known grazing areas to be forests during the ini-
tial period of demarcation in the 1890s and 1900s. In 1908, for instance, Chief 
Magistrate Arthur Stanford confidentially explained to the Bizana district magis-
trate the practice of demarcation over the preceding decades:

There has been a tendency on the part of Forest Officials to try 
and include large tracts of land outside the forests on one pretext 
or another, such as including three or four detached Forests in one 
demarcation and through this in many districts the Natives have 
lost large tracts of grazing land, of which the Forest Dept in many 
instances makes no use of but to hire out to Europeans which causes 
a feeling of irritation amongst the Natives.45 

It was this creative and expansive interpretation of forest reservation 
which was critically targeted by the editor of the Xhosa-language newspaper 
Imvo Zabantsundu in 1906. Responding to the similar appropriation of grazing 
lands by the Forest Department in the Eastern districts of the Cape Colony, the 
paper argued that a ʻgreat injustice  ̓was being done to Africans ʻby unsympa-
thetic administrations which, without reference to the people, proceeded to take 
acres and acres of ground, on which there was not a single tree, and called these 
forests.ʼ46

Imvoʼs critique of the stateʼs remapping and regulation of local land-
scapes was reinforced by stockowners in various Transkeian communities dur-
ing these years. In the Mount Frere district in the early 1900s, for example, the 
Resident Magistrate described some Bhaca stockowners  ̓ frustration with the 
governmentʼs absorption of location commonage resources into a restricted for-
est area: ʻPrevious to demarcation this land was grazed over by the men living 
near, and they consider it a hardship not to be allowed to graze their stock on the 
parts of the Reserve not being cultivated and not used, at present, by the Forest 
Department.ʼ47 This particular emphasis on unused forest lands may in part have 
been strategic. In protesting new restrictions on their grazing rights and the costs 
of repossessing impounded livestock found trespassing, local men may have 
ʻtactically phrased  ̓their complaint to embolden their case with authorities, much 
as Donald Moore has described the actions of peasants negotiating access to 
Nyanga National Park in contemporary Zimbabwe.48 Yet the broader criticism of 
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45. CTA CMT 3/785, 406, confidential letter, CMT to RM Bizana, 12 May 1908. Stanford refers to the Forest Departmentʼs 
occasional practice in these early years of temporarily leasing out grazing lands in forest areas to European stockowners 
in the Territories. Similar comments are made in Report of the Select Committee on Crown Forests (1906), 1-3, CCF 
Lister; NAR NTS 6937, 50/321, CMT Arthur Stanford to USNA, 19 September 1910.  

46. Imvo, 20 November 1906.
47. CTA CMT 3/131, RM Mt. Frere, to CMK, 21 March 1902, original emphasis. See also a complaint by one African writer 

to Imvo in 1900, complaining about government plantations in the Transkei and how they ʻlessen grazing ground, so 
much that stock of every kind are being constantly taken to the pound for trespassing on these plantations. Natives live 
by rearing moveable property, and if things go on in this way they must suffer.  ̓Imvo, 17 November 1900, letter to editor 
by Tanduhlanga. 

48. D. Moore, ʻContesting Terrain in Zimbabweʼs Eastern Highlands: Political Ecology, Ethnography, and Peasant Resource 
Strugglesʼ, Economic Geography, vol. 69, 1993, 380-401, especially 392-3.



the stateʼs alienation of grazing resources was increasingly echoed elsewhere.49 
In 1908 in the St. Markʼs district, for instance, a group of African men ʻstrongly 
protested any action by the Forest Department whereby their stock would be 
prevented from grazing  ̓on the Indlunkulu forest reserve, considering ʻthat they 
have already been deprived of an extensive portion of veld  ̓by the governmentʼs 
establishment of a neighboring plantation. As Chief Magistrate Arthur Stanford 
revealed in his report on the situation, the scarcity of grazing in the location 
was due, in part, to the ʻconsiderable amount  ̓of grazing land absorbed by for-
est demarcation: of some 1,200 acres total, the Indlunkulu actually only con-
tained about 100 acres of wooded forest.50 A few years later at the Pondoland 
General Council, representatives from the Western Pondoland districts likewise 
complained that local grazing areas - ʻnice bare patches between some of the 
forests  ̓- had been inappropriately ʻconsidered as part of the forestsʼ. For Chief 
Mangala of the Libode district and other councillors, the situation was confound-
ing: ʻwhen forests were demarcated the land between them had been included 
in the demarcation. He did not know whether it was intended that forests should 
increase in size. Trees which he had seen on the outside of the forests when he 
was a boy were still in the same place and the forests had not spread at all.  ̓If the 
government did not plan to make use of treeless forest lands, then why shouldnʼt 
these grazing resources be opened to public use?51

Such disputes were exacerbated by the early 1910s as officials began a 
new round of demarcations in many locations. Aware of the popularly resented 
inclusion of ʻlarge tracts of grass land  ̓ in previous demarcations, some Native 
Affairs authorities, as early as 1910, had proposed placing a cap - a 20-yard 
maximum distance between wooded areas and the outer boundary of a forest - on 
the Forest Departmentʼs liberal interpretation of forest lands.52 As demarcation 
officers went about their work over the next several years, however, they were 
given the discretion to forego such detailed calculations and irregularly shaped 
expanses of land for the sake of forest tracts which could be more easily and 
efficiently measured, surveyed, and marked with beacons.53 In many cases they 
did just that, much to the frustration of local African stockowners. In 1916, for 
instance, councillors from the Libode and Port St. Johnʼs district brought forward 
popular complaints that forest beacons were placed at great distances from the 
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49. Forest Officer Knut Carlson later reflected on how Africans consistently objected to ground being appropriated for graz-
ing lands in these years:  K. Carlson, Transplanted: Being the Adventures of a Pioneer Forester in South Africa (Pretoria: 
Minerva Drukpers, 1947), 128.

50. CTA NA 753, F127, RM Cofimvaba to CMT, 14 December 1908; CMT to SNA, 24 December 1908.
51. PGC 1914, 27-28.
52. NAR NTS 6937, 50/321, CMT to USNA, 19 September 1910.
53. Annual Report 1913, 8; TTGC 1926, viii-ix, minute no. 83, Report of Select Committee on Land Matters, Section 5, 

Reversion of Land between Forest Beacons to Commonage, in which the CCF refers to his comments on the matter back 
in 1915; PGC 1916, 23-4, referring to the CCFʼs opinion ʻthat many forests were very irregular in shape and if a beacon 
were put at every corner, the cost would be very great, and the Forest Department only marked the ground roughly.ʼ



actual wooded areas of the reserves.54 Such complaints and the grazing problems 
posed by colonial forest policies, expressed sporadically in this formative era of 
demarcation, would only grow in scope and intensity as pasture scarcity became 
more severely symptomatic of the Transkei as a whole in the coming years.

Pasture Decline and the Expansion of Forest Conflicts

As stockowners in the Transkei, as in other African reserve areas in South 
Africa, experienced mounting socio-economic and ecological constraints dur-
ing the 1920s and 1930s, they more regularly and directly contested the Forest 
Departmentʼs continued alienation of grazing resources in the face of popular 
suffering. While local social and environmental conditions were not simple 
reflections of the South African stateʼs increasing concerns about overstocking 
and soil erosion in the reserves, grazing pressures were indeed intensifying in 
many parts of the Transkei over these years. One reason for this was the overall 
increase in livestock numbers across the Territories, peaking in the late 1920s 
and early 1930s after recovering from the devastating impact of East Coast fever 
in the early 1910s. Other writers have analyzed the multiple causal factors in this 
trend, including changes in veterinary practice, the cheap price of cattle rela-
tive to migrant labourers  ̓wages at this time, and the willingness of increasingly 
fragmented rural economies and smaller rural households to invest in livestock.55 
Such changes in animal populations had significant impacts on the quality and 
availability of pasture over this period. Following the tremendous losses to dis-
ease in the early 1910s, pressure on local pasturelands diminished for several 
years; from the early 1920s onwards, however, as livestock numbers began to 
regain their pre-fever levels, the quality and availability of commonage grazing 
areas began to decline more rapidly.56 

These developments, of course, did not impact on everyone equally. 
Although figures on cattle distribution for the colonial period are incomplete, 
highly problematic, and vary tremendously between different administrative 
units and communities, it has been estimated that by the 1940s roughly half of 
the Transkeiʼs households owned no or a negligible number of livestock - the 
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54. Ibid., 23-4, 57, 59. Mpondo chiefs aggressively defended popular access to scarce grazing lands from state intervention 
in these years: Beinart, Political Economy of Pondoland, 122-3. For broader complaints at this time, see TTGC 1916, 57, 
59; CTA CMT 3/827, 561, RM Tsolo to CMT, 5 January 1916, enclosing minutes from the district council meeting of 24 
November 1915. In the early 1920s, conflicts over productive farming lands in certain forest reserves in the Elliotdale 
district similarly revolved around the scale of ʻunused  ̓ land marked off by demarcation beacons. In explaining local 
residents  ̓complaints, the resident magistrate informed the CMT that many of the beacons stood some 200 yards ʻand in 
many cases a good deal farther, from the forest. The Forest Department, apparently, have no intention of making use of 
this ground themselves.  ̓CTA CMT 3/1319, 109E, RM Elliotdale Harland S. Bell to FCT, letters of 19 and 22 October 
1923.

55. Beinart, Political Economy of Pondoland, 77-83; idem, ʻTranskeian Smallholdersʼ, 178-79, 182; Moll, No Blade of 
Grass, 9-10; Kepe, Environmental Entitlements in Mkambati, 16-17; C. Simkins, ʻAgricultural Production in the African 
Reserves of South Africa, 1918-1969ʼ, Journal of Southern African Studies, vol. 7(2), 1981, 256-83, particularly 260; A. 
Charman, ʻProgressive Élite in Bunga Politics: African Farmers in the Transkeian Territories, 1903-1948  ̓(Ph.D. thesis, 
Cambridge University, 1999), 229.

56. Beinart, Political Economy of Pondoland, 82, describes how during this period sweetveld areas in several Pondoland 
districts were gradually replaced by sourveld grasses, which became inedible in certain seasons; idem, ʻTranskeian 
Smallholdersʼ, 179; Moll, No Blade of Grass, 9, 11-12; R. Southall, South Africa s̓ Transkei: The Political Economy of an 
ʻIndependent  ̓Bantustan (New York, 1983), 74, 80-81.



majority of stockowning households possessed only a few animals each, about 
10 per cent owned enough stock to be able to support a ʻmiddle peasant  ̓ exis-
tence, and the ownership of sizeable herds was concentrated in the hands of a 
relatively small class of wealthier peasants.57 As grazing pressures intensified 
from the 1920s onwards, those more prosperous owners of larger herds were bet-
ter able to cope with the losses associated with these rapid social and ecological 
changes. For the majority of stockowners, however, the loss of reliable grazing 
areas was a serious threat to the resources in which they had invested the most. 
In all cases, the decline in commonage grasses drove stockowners to seek out 
more intensively any available grazing areas for their animals. And in this pur-
suit, unused pasturage in government-declared forests was an increasingly desir-
able, and contested, resource.

As grazing in the locations diminished, many African stockowners herded 
their animals onto demarcated forest reserves and plantations more regularly. 
One headman from the Qumbu district described the growing attraction of forest 
lands as location resources declined in the late 1920s:

Round about these demarcated forests were Native kraals, and 
sometimes there was a drought and the different small streams in 
the location had no water, but there was water to be found in the 
wooded forests … It often happened that the only grazing for cattle 
was on the commonage close to the forests and the cattle were gen-
erally driven to the grass near the forests.58

Dabulamanzi Gcanga recalled how local mountain forests in the Engcobo 
district in the early 1920s contained both more fertile and more extensive grazing 
areas than in the locations: ʻThereʼs better grass, thereʼs better grass there. And 
here there are lands, and old people thrash us when the animals trespass on their 
land. So we had just to go up to the mountain.ʼ59

Increasingly over the late 1920s and early 1930s, such vital interests in 
forest access led herders to break illegally into fenced-in government plantations 
and forest areas. During the first few decades of state forestry in the Transkei, 
amid public outcries regarding the governmentʼs unfenced forests serving as 
livestock ʻtrapsʼ, many stockowners and herders also resented the fencing off of 
grazing areas and occasionally risked impoundment and trespass fines by slip-
ping animals into fenced forest areas.60 But by the late 1920s and 1930s, break-
ing fences and herding animals through them became a much more systemic 
response to pasture decline and scarcity as well as a weapon of protest against 
the governmentʼs withholding of valuable resources. Foresters more regularly 
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complained about African men and boys cutting up, removing, and pulling apart 
fencing wire to let animals into restricted areas. Such practices, in fact, mitigated 
against officials expanding the fencing of reserves during this period, as it would 
be impossible to prevent fences being damaged again and too costly to continu-
ally replace them.61

One informant who grew up in the Manzana area of the Engcobo district 
in the 1920s and 1930s, Polisile Maka, recalled some of the deeper problems 
underlying this rise in forest incursions.  Beginning in the late 1920s, people 
from the Manzana location protested the governmentʼs fencing of some com-
monage grazing lands to protect a municipal plantation at nearby Engcobo. As 
Maka explained: ʻThey used to break it [the fence], because our stock would be 
taken to the pound in town. They would say you must pay - we paid a lot. But the 
place is ours.ʼ62 As this example suggests, stockowners in various locales were 
particularly resentful of the governmentʼs costly penalizing of their attempts to 
secure sufficient grazing for their animals. At a time of mounting economic and 
ecological pressure, more and more livestock herders regularly dismantled the 
boundaries imposed by colonial authorities, for both material and symbolic rea-
sons.63

While trespassing increased on the ground, many prominent stockhold-
ers attempted in the late 1920s and early 1930s to dilute the severity of grazing 
restrictions through more formal political means.64 During the TTGCʼs 1929 ses-
sion, for instance, several headmen expressed popular concerns to colonial mag-
istrates in particularly vivid terms. ʻThis is one of the most disturbing questions 
to the people,  ̓a St. Markʼs councillor explained. ʻOur cattle are being impound-
ed when they graze on these grasslands, because the beacons are far from the for-
est.  ̓Josiah Xakekile of the Butterworth district added his own story of meeting 
with people in his area prior to the council session and hearing their complaints 
of cattle and goats also being impounded for roaming beyond the beacons. 
ʻThe people have been treated unfairly in this matter,  ̓ he asserted. ʻIt amounts 
to expelling people from their present kraal sites.  ̓Another headman from the 
Nqamakwe district called attention to popular frustration with the government 
for increasingly penalizing for trespass when the forests were not adequately 
fenced. ʻIf there is anything the people have specially requested me to attend to, 
it is this … In order that we may live in peace we think the Government might 
fence these lands. As soon as stock has shown its nose beyond the beacon stone 
it has been impounded.ʼ65 Such appeals to government - to erect proper barriers 
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around actual wooded areas and allow local people to exploit the unused and 
scarce pasture within reserve boundaries without the threat of seizure and fines 
- were a regular feature of council debates for years to come.66

With greater obstacles to livestock mobility and mounting pressures on 
location pastures during these years, stockowners also campaigned for a more 
beneficial reassessment of forest demarcations. This development is especially 
noteworthy considering the nature of state discourse criticizing African resource 
management during this period. At the same time that government officials 
increasingly pointed their fingers at African peasants for overtaxing the ʻcarry-
ing capacity  ̓ of location soils,67 African men consistently called into question 
the very extent and nature of that capacity. By repeatedly urging state authorities 
to readjust forest boundaries, they invoked alternative visions of the landscape 
available for livestock grazing. While forest officials defended the extent of 
reserves under their control more intensely, stockowners on the ground contested 
the governmentʼs categorization and control of land in response to deepening 
ecological strains in the late 1920s and early 1930s.

In many cases, individuals and groups contested the Forest Departmentʼs 
plans to extend or create new wattle plantations by appropriating additional com-
monage grazing areas.68 There was no easy consensus among stockowners or 
even among different economic strata on this issue, however. In prioritizing their 
needs for wood versus grazing lands, different individuals brought into play their 
varied wealth in cash and cattle, their access to wood supplies, and the environ-
mental conditions of local pastures.69 Some of these dynamics are evident in the 
critique of state forest management leveled by one anonymous stockowner in the 
Emjanyana area of the Engcobo district in 1932. In a letter written directly to the 
chief magistrate, the individual protested the allocation of commonage lands to 
the production of state-owned trees:

I appeal to you to use your power & prevent further plantations 
being planted at the Enkobongo & that the present fence now 
under construction be Taken [sic] down & also the one adjoining 
the Emjanyana asylum which are not necessary there being quite 
enough plantations to supply the requirements of our needs, the fore 
said is robbing us of pasture for our stock which is becoming so 
limited & to prove to you I wish you could see How [sic] the moun-
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tain is cropped down, & if what is now under construction is going 
to be continued then our poor starved stock will all die & bringing 
dire irritation on us. Admittedly our stock is of no value but that is 
our only means of Security which assists us in Times of Starvation 
& as we can hardly make a living in Johburg [sic] we must rely on 
our stock to support us. . . . There are lots of plantations we can go 
to Engcobo & many others but if we Have no stock we wont ever be 
able to go to the close ones. The Emjanyana reserve has a very big 
piece of ground & I dont see why they should take our pasture to 
plant trees when they have lots of waste ground.70

Having close access to wood sources, and possessing the animal power to 
transport these supplies, such stockowners were more concerned with the welfare 
of their cattle and the deterioration of local commonage pastures. What stands 
out in this particular case is the final emphasis on the hypocrisy of official claims 
to require additional land for afforestation.

Besides such efforts to halt further state appropriation of pastures, many 
African political leaders in the late 1920s and 1930s also increasingly worked to 
scale back the existing boundaries of demarcated forest reserves and thereby free 
up more grazing lands in their communities.71 At the 1925 session of the TTGC, 
councillors from the St. Markʼs and Xalanga districts complained about the 
shortage of pasture, urging that land situated between the beacons of demarcated 
forests ʻshould revert to the commonage, so that it could be used for the benefit 
of peopleʼs stock. If the Forest Department gave up that land they could supply 
land to the people who had none.  ̓One headman from the Xalanga district was 
even more emphatic: ʻa lot of land had been taken from the people. Why should 
they pay taxes to the Government and the Forest Department because when the 
beacons were fixed up the land was there, but the Forest Department was not 
prepared to give it up?ʼ72 A few years later, at the 1929 session, similar com-
plaints were lodged again, and one councillor moved that the Forest Department 
reset the beacons marking all government reserves so that all non-wooded por-
tions were excluded. In both of these sessions select committees were appointed 
to look into the matter across the Transkei and report back: in both instances 
the committees referred to the ʻwell known  ̓ fact ʻthat there were some forests 
where very large tracts of grass lands had been included in demarcated areas 
without any use whatever being made by the Forest Department of these tracts.ʼ73 
Throughout the following decade, similar frustrations with state restrictions on 
available and unused forest pasturage amid commonage grazing pressures led 
to perpetual attempts by headmen and prominent stockowners to alter the Forest 
Departmentʼs livestock and land management policies in their locations, albeit 
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to little avail.74  The governmentʼs system of forest demarcation and reservation, 
originating in the formative years of colonial takeover, continued to precipitate 
grazing conflicts amid this era of mounting rural stress.

Conclusion

Such long-term consequences of colonial environmental policies suggest 
a rethinking of the history of people and their landscapes in the Eastern Cape. 
While men and women in the region would begin to feel the impact of state bet-
terment interventions from the mid-twentieth century onward, the focus of much 
of the literature,75 people across the Transkei had already been involved in mul-
tiple contestations over the stateʼs restructuring of their environmental base and 
livelihood practices during the formative decades of colonial rule. Even when 
scholars have explored environmental dimensions of livestock management for 
earlier years, they have generally limited their discussion to data on land and 
livestock holding within the confines of African locations.76 Taken together, such 
studies convey a somewhat limited conceptualisation of historical landscapes, 
one which tends to reflect state demarcations and definitions of resources - seg-
regating African locations and state-owned forest reserves - more than those of 
African historical actors themselves.77

As this article has demonstrated, from the 1890s to the 1930s colonial 
authorities strove to exclude rural livelihood practices from government for-
ests, yet local residents were not satisfied with the removal of forest lands and 
resources from their resource base. Although the state demarcated certain areas 
as reserves, local resource-users contested such categories in day-to-day practice, 
continuing to depasture their livestock in government forests, publicly protesting 
state interventions into their lives and livelihoods, and directly calling into ques-
tion the nature of state-controlled landscapes. Examining these formative colo-
nial struggles can thus shed light on the long-term and ongoing development of 
resource conflicts in the Eastern Cape, particularly the complex and diverse ways 
in which people have historically understood both the meaning of local environ-
ments and official strategies to manage and ʻdevelop  ̓them.
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