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Fifteen Years of Study on the Kalahari Bushmen or San 
A Brig History of the Kalahari Research Committee" 

PHILLIP V. TOBIAS 
Chairman, Kalahari Research Committee (1956-1973) 

The Witwatersrand University's early interest in the Bushmen 
goes back, for the most part, to the July, 1936, expedition to 
study 70-odd Bushmen who had been brought together by Mr 
Donald Bain. a South African explorer and big-game hunter, at 
his camp at Tweerivieren, just south of the junction of the Allop 
and Nosob Rivers. These 70 Bushmen - such were the ideas of 
the day - were to be taken to the Empire Exhibition and 
exhibited from September, 1936 to January, 1937. A 
distinguished group of Wits scientists made pioneering studies 
on the Bushmen at Tweerivieren, and later continued these 
investigations at Frankenwald, the University's farm estate, 
where the Bushmen stayed during the Empire Exhibition. The 
workers included such famous names as Professors L. F. 
Maingard. P. R. Kirby, C. M. Doke, R. A. Dart, I. D. 
MacCrone. Dr Dorothea Bleek, Dr M. G. Breyer-Brandwijk and 
Dr J. Maingard. The Wits group was joined by Professor M. R. 
Drennan of the University of Cape Town. The results of this first 
multidisciplinary expedition to study the Bushmen were 
published by the Witwatersrand University Press in 1936 and 
1937 in the journal, Bantu Studies (today called African 
Studies) and subsequently collated into a single volume entitled 
Bushmen of the Southern Kalahari (1937P 

Apart from studies on skeletons, no further biological studies 
were carried out on the Bushmen ~ or the San, as we prefer to call 
them in biomedical studies today ~ until about 1951, when the 
French explorer and geographer, Fran~ois Balsan, organised 
the Expedition Panhard-Capricorn. The experiences of that 
memorable three months' trip are recounted in Balsan's books, 
Capricorn Road (1952)2 and Dieu parle dans les Deserts 
(1955)3, as well as in my own series of papers in 
L 'Anthropologie (1955-56) and Africa (1956)" '. 

Meantime, in the lirst half of the 1950s, other men in this city 
and from America were bending their eyes and their footsteps in 
the direction of the Kalahari: they were Dr Cyril Wyndham, 
then Director of the Applied Physiology Laboratory of the 
Chamber of Mines; Dr James Gear, Director of the South 
African Institute for Medical Research; and Dr John Clement, a 
dentist, and author much later of the definitive volume, The 
Kalahari and its Lost City (1967)6. From the U.S.A. came that 
famous family. the Marshalls, from Massachusetts. The 
daughter, Elizabeth. was later to write The Harmless People1

, one 
of the most faithful reflections of life amongst the Bushmen of all 
the semi-popular books recently published; the son. John, made 
that remarkable film «The Hunters", about a Bushman hunt; 
while their mother, Lorna, has published a series of social 
anthropological papers as a result of the Marshalls' succession 
of expeditions. 

It is mainly to two of these early researchers that we owe the 
origin of the idea that there should be some co-ordination of the 
efforts of various university departments and other research 
institutes which were carrying out Kalahari researches. ]n the 
early 1950s, Dr James Gear and Dr John Clement suggested 
that there should be a co-ordinating mechanism to enable 

• This article is based on a lecture delivered by the author at the 
opening of the ISMA and KRC Bushman Symposium in the 
Witwatersrand University on 15th June 1973. Professor Tobias is Head 
of the Department of Anatomy, University of the Witwatersrand, 
Johannesburg. 

resources to be pooled, transport vehicles to be purchased and 
economies to be effected. They put their suggestion to the 
University and for some· years the proposal was discussed. 
Eventually, in 1956, the Kalahari Research Committee (KRC) 
was brought into being by the University with myself as 
Chairman. Although functioning initially under the University 
alone, and later jointly under the Institute for the Study of Man 
in Africa (ISMA), the committee was intended to provide a 
liaison for interested non-University bodies as well. From the 
very beginning it enjoyed the membership and whole-hearted 
support of the South African Institute for Medical Research, the 
Applied Physiology Laboratory (today the Human Sciences 
Laboratory) of the Chamber of Mines, the National Institute for 
Personnel Research of the Council for Scientific and Industrial 
Research, and other isolated individuals. 

Around this time the ground was also laid which subsequently 
led to several lines of investigation by American workers - the 
school of Sherwood L. Washburns and his proteges, Irvin de 
Vore and then Richard Lee9, to study the ecological and 
ethological aspects of Bushmen, with a view of throwing 
some light on the possible behaviour of early man; and 
the school of James V. Neel at Ann Arbor, University of 
Michigan. to study the population genetics of small, peripheral 
populations such as the Brazilian jungle tribes, as models for the 
study of human micro-evolution. 

The KRC first met in late 1956 and devoted the whole of the 
following year to planning the campaign in the Kalahari. A large 
part of the planning lay in raising money, and in this regard we 
benefited enormously from the generosity of the Nuffield 
Foundation. To the Foundations's £2000, Wits. University 
added £500 in the first place. as well as later numerous smaller 
grants; while a grant of £1000 from the Gold Producers' 
Committee helped us later to buy a vehicle. ]n addition, smaller 
amounts were contributed by the CSIR, the Medical Research 
Institute, commerce and industry. 

The pattern of the expeditions was to be multidisciplinary 
whenever possible. Already, Cyril Wyndham and I had been 
engaged for some years in a study of African miners arriving in 
Johannesburg from what were then Tanganyika, Nyasaland, 
Northern Rhodesia, Mocambique and Bechuanaland. The 
pattern of cooperation we had established - with Wyndham's 
team doing the physiological observations and mine the physical 
anthropological and genetical ~ was to be adopted and expanded 
for the Kalahari venture. Psychological studies were to be 
included at the instance of Dr Simon Biesheuvel, then Director 
of the National Institute for Personnel Research and a founder 
member of the KRC. [t was his staff member, Dr Helmuth 
Reuning, and his colleagues and collaborators who, from the 
first expedition, played a major part in the development and 
execution of the KRC researches. 

Dental and oral studies were an obvious item - as Dr J. 
Clement had already made such studies on the San, and now, 
too, this line was strongly supported by Professor Julius Staz, 
another founder member of the KRC, then Dean of the Faculty 
of Dentistry. Two of his staff, Professor J. F. (Frikkie) van 
Reenen and Dr Cyril Thomas, made considerable contributions 
to further expeditions and to the development of the KRC 
programme. The biochemistry of the human body was an 
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important component, included at the instance of Professor 
James Gear, -another of our founder members, and such 
members of his staff as Dr (later Professor) I. Bersohn, Dr R. E. 
Bernstein and others, as well as Dr (now Professor) R. Charlton 
of the Medical School staff. Late in the 1950s I had started a 
programme of growth studies on African schoolchildren in this 
area, and it was a logical step for growth studies on San children 
to be included. For this growth study Dr George Beaton was 
largely responsible, when ,he was still a young medical science 
student in the mid- 1960s. His report 10 on this later earned for him 
the award of the British Association Medal. Lastly, but not 
leastly, we added investigation of the bodily parasites of the San, 
at the hands of Dr H. J. Heinz J8, who was then a member of the 
Department of Pathology and Microbiology of the Wits. 
Medical School, and for whom, too, the first expedition he 
undertook to the Kalahari proved to be a turning point in his 
career46 , 47. 

The first expedition took place in August-September 195843. It 
was joined by Dr J. S. Weiner from Oxford, as the first of a 
succession of overseas collaborators J• • 

The first phase of the work lasted from 1958 to 1960. In that 
time, there were no fewer than seven expeditions, and 
approximately 25 publications resulted44

• The tremendous saving 
which the co-ordinated activities had made possible is shown by 
the fact that these seven expeditions were effected at a cost of 
only that original £2500, plus a few extras. 

But 1961 was a critical year, and a year of challenge. It was 
the year in which our money ran out, and in which South Africa 
left the Commonwealth. Just as we were in the midst of 
negotiations with the Nuffield Foundation for a further big 
grant, to cover the second phase of intensive researches for a 5-
year period, a real problem arose. The terms of the N uffield 
Foundation charter confined their activities to the 
Commonwealth, and South Africa and South Africans would no 
longer be eligible. It is fitting here that I should pay a glowing 
tribute to the Foundation for the attitude it adopted at that time: 
they were so enthusiastic at what we had managed to do with 
their first £ 2000 that they moved heaven and earth to lind a 
way around this apparently insuperable problem. Fortunately 
they succeeded to the extent of voting us in advance a sum of 
RIOOOO to be paid out at the rate of R2 000 per year for the 
ensuing five years. 

So the storms of 1961 were weathered and the second phase 
of field researches got under way in July , 1962. ~rom 1962 to 
1967, 14 further expeditions were mounted, making a total over 
the decade of no fewer than 21 expeditions. 

Since 1967, our work has been on a smaller scale and a 
somewhat more erratic basis. The KRC is at the moment not 
functioning actively, but this has been a phase. since 1967, of 
writing up and publishing the results. 1 estimate that 
approximately 75 publication have so far appeared as a result of 
that decade of activities, while two books are in the pipeline. But 
there were a few grants to individuals for smaller ventures. and 
one must mention here the remarkable one-man effort of Dr 
Heinz. who year after year returned to the Kalahari with the 
meagrest of financial assistance. He made important 
contributions to the study of the Bushmen, at a level about 
which our earlier programme had done very little. We had 
concentrated on the biological and chemical aspects of the San. 
Our departments of Social Anthropology, General Linguistics 
and African Languages had not. at that stage. been ready for 
Kalahari researches. However, since that time, in the person of 
Tony Traill. there have been new endeavours in this direction, 
and he has continued to make advances in the study of Bushman 
languages. So, a series of sporadic studies continues, such as the 
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. \. 
One of the surviving hunter-gatherer Bushmen of the Kalahari. 

African Institute for Medical Research. and their overseas and 
local collaborators, who have continued to study the gene 
markers. such as the blood groups and other important 
parameters of the Kalahari San Ji 20-23. 

It. may be instructive to comment on the way in which people 
thought about Bushmen before our researches got under way. 
For long they had been regarded as a vanishing race. Sollas 12 

and Elliot Smith IJ were 'mourning the disappearance of 
this remarkable race" which was 'almost extinct' and reduced to 
'a few scattered groups still lingering in the Kalahari Desert. In a 
few years the world will know them no more' - thus Elliot Smith. 
Broom 14 had regarded them as a degenerate remnant. Even 
Schapera, in his great work on The Khoisan Peoples of South 
Africa (1930)15, placed the total number of Bushmen still in 
existence 'at a conservative minimum of between 7000 and 
7500' - and very recent books are still quoting this figure, 
despite the fact that Schapera himself had later come up with an 
estimate of30000 16. Even in 1948, Sir Arthur Keith '7 cited 6000; 
while in 1955, Carleton Coon 18 spoke of 'a few hundred minute 
Bushmen, undersized and probably atypicaJ'! Small wonder, 
then, that our 1956 estimate of 55000 surviving Bushmen 5 

caused so much surprise. 
They are to be found largely in Botswana - where there may 

be as many as 30000; there may be 15000 or more in South 
West Africa; in Angola, in several areas there may be something 
like another 5 000: there is a tiny group not far from the Victoria 
Falls which is across in Zambia very close to the Rhodesian 
border; a few near Lake Chrissie in the Eastern Transvaal, and a 
few in the northern part of the Republic of South Africa3• These 
surviving Bushmen live in a wide variety of terrain: some of 
them in very stark, barely-vegetated countryside with very low 
savannah, in which one could almost count the tufts of grass per 
square metre, and measure them that way as a gauge of the 
poverty of Bushman life. But some are to be found also in the 
well-watered areas of northern Botswana, where food is R
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is in abundance. It is not surprising that while most workers 
have stressed the poverty of Bushman life, a few (e.g. Lee9) have 
emphasized its lush adequacy: it all depended on which 
Bushmen they studied and where! 

if the total number, was uncertain, even more uncertain was 
the answer to the question, how many of them are still living the 
old hunting and gathering way of life? And how many of them 
have become settled on farms as herdsmen? It was believed by 
many that they were a desert-adapted people41

' 43 - a people who 
had developed their peculiar features, their small size. their orten 
infantile facial and bodily features 4S 

- as a result of adaptation to 
life in the desert. OUf work suggested very strongly that the 
San were not a desert-adapted people, that they had been tiny 
and infantile even before they went to live in the Kalahari, when 
they lived in the Drakensberg and other well -watered areas. 
There, we know from their skeletons found in archaeological 
contexts, they were people with these same diminutive and 
infantile features_ So one could not blame the particular 
morphology of the San on the Kalahari Desert. They were not 
an ecotype, a type adapted to a particular ecology, but they were 
a geotype - simply a geographical variant of a race. Their origin 
had been shrouded in uncertainty. Where did this race come 
from? Broom 14 suggested they had affinities with China. Other 
people regarded them as a fifth major racial constellation of the 
world, alongside the Caucasoid, the Mongoloid, the Negroid 
and the Australoid. To J. C. Trevor 19 at Cambridge, they were a 
firth major group co-equal in status with these others; and, on 
the other hand, to Broom and several other workers here, they 
were 'the stunted and degenerate descendants' of the Korana or 
of another, big-headed earlier people, called by some the Boskop 
Race. 

We now know that they have the same basic genetic and 
racial make-up as Negroes. We have a much clearer idea, thanks 
to Jenkins's work 10,21 , and that of his co-workers 22 , 23, about 
their affinities with the other indigenous peoples of Africa. These 
are, if you like, the yellow peoples of Africa, more lightly 
pigmented than most other Africans. We know that they are 
closely related to the Negro peoples, but at the same time there 
are sufficient difTerences between the two groups to suggest that 
they may have been developing in genetic isolation from each 
other for something like t 5 to 20 thousand years. So although the 
San are basically Africans of Africa, nevertheless they have 
developed their own special and peculiar features, anatomical, 
physiological, genetical , which serve somewhat to difTerentiate 
them from the other peoples of this conrinent. All this we did not 
know before the KRC started work, but now we have a much 
clearer picture as a result of the ten years and more of field work, 

We know a little bit more today about problems of caries and 
attrition, as a result of J. F. van Reenen's work N - 27. We know 
that San teeth wear away very rapidly, and that dental decay is 
of a very low incidence indeed in these people; the two features 
are inversely proportional. The more worn the teeth, the less 
chance of caries. A nother interesting thing that emerged was that 
the San, on ageing, do not show the rise in blood pressure which 
most peoples, and especially Westernized peoples, show with the 
advancement of age, The blood pressure of San males and 
females remains at approximately the same level as they advance 
into old age. They form one of several populations in which this 
phenomenon has been found. It makes one realise that if 
conditions of life were otherwise, it is not impossible that the 
human species could attain old age without an increase in 
average blood pressure_ We know, from the work of the Human 
Sciences Laboratory 2S- 30, that in heat and cold tolerance, the 
San difTer only to a very slight degree from other Africans and 
from Europeans. We know too that the level of oestrogen in the 
urine of adult male San is extraordinarily high 31 - higher, even, 
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A San midget with gynaecomastia and features of hypo
pituitarism studied on an early expedition. 

than in black AfricansH , perhaps the highest yet found in the 
world. This is a fascinating subject for investigation in its own 
right, and it has appropriately been queried whether some, at 
least, of the morphological distinctiveness of the San may not be 
laid at the door of the hyperoestrogenizati0n to which the San 
appear to be subject throughout life H . 

We know that the blood group pattern of the San is basically 
similar to the general African Negro patternH , We have learnt 
through the measurements which Professor Hertha de VilliersJ~ 
of the Department of Anatomy, was able to make on San female 
bodies that that very striking feature, the buttocks of the San, 
protruding almost infinitely posteriorly, called steatopygia -
declines with age. In the child it is not noticeable, but with 
puberty it becomes more apparent, and with pregnancy it 
becomes much more striking and ultimately protrudes to a very 
considerable extent. it is a major item of sexual attraction among 
the San. For the first time we have some clear suggestive 
evidence that it may be a kind of reserve food store, to be called 
upon when the general nutritional needs of the body are being 
met more hardly and more reluctantly because of ageing change 
in the bodily tissues. Our researches suggest that this is 
something like a camel's hump, inasmuch as it serves as a 
reserve supply of food, but instead of having the fat supply 
distributed evenly over the body, which would make survival in a 
hot climate almost impossible and life unbearable, the fat deposit 
is localized 10 a particular area just as it is in the camel's hump. 
Maybe this is another example of adaptation of a people that 
needed to have some reserve food supply. Small wonder that it is 
less in males than in females, who have the recurrent challenge 
of pregnancy. Not only did natural selection favour such 
features, but sexual or cultural selection has also apparently 
operated - San males like San women with this feature developed 
to a marked degree. 

Another extraordinary feature about the San women is the 
tablier, the curious and unusual elongation of the labia minora or 
the "hottentot apron", as it has been called. We were able to 
make studies of t.his fascinating phenomenon and to see it being 
taken out from the withdrawn position. In its full extent, it is 
greatly elongated and hangs well below the labia majora, That is 
how Professor de VilliersB and the other lady members of our 
expedition were able to take measurements on the tablier. In 
Central Africa it is the practice among certain people to suspend 
weights from the labia minora, and by manipulation artificially 
to extend and distend them. But in the Kalahari a few white men 
who had Bushman wives told us that the tablier was absolutely 
natural, that it starts about the time of puberty and grows 
progressively up to adulthood. Before puberty there is no sign of 
it whatsoever. With the beginning of pubertal phenomena, the 
first signs of enlargement of the labia minora become apparent 
and it begins to protrude beyond the labia majora. In some 
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extreme cases it may extend as far as 8 or even 9 cm beyond the 
labia majora - a remarkable trait. Whilst it is present in virtually 
100% of San, in Griquas it is present in about 50% and in South 
African Negroes it is present in about 40%. Thus, it varies in 
incidence in various peoples of Africa36• As with so many of the 
San gene frequencies. one finds this trait in Africa generally, but 
most frequently in the San. It looks like another genetic 
pOlymorphism. 

The men have their peculiar feature as well: the penis often 
stands straight out in front at nearly a right angle, creating the 
false impression that the individual is in a state of sexual 
excitation. But even when the organ is in a flaccid state, this is 
the normal anatomy of it. It is interesting to see that penis rectus 
is present in nearly 65% of San but in 0% of South African 
blacks 37 . So again there seems to be a definite concentration of 
this suspected genetic polymorphism in the San. 

We know from Dr H.l. Heinz 3/1 that hookworm, often 
thought to be found only in the wet, humid forests of Africa, is to 
be found in the middle of the Kalahari Desert, and infecting the 
San no less than white farm children in the Kalahari. We know 
from Dr H. Reuning's work 39 and that of the team from the 
National Institute for Personnel Research 40 that there is a wide 
range of response to various psychological behaviour tests. We 
have learned, too. that cultural rather than biological factors 
play a major role in adapting the Bushmen to their desert 
life41 • 4 /1. 

'Wild' Bushmen are rapidly becoming acculturated to the 
more settled mode of life of farm-dwelling people. As a result, 
the numbers of truly hunting and food-gathering Bushmen are 
dwindling rapidly5 ,49. In that sense, Bushman life is dying out. 
But as a people they are going on, though with a new pattern of 
subsistence. Indeed, the Bushmen are today passing through an 
agrarian revolution. It is a revolution analogous to that which, in 
the Fertile Crescent about 10 000 years ago, started to change 
mankind from being hunters and food-gatherers to being food
producers. The Bushmen in transition today provide us with an 
almost unique opportunity to see what happens to a people when 
they change. Already we have evidence that they are growing 
taller42 than their predecessors. The coming decade may well 
provide human biologists, social anthropologists, sociologists, 
demographers and nutritionists with their last opportunity on 
earth for studying the mechanics and dynamics that mark the 
transfiguration of a branch of the human species from hunter 
status to pastoralism and agriculture, from a food-gathering to a 
food-producing economy. 
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Acculturative Problems arising in a 
Bushman Development Scheme 
H.J. HEINZ 
P.o. Box 158, Maun. Botswana. 

The author reports his experiences in establishing and 
running a pilot settlement scheme for lxo Bushmen in 
western Botswana. For various reasons the community 
at Bere now needs to be guided along new lines; Dr 
Heinz describes what these should be. 

Il must be appreciated by the reader that it is a most 
traumatic exercise for me to report nol only on the rise but also 
on the decline of a project with which I have heen intimately 
associated. However, to do anything less would be dishonest to 
my profession and to those whose generous support I have 
received over the years. 

The Bere Pilot Bushmen Settlement was among the first of its 
kind, It was to point directions. to assist those who wished to 
engage in the development of preliterate minority peoples in 
general, of the Bushmen in particular. and to indicate in which 
way they could become part of the Botswana Nation and make 
a positive contribution to its economy. 

This goal in itself demands an honest appraisal of Bere's 
direction today. In so far as Bere was a pilot scheme for which I 
claim responsibility it is required of me to report on 
achievements as well as on failures. 

In a physical or chemical experiment all factors which 
innuence the result arc under constant control. A human 
experiment cannot be conducted in like manner, because it is 
constantly subject to the introduction of and interaction with 
uncontrolled. even unanticipated. factors. It lies furthermore in 
the nature of a human experiment that personality factors enter 
which may have the greatest positive or negative effects on its 
outcome. 

Despite the possible introduction of imponderables the 
scientist should be able to anticipate or read the inevitable 
outcome of the experiment without necessarily waiting until the 
bitter end. Indeed. he would be negligent were he not to try to 
alter the situation before a totally irreversible course towards 
failure is set into motion. 

Jt is with this in mind that 1 shall point to a new direction. a 
new course. in the hope that this will be accepted before it is too 
late. 

The human (Bushman) factor 
It is superficially said that the Bushmen arc a Stone Age 

people but recently and incompletely thrust into the twentieth 
century. For the sake of argument this over-simplification is a 
good point of departure. 

The author is affiliated to the University of Botswana. Lesotho and 
Swaziland. and is an Associate of the Max Planck Institute for Human 
Ethology. Percha, W. Germany. 

What we have as human material is a type which Reuning and 
Wortley have said includes a wide range of variability of 
intellectual capacities. compared with other African populations. 
I would suggest that there is as well a disproportionate decline in 
intellectual alertness. perhaps even capacity. with advancing age 
(earlier onset of senility). This may explain why the younger 
generations alw(ly~ impress observers with their ·'brightness". 
Perhap~ adaptability also declines with age. The female factor, 
as is to be expected, is certainly a more conservative one in this 
process. 

The Bushman is a particularly well-developed, self-sufficient 
individual in so far as others possess few skills which he does not 
share equally well with them. Corporate activity was therefore 
rarely necessary in a Bushman society of hunters and gatherers. 
He is not a loner and requires social warmth, but he feels 
frustrated in the presence of large accumulations of people. On 
the other hand the isolation of a city dweller in the midst of 
millions would be lethal to him. 

He has been socialised to live within his band, a micro-society. 
and there has never been need. occasion, nor even the means. to 
be socialised for a larger macro society. Respect for authority is 
basically unknown in the Bushmen political system, but 
headman ship may evolve and has evolved in bands if the 
appropriate personality was present. In such a case this 
personality may even impose his will on others. We have 
examples to support this. 

Generally, however. the individual Bushman has an 
occasional need to give expression to his own power o\'er others 
by behaving in a thoroughly asocial manner. His associates 
express this behaviour with a word, h//on, or uhe or she 
refuses". This indicates that complete egalitarianism is not all 

! BOTSWANA 

SOUTH WEST AFRICA I 
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20' ", ", 
Location of Bere in western Botswana. The nearest major 

popUlation centre is Ghanzi. 
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