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FOREWORD 
 
 
A great number of publications have been written about the British 
Annexation of the Transvaal in 1877 and the Boers’ protest movement against 
it – which led to the First War for Independence, or the First Anglo-Boer War 
of 1880-1881, and the regaining of their independence. The social 
circumstances and cultural life in Pretoria during the annexation period have 
also been recorded in books about the Transvaal capital. When the sources of 
all these publications are studied, it is noteworthy that one significant source – 
Serpa Pinto’s How I crossed Africa – is conspicuous by its absence. 
 The Portuguese explorer, Serpa Pinto, travelled through the Transvaal in 
1879 and tarried awhile in Pretoria, during which time he wrote in great detail 
in his travel journal about political, social and cultural matters. Later, he spent 
quite some time in Pietermaritzburg and Durban while waiting for a ship that 
could return him to Europe. There it was that he met some of the main 
characters who had participated in the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879. His 
travelogue was published in both Portuguese and English in London in 1881, 
so the argument about inaccessibility cannot be used as an excuse for this 
exceptional source not being consulted before. 
 The purpose of this study is to make the journal of Serpa Pinto available 
to South African researchers. The highlighting of specific commentary 
regarding the character and lifestyle of the Boers, the appearance of and 
social life in Pretoria during the time of the British annexation and the role 
of the missionaries in the Transvaal recorded in his journal, will, in all 
probability, have cultural historians in particular realise that this is a source 
not to be ignored. 
 Being Portuguese, Serpa Pinto saw the Boers in a different light to that of 
contemporary British travellers and visitors from the Netherlands, who 
recorded their impressions during visits to the Transvaal. The English were 
often critical and disparaging in their pronouncements about the Boers, while 
the Dutch were probably all too conscious of their kinship to the Boers. Serpa 
Pinto, by contrast, seems to have been an objective observer, having great 
appreciation for the character, lifestyle and customs of the Boer people he 
came into contact with in rural areas; while in Pretoria, Pietermaritzburg and 
Durban he moved in English social circles, enjoying associating in their rules 
of social etiquette, soon becoming friends with them. On those grounds alone, 
this travel journal is worthwhile.   
 Whenever a book is published, there is always a team of collaborators. In 
the case of Serpa Pinto’s story, it is no different, and I would like to thank 
them all: 



 

 The librarians of the Biblioteca Nacional and the library of the Sociedade 
de Geografia de Lisboa, as well as the archivists of the Archivo Histórico 
Militar in Lisbon, for their assistance in finding books, articles, maps, 
illustrations and documents regarding Serpa Pinto. 
 Zabeth Botha, my ex-student and private researcher, Pretoria, for 
thoroughly searching through newspapers in the South African National 
Library and documents in the Transvaal Archives Depot to find items 
concerning Serpa Pinto’s sojourn in the Transvaal and Natal.  
 Prof. F.J. (Frans) van der Merwe, former head of the Department of 
Stock-breeding, University of Stellenbosch, now living in Kleinmond, for 
information regarding horses and horse-sickness. 
 Dr. J.C. van der Walt, author and authority on the history of the Anglo-
Zulu War of 1879, of Richards Bay, for information regarding participants 
in that war. 
 Mr. John Hooper, Kalk Bay, for information on and the rare 
photograph of Edward Snell, the first Portuguese Honorary Consul in 
Durban. 

Prof. Schalk W. le Roux, Gordon’s Bay, fellow-traveller on a research 
visit to Portugal in 2010. 
 Dr. Elize Labuschagne-Hull, cultural historian, Pretoria, for the digital 
editing of most of the illustrations. 
  Wendy James, editor of Impact, Jeffreys Bay, for the translation of my 
Afrikaans text and editing of the footnotes. 
 Dr. Nuno Resende, historian and authority on Serpa Pinto, of Cinfães, 
Portugal, for reading the manuscript. 
 Dr. Manuel Correia Barros de Castro Monteiro, medical practitioner 
and vice president of the Associação Cultural Serpa Pinto, Cinfães, 
Portugal, together with his charming wife, Candida, for their cordial 
reception in Cinfães, and for his knowledgeable answers to my many 
inquiries regarding Serpa Pinto, the reading of the manuscript, and writing 
the Portuguese part of the cover text. 
 Ms Cecilia Kruger, Chief Professional Officer, Heritage Foundation, 
Voortrekker Monument, Pretoria, authority on the cultural history of the 
Boer pioneers, for reading the manuscript and writing the Afrikaans part of 
the cover text. 
 Drs. A.C.W. (Kees) van Zoelen, of Nojões-Real, Castelo de Paiva, 
Portugal, proud owner of a voluminous Serpa Pinto Collection, from which 
he generously shared information with me, answering my questions 
patiently, reading the manuscript, and writing the English part of the cover 
text. 
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