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DR. T. S. VAN ROOYEN -AN APPRECIATION

Dr. Thomas Stephanus van Rooyen passed away suddenly on~
De~~~!!ber, 126~ while on holiday with his family in Durban. At the time
of his death he was Senior lecturer in History at the University of Pretoria,
a post which he had held with distinction for the past ~ears.

Born on 2 February, 1922, at Pietersburg, Dr. Van Rooyen matriculated
at the Pieter~rg High Sciio~l in 1939. He came to the Uni;;;;sity of
Pretoria in 12,:1Q where, three year~er, he obtained his B.A. deg;ee
with a dis~tion in h~ory. He received his Teacher's Diploma a year
later, and taught in Pietersburg during 1944. From 1945 to the end of

]2.47 he did research in S~k_~.!!,~huniIana, after which he ta~ht for a period
of three years at an [nalan School in Johannesburg. In the meantime he
ha<rO"Etained his M.A. ~ree in 19~ with the dissertation, Die Sendeling
Ale:x;ander ,lJferensky in die Geskitdenis van die Suid-Atril.aanse Republiek,
1859-1882. In 1951, at the age of 'lt2, he received his doctorate with a
thesis entitled, Die Verhoudinge tussen die Boere, Engelse en Naturelle in
die Geskiedenis van die Dos-Transvaal tot 1882. Both his dissertation and
thesis were accepted for publication in the South African Archives Year
Book.

.In 195.1- he accepted an appointment ~s lecturer in History at the
University of Pretoria, and at the end of 195~-vanRooyen joined the
then Department of N!tive Affairs as Assistant~ChieLlD.formation Officer,
in which capacity he was responsible ror- all liaison with the p!ess. As
~~~il-servant Dr. Van Rooyen was closely associated with ti},e implementa-
tion of the government's policy of separate development and the institution
of local territorial authorities. In 1~57, as a result of a Cabinet decision,
he was sent to the Pre~mmission where he served for t~.}'~.ars before-!eturning 

to the Department of Native Affairs.

Subsequent to 1951 he served on the editorial committee of Sabra's
Journal ,for Racial Affairs, Pretoriana and Historia. He became a Faculty
member of the Suid-Afrikaanse Akademie vir IT/ etenskap en Kuns and
was a member of the Transvaal and Union Efe-;;:~ve of SMra, and for
several years he served on the executive of the Association of Old Pretoria,
of which he was Chairman in 1964/65.

His untimely demise, at the age of 45, is a loss which South African
historical writing can iQafford. A man of his tr,~me!1dous agil~of
mind and penetrating insight could still have made many valuable contri.
Dutions, especially in dietie)ds of the philosophy_oLbistory and historical
methodology. This is especially tragic, as at present there is in South
Africa a dearth of men capable of speaking with authority on the com-
plexities of the philosophy of history or on problems OIhistorical method.
At the time of his J~ath there were a limited number of South Af;ican
historians who could be considered his peer in the!?e spheres of historical

knowledge.
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His pre-graduate lectures were of a ~~~h standard and greatly a~~:~~d, 
but it was especially in the ho~urse where Dr. van~ooyen

I~red in the philosophy of history and historical methodology, that his
composed manner and logical re~oning guided his students toward an
appreciation and a more thoro~~standlng of the complex problems
encountered in the w!i!.ing and interp!~tLo~f- history. It was a privilege
for an honours student to attend his le~res and an experience W:iiICIi""
could only make them more mature and responsible asp~~nt historians.
No wonder then that his students usually delivered wo_r~"_~~~~e!Y,h_igh
s~ard. During the short period that he was senior lecturer, four of
his pf}~!~r~~_~te"st1Jdents received appointments at various Un~tiesthroughout the country. -

The vo~~eated by his absence will be keenly felt by all his students.
For them he was tutor, friend and intellectual fath~r; for his colleagues
his stimuJa!!Eg andtI1O~-E~l~g~ifeas".wer~' both a cha~ge and
an inspiration. An historian who had brilliantly mastered his chosen
field of study, he nevertheless retained the ability to conveYIlIs knowTeage
and understanding clearly and l~~ly tohls-student~S:-- Some of their
most vivid recollection-s are no doubt of pleRsant and fruitful hours spent
i~the comf?!t~LE_is_~\!Qy, while he gu~d them, sometImes slowfy and
painfully, but always sympa~~~tically, to an understanding of the. kaleido-scopiC' eve~ts that constitute the gast. ---

O~son for which they are indebted to Dr. Van Rooyen, is that
he imp!~~sed on them the fu~~ility of prescribin~ an i!:!t~Jpretation; he
always believed that the student should be encouraged to thinL~~~pen-
~e~tly, but with the proviso that he should think historically and that hii!'
ideas and interpretations should be substantiated byverifiable historicaliacts. 

He was also an opponent of "one-book" history; the-TdM'ihat a
student was proficient in hiS-subject if hehadmernorg~da con310mmera-
tion of factual data from one specified text-book and was then capable of
reproducing it In somewhat similar~ ~gical sequence. The historian,lie 

insisted, should merely consider the individual book or document as a
poi~t~~f_departure -he should go bey~_~t~em in his sear~for truth
and in his attempt to reconstruct the reality of the past.

One of the most permanent services that he rendered to his students
was his attempt to imbue them with a sense of honesty in their historical
wri!!!!g; ~_~~~is~gp_l~Mism and considered1t~-;;-of the cardinar-sinsthat an historian could commit. --

Dr. Van Rooyen was particularly interested in the problems of contact
between the EurQ'p~an and the Bantu, in which field he was recogniSed;;;:
a leading authority. From 194410 the end of 1947, while at the Bothsa-
belo ~t~ni~school in Sekh~khuniland, he made an intensive study of
the anthropological-historicalimplication8 of the earliest cgntact between
White and Bantu in the Transv~al. The results of thI;;--~t-;;Jy together with
later primary archival research was consolidated in his M.A. dissertationand D.Phil. thesis. ~
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The late Dr. T. 5. van Rooyen.
While attached to the Department of Ba'.1!.~._/::"dministration and

Development he acquired an intimate knowledge of the Bantu Press. 'rht~
well.known magazine, Bantu, was his brain-child, and he often served
as advisor for Banul publications.--rrom-[95I~nwards he wrote approxi-
mateIy-20 authorative articles on the problem of White-Black contact and
other reTaiedtopics, which-were published in a wide variety of ac&d~mic

r-' pe~~icals. One of the most noteworthy was the article entitJed T~e_B~~!~
L-- _andEurl?pea~ Q~~!!_~L~outhern Africa, published in Mankind Q_~r-

.Ter1y;-septemQ~_~hich was well receiv!;~~verseas and stimulated
-~~~ide inter~st. He wrote a chapter, Die Bantoe in die Suid-Afrikaanse

Historiografie incorporated in the work, Aspekte van die Suid-Afrikaanse
Historiografie (published last year) which constituted yet another excellent
contribution to the study of contact problems between the European and
the Bantu. .-
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Dr. Van Rooyen publish~ well over l~ticles and was often
approached by ne~en for his op~on on a~w'Tde variety of subjects,
ranging from the British Labour Party to the Vietnam War and the
ancient civilizations of Mexico.

~

Dr. Van Rooven's unbia8ed and critical book reviews ensured him
oL!~~!!b.rQ"ad. ms-critical reviews-of-books on Afr~~tracted
favourable comment from as far afield as Bu~est, Hungary, while
Cambrid~.!l!.!s often app"r~_.~i~ for his opil.!lon on a variety of
books on African affairs published by them.

Although they-differed in many respects, Dr.. Van Rooyen and ~
Acton, the nineteenth-century British historian, had_Lw9 things in c.ommon:
neither had a full scale ~O!_~..P!!~li~~~d_"~,uring}~~ir lifetime, but on the
.other fiaridilieybotJi'gave- generously of their time and energy to~..t~eir
studel!!s. However, at the time or'Jiisdeatn,Ur:Van Rooyen wl\S ~ri~ing
it--riul:nber of highly interesting and valuable ske~hes which would have
been publisEed Lat~g.year.

By the very nature of hi.~ work, his name will long be remembered
by historically consci!!!J!i_South Africans. One can only hope that his
ideals and dedication to his subject will be continued by those students
,..ho were privileged to study under his guidance.

J. L. Hattingh.
J. W. Kew.




