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16th Century navigators using the nautical astrolabe and cross-staff.
(Illustration in the Warhaftig Historia, Magdeburg, 1557)



Editorial

It would be unthinkable for a journal named Natalia, with the remit that it has, not
to note the special significance of this issue’s publication date. December 1997
marks the 500th anniversary of Vasco da Gama’s voyage up the south east African
coast on his way to India. His naming of Terra de Natal on Christmas Day 1497 is
taken as the beginning of European contact with this part of the continent.

For years there has been doubt as to whether Natal is in fact the *Christmas
Land’ seen by Da Gama. Professor Eric Axelson’s researches led him to believe that
on Christmas Day 1497 Da Gama’s three ships — the San Gabriel, the San Raphael
and the Berrio — were probably much further south, off the coast of Pondoland.

In this issue we publish the results of Dr Brian Stuckenberg’s reconsideration of
the evidence, his conclusion being that the Portuguese flotilla was indeed in ‘Natal
waters’ when the historic naming took place. There is also an article by Gavin
Whitelaw discussing the people, social organisation and occupations Da Gama
would have encountered if he had landed and explored the country he had named.

The Anglo-Zulu War of 1879 continues to attract the attention of scholars, and
Huw Jones has provided an article which casts fresh light on the Battle of Hlobane,
where Wood’s forces suffered a serious reverse on 28 March 1879, prior to the
victory at Khambula. Anticipating the approaching Anglo-Boer War centenary, we
carry a previously unpublished letter by a very ordinary Englishwoman, Catherine
Portsmouth, who had the misfortune to be living near Van Reenen’s Pass when
hostilities broke out in 1899. She and her family found themselves virtually at the
point of contact between the British and Boer forces.

After the old Burger Street Prison in Pietermaritzburg was decommissioned, and
before the buildings were repainted for their new use, two students in the
university’s Department of Zulu studied the graffiti left by prisoners on cell walls.
Adrian Koopman has turned these observations and notes into an interesting account of
the attitudes and experiences of prisoners in recent years in that grim old place.

Notes and Queries continues to provide items of interest. Readers of Natalia are
invited to contribute short pieces appropriate to this section, or respond to items that
appear in it. The usual obituaries, book reviews and select list of recent KwaZulu-
Natal publications complete the contents of this edition.

Together with the order form for Natalia 28, readers will find information about
back numbers of the journal that are still available — some at really give-away
prices. This is an opportunity for subscribers of more recent date to acquire an
almost complete set of Natalia, going back to its first issue in 1971.

JM. DEANE
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