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In addition to killing more than 4 
million people globally in 2020, 

the Covid-19 pandemic shut down so-
cial and economic activity as govern-
ments across the world announced 
national lockdowns and travel bans. 
While mortality and morbidity statis-
tics reflect the tragic death toll of the 
pandemic and the collapse of gross 
domestic products reveal its dire eco-
nomic consequences, far less is known 
about what ordinary people thought, 
felt and experienced at the onset of 
this extraordinary period.

In February this year, an anthology 
of Stellenbosch student diary entries, 
Life under Lockdown, was published 
in an attempt to (partially) fill that 
gap. Johan Fourie and Laura Richard-
son collected 333 diary entries of Eco-
nomics 281 students at Stellenbosch 
University during 2020. These entries 

Preserving memories 
from the age of Covid

expose the fears, hopes and beliefs 
of young people living in South Afri-
ca during the first month of national 
lockdown. The aim of this anthology 
is two-fold: to preserve and to re-
flect, both for those who experienced 
Covid-19 and for future generations.

Says Fourie: ‘While what we do at 
LEAP is often aimed at recovering 
the past, this was an opportunity to 
document the present for future his-
torians. It is strange to now, only two 
years later, read through these diary 
entries, knowing what we do today. 
They represent an extraordinary mo-
ment in history, something I’m happy 
that we can preserve for future histo-
rians.’

Life under Lockdown is available 
from African Sun Media directly or 
can be ordered on Takealot or any 
good bookstore.

Travel in time
A new Digital Humanities project, by LEAP researchers Edward Kerby and Hanjo Odendaal, 

aims to transcribe and analyse the entire corpus of African traveler accounts. Read more about 
this exciting project on page 6 or visit www.timetraveller.voyage.

DIARY KEEPERS: Editors Johan 
Fourie and Laura Richardson at the 
launch of Life under Lockdown
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The LEAP Seminar Series is back, 
meeting in person for the first 

time since Covid lockdown. This se-
mester’s seminar has played host to 
ten exciting presentations, with inter-
national scholars from Spain, Germa-
ny, and the United States and LEAP 
affiliated Professors and Post-doctor-
al fellows presenting their research at 
the forefront of economics and history 
in South Africa. 

How can a society build social cohe-
sion, integration, and trust after his-
tories of discrimination and violent 
conflict? Engaging these critical ques-
tions, visiting researchers Gianluca 
Russo (Universitat Pompeu Faba and 
the Barcelona School of Economics) 
and Thomas Gautier (the Kiel In-
stitute) offer new evidence that TV 
broadcasts of Truth and Reconcilia-
tion Commission played a key role in 
reducing violence and increasing na-
tion building in post-apartheid South 
Africa. 

José Miguel Pascual (the University 
of Chicago) advanced these debates 
by demonstrating how Affirmative 
Action deepened societal integration 
examining interracial marriage across 
South Africa.

Seminar presenters also contributed 
to deepening histories of slavery at the 
Cape. Eva Marie Lehner (Bonn Center 

PRESENTER: José Miguel Pascual

for Dependency and Slavery Studies) 
examined how slavery affected the 
bodies and physical experiences of 
enslaved peoples, as they were both 
subjected to and resisted the control 
of their bodies. 

Kate Ekama, (LEAP), shows how 
enslaved people found ways to free 
themselves and be freed by others, 

formed opportunities for intergenera-
tional mobility among South African 
settlers between 1741 and 1859. 

Tara Weinberg (University of Michi-
gan) studies credit practices and net-
works of black farmers to show how 
black land buyers imagined kinds of 
property that offered alternatives to 
the narrow categorizations envisioned 
by successive white-minority govern-
ments. 

And Karen Jennings (LEAP) pre-
sented her new novel in progress, 
which reveals the depth of the lives of 
residents at the Cape on the eve of the 
end of slavery.

The power of big data and new quan-
titative approaches was also on dis-
play: Leoné Walters (LEAP) explored 
the changing wealth of women in the 
cape from the 17th to the 19th century 
using over one hundred years of pro-
bate inventories. 

Edward Kerby (LEAP) draws on in-
vestment records to show how a broad 
swath of society invested in the bur-
geoning economic growth of the South 
Africa at the turn of the 20th century. 

And Jonathan Schoots (LEAP) uses 
new computational text analysis ap-
proaches to analyse isiXhosa newspa-
pers and show how new Pan-African 
identities emerged in the early African 
nationalist movement.

NEW BOOKS BY LEAP SCHOLARS: A German translation of postdoc Karen Jennings’ 
Booker-longlisted An Island. An expanded international edition of Johan Fourie’s Our Long Walk 
to Economic Freedom (Cambridge University Press). Life under Lockdown, an anthology of 
Covid-19 student diaries, edited by Johan Fourie and Laura Richardson (African Sun Media).

studying how enslaved people were 
able to purchase freedom at the mar-
ket price without the consent of the 
slave-owner.

Finally, the series hosted a num-
ber of presentations which push the 
boundaries of South African history 
using innovative methods to see the 
past with new eyes. Prof. Dieter von 
Fintel (LEAP) uses new strategies to 
show how marriage networks trans-

In-person seminar series back
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FINALIST: The Charting the Uncharted exhibition was selected as a finalist 
in the Social Innovation-category at the WEHC in Paris.

After a 2-year hiatus from attend-
ing international conferences due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, between 
25-29 July 2022, several LEAP facul-
ty and students attended the World 
Economic History Congress in Paris, 
France. 

The event kicked off with a keynote 
lecture from Professor Bruce Camp-
bell from The Queen’s University 
of Belfast, who gave a lecture titled 
‘Environmental change, renewal re-
sources & the economic history of the 
pre-industrial world’ with a specific 
focus on the historical environmental 
issues that have been faced by Egypt. 
Soon after it was down to a wide va-
riety of sessions where several mem-
bers of the LEAP community present-
ed their research papers. 

Johan Fourie presented a paper on 
the Spanish flu in South Africa co-au-
thored by Jonathan Jayes, a former 
Master’s student and now a PhD stu-
dent at Lund University. He also pre-
sented on the state of opportunities 
and challenges in African Economic 
History. Dieter von Fintel presented 
on estimating inequality with social 
tables, a paper co-authored by Erik 
Green, Lund University and LEAP’s 
Calumet Links. 

Post-docs who presented their re-
search work included Jonathan 
Schoots who presented his research 
on protest movements in the Cape of 
Good Hope, 1775-1790. Edward Kerby 
presented a paper co-authored by for-
mer PhD LEAP student Lloyd Mapho-
sa on the history of capitalism at the 
Cape during the late nineteenth cen-
tury. Leone Walters presented a post-
er which displayed her work on slave 
trades, kinship structures and wom-
en’s political participation in Africa. 
In attendance as well were Kate Eka-
ma, Kara Dimitruk, a former LEAP 
postdoc, and PhD students Timothy 
Ngalande and Munashe Chideya.

As a first-timer attending an inter-
national conference, Munashe not-
ed that ‘attending the Congress was 
important for his academic develop-
ment’. 

‘It was a great learning experience 
on how to present research work to 
an international audience. Meeting 
with international peers helps one to 
reflect on what others are doing in 
other parts of the world and offers a 

ed to the International Economic His-
tory Association board as the Africa 
representative. In addition, he repre-
sented LEAP in the finals of the Social 
Innovation-category with the Chart-
ing the Uncharted-exhibition.

The host of the next World Econom-
ic History Congress is still undecided 
and will only be announced in 2023.

LEAP in Paris for WEHC

reminder about how impactful the 
work that we do at LEAP is to the in-
ternational community.’ Added Tim-
othy: ‘Networking with international 
colleagues opens opportunities that 
range from collaborations, building 
one’s CV, publishing and exploring 
post-doc prospects.’

At the Conference, Fourie was elect-

ATTENDEES: Calumet Links, Dieter von Fintel, Kate Ekama, Leone Wal-
ters, Johan Fourie, Edward Kerby, Munashe Chideya, Jonathan Schoots and 
Hanjo Odendaal (missing: Timothy Ngalande and Kara Dimitruk)
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Sweden sabbatical opens doors
Dr Calumet Links is a Lecturer in 

the Department of Economics. 
He joined the LEAP team in January 
2016 and completed his PhD studies 
in 2021.

As part of the Cape of Good Hope 
Panel Project, Calumet is visiting the 
Department of Economic History at 
Lund University from April to De-
cember 2022. Hosted by the project’s 
principal investigator, Erik Green, 
he has focused on various research 
papers related to understanding the 
economic development of the pre-in-
dustrial Cape Colony over the seven-
teenth to nineteenth century.

His research interests include la-
bour economics and the indigenous 
Khoesan population of the Cape Col-
ony. Calumet and Anne McCants, 
from MIT, examine the role of Khoe 
women in animal husbandry within 
settler societies. In addition, Calumet, 
Ann Carlos (University of Colorado 
Boulder), Angela Redish (Vancouver 
School of Economics at the University 
of British Columbia) and Erik Green, 
study the impacts that ecological fac-
tors have on the agency of indigenous 
populations at the Cape Colony and 
Hudson Bay. This study makes use of 
a pre-1652 dataset combining travel 
accounts, ship records and tree-ring 
data to evaluate climate shocks and its 

impact on indigenous trade relations 
with Europeans.  As co-supervisor 
with Erik for PhD student Benjamin 
Chatterton, they study Khoesan resil-
ience and responses to drought amid 
severe restrictions by the colonists 
during the mid-nineteenth century. 

Calumet has enjoyed concentrating 
on his research, and spending time 
with fellow Cape Panel Project team 
members as well as other researchers 
at the Department of Economic His-
tory. Lund University’s Department 
of Economic History is, interestingly, 
the largest in the world. With Sweden 

as his base, Calumet also appreciated 
the opportunity to see more of Europe 
and attend various international con-
ferences. 

In November, Calumet will be visit-
ing The University of Chicago Harris 
School of Public Policy. Hosted by 
James Robinson, Calumet is looking 
forward to continuing his research on 
coerced indigenous labour and pasto-
ral agriculture in the nineteenth cen-
tury Cape frontier (. He is excited to 
engage with and gain insights from 
researchers at a top tier University in 
the United States. 

SIGHTSEEING: Cal at the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Denmark

TOP: LEAP PhD students (and supervisors) attend the PhD 
day at STIAS. TOP RIGHT: Lauren Coetzee presents her 
work on the Cape Rebels at the Master’s day presentations 
in the History department. RIGHT: Several LEAP members 
and affiliates attended the African Economic History Network 

meetings in Las Palmas, Gran Canaria in October.
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‘Preserving the past has value’
Christiaan Burger spoke to Amy Rommelspacher about her upcoming graduation, 

archival research, and her experience being part of the Biography Project

SOON-TO-BE-DR: Amy Rommelspacher

As PhD student, Amy Rommel-
spacher has been an integral 

member of LEAP and the Biography 
of an Uncharted People project since 
2018. She will receive her doctorate 
degree, in which she studied the lives 
of white and coloured women in Cape 
Town in the first half of the twentieth 
century, at the December graduation 
ceremony. Meeting over a cup of cof-
fee, Amy and I had a fruitful discus-
sion of her experience being part of 
the Biography Project, the importance 
of the project, the value that quanti-
tative research has in any historical 
study, the importance of archives, her 
experience working for the Smith-
sonian and the priority of improving 
history teaching at school.

One of the first things Amy high-
lights in our conversation is the val-
ue of having such a strong academic 
team to work with. The Biography of 
an Uncharted People project, funded 
by the Andrew W. Mellon Founda-
tion, providing her with the opportu-
nity to interact with other researchers 
from different academic fields and 
backgrounds. As a historian herself, 

Amy values the Biography Project for 
its incorporation of both quantitative 
and qualitative methods of research 
and emphasises that the project’s fo-
cus on incorporating historical data 
analysis and finding patterns and 
shifts in these data sets adds greatly 
to how history can be written. 

Archival sources, when analysed 
quantitatively, often reveal new 
trends in the past that we have not 
yet uncovered. In Amy’s own work, 
she made use of a variety of archival 
sources, including survey data and 
Anglican marriage records, that pro-
vided insight into marriage patterns, 
female labour force participation and 
women’s wellbeing in the city.

In our discussion of her archival re-
search, Amy highlighted the value that 
different archives had in her research 
and the serious need there is to pre-
serve historical documents for future 
use. Often these sources are also not 
easily accessible to the public. Amy 
commented that in South African ar-
chives there are many historical doc-
uments and potential data sets that 
still need to be properly appraised 

and categorised, adding 
that there is still a lot of 
South African history 
waiting to be written. 

Making use of Angli-
can church records, 
Amy’s work demon-
strated the value that 
South African church 
archival documents 
also have in our his-
tory writing. Amy re-
marked that although 
you might suspect that 
church archives are 
limited to only religious 
affairs, they contain 
many valuable records, 
documents, and poten-
tial data sets, that pro-
vide us with a different 
and unique insight into 
the functioning of past 
communities. As an ex-
ample, Amy mentioned 
the value that the Dutch 
Reformed Church of 

South Africa’s archives have in doc-
umenting South Africa’s past, with 
some of its documents dating back to 
the 17th century Cape Colony.

As an experienced researcher and 
teacher, Amy got the opportunity at 
the start of 2022 to work with the 
Smithsonian museum’s digital collec-
tion of South African currency objects 
and artifacts, assisting in writing and 
presenting a set of lesson plans for the 
Smithsonian’s Learning Lab about the 
global history of money from South 
Africa’s perspective. 

Making use of South African digi-
tised monetary artifacts from the 
Smithsonian’s National Numismatic 
Collection, Amy created four online 
lessons that focused on a broad his-
tory of money, whilst also showcas-
ing some of South Africa’s historical 
monetary objects that are part of the 
Smithsonian’s vast collection of Afri-
can transactional artifacts. 

Amy’s dedication towards teaching 
history is also seen her strong advo-
cacy for improving history teaching 
at South African schools. When asked 
what she would recommend if Min-
ister Motshekga asked her for rec-
ommendations on improving history 
teaching at schools, Amy immediate-
ly had a thoughtful answer. In short, 
she believes that merely ‘checking 
the boxes’ in history teaching is not 
enough, and that there is far more 
that should be taught than history as 
an isolated event in the past with lim-
ited applicability in today’s world. 

Amy believes history teaching 
should incorporate ‘useful knowledge’ 
that should truly immerse both stu-
dent and teacher alike in such a way 
that there is a real sense of connection 
to our past. Amy believes that histo-
ry teaching, and teaching in general, 
should ultimately be a tool to benefit 
and improve society.

Amy’s passion for the archives and 
history has recently been reward-
ed through her appointment at the 
Dutch Reformed Church of South Af-
rica’s Archives in Stellenbosch. There 
she will continue to do research and 
preserve historical documents for the 
next generation.
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the next generation of scholars and 
business leaders with both econom-
ic and historical skills. Recent work 
done by him and LEAP graduate 
Lloyd Maphosa looked at the depth 
and breadth of the Cape’s capital mar-
kets in the late nineteenth century 
and explored how capitalism spreads 
in southern Africa. “The project has 
helped reveal fascinating investment 
behaviour.” Exciting work is also be-
ing done by young scholars Munashe 
Chideya (PhD) and Kereeditse Tsoko-
dibane (Masters). Chideya’s work 
centres on crony capitalism in the 
nineteenth century Cape economy 
and holds lessons for business and 
state capitalism today. Tsokodibane’s 
work explores Xhosa traders whose 
lives and work have disappeared from 

the history books. She will be the first 
scholar to tell the life story of these 
traders and their families. 

Most recently, Kerby has been part 
of Time Travelers: “a digital human-
ities project that collects, analyses, 
and disseminates data about trav-
elers’ observations of pre-colonial 
Africa - a very old archival source.” 
Travelers’ accounts are a well-known 
source to historians and economic 
historians, alike. “Until now”, how-
ever, “no one has systematically col-
lected, interpreted, or coded econom-
ic variables from the thousands of 
texts and maps.” Travelers came from 
across Europe and their motivations 
for travelling to Africa varied across 
time, nationality, occupation, and re-

gion of travel. The project has “built 
a corpus of pre-colonial African his-
tory across space and time, covering 
every country over 1,000 years.” Such 
a broad source-base holds the poten-
tial for historically representative out-
comes, Kerby says. “Across 500 years, 
we have recorded 199 unique occu-
pational titles, from 26 different na-
tionalities that travel to every corner 
of Africa.” Such a project lies beyond 
the traditional techniques of histori-
cal research and enables a better un-
derstanding of, for instance, changing 
social constructs over centuries of 
written accounts. 

Kerby, with co-authors Alexander 
Moradi and Hanjo Odendaal, com-
bined modern machine-learning tech-
niques and established knowledge of 

African economic history. In doing so, 
they were able to draw out twenty-five 
core ideas and topics from the Travel-
er’s database each of which are reveal-
ing about pre-colonial Africa. Some of 
these topics follow notable epochs and 
relate to each author’s background or 
occupation. The dangers of inclement 
weather and navigation techniques, 
for instance, appear in the sixteenth 
century – when the coast of Africa 
was unknown and uncharted. Topics 
relating to evangelism and mission 
work, on the other hand, arise much 
later in the nineteenth century. 

More information about the project, 
and access to the public data portal, 
can be found at www.timetraveller.
voyage. 

Edward Kerby, a member of LEAP 
since 2017, is currently the prin-

cipal researcher for the Frontiers of 
Finance research group and part of an 
exciting new research project – Time 
Travelers. Next year, he’ll take up the 
post of researcher in the Department 
of Economics – the first donor-funded 
appointment in the department. 

His interest in economic and busi-
ness history began with his father’s 
coin and stamp collection – sorting 
them by date and place – which grew 
into a curiosity with how economic 
artefacts like these evolved as econo-
mies developed. At university, Kerby 
studied a business degree and went to 
post-graduate business school. After 
graduating, he entered the industry. 
When asked how economic history 
and business connect, Kerby noted 
that “economic History gives you the 
tools and mindset to think across the 
big arc of time. It teaches you to be 
empirically led in your decisions and 
provides useful case studies that show 
how this ‘time isn’t different’. Eco-
nomic history is important because it 
is grounded in both theory and data, 
making it intellectually honest.” Eight 
years later, with the opportunity to 
obtain another post-graduate degree, 
Kerby chose to follow his intellectu-
al interests. “I decided to attend the 
London School of Economics and then 
continued with a PhD in Economic 
History, graduating in 2016.” While at 
the LSE, Kerby met Johan Fourie and 
attended the 2012 World Econom-
ic History Congress in Stellenbosch. 
Upon returning to South Africa, Ker-
by found LEAP to be a “natural home” 
– a place from which to carve out his 
own research agenda and engage an 
active academic community. “LEAP 
has an ambitious vision and I want-
ed to be part of it”, he says. One of his 
primary duties as part of LEAP is as 
principal researcher for the Frontiers 
of Finance project.

The Frontiers of Finance project is 
“a quantitative business history group 
that studies frontier economies and 
their enterprises.” Frontiers, Kerby 
says, act as a natural experiment for 
economic historians. The project has 
evolved to become a “custodian of fi-
nancial archives and data in Africa.” 
But at its core, the aim is to promote 
business history research and equip 
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