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‘May that goal here too be achieved. May this exhibition here too arouse 

the interest of many thousands, may hundreds find reasons to enter into new 

trade relations with the country South Africa (…) May the open-mindedness, 

of which Her Majesty’s Government has testified, prove to be right. May her 

trust be proven true, that in the field of commerce our forefathers’ old-

Dutch spirit is still amongst us, if only we want it strong enough.’ 

– C.J. den Tex during his opening speech of the South African Products 

Exhibition in April 1907.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
Front image: Nationaal Archief Den Haag (NA), Commissie voor de Nederlands – Zuid-Afrikaanse Handel 

1907-1941 (CNZH), 2.06.060, inv. nr. 11, Nederlanse en Zuid-Afrikaanse tijdschriften en knipsels met artikelen 

betreffende de tentoonstelling, maart-april 1907, Wekelijkse krant South Africa, ‘The Products Exhibition’, April 

6, 1907. 
1 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, Eindverslag. Original wording: ‘Moge dat doel ook hier bereikt worden. Moge 

deze tentoonstelling ook hier de belangstelling van vele duizenden opwekken, moge vele honderden daarin 

aanleiding vinden om nieuwe handelsbetrekkingen aan te gaan met dat land van Zuid-Afrika (…) Moge de ruime 

blik, waarvan Harer Majesteits Regeering getuigd heeft, blijken juist geweest te zijn, moge gegrond blijken haar 

vertrouwen, dat ook op handelsgebied de oudhollandsche geest der voorvaderen nog vaardig kan worden over 

ons, wanneer wij dat maar ernstig willen.’ 
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Glossary 

 

Abbrevations   Original (Dutch) name – translation to English  

 

Artis 

Exhibition 

 

Exhibition Committee 

 

 

 

Khoisan 

MHNZ 

 

NZASM 

 

NZAV 

 

Trade Committee 

 

ZAH 

 

ZASM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Natura Artis Magistra 

Zuid-Afrikaansche Produkten Tentoonstelling 

South African Products Exhibition 

Commissie tot het houden eener tentoonstelling van Zuid-

Afrikaansche producten in Amsterdam 

Committee to organize a South African Products Exhibition in 

Amsterdam 

Khoekhoe/Khoikhoi (or simply Khoi) + San 

Maatschappij tot Bevordering der Handelsbetrekkingen 

Company to Promote Trade Relations 

Nederlandsch Zuid-Afrikaansche Spoorweg Maatschappij 

Dutch – South African Railway Society 

Nederlands – Zuid-Afrikaanse Vereniging 

Dutch – South African Association 

Commissie voor de Nederlands – Zuid-Afrikaanse Handel 

Dutch – South African Trade Committee 

(Stichting) Zuid-Afrikahuis 

Foundation South Africa House 

Vereeniging Zuid-Afrikaansche Stichting Moederland 

Association South African Foundation Motherland 
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Introduction 

‘Every generation asks its own questions.’  

– Taco Dibbits during an interview with Het Parool in 2017.2 

 

During his interview with the Dutch newspaper Het Parool, Taco Dibbits, the current director 

of the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, was asked the question if contemporary social debates 

about the Dutch slavery past are more sensitive now than they were ten years ago. His answer 

was ‘yes’ and he added that it is a sign of time because every generation asks its own 

questions.3 Dibbits refers to the ‘Good Hope’ exhibition in the Rijksmuseum, that was open 

from February 17 to May 21, 2017. The exhibition portrayed the historical relationship 

between the Netherlands and South Africa and received public attention because of the social 

debate it caused about the Dutch colonial past and how that past is represented.4 Especially 

within the academic field the opinions were divided; both critics and supporters voiced their 

opinions through the newspapers. A supportive opinion was that the exhibition brings more 

awareness about the historical relationship between the Netherlands and South-Africa. A story 

that, until now, has mostly been neglected the last decades.5  

 Part of this somewhat neglected story of the historical Dutch – South African 

relationship is the ‘Zuid-Afrikaansche Produkten Tentoonstelling’ (abbreviated to Exhibition) 

that was held in the Concert Hall of Artis in Amsterdam from March 25 to April 10, 1907.6 

Originally, the Exhibition had been organized in London and was held from February 23 to 

March 16, 1907 in the Royal Horticultural Hall. The London Exhibition was a South African 

initiative and served to bring awareness of the South African products and the possibilities of 

trade between the South African colonies and British companies. Chairman of the London 

Committee that organized the Exhibition in London was Captain Sir P. C. van Blommestein 

Bam.7 Besides Captain Bam, there were members from Kaapkolonie, Natal, Transvaal, 

Rhodesia, and Oranjerivierkolonie. After consultation with the London Committee, Minister 

J.D. Veegens, the former Dutch Minister of agriculture, industry, and trade, and the appointed 

Dutch ‘Commissie tot het houden eener tentoonstelling van Zuid-Afrikaansche producten in 

                                                 
2 Het Parool, interview Taco Dibbits, ‘Nationale identiteit is veel meer dan het Wilhelmus’, December 30, 2017. 
3 Het Parool, interview Taco Dibbits. 
4 Gosselink, M., Holtrop, M. and Ross, R. (eds.), Good Hope: South Africa and the Netherlands from 1600 

(Amsterdam 2017).  
5 Trouw, ‘Rijksmuseum laat indringend zien hoe slavernij het dagelijks leven in Zuid-Afrika bepaalde’, February 

15, 2017.  
6 NA, Inventory of the archive of the Committee for Trade Relations, 2.06.060. Note: translates to: ‘South 

African Products Exhibition’.  
7 Captain Bam (1869-1926) lived in the Kaapkolonie and became a politician after his military career ended. 
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Amsterdam’ (abbreviated to Exhibition Committee) succeeded in organizing de Exhibition in 

Amsterdam.8 However, when the Exhibition transitioned from London to Amsterdam, the 

established Dutch Exhibition Committee added more layers to the London narrative of 

envisioned quality and variety of the South African products.9 The concept of narrative is 

contested and has been defined differently by multiple scholars. In this thesis the definition of 

Paul Cobley will be used. According to him, a narrative is a representation of events and 

represents space and time through human agency. The narrative is part of a general process of 

representation which takes place in human discourse and selects some events and omits 

others.10 This definition shows how the makers of an exhibition construct a story that conveys 

a certain message to the public.  

However, Minister Veegens’s ambitions succeeded the lifespan of the Exhibition. On 

January 8, 1908 the ‘Commissie voor de Nederlands – Zuid-Afrikaanse Handel’ (abbreviated 

to Trade Committee) arose from the ashes of the Exhibition Committee with the purpose to 

support sustainable trade relations between the Netherlands and South Africa.11 The 

Exhibition Committee and the Trade Committee might have been the first direct initiatives of 

the Dutch government to initiate direct trade relations, other private organizations preceded 

them in purpose and function. 1882 to 1941 marks a period in which mutual efforts were done 

between the Netherlands and the South African colonies to renew the (trade) relations. Trends 

of cohesion and aversion are characteristic for this historical relationship between the Dutch 

and Afrikaners. The word ‘Afrikaner’ is an overarching label for the different groups of white 

South African people that went to South Africa from as early as the seventeenth century and 

were predominantly of Dutch descent.12 The First Boer War (1880-1881) triggered increased 

popularity of the Afrikaners in the Netherlands. With the start of the Second World War in 

1939, this relationship went downhill and most of the established relations with South Africa 

came to a stop. This led to the disbanding of the Trade Committee in 1941.13 The research 

question is: ‘What narratives are presented by the Exhibition Committee within the South 

African Products Exhibition of 1907; and how is this Exhibition a reflection and product of 

the Dutch – South African relationship between 1882 and 1941? 

                                                 
8 Note: translates to: ‘Committee to organize a South African Products Exhibition in Amsterdam’. 
9 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, Concepten van het verslag betreffende de te Amsterdam gehouden 

tentoonstelling, met briefwisseling, 1907, bijlage d; NA, Inventory 2.06.060; and G. Schutte, Nederland en de 

Afrikaners: Adhesie en aversie (Den Haag 1986) 9-11. 
10 P. Cobley, Narrative (London, second edition 2014) 2-7, 151-152.  
11 Note: translates to: ‘Dutch – South African Trade Committee’. 
12 H. Giliomee, The Afrikaners: Biography of a People (Charlottesville 2003) 12-21. 
13 NA, Inventory 2.06.060. 
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With this question the thesis seeks to contribute to a broader understanding of the 

historical Dutch - South African relationship and the historical trends of cohesion and 

aversion between the two countries. As mentioned before, the Exhibition is a link in this chain 

that has not been thoroughly researched yet, much of the attention lies on the (anti-) Apartheid 

period because of its direct link to the social and political situation in South Africa at the 

moment. The current situation in South Africa partly originates from an unfinished 

relationship of South Africans with their national past. Part of that past are the Dutch and 

British influences. The implemented narratives at the Exhibition, such as the kinship 

narrative, are part of the contested history of South Africa today.  

As the Good Hope discussion has shown, contemporary museum practice has 

increasingly started to open up to the less glorious sides of history. One of these less glorious 

sides is the way the waning European empires used their (former) colonies to reach 

imperialistic fame and economic profit in the beginning of the twentieth century. The 

Exhibition is predominantly from a Dutch perspective and has given no room for an 

indigenous South African contribution. Even though the current situation in South Africa and 

the Good Hope discussion shows a demand of equal contribution of ethnical groups to the 

South African society and history, this was not yet a subject of discussion at the time of the 

Exhibition.14 The history of Artis, the location where the Exhibition was housed, also forms a 

connection between the Exhibition and current debates. In the 1910s the Artis collection 

became part of the Colonial Institute, and in 1950, during the decolonization period, this 

institute was renamed the Royal Tropical Institute.15 Present day, the Tropenmuseum is one of 

the institutes that has taken part in the collective memory and the decolonization debates.16  

For this research, primary sources and secondary literature are used. The most 

significant primary source comes from the National Archive in The Hague and consists of 

several folders with collected materials from the South African Products Exhibition and the 

Trade Committee. The inventory is called: ‘Commissie voor de Nederlands – Zuid-Afrikaanse 

Handel’.17 Additional primary sources were found in the archive of the South Africa House in 

                                                 
14 H.L. Roediger III and M. Abel, ‘Collective memory: a new arena of cognitive study’, Elsevier 19 (2015) 359-

361, there 359; S. Legêne and B. Waaldijk, ‘Mission Interrupted: Gender, History and the Colonial Canon’, in: 

M. Grever and S. Stuurman (eds.), Beyond the Canon: History for the Twenty-first Century (Basingstoke 2007) 

188-204, there 188-191; and S. Legêne, ‘The European Character of the Intellectual History of Dutch Empire’, 

Low Countries Historical Review 132 (2017) 110-120, there 110-112. 
15 M. Bossenbroek, Holland op zijn Breedst: Indië en Zuid-Afrika in de Nederlandse cultuur omstreeks 1900 

(Amsterdam 1996) 281-283; C. Spijkers, De ‘handel’ in het Handelsmuseum: De introductie van het economisch 

belang van de koloniën bij het Nederlands publiek (Masterscriptie, Amsterdam 2017) 37-41; and Royal Tropical 

Institute (KIT) website, ‘organisation’ ‘history’.  
16 S. Legêne, Spiegelreflex: Culturele sporen van de koloniale ervaring (Amsterdam 2010).  
17 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060. Note: see footnote 11 for translation.  
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Amsterdam.18 A number of authors provided the most significant secondary literature of this 

thesis. The edited book by Martine Gosselink, Maria Holtrop, and Robert Ross about the 

recent Good Hope exhibition in the Rijksmuseum gave the idea for this research and gives 

insights in the historical Dutch - South African relationship.19 Marieke Bloembergen wrote 

Colonial Spectacles and provides a rich source for museum practice and colonial narrative in 

Western thinking around 1900.20 In Museums in Motion, Edward and Mary Alexander 

provide the theory to analyze historical museum practice.21 In Narrative, Paul Cobley gives 

insight in the narrative concept.22 Hermann Giliomee’s book The Afrikaners forms the basis 

of the historical Dutch – Afrikaner relationship.23 The works of Bart de Graaff, De mythe van 

de stamverwantshap, and Gerrit Jan Schutte, Nederland en de Afrikaners provide a critical, 

and sometimes contrary, view on the kinship narrative and trends of cohesion and aversion.24  

To find answers, the research question has been divided in five chapters. In chapter 

one a historiography is given. The second chapter explores the sub-questions: ‘What did the 

Dutch – South African relationship look like before the Exhibition of 1907 and how did the 

idea of kinship develop between 1652 and 1907?’ The beginning of the Dutch – South 

African relationship and trends of cohesion and aversion are examined. The third chapter 

covers the sub-questions: ‘What was the role of the Exhibition Committee (1907) and how 

was this Committee a product and reflection of the Dutch – South African relationship at that 

time?’ Here, the founding of the Exhibition Committee and its influence on the Exhibition is 

discussed. The sub-questions featured in the fourth chapter are: ‘How was the Exhibition 

organized and what narratives were presented there?’ These questions examine the direct and 

indirect narratives presented at the exhibition, the objects displayed, the intended visitors, the 

interests of the makers, and the final results. In the last chapter the sub-questions: ‘How can 

the Trade Committee (1908-1941) be seen as an extension of the Exhibition and how is it a 

product and reflection of the Dutch – South African relationship at that time? are examined. 

The focus is on the purpose of the Trade Committee, its activities between 1908 and 1941, 

and how it can be placed in the broader context of the Dutch – South African relationship.   

                                                 
18 South Africa House website. Note: the dutch name is: ‘Zuid-Afrikahuis’.  
19 Gosselink, Good Hope. 
20 M. Bloembergen, Colonial Spectacles: The Netherlands and the Dutch East Indies at the World Exhibitions, 

1880-1931 (Singapore 2006). 
21 E.P. Alexander and M. Alexander, Museums in Motion: An Introduction to the History and Functions of 

Museums (Plymouth, second edition 2008). 
22 Cobley, Narrative. 
23 Giliomee, The Afrikaners. 
24 Schutte, Nederland en de Afrikaners; and B.J.H. de Graaff, De mythe van de stamverwantschap: Nederland en 

de Afrikaners 1902-1930 (Amsterdam 1993). 
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Chapter 1: The exhibition as a reflection and product of social debates 

‘…history is not simply a product of the past, but often an answer to demands of the present.’ 

– H.E. Stolten 25 

 

The South African Products Exhibition was part of a broader development of museum 

practice that was characteristic at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth 

century. The first section of this historiography elaborates on the introduced debates from the 

introduction that relate to the Good Hope exhibition and to the relevance of the main question. 

This is followed by a brief introduction to historical Dutch – South African relationship and 

the kinship narrative. The fourth section focuses on the place, Amsterdam, and the institution, 

Artis, where the Exhibition was housed. The last section shows how the Exhibition can be 

placed within a broader development of museum practice characteristic at the turn of the 

twentieth century.  

 

The Good Hope exhibition (2017) and current debates 

As mentioned in the introduction, the Good Hope exhibition gave rise to public debate about 

the representation of the colonial past in the current museum practice. Criticism found its 

medium via newspapers: criticism such as the opinion that not enough South African curators 

of color had been involved with the creation of the exhibition.26 Another point is that the 

subject of the current ‘decolonization’ of history and museum practice in South Africa was 

not part of the exhibition.27 Also, the critique rose that the post-post-apartheid period was not 

visible in the exhibition.28 It is suggested by a group of South African students in the 

Netherlands that the exhibition’s focus was too much on history and should have been more 

on the current situation, such as the ‘Rhodes-must-fall’-movement.29 This also leads to the 

criticism that the Apartheid-regime had been portrayed too much as a Dutch invention, rather 

than an English one.30 A supportive opinion is that the exhibition brings more awareness 

about the historical relationship between the Netherlands and South-Africa. A history that, 

until now, has mostly been neglected the last decades.31 Another supportive opinion is that the 

                                                 
25 H.E. Stolten, ‘History in the new South Africa: An introduction’, in: H.E. Stolten (ed.), History Making and 

Present Day Politics: The Meaning of Collective Memory in South Africa (Uppsala 2007) 5-47, there 7. 
26 NRC, ‘Critici noemen expositie over Zuid-Afrika in het Rijksmuseum ‘gemiste kans’’, March 29, 2017. 
27 De Volkskrant, ‘Wat doen al die koloniale beelden nog in Kaapstad?’, May 13, 2017. 
28 NRC, ‘Het idee van de post-post-apartheid mist nog in het Rijksmuseum, March 29, 2017. 
29 One World, ‘Goede Hoop misleidt bijna honderdduizend bezoekers’, May 15, 2017. 
30 HP De Tijd, ‘Van Samsam naar Apartheid’, June 2, 2017. 
31 Trouw, ‘Rijksmuseum laat indringend zien…’  
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exhibition successfully represented different perspectives on the historical relationship 

between the two countries.32  

Debates about the representation of the Dutch colonial past and the decolonization of 

museum practice are fairly recent. Before the opening of the Good Hope exhibition, the 

collective memory and the decolonization debates were hot topics in the academic (historical) 

field and can be seen as distinctive of the first two decades of the twenty-first century. In 

2015, Henry Roediger and Magdalena Abel argue in ‘collective memory’ that the collective 

memory debate refers to the schematic narrative templates that are used to narrate the story of 

a people, often the most dominant group of people within a society. The critique is that a 

‘collective memory’ is not really collective but rather selective. The makers of an exhibition 

and the motives they have are essential for the message the exhibition communicates and how 

the past is perceived. The narrative is an instrument in constructing and remembering the past. 

Simply said, the collective memory debate relates to the issue that collective memory is often 

based on one biased perspective of the past and ignores or marginalizes other perspectives.33  

The decolonization debate is connected to the collective memory debate through the 

growing awareness of colonial templates within museum practice. The debate refers to the 

issue that the presentation of (colonial) history in museums is often from a certain perspective 

that shows a narrative that has a colonizers’ bias. One of the critiques on the Good Hope 

exhibition refers to the idea that with the involvement of more (black) South-African curators 

the exhibition would have presented a more inclusive image of the historical relationship 

between the Netherlands and South Africa. In that case it would have been a ‘better’ 

representation of the past. The decolonization debate is about the changing of narrative 

templates used in museum practice that holds biased perspectives to more inclusive 

alternatives.34 From that perspective it is clear that the Good Hope exhibition has a reflection 

and product of the current social debates and the questions asked by this generation.  

The quote of H.E. Stolten at the beginning of this chapter shows how the South 

African Products Exhibition from 1907 is not only a result of the questions asked in the 

beginning of the twentieth century, but also participates in seeking answers to these questions 

and forms a representation of what those answers are conceived to be or wished to be. The 

Good Hope exhibition and the troubled situation in contemporary South Africa led to the wish 

to discover more about the historical Dutch – South African relationship.  

                                                 
32 Het Parool, ‘Zo ziet de tentoonstelling over Afrika in het Rijksmuseum eruit’, February 15, 2017.  
33 Roediger and Abel, ‘Collective memory’, 359. 
34 Legêne and Waaldijk, ‘Mission Interrupted’, 188-191; and Legêne, ‘The European Character’, 110-112.  
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The historical Dutch – South African relationship and the kinship narrative 

This historical Dutch – South African relationship started in 1652, when Johan Anthonisz van 

Riebeeck started a refreshment station at Tafelbaai (Table Bay at Cape of Good Hope in what 

is now called South Africa).35 In ‘Revitalising Stamverwantschap’, Bernard Slaa argues that 

trends of cohesion and aversion between the Dutch and Afrikaners were often based on the 

idea of a family bond. Especially in the nineteenth century, it was rooted in the consciousness 

of society that every national group ultimately descended from a certain ancestral group or 

tribe of history. Similarities in language, a shared culture based on Dutch Protestantism, and 

genealogical ties going back to the first settlement of Riebeeck.36 In Nederland en de 

Afrikaners Schutte adds that the interpretative narrative of kinship has been mutually used 

with different connotations and often from reasons of self-interest. The kinship narrative 

between the Netherlands and South Africa is an example of the inner workings of the 

narrative and of the agency this concept entails. The idea of a family bond would often lay 

dormant when it did not serve a certain interest.37  

In his book Narrative Cobley focuses on the narrative as part of a general process of 

representation, which takes place in human discourse. He refers to Stuart Hall’s first edition 

of the book Representation, in which Hall suggests that three general approaches can be 

found in works relating to representation. The ‘reflective’ approach sees the narrative as a 

representation that ‘reflects’ the meaning residing in the person or object in the real world. 

The ‘intentional’ approach sees the narrative being used as a representation to make the world 

have ‘meaning’. Meaning lies in the control exercised by the maker or constructor of the 

narrative. The ‘constructionist’ approach sees the representational system, rather than the 

users or objects, as the source from which meaning occurs.38 Here, the ‘intentional’ approach 

will be utilized. A focus lies on the intention/motives of the Exhibition Committee and other 

parties involved in the organization of Exhibition in Amsterdam and the narratives presented 

there. The control exercised by the Committee while presenting a certain narrative mark them 

as the main constructor of the Exhibition. This brings us to one of the Committee’s first 

decisions: the location that would house the Exhibition in Amsterdam. 

                                                 
35 G. Schutte, Nederland en de Afrikaners, 7-8; Graaff, De mythe van de stamverwantschap, 1-3; Giliomee, The 

Afrikaners, 1-12; and L. Witz, Apartheid’s Festival: Contesting South Africa’s National Pasts (Indianapolis 

2003) 30-32. 
36 Slaa, B., ‘Revitalising Stamverwantschap: The Role of the Nederlands Zuid-Afrikaanse Werkgemeenschap on 

Dutch-Afrikaner Relations in the Twentieth Century’, South African Historical Journal 65 (2013) 504-525, there 

505. 
37 Schutte, Nederland en de Afrikaners, 22-46. 
38 S. Hall, ‘The work of representation’, in: S. Hall (ed.), Representation: Cultural Representations and 

Signifying Practices (London 1997) 15-74, there 15; and Cobley, Narrative, 3.  
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The location of the South African Products Exhibition: Natura Artis Magistra 

When examining correspondence between all parties involved in the undertaking of 

transitioning the South African Products Exhibition from the Horticultural Hall in London, it 

becomes clear that the search for a location took time. The first correspondence about 

possible locations for the exhibition dates from August 1906. This means that there was 

already correspondence about a possible transition before the Exhibition was actually held in 

London from February 23 to March 16, 1907. The correspondence consists of letters Minister 

Veegens wrote to the ministry of Foreign Affairs to keep Minister D.AW. van Tets van 

Goudriaan informed on the proceedings of the exhibition.39   

The first suggestion for the location of the exhibition was the Colonial Museum in 

Haarlem. This museum was a logical first suggestion because it was very much involved with 

museum practice that promoted and facilitated the exploitation of the colonies. The Colonial 

Museum was an initiative from 1864 by the ‘Maatschappij ter Bevordering van de 

Nijverheid’, which translates to the ‘Society to promote the industry’, and mainly focused on 

private companies. According to Caroline Spijkers in her master thesis De ‘handel’ in het 

Handelsmuseum, the purpose of the museum collection was to familiarize the Dutch public 

and private companies with the raw materials from the Dutch colonies and the processing of 

those materials. It was also important for the Society to show the value of the overseas 

materials and products. Much like the contemporary World Fairs, the Colonial Museum was a 

way to show the public the Dutch’s success as a colonial power. Both the Colonial Museum 

and the South African Products Exhibition were economically orientated. The Exhibition 

would have been a fitting addition for the museum, besides the fact that the Afrikaner 

colonies were not Dutch colonies.40 The reason to not use the Colonial Museum as location 

for the Exhibition was that the museum was located in Haarlem instead of Amsterdam.   

The second suggestion was to use the Paleis voor Volksvlijt, which was located in 

Amsterdam. The Paleis voor Volksvlijt was a big glass building designed for exhibitions and 

inspired by the Crystal Palace of London, which was made for the Great Exhibition of 1851. 

In his correspondence with the other Ministry, Minister Veegens mentions that Amsterdam 

might be the most desirable city to hold the exhibition. Rotterdam is also mentioned because 

all the products would be arriving there from London and cooling cells were built there to 

keep the perishable products, such as fruit, fresh longer. In the end the request of the 

                                                 
39 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 1, Stukken betreffende de organisatie van de tentoonstelling van Zuid-

Afrikaanse producten in Amsterdam 1907-1908, dossier 1. 
40 Spijkers, De ‘handel’ in het Handelsmuseum’, 37-38.  
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Afrikaners to hold the exhibition in Amsterdam was decisive. However, the costs of renting 

the Paleis voor Volksvlijt were too high for the Committee which managed a relatively small 

budget.41 

 The third suggestion was Artis, a cultural institution devoted to natural science. 

Natura Artis Matistra was founded in 1838 by the Royal Zoological Society Natura Artis 

Magistra; a society by and for middle-class citizens. Artis can be placed directly in line with 

the museum practice of cabinets with curiosities of the past and the museum practice of the 

seventeenth century when private collections began to move into the public sphere. In Science 

& Culture for Members Only, Donna C. Mehos states that in 1838 Artis was one of the first 

natural history institutions that was accessible to the public, even though access was only 

granted to members of the Artis society. A pioneering feature of Artis was that living animals 

were included in their naturalia collection, which was a rare occurrence at that time.42 In the 

end the Artis Society agreed to provide the location of the South African Products Exhibition. 

After negotiating on Artis’ demands, such as free access to the exhibition for Artis members, 

the contract was made up.43 Artis would let the Exhibition Committee use the ‘Concertzaal’ 

(‘Concert Hall’) to house the Exhibition. This Hall was located in the ‘nieuwe ledenlokalen’, 

which were built between 1870 and 1875 at the Plantage Kerklaan in Amsterdam.44 

 At first sight the choice of Artis as a location for the South African Products 

Exhibition seems curious. Present day, Artis is mainly known as a zoo and living animals and 

South African products seem to be far apart. At the turn of the twentieth century Artis was 

mostly an institute that collected plant, animal, mineral, and human (ethnographic) objects 

from nature and had only a small amount of living animals.45 In that sense, the collecting of 

curiosities from nature by Artis and the collection of natural product at the Exhibition had 

more in common than it seems.  

 

Museum practice at the turn of the twentieth century 

As present-day Artis is not the same institute as it was in the beginning of 1900, the South 

African Products Exhibition in 1907 is a reflection and product of Dutch museum practice at 

the turn of the twentieth century. In Colonial Spectacles, Bloembergen says that the Dutch 
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involvement in World Fairs in the second half of the nineteenth century had shown the Dutch 

government their imperialist power as decayed glory. This confronting image brought about 

the wish to make a comeback and to be present again on the political world stage. She argues 

that to be connected to the ‘heroes’ of the First and Second Boer War gave the opportunity to 

claim this success as a Dutch success and could reaffirm the Dutch greatness through the 

vehicle of its colonial ‘empire’. It seems that the supposedly ‘blood ties’ between the Dutch 

and Afrikaners justified the Dutch desire to renew and strengthen the ties with South Africa. 

The South African Products Exhibition offered this chance to discover the possible benefits 

from a stronger relationship from a commercial point of view.46 

In Museums in Motion Edward Alexander and Mary Alexander argue that in the 

nineteenth century questions concerning imperialism, colonialism, and national power 

influenced museum practice. According to them, the museum was increasingly seen as an 

instrument of national glory.47 Bloembergen adds that the need that European nations felt in 

the twentieth century to display their supposedly colonial power can be seen as a reflection of 

the insecurities and the questions asked in that century. According to her, questions about 

nationhood and ‘the other’ in terms of importance and power are distinctive for this time. The 

World Fairs held between 1855 and 1931 form an illustrative example of this. The 

exhibitionary complex is a concept introduced by Tony Bennett in his similarly named article 

and is about the process from which exhibitions are placed from enclosed and private domains 

(the museum) into progressively more open and public spaces. The concept refers to the 

formation of a complex of disciplinary and power relations. Due to the different place and 

context of the World Fairs, the exhibitions submitted by different countries formed vehicles 

for inscribing and broadcasting messages of power.48  

Bloembergen calls these exhibitions at the World Fairs the creation of the colonial 

spectacles. According to her, colonial spectacles are certain narratives that are presented at 

exhibitions (she refers to the World Fairs in the eighteenth and nineteenth century) with a 

certain goal.49 By using a certain narrative template in constructing an exhibition, the 

narrative presented at the exhibition enters the realm of ‘reality’ because it is presented as a 

real representation of the past. In that sense, the past can be defined and framed from the 

                                                 
46 Bloembergen, Colonial Spectacles, 5-10. 
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 15 

perspective of the exhibition makers and serve their interest.50 Both Bloembergen and Bennett 

say that these spectacles/narratives were a way of (European) imperialists to show the 

international community its ownership and control over their colonies.51 In 1883, a World 

Exhibition was held at the square in front of the Rijksmuseum and the Dutch entries intended 

to display the ‘civilization’ of the indigenous population of the Dutch East Indies. According 

to Bloembergen, the degree of civilization (according to European values) of the colonies 

served to validate and confirm the colonial power and imperial status of the European nations. 

Therefore, Dutch museum practice and the making of exhibitions in the twentieth century is 

market by a combined effort of the Dutch government and private initiative with very specific 

goals in mind.52 Added by Alexander and Alexander is that in the twentieth century the 

museum expanded beyond the collection and started to include educational museum practices 

and the museum’s visitors themselves. Research and academic knowledge and discussion 

interwoven in museum practice became distinctive for the twentieth century.53 

Alexander and Alexander also include an introduction to the history of functions of 

museums. They define the exhibition as: ‘a showing or display of materials for the purpose of 

communication with an audience.’54 When normally an exhibition begins with an ‘idea’, the 

objects can just as readily be the starting point for a museum exhibition. The South African 

Products Exhibition might not have been part of a museum, yet it clearly displayed the South 

African products for the purpose of communication with an audience. The collection of South 

African products seems to have been the starting point of the exhibition. The South African 

colonies wanted to show the world their products and the Exhibition was the place to do it. 

Alexander and Alexander argue that there are four chief components of an exhibition’s 

development: (1) the concept (message) and/or narrative, (2) the displaying of the objects, (3) 

the setting that may include custom-built elements and layout in the building the exhibition is 

placed, and (4) ‘front end’ evaluation studies or audience research.55 This framework will be 

applied to the study of the Exhibition in the fourth chapter. The following second chapter 

features the ups and downs of the historical Dutch – South African relationship in the period 

from 1652 to 1907.  
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53 Alexander, Museums in Motion, 2-9; and Bloembergen, Colonial Spectacles, 9-10. 
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Chapter 2: Trends of cohesion and aversion, 1652-1907 

‘… for which residents we feel such warm sympathy.’ – C.J. den Tex  

during his opening speech of the South African Products Exhibition in 1907.56 

 

The warm sympathy C.J. den Tex, Chairman of the Committee that organized the South 

African Products Exhibition in Amsterdam, spoke of during the opening speech did not 

always come naturally. Cohesion and aversion were two sides of the same coin in the 

historical relationship between the Netherlands and South Africa (named the South African 

colonies at the time of the Exhibition). The questions: ‘What did the Dutch – South African 

relationship look like before the Exhibition of 1907 and how did the idea of kinship develop 

between 1652 and 1907?’ are central in this chapter. In the first section the early Dutch 

settlement is described. This marks the beginning of the Dutch – South African relationship. 

Britain entered this relationship in 1795, and in 1806, when they took over the Kaapkolonie. 

Central in the second section is the British interference. The third section focusses on the First 

Boer War and the last section on the Second Boer War. Throughout the sections the 

development of the kinship narrative and trends of cohesion and aversion are discussed. 

 

The early Dutch settlement, 1652-1806 

As mentioned in chapter one, the establishment of a refreshment station by Jan van Riebeeck 

in 1652 marks the beginning of the Dutch - South African relationship. The use of the word 

South Africa only became more than a figurative expression with the forming of a political 

entity at the formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910.The refreshment station Riebeeck 

established was at Kaap de Goede Hoop (Cape of Good Hope), located on the Cape 

peninsula. Before Riebeeck settled at Cape of Good Hope, there had been encounters between 

the indigenous people of the Cape area and European travelers. The Portuguese had used the 

area since the end of the fifteenth century for refreshments and small trade with the 

Khoekhoe, also called the ‘Khoikhoi’ or simply ‘Khoi’. The Khoekhoe and the San, an 

overarching name for another a group of indigenous people, were together named the 

‘Khoisan’. Martine Gosselink argues that the Cape area received the stigma of being the 

‘Wild’ Cape because of its supposedly ‘murderous’ Khoekhoe and the Cape storms in the 

beginning of the sixteenth century.57 It was only at the end of the sixteenth century that a 
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growing number of ships started to dock the Cape again. According to Gosselink, there were 

two reasons for the Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC) to start a permanent base at 

the Cape. First, it had as goal to offer service to VOC ships on their way from and to its 

colonies in the East. The geographical location marks the point from were ships began to 

travel more eastward than southward. It gave travelers ‘good hope’ about the progress of the 

journey to the East.58 The second goal was to offer the British resistance. The British had 

banned trade with the Dutch with ‘The Navigation Act’ in 1652. The Cape station would 

support a continuation of Dutch trade with the East.59  

 A couple of years after the establishment Riebeeck received permission of the VOC to 

settle former employees (‘vrijburghers’, which can be translated to ‘free burghers’ or simply 

‘burghers’) living at the Cape on parcels of land along the Liesbeek River. The goal was to 

increase the food production to make the colony independent from food transports from 

Batavia and Amsterdam.60 Riebeeck was also asked to resettle European (mainly Dutch) 

migrants from both sexes the same way as he had done for the burghers. Hermann Giliomee 

argues that this was the first time that a small group of Dutch people was allowed to migrate 

to the Kaapkolonie.61 In the next 150 years the Kaapkolonie grew tremendously in size and 

number. According to Giliomee, the burghers developed into an increasingly closed and 

endogamous group that saw themselves as the free burghers of a new nation and therefore 

called themselves ‘Afrikaners’ (this name became more commonly used when Afrikaner 

nationalism become more significant after the First Boer War). They were also called 

‘Trekboers’, or ‘Trekkers’, by the Dutch governance of the Kaapkolonie. They were given 

this name because they were often farmers (referring to the word ‘boer’) that explored the 

boundaries of the Kaapkolonie and moved into the hinterland (‘trekken’) in their quest for 

land and the evasion of government control. After the take-over, the British started to name 

them ‘Boers’ because they lived a nomad or farming life in the deeper interior. The better 

educated and more ‘civilized’ (newer) Dutch migrants that lived in the Kaapkolonie were 

often called the ‘Cape Dutch’ or ‘Hollanders’ by the British.62 
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 The VOC’s incorporation of slaves together with a labor force consisting of Khoekhoe 

in the Cape Settlement and hinterland meant that the Cape from the start was a multi-racial 

society. In the beginning when Riebeeck had just started the refreshment station it was 

forbidden by the VOC to use the Khoekhoe as (labor) slaves. Their status as hunters and 

gatherers promoted the idea that they would not know how to farm and that it would not be 

worth the effort to forcefully incorporate them into the slave population. Most slaves were 

brought in from ships docking the Table Bay. The abundance of land and scarcity of labor 

force led to the transformation of a society in which high status belonged to those who were 

free. The Burghers that left the settlement for the deeper interior often took their slaves with 

them. Much ambiguity surrounded their status. They defined themselves as burghers and 

citizens, not mere subjects or subordinates of the VOC, and therefore started to look down on 

manual labor and working in the employ of someone else. They tried avoiding that. Giliomee 

argues that the Khoekhoe the free burghers encountered on their journey were often (bloodily) 

chased away, or when conflicts could be avoided they lived interspersed.63 

 Both Gerrit Schutte and Martin Bossenbroek argue that the development of the Dutch 

settlement at the Cape and surrounding area, from roughly 1652-1806, can be seen as the 

period in which the foundation was laid for the development of ‘blood ties’. The free burghers 

were still subjects of the VOC and the Netherlands was seen as the cultural motherland. 

According to Schutte and Bossenbroek, the developing separate group of burghers that started 

to call themselves Afrikaners were regarded by the inhabitants of Kaapkolonie as ‘lazy’, 

‘stupid’, ‘rigid’, and ‘backwards’. Their treatment of the non-whites was regarded 

disapprovingly from the Cape settlement. In the Netherlands there was not much known about 

the Kaapkolonie or the hostile feelings between the people living in the Cape settlement and 

the free burghers. The Kaapkolonie was founded and managed by the VOC and prying eyes 

had never been welcome in their overseas activities.64  

  

The British interference, 1795-1880 

Jan-Bart Gewald states that the French Revolution had far-reaching implication for the world 

as a whole, and Southern Africa also became subjected to significant changes.65 Due to the 
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French invasion of the Netherlands (at that time called the ‘Republic of the Seven United 

Netherlands’) the British took over the Kaapkolonie. The conveniently situated Kaapkolonie 

was an extremely strategic place in the maritime struggle between the waxing and waning 

European empires. Their reason for doing this was to guard the colony from an invasion by 

the French. For years the Cape had been a thorn in the eyes of the British, seeing the Cape as 

a place where the Dutch were busy informing plans to circumvent the British trade. In 1806, 

the British permanently occupied the Kaapkolonie.66 

With the arrival of a British governor in the Kaapkolonie thousands of Dutch speaking 

Boers left the Colony, partly from dissatisfaction with the new British influence, and started a 

new life in areas east and north from the Kaapkolonie. Part of this dissatisfaction was the 

abolition of slavery in 1834 and the four years of ‘apprenticeship’ that ended 1838. Both were 

against the wishes of the Boers.67 From roughly 1835 to 1854, the ‘Grote Trek’ (‘Great 

Migration’) found place and resulted in the foundation of three Boer Republics: Transvaal 

(South-African Republic), Oranje Vrijstaat (Orange Free State), and Natal. Natal, located on 

the east coast of Southern Africa was annexed immediately by the British because the British 

expansion mostly occurred in the east. The sovereignty of Transvaal and Oranje Vrijstaat was 

accepted by the British. According to Bernard Slaa, there was some sporadic contact with the 

people from the Netherlands during the Grote Trek into the interior of South Africa. Direct 

and open support of the Dutch government was out of the question because the newly formed 

Kingdom of the Netherlands, founded in 1815 at the Congress of Vienna, could not afford to 

intervene with British foreign affairs. Its power was too fragile to enter a conflict with 

Britain.68 

 In 1875, the British government did some serious attempts to unite the different South 

African colonies and place them under British supervision. The development and flourishing 

of the mining industry had made South Africa in the last quarter of the nineteenth century an 

independent economic unity almost completely governed by colonists. The British 

government did not succeed.69 The Netherlands had not been too concerned about its 

descendants in South Africa after the Kaapkolonie was taken by the British. The annexation 
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of Transvaal in 1877 was seen as unavoidable in the Netherlands. The unfair treatment of the 

non-white population by the Boers had long been a point of dispute. Maria Holtrop argues 

that the annexation was therefore seen as not entirely undeserved.70 However, the British 

continuing expansion into the interior of Southern Africa changed the tables and ignited the 

idea within the Dutch public opinion that it might not be a good idea that the Boer Republics 

should be under British rule.71  

 In this period, from the British take-over until the First Boer War, the idea of a family 

bond mainly developed from Afrikaner side. Right after the start of the Grote Trek the Boers 

tried to set up relations with the Netherlands. Holtrop argues that the Dutch influence on the 

newly founded Boer Republics was significant. The leaders of these Republics were born 

before 1806 and therefore acquainted with the Netherlands; these men of influence had often 

received an education in the Netherlands. For this reason, the Boers felt a relationship with 

the Dutch rather than the British. Due to these substantial social relations and connections 

with the Netherlands, Transvaal and Oranje Vrijstaat were significantly influenced by the 

Dutch in the last two decades of the nineteenth century. The flags of the Republics were 

testimony of their feelings towards the Netherlands, in all three flags the Dutch tricolor was 

incorporated. However, from the Dutch side direct initiatives for relations with the Afrikaners 

were only from private initiatives. Foreign policy in the Netherlands at the end of the 

nineteenth century was based on three principles: (1) to stay out of the power politics of the 

great powers, such as Britain, (2) to maintain neutrality in international conflicts, and (3) to 

promote free trade. Self-preservation was an important reason for these principles. The 

neutrality of the Dutch government was often accepted by the Afrikaners.72   

 

The First Boer War, 1880-1881 

It needs to be mentioned that it is a deliberate choice to use the label of ‘First- and Second 

Boer War’ to describe the two conflicts that found place at the end of the nineteenth century 

in South Africa. It is the most neutral naming of the conflicts. From the Afrikaner nationalist 

side these two conflicts are referred to as the First and Second Freedom Wars. It is obvious 
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that they named these conflicts that way because they fought for their ‘freedom’ against the 

British ‘oppression’. The British used the ‘Transvaal Rebellion’ for the first conflict and the 

‘Anglo-Boer War’ for the second conflict. The ‘Transvaal Rebellion’ implies that the 

Afrikaners from the South African Colony Transvaal started a rebellion against the British. 

This name holds a certain tone of unlawfulness towards the Afrikaners. The name of the last 

conflict refers to the War as having been a conflict between the British and Afrikaners. A 

more modern name given to the second conflict is the ‘South African War’, which includes 

the thousands of black South Africans that took part in the conflict and whose involvement is 

not shown in the other names.73 

 The annexation of Transvaal by the British in 1877 caused resistance from the Boer 

Republics. The financial sector in London was not doing well at that time, which made the 

found mineral deposits (mainly gold and diamonds) on the joint borders of the Kaapkolonie, 

Transvaal, and Oranje Vrijstaat in the 1860s of huge importance to the British. The Boers in 

Transvaal, resisting the increase in taxes, declared independence in 1880 started the First Boer 

War with their resistance against the British authority. Between 1880 and 1881 the British 

troops were defeated in a couple of military confrontations with separate groups of Boers. 

From the Boer side this ‘rebellion’ was not organized but it surprised the British, which gave 

the Boers the advantage that led to their success. In the years after the First Boer War the 

British kept the political and military interference in Transvaal and Oranje Vrijstaat to a 

minimum. Vincent Kuitenbrouwer mentions that the years of the gold- and diamond rush and 

the increased attention to the Republics led to a migration of 5 to 6.500 Dutch migrants to 

Transvaal and a total of 75.000 thousand migrants from other European countries.74 

 A remarkable phenomenon of the First Boer War is the speed and thoroughness in 

which the Dutch attitude towards the Boers changed from disinterest and ignorance to 

enthusiasm and notions of kinship and Dutchness. According to Schutte and Bossenbroek, 

negative images about the Boers, such as stupidity, backwardness, laziness, slowness, 

aversion to foreigners and always in conflict with governance, changed to notions of Boers 

being people blessed with common sense, carefulness, sobriety and steadfastness for the own 

traditional morals, character and habits.75 Especially the Protestants in pillared Netherlands 

now saw the Boers as oppressed fellow believers. Schutte states that in the Dutch public 
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opinion, the Boers were increasingly identified as kin. The most pressing issue that had 

caused negative images of the Boers in the Netherlands, their unfair treatment of non-whites, 

was at the end of the nineteenth century miraculously forgotten or ignored. Negative 

descriptions of the Boers that continued to come up became controversial.76  

 The Dutch involvement with the struggle of the Boers against the British can be seen 

as part of a new phenomenon in Europe at the end of the nineteenth century called cultural 

nationalism or cultural imperialism. Big changes in the eighteenth and nineteenth century, 

such as the French Revolution, caused a new vision on subjects such as society and the 

nation-state. Joep Leerssen argues that the European powers were increasingly concerned 

with their political and imperialistic place in the changing world.77 For the Dutch, the shift 

from a more inward nationalism to imperialism in 1880-1881 was not a big step. The success 

of Transvaal and the kinship narrative reinforced the Dutch national sense of self. It offered 

the dream of Dutch economic and cultural expansion. Claiming the kinship narrative with the 

Afrikaners offered the chance of the restoration of Dutch prestige and self-confidence, the 

maintenance and development of the Dutch culture overseas, and it confirmed the Dutch 

status as an independent nation. The relationship with South Africa (and the other Dutch 

colonies) offered the possibility to strengthen cultural nationalism. Schutte claims that the 

anti-British sentiments empowered the Dutch enthusiasm for the Boers and led to a 

heightened public interest in the proclaimed ‘Dutch cousins’. The Boers’ struggle against the 

British proved that the so called ‘Dutch tribe’ was still capable of achieving great things.78 

 The increased attention of the Dutch during and after the First Boer War raised 

suspicion by the Afrikaners. The Dutch cultural imperialism ignited feelings of modern 

superiority over their ‘cousins’ and references of the ‘pre-modern’ Afrikaner relatives were 

made. The Boers themselves took special offense to these statements. From the beginning, the 

Boers had had a conflicting relationship with the Dutch with trends of cohesion and aversion. 

It was very obvious to the Afrikaners that this trend of cohesion from the Netherlands was 

from reasons of self-interest. The claiming of particular Boer traits as Dutch ones, such as the 

urge for freedom and independence, was not happily received by the Boers. The suspicions of 
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the Boers to be a pawn in the Dutch plans for cultural imperialism were not ill-found. The 

Dutch politicians and intellectuals clearly perceived the Boer Republics as potential areas for 

cultural and economic expansion that would benefit the Dutch nation. However, after the end 

of the First Boer War, attention from the Dutch public waned and it required a new ‘drama’ to 

bridge the distance.79 

 

The Second Boer War, 1899-1902 

This new ‘drama’ came in the form of the Second Boer War (1899-1902) in which Transvaal 

and Oranje Vrijstaat tried to free themselves from increasing British influence in South 

Africa. This Second Boer War ended in a failure for the Boers but can also be seen as a 

Pyrrhus victory for the British. They might have won the war, but it had cost them. The split 

in the already divided Liberal party in London and the loss of the public favor throughout 

Britain and Europe were the result. The controversy of the concentration camps set up by the 

British in South Africa and in which more people died (the women and children of Boer 

soldiers and non-whites mainly) than the total amount of deaths under the fighting men on 

both sides was the main reason for the growing aversion in British public opinion. The rest of 

Europe also came out against the British cause and military strategies.80  

 The Second Boer War let to the emergence of South Africa as a single country: on 

May 31, 1910 the Union of South Africa became a reality. In 1902, Transvaal and 

Oranjerivierkolonie were placed under the direct authority of the British flag and Sir Alfred 

Milner, a pronounced imperialist, was sent from London to govern the two former 

Republics.81 The Union became a dominion in the British Commonwealth. It was in the favor 

of the South African colonies to be united in this new Union in 1910 because it would solve 

the issue of opposing economic interests between the colonies. The Union had the ‘dominion 

status’ within the British empire, which means that the colonies were mostly self-governed.82  

 During the Second Boer War the so called ‘Boermania’ developed in the Netherlands. 

This is an overarching word used by Kuitenbrouwer to indicate the intensified Dutch attention 

for the Boers in South Africa and their struggle with the British. It was the upshot of a 

                                                 
79 Bossenbroek, Holland op zijn Breedst, 351; Kuitenbrouwer, War of Words, 76-77; and Slaa, ‘Revitalising 

Stamverwantschap’, 508. 
80 Schutte, Nederland en de Afrikaners, 11; Krebs, P.M., Gender, race, and the writing of empire: Public 

Discourse and the Boer War (Massachusetts 204) 5, 33-35; and Ledden, Jan van Riebeeck tussen wal en ship, 

29-31. 
81 In 1902 Oranje Vrijstaat had become Oranjerivierkolonie, which changed to Oranje Vrijstaatprovince in 1910. 
82 Schutte, Nederland en de Afrikaners, 11; Graaff, De mythe van de stamverwantschap, 23-31; and Ledden, Jan 

van Riebeeck tussen wal en ship, 29-31. 
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propaganda campaign by the representatives of the Boer Republics and Dutch organizations.83 

At the turn of the twentieth century an anti-British sentiment was present in Dutch public 

opinion. The Boermania propaganda portrayed the British as the ‘bad guys’ and the Boers as 

the ‘heroes’. In order to satisfy their ‘lust for power and wealth’ the British would destroy the 

Boer Republics and wipe out the people of predominantly Dutch descent in South Africa. 

This could not happen because it would thwart the Dutch dream of cultural imperialism in 

South Africa. However, there was not just blind pro-Boermania; there was also critique. In 

general, critique was mostly ignored or turned into something positive by the pro-Boers. The 

end of the Boer Republics in 1902 meant a change in the relationship between the 

Netherlands and South Africa. It shattered the Dutch dream of making a ‘New Holland’ in 

South Africa.84 

  

Conclusion 

The Dutch – South African relationship saw several ups and downs from 1652 to 1907. The 

replacement of burghers at the frontiers of the Kaapkolonie might be the start of this 

relationship, but only when the British took over the Kaapkolonie the idea of a family bond 

began to develop. The Grote Trek did not cause feelings of sympathy in the Netherlands, it 

rather caused feelings of aversion. At the same time, the Boers looked at the old motherland 

to shape their newly founded Republics and continued to seek contact with the Netherlands. 

From then on, the kinship narrative has been an important direct or indirect aspect in the 

renewal or strengthening of the Dutch – South African relationship throughout the centuries. 

This had always been from private initiatives from the Dutch side; the Dutch government was 

tied to their neutrality concerning international relations. It stands out that the kinship 

narrative always disguised a motive of economic or cultural self-interest. It gave the Dutch a 

natural right on economic and cultural expansion in South Africa and it justified the Dutch 

meddling in that area. Therefore, this narrative has known many interpretations in order to 

serve many interests.  

 

 

 

                                                 
83 V. Kuitenbrouwer, ‘Boermania: Dutch public opinion and the 1899-1902 Anglo-Boer War’, in: M. Gosselink, 

M. Holtrop and R. Ross (eds.), Good Hope: South Africa and the Netherlands from 1600 (Amsterdam 2017) 

233-250, there 235-237. 
84 Bossenbroek, Holland op zijn Breedst, 76-77; Ledden, Jan van Riebeeck tussen wal en ship, 35; 

Kuitenbrouwer, War of Words, 212-213, 250; and Kuitenbrouwer, ‘Boermania’, 235-237. 
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Chapter 3: The Exhibition Committee, 1907 

‘You yourself have the valuable Dutch blood in your veins, you and the great majority of your countrymen have 

the honor –  you heard me, the honor – to descent from the Dutch men and women from the seventeenth 

century.’ – prof. dr. P. Harting during the NZAV’s openings speech in 1881.85 

 

At the request of the South African organizers of the Exhibition in London Minister Veegens 

agreed to establish a Committee for the organization of the Exhibition in the Netherlands. In 

this fourth chapter the following the sub-questions are relevant: ‘What was the role of the 

Exhibition Committee (1907) and how was this Committee a product and reflection of the 

Dutch – South African relationship at that time?’ The first section is about the three 

organizations that preceded the Exhibition Committee in function and purpose. The second 

section examines the function of Exhibition Committee and the motives that were the driving 

force behind its foundation. The last section is about the influences of the Committee on the 

(organization of the) South African Products Exhibition in Amsterdam.  

 

Predecessors of the Exhibition Committee and the Trade Committee  

The Exhibition Committee was not the first committee or organization to be involved in 

establishing and maintaining the Dutch – South African (trade) relationship. As mentioned 

before, initiatives for the renewal and strengthening of this relationship had long been from 

private interests because the Dutch government tried to keep a neutral stance concerning 

political issues that could endanger the status of the Dutch colonies. There are three Dutch 

organizations that preceded the Exhibition Committee and the Trade Committee in function 

and purpose. Each one of these organizations was founded in the period between the First and 

Second Boer War, 1882-1997. In the period after the First Boer War there was increased 

attention (called the ‘Boermania’ by Kuitenbrouwer) from the Dutch for the Afrikaners and 

their struggle against the British empire. The First Boer War has functioned as a trigger for a 

transition of disinterest to interest in the Afrikaner cause. It marks the beginning of a trend of 

cohesion in the Dutch – South African relationship. 

On May 12, 1881 the ‘Nederlands-Zuid-Afrikaanse Vereniging’ (NZAV) was founded 

by sympathizers of the Boer cause and can be seen as both a cause and product of the trend of 

cohesion in the Dutch – South African relationship. The ‘Dutch – South African Society’ was 

                                                 
85 Zuid-Afrikahuis (ZAH), De Nederlands Zuid-Afrikaanse Vereniging 1881-2015 (NZAV), 046, inv. nr. 3, 

Rede uitgesproken in de vergadering ter oprichting der Nederlandsch Zuid-Afrikaansche Vereeniging door prof. 

P. Harting, 1881, 12-13. Original wording: ‘…Gij zelf hebt goed Hollandsch bloed in de aderen; Gij en de 

groote meerderheid uwer landgenooten hebt de eer – versta mij wel, de eer – afstammend van de Hollandsche 

mannen en vrouwen der zeventiende eeuw...’  
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one of the most significant Dutch organizations of that time with a focus on South Africa. In 

the broadest sense, the goal of the NZAV was to promote the cultural ties between the 

Netherlands and South Africa and to offer assistance in their nation building. For this reason, 

the NZAV often promoted emigration of Dutch citizens to South Africa.86  

 During the opening speech at the assembly that established the NZAV in 1881, prof. 

dr. P. Harting claimed that the bond between the Dutch and the South African ‘sons’ had been 

renewed and needed to be strengthened.87 He stated that within the NZAV the interests of the 

Afrikaners would be the top priority. At that time, the goal of the NZAV was to promote unity 

and peace for the ‘white population’ in South Africa and to support them so that they could 

become the propagator of an European civilization in South Africa. Harting emphasized that 

the Afrikaners might be from mixed European descent, the Dutch blood in their veins 

remained strong.88 

 The foundation of the NZAV served to take over the roles of the temporary 

organizations that had supported the Boer cause during the First Boer War and to replace 

them with one ‘sustainable and powerful’ society that would continue their work.89 In the first 

statutes of the NZAV in 1881, article one states:  

 

‘There is a Dutch Association that represents the interests of our relatives in 

South Africa, under the name of the ‘Dutch - South African Society’. The 

aim is to strengthen the ties with our tribesmen in South Africa and, in 

consultation with them, to develop and promote resources for agriculture, 

industry, trade and other material interests. [and] To inform the Dutch and 

foreign public opinion of the situation in South Africa.’90 

 

With these Statutes the NZAV claimed the representing role under the guise of kinship. The 

idea of a blood connection between the Dutch and Afrikaners served as the justification of the 

                                                 
86 South Africahouse, history of the NZAV archives. Note: In 2013, the NZAV merged with the ‘Zuid-

Afrikaanse Stichting Moederland’ (‘the South African Foundation Motherland’) into the ‘Stichting Zuid-

Afrikahuis’ (‘Foundation South Africa House’). 
87 Dr. P. Harting (1812-1885) was an academic specialist in several departments, he was especially renewed in 

biology. As a supporter of the Boers he became one of the founders of the NZAV.  
88 ZAH, NZAV, 046, inv. nr. 3. Original wording: ‘Niet de belangen van oud-Nederland maar die van zijne in 

Afrika wonende zonen op den voorgrond plaatsen. Wij zullen toonen hun vertrouwen in onze eerlijkheid, 

rechtschapenheid en goeden wil waardig te zijn, en zoo trachten mede te werken tot bevordering van het geluk, 

de eendracht en de vreedzame ontwikkeling en aaneensluiting der geheele blanke bevolking van Zuid-Afrika, 

waarvan de bestanddeelen bestemd zijn eenmaal tot een groot volk samen te smelten, dat de drager en 

voortplanter der Europeesche beschaving zal zijn.’ 
89 ZAH, NZAV, 046, inv. nr. 1, Stukken betreffende de oprichting van 12 mei 1881.  
90 ZAH, NZAV, 046, inv. nr. 1. Original wording of ‘tribesmen’: stamgenoten.  
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NZAV’s foundation. According to Harting, this connection gave the Dutch people the 

obligation to help the South African colonies and to ask nothing in return.91 However, the 

‘aim to strengthen the ties with our tribesmen’ from Article One suggests an agenda in which 

the Dutch interests have a place as well. This statement is backed up by the NZAV’s member 

file. Kuitenbrouwer argues that the prospect of trade with a white settler nation such as South 

Africa attracted a lot of interest from directors of companies. With the kinship narrative in 

mind, it was believed that the Afrikaners would prefer Dutch produce over British goods. 

Therefore, the NZAV’s member file consisted of a significant number of directors (150 of the 

1.000 members in 1886) seeking commercial interests in South Africa.92 The common believe 

of the South African preference for Dutch produce seems characteristic for Dutch parties 

seeking economical gain; this believe has also been found in Minister Veegens 

correspondence to organize the Exhibition in Amsterdam. This subject is elaborated in the 

next chapter.  

 The second predecessor is the ‘Maatschappij tot Bevordering der Handelsbetrekkingen 

tussen Nederland en Zuid-Afrika’ (MHNZ). This ‘Company to Promote Trade Relations 

between the Netherlands and South Africa’ was a limited liability company founded in 1882 

and disbanded in 1901. The main purpose of the MHNZ was to promote trade relations for 

Dutch manufacturers and merchants and the buying of shares of land or property. Members 

bought at least one share of 500 guilders. With the collected money board members bought 

shares in South Africa, such as property. Owning shares in South Africa would give these 

Dutch companies ‘a foot on land’ and would benefit trade relations. Each year, the balance 

would be made up to see how much profit the board had made, and the profit would be 

distributed (in a percentage system) between the shareholders and board members.93 In the 

first Statutes of the MHNZ in 1882, Article Two states:  

 

‘The goal of the company is to buy and promote trade relations for the 

Dutch manufacturers and merchants with associations or persons living in 

South Africa. To reach this goal, the company functions as an in-between 

party or agent to represent these people and companies who are established 

or represented in the Netherlands…’94 

                                                 
91 ZAH, NZAV, 046, inv. nr. 3. 
92 Kuitenbrouwer, War of Words, 42.  
93 ZAH, Maatschappij tot Bevordering der Handelsbetrekkingen tussen Nederland en Zuid-Afrika 1882-1901 

(MHNZ), 032, inv. nr. 1, Statuten en verslagen werkzaamheden 1882-1900, Statuten boekje.  
94 ZAH, MHNZ, 032, inv. nr. 1, Statuten boekje.  
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The MHNZ might not claim the kinship narrative as justification for their actions, which 

might be explained by the fact that it was a profit driven company, they certainly used the 

increased attention for South Africa to their benefit. The fragile status of the South African 

colonies gave an opening for companies such as the MHNZ to seek trade relations with South 

Africa and to exploit the new possibilities the renewed relation gave them. The MHNZ seem 

to have been non-racial in their pursuit of trade relations. However, it is not clear if the 

absence of directly naming the Afrikaners as the target group was because their ethnicity was 

assumed, or that the organization was truly open-minded about trade with whomever.  

 The third organization that preceded the Exhibition Committee is the ‘Nederlandsch 

Zuid-Afrikaansche Spoorweg Maatschappij (NZASM)’. This ‘Dutch – South African Railway 

Society’ was founded in Amsterdam on June 21, 1887. The South African government 

granted concession to the NZASM to build a couple of railway connections in South Africa. 

However, during the Second Boer War the British authorities seized the NZASM’s railway 

properties. In 1908, the British authorities granted the company compensation for their lost 

property. After the long struggle for compensation the NZASM was disbanded that same 

year. On February 15, 1909 the former directors and commissioners founded the ‘Vereeniging 

Zuid-Afrikaansche Stichting Moederland’ (ZASM). The main goal of this ‘Association South 

African Foundation Motherland’ was to promote the Dutch interests in foreign overseas 

regions, especially in South Africa.95   

 Just like the NZASM, the ZASM put the Dutch interests higher on the priority list than 

the South African interests. That the goals of the ZASM were rather profit driven becomes 

clear from the Association’s statutes. In Article Four of these statutes the ZASM states: 

 

‘The aim of the Association is to promote Dutch interest in foreign overseas 

regions, preferably in South Africa. To achieve this goal, the Association 

establishes or supports institutions that operate in the same spirit and 

provides financial support to all that is conducive to the establishment and 

expansion of trade and other relations between the Netherlands and other 

regions, preferably South Africa.’96 

 

                                                 
95 Kuitenbrouwer, War of Words, 42-43; and South Africa House, history of the ZASM archives. Note: On May 

9, 1996 the Association ZASM was converted to the Foundation ZASM and in 2013 the ZASM merged with the 

NZAV into the ‘Foundation South Africa House’. 
96 ZAH, Vereniging Zuid-Afrikaanse Stichting Moederland (ZASM), 077, inv. nr. 1, Statuten van de Vereniging 

ZASM, 1909.  
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Especially the ‘support’ part was key to the ZASM’s agenda. Soon after its establishment the 

ZASM became one of the main financial sponsors of the NZAV. In 1921, the former editor of 

the ZASM was replaced by J.W. Pont, who was a NZAV-Chairman and theologian. It was 

Pont that observed the changes South Africa had undergone and convinced the other members 

that it was not desirable anymore to aim for a ‘new’ Netherlands in South Africa. Under his 

supervision the NZAV’s focus on Dutch interests and profit slowly changed the following 

years into a more supportive and non-profit agenda towards South Africa. According to him, 

this was the only way the Dutch – South African relationship could be maintained.97 In 

chapter five the changing function of these organizations and the Trade Committee are 

elaborated in more detail.  

 

The Exhibition Committee, 1907 

In August 1906, Minister Veegens had started to take steps to bring over the South African 

Products Exhibition from London. Minister Veegens hoped to renew the trade relations 

between the Netherlands and South Africa, that had dwindled during the Second Boer War. 

The result of his initiative, which was one of the first visible and official initiatives from the 

Dutch government to be involved in the Dutch - South African (trade) relationship, was the 

establishment of a temporary Exhibition Committee in December 1906. This temporary 

Committee consisted of businessmen under the Chairmanship of O. Kamerlingh Onnes, 

director of the Office of Commercial Affairs in Amsterdam. The London Committee and the 

temporary Exhibition Committee had a meeting on January 23, 1907 in London. The two 

Committees came to an agreement, in which six points seem to be of most significance: 

1) To hold the Exhibition in Amsterdam,  

2) the costs of bringing over the Exhibition shall be for the Dutch side, 

3) the temporary Exhibition Committee to receive an official status,  

4) to facilitate the representatives from the Colonies that would be present at the 

Exhibition to answer the questions of the visitors,   

5) the official Dutch Exhibition Committee shall have the entire management of the 

Exhibition in Amsterdam, 

6) and the Dutch Exhibition Committee shall immediately return the exhibits that are not 

sold after the Exhibition is closed and deliver the exhibits to the London Committee.98 

                                                 
97 B. de Graaff and I. Glorie, ‘Van huistafel tot website: De geschiedenis van Maandblad Zuid-Afrika’, 2017. 
98 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, Eindverslag; and NA, Inventory 2.06.060. 
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The London Committee had a significant influence on the founding of the (Dutch) Exhibition 

Committee because they requested the establishment of an official and solid (Dutch) 

Committee that could take upon itself the task to organize the Exhibition in the Netherlands. 

The idea was that they would pass on the responsibility of the Exhibition to a Dutch 

Exhibition Committee that would organize and manage the Exhibition in the Netherlands. On 

February 20, 1907 the Dutch version of the Exhibition Committee was officially established, 

three days before the South African Products Exhibition opened its doors in the Royal 

Horticultural Hall in London. Besides the establishment of the Exhibition Committee, after 

the meeting with the London Committee Minister Veegens announced that the Dutch 

government would bring in 1.500 guilders. Amsterdam Chamber of Commerce and Factories 

accepted the responsibility to collect the funds to pay for the remainder of the costs.99  

Nineteen members, under Chairmanship of C.J. den Tex took seat in this Commission. 

Besides Tex, who was a member of the Provincial Executive of North Holland, there were 

two vice-chairmen: F.C. Stoop, Chairman of the Dutch Chamber of Commerce, and H. van 

den Bergh, member of the Dutch Chamber of Commerce in London. The two secretaries were 

W. Roosegaarde Bisschop, secretary of the Dutch Chamber of Commerce in London, and 

H.C. Obreen, lawyer and attorney in Heemstede. The other fifteen members were 

businessmen, members of the Chamber of Commerce (in Amsterdam or London), members of 

trade associations or connected to Dutch or South African banks. It is likely that nearly each 

of these members had trade interests in the Exhibition and therefore would do their best to 

renew the trade relations.100 

   

The Committee’s influence on the Exhibition  

Both the Exhibition Committee and the Trade Committee show similarities in function and 

purpose with the NZAV, the MHNZ, and the NZASM. Whereas the NZAV’s purpose was to 

promote the (white) cultural ties between the Netherlands and South Africa and offer 

assistance in their nation building, the MHNZ and the NZAS had the predominant purpose of 

personal economic interest. Although their goals were different, the NZAV and the Exhibition 

Committee both ‘used’ the kinship narrative as justification for their actions. In the NZAV’s 

case the supposedly ‘blood bond’ gave them the justification to ‘help’ the Afrikaners after the 

First Boer War and in case of the Exhibition Committee it gave them the permission to pursue 
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the organization of the Exhibition in Amsterdam. The wish to renew trade relations that 

would predominantly benefit the Dutch economy is even more visible within the statutes of 

the MHNZ and the NZAS. Besides that, the ZASM financially supported the organizations 

that had the goal to expand trade relations. This organization not only became the main 

financial sponsor of the NZAV, but also sponsored the Trade Committee. In the first years of 

its establishment, the Trade Committee regularly asked the ZASM to double or supplement 

the (modest) subsidy the Committee received from the government.101   

 Since the Exhibition Committee completely managed the Exhibition in Amsterdam, it 

was possible for Committee to execute its multilayered goals and to influence the 

organization of the Exhibition. The Exhibition Committee had the last say in the decision-

making process, and therefore influenced the Exhibition. The narratives presented at the 

Exhibition in London were slightly different than the narratives presented in Amsterdam. 

More specifically, the narratives presented in Amsterdam had more layers. The purpose of the 

London Committee was to show the audience and companies the variety of South African 

products and to convince them of their quality. To increase the South African export was their 

main goal. Besides the acknowledgement of the ‘blood bond’ between the Dutch and 

Afrikaners as an incentive to bring the Exhibition to Amsterdam, Captain Bam also expressed 

his wish to bring the English and Dutch people closer to each other. Possibly since the British 

actions during the Second Boer War had strained this relationship (more than previously 

because of the British imperialistic tendencies).102 The Exhibition Committee did not honor 

this wish because they used the Exhibition to explore possibilities of direct trade with the 

South African colonies and wanted to avoid future British interference in trade relations. They 

also explored the possibilities for transitioning the market of certain South African products 

from London to the Netherlands. Basically, the Dutch actions spoke of a competitive 

relationship with England. Or at least from the Dutch side.103  

 

 

 

                                                 
101 ZAH, ZASM, 077, inv. nr. 699, Correspondentie met de Commissie voor den Nederlandsch-Zuid-

Afrikaanschen Handel, 1909-1925.  
102 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 1. Orinigal wording: ‘Kapitein BAM (…) verklaarde zeer veel sympathie voor 

Nederland te gevoelen en vooral ook voor het plan om de tentoonstelling geheel of gedeeldelijk naar Nederland 

over te brengen, een sympathie voortspruitende deels uit zijn afstamming deels uit zijn wensch om Hollanders en 

Britten zooveel mogelijk bij elkaar te brengen en beloofde alles in zijn vermogen te zullen doen om het denkbeeld 

te verwezelijken.’ Maas was the secretary general in Minister Veegens’ department and wrote these words to his 

department when he visited London in 1906. 
103 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, Eindverslag. 
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Conclusion 

The establishment of the Exhibition Committee might have been new in the sense that it was 

one of the first initiatives from the Dutch Government to start direct trade relations with South 

Africa, the goals of the Committee were not completely new. The Committee showed 

similarities with other organizations that preceded the Committee in function and purpose. 

The NZAV, MHNZ, and NZASM (ZASM) were three important organizations that were both 

a product and reflection of the Dutch – South African relationship between 1882 and 1941. In 

order to create sympathy and to organize the needed funds, the NZAV capitalized on the idea 

of a ‘family’ or ‘blood’ bond between the Dutch and Afrikaners. The MHNZ and NZASM 

seem to have lacked this racial aspect in their pursuit of trade relations. Possible is that they 

assumed the Afrikaner ethnicity of their future trade relations rather than being open-minded. 

In the end, the trend of cohesion in the historical Dutch – South African relationship was 

triggered by the First Boer War, which resulted in the establishment of these organizations, 

and was in turn kept alive by their efforts. The pursuit of Dutch commercial interests and the 

use of the kinship narrative are similar to the Exhibition Committee’s organization of the 

Exhibition.  
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Chapter 4: The narratives presented at the Exhibition, 1907 

‘… this Exhibition (…) will undoubtedly bear fruit, for both the South African and Dutch trade.’  

- From the opening speech of Minister Veegens in 1907.104  

 

This fourth chapter highlights the questions: ‘How was the exhibition organized and what 

narratives were presented there?’. Alexander and Alexander provide a basic framework by 

which an Exhibition is examined. According to them, there are four main components of an 

exhibition’s development: the concept and presented narrative(s), the setting of the entries and 

the objects displayed, and the audience research.105 These components form the sections of 

this chapter. The analysis of the Exhibition’s development serves to show the ulterior and 

visible motives of the makers. In the first section the concept of the Exhibition is described. 

The second section describes the presented direct and indirect narratives and examines how 

these narratives shaped the organization of the Exhibition. The displayed objects and the 

setting of the entries in the third section give insight in underlying and ulterior motives. In the 

last section, the analysis of the audience research serves to show the degree of success of the 

Committee’s goals.  

 

The concept of the South African Products Exhibition 

In both London and Amsterdam the South African colonies initiated the Exhibition to show 

the British/Dutch public that the South African market had developed and could bring in more 

valuable products outside of diamonds and gold.106 The vision of the South African 

governments behind the Exhibition was twofold: (1) to gain more awareness for South 

African products, and (2) to increase the export of South African products, which would in 

turn increase the purchasing power of South Africa.107 The assumption was that organizing 

the Exhibition would result in the establishment of new trade relations between the 

British/Dutch and South African government and on a smaller scale between companies. This, 

in turn, would lead to an increase of the South African export.  

The difference in goals of the Exhibition in London and Amsterdam can be attributed 

to Dutch Exhibition Committee. The Dutch vision was to realize direct trade relations with 

                                                 
104 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 10, Verzamelde documentatie, gebruikt voor de samenstelling van het verslag. 

Note: The opening speeches given by den Tex and Minister Veegens are also published in numerous other 

newspapers that reported about the Exhibition. These can be found in Delpher. 
105 Alexander, Museums in Motion, 236. 
106 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, verslag a.  
107 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 11, Algemeen Handelsblad, ‘De Zuidafrikaansche tentoonstelling geopend’, 

March 25, 1907; and NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 11, Het Leven, ‘Zuid-Afrikaanse Tentoonstelling te 

Amsterdam’, April 5, 1907.  
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South Africa. At that moment, most trade went through England and products were 

transported from England to the rest of Europe. The Dutch government wanted to realize its 

own direct trade relations with South Africa, excluding London and avoiding British taxes 

and regulations. Especially after the establishment of the South African Union in 1910 and the 

given dominion status to South Africa, the South African governments were free to purchase 

direct trade relations with the Netherlands from 1910 onwards. The Exhibition Committee 

and Minister Veegens had ordered, especially for the Exhibition, for cooling cells to be built 

in the harbor of Rotterdam. The placement of fresh South African fruit in the cooling cells 

was supposed keep the fruit longer fresh. The possibility to ship fruit directly to Rotterdam 

made it possible to enter more beneficial trade relations with South Africa. Direct trade 

relations would also give Dutch companies the possibility to transport South African products 

to the European hinterland.108  

The concept of the Exhibition was fairly simple and, on the surface, the same as when 

the Exhibition was held in London: to visualize the value of the South African products and to 

inform and educate the visitors. In the Concert Hall of Artis, the South African entries that 

were picked out by the Exhibition Committee to be brought over from London were 

categorized by the colony they originated from. The first function of the displayed products 

was to serve as an incentive for the invited Dutch companies to experience the quality and 

variety of the products and to promote possible trade relations. Representatives of the South 

African colonies would be present to answer questions and to demonstrate the value/quality of 

the entries. The second function of the products was to educate and inform the Dutch public 

that came to visit the Exhibition: to create more awareness and knowledge about the South 

African colonies. This function was lower on the priority list of the Exhibition Committee and 

can be seen as an additional and more indirect function of the Exhibition. On the short term 

the highest priority was to renew the (direct) trade relations between the Netherlands and 

South Africa, and on the long term it was believed that education was the key to a more 

sustainable relationship between the two countries.109 However, the Dutch Exhibition 

Committee added more layers and goals to the Exhibition when they organized it in 

Amsterdam. 
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The direct and indirect narratives at the Exhibition 

An exhibition is often a showing or display of objects for the purpose of communication with 

an audience. This communication between the makers of the exhibition and the audience goes 

through the presentation of direct narratives and the presence of indirect narratives. Alexander 

and Alexander argue that an exhibition either begins with a certain message for a specific 

audience or the objects themselves form the starting point of the exhibition. In the first case, 

the objects are a tool to convey that message to the targeted audience and in the second case, 

the objects are the message.110 Although there is a thin line between the first and the second 

case, the second applies to the South African Products Exhibition. For both the South African 

governments and the Dutch government the direct message they wanted to convey to the 

Dutch audience was the quality and variety of the South African products. Therefore, this 

supposedly quality and variety of the South African products was the first direct narrative 

presented at the Exhibition.  

A second direct narrative presented at the Exhibition derives from the first narrative 

and can be observed from the main target group of the Exhibition Committee. Many Dutch 

companies were invited by the Exhibition Committee to visit the Exhibition, for free, and to 

discover trade relations with the South African colonies. They were specifically asked to write 

a short report after their visit on a specific South African product that was matched to their 

company. They were asked to focus on the possibility for trade relations concerning their 

appointed South African product. This second narrative presented at the Exhibition, and more 

visible for the companies than for example the visiting children, was the vision of South 

Africa as a new trade partner.  

Indirect narratives present at the Exhibition are harder to pinpoint but they were in 

their own right very visible. A first indirect narrative present at the Exhibition was the 

renewal and strengthening of specifically Dutch trade interests. This was the main goal of the 

Exhibition Committee, even though it was not directly presented at the Exhibition as such. 

With the organization of the Exhibition Minister Veegens had hoped to give the Dutch 

economy a boost. He wished to increase the import of Dutch products in South Africa. By 

supporting the import of South African products to the Netherlands, of which the Exhibition 

was the starting point, the Committee created the chance to set up trade relations not only 

with the South African governments but also with the invited European representatives. The 

Dutch government envisioned the Netherlands to be the in-between party that would benefit 

                                                 
110 Alexander, Museums in Motion, 236-239. 
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from an increase of importing South African products. More specifically, their hope was to 

develop the Netherlands into a transition port for the European hinterland. Until then, the 

British import of South African products had mostly been for the own market and facilities 

for perishable products were not properly established. After the Exhibition closed the 

Exhibition Committee wrote a final report on the results of the Exhibition. In this document, 

they came to the conclusion that the Netherlands was in a better geographic position than 

England and could possibly function as a transit port.111  

The attempt of the Dutch Government to initiate direct trade relations with South 

Africa and to negotiate on import taxes and prices confirms this indirect narrative of Dutch 

(governmental) trade interests. There are three examples from which this intent becomes 

likely. First, Minister Veegens was willing to build cooling cells in Rotterdam and gave the 

order to investigate if these cells could help to keep the perishable products longer fresh and 

more easily transportable. Also, during his opening speech of the Exhibition Minister 

Veegens commented: ‘This [the Exhibition] will not only be in the interests of the South 

African products, but also for the Dutch trade.’112 Secondly, when the Queen-mother Emma 

visited the Exhibition on April fourth, she repeatedly expressed her hope that the Exhibition 

would turn out to be beneficial for the Dutch economy.113 And thirdly, a significant part of the 

final report consists of the analysis of the South African products and their value for trade. 

This rather large part of the report is named: ‘The South African Products Exhibition and 

their current or future value for the Netherlands.’ The report has a strong focus on the 

products, the reaction of the public on the products and the most desirable products for future 

trade relations. It mentions the reactions of the invited foreign representatives on the 

Exhibition. This reflects the earlier mentioned vision of Minister Veegens to set up trade 

relations with South Africa in which the Netherlands functions as a transit port. It seems that 

not the products itself, such as the exoticness and newness of the presented fruit, but the 

possible value of the products stood central during the Exhibition.114  

A second and last indirect narrative present at the Exhibition is the idea of kinship 

between the Dutch and Afrikaners and that was continuously used to justify the steps that 

were being taken to renew and strengthen the trade relations. At the Exhibition itself this 

                                                 
111 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, Eindverslag. 
112 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 10.  
113 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, Eindverslag. Original wording: ‘H.M. toonde bijzonder veel belang in de 

tentoonstelling te stellen en drukte herhaaldelijk de hoop uit dat deze tentoonstelling nu ook werkelijk de 

Nederlandse handel tot blijvend nut zou strekken.’ 
114 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, Eindverslag. 
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assumed blood connection was not visibly present: from looking at the South African entries 

it would not be clear that the people who produced the products possibly had Dutch ancestors. 

However, there are many indications that the kinship narrative was used to convince the 

London Committee to give Amsterdam a chance as the next location for the Exhibition. The 

blood connection between the Dutch and Afrikaners, that had been used since the First Boer 

War by Dutch organizations such as the NZAV to remind the Dutch citizens about the kinship 

bond and the duty to help their kinsmen in South Africa, comes back in the Committee’s 

justification to transport the Exhibition to Amsterdam. However, at the Exhibition this motive 

to ‘help kinsmen’ functioned to veil the wish of the Committee to renew trade relations solely 

for Dutch commercial gain. This is more in spirit of the MHNZ and the NZAS, who sought to 

establish trade relations without the pretense of doing otherwise. The Dutch economic 

interests were the number one priority.115  

In the archival documentation of the organization of the Exhibition, the final report 

and the documents used for writing the report can be found numerous references to the 

historical (blood)bond between the Dutch and Afrikaners. In the following quotes, selected 

from these documents, the kinship narrative emerges:  

 

‘He [Captain Bam] had received similar requests from Germany and 

France but declared (…) not to act on those requests until he had done 

everything in his power to organize the Exhibition in the Netherlands, 

because the Netherlands has priority status.’ – H.S.J. Maas in 1906.116  

 

 ‘…for the products of the South-African colonies to be regarded by the 

Dutch people, who continue to hold the greatest interest in these colonies 

and saw that the Dutch foreign Sons did all they could, team wise with the 

Committee, to bring over their commodities and to make a magnificent 

Exhibition’ – C.J. den Tex during his opening speech in 1907. 117 

                                                 
115 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 10. 
116 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 1. Original wording: ‘Hij had reeds aanzoeken van Duitsland en Frankrijk 

gekregen maar verklaarde (…) niets daarvoor te zullen doen alvorens met Nederland alles was geregeld want 

‘Nederland ging voor’. Note: Maas was the secretary general in Minister Veegens’ department and wrote these 

words in a letter to a Dutch emissary in London in 1906. 
117 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, bijlage d. Original wording: ‘… om de produkten der Zuid-Afrikaansche 

koloniën te doen beschouwen door het Nederlansche volk, dat in die koloniën steeds het grootste belang blijft 

stellen en gaarne zag, dat Neerland’s Zonen in den vreemde er zoo krachtig toe medewerkten om, gezamenlijk 

met alle leden van het Comité, de overbrenging van genoemde produkten mogelijk maken en de Tentoonstelling 

zoo schitterend van stapel te doen loopen,’ 
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‘… it is our duty, that both Northern and Southern Netherlands support our 

kinsmen.’ – Speech given by O. Kamerlingh Onnes in 1906.118 

 

The objects displayed and the setting of the entries  

The four colonies that participated were Kaapkolonie, Transvaal, Natal, and 

Oranjerivierkolonie. Rhodesia was the fifth participant of the Exhibition. This was southern 

African territory that was acquired by Cecil John Rhodes and his British South Africa 

Company in the 1890s. Rhodes called the territory ‘South Zambezia’, which was later called 

(Southern) Rhodesia. Today the country is known as the Republic of Zimbabwe. The main 

room of the Exhibition, the Concert Hall, was divided between the Kaapkolonie, Transvaal, 

and Natal. The right side of the hall was assigned to the Kaapkolonie and this colony 

presented the highest variety of products. The wines were especially seen as typical for 

Kaapkolonie. Transvaal and Natal each had half of the left side. Transvaal specialized in 

preserved fruits and Natal, often called the ‘garden colony’, specialized in agricultural 

produce. The verandas were appointed to Rhodesia and Oranjerivierkolonie. The entries from 

Rhodesia were mainly minerals (such as gold) and ivory (horns) and Oranjerivierkolonie 

displayed wool and minerals.119  

The total surface of the available space was about 1216 square meters, of which 390 

was appointed to the Kaapkolonie, 150 for Transvaal, 150 for Natal, 140 for Rhodesia and 

140 for Oranjerivierkolonie. The 246 square meters left was filled up with extra entries, for 

example with some of the Artis Society’s requested stuffed animals and plant samples that 

complimented the South African products and were entertaining for the visitors to look at. 

Next to the ostrich feathers from the Kaapkolonie in the middle of the Concert Hall, the Artis 

Society placed ostriches from their collection of stuffed animals. The Exhibition Committee 

agreed to these extra entries as long as they complemented the South African products and 

originated from South Africa.120 The most abundant products were the different kinds of fruit, 

wool, wines, and cotton. The products that received most of the attention during the audience 

research were: wool, cotton, grains and fruit, wines, hides, ostrich feathers, minerals and 

diamonds, tobacco, and coffee. A complete list of all the South African products displayed at 

the Exhibition can be found in the Appendix.121  

                                                 
118 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 10. Note: Onnes was the chairman of the temporary Exhibition Committee in 

1906. 
119 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, Eindverslag; and NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 10. 
120 Ibid., and ibid. 
121 Appendix, page 57. 



 39 

A couple of products from the list are rather surprising: potatoes from Transvaal and 

Natal, cheese from Natal and Oranjerivierkolonie, butter from Kaapkolonie and 

Oranjerivierkolonie, and eggs from Natal. All of these products are produced in the 

Netherlands as well, which raises questions as to their presence at the Exhibition. Due to the 

newness and exoticness of the various kinds South African fruit these entries received a lot of 

attention and praise. This was especially the case for the Kaapkolonie, that brought in 

pineapples, pears, apples, prunes, peaches, nectarines, and grapes. However, not all of the 

fruit from South Africa was ‘new’ and were already imported from other (European) 

countries. It must have been more difficult for these kinds of fruit and other products such as 

cheese to find market in the Netherlands.122 In the material available about the Exhibition, the 

reason for displaying already well-known products is not mentioned. However, another South 

African products exhibition, that was organized in Amsterdam in 1921, provides an answer to 

this mystery. The 1921 exhibition was organized by South African, British, and Dutch 

organizations, including the Trade Committee. In one of the Dutch newspapers that published 

an article about this exhibition, a journalist (name unknown) asked the reason for displaying 

some rather surprising entries. The answer he received from one of the organizers of the 

Exhibition was that the collection of South African products would not be complete without 

displaying of all of the products that are significant for South Africa.123  

The section of the Kaapkolonie was the center of attention during the Exhibition of 

1907, and not only because of the significant number of products from that colony (see 

Appendix). Captain Bam was the original initiator of the organization of the Exhibition and 

he represented the Kaapkolonie. Kaapkolonie had always been the colony with the strongest 

ties to the European continent because educated migrants came more often to Kaapkolonie 

than to other colonies. The people there migrated more recently than the Afrikaners in 

Transvaal or Oranjerivierkolonie and therefore were more likely to have stronger ties with 

their country of birth or the European country from which their ancestors originated.124 

Another explanation for this attention was that most of the variety of the displayed fruit came 

from the Kaapkolonie and the presentation of all the exotic looking fruit attracted a lot of 

attention from the audience.  

                                                 
122 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, Eindverslag; and NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 10. 
123 Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant, ‘De Zuid-Afrikaansche tentoonstelling’, March 27, 1921, from Delpher. 

Original wording: ‘In de tweede plaats valt op, dat sommige der tentoongestelde Zuid-Afrikaansche artikelen 

minder geschikt zijn voor de Nederlandsche markt; ik bedoel, dat er bijv. hier te lande geene behoefte bestaan 

aan den import uit Zuid-Afrika van eieren, boter, kaas, enz. aangezien wij zèlven die zaken in voldoende mate 

produceren en zelfs in méér dan voldoende mate, zoodat zij een belangrijk uitvoerartikel van ons zèlven zijn.’ 
124 Giliomee, ‘From Dutchmen to Burghers to Afrikaners’, 85-93. 
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It is striking that on the one hand the participating colonies were united in their 

struggle to set up trade relations abroad, but on the other hand were each appointed their own 

space in the Exhibition and functioned separately from each other. The Exhibition Committee 

had taken over the lay-out of the Exhibition, with a section for each colony, from the London 

Committee (which basically consisted of South African members). Mentioned in the final 

report are the different ways the colonies handled the import of fresh fruit. The fruit from 

Kaapkolonie was sold by the Exhibition Committee in name of the London Committee 

because they weekly transported the fruit from South Africa to London and shipped it from 

London to Amsterdam. The Exhibition Committee did the same for Oranjerivierkolonie. 

Natal transported and sold the fruit to the Dutch audience and visiting companies without 

interference of the Committee. It seems that the Exhibition forms an example of the opposing 

economic interests between the colonies before the founding of the Union of South Africa in 

1910.125 They might have found a connection between themselves in their struggle for new 

business abroad, but they acted very much on their own in the organization of their entries.  

Below are two images of the exhibitions of Rhodesia and Kaapkolonie, name plates 

are present. These plates reinforce the idea that the colonies functioned separately.   

 

 

Image 1: picture of the Rhodesia exhibit, photographer unknown, from a newspaper article.126 

 

                                                 
125 Schutte, Nederland en de Afrikaners, 11; Graaff, De mythe van de stamverwantschap, 23-31; and Ledden, Jan 

van Riebeeck tussen wal en ship, 29-31. 
126 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 11, Het Leven, ‘Zuid-Afrikaansche tentoonstelling te Amsterdam’, April 5, 

1907. 
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Image 2: picture of the Kaapkolonie exhibit, photographer unknown, from a newspaper article.127 

 

Audience research 

In the final report, the Committee mentions the estimated number of visitors to be 20.000, of 

which 7.000 children, 7.000 paying visitors, and 6.000 non-paying visitors that were invited 

by the Exhibition Committee (mainly companies).128 The audience research done by the 

Committee focused on the surveys done by the invited companies. Some of the companies did 

extensive research on the products they had bought at the Exhibition and reported the 

Committee on their findings about the possible value for the Dutch market. The most 

promising South African products presented at the Exhibition were wool, cotton, grains and 

fruit, wines, hides, ostrich feathers, minerals and diamonds, tobacco, and coffee.129 Below is a 

short description of the audience research on some of the products: 

The first product mentioned in the report is wool. After the Exhibition was closed the 

Committee bought all the available wool from the colonies and gave it to a company in 

Amsterdam specialized in wool to test the samples on price and quality. This company 

reported the Committee that the quality of the samples was good. If colonies would grant 

them with lower import prices than London, there could be a wool market set-up in the 

Netherlands. As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, the Netherlands was in a better 

position geographically than England to function as a transit port for the European hinterland. 

                                                 
127 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 11, Het Leven, ‘Zuid-Afrikaansche tentoonstelling te Amsterdam’. 
128 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, verslag a en bijlage d.  
129 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, Eindverslag. 
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The Committee saw it as a possible goal to move the wool market from London to 

Amsterdam.130 

The cotton presented at the Exhibition was bought by R. H. de Monohij, director of 

the company ‘Nederlandse Katoenspinnerij’ (‘Dutch Cotton Spinning’) from Hengelo. The 

Committee invited Monohij to come visit the Exhibition and asked him to report back to the 

Committee with his findings on the presented cotton afterwards. He was requested to do some 

tests on the cotton he had bought in order to discover its value for the Dutch and European 

market. From these tests he concluded that the cotton was of good quality. If the South 

African colonies could offer him more variety in cotton kinds he considered the South African 

cotton to be of value for the Dutch market.131  

 The audience research on the Cape wines were not overly positive. The Committee 

mentions most of the visitors having the opinion that the wines displayed by five firms from 

Kaapkolonie could not compete against the French wines and the Rijn wines. They also 

deemed the prices of the Kaap wines too high. According to the Committee, the only chance 

for the South African wines to be successfully brought on the Dutch market would be to set-

up a central sales depot for the South African wines.132  

 Strangely enough, the audience research on the South African hides was done based 

on a product that was not present at the Exhibition. This particular audience research seems to 

have been about gathering evidence by the Committee to convince the South African 

hide/leather companies to export their ‘renowned’ products to the Netherlands. From the 

surveys done on the Dutch hide/leather companies the Committee concluded that the Dutch 

companies all imported South African hides from London and would support a new hide 

market in the Netherlands. London being the hotspot for South African leather, there had been 

no entries of South African leather at the Exhibition because this particular South African 

product was already well known.133 This contradicts the presentation of other products well 

known by the Dutch audience, such as the earlier mentioned cheese, butter, and eggs.  

  The South African ostrich feathers were assessed to be of high quality and were very 

popular during the Exhibition, which could also have been the doing of the stuffed ostriches 

placed next to the showcase with feathers. Despite the high quality of the feathers, the Dutch 

companies that imported ostrich feathers reported to the Committee that they preferred to 

                                                 
130 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, Eindverslag. 
131 Ibid.  
132 Ibid. 
133 Ibid. 
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import their feathers from London, Paris, or Vienna. The feathers coming directly from South 

Africa were untreated and therefore unusable. The procedure to treat the feathers (soften them 

and glue them together) was not something the Dutch companies wanted to be involved in, 

buying treated feathers from London was much easier and cheaper.134   

Besides the invited companies, the Exhibition was also open to other interested 

visitors. These visitors, the possible future consumers of the products, were also of interest for 

the Committee. The South African Exhibition was organized to interact with the audience: the 

visitors could ask questions to the representatives and sample products. The Committee had 

made it clear to the South African representatives that the presented fruit and other perishable 

products were supposed to be for the visitors to sample during the Exhibition. It was possible 

for companies to buy leftover products after the Exhibition or place orders with the 

representatives when they wished to have greater quantities than available. The possibility for 

the visitors to taste, touch, feel, see, and smell the products gave Committee chance to 

observe their reactions. Combined with the surveys done by the invited companies, the 

audience research gave the Committee a clear idea of which products made a chance on the 

Dutch and European market.135  

 During the Exhibition the Committee also did some research on the best ways to 

transport the perishable products. They did this by examining the fruit that had been taken 

from the cooling cells in Southampton and brought by train to London, after that by steamship 

(Batavier Lijn) to the port of Rotterdam. From there, the fruit was brought to Amsterdam by 

boat. Not surprisingly, the conclusion of the Committee was that the lengthy way of 

transportation damaged the fruit. This small research only made the wish stronger to set up 

direct trade relations with the South African colonies and convinced the invited companies of 

the importance of having cooling cells in Rotterdam. Several importers of fruit and vegetables 

had made known their interest in having access to a direct supply of fruit and vegetables from 

South Africa. Since the displayed fruit was such a success at the Exhibition, for both the 

normal visitors as the invited companies, the Committee promised to make work of the import 

of South African fruit to the Netherlands after the Exhibition closed its doors.136 

 

 

 

                                                 
134 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 9, Eindverslag. 
135 Ibid.  
136 Ibid. 
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Conclusion 

Similar to the goals of the London Committee, the direct narrative presented at the Exhibition 

was the quality and variety of the South African products. The Dutch Exhibition Committee 

added more layers of narratives when they organized the Exhibition in Amsterdam. Added 

was the direct narrative of the value of the South African products for Dutch companies. They 

were invited to do a survey on their appointed Exhibition product. An ulterior motive of the 

Committee was to initiate direct trade relations with the South African colonies. An indirect 

narrative was the renewal and strengthening of the Dutch – South African relationship and, 

more specifically, the Dutch interests within the renewed trade relations. One of these 

interests was to promote the Netherlands as a transition port for the distribution of South 

African products to the European hinterland. A last and recurring indirect narrative was the 

kinship narrative. Every step of the way, even during the opening speeches, this narrative was 

used as a justification to organize the Exhibition in Amsterdam and to renew (trade) relations 

with the South African colonies.   
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Chapter 5: The legacy of the Exhibition, 1908-1941 

 ‘… has the work of our Committee been completed?’  

– question asked in the memorandum of the Trade Committee in 1933.137 

 

With organizing the Exhibition, the Exhibition Committee was able to make a head start with 

the renewal and strengthening of trade relations with South Africa. However, the direct results 

of creating awareness for the South African products did not guarantee sustainable trade 

relations with South Africa. To ensure the newly discovered possibilities for trade would turn 

into long-term and beneficial trade relations, the Trade Committee was established in 1908 

with the purpose to continue the work of the Exhibition Committee. This fifth and last chapter 

highlights the questions: ‘How can the Trade Committee (1908-1941) be seen as an extension 

of the Exhibition and how is it a product and reflection of the Dutch – South African 

relationship at that time? The first section examines the founding of the Trade Committee: its 

purpose and how it was an extension of the Exhibition. The second section is about the 

activities of the Committee. The last section examines the Committee as being a product and 

reflection of the Dutch – South African relationship between 1908 and 1941.    

 

Legacy of the Exhibition: The Trade Committee, 1908-1941 

During the organization of the Exhibition, the Exhibition Committee and Minister Veegens 

came up with the idea to give the Committee a more permanent nature. The Trade Committee 

was established by royal degree on January 8, 1908 and was ultimately forced to disband by 

the German invaders in 1941. The daily management of the Exhibition Committee was 

included in the new Trade Committee. F.C. Stoop was Chairman, H.C. Obreen and W. 

Roosegaarde Bisschop were the secretaries, and K.F. van den Berg was the treasurer. 

Together with O. Kamerlingh Onnes, these five gentlemen formed the Trade Committee in 

1908. The monthly General Assembly of the Committee was attended by J.C.A. Everwijn. He 

was the head of the Trade Department of the Dutch government and he reported to Minister 

Veegens. It was the request of Minister Veegens to keep the Committee a modest size. The 

following years, the membership file changed, and the Committee grew slightly in number.138  

                                                 
137 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 150, Memories en rapporten betreffende de economische toestand in Zuid-

Afrika en inzake de handelsbetrekkingen tussen dat land en Nederland, opgesteld door of ingekomen bij de 

Commissie. Verslag ‘Memorandum omtrent den Inlichtingendienst der Commissie voor den Nederlandsch Zuid-

Afrikaanschen Handel’, 3. Original wording: ‘Is het werk van onze commissie thans niet afgeloopen?’ 
138 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 12, Stukken betreffende het plan tot oprichting van een ‘Commissie voor den 

Nederlandsch – Zuid-Afrikaanschen Handel’; and NA, Inventory 2.06.060. 
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The main purpose of the Trade Committee was to reinforce the trade relations between 

the Netherlands and South Africa, which is illustrated by a letter send by Minister Veegens to 

W. Roosegaarde Bisschop in December 1907. Bisschop, the secretary of the Dutch Chamber 

of Commerce in London, conversed with Minister Veegens about the practical realization of 

transforming the Exhibition Committee into a Trade Committee with a more permanent 

nature.139 In their letter Veegens wrote: 

 

‘It should also be considered whether, apart from the sale of South African 

products in the Netherlands, the sale of Dutch products in South Africa are 

to be included in the work plan of the Trade Committee, so that the 

reciprocity principle should be taken into account in the relationship with 

the South African authorities.’140  

 

It is interesting that Minister Veegens mentions the reciprocity principle. The wish to set up 

direct trade relations with South Africa had been an underlying motive of the former 

Exhibition Committee. Compared to the indirect narrative of Dutch economic interest at the 

Exhibition, this statement from Minister Veegens is very explicit. According to him, the new 

Trade Commission was supposed to support trade relations between the Netherlands and 

South Africa in a way that benefitted both sides. This concept contrasted the communicated 

purpose of the Exhibition – to ‘help’ the South African colonies establish a marked in the 

Netherlands.141  

It is noticeable that the kinship narrative is no longer being used to justify the pursuit 

of trade relations for Dutch commercial interests. It seems that with the establishing and 

renewal of the trade relations between the Dutch government and the South African colonies 

the Trade Committee no longer felt the need to justify its actions and its pursuit of Dutch 

economic profit. It is also possible, especially after the establishment of the Union in 1910, 

that the Dutch government (and therefore also the Trade Committee) no longer felt the need 

to tiptoe around England. With the establishment of the Union and its status as British 

Dominion, the South African colonies (which were called provinces instead of colonies from 

1910 onwards) became less controlled by the British and became slightly more independent. 

                                                 
139 NA, CNZH, 2.06.060, inv. nr. 12, brief van J.D. Veegens aan W. Roosegaarde Bisschip, December 19, 1907. 
140 Ibid. Original wording: ‘Voorts dient overwogen te worden, of niet, behalve de afzet van Zuid-Afrikaansche 

producten in Nederland, ook de afzet van Nederlandsche producten in Zuid-Afrika, in het werkplan der 

Commissie moet worden begrepen, zoodat bij de relaties met de Zuid-Afrikaanschen autoriteiten het beginsel 

van wederkeerigheid in acht zou zijn te nemen.’ 
141 Ibid.  



 47 

After the establishment of the Union the central government in South Africa became more 

concerned with the South African nation building project. Internal struggles presented itself, 

one being the struggle between different ethnical groups that each tried to push their own 

vision of the idealistic South African nation on the foreground (the apartheid is one of the 

results of these internal struggles).142  

In general, the Trade Committee’s activities can be divided into seven categories:  

1) General promotion of trade. 

2) Preservation of Sample Rooms in South Africa. 

3) Trade mediation and providing trade information. 

4) Mediation by participation of exhibitions. 

5) Mediation by public procurements in South Africa. 

6) Interference in the import and export to South Africa.  

7) Mediation on import taxes in South Africa.143  

Most of these categories have a high interest of activities in South Africa and therefore 

indicate a strong focus of the Trade Committee on pursuing Dutch commercial interests in 

South Africa, instead of the other way around. This focus is also noticeable in the minutes of 

the General Assembly of the Trade Committee between 1908 and 1941, and especially in its 

first years between 1908 and 1911. Recurring topics on the agenda were: 

1) To investigate the possibilities of direct trade relations between South Africa and the 

Netherlands. 

2) The tobacco culture in South Africa, especially in Transvaal. 

3) The auction of South African fruit in the Netherlands. 

4) Import and export options.  

5) Advertisement in South Africa and the analysis of the reactions in South Africa on the 

Dutch products. 

6) Advertisement about South Africa and South African products in the Netherlands. 

7) Steam shipping connections.  

8) The financial situation of the Committee.144  

                                                 
142 J. Crush (ed.), Beyond Control: Immigration and Human Rights in a Democratic South Africa (Cape Town 

1998); S. Peberdy, Selecting Immigrants: National Identity and South Africa’s Immigration Policies 1910-2008 

(Johannesburg 2009); and A. Klotz, Migration and National Identity in South Africa, 1860-2010 (Cambridge 

2013). 
143 NA, Inventory 2.06.060. 
144 ZA, Commissie voor den Nederlandsch-Zuid-Afrikaanschen Handel 1908-1941 (CNZH), 010, inv. nr. 1, 

Notulen van de Algemene Vergadering. 



 48 

Although the promotion of Dutch products in South Africa continuously stayed on the 

agenda the first couple of years after its foundation, in reality the Committee was reduced to 

the supporting role and to the promotion of South African products in the Netherlands.145 This 

was the case because of the of limited financial resources. The Committee’s function turned 

out to be mainly investigative and advisory in nature, which led to a stronger focus on the 

promotion of the South African products in the Netherlands rather than the other way 

around.146 In its first years, the Committee’s focus was predominantly on the entries that had 

received the most positive reactions during the audience research of the Exhibition. The 

development of trade relations regarding South African fruit were top priority during these 

assemblies.  

 

Activities of the Trade Committee 

Over the years, the Trade Committee conducted several main activities in and outside the 

Netherlands. Deriving from the Committee’s purpose to reinforce trade relations with South 

Africa was the particular focus on organizing a regular fruit supply from South Africa. 

Therefore, the Committee financially supported the development of a weekly auction in 

Amsterdam of South African fruit. They also organized the advertisement about this auction 

to reach a broader audience, and possibly more buyers. With the help of the Committee, the 

‘Nederlandsch – Zuid-Afrikaansche Fruitcompagnie’ (the ‘Dutch – South African Fruit 

Company’) was established in 1908. To realize the wish of the Dutch government to become 

a transition port for the European hinterland, the Committee published an illustrated 

advertisement book with the title: ‘South African products for North and Central Europe’.147 

Strangely enough, this book was distributed in South Africa but not in the European 

hinterland. Therefore, it seems that the purpose of the book was to make the South African 

companies aware of the possibilities of trade with the Dutch, or of trade with other European 

countries with the Netherlands as transition port. 

Another activity in which the Trade Committee was involved was the Monsterkamer 

in Johannesburg, South Africa. Investigating the minute books after 1911 reveal that the 

Committee was able to focus more on the desired Dutch interests in South Africa after the 

first years following its foundation. In the same year as the foundation of the Trade 
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Committee, O. Kamerlingh Onnes had taken the lead in the foundation of Dutch Chambers of 

Commerce in Johannesburg (Transvaal) and Pretoria (Transvaal). These Chambers of 

Commerce had the function to register Dutch companies in South Africa and to offer 

information, support, and advise to Dutch entrepreneurs. Shortly after its foundation in 1908, 

the Dutch Chamber of Commerce in Johannesburg and the NZAV voiced their wish to set up 

a sample room were Dutch products could be displayed for South African companies and 

other interested visitors. This idea was realized into a Dutch ‘Monsterkamer’ (sample room). 

This basically was a tiny permanent exhibition in which the entries changed and where 

interested visitors could walk in and receive information about the displayed products.148 

Below is an image of the Monsterkamer in Johannesburg: 

 

 

Image 3: picture of the Monsterkamer in Johannesburg, window display probably from a cheese company, 

photographer unknown, from the annual report of the Trade Committee of the year 1917.149 

 

The Monsterkamer offered the opportunity to advertise Dutch products in South 

Africa and was basically the in-between party that formed the link between the Dutch 

produces and the South African consumers. The sample room provided the Dutch companies 

a stable place, in a country often unknown to the company, from where they could explore the 

South African market. The Dutch Chambers of Commerce in Johannesburg and Pretoria 
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assumed the supporting role. The Monsterkamer in Johannesburg was appointed its own 

board with five members that completely focused on the promotion of trade relations between 

the Netherlands and South Africa.150 The window display was the most sought-after exhibit 

place. Therefore, additional prices were charged for this spot, besides the member fees and 

normal prices for a spot inside the Monsterkamer. Two main goals of the Association ‘Dutch 

Monsterkamer’ can be found in their statutes: (1) the foundation and maintenance of a 

Monsterkamer, and (2) to promote Dutch trade in South Africa.151 

A third activity in which the Trade Committee was involved was the organization of 

and participation in exhibitions in- and outside the Netherlands. These exhibitions resulted in 

alternating success for the Committee. Some of these exhibitions were: de Internationale 

Tentoonstelling van Nijverheid, Handel en Kunst te Tilburg in 1913, de Zuid-Afrikaansche 

Tentoonstelling in Amsterdam in 1921, de Witwatersrandtentoonstelling in Johannesburg in 

1925, and de landbouwtentoonstelling in Pretoria in 1928. The exhibitions of 1913 and 1925 

were reported by the Committee to be less successful, but the exhibition of 1921 was 

considered a success (the South African export to the Netherlands was at its peak in 1922, 

which would have been partly the result of the exhibition). The Trade Committee, the NZAV, 

and the Bureau voor Handelsinlichtingen (a Dutch office for trade information) formed the 

Dutch side of the organization of the South African Exhibition in 1921. This exhibition was 

housed in the Paleis voor Volksvlijt in Amsterdam and was open from March 19 to April 10. 

The 1921 exhibition seem to have been especially unique on two points: the addition of the 

cultural aspect and the lay-out of the exhibition. Newspapers that published articles about the 

exhibition reported that the 1907 and 1921 exhibition had very similar goals but for the 

addition of non-materialistic South African ‘products’. In the exhibition of 1921, images of 

the South African landscape were displayed and works of South African writers were 

featured. The layout of the exhibition was interesting in the sense that the displayed objects 

were categorized by type rather than the South African province they originated from. This is 

a significant difference from the 1907 Exhibition in which the South African colonies 

basically acted separately and where the products were displayed per colony.152  
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The combined efforts of the Trade Committee and other organizations to set up trade 

relations with South Africa and to increase the import and export between the two countries 

were not unsuccessful. In 1906 the Dutch export to South Africa was 345.601 guilders. At its 

peak in 1913 this amounted to 845.041 guilders. In 1910, the South African export to the 

Netherlands was 46.059 and at its peak in 1922 this was 767.054 guilders. Although the 

export from the Dutch Indies to South Africa grew from 49.252 guilders in 1909 to 801.757 in 

1921, the export from South Africa to the Dutch Indies would stay insignificant.  

Over the years more and more parties became involved in the reinforcement of trade 

relations with South Africa, which led to a reorganization in the 1930s. The Chambers of 

Commerce in both South Africa and the Netherlands, the board of the Monsterkamer, the 

NZAV, the ZASM, and the Trade Committee were only a few of the parties involved in 

activities such as the Monsterkamer. After a reorganization their shared tasks, the Trade 

Committee agreed to solely focus on the Dutch side of trade relations with South Africa. The 

Chambers of Commerce in South Africa would focus on the Dutch commercial interests in 

South Africa, such as the direct organization of the Monsterkamers, and the Trade Committee 

would take the task upon itself to promote South African products in the Netherlands (work 

on the dream of the Netherlands as a transit port) and to educate the public about South 

Africa.153 

 

The Trade Committee and the Dutch – South African relationship, 1908-1941. 

The Trade Commission might not have existed during the first half of the trend of cohesion in 

the Dutch – South African relationship from 1882 to 1941, but it did see the end of this trend. 

Besides a couple of high tide years, until halfway the 1920s, the Committee especially 

experienced the downturn of this relationship. The beginning of the Second World War in 

Europe in 1939 did not directly start a trend of aversion in the Dutch – South African 

relationship, but it severed the newly acquired trade relations. The Second World War marks 

a stagnant period in the Dutch – South African relationship, just like the period before the 

First Boer War started in 1881. The ties the Union had with England resulted in a retracted 

position of South Africa towards German occupied Netherlands. However, the Second World 

War was not the sole cause of this new stagnant status of the Dutch – South African 

relationship; this process had already been started in the 1930s. Despite the efforts of the 

Trade Committee, the attention of the Dutch public and companies could never be completely 
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kept on the South African case. Trade relations with South Africa did not seem to have been 

the highest priority of the Dutch public, or maybe companies considered the grass greener 

somewhere else.154 In 1934, the ZASM published a report on the twenty-fifth birthday of their 

Association. In this report Pont gives an overview of the activities of the ZASM since its 

foundation twenty-five years before. The report is very striking in its admission that South 

Africa is no longer the fragile country open to Dutch influences. It represents the starting 

realization and admission of Dutch organizations that their dream of a new Netherlands in 

South Africa had come to an end. In the conclusion Pont states:  

 

‘After all, what they intended [the founders of the ZASM] is not achieved 

and will never be achieved. South Africa is becoming a self, the dream of a 

larger Netherlands is dreamed out. It is a fact that the Afrikaner-Dutch 

culture nowadays is of greater force and has more influence in South Africa 

than it had in the beginning days of the Republic. The delicate plant of that 

time has become a plant that has been rooted in folk life: less English and 

more consciously Afrikaner than it was in 1909, which is largely due to the 

ZASM’s work. The old saying is: persistence pays off. We continue to hope 

to permanently bind the Netherlands and South Africa to each other, 

especially for the sake of the Netherlands.’155  

 

In the last half of the 1930s, the function of these Dutch organizations became more 

consulting and informative in nature. With the start of the Second World War in 1939 the 

Trade Committee’s sole purpose became to gather information and data about South Africa. 

Unknown is the status of the kinship narrative and the supposedly ‘blood ties’ between the 

Dutch and Afrikaners during these years. No information is found in the archives about this 

subject. The assumption is that the kinship narrative was put in the proverbial closet again. 

With the German occupier standing in the middle of the Dutch – South African relationship it 

seems to have been impossible to pursuit the continuation of that relationship at that time. 

Ultimately, the Committee was disbanded by order of the Secretary-General of the Ministry 

of Commerce, Industry and Shipping (a predecessor of the Ministry of Economic Affairs) on 

December 30, 1941. The reason was that the German occupiers did not want to spend 
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government money on the Trade Committee, especially because of South Africa’s connection 

to England.156 

 

Conclusion 

The established Trade Committee had the purpose to continue the work of the Exhibition 

Committee as of 1908. Its main goal was to transform the newly renewed trade relations with 

South Africa into a sustainable and long-term relationship between the Netherlands and South 

Africa. In order to accomplish that, the Committee was involved in activities that would 

reinforce and strengthen the new relations. The organization of the Monsterkamer and 

participation in exhibitions were two of those activities. Despite the Committee’s efforts, the 

renewed Dutch – South African relationship never truly came to full capacity. From the 1930s 

onwards, trade relations decreased and stopped altogether in 1939 with the beginning of the 

Second World War. This marked the beginning of a stagnant period in the Dutch – South 

African relationship. This ultimately resulted in the disbanding of the Trade Committee in 

1941. 
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Conclusion 

 

In 2017, the Good Hope exhibition in Amsterdam evoked discussion about the historical 

Dutch – South African relationship. The exhibition was critiqued to have told the story of the 

historical connection between the Netherlands and South Africa from a ‘white’ perspective. 

True or not, this public discussion was not only the result of the Good Hope exhibition; the 

exhibition in turn was also a product of contemporary public debates about the Dutch colonial 

past and the legacy of apartheid and how traces of this past are still a part of our daily lives. In 

that sense an exhibition is a product and reflection of issues that play a role in contemporary 

society. The same goes for the South African Products Exhibition, held in Amsterdam in 

1907. This exhibition too, can be seen as a product and reflection of the Dutch – South 

African relationship at that time: between 1882 and 1941. However, the South African 

products Exhibition did not elicit the same responses from the Dutch public as the Good Hope 

exhibition did, there was no critique on the way the Exhibition Committee tried to renew the 

relationship with South Africa. In a sense, the pursuit of Dutch economical gain was justified 

by South Africa’s status as former Dutch colony. The research question that has been featured 

in this thesis is:  

 

‘What narratives are presented by the Exhibition Committee within the South African 

Products Exhibition of 1907; and how is this Exhibition a reflection and product of the Dutch 

– South African relationship between 1882 and 1941? 

 

The Dutch – South African relationship has seen ups and downs from 1652 onwards. 

Trends of aversion, cohesion, and indifference mark this centuries old relationship. It is 

observed that during trends of cohesion the kinship narrative was taken out of the proverbial 

closet. The idea of a family bond between the Dutch and Afrikaners functioned as a 

meaningful narrative that would often justify a renewal or strengthening of the relationship 

from the Dutch side in the name of economic profit, stronghold, exploitation, cultural 

imperialism, and colonization. Especially the pursuit of commercial interests has proved to be 

a strong incentive to keep the kinship narrative alive over the centuries.   

 During First Boer War the previous stagnant period in the Dutch – South African 

relationship transitioned into a trend of cohesion. The alleged blood ties between the Dutch 

and Afrikaners triggered a Dutch cultural imperialism focused on South Africa. The 

establishment of the Exhibition Committee in 1907 was the first direct initiative of the Dutch 
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government to renew and strengthen the trade relations with South Africa. The function and 

goals of the Committee were not new; since the end of the First Boer War in 1882, several 

Dutch organizations with a focus on the Dutch – South African relationship had been 

established. The use of the kinship narrative and the pursuit of Dutch commercial interests 

were recurring occurrences for these organizations, voiced directly or indirectly.  

 The South African Product Exhibition, held in Amsterdam from March 25 to April 10, 

1907 fits into the picture of the Dutch wish to renew trade relations with South Africa. In 

order to communicate its goals toward the audience, the Exhibition Committee presented 

direct and indirect narratives at the Exhibition. Directly, the Exhibition presented the quality 

and variety of the South African products and showed the value of the products for Dutch 

companies. Indirectly, present at the exhibition was the story of the benefits of a renewal of 

the Dutch – South African trade relationship. Part of this was the promotion of the 

Netherlands as an in-between party for distribution to the European hinterland. The kinship 

narrative was always present in the background: to justify the Committee’s actions and 

wishes. The indirect presence of the supposedly ‘blood ties’ between the Dutch and 

Afrikaners resulted in a kind of priority position of the Dutch that was portrayed as self-

evident.  

 Minister Veegens’ ambitions concerning the renewal and strengthening of the Dutch – 

South African relationship exceeded the Exhibition’s lifespan. In 1908 the Trade Committee 

was established with a goal to continue the work of the Exhibition Committee and to turn the 

results from the Exhibition into long-term trade relations. However, despite the Trade 

Committee’s and other Dutch organizations’ efforts, the Dutch – South African trade relations 

never truly came to full capacity. From the 1930s onwards, the trend of cohesion within the 

Dutch – South African relationship began a downward spiral. This was partly due to not 

enough interest from Dutch and South African companies. The beginning of the First World 

War in the Netherlands in 1939 put a stop to not only the Dutch – South African relationship 

but also to the Dutch dream of cultural imperialism in South Africa. Unlike other 

organizations that continued to exist, such as the NZAV, the Trade Committee was ultimately 

disbanded in 1941 by order of the German invaders. This marks the end of the direct legacy of 

the South African Products Exhibition. What rests is the information gathered by the two 

Committees, accommodated in the National Archives in The Hague and the South Africa 

House in Amsterdam. Even though the Exhibition’s purpose was to initiate direct trade 

relations, its secondary purpose, to inform and educate the public, has turned out to be the 

long-lasting glue the two Committees longed for.  
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Future research 

 

Every story has its gaps; pieces that does not perfectly fit together or little bits of information 

that keep raising questions. The choices I have made and the pitfalls I have come across give 

possible openings for future research:  

First of all, this thesis has a focus on the Dutch side of the story. The Dutch 

Committees are featured and therefore more research could be done on the English or South 

African side of the story. Or on the interplay between these three parties. Some aspects of this 

past triangular relationship are mentioned, but this was not the main point. South Africa offers 

a unique story of a former colony’s journey to independence and its struggle to seek help with 

former acquaintances on the one hand, and the desire to shake off colonial influence on the 

other hand. The non-white South Africans form another group that did not enter the spotlight 

in this thesis. Just like the Afrikaners from non-English or Dutch descent. Further research on 

their perspectives would complement the story of the Dutch – South African relationship.  

 Secondly, the South African Products Exhibition resulted in the renewal of trade 

relations with South Africa but in the primary sources it is not clear what place the South 

African trade had in the total picture of the Dutch import and export. Both the Exhibition 

Committee and the Trade Committee speak of success, which is backed up by the Dutch and 

South African import and export numbers, but were these numbers significant? Another 

suggestion for further research is a more economical historical analysis of the trade 

exhibitions held at that time. Were they economically successful?  

 Thirdly, an aspect for further research could be the Exhibition when it was held in 

London. It is unknown if the kinship narrative had been used by the London Committee. 

What were the exact motives from the South African and British side to organize the 

Exhibition in London? What narratives were presented there?  

 Fourth, what role played the aspect of religion between the parties involved? A subject 

of further research could be the religious ties between the Dutch and Afrikaners. This includes 

the long history of exchange students between the two countries. It also connects to the 

contemporary situation in South Africa of the burning down of universities.  

 Lastly, further research is recommended on the products displayed at the Exhibition. 

Why were certain products presented when it was almost certain they would not find market 

in the Netherlands? It raises the question if these products, such as butter or cheese, find their 

roots in the Dutch tradition from South African migrants with Dutch ancestors. Did these 

products form a direct link to the historical Dutch – South African relationship?  
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Appendix  

 

Overview of the South African entries at the Exhibition.157 

Kaapkolonie bacon, beeswax, rusk, butter, ham, chutney, tea, honey, spirits drinks, 

jams, what, lentils, sugar, cow-chaff, fodder, hay, corn, onions, 

oatmeal, oats, beans, vegetables, tobacco, tobacco pipes, cigars, wine, 

gin, mineral waters, asbestos, minerals, red clay, white clay, granite, 

chalk, fruit, carrots, wood, plants, castor-beans, cotton, medicinal 

herbs, soap, bark, fibers, grasses, saffron, olive oil, flowers, raisin, 

cane varieties, salt, walnuts, wool, mohair, ostrich feathers, and hides. 

Transvaal gold, diamonds, coal, copper, tin, asbestos, building blocks, salt, 

limestone, chalk, cattle feed, wool, mohair, hides, tobacco, cotton, 

grains, corn, wheat, oats, barley, potatoes, oil and oil seeds, fruit, 

honey, forestry products, factory products, medicinal oils, wood, 

cotton, fibers, flax, silk, honey, cheese, leather, manure, spirits 

drinks, wines, lemon juice, sauce, chutneys, vegetables.  

Natal fruit, jams, cane sugar, fabricated sugar, tea, coffee, chicory 

ara root, corn, tobacco, cigars, cayenne pepper, ostrich feathers, 

rubber, bark, acacia, gums, potatoes, carrots, beans, peas, onions, 

oats, kaffir ears, wheat, hay, sugar, buckwheat, linseed, sunflower 

seeds, chalk, coal, minerals, baskets, walking canes, hides, bamboo, 

Spanish sugar cane, eggs, horns, wool, mohair, gold, building blocks, 

ivory.  

Oranjerivierkolonie  Coal, cattle feed, grains, cotton, tobacco, wool, hides, fruit, jams, 

meat, dairy products, cheese, butter. 

Rhodesia Grains, tobacco, cotton, wool, vegetables, fiber, rubber, wood, 

minerals such as copper and diamonds. 
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