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Introduction
Nestled on the rolling highveld, where the air feels crisp and luminous under sprawling
African skies, Pretoria stands as one of South Africa’s most compelling—and
misunderstood—urban landscapes. Though only a short drive from the dazzling energy
of Johannesburg, Pretoria is a city that claims its own space and spirit, known as much
for its stately Union Buildings perched atop Meintjeskop as for the explosion of color
that arrives each spring with the jacaranda bloom.

Upon first approach, Pretoria’s identity is impossible to separate from these iconic
trees. Every year from late September to November, almost 70,000 jacarandas erupt
into a blaze of lavender and purple, draping the city’s avenues in an ethereal canopy.
For generations of residents, the jacaranda’s annual spectacle is more than just a
pretty backdrop—it is a living symbol of the city’s resilience and ever-evolving
character. Though jacarandas are not native to South Africa, having arrived from
South America at the end of the nineteenth century, they took root so completely that
Pretoria would eventually be known across the globe as the “Jacaranda City,” linking
the city’s own journey of change to their tenacious, graceful presence.

Yet there is far more beneath these lilac boughs than first meets the eye. Pretoria is a
city defined by the push and pull of history: from the days when the land belonged to
indigenous peoples and later became the stronghold of the Voortrekkers, through the
turbulence of colonial rule and the scars of apartheid, to the hopeful dawn of multi-
racial democracy. Here, sandstone monuments and majestic public gardens rub
shoulders with bustling markets, modern art installations, and quiet residential streets.
Pretoria’s story is one of complexity—a place where the monumental and the
everyday are always in dialogue.

In recent decades, Pretoria has been shaped by the resilient energies of its diverse
inhabitants. The city’s neighborhoods teem with languages, music, and customs
brought by families from all corners of South Africa and beyond. At street cafes,
university campuses, and weekend festivals, traditions old and new blend into a
vibrant, living culture. Culinary adventures wind from aromatic street stalls in
Marabastad to chic bistros in Hatfield and lively township shisa nyamas, offering
flavors that mirror Pretoria’s multi-layered identity.

Today, as the administrative heart of South Africa and a nexus for innovation,
education, and environmental stewardship, Pretoria faces both opportunities and
challenges. Its future will be forged not only by policymakers in granite halls but also
by artists, entrepreneurs, students, and the many ordinary residents whose personal
stories give the city its pulse. Ongoing debates—about names and language,
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conservation and inclusion, growth and heritage—demonstrate a community still
negotiating its place within a rapidly changing nation.

This book, Under the Jacaranda Trees, invites you into the heart of Pretoria’s “Purple
City.” Each chapter explores a different facet of what makes this place unique: its
history and people, built environment and green spaces, foods and festivities,
triumphs and everyday struggles. Woven throughout are personal accounts,
interviews, and practical suggestions—an exploration guided by both memory and
discovery, for travelers, locals, and anyone curious about the stories behind South
Africa’s jacaranda-lined streets.
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CHAPTER ONE: Roots Along the Apies: Indigenous
Peoples and Early Settlements
Long before the purple haze of jacaranda blossoms defined its spring, the land that
would become Pretoria was a vast, undulating expanse, shaped by the ebb and flow of
the Apies River and the rhythms of a landscape teeming with life. This was a place
where ancient narratives unfolded, etched not in stone monuments but in the very
earth, in the echoes of ancestral voices and the subtle marks of human habitation
stretching back millennia. To understand Pretoria, we must first journey into these
deep roots, exploring the lives of the indigenous peoples who called this region home,
whose early settlements laid the foundation for the city's eventual emergence.

The highveld, with its open grasslands, scattered bushveld, and vital water sources
like the Apies River, offered a compelling environment for early human societies.
Archaeological evidence suggests a continuous human presence in this region for
hundreds of thousands of years, with Stone Age tools found scattered across the
landscape, hinting at hunter-gatherer communities who adapted ingeniously to their
surroundings. These early inhabitants lived in harmony with nature, their lives
intricately woven into the cycles of seasons, the migrations of game, and the
availability of edible plants. Their stories are largely unwritten, passed down through
oral traditions and pieced together by modern archaeology, offering glimpses into a
way of life that predated recorded history.

As centuries turned into millennia, a new era dawned with the arrival of Iron Age
communities, marking a significant shift in the human story of the highveld. These
were agriculturalists and pastoralists, bringing with them the knowledge of
metalworking, crop cultivation, and animal husbandry. They built more permanent
settlements, often characterized by stone-walled enclosures, and their presence left a
more tangible imprint on the land. The shift from a nomadic hunter-gatherer existence
to settled farming communities fundamentally altered the landscape, creating early
forms of societal structure and economic activity. These Iron Age sites, though often
unseen by the casual observer, are the earliest towns and villages in the region,
bustling with the sounds of daily life, trade, and communal endeavor.

Among the various groups who eventually settled in the broader Gauteng region were
the ancestors of today’s Bafokeng, Bakwena, and other Setswana-speaking
communities, as well as various Nguni-speaking groups. Their arrival brought distinct
cultural practices, architectural styles, and social organizations to the area. They
developed sophisticated systems of governance, elaborate ceremonial rituals, and a
deep understanding of their environment. The Apies River, in particular, would have
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been a vital lifeline, providing water for their crops and livestock, and acting as a focal
point for communities to gather, trade, and forge alliances. The river banks were not
just geographical features; they were arteries of life, sustaining generations.

One of the most prominent indigenous groups to inhabit the immediate vicinity of
what would become Pretoria were the Ndebele people, specifically the Southern
Ndebele. Their history in the region is rich and complex, characterized by both
peaceful settlement and periods of conflict. The Ndebele are renowned for their
distinctive artistic expressions, particularly their vibrant house painting, intricate
beadwork, and unique forms of traditional attire. These cultural elements served not
only as aesthetic adornments but also as powerful markers of identity,
communication, and social status. Imagine their homesteads, brightly decorated
against the backdrop of the highveld, a testament to their enduring spirit and artistic
flair.

The Ndebele were not a monolithic group but comprised various chiefdoms, each with
its own history and lineage. They were skilled farmers and formidable warriors when
necessary, adept at navigating the often-turbulent political landscape of pre-colonial
Southern Africa. Their oral histories speak of migrations, alliances, and conflicts with
neighboring groups, painting a dynamic picture of a society constantly adapting and
evolving. Their leaders, such as Chief Mzilikazi, though primarily associated with the
Ndebele kingdom further north, left an indelible mark on the broader region’s history,
influencing the movements and interactions of numerous communities.

Before the arrival of European settlers, the land around the Apies River was a vibrant
tapestry of interconnected communities, each contributing to the rich cultural mosaic
of the region. Trade routes crisscrossed the landscape, facilitating the exchange of
goods, ideas, and technologies. Indigenous knowledge systems, honed over centuries,
guided their understanding of the land, its resources, and its spiritual significance. The
sounds of daily life would have filled the air: the lowing of cattle, the chatter of
communal gatherings, the rhythmic sounds of grinding grain, and the stories told
around evening fires, connecting the present generation to their ancestors.

The landscape itself was a living archive, bearing the subtle marks of these early
inhabitants. Stone tools lay half-buried in the soil, remnants of ancient hearths hinted
at long-forgotten meals, and the faint outlines of kraals and agricultural terraces could
be discerned by a keen eye. These were not just functional structures but places
imbued with meaning, where families lived, children were raised, and traditions were
upheld. The relationship between these communities and their environment was one
of deep respect and sustainable practice, a stark contrast to the later impacts of more
intensive land use.

The Ndebele, in particular, left a significant cultural legacy in the areas surrounding
present-day Pretoria. Their distinctive architectural styles, characterized by intricately
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painted walls and geometric patterns, would have been a prominent feature of the
landscape. These patterns, far from being merely decorative, often conveyed symbolic
meanings related to the family’s status, history, and spiritual beliefs. The very act of
painting and maintaining these homes was a communal endeavor, reinforcing social
bonds and preserving cultural heritage.

One could imagine walking through these early settlements, a kaleidoscope of colors
and sounds. Children playing, elders sharing wisdom, and the rhythmic beat of daily
life pulsating through the homesteads. The smell of woodsmoke would mingle with the
earthy scent of the veld, creating an atmosphere that was both primal and deeply
human. The Ndebele people, and indeed all the indigenous communities of the
highveld, possessed a profound connection to the land, viewing it not as a commodity
but as a sacred trust, a source of life and identity.

While the exact locations of many early settlements have been lost to time or
subsumed by urban development, archaeological digs occasionally unearth fascinating
insights into these forgotten worlds. These discoveries serve as powerful reminders
that Pretoria, in its modern form, is built upon layers of history, each stratum telling a
story of human ingenuity, adaptation, and resilience. The city’s foundations are not
merely concrete and steel, but the enduring spirit of the people who first walked this
land.

The concept of land ownership, as understood by European settlers, was vastly
different from the communal and ancestral claims of indigenous societies. This
fundamental divergence would later become a source of profound conflict and
displacement, but in these early times, the land was a shared resource, governed by
intricate customary laws and relationships that ensured its preservation and equitable
use for all. The Apies River flowed freely, sustaining both human and animal life, its
waters reflecting the endless African sky.

The stories of these early inhabitants are vital to understanding Pretoria’s complete
narrative. They are not merely pre-history but an integral part of the city’s identity,
providing context for the layers of cultural influence that would later converge here.
Their legacy lives on in the names of places, in the subtle contours of the landscape,
and in the enduring cultural practices that persist despite centuries of change. While
the jacarandas are a beautiful, albeit imported, symbol, the true roots of Pretoria lie
much deeper, intertwined with the ancient footsteps and timeless wisdom of its first
peoples.

The indigenous communities of the highveld were not isolated but part of broader
networks that extended across Southern Africa. Trade in minerals, crafted goods, and
livestock connected distant chiefdoms, fostering a dynamic exchange of resources and
cultural practices. These networks highlight the sophisticated organization and
interconnectedness of pre-colonial societies, challenging simplistic notions of isolated
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tribal units. The highveld was a crossroads, a meeting point of diverse cultures and
traditions, long before the arrival of European explorers and settlers.

As the sun set over the highveld, casting long shadows across the landscape, the
smoke from cooking fires would have risen into the evening sky, a timeless ritual
marking the end of another day. The sounds of traditional music, storytelling, and
laughter would have drifted through the air, creating a vibrant tapestry of life. These
were communities deeply rooted in their traditions, guided by their elders, and
connected to their ancestors through ceremony and oral history. Their way of life,
though profoundly altered by subsequent historical events, laid the essential
groundwork for the emergence of the city we know today.

The Ndebele, in particular, faced significant challenges and displacements throughout
their history, yet their culture and identity have endured with remarkable strength.
Their distinctive art forms and languages continue to thrive, acting as a living link to
the past and a powerful expression of their resilience. In modern Pretoria, elements of
Ndebele culture can still be found, reminding us of the deep indigenous heritage that
underpins the city’s multifaceted identity.

Ultimately, Chapter One serves as a reminder that Pretoria’s story is far older and
more complex than its colonial founding. It is a story rooted in the very earth of the
highveld, shaped by the hands and lives of indigenous peoples who understood this
land intimately. Their presence, their ingenuity, and their enduring spirit are the true
bedrock upon which the Jacaranda City now stands, a testament to the layers of
history that continue to define this unique South African urban landscape.
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