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Overview
This report provides a brief background to the construction of the South

African Families Database.

Background
Assembling archival information to reconstruct family lineages of the Eu-

ropean settlers to South Africa from the seventeenth century to the present
day allows for an investigation into long-term economic and demographic
trends. Historical registries enable the study of the evolution of demographic
and socio-economic outcomes across more than just two or three generations,
answering questions relating to the intergenerational transmission of socio-
economic status or about demographic processes such as fertility, migration,
and marriage.

South African scholars are fortunate to benefit from the rich administrative
records that are available in the Cape Archives in Cape Town. Historians and
genealogists have, over the last century, worked to combine these into a single
genealogical dataset of all settlers living in the eighteenth-, nineteenth- and
early twentieth century. The dataset in question is one of very few in the world
that is known to document a full population of immigrants and their families
over several generations. The data was obtained from the Genealogical In-
stitute of South Africa (GISA). GISAs genealogical registers include records
of all known families that settled in South Africa and their descendants until
1910 and contains vital information on over half a million individuals over a
period of 200 years.

The most recent edition of genealogical registers published by GISA in
2014, contains complete family registers of all settler families from 1652 to
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approximately 1830 as well as those of new progenitors of settler families up
to 1867 for families with surnames starting with the letters L-Z, and up to
1910 for families with surnames starting with the letters A-K. The registers
were compiled, inter alia, from baptism and marriage records of the Dutch
Reformed Church archives in Cape Town; marriage documents of the courts
of Cape Town, Graaff-Reinet, Tulbagh, Colesberg, collected from a card in-
dex in the Cape Archives Depot; death notices in the estate files of Cape
Town and Bloemfontein; registers of the Reverends Archbell and Lindley;
voortrekker baptismal register in the Dutch Reformed Church archive in Cape
Town; marriage register of the magistrate of Potchefstroom; and other notable
genealogical publications including: C.C. de Villiers (1894) Geslacht-register
der oude Kaapsche familin; D. F. du Toit and T. Malherbe (1966) The Family
register of the South African nation; J.A.Heese (1971) Die herkoms van die
Afrikaner, 1657-1867; I. Mitford-Baberton (1968) Some frontier families and
various other genealogies on individual families.

Data transcription
I originally transcribed the SAF registers over a seven month period in

2011. Since the genealogical records were compiled from various sources
over several decades using thousands of source documents and dozens of re-
searchers, the PDF version available from GISA required extensive manipu-
lation and cleaning. An example of the raw data can be seen in Figure 2.
Some family lineages were compiled by GISA in Afrikaans while others were
in English, dependent on the preference of the genealogist in question. For
consistency, I converted all information to English.A rudimentary software
programme was written to convert the PDF version into CSV format that
would allow the data to be used in Excel or STATA. Resulting from a number
of inconsistencies in the original series, however, the conversion process re-
quired considerable intervention and post-transcription cleaning and required
that gender dummies be assigned manually to all individuals.

The final dataset contained information on the following variables: a
unique individual ID, a household ID, a generation ID, birth, baptism, mar-
riage and death dates. During this initial phase of transcription, however,
GISA undertook to revise and republish the registers, with the aim of cor-
recting errors where possible and extending the series to contain complete
family registers of all settler families up to 1930. As of January 2013, GISA
had completed this revision process for families with surnames A-K and the
institute was kind enough to provide the revised and extended version of the
genealogical records, not yet available to the public, for transcription.

A more sophisticated data transcription programme was created to tran-
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Figure 1: Excerpt from the primary data source: an SAF entry in text format.

scribe the latest version of the registers so that more information could be
harnessed from the primary data source. This process was completed in April
2013 and the new dataset contains the original set of variables, as well as
information on occupation (where available), geographic information for vital
events, and spousal information including birth, baptism and death dates and
places as well as maiden names (where applicable) and parents names. The in-
clusion of spousal information was critical for enabling the linking of mothers
to their children. Since the genealogies were compiled patrilineally, without
the inclusion of spousal information, questions relating to female fertility could
not be meaningfully answered.

I created unique individual, family and mothers identifier codes which al-
low for the matching of offspring to both parents, so that families can be
traced with relative ease over multiple generations. I concatenated genealogi-
cal codes to individuals unique identifiers to indicate their relative position on
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Figure 2: Example of the data transcription programme, Ruby.exe

their family tree. An individual with a1 at the end of their identifier indicates
that they were the patriarch of the family or the first arriver to South Africa.
If this individual had 2 children, their respective genealogical codes would be
a1b1 and a1b2 and these siblings would share the same household identifier
a1b. I assigned women their husbands genealogical codes concatenated with
an additional 1, 2, 3, or 4 indicating whether they were the first, second,
third or fourth wife. Dates were all converted to STATA Internal Format. A
detailed description of all the variables available in SAF can be found in the
SAF metadata appendix.

Dataset size and sampling
While the inclusion of the new A-K information provides significant sample

size increases, the use of it cannot be permitted without first dispelling all
sample selection queries. Figure 2 plots histograms of settler life span for the
entire period for individuals with surnames starting with letters A-K and for
those with surnames starting with letters L-Z respectively. This is done in an
attempt to show that having a surname starting with A-K makes an individual
systematically no different from one who has a surname starting with L-Z. A
two-sample t test with equal variances could not reject the null hypothesis
that the difference between the two groups is equal to zero. Similarly no
significant difference was found in the sample for other variables of interest
including age at first marriage and net fertility.

The inclusion of the revised and expanded A-K data into the full dataset is
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Figure 3: Example of the final cleaned and transcribed data in STATA format

therefore unlikely to introduce additional bias into the sample. No systematic
differences between the two versions of the data, other than the increased sam-
ple size, indicate that any errors that might remain in the data can be safely
attributed to the underlying data, rather than as a result of the transcription
process.

In 2016, GISA completed their revisions of L surname families, and these
data have now been been digitized, cleaned, and included in the latest release
of the full dataset: SAF 2016 v.2.0

Data limitations and sample representativeness
Family lineages have long been used by demographers in their studies on

past demographic behaviour. The common problems associated with the use
of genealogical data in historical demography research are already well docu-
mented (Hollingsworth, 1969; Willigan and Lynch, 1982; Zhoa, 2001) and they
are obviously biased towards the fertile and the marriageable. By definition a
genealogy is the written record of a family descended from a common ancestor
or ancestors, and as a result, most genealogies are the records of members of
surviving patrilineages. These families would most likely have experienced
favourable demographic conditions which resulted in their survival. As a re-
sult, the use of these genealogies may not be representative of the history of
the whole population in question (Zhoa, 2011: 181). As Willigan and Lynch
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Figure 4: Histograms displaying life length for surnames A-K and L-Z.

(1982: 112) argue:

Genealogies were often designed to emphasize not only the glori-
ous aspects of a lineages past but also its durability through time.
Consequently, members who contributed little to the groups dura-
tion were likely to be missing or underrepresented. This category
might include individuals who did not reach maturity and those
who survived but had no children, or who had children who them-
selves died at a young age or failed to reproduce.

Moreover, in a retrospective genealogy, such as the SAF database, it can
be expected that each step backwards is associated with a risk of being unable
to make a non-ambiguous link. This selection effect means that individuals
in a retrospective genealogy in the 18th century are likely to be separated by
fewer generations from the present than was really the case. This creates a
bias towards long generations (late marriage, re-marriage, late child-bearing,
high fertility) and long life.

In general, however, the greater the number of generations recorded, the
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smaller is the impact of the selective bias, so long as the genealogy does
not suffer severely from other types of under-registration. If the genealogy
is shallow in generational depth or the members of the first few generations
consist of a large part of the population being investigated, the selective biases
are more likely to affect the outcome. Otherwise, their influences can be
negligible. The SAF database benefits from great generational depth (see
Table 1). Moreover, the first few generations constitute a relatively small
part of the population being investigated.

Table 1: Distribution of individuals across generations

Generation Frequency % of sample

1 33,295 4,96
2 67,114 10,00
3 58,804 8,76
4 68,661 10,23
5 85,307 12,71
6 109,675 16,34
7 124,518 18,55
8 82,876 12,34
9 31,871 4,75
10 7,824 1,17
11 1,245 0,19
12 168 0,03
13 12 0,01

Total 671,385 100,00

Because the selective biases are largely observed in the first four or five
generations after the start of a patrilineage, excluding these records from the
genealogical data could effectively eradicate, or at least considerably reduce
the main demographic biases from the analysis. Demographic rates obtained
from these materials could then come very close to the average demographic
experience of the entire population (Zhoa, 2001: 190). Indeed, as a result
of small population sizes (the entire free burgher population consisting of
less than 1000 individuals before 1700) and even smaller sample sizes for the
period 1652-1699, the individuals born before 1700 will be excluded from the
analysis.

More concerning to historical demographers, however, is dealing with par-
tial or incomplete data on individuals (Willigan and Lynch 1982: 116). While
the size and scope of the SAF data are its greatest advantage, it must be
noted that not all entries contain complete information. Of the full dataset,
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which records 578 952 individuals, many entries are empty save for a name
and surname. Close to two thirds of these entries contain a birth or a baptism
date, while only one quarter contains a death date, and less than one fifth
contains a marriage year. These statistics can be found in Table 2.

Table 2: Number of observations in the dataset for selected variables

Variable Female Male N/A* Total

Individual ID 305,260 360,936 5,189 671,385
Date of birth/baptism 219,089 255,902 2,029 477,020
Date of death 40,978 98,894 459 140,331
Date of first marriage 67,602 94,115 119 161,836
Age at first marriage 57,213 77,434 67 134,714
Age at death 35,720 82,563 317 118,600

*Sex of individual unavailable/unable to be determined from original records

When individuals whose data are partial or incomplete are removed from
the study in question, the sample size can be drastically reduced. In addition,
if there is a systematic relationship between the demographic event under in-
vestigation and the likelihood that an individuals information is incomplete,
this will introduce additional bias to the study. Such concerns are especially
warranted with regard to the under-recording infant deaths in the SAF regis-
ters. For deaths of very young infants, there is a high likelihood that neither
the birth nor the death was ever registered. Where infant deaths were regis-
tered, they may often have been misallocated in place and time. Estimates
of infant and early childhood mortality based on the SAF data, reveal that
such under-reporting was substantial. How these potential biases relate to the
research question at hand will be discussed further in the relevant chapters.

It is also necessary to address the representativeness of the SAF data in
terms of the documented historical population. While GISA asserts that the
registers are complete up until 1869 for all families and complete to 1930 for
families with surnames starting with letters A-K, the registers also contain
information on individuals up to 2012. This information only exists, however,
where families have taken it upon themselves to keep information on their
family trees up to date with genealogists at the South African Genealogical
Institute. This calls into question the representativeness of the registers after
1930, since it is unclear what kind of a bias this self-selection into the registers
would introduce.

Moreover, as illustrated by Figure 3 when plotting the sample size against
the actual population size over the whole period, the sample closely correlates
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with estimates of the total population for the eighteenth century and nine-
teenth century. By the early twentieth century growth in the sample slows
considerably relative to the total population, and by roughly 1912, the sample
size reaches a turning point and begins to decrease in size.

Figure 5: Sample size versus population estimate. Population size provided
for years for which a population estimate is available. Sources: Elphick and
Giliomee, 1989; Ross, 1975; Statistical Records of the Cape Colony, 1856,
1865, 1891, 1904, 1906; Sadie, 2000; and own calculations.

1910, the year of political unification between the two British colonies, the
Cape Colony and Natal, and the two Boer republics, the Orange Free State
and the South African Republic, is therefore selected as an appropriate year
up to which this sample could be used as a useful and representative source
of information on European settlers in South Africa.

It should be stressed that genealogies that make up the SAF database are
limited to families of European origin only. The Black, Coloured and Indian
population groups of South Africa are not recorded in these registers.5 That
is not to say that these population groups did not contribute to the economic
development of Cape society, or that this part of the part of the population
deserves to be overlooked. However, for the statistical analyses conducted
in this dissertation, adequate data on South Africas Black, Coloured and
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Indian population groups has not yet been uncovered. Whether or not such
information exists, regrettably remains an unanswered question.

Cilliers and Mariotti (2017) provides an exhaustive account of demographic
characteristics including, for the first time, female fertility in the Cape Colony
from 1700 - 1909. While previous research using portions of this data set
exists (Gouws 1987, Cilliers and Fourie 2012) this is the first paper to use
the full available SAF dataset to consider demographic change over time.
Further, extensive comparisons to population estimates as well as comparisons
to census data, where possible, are provided confirming that the data do not
suffer from systematic omissions.

Supplementary Data

Probate Inventories

Additional sources help to complete the database, where adequate measures
of socio-economic status are lacking. Where possible, SAF supplemented with
information from probate inventories compiled by the Master of the Orphan
Chambers (MOOC). The Orphan Chamber was set up in 1673 and functioned
throughout the VOC period and into the British period. The inventories of
the Orphan Chamber are invaluable sources for researchers interested in the
life and times of people at the Cape from 1652 till 1834. The inventories
list all the possessions in a deceased estate, including livestock and slaves.
At present the Archives of the Master of the Supreme Court (Cape of Good
Hope) is vested in the Cape Town Archives Repository (TANAP, 2010).

The MOOC 8-series includes more than 2500 individuals who died between
1673 and 1806, and several hundred more between 1806 and 1843. A team of
historians from the Universities of Cape Town and the Western Cape spent
three years transcribing and digitising these probate inventories in the Cape
Archives (TEPC Project, 2008). Figure 4, plots the number of individuals
in the new genealogical dataset against the availability of Probate Inventory
data.

The Cape inventories were a relatively complete and undisturbed reflection
of households at the time of appraisal, which usually took place within days
of death. In the rural districts possessions were inventoried by neighbours,
relatives or friends and sent to Cape Town. A clerk then copied the appraisal in
a standard format, though the original details were retained. Short inventories
were listed straightforwardly either ranging from most valuable to lesser items,
or according to the appraisers access to the items (first household and then
outbuildings or vice versa, as cupboards or chests were opened, etc.). The
MOOC 8-series was matched to SAF database in late 2014 (Swanepoel 2016).
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Figure 6: SAF and Probate Inventory data availability. Source: Fourie (2013)
and own calculations

2117 individuals appear in both datasets and were successfully matched using
a manual record linkage strategy.

Opgaafrollen

The opgaafrollen are annual tax censuses collected between 1663 and 1834 by
the Dutch East India administration and, after 1795, by the British colonial
administration of all free households of the Colony. Household-level infor-
mation includes name and surname of the household head and spouse, the
number of children present in the household, the number of slaves (and, in
some cases, indigenous Khoesan) employed, and several agricultural inputs
and outputs, including cattle, sheep, horses, wheat sown, wheat reaped, vines
and wine produced. The opgaafrollen are in the process of being transcribed
and linked across years using a probabilistic record linkage strategy to cre-
ate an annual panel of production across more than a century (Rijpma et al,
2017). Samples of opgaafrol data (that which has already been transcribed)
are currently in the process of being linked to the SAF.
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