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Field guide to the battlefields of South Africa: Anglo-Zulu Wars, 1st & 2nd Anglo-
Boer Wars, Colonial & Frontier Conflicts and the Indigenous & Voortrekker Battles 
written by Nicki von der Heyde is an excellent book. This very comprehensive book 
is any battlefields’ or heritage tourists’ ultimate guide to exploring the battlefields of 
South Africa. Heritage tourism is a growing discourse in Southern Africa.1 Battlefield 
tourism is an important niche of heritage tourism and includes “visiting war memorials 
and war museums, ‘war experiences’, battle re-enactments and the battlefield”.2 
Globally, battlefield tourism is becoming increasingly popular,3 with much research 
on the battlefields of World War I having been done recently.4 Most notably, 2014 
marked the centenary of WWI (1914–1918), and saw many people across the world 
visiting battlefield sites. Battlefield tourism forms part of thanatourism or what is 
more commonly known as ‘dark tourism’.5 Several reasons why people would want 
to visit places of death and destruction (such as these once were) exist.

Increasingly, contemporary research explores the meanings and motivations of 
people visiting battlefields with a “desire for learning and commemoration play(ing) an 
important part in motivating battlefield tourists”.6 Stakeholders of battlefield tourism 
are thus coming to the realisation that these tourists are “an emotionally sensitive, 
nuanced and reflexive constituency”7. It has been shown that battlefield tourists are a 
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specific niche of the cultural and heritage tourism market.8 In a recent contribution, 
Smit, Magagula and Fügel call for more attention to be devoted into research of South 
Africa’s military geography.9 Although battlefield tourism has been researched in 
many countries, few studies have focused explicitly on local tourism planning and the 
effects of battlefields for local economies. In South Africa, there are several reasons 
for heritage and cultural tourism being used as an economic development tool. 
First, the South African cultural and heritage assets in terms of battlefield sites are 
different in character from those in other developing countries. Second, many of these 
battlefield sites are located in remote rural areas where other economic and revenue-
creating activities are limited. Third, in the South African context, battlefields heritage 
and cultural tourism can be a lever for small tourism enterprise development, such 
as the establishment of bed & breakfasts in local settlements. Importantly, for entry-
level small, medium and micro-enterprises (SMMEs) to support heritage or cultural 
tourism, little capital is required.10

In her book, Von der Heyde geographically explores many of these issues in the 
narratives of the various battlefield sites (most of which are heritage sites), in a well 
laid-out and carefully structured approach. The field guide is divided by province and 
explores the battlefields in South Africa – KwaZulu-Natal; Gauteng and surrounds; 
Free State and the Northern Cape; the Eastern Cape and finally, the Western Cape. 
What makes this book such a treasure trove for the tourist is the use of both history 
and geography to explain the relevance and influence of each of these battles carefully 
in the South African context. The use of good maps and GPS coordinates of the 
battlefield in question make this book very useful and accessing the sites an easy 
pleasure. The use of timelines and well-represented battle maps of key engagements 
make this a very useful book, almost replacing the quintessential battlefields tourist 
guide. The book is beautifully illustrated and well researched, with a full and useful 
index at the back of the volume. The chronology of battles and the checklist at 
the back of the book will guide avid battlefield tourists to explore the history and 
geography of these places carefully and sequentially. Geographers, historians and 
tourism scholars alike will have multiple uses for this book, a highly recommended 
reader and reference work.

Several challenges must be addressed to enhance the potential for battlefield 
tourism, if heritage tourism is to be an important local development vehicle in South 
Africa. Among the major problems highlighted are a lack of planning, strategic 
direction and management, and political will to improve the situation and solve 
problems that affect each of the battlefield sites. These are policy issues that must 
be dealt with at both local and provincial government level if heritage tourism is to 
be a responsible and sustainable niche of the national tourism economy. The limits 
of battlefield tourism as a contemporary driver for local development are evident 
in that battlefields are attracting fewer of the smaller surviving generation who are 
immediately interested and affected by the history and heritage of these conflicts. 
Accordingly, attention must be given to more segmented and innovative marketing, 
the development of higher quality accommodation within these rural areas, improved 
education of guides at sites and expanding the knowledge of local tourism officers.11
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Expanded levels of funding and strategic grants from local and provincial 
government can also go a long way to help sustain and support the work being done 
by the Battlefields Route Association of KwaZulu-Natal. Above all, chronic problems 
exist with the capacity of local government to support tourism development, including 
the niche of battlefield tourism. As a whole, these issues confirm broadly the capacity 
shortcomings of many local governments in South Africa with respect to tourism 
development, planning and management.12 The local municipalities and district 
municipalities in this region of KwaZulu-Natal are typical of local governments 
across South Africa, which are struggling, with multiple challenges of planning for 
responsible and sustainable tourism development.13 Battlefields tourism remains a 
popular form of heritage tourism in the South African context.14 Von der Heyde’s 
book remains an invaluable resource in this process and would be a useful resource to 
any heritage or battlefield tourist visiting South Africa.
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