
Thomas Pringle Bio

Poet and writer Thomas Pringle was born in Roxburghshire in Scotland in 1789 and 
counted amongst his friends Sir Walter Scott. He is perhaps most strongly linked to 
South African poetry after spending some years in the country and was one of the 
first English writers to describe the region and the people who lived there.
Pringle’s father was a farmer but an early accident stopped the young writer from 
following in his footsteps. Instead, Pringle went to the grammar school in Kelso and 
was academically gifted enough to earn a place at university in Edinburgh. It was 
during this time that he developed his writing skills and used that gift to find work on 
a number of journals and newspapers once he had graduated.

After Pringle began publishing some of his poems, he came to the notice of writer Sir
Walter Scott who provided early encouragement and they developed a long standing
friendship. Pringle was finding it difficult to forge a living as a writer and Scott 
convinced him to take advantage of the offer a land resettlement in South Africa.

With nothing to keep him in Scotland, the poet headed for the Baviaans River Valley 
where he took up a post as a journalist rather than work as a farmer. It was here that 
he met John Fairbairn and together the two set up a school whilst also working on 
two of South Africa’s newspapers. Unfortunately, the South African Journal and 
Advertiser were subject to censure because they were often found to be speaking 
out against the government.
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The school also failed and left Pringle without a means of support. With no other 
option, he returned to England and settled in London for a while. Whilst he had been 
in South Africa, Pringle had written an article against slavery and this was published 
in England on his return. It came to the attention of the anti-slavery society and 
Pringle was quickly drawn into their work and made secretary.

During this time, he befriended former African slave Mary Prince and gave her the 
support and encouragement she needed to write and publish her story. This caused 
a big stir at the time but the book was a success and went through several prints. 
Pringle used the opportunity to publish some of his own works including a collection 
of poetry under the title African Sketches.

In 1834 Pringle published his most popular work in two volumes, Narrative of a 
Residence in South Africa. The Anti-Slavery Society became more successful and 
vocal with the assistance of Pringle and played a large part in parliament abolishing 
slavery in the British territories. Pringle himself did not get to see the passing of the 
law as he died in 1838 from tuberculosis at the age of just 45.
Pringle was originally buried in Bunhill Fields but his body was eventually transported
back to South Africa where he was interred near his family home in the Baviaans 
Valley.



The Slave Dealer

From ocean's wave a Wanderer came,
With visage tanned and dun:
His Mother, when he told his name,
Scarce knew her long-lost son;
So altered was his face and frame
By the ill course he had run.

There was hot fever in his blood,
And dark thoughts in his brain;
And oh! to turn his heart to good
That Mother strove in vain,
For fierce and fearful was his mood,
Racked by remorse and pain.

And if, at times, a gleam more mild
Would o'er his features stray,
When knelt the Widow near her Child,
And he tried with her to pray,
It lasted not for visions wild
Still scared good thoughts away.

"There's blood upon my hands!" he said,
"Which water cannot wash;
It was not shed where warriors bled 
It dropped from the gory lash,
As I whirled it o'er and o'er my head,
And with each stroke left a gash.

"With every stroke I left a gash,
While Negro blood sprang high;
And now all ocean cannot wash
My soul from murder's dye;
Nor e'en thy prayer, dear Mother, quash
That Woman's wild death-cry!

"Her cry is ever in my ear,
And it will not let me pray;
Her look I see her voice I hear 
As when in death she lay,
And said, 'With me thou must appear
On God's great Judgment-day!'"

"Now, Christ from frenzy keep my son!"



The woeful Widow cried;
"Such murder foul thou ne'er hast done 
Some fiend thy soul belied!" 
" Nay, Mother! the Avenging One
Was witness when she died!

"The writhing wretch with furious heel
I crushed no mortal nigh;
But that same hour her dread appeal
Was registered on high;
And now with God I have to deal,
And dare not meet His eye!"
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