








FOREWORD

In the history of the veterinary profession
in South Africa, the figure of Arnold Theiler
stands like a colossus. With the celebration in
September, 1970, of the Golden Jubilee of the
Faculty of Veterinary Science of Pretoria
University, greater impetus was given to the
longfelt need of a biography of the first Dean
of the Faculty. This work is the result. lt has
not been written by a professional historian,
yet is uniquely valuable as it gives sidelights
on Theiler's life and character as only seen in
the intimate family circle, coming as it does
from his daughter, Dr. Gertrud Theiler, who,
until her retirement, was research worker at the
institute her father founded in 1908 — the
Onderstepoort Veterinary Research Institute.

The scientific legacy of Sir Arnold Theiler
is found in the libraries of the world, but this
represents only part of our South African
heritage, as will be appreciated further on.

In 1891 a young Swiss veterinarian arrived
in Pretoria, his profession completely unknown
and any facilities for research or investigation
non-existent. All he had, were his strength of
character, his brain and his two hands, one
of which he was to lose soon in an accident.
Yet these, coupled with boundless determination,
energy and exactness soon were to earn for
him world-wide respect for his knowledge, his
professional services and his profession. In
1 908 a modern veterinary research institute
was founded at Onderstepoort near Pretoria.
This institute, under Theiler's leadership, was
to achieve world fame. But of very particular
moment in the present context is Theiler's
contribution to veterinary education. The
following paragraph comes from a letter
dated lst February, 1911, and was written by
F. B. Smith, Acting Secretary for Agriculture,
to Arnold Theiler:

"If, after the work you are now engaged
upon is completed or placed in such a position
that it can be continued by someone other than
yourself, and a chair of Veterinary Science be
founded in connection with the University
(i.e. the one and only University of South
Africa) or Central Agricultural College, the
Minister of Agriculture will do his best to get
it for you."

It appears, therefore, that Theiler was
at this early stage engaged in propagating the
idea of veterinary education in South Africa
and, what is more, as part of a university.
Up to that time it was traditional for veterinary
teaching to be done at veterinary schools which
were not university faculties. The first established
school to become a university faculty was at
Bern, Switzerland in 1900. Theiler, therefore,
was very advanced with his planning. When, in
1 920, he became the first Dean of the newly
founded Veterinary Faculty of the Transvaal
University College (as the University of Pretoria
was called at the time) he insisted that the
education be founded on thorough teaching of
the basic preclinical sciences. Because of this
wise policy, the Faculty of Veterinary Science
of Pretoria University acquired the reputation
of sound scientific teaching, a reputation
jealously guarded to this day.

There was nothing small about Theiler's
planning, no intimidation by opposition, no
half-hearted pursuit of his aims. ln the ever
challenging tasks of veterinary education, may
the example of Theiler act as beacon and in-
spiration.

C. F. B. HOFMEYR
DEAN FACULTY OF VETERINARY SCIENCE

UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA.

5th September, 1971.
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