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FOREWORD 
 This is the last book by Lawrence Green ... surely an author whose name will live long after most are 
forgotten, because he had the ability to present historical fact and describe unusual characters in a way 
that appealed to the ordinary man. He obtained a great amount of his material from the British Museum, 
usually going overseas once a year and spending weeks going through unknown books and old documents 
to present in his inimitable fashion the stories that have delighted so many thousands of readers. 
 Laurie, unlike most people, shunned publicity. He was a shy, retiring man but would go out of his way 
to help aspiring authors. He has helped many of them without expecting a reward. 
 I have lost an author but far more important, a friend. I don’t think we will ever know a second 
Lawrence Green ... a man who restored one’s faith in human nature. 
Howard Timmins. 
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CHAPTER 1 
GATES TO THE GLORIOUS 

Railway termini are our gates 
to the glorious and the unknown. 
Through them we pass out into 
adventure and sunshine, to them, 
alas! we return. 

E. M. FORSTER 

Past red and green lamps and the glow of signal 
cabins, past the dark Castle walls our brown tram 
clicked and jolted at six o’clock on a winter 
morning early this century. Slowly we came 
along the wet rails to the end of the Kimberley 
run. An imaginative child never forgets a railway 
journey. I stared at the people under the lights on 
the Cape Town platform but I was still thinking 
of the six hundred and fifty miles of track that 
lay behind us out there in the darkness. 

Six hundred and fifty miles ... the blue ground 
and the pepper trees of Kimberley; the scrub-
covered battlefields where I had seen empty 
cartridge-cases still lying under the sun; volcanic 
koppies and the high bridge over the Orange; 
windmills of De Aar and the ageless Karoo; 

great mountain passes, the fruit and grapes and 
then at last the white dunes and the salt tang of 
the ocean. Yes, it was over, the long ribbon of 
platform was beside us and the Kimberley train 
had come to rest. 

When they tore down the old Cape Town 
station they destroyed the scene of my fond 
early memories and also one of my gateways 
to experience and adventure throughout most 
of my life. I am haunted by wistful memories 
of that great hall of iron and glass, the sights 
and the sounds. Steam gave the old Cape Town 
station its greatest music. You could sense 
Dvorak in the departure of an express train for 
the north; the hissing and clanking of coup-
lings and buffers; the rhythm of the wheels and 
shrilling of the whistle. Locomotives have 
numbers nowadays and many are electric, but 
this station saw the first steam engines with 
names: Argus and Fire Horse and Sir George 
Grey. Steam power plays a great part in the 
railway scene in South Africa for there are still 
eighty types of steam locomotives at work. 
Only a few years ago I saw a locomotive built 
in 1896 in use as a shunting engine at Table 



Bay Docks. This was the engine selected not 
long ago to haul a train composed of side-door 
coaches (built in the eighteen-eighties) from 
Cape Town to Fransch Hoek. It was run 
specially for two hundred railway enthusiasts, 
the first vintage train journey ever organised 
by the South African Railways. Every coach 
was polished like a royal carriage. Special 
menus were printed for the dining-car, the 
veteran 1924 Wembley exhibition diner. 
Special tickets were issued as souvenirs. 
Interested crowds met the train at every stop. 
All felt a deep pleasure that is hard to analyse. 

Steam dies hard. Diesels are replacing steam 
engines in South Africa; no more "iron horses" 
are being ordered and by the year two thousand 
the last locomotive furnace will have thrown 
its red glare over the veld. Make the most of 
these last three decades! It is the whistle, I 
think, that holds much of the nostalgic appeal 
of the steam-driven train. Your railway 
aficionado hears Sibelius in the note of a 
Pacific engine racing across the Karoo. He 
knows all those locomotive whistles, some 
mellow, others sounding like lost souls; the 

mezzo-soprano of a Pacific, the moan of a 
Grand Mogul; the shrieks of tank locos. On a 
branch line farmers recognise the call of the 
19D, one of the finest locomotives ever 
designed; a 19D coming round a curve on a 
fine evening with its line of freight cars. But it 
is at night that the romance of the iron road 
becomes as powerful as the steamy breath of a 
great engine. Then the old train is transformed, 
then it has a thundering beauty of its own. No 
wonder the drivers say that an engine is a 
living thing. It comes up from the silence of 
the veld horizon, snorting at times like a horse, 
the note of the whistle deepening with the 
approach, fire-box flaring and casting its light 
over the train, brighter than all the lighted 
windows. The traveller sits rigid in his motor-
car at a crossing, thrilling to the fortissimo of 
the passing drama. Only when the tail-light has 
vanished can he drive on along his own road. 

Once an engine driver told me that he felt 
lonely on the track. He could have talked to his 
fireman but I gathered that drivers and firemen 
do not talk much unless something unusual 
occurs. It is noisy on the footplate; too noisy 



for chatter. Better to stare ahead at the signal 
lights with a glance at the water gauge, the 
pressure gauge; with other senses keyed up and 
ready to detect a hot bearing or the failure of a 
moving part. The driver becomes one with his 
great machine. He has covered his line so often 
that he knows every section by its own sounds; 
he knows it in clear weather and in the fog that 
he dreads. He knows when to shut off steam, 
when to apply his brakes; but this is experience 
and he cannot tell you how he does it. Down 
the years he sets the time of day for people on 
remote farms as he sounds his whistle at the 
crossings. That is the call of steam, the railway 
call, the familiar train whistle in the darkness 
of the night. To my mind there is only one 
comparison, the deep note of a ship’s siren as 
she clears for open sea. 

I paid thirty cents some time ago for the S.A.R. 
timetable. Just names and figures, most of it, but 
the book inspired such a panorama that the pages 
might have been filled with pictures. I 
remembered some of the names with a shudder; 
others were like a song. If you heard Robert 
Kirby’s stream of South African place names set 

to music (and returning always to Rietfontein) 
then you hold the secret of the magic to be found 
in a timetable. Read the timetable and you are on 
the move. You are safe in your coupé, free from 
the interruptions of the city. Once the ticket-
examiner has called, and the friendly chief 
steward with his promise of an appetising menu, 
no one will invade your privacy. You can read, 
sleep or meditate as comfortably as though you 
were at sea. But here the country-side flows past 
your windows. Stations may be indistinguishable 
blurs; or you may read a name here and there in 
flowers grown by some devoted railway 
gardener. The timetable shows the halts where, 
in the official phrase, "there are no resident staff 
on duty". These names are in italics and 
travellers must signal to the driver if they want 
the train to stop. I realise with a shock that I have 
never stopped a train in my life. Will the chance 
occur? 

Though I have planned more than thirty books in 
my time I could never compile a railway 
timetable. Those wizards must understand the 
needs of fishermen and factory girls, business 
men and women shoppers, school children and 

http://s.a.r.timetable.just/
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mail boat passengers bound for the Rand. These 
are dramatic calculations. I picture them with 
graphs and computers. My brain rebels but the 
names bring me back to the scenes that I know. 
Examine the timetable carefully and you will find 
that all trains stop at Wellington. All of them, 
even the majestic Blue Train and those luxurious 
special trains the ordinary traveller sees only from 
the outside. This has been the rule for nearly a 
century, ever since the first train to reach 
Wellington was greeted with a salute of guns. The 
owner of the ground needed for the railway line 
was a far-sighted farmer named P. J. Malan. He 
wished to make sure that the people of Wellington 
would always be able to catch the trains to the 
north and south; and so he gave the land free on 
condition that all trains stopped at Wellington. It 
was a grand idea. Over the years kings and 
queens, princesses and presidents have strolled 
along the charming Wellington platform, thanks 
to Mr Malan of the farm Versailles. 

De Aar is a name that springs out of many a page 
in the timetable, an almost unavoidable junction 
where I have paced the platform ever since I was 
a schoolboy. De Aar is one of those railway towns 

that always reminds me of an anonymous verse I 
noted long ago: 

It stood for haste, for waking in the night; 
For lamps and noise, for terror and delight 
For urgent porters breaking up a dream; 
For shrieking whistle and for shuddering 
steam; 
For monstrous engines thundering and ablaze; 
For criss-cross metals in a shining maze. 

Eager to buy newspapers, yearning to walk on 
the long platform, I came into De Aar not only 
from the south but often from South West 
Africa, occasionally from Rhodesia, from 
Pretoria, from Noupoort in the east. I saw half-
frozen railwaymen making fires beside the track; 
and in summer, before the days of aircon-
ditioning, I felt blasts hot enough to dry an 
ocean. This is the second largest junction in 
Africa, pulsating to the rush and roar of titled 
expresses and the modest clanking of nameless 
trains. De Aar was once a district of springs 
where Bushmen and buck drank thirstily like the 
steam engines that came after them. De Aar 
changed hands last century for a wagon and a 
team of oxen. De Aar has listened to train 



whistles for ninety years; this town of twelve 
hundred railwaymen. The old rhyme is true: 
"You can’t go far on the S.A.R. without passing 
through De Aar." 

Everyone knows De Aar but not so many 
travellers have passed through a much smaller 
junction to the north-west, Keetmanshoop. When 
the train from the Union pulled into Keetmans on 
Saturday night the whole town was there. I first 
saw the station very much as the Germans left it. 
Keetmans had not changed much, either; the 
town that started as a fort in the eighteen-
nineties; the town where anyone could sell 
liquor; where traders and hunters came in for a 
jamboree at the Hohenzollern Hotel; where the 
general dealers’ stores were clubs; where horse-
men and Cape carts raced the train from Gobas 
to the town. Keetmans looks even blacker and 
hotter than De Aar in summer. You would never 
imagine that when the Swartmodder River rose 
in the early days of the settlement the church was 
swept away. As a rule they needed the ice 
factory that was built sixty years ago. Old hands 
told me the tale of the burning summer when 
Keetmans ran out of beer. They sent an ox-

wagon to Luderitz for supplies but all the oxen 
died. Soon afterwards Fischer of Swakopmund 
came on the scene and opened a brewery. Often 
and often I drank a cold beer in the Garden Café 
at Keetmans and listened to the panting and the 
rumbling of the trains. 

My railway timetable also reminds me of the 
road-motor services that have spread over 
Southern Africa since the first lorries drove out 
of Bot River for Hermanus sixty years ago. Now 
the railway buses go to places beyond my ken - 
to Dot and Diploma, Disa and Disselboom. I am 
so ignorant that I cannot pinpoint Davies’ Store 
or Fitches’ Corner, Gifbol or Ideaal. Put me 
down at Kidwell’s Gate and I would have to get 
my bearings from Kidwell himself. I could learn 
a great deal of South African geography by 
looking up all the road motor halts between 
Aalwurm and Zyltig. Even on the main railway 
line between Cape Town and Johannesburg there 
are strong contrasts in names. Do you know 
Voëlvlei and Artois, Chavonnes and Osplaas? 
But I seemed to hear adventure ringing loud and 
clear in the names I encountered to the north of 
Johannesburg, names like Duiwelskloof and 



Tzaneen, Skelmwater and Bandelierkop, 
Krokodilpoort and Ressano Garcia. 

My favourite section of the timetable deals with 
railway catering. I like to refresh my memory 
regarding the meals that I can have in my 
compartment: bacon with egg or sausage and 
mash or liver and onions or mince on toast. No, I 
shall battle along the corridors to the saloon and 
order the full menu. What is it that makes a 
saloon meal so much more pleasant than the 
same food served in a café? I believe it is 
because of the unusual setting, the familiar 
dishes on a table under a window with an ever-
changing view. Of course the plates are different, 
and the silver; strong crockery and butter-dishes 
bearing the railway heraldry. The rich green soup 
ripples as the landscape is unrolled. The rhythm 
of the wheels is as soothing as a distant 
orchestra. You feel the peak of the experience, 
the happy climax, when the steward offers a tin 
of biscuits, an array of cheeses and a small black 
coffee. This is so much better than bringing your 
own padkos or eating hurried meals in the old 
station cafés before the dining-cars arrived. In 
the dining-car the chef takes charge of roasts and 

sauces; his assistants prepare vegetables and 
salads and there is a trusted and experienced 
hand poaching eggs, grilling chops and steaks. I 
regard the saloon as the heart of the long train. 
Give me half a bottle of red wine and a helping 
of Karoo lamb and I am almost at the summit of 
human bliss. I enjoy it all the more because I can 
remember the days of the kosmandjie and the 
station coffee stalls. 

Back in the eighteen-nineties (before my time) 
certain trains in South Africa were equipped with 
kitchens. There was no diner; the stewards 
carried hot meals to the compartments. One of 
the first proper dining-cars, named Wildebeeste, 
was built at Salt River before the end of the 
century. Old diners never die; the Victorian 
Wildebeeste is still in use as a training school for 
stewards. Other early diners were the twelve-
seaters Gouritz and Amatola; and then came the 
river names: Hex and Bashee, Limpopo and 
Liesbeek, varied by mountain names such as 
Compassberg, Outeniqua, Matroosberg and 
Matoppo. Geographical names are the rule on the 
South African Railways. Some are Rhodesian, 
such as Zambezi and Zimbabwe; and one is from 



England, the Wembley car I have already 
mentioned. 

At first all dining-cars were "singles" with a 
coach designed to hold both kitchen and tables. 
Stewards had to fend for themselves at night and 
if there were no vacant compartments they slept 
on the floor of the dining-car. Now the "twin" 
diners allow one whole coach as the saloon with 
a separate car for kitchen and staff. Coal stoves 
have glowed brightly in the kitchens on wheels 
for nearly eighty years; too brightly for comfort 
during all those summers. Oil came to some cars 
in recent years and the new saloons from Japan 
are fitted with gas stoves. 

Yes, the catering section of the timetable brings 
a touch of nostalgia. I remember all those old 
saloons where I ordered poached Cape salmon 
with Hollandaise sauce or liberal portions of 
Cape lobster mayonnaise before the crawfish 
became a luxury. I went on to roast guinea fowl 
with bread sauce and a nip or pint of red wine. 
(Why did the nip vanish?) And I wound up with 
a splendid papaw salad. Some of the diners were 
painted blue and cream; then came the standard 
brown livery of the S.A.R. Old diners had 

swivel-chairs, like old liners. Later came the 
comfortable leather seats, some green, others 
blue. They had atmosphere, those old diners. I still 
feel that it is better to have your curry and rice in a 
railway saloon with the landscape just outside the 
window than to sit with a tray holding pate de foie 
gras and champagne on board a fast and sometimes 
frightening aircraft. 

Railway chefs are at their best, of course, when they 
have a full-sized kitchen in a station restaurant. 
Cape Town had to wait for many years for those 
grateful aromas of Lancashire hot pot or geroos-
terde lamskotelette that drifted out on to the 
platform. No one praised the first Cape Town 
station, a wood and iron shed that looked (according 
to a newspaper report) "like a huge tin canister laid 
on its side, dark, dirty and ugly, a monster paraffin 
can". One glance into the refreshment room was 
enough for the reporter. Nevertheless, the traveller 
could buy a mutton-pie or a sandwich and a glass of 
ale for sixpence. In the eighteen-seventies an arched 
glass roof was added. The daily train was a small 
and uncomfortable string of boxes with straight-
backed seats, drawn by the "Puffing Billy" that has 
been preserved. Early this century, however, the 



building had been improved to such an extent that 
Mr A. R. E. Burton, F.R.G.s., was able to compare it 
with Liverpool Street station in London. "One has to 
go inside to know the extent of the place", Mr 
Burton declared. "Today it is the great terminus of 
Africa, a labyrinth of platforms. From this station 
the tourist may enter a comfortable carriage and live 
and dine sumptuously till he shall gaze upon the 
greatest waterfall in the world. He may then resume 
his seat and not emerge until he treads the avenues 
of far Salisbury, capital of Rhodesia. Shortly he will 
be able to enter his carriage at Adderley Street and 
quit it in Cairo, the land of the Pharaohs." 

It was part of the Grand Parade, the old station, and 
the railways bought the site for one shilling. I grew 
up with that station and its odours; sea air, 
disinfectant, dust and coal-dust, steam and smoke. 
That station had personality. Architects looked upon 
it as a perfect example of mid-Victorian railway 
design typical of many old stations in Britain. It was 
solid. In spite of the hotch-potch additions and the 
grimy curves of the glass roof it served its purpose 
admirably. It had amenities. Kiosks displayed their 
fruit and sweets and newspapers cleverly. Men 
could have their shoes polished in the cloak-

room for sixpence; and a wash and brush-up with 
a new cake of soap and a clean towel cost 
another sixpence. We met our friends under the 
clock. I miss that meeting-place. 

Cape Town station knew many characters. For 
some reason the railway atmosphere seems to 
attract unusual people, the eccentrics and those 
who live on their wits. Long ago I listened to a 
first-hand account of an early station personality, 
a Malay known as Ou Dapat, who met the early 
morning train from the country during the 
‘seventies and ‘eighties. Ou Dapat was known to 
all the leading shopkeepers in Cape Town. He 
met the trains so that he could attach himself to 
likely customers and many farmers were glad to 
take advantage of Ou Dapat’s expert shopping 
knowledge. Ou Dapat knew the right ploughs for 
all the Cape soils and he led customers to R. M. 
Ross, the hardware merchant at the corner of 
Strand and St George’s Streets. If they needed 
stoves, James Robinson or Duffet could supply 
them. A farmer with toothache was taken to 
Lindup or Barkly; and Ou Dapat recommended 
doctors and attorneys as well. He drew a 
commission from the shopkeepers, hotels and 



boarding-houses. His advice was sought on 
every kind of merchandise from a bag of coffee 
to a pocket of sugar; but of course he found it 
more profitable to take a country customer to 
Darter’s and draw his commission on the sale of 
a piano. Madeira House in Stal Plein was the 
boarding-house he favoured. Farmers living as 
far away as the Orange River were among Ou 
Dapat’s clients. They missed his smiling, 
wrinkled face on the platform when he died at 
the age of ninety. 

Now there is the new station like an hotel, with 
impressive halls and platforms. This is a palace 
of steel and concrete, with mosaic work on the 
outside walls and vast corridors within; but the 
trains seem remote, the old glamour has gone, 
and a reincarnation of Ou Dapat would have no 
chance of making a living. I must leave this 
modern gateway and set out on another journey 
to find once more the deep pleasure and the 
mystery of the rails. 

CHAPTER 2 
ON THE BRANCH LINES 

Railroads are like the human race, 
they have their stopping places and their 
termini; 
but unlike the human race they can make a 
return journey. 

E. P .  D A Y  

T r u e  lovers of railway lore find a special and 
intense pleasure in branch lines, derelict and 
forgotten stations and rolling stock of all sorts, 
old and new. Such a man was Mr William D. 
Boyce, a newspaper proprietor of Chicago, 
who came to Cape Town in 1925 and hired 
special coach number fifteen for his journey 
round South Africa, South West Africa and 
Rhodesia. 

Boyce was a heavy, jovial man with a white 
sun helmet, pince-nez and white moustache. 
Nearing seventy when I met him, Boyce had 
seen most of Africa and much of the world 
from the windows of special railway coaches. 
It must have been an expensive hobby but the 
owner of the Chicago "Blade and Ledger" 



could afford it. His whims were sometimes 
extraordinary and it was one of his more 
eccentric ideas that led to our meeting. Boyce 
had engaged a professional photographer for 
his journey, my friend Billy Watson of the 
yacht club. Every day Boyce dictated the story 
of his travels to his secretary and at the end of 
each journey he published an illustrated book. 
Hence the presence of Billy Watson. Before 
leaving Cape Town the observant Boyce had 
noticed a station named Tygerberg on a 
railway timetable and he had insisted on 
spending the first night of his journey at 
Tygerberg. Billy Watson advised me to come 
out to Tygerberg and meet this railway 
enthusiast. 

Tygerberg is, or was, at the end of the 
privately-owned Milnerton branch line. Boyce 
was fascinated by all branch lines and the very 
name of Tygerberg had cast a spell over him. 
Billy Watson said that Boyce expected to see 
wild animals in the Milnerton wattle jungle. 
The line to Tygerberg was authorised in 1898 
by Act of Parliament and built at the expense 
of the Milnerton Estates Company. Thanks to 

the Ascot racecourse it paid its way for years, 
carrying up to two thousand passengers on race 
days during the period when motor-cars were 
not so common as they are today. The line was 
extended from Ascot to Tygerberg, a distance 
of two miles, in 1916. A platform, station 
building and goods shed appeared in the bush 
and farmers round about Potsdam (later 
Killarney) brought their produce to Tygerberg. 
Thus the place where the Dutch East India 
Company had established a cattle station in 
1679 had become a railway station. And here 
was Boyce of Chicago puffing a cigar at a 
terminus that had never seen a private coach 
before. 

"Everything looks good to me," exclaimed 
Boyce as he showed me into a leather armchair 
in the comfortable saloon. "I have taken notes 
for my travel books while brushing off the 
tsetse-fly on camel-back and listening to the 
roar of lions. I have prepared copy in tents, on 
board river steamers, in tropical swamps, on 
safari and in the midst of earthquakes. But 
above all I like the railroads of this world and I 
am happy to be spending the first night of 



another long trek at Tygerberg. Only one thing 
is missing - I would like very much to look out 
of the window and see a tiger." 

I broke the news to Boyce that no leopard had 
been seen in that neighbourhood for a century 
or more, that nothing larger than a buck or 
wild cat could be expected. Boyce was 
philosophic about it. Everything still looked 
good to him because he had added to his 
collection of railway tickets. He had a ticket to 
Tygerberg to show his fellow enthusiasts in the 
United States. Boyce was an expert in this 
branch of railwayiana. The thousands of tickets 
in his albums went back to the eighteen-forties 
and included issues used on steam and electric 
railways, underground and elevated railways, 
train ferries, cable cars and cog-wheel railways 
all over the world. He owned tickets to Hell 
and Olympus. On the Gold Coast railway he 
had collected a ticket marked: "Single for one 
fowl accompanied by passenger." He had heard 
of the old Transvaal tickets with station names 
written in by hand and he was determined to find 
these items as he went along. Boyce said a 
collector would pay hundreds of pounds for such 

rarities; they were far more difficult to find than 
postage stamps. He was also interested in certain 
silver passes issued by the Natal Government 
Railways when a British naval squadron visited 
Durban early this century. Boyce became excited 
when he spoke of free passes; he had them in 
bone and ivory, zinc and brass, celluloid and 
parchment. He owned tickets which he regarded 
as valuable because of printer’s errors. Others 
had an historical interest because they were 
issued on the day of some great event. Boyce 
also liked mystery tour tickets, especially when 
he was able to discover the destinations of the 
trains. He informed me that pictorial tickets were 
rare. Tickets with the names of vanished stations 
and abandoned railways held a special charm. 
Perhaps I should have acquired a ticket to 
Tygerberg after talking to Boyce. I still see the 
platform building where coach fifteen rested that 
night; but the line has gone and the last ticket to 
Tygerberg was printed many years ago. 

The collecting instinct burned so brightly in 
William D. Boyce that he had at one time started 
a railway coach museum. "Have you ever 
considered the uses to which old coaches can be 



put?" Boyce asked me. "I have seen them 
converted into shops and bungalows, game-
keeper’s and shepherd’s huts, summer-houses, 
club houses and tool sheds. But the coaches I 
admire most of all are those specially designed 
for millionaires and royalty." Boyce’s eyes 
gleamed as he described private cars with 
Bokhara carpets and open fireplaces with logs 
ablaze. He had seen one with a marble bath, gold 
plumbing and crystal chandeliers. Those cars had 
plate glass mirrors, gold leaf, mahogany, plush 
and velvet. Open observation platforms at the 
rear-ends were essential features of the private 
coaches; large platforms with striped awnings 
and folding steps. The coach might also have an 
organ in the drawing-room and a barber’s chair. 
Bridal suites, wine cellars and enormous brass 
bedsteads were not unknown. 

Dear old Boyce would have been drawn 
irresistibly to the historic coaches that have been 
preserved and are open to the public in South 
Africa today.1 He would have lingered happily 
                                                                                                                                                          
1 Interest in steam locomotives and old rolling stock has 
grown enormously since the days of W. D. Boyce. In 
October 1971 a group of thirty-eight railway enthusiasts 

in President Kruger’s private coach, now 
standing among the flowers at the Pretoria 
residence. Two four-wheel coaches were built in 
Holland for the president but they were 
redesigned and connected by a "concertina". The 
president had a reception room with six 
comfortable leather chairs. (There are only five 
now; the sixth is in the Ryksmuseum in 
Amsterdam.) Two bedrooms, a bathroom and a 
kitchen were provided and there was a 
compartment for servants. An ornate coal stove 
supplied hot water to the basins. The coach had 
an ice-chest and electric lights, with oil lamps as 
an alternative. This was the coach that carried 
President Kruger on the first stage of his journey 
into exile. It stood for some time at Waterval 
Onder; and there British troops looted it and 
carried off pictures and valuable rugs. 

Another old Transvaal coach that has become a 
museum piece is that used by General Smuts 
when he was secretary of the Zuid Afrikaansche 
Republiek. A later traveller in this coach was 

 
from Britain and the United States arrived in South Africa 
to visit running sheds and railway stations throughout the 
country. 



General Baden-Powell. More luxurious than the 
Transvaal coaches was the De Beers private 
saloon that now forms part of the diamond 
museum beside the Big Hole at Kimberley. 
Francis Oates, H. P. Rudd and other famous 
directors used the coach between Cape Town 
and the Congo; and it was lent to the Duke of 
Connaught and Solly Joel. Unfortunately the 
South African timber used for sentimental 
reasons in the construction was immature and 
railway engineers found that the saloon was 
unsafe at speeds above twenty miles an hour. 
Rhodesia has a famous private coach, the small 
De Beers saloon that was often used by Cecil 
Rhodes, Gardner Williams and others. This 
coach was in Cape Town when Rhodes died. It 
was fitted up as a chapelle ardente, hung with 
purple material, with an altar, cross, candlesticks 
and catafalque. The saloon carried the body of 
Cecil Rhodes to Bulawayo. It was presented to 
the Government of Rhodesia by Cecil and it has 
remained there ever since. 

At the other end of the rolling-stock scale are 
the cabooses that bob along in the rear of 
rattling goods trains. These little shanties on 

wheels are hot in summer, cold in winter; but 
they are the temporary homes of the crews who 
guard the freight. They have various nick-
names for these cars: the bird-cage, monkey-
house, bone-breaker, cigar-box, house, bouncer 
and cabin. Some caboose enthusiasts have been 
known to hang curtains in the windows. On 
trains with coal-fired locomotives there is 
usually too much soot for lace and flowers, but 
pin-up girls are less vulnerable. Furniture in a 
caboose is simple: a desk for the documents 
covering the freight in the trucks; a stove 
giving out the satisfying aromas of stews and 
coffee; wash basins and bunks, lockers and 
seats. No doubt there are modern, luxurious 
cabooses with showers, but I have still to 
inspect these rolling homes. I understand that 
the word caboose is derived from the Spanish 
calabozo (prison); and indeed the guard is 
imprisoned there, constantly watching his 
train, especially vigilant on curves, until the 
destination is reached. 

South Africa and Rhodesia are among the last 
strongholds of a type of coach design greatly 
admired by railway lovers. This is the 



clerestory roof, a device that appears to have 
been taken over from the horse-drawn stage-
coaches early last century. The clerestory rises 
from the centre of the roof, its ventilators and 
glass panels admitting air and daylight without 
draught or glare. It adorns a railway coach as 
the frosted glass and panels are often tastefully 
decorated. Steel coaches with air-conditioning 
have been unkind to the clerestory but old 
trains in South Africa still display the 
handsome, traditional design. 

Most dramatic of all trains, one seldom seen by 
the ordinary passenger, is the breakdown train. 
No shining coaches here; the vans are scarred 
by hard work. But you must feel a quickening 
of the pulse as the breakdown train races along 
behind a powerful locomotive. This train has 
preference over all others. Train wreckers may 
have succeeded in their grim devices. A 
dynamite train may have blown up. 
Somewhere up the line, perhaps, a bridge has 
collapsed and an engine and several coaches 
are lying half-submerged in a river. A driver 
has taken a curve too fast and jumped the metals. 
An engine, unaccountably derailed, has ploughed 

up the line and rolled over a bank. Or there has 
been a collision, coaches telescoped, dining-car 
ablaze. Whatever the cause may be, the 
breakdown train gets a clear road and covers it at 
top speed. You may have been surprised when 
reading of a serious accident to find how soon 
normal running was restored. Visit the 
breakdown train in the running sheds, and you 
will learn how the crew handles a mass of 
wreckage obstructing the lines. There are twelve 
men in the crew, resourceful fitters and 
mechanics. They have telephones in their homes 
so that the breakdown train can be sent away 
within half an hour of the distress call. By day, 
the departure of the breakdown train may be a 
matter of minutes. When casualties are reported 
doctors and ambulance men may travel with the 
train. (There are, of course, many first-aid 
experts among railwaymen.) Medical necessities 
and stretchers are always kept on the train. Long 
experience has shown exactly what is likely to be 
needed at times of emergency and the vans form 
a compact workshop. 

The engine is used for pulling; lifting and pulling 
are the main tasks. Some of the damaged 



coaches may be drawn back to the line and lifted 
on to the rails to proceed to the depot on their 
own wheels. In a bad smash, however, the 
breakdown gang must sort out such a tangle of 
twisted steel and splintered woodwork that the 
oxy-acetylene plant has to be called into action. 
Re-railing a locomotive weighing many tons is 
the most strenuous job of all, especially when it 
is lying on its side. 

Some of the hardest work done by the 
breakdown gang never receives a line in the 
day’s news. Far away on some branch line there 
is a derailment that taxes the ingenuity of the 
crew to the utmost. Because such jobs may take 
days to put right, one of the vans on the 
breakdown train contains bunks, a galley and a 
mess room. Here again everything is ready for an 
immediate start; blankets folded in the bunks, a 
large copper kettle on the stove. A line of 
weatherproof coats and hats suggest the sort of 
weather in which accidents happen. Weather, 
indeed, plays a large part in these emergencies. 
The "permanent way", as we call it, may be 
undermined by heavy rain so that an embank-
ment subsides. The railway engineer guards 

against this danger by careful drainage; the 
ganger, during his constant inspections, 
watches for the slightest departure of the rails 
from their true line. 

Only the most dedicated railway traveller 
would agree to accompany me along my 
favourite branch line. It is a slow ride from 
Cape Town to Bitterfontein; sometimes it is a 
crawl with unpredictable halts at unreasonable 
places. But the railway map beckons. This is a 
route where the rails follow the tracks of the 
first explorers. 

You can rely on a steam-hauled train for this 
journey. They ought to call it the Monomotapa 
Line, this meandering single track to the north. 
Simon van der Stel came this way with his 
fifteen wagons, his eight carts, his hundreds of 
oxen, his own coach and horses, his fifty-seven 
white retainers, his Hottentots and black 
slaves. Along this route Van der Stel’s men 
climbed mountains and caught barbel in the 
rivers. For reasons best known to himself Van 
Meerhoff rode a wounded zebra.. The explorers 
shot hartbees and other vanished buck; they 



followed rhino trails and gave tobacco to the 
Bushmen in exchange for honey. They met 
lions and hippo; they suffered after eating 
unknown fruits and berries. Here they met the 
Namaqua Hottentots for the first time. They 
sounded bugles and beat their drums to scare 
elephants away. They feasted on an eland 
weighing one thousand pounds. One day they 
encountered a scorpion "as big as the Rhine 
crawfish in Europe, green in colour and with 
long hair on its claws". And as they trekked 
boldly into the north they bestowed some of 
the old names that are now seen on railway 
platforms. 

Probably you know the first part of the line, 
the section running parallel with the west coast 
through Malmesbury into a sea of wheat. The 
vast plain stretches from the ocean at St 
Helena Bay to the double mountain ranges in 
the west, the Olifantsrivier and the Cedarberg. 
Soon after leaving Malmesbury you are at 
Kanonkop, part of the chain of seventeenth-
century signal stations. Koringberg reminds 
you of the granary, De Hoek is cement while 
on Piketberg mountain there are the farms 

where the apples fill two hundred thousand 
cases a year; apples and pears, oranges, peaches 
and plums growing in sheltered valleys with 
streams and deep soil. Soon the train will leave 
this abundance behind. However, the station at 
Eendekuil is still a busy spectacle in the fruit 
season. The great years at Eendekuil were the 
early years of the century when the line ended 
there. Travellers came by Cape cart and post-
wagon to join the train at Eendekuil. It was a 
terminus where Clanwilliam and Calvinia people 
had to take to the road.2 Only in World War I did 
the line move on, the Monomotapa Line where 
Olof Bergh and the rest of them sought wealth 
on the northern highway. The train moved over 
the wagon tracks of hunters and cattle traders, 
prospectors and pioneer farmers. Like the early 
travellers, the railway surveyors preferred the 
sandy plains to the west of the forbidding 
mountains. Indeed, the route mapped by Hendrik 
Hop in 1761 is almost identical with the route 
chosen by the railway engineers one hundred and 
fifty years later. No doubt the railwaymen sank 

                                                           
2 See chapter six for a description of the road journey from 
the Eendekuil terminus to Calvinia. 



into the soft places Danckaert described in 1660 
when he said this was "the kingdom of the 
moles". The explorers discovered a land of 
eternal sand with kreupelbos and thorn trees and 
only here and there did they find the grazing land 
and sweet water they longed for. 

From the station at Eendekuil I can see Grey’s 
Pass, the motor-road that was once the cattle trail 
called Pikenier’s Kloof. At the foot, when I first 
drove that way, I saw an eighteenth-century 
signal cannon jutting out of the ground. It still 
bore the Dutch East India Company’s insignia, 
one of the cannon that was fired in response to 
signals from the Castle and Kanonkop and the 
rest of the chain; smoke and a sudden explosion 
in the midst of the quiet countryside. 

Our train today includes a coach bearing the red 
cross on a white background. Here is a railway 
medical officer ready to receive patients; and at 
many stations I observe mothers with babies, 
husbands and wives, white and coloured railway 
employees entering the little consulting-room 
and coming out with medicines. The doctor 
whose duties take him along a remote branch 
line must be a lightning diagnostician. Even the 

Monomotapa train must keep to a rough 
timetable. 

Droëryskloof is the next station. Rice was grown 
in this district early last century; rice of a large, 
heavy grain and as white as snow. Now the train 
halts at Het Kruis, which is not a cross but the 
point where the line crosses the Verlorevlei, a 
strange vlei that appears and disappears in the 
long valley leading to the sea at Eland’s Bay. 
Sandberg station speaks for itself. Brandenburg 
station was a cattle post in 1760 and Jan Abraham 
Meyer was the pioneer who settled there. Was he 
from Brandenburg ? Then you have Graafwater, 
the station for Clanwilliam, followed by Ratel-
fontein siding near a cliff still inhabited by ratels. 
This is desolate country in a dry year; the 
explorers had to dig for water in the red sand. 
After such unimpressive halts as Skurfkop and 
Kleipan, the station, hotel and buildings at Klawer 
come as a relief. Klawer was a railhead in 1915 
and remained the terminus for a decade. Then a 
drought caused such distress that the authorities 
decided to provide work by carrying the line on 
for another eighty miles. It crept up to Steilhoogte 
and Kys and Troe-Troe, a river the Bushmen 



called "turn again". Vredendal gives you a vision 
of the greenery that irrigation canals bring to a 
parched landscape; Vredendal where the white 
pioneers made peace with the Hottentots after the 
fight at Bakleiplaas. 

Again the little stations are telling their own 
stories. Lossand must be a place to avoid on a 
windy day. Vlermuisklip has its bat stone, but I 
have not the time to go in search of it. Waterklip 
speaks of another smooth stone, this one washed 
by a river that is not running today. Paddagat 
seems to be too dry for a froghole but someone 
must have noticed a tough frog there long ago; 
someone I have always wanted to meet, the 
mysterious character who names railway stations. 

I first saw the Monomotapa Line when the 
population along the railway was very small. Few 
houses were to be seen. At some halts there were 
rows of neat stone cottages and a few trees. Then 
came Bitterfontein, named no doubt as a result of 
bitter experience. Yet many a traveller sights the 
galvanised iron roofs of the Bitterfontein terminus 
with pleasure. In my day (and I am speaking now 
of forty-five years ago) there was a railway buffet 
where the passenger sat down thankfully to a 

Namaqualand lunch. I have the old menu 
before me. The meal opened with pea soup. 
Boiled chicken, grilled mutton chops, rice and 
tomatoes followed. Jelly and custard and 
coffee were served and you paid two shillings 
for the lot. As a contrast listen to the account 
one old traveller wrote of this burning place of 
the sand-laden wind: "Here we experienced a 
great scarcity of water and the little which was 
to be obtained was of such a description that 
nothing but necessity would have persuaded us 
to drink it. Some of the water resembled the 
blackness of ink, being copiously impregnated 
with the various animals of the desert; whilst 
that which was more inviting to the eye was so 
salty that the other was preferable." 

Bitterfontein people, I may add, still prefer tea, 
coffee, beer and iced minerals to the local 
water. After forty-five years Bitterfontein is 
still the terminus. Often and often I drove on 
from there to Garies in the mountains; through 
the land of thorn trees and willows along the 
dry rivers; on into the Kamiesberg, to the 
rugged mountain ranges five thousand feet 
above sea level; to Springbok and the Orange 



River. No wonder I grew so fond of the 
Monomotapa Line and the Diamond Road to 
the north. This was the branch line that led to 
the lands of adventure. 

Come back to that great hall of iron and glass, 
the old Cape Town station, and watch the 
departure of the first train to Caledon very 
early this century. The last train ran six 
decades later. Sir Walter Hely Hutchinson was 
the governor who opened the service; a tall 
man wearing a tall silk topper, accompanied by 
his lady in a cartwheel picture hat and silken 
dress. The governor was a visionary who 
predicted a network of railways linking up 
South Africa and bringing prosperity to the 
farmer. "So I say - buck up the old Cape cart 
and bowl along the roads to the new stations," 
Sir Walter ended with a smile. 

I travelled on the Caledon train in the early 
nineteen-twenties, when newspapers did not 
send junior reporters to agricultural shows by 
car. It was a leisurely train; the timetable 
seemed to be forgotten once Cape Town was 
left behind. I remember the friendly conductor, 
known to all regular travellers as "Van". He sat 

down in my compartment and told me stories of 
his branch line. Apparently he had been on the 
run ever since Sir Walter Hely Hutchinson had 
waved the first train out of Cape Town station. 
Farmers along the line presented "Van" with bags 
of fruit and "Van" passed on some of this largesse 
to his regular passengers. 

One day "Van" found himself in the grip of raging 
toothache. However, there was a dentist on board, 
returning to Cape Town after a fortnightly visit to 
his practice at Elgin. The dentist identified two 
seriously decayed molars, but he was reluctant to 
extract the teeth in the swaying carriage. "I’ll 
arrange things with the engine driver," exclaimed 
"Van". He did so and Loxton the driver slowed 
down at Steenbras and enabled the dentist to give 
the mandibular injection with a long needle. Such 
was the driver’s skill that there was no sudden 
jerk to upset the operation. Twenty minutes later 
"Van" opened his mouth wide and the first tooth 
came out. By the time the train reached the 
bottom of Sir Lowry’s Pass the second molar had 
been removed safely. The dentist leant out of the 
window with the tooth still in the forceps and 
waved to the engine-driver; a pre-arranged signal. 



Loxton waved back and opened the throttle. The 
train was fifteen minutes late at Cape Town that 
day but no one seemed to mind. Dentist and 
patient went to the station wine bar (known as 
"Merriman’s Arms") and ordered hock. The teeth 
were passed round the bar and aroused great 
interest. 

Only on a branch line can such episodes occur 
and the closing of a branch line is a nostalgic 
experience for railway enthusiasts who know the 
run. When the last 8.46 a.m. train left Cape Town 
for Caledon in July 1962 there were a number of 
old travellers on board. They spoke of the lunches 
they had taken when the train stopped at Houw 
Hoek; the years when there were many Cape carts 
but few motor-cars on the road that ran parallel 
with the railway. Perhaps there were some that 
day who had gone to Caledon baths to cure their 
gout. The Mayor of Caledon and many others 
went to the station to meet the last train. "Van" 
was not forgotten that day. 

I met another branch line conductor who spoke of 
railway superstitions, haunted stations and ghosts 
along the track. Somewhere in the North West 
Cape (I think it was on a quiet stretch between 

Kweekwa and Tontelbos) he recalled the fatal 
accidents of his time and the places train crews 
still gazed upon with awe as they clanked by 
on moonlight nights. His sombre voice brought 
the old disasters before me. "Matjiesfontein, 
ninety-eight it was, seventeen killed. The next 
year it was Three Sisters, when the second 
section of a train ran into the first – nine dead. 
Blaauwkranz bridge, that was one of the worst, 
thirty killed when the train fell two hundred 
and fifty feet into the ravine that is now called 
‘Bloody Gorge’. But the Hex River troop train 
was a bad one - train left the rails and fell 
down the slope. Some say you can still hear the 
soldiers moaning in the moonlight. Yes, the 
Hex River is full of ghosts. That troop train 
disaster was not the last on the Pass. When the 
breakdown gangs got those locomotives back 
on the rails it was hard to find a driver or 
fireman to handle them. They would rather 
take the oldest, crankiest engine out of the 
sheds than drive a locomotive that had been in 
a fatal accident." 

The conductor said there were drivers who 
disliked seeing a hare cross the line as that was 



an ill-omen. Some drivers believed they would 
have bad luck if they stepped on to an engine 
right foot first. He had been told of a level 
crossing where a man sometimes appeared on 
the line just as a locomotive approached. Too 
late to use the brakes! The train always passed 
over him but when the driver and guard walked 
back along the line there was no one to be 
seen. I gathered that these unhappy experien-
ces occurred on the anniversary of some old 
fatality. 

Was there a "ghost train" in South Africa? The 
conductor nodded. It was seen no more, he 
said, because the branch line had been torn up 
and that had disposed of the ghosts. But for 
years after a derailment with a number of 
deaths the train had been reported passing 
through a remote station near the scene of 
disaster. It went through the station like the 
"ghost train" in the famous play; whistle 
screaming, steam billowing out on to the 
platform, the glare of the furnace red in the 
darkness. When people in the district heard the 
train coming they turned their backs, for those 

who watched the train passing would surely 
die. 

Rather to my surprise the conductor added that 
he did not believe in any of these tales. "There 
are no ghosts - only imaginative people," he 
declared. And he told me the story of the 
locomotive passing through a tunnel that was 
said to be haunted. The fireman gripped the 
driver’s arm and pointed to an apparition on the 
tunnel wall. It was like a shrouded human figure 
and it kept pace with the engine. The arms 
seemed to be waving. Driver and fireman looked 
at one another in alarm. Was it a warning? They 
stopped at the next station and examined the 
engine. Inside the glass of a headlamp they 
found a dead moth. The fluttering of the trapped 
moth had produced the magic lantern effect that 
had startled the men on the footplate. "Ghost 
stories all end in the same way," remarked the 
conductor. "When you hear of haunted signal 
cabins or spectres on horseback racing an 
express, just look for a reasonable explanation." 

 



Railwaymen are garden lovers. You expect to 
see torrents of flowers, lawns and glamorous 
rockeries at Cape Town and other city stations; 
but I think the railway gardener is seen at his 
best when he turns a branch line halt in a semi-
desert into a florist’s shop-window. Of course 
the railway nurseries help these distant gardeners 
enormously. Bellville has the plant nursery that 
supplies the Cape Province and South West 
Africa; and for more than half a century the 
experts there have been sending out many 
thousands of rose plants, succulents and 
miniature forest trees to far places. Since water is 
precious and often brackish at wayside stations 
the formation of rock gardens with Karoo plants 
is encouraged. 

When I visited the Bellville nursery the 
horticulturalist assured me that no other country 
in the world could touch South Africa in this sort 
of botanical enterprise. This official travelled up 
the Bitterfontein line himself in search of plants. 
He climbed lonely koppies in Namaqualand and 
returned with the aloe candelabra, the 
kokerboom and botterboom specimens I saw 
growing in the rockery. There I was able to study 

the weird shapes and protective mimicry of tiny 
succulents. I was shown an Eastern Province 
palm that never grew up; a dwarf with a huge 
trunk. The euphorbia obesa is indeed a fat little 
plant. This is the freak show of the plant 
kingdom; it has the charm of the grotesque and 
the bizarre. Succulents are masters of the art of 
camouflage. It cannot be mere chance that a 
lithops is found wrinkled like the limestone 
where it grows. Only in the rare wet seasons 
are the succulents betrayed by great white 
flowers and blooms of every hue. 

Railwaymen in favoured places are supplied 
with more colourful plants than the wizened 
succulents. Clanwilliam cedars, jacarandas, 
climbing roses are sent out in tins. In the 
propagating house I saw beds of flowering 
shrubs while in the shade house there was a 
brilliant display of hydrangeas and palms. The 
man on the branch line, living with his family 
in a railway cottage, must be grateful for the 
flowers and shrubs that arrive from his 
nursery. It is an entirely free service and the 
railwayman orders the plants he likes best. I 
think the most welcome consignments of all 



are the fruit trees sent out to men in parts of 
the Cape where fruit is scarce and expensive. 
The horticulturalists overcome the vitamin 
deficiency by providing lemon, orange and 
guava trees. 

When the Saldanha Bay line was menaced by 
sand the Bellville nursery planted Port Jackson 
willows, pines and gums along the track and 
stopped the drift. On the Steenbras section of 
the Caledon line they provided seventy 
thousand eucalyptus trees of a non-
inflammable species to lessen the risk of veld 
fires caused by sparks from locomotives. The 
railway horticulturalists dealt successfully with 
wind erosion and shifting dunes round 
lighthouses and they have planted grass 
runways at airports. They keep thousands of 
palms and ferns in tubs to decorate station 
platforms on state occasions. They have trans-
formed many a shadeless waste along a branch 
line into a green oasis. 
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CHAPTER 3 
JOURNEY INTO THE PAST 

Motorists race past Mamre nowadays with only a 
glimpse of this little island of the past, a corner 
of the Cape unspoilt by time. I loved the old road 
that wound through the mission village; under 
the oaks, past the fort where Dutch soldiers 
waited for Hottentot cattle raiders; past the 
thatched church where services have been held 
for a hundred and fifty years.3 Mamre is one of 
those places that lives on the screen of my mind. 

I saw it in January and stopped to watch the 
villagers threshing their grain on an old-
fashioned dorsvloer. Early pears and apples, 
grapes and peaches adorned their wholesome 
little garden plots. Later in the summer there 
would be quinces and chestnuts; and in April the 
fishermen from Mamre would bring in the snoek. 
After the first rains I picked the pink-gilled field 

                                                           
3 Mamre, a Biblical name of controversial origin, is closely 
linked with the legend of Abraham, the Jewish patriarch. 
Mamre was near Hebron and Abraham lived there for 
some time; it was the site of a famous old oak tree and the 
Moravians probably gave their mission that name when 
they saw the oaks in the Groene Kloof. 

mushrooms that few coloured people will touch. 
In midwinter the oak leaves fall and the hedges 
reveal their ripe guavas. July, and the Mamre 
farmers clear the bush and plough their lands. 
August brings the wonder of the spring flowers 
and the blossoming of apricot trees. September 
and the oaks are green, the arum lilies are out 
and you may see the white petals of plum 
blossom. The wheat is golden in October, quail 
and corncrakes fly in. Figs come at the end of 
the year. Mamre is not a rich village but the 
people know the satisfaction of growing some 
of their own food. Lofts are filled with fruit 
and pumpkins. Long ago a visitor wrote: "The 
settlement is seen like a fruitful field in the 
midst of a desert." Mamre still holds its own 
forms of wealth.4

Hottentots were the first known settlers in the 
valley where Mamre now stands: They were, 
of course, the pure-blooded Hottentots who 
                                                           
4 According to a Cape Divisional Council spokesman the 
present Mamre population of 4 000 may be 600 000 at the 
turn of the century. The grand idea is a city for coloured 
people with a university and a railway link with Cape 
Town. But the Moravian missionaries are not happy about 
the projected expansion. 



have vanished from the Cape; the light brown 
people with wrinkled faces and peppercorn 
hair. Their descendants still live in Mamre and 
work for the farmers in the district, but they 
intermarried long ago with people of various 
races and the Hottentot language has been 
forgotten. Within living memory, however, 
there were pure Hottentot survivors in this 
district. Known to farmers as the Ou Volk, 
they were in demand as shepherds and cattle-
watchers because of their inherited veld lore. 
They knew the weather and the country. 
Seldom would their sheep be caught out in a 
storm or poisoned by the wrong types of 
grazing. The women liked to wear Victorian 
bonnets and white, starched aprons. Strong 
tobacco was the solace of the men. They lived 
in kraals and traces of tumbledown walls are 
still to be seen near other Moravian settle-
ments; but Mamre has lost all relics of the 
Hottentots who were there before the Dutch 
arrived. 

Dutch architecture, the seventeenth century 
walls built by the garrison, are still to be seen. 
They called the place Groene Kloof three 

centuries ago, when the cattle farmers of this 
green countryside demanded protection from 
Hottentot and Bushman thieves. It is difficult 
to fix the dates of the early buildings, but the 
Rev. L. R. Schmidt, an authority on the history of 
Moravian missions, has given 1697 as the year the 
Dutch East India Company built the gabled 
homestead. This is the present missionary’s home, a 
fine thatched building with a holbol gable of 
alternate convex and concave curves and mould-
ings. An unusual feature is the staircase linking the 
entrance hall with the loft; as a rule access is 
external. Mr James Walton, the architectural writer, 
thinks the old Dutch residents wished to protect 
their goods in the loft from the servants. The 
homestead windows are fairly recent but outbuild-
ings in the rear have original windows as well as 
later roof dormers. These were the buildings of De 
Kleine Post, as the military station was called. The 
old sand track to Saldanha ran through the place and 
every traveller looked forward to the Groene Kloof 
outspan. Hunting parties set out from there. Salt was 
brought in from the pans near the coast. 

Early last century Governor Caledon handed the 
area over to the Moravian missionaries to continue 



the good work they had already done at Genadendal 
among the remnants of the Hottentot clans. He was 
accused by his successor, Sir John Cradock, of 
giving away the best estate in the colony. (Cradock 
had his eye on Groene Kloof as a retreat for the 
governor.) Lord Charles Somerset stationed 
dragoons there and was at first hostile; but later he 
granted the land to the missionaries and gave 
permission for the church to be built. 

It was in March 1808 that the missionaries 
Kohrhammer and Schmidt held the first service 
under the poplars beside the spring at Louwskloof. 
One hundred people formed the congregation. 
Ground was surveyed for eighteen families and the 
first gardens were laid out. That was the year when 
a rebellious spirit was noticed among the slaves. 
Dragoons went out and made arrests on the farms. 
White families found a refuge on the mission 
station. The peaceful Moravians opened a school 
and taught the illiterate Hottentot men, women and 
children to read and write. There were still only 
about one hundred people at the mission. During 
those early years earthquakes shook the buildings. 
Jackals menaced the sheep. Schmidt the missionary 
went to help a man who was being mauled by a 

leopard. By the time someone arrived with a gun 
both men had been scratched and bitten and a 
doctor from Cape Town spent days at the mission 
treating them. 

The Rev C. I. Latrobe, justly famous as the author 
of the "Journal of a Visit to South Africa in 1815 
and 1816", gave a revealing description of life at 
Groene Kloof. Schmidt and his wife met Latrobe 
in Cape Town with wagons and they struggled 
through deep sand all the way to the mission. 
Latrobe saw no trees and few shrubs; only the 
Hottentot fig adorned the waste. They camped on 
the Rietvlei salt pan at sunset, spreading a mat on 
the ground in the lee of a poison apple bush. 
Screened from the south-caster they ate their 
supper of cold meat, eggs, cakes, coffee and milk. 
Brother Fritsch and a number of Hottentots met 
them on the way to Groene Kloof and sang a 
welcoming hymn. Soon after arrival Latrobe 
inspected the burial ground with thirty graves 
surrounded by a cactus hedge on the hill to the 
north of the dwellings. Latrobe saw that the valley 
was bounded to the north and east by low, bushy 
hills and detached masses of granite. There among 
the aloes were polecats, wildcats, destructive 



animals, snakes and lizards. Towards the coast 
were dunes like huge drifts of snow. 

Old Klapmuts, a Hottentot kaptein, was still living 
in the Groene Kloof with his followers and he 
attended a service during Latrobe’s visit. The first 
stone-walled cottages were being built. Later two-
roomed dwellings have been greatly admired by 
architects. They were similar to the cottages of 
early white farmers, thatched, with wolwe-end 
roofs; a compromise between a hipped roof 
(without gables) and a gabled roof. Some had lofts. 
A little dormer window over the front door 
provided a charming touch, with the thatch carried 
over the window to form a so-called "leg-o’-
mutton" gable. Cottages had open hearths and 
projecting chimney-stacks at one end. So the rows 
of cottages grew up some distance away from the 
old homestead. There was a brick-kiln in Latrobe’s 
day and the Hottentots were bringing in rocks on 
ox-drawn sledges for the church foundation. It was 
a bitter winter that year with ice an inch thick. 
Latrobe saw the mission people collecting the fruit 
of the waxberry bush. They boiled the berries in 
iron pots; wax rose to the surface and it was 
skimmed off. Sister Schmitt was teaching the girls 

needlework so that they could earn their own 
bread. One family kept a pet baboon, described by 
Latrobe as "a most frightfully disgusting object 
with manners equally unpleasant, squeaking, 
jabbering and twinkling its eyes in a head and 
wrinkled face too large for the body". The whole 
region, said Latrobe, was infested with wolves and 
tigers - in reality, jackals and leopards. Latrobe 
made a collection of serpents in bottles: cobras and 
bergadders and others he classified as night-
serpents, earth-serpents, egg-eaters and sheep-
stingers. 

They started building the large and beautiful 
church in 1816 with Mr Schroder, a master-builder 
from Cape Town in charge, assisted by masons and 
other artisans from Genadendal. Eighteen months 
later the rectangular building with the high 
thatched roof was complete. The pleasing village 
store must have come later as it does not appear in 
drawings and paintings of the period. The 
disastrous winter of 1822, when torrential rains 
caused serious damage throughout the Cape, struck 
the Groene Kloof mission a heavy blow. The 
people could not work in the fields. Many cottages 



were flooded and the church was so badly affected 
that services had to be held in the school. 

William Mann, the astronomer, worked in the 
Groene Kloof during the eighteen-forties and 
attended a church service. "The attention these 
dusky savages paid to what the Superintendent was 
saying to them would be well worth the imitation 
of many a Christian congregation," Mann wrote. 
He visited the village, large and straggling, each 
house having a good-sized garden. The houses 
were clean and neat and reminded Mann of 
Spanish hovels. The people were learning shoe-
making and carpentry and some had saved enough 
money to buy oxen and wagons. He found a 
Bushman woman in the village. "I believe none 
ever reach five feet in height," Mann remarked. 
"The woman I saw was four feet, with limbs in 
proportion, covered with oxhide. She was a 
disgusting-looking object and I could hardly 
conceive her to be a human being." 

Thirteen hundred people were living at the mission 
by the middle of last century. The missionaries 
changed the name to Mamre at this period. A 
parliamentary select committee investigated the 
conduct of the Moravian missions and decided: 

"The missionaries have not abused their trust. 
They have improved the character and 
condition of the people." Newcomers were 
allowed to settle on mission land after a spell 
on probation but no stranger was allowed to 
live there without the consent of the 
missionary. They had to observe the rules and 
church regulations. If there was a breach of 
discipline the churchwardens admonished the 
person concerned; and grave offences were 
punished by excluding the person from the 
sacrament until proof of repentance was 
forthcoming. No one had ever been expelled 
from Mamre though the missionaries possessed 
the power. There was no magistrate. No white 
person could secure land at Mamre. The 
mission was supported by the parent society in 
Germany and the efforts of the people. Already 
the mill wheel was turning in the Mooimaaks 
River that runs through the village. The 
missionaries were teaching their flock tanning, 
the craft of the tinsmith and blacksmith, 
wagon-building and the manufacture of the 
celebrated Moravian knives known as 
boslemmers or Hernhutters. 



By this time some of the present cottages had 
appeared. The mission encouraged solid 
construction by paying a bonus to those who 
used stone. Pressure in the original settlement 
led to the purchase of an adjoining farm, 
Laatste Stuiver. Out in the dune country near 
the coast the missionaries built a place of 
worship at a spot known as Jakobs Kapelle so 
that the poor coloured charcoal-burners and an 
Irish family could attend services. There were 
pews for seventy people in this lonely church 
in the wilderness. Mr J. H. Wicht of Cape 
Town sent a bell. Apparently the building of 
four walls and thatched roof was overwhelmed 
by the sand. An expedition in recent years 
located the site near Wittesand. 

Members of the select committee were aided in 
their work by Dr C. F. Juritz, the Cape Town 
chemist who acted as the Moravian mission 
agent. They found at Mamre "a mixed race of 
Hottentots, late apprentices and prize negroes". 
Evidently there were many freed slaves in the 
Mamre congregation. Juritz told the visitors 
that the Moravian missions had supplied nine 
hundred volunteers for the defence of the 

colony during the frontier wars. They made 
faithful soldiers. Mr F. Duckitt, a farmer, 
declared that it was a great convenience having 
the settlement at Mamre; he employed some of the 
men and found them wellbehaved. Apparently the 
Hottentot element at Mamre did not get on well 
with later arrivals. Evidence was led, however, 
showing that the pure Hottentot strain was dying 
out. Many of the mission people were of mixed 
blood, with white ancestors. They spoke Cape 
Dutch and some understood English. 

Discipline was strict. The missionaries insisted on 
dwellings being kept neat and clean. Gardens had 
to be properly fenced, with fruit trees planted so 
that branches did not hang over the walls. 
Watchmen were appointed to take care of crops 
and look after cattle. Pigs were not allowed to run 
loose. "No improper games or sports whereby 
unhallowed passions are excited" were permitted 
among the young people. The head of the family 
might have wine or spirits in the house, but only 
enough for his own immediate use. All the men 
had to take part in the repair of roads and 
watercourses. They also had to keep the church 
and burial ground in order. House owners were 



allowed to sell their property but only to other 
members of the congregation. 

Already the Mamre mission was being described 
as a Utopia for coloured people. There were three 
hundred and sixty children at school. A printing 
press at Genadendal supplied books and a monthly 
magazine. The years passed quietly under the oaks. 
Each householder sowed enough land so that he 
could send fifteen bags of wheat to the mill; fifteen 
bags, bread for his family for a year. 

Georg Schmidt, the Moravian pioneer who started 
the work of these missions at the Cape more than 
two hundred and thirty years ago, became known 
as the "Apostle of the Hottentots". In those 
intolerant days the Dutch ministers were able to 
force Schmidt out of the country and the 
Moravians had to wait half a century before they 
could resume their work. Schmidt might stare in 
wonder if he could see the size of the Moravian 
flock at the present time. All the traditions have 
been maintained, the brass bands and drums of a 
church five centuries old; and now there are about 
thirty thousand followers in the various congre-
gations. At Mamre the settlement of a hundred 
Hottentots has grown to a village with sixteen 

streets, with more than seven hundred erven, 
more than three thousand inhabitants. The 
complicated system of land tenure that lasted for 
a century and a half has given way to private 
ownership. German missionaries have departed; 
a coloured minister lives in the old Pastorie; 
more than twenty coloured teachers work in the 
schools. Water is piped to the living area but 
children still carry yokes and buckets down to 
the river. Many homes have washing machines 
but some of the women still do their laundry on 
the flat stones of the mill stream. On weekdays 
coach after coach drives away early with the 
factory workers and Mamre becomes a village of 
old people and children. But at Easter all the 
Mamre exiles come home; even the cooks and 
housemaids, the "treasures" of many a suburban 
household. Easter Sunday, and the whole village 
is roused before dawn by the traditional drums. 
Then the procession marches slowly up the 
hillside, led by the black-robed minister. As the 
first rays of the sun fall on Mamre Berg the 
minister reads the names of all who have died 
since the previous Easter Sunday. They sing a 
hymn in memory of the departed; then the 
congregation goes down to the huge thatched 
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church with the centre partition, the separate 
pews for men and women. 
When I pass that way on Easter Sunday, as I 
have often done, I see a procession of the ghosts 
of Groene Kloof. There is Henning Huysing, the 
old cattle owner and land baron who lived in the 
white homestead before the seventeenth century 
ended. I see the explorers who trekked on far 
beyond Saldanha and the known frontier in 
search of wealth. I watch Colonel Robert Jacob 
Gordon sketching the buildings as they were late 
in the eighteenth century; Gordon the explorer, 
botanist and wool pioneer. The names of early 
missionaries come to me, Bonatz and Fritsch, 
and they move again among the cottages. Out of 
the store comes Miss Carolina ("Aunty Sister") 
Liedemann, who lived to be a hundred, oldest of 
all Mamre residents. I met her when she was still 
selling velskoene and cotton cloth, sweets and 
balls of twine, in the shop under the trees. 
Mamre has known many characters and the hard-
working "Aunty Sister" was one of them; 
butcher, baker and shopkeeper in turn. 
No wonder the mission has been declared an 
historical monument. Eight old buildings were 
included in the proclamation; the church, the 
Pastorie, the langhuis where the soldiers lived, the 
school and store and other relics of history. "The 

original buildings are virtually unaltered," stated 
the proclamation. Utopia, thirty-five miles from 
Cape Town, has clung to the past and retained its 
charm. 

CHAPTER 4 
MUSHROOM TRAVELLERS 

When the first rains of the Cape winter have 
fallen the mushroom gatherers travel fast to their 
favourite terrains. Some wander on the slopes of 
Table Mountain, in the Tokai and Constantia 
forests. The search covers the veld from Hout 
Bay to Mamre, wherever cattle graze. Whether 
you love mushrooms or fear them, these 
beautiful and bizarre growths fill one of the most 
fascinating pages in the book of Cape botany. 
I count myself fortunate in having known two of 
the great authorities in the Cape mushroom 
world. Joe Masurek was my first teacher. 
Thanks to this Russian herbalist with the flaming 
red beard I was soon able to pick a healthy pink 
field mushroom without confusing it with the 
deadly white-gilled death cup or destroying 
angel, growing cheek by jowl with the eetbare 
sampioen. Many enthusiasts place the field 
mushroom first on the gastronomic list but the 



French have other ideas as you will see. Masurek 
warned me against collecting closed mushrooms. 
He knew the various species at every stage of 
growth but he declared that only an expert could 
be sure of a mushroom before the gills became 
visible. Thanks to Joe I learnt to recognise a 
number of species with ease. Who could fail to 
identify the coarse, enormous horse mushroom 
with a skin like a creamy kid glove? It grows in 
large rings, wholesome but with a strong flavour, 
best in soups and stews. Joe Masurek had 
tramped all the way across Europe in his youth. 
He shared the French and German admiration for 
the cep, Boletus edulis, the famous Steinpils, 
aromatic, with a yellow-brown cap and sponge 
rubber tubes instead of gills. Some people are 
repelled by the appearance of this wholesome 
toadstool but those who have tasted the nutty 
flesh cannot forget it. The cep is found under 
pine trees. Joe advised me to look under oaks for 
the large specimens of cep with the most subtle 
flavour. 
Another unattractive mushroom Joe pointed out 
to me was the shaggy ink cap with its inky fluid. 
It is as unmistakable as a poodle, it grows in 
groups or ranks and it makes a good dish 
provided you bake it before it becomes a black 
inky mass. This is the mushroom par excellence 
for mushroom ketchup and Joe bottled it every 

year for his own use. Then there were the 
orange-coloured pine rings, Lactarius deliciosus, 
yet another ugly customer that is really as 
harmless as milk. Many epicures dislike the 
acidity of this gill-fungus, though the acid can be 
removed by soaking overnight. In his bedroom, 
more like a laboratory than a home, Joe had a 
shelf loaded with bottled mushrooms and he 
brought down a jar of pickled pine rings to show 
me. He said you had to know how to cook pine 
rings, but if you had the secret they tasted like 
sheep’s kidneys. Joe compared most of the 
mushroom species with one meat or other; there 
were mushrooms like the white breast of 
chicken, like sweetbreads, like veal, like roast 
beef or steak. Exceptions to his rule were 
mushrooms with the flavours of oysters or nuts. 
"No other food in the world tastes as good as a 
fresh wild mushroom," declared Joe. "There are 
as many varieties as there are wines. I love them 
all - but do not offer me any of those tasteless, 
cultivated things produced in dark cellars." 
Among the spectacular and graceful mushrooms 
is the white parasol, discovered in South Africa 
by the botanist Zcher early last century. Some 
gatherers regard the parasol as too striking for 
their peace of mind and leave it alone. The cap 
resembles the breast of a partridge. Old 
specimens are tough and indigestible and that, 



perhaps, accounts for the prejudice. Joe Masurek 
had no such qualms. Joe advised me to leave the 
blusher alone as it was often hard to find 
specimens free from insects. The blusher, 
Amanita rubescens, is the only non-poisonous 
member of a deadly family and it is easily 
confused with the panther. Moreover the blusher 
is harmful when eaten raw. Here indeed is a 
mushroom to be gathered by experts only. They 
examine a fragment, rub it and look for the 
typical blush. Another mushroom Joe advised 
me to leave alone was the Volvaria; first because 
it was very similar in appearance to the death 
cup and also because of the lack of flavour. 
I thought that Joe Masurek regarded the cep as 
the king of mushrooms but I was wrong. He said 
the morel stood far above all over species. 
Unfortunately the morel is a great rarity in the 
Cape. He used to pick morels at Fish Hoek when 
he first arrived in Cape Town during World 
War I; later on his hunting ground was covered 
with houses and he lost these marvellous mush-
rooms. "You must have a nose for morels," Joe 
remarked. "It is hard to describe an aroma but 
when the morels burst through the ground they 
give out something finer than any flower. If there 
are cows about they will lead you to the morels - 
and you have to pick the mushrooms before the 
cows munch them. They are the most delicious 

of all mushrooms and cows and squirrels know 
it. If it was possible to cultivate morels the 
growers would make fortunes. They push their 
way up through damp leaves and dead plants and 
then you see the yellow-brown caps like oval 
sponges. A large morel will make a meal; a meal 
so wonderful that you might be eating a new 
kind of food sent down from heaven. I do not 
exaggerate. In Europe the great restaurants pay 
as much for morels as they do for the most 
expensive caviar. Morels are rare everywhere. It 
was a great day for me when I could return from 
Fish Hoek with a small bag filled with morels." 
"And now there are no more in the Cape?" 

Joe Masurek gave me a crafty look. I saw at a 
glance that the earth’s rarest gift to the palate had 
not disappeared entirely from Joe’s hunting 
grounds. I also realised that the old man knew 
how to keep a secret. This was one secret that he 
took with him to the grave. It was not the only 
one. Like all mushroom hunters Joe carried in 
his head a mushroom map of the Cape; he knew 
the exact locations of every species and went to 
the same places year after year. I asked him 
about the ring formations that filled his bag at 
regular intervals: Joe shook his head. This was 
still a mystery. Mushrooms grew in the same 



places for centuries but no one could explain it. 
"Some say the fairies danced there," remarked 
Joe Masurek with a smile. 

Joe was aware of my interest in rarities and he 
spoke of another mushroom seldom encountered 
at the Cape, the giant puffball. But he said the 
common little puffball was just as good to eat. All 
the true puffballs were harmless. You had to see 
they were white inside and out. Fried in butter 
they tasted like brains. Joe had learnt his 
mushroom lore in Europe, of course, and he told 
me about a mysterious growth known as the 
saddle fungus that he had never seen in the Cape. 
He had eaten this mushroom with relish and 
without ill-effects. It had been sold in markets in 
many parts of Europe for centuries; yet a number 
of deaths had been traced to the saddle 
mushroom. Some countries had banned the sale. 
Some doctors thought that cooking removed the 
poison. Others said that only sick people and 
undernourished children might die. Joe Masurek 
had a theory of his own. He declared that there 
must be two species of saddle mushroom, so alike 
that it was almost impossible to tell them apart. 
One was poisonous, the other was not. Meanwhile 

the saddle mushroom was still being sold by the 
million in the markets. 

This wise old herbalist summed up his knowledge 
of mushrooms for me. "They must be fresh," Joe 
repeated. "Many people have to call in a doctor 
after eating a safe species that has become stale. 
There are no mushrooms like those you collect 
yourself early in the morning and eat with your 
bacon at breakfast. When collecting mushrooms 
one mistake may be fatal. You cannot be guided 
by the animals. Cats, dogs and pigs can eat 
poisonous mushrooms and survive. Squirrels store 
the deadly fly agaric with their nuts and do not 
suffer. Tortoises, slugs and ants devour the death 
cups and flourish. Stick to the mushrooms you 
can recognise without hesitation and leave the 
old, flabby ones alone. A great deal of good food 
goes to waste but that cannot be helped. 
Remember that mushrooms are the richest of all 
foods and they certainly do not aid the digestion. 
Too much nitrogen! They are no more nourishing 
than cauliflower but their flavours are incompar-
able. Though they blend with many other foods a 
dish of mushrooms should really be eaten alone 



instead of meat. Then you will not strain your 
stomach." 

Joe Masurek was strongly opposed to those who 
advocated peeling mushrooms. He said it was 
better to clean them with a damp cloth; the 
flavour was in the skin. Joe disliked dried 
mushrooms as the character was lost; but he 
often preserved mushrooms in salt, the Russian 
method he had learnt before he had left home. 
"Simple recipes are best with mushrooms," said 
Joe. "You can make a fine raw mushroom salad 
with oil and lemon juice. Vinegar is useful 
before cooking mushrooms as it prevents 
blackening. Cook your mushrooms with butter in 
a casserole and you will never go wrong." 
Some mushroom collectors stamp on the 
poisonous or uneatable species they encounter 
with the idea of saving fools from their folly. Joe 
Masurek left the dangerous ones alone. He had a 
touch of the artist in his experienced eyes and he 
loved all mushrooms for their shapes and 
colours. "These green amanitas, these fly agarics 
with red caps are as deadly as cobras," Joe once 
remarked to me. "Yet they are part of the scene. 
If you break them up it will be impossible for 
people to learn to recognise them." Yes, the 

world of nature became an art gallery and a 
friendly place when I travelled with Joe 
Masurek. He saw the veld as a garden bursting 
with an inexhaustible supply of wild foods and 
medicines; and the mushrooms were his 
favourites. Joe admired the power of a fungus 
that could force its way up through a concrete 
floor. He told me that the mushroom shapes we 
saw above the ground were the blossoms; some 
like stars or butterflies or roses, others resemb-
ling umbrellas or globes. Joe often went about 
like a pig in quest of truffles; he bent down and 
relied on his nose to lead him to the food of the 
gods. Horse mushrooms, he said, smelt of 
aniseed; other species reminded him of soap or 
bitter almonds, radishes and stinking fish. He 
declared that there were times when he could 
hear the mushrooms growing, a very faint 
rustling sound. And at night, he assured me, 
some forest mushrooms could be detected by the 
green and ghostly light they gave out. When I 
listened to Joe Masurek I thought of mushrooms 
as strange creatures of another world; mysterious 
creatures descended from the seaweeds, 
creatures of ancient pedigree with an origin no 
scientist has ever traced. Joe spoke of mush-
rooms that gave human beings strange powers. 
They were poisoned, though not fatally, they 
suffered from hallucinations, they made proph-
ecies and had visions while in delirium. The 



mushroom realm, according to Joe, was a 
treasure chest and you never knew what might 
come out of it. Joe Masurek was an educated 
man, widely-read in his own field. He quoted an 
old writer to me, a sentence from a classic: "It is 
easy to despise gold and silver but very hard to 
leave a plate of mushrooms untouched." This old 
herbalist had a great respect for the medicinal 
value of mushrooms. He said you could stop 
bleeding and dress wounds with mushrooms and 
make a mushroom poultice for inflamed eyes. 
Gout and skin cancer, he declared, could be 
treated with mushroom preparations. Trium-
phantly he pointed to penicillin, terramycin and 
aureomycin as fungi derivatives. 
Joe Masurek knew all the wild foods and veld 
medicines. He filled his bags with blackberries at 
the block-house on Devil’s Peak; soft, ripe 
blackberries, sweet and juicy, finest of all the 
bush fruits. He knew the edible nettles and the 
wild watercress that grows in clean mountain 
streams. In the winter he waded in the vleis and 
gathered waterblommetjies for himself and his 
customers. But above all he revered the 
mushrooms he knew so well, the deadly and the 
excellent, their textures and vivid colours and 
subtle flavours, the sweet and the nutty 
mushrooms, nature’s magnificent gifts. 

Miss Edith Stephens was the other great 
mushroom expert I consulted again and again. 
As a child in the eighties of last century she lived 
near the shore of Table Bay at Salt River; not a 
suburb then but a farming district with windmills 
and mushrooms in the meadows. There she 
became so interested in natural history that she 
decided to study botany at the South African 
College and went on to Cambridge and Kew. 
When she returned to Cape Town in 1910 she 
was appointed senior lecturer in botany at the 
University of Cape Town with seaweed and 
fungi as her main subjects. Very soon she 
realised that most of the specimens of 
mushrooms brought to her by the students were 
unnamed and unknown owing to lack of 
scientific work in this field. Indeed, the only 
serious attempt to classify the Cape mushrooms 
had been made by the botanist MacOwan, who 
had collected specimens in 1880 and sent them 
to Kew. 
So the industrious, observant and fearless Miss 
Stephens started her enormous task. She fed 
dubious species to cats, mice and guinea-pigs; 
and if they survived she nibbled the mushrooms 
herself before deciding whether they were 
edible, deadly, dangerous, laxative, bitter or 
indifferent. So great was her skill that not once in 



more than sixty years as a botanist did she suffer 
any ill-effects. She planted many species of 
mushrooms in her old-world garden in Belmont 
Road, Rondebosch. There the puzzling, purga-
tive yellow-staining mushroom grew beside the 
rare and dangerous copper trumpet; and the 
brown panther came up with the pleasing noble 
mushroom. Here, too, were rare herbs, a bush of 
myrrh, wild strawberries and water irises. 
The home which she shared with her two elder 
sisters (both of them mushroom-haters) was 
crammed with bottles and boxes of preserved 
mushrooms. When her sisters opened the 
refrigerator they would often find a sinister 
Lepiota molybdites in a safe plastic bag cheek 
by jowl with the butter. This sort of juxtaposition 
did nothing to improve the appetites of the 
sisters. Miss Stephens encouraged gatherers to 
come to her front door with their mushrooms. 
She welcomed them at all hours, presented them 
with Giles cartoons and, as a rule, sent them 
away happily with the knowledge that their 
mushrooms were edible. Now and again she 
identified death cups and other deadly species; 
so that over the years she must have saved 
hundreds of lives. She also brought the pleasures 
of mushroom-eating into countless homes where 
people would have feared (quite rightly) to touch 

specimens that had not been identified. The 
gatherers enriched the cause of botany by bring-
ing Miss Stephens many mushrooms of species 
she had never seen before. 
When the Cape Tercentenary Foundation made 
Miss Stephens an award of four hundred pounds 
in recognition of her work she dipped into her 
own funds and found enough money to buy a 
vlei on the Cape Flats for the use of the 
Kirstenbosch botanists as a nature reserve. 
Another noteworthy achievement was the visit of 
Mr Arthur Anselm Pearson, the British Museum 
authority on fungi, to the Cape. Miss Stephens 
started her campaign of persuasion thirteen years 
before Mr Pearson arrived to stay with her at 
Rondebosch. This famous specialist was able to 
name the Cape counterparts of a long list of 
mushrooms he had known in Britain and Europe. 
Pearson had previously studied dried specimens 
from the Cape but these were of little scientific 
value. Now, in the autumn of 1948, Pearson and 
Edith Stephens examined the mushroom sites 
within forty miles of Cape Town and made 
interesting and important discoveries. "It was like 
a journey into the unknown - so much was new to 
us," Pearson declared. He found that most of the 
agarics and all the boleti collected were the same 
as those of Europe. The reason was simple. These 
species had reached the Cape during the Van 



Riebeeck period, when the Dutch East India 
Company sent young stone pines, oaks and ash in 
tubs filled with earth. The mushroom spores were 
in the earth. Later came trees from North America 
and Australia, grey poplar, wattles and gums; and 
with them came mushrooms. Pearson also 
examined a number of fungi unknown to Euro-
pean botanists; probably species that had not been 
recorded in Europe or had become extinct there 
while the spores that reached the Cape had 
survived in favourable soil. 
Pearson and Miss Stephens discovered a species 
of russula unknown in Europe and named it 
Russula capensis. This edible but insipid mush-
room had taken possession of the pinewoods and 
is found in vast numbers. In her standard work 
"Some South African Edible Fungi", Miss 
Stephens says the Russula capensis appears after 
the first rains of autumn and lasts until November. 
It is a sturdy gill fungus, usually with a pink or 
crimson cap. Pearson remarked that the South 
African fungi were much larger than their 
European counterparts and some were astounding. 
For example, Pholiota spectabilis was a giant of 
reddish hue. 

Two hundred species of mushrooms have been 
identified within forty miles of Cape Town, sixty 
of them edible and nine poisonous. Among the 
species Miss Stephens delighted in cooking was 
the sulphur shelf, Polyporus sulphureus, that 
brilliant sulphur-coloured, frilly growth that 
appears on oak trees. Gathered at the right time, 
said Miss Stephens, the sulphur shelf tasted like 
breast of chicken. Her book on edible fungi is not 
only a valuable scientific work; it is also a 
collection of tested recipes. Her other book, 
"Some South African Poisonous and Inedible 
Fungi", is not so appetising but it is as 
essential as a triangle sign on the road. 
Mushrooms are not easily exterminated, Miss 
Stephens informed me. Areas such as Fish 
Hoek and Camps Bay had been lost, but there 
were large stretches of veld where the 
gatherers collected mushrooms year after year 
without affecting future crops. It was like 
picking apples from a tree; an area could not 
be stripped. Chemical fertiliser destroyed 
mushrooms. The disappearance of the horse 
was also deplored by mushroom lovers as 
there was no perfect substitute for horse 
manure. 



Mushrooms have been called nasty names by 
those who fear them. The sickener, the devil’s 
boletus, the devil’s bread, the children of 
darkness; a dreadful list might be compiled. It 
is true that some poisonous mushrooms taste 
excellent. The poison resists cooking and 
freezing. Murderers have used mushrooms for 
centuries; in France a man went to the 
guillotine after serving the Amanita phalloides 
at a dinner party. However, one does not give 
up swimming because of sharks. Learn to 
identify a few harmless species and the danger 
vanishes. But let me repeat the warning every 
mushroom expert gives again and again: 
mushrooms must be fresh. Illness and even 
death have been known when the victims have 
eaten edible but decayed specimens. These 
may be more harmful than rotting vegetables 
and meat. It is also well to remember that 
some people cannot take alcohol with mush-
rooms; symptoms of nausea and poisoning 
appear soon afterwards. 
Is the human race losing its age-old fear of 
this food of the forests? The epicure has 
always flouted death in pursuit of his 
favourite dish. One authority declared not 
long ago: "Mycophobia, the fear of mush-

rooms, is a social phenomenon hardly worth 
discussing." 



CHAPTER FIVE 
THE WAGON LIFE 

 



CHAPTER 5 
THE WAGON LIFE 

 This is the song of the straining span,  
the tune of the tattered tilt, 
Of the slow essays in perilous ways, 
of the wagon stoutly built: 
The song that was sung in the ancient 
tongue, 
when the days of the world dawned grey, 
The creaking croon of the disselboom, 
the song that is sung today. 

RUDYARD KIPLING 

Ask any old person who remembers the wagon life 
in South Africa and he will probably tell you that 
those were happier days than motorists have ever 
known. The pace of the ox, two miles an hour, 
would mean torture to the generations who came 
after the wagon, but the slow old wagon gave a 
man time to think, to observe, to approach the soul 
of the veld. Such a man would say that in the 
cloudless winter a long wagon journey in the 
interior of South Africa was the finest life in the 
world. 
I often think of the years when the market 
square in every town and village in Southern 

Africa was a wagon harbour. Those transport 
riders were in some ways like seamen 
delivering cargoes, refreshing themselves and 
their spans and setting out again into a 
wilderness like a brown ocean. The animated 
picture of wagons and crews was still there in 
the nineteen-twenties; a traditional way of life 
was doomed, yet it went on. Villages arose 
along the wagon routes, wagon villages you 
might call them; each with a long main street 
with room for a wagon to turn; each with 
furrows where the oxen drank; each with a 
market square and a huge outspan. No wonder 
the wagon appears on many South African 
coats-of-arms. 
Nearly a thousand miles from the Cape I saw 
oxen drawing wagons built in Paarl through 
the sand of the Kaiserstrasse in Windhoek to 
the Ausspanplatz. Petrol pumps were set up in 
the late nineteen-twenties but the oxen 
struggled on. Every now and then I see a news 
item about the last wheelwright, the last 
wagon-builder shutting up shop. That will be 
a true report one day but I am not at all sure 
that the day has come. 
I once studied a battered and weather-stained 
ledger brought to be by a togryer named 
Brink. He used to trek up into the North West 
Cape in the early years of the century. He 



found clothing easy to sell to settled farmers 
and trekboers; strong trousers and shirts and 
also dried fruits, kegs of sherry and brandy, 
curry powder and Bibles. Customers paid him 
in gold sovereigns and gave him springbok 
biltong, home-made soap and candles as 
presents. I studied with interest the lists of 
provisions this man carried for his own use. In 
his voorkis (which was also the driver’s seat) 
he stored everyday items such as coffee beans 
and tea, canisters of rice and sugar. Tinned 
foods were imported at that time and there 
was no wide variety; just sardines, Oxford 
sausages, peas and French beans, Danish 
butter, Swiss milk, prawns and plum pudding. 
Pickles, baking powder, Worcestershire sauce 
and oatmeal were on the list. "Sometimes I 
was able to buy fowls, eggs, fresh vegetables, 
grain and honey," Brink informed me. "I 
wanted no finer bread than askoek, the famous 
cake of coarse flour and water, with a pinch of 
salt, laid on glowing embers." But a meal the 
old togryer really enjoyed was the head of a 
zebra cooked all night in the campfire, skin and 
all. Of course there was nearly always plenty of 
game; often he had to drive the springbok away 
from the waterholes so that the oxen could drink. 
I asked Brink about medicines in a land without 
doctors and he laughed. "I was seldom ill," he 

replied. "Nevertheless I carried a lot of stuff just in 
case of emergencies. It was always easy to sell 
medicines. I bought my stock from a Paarl chemist 
named Townsend. Epsom salts, senna and jalop, 
ipecacuanha and Dover powders were the great 
remedies of those days. Quinine, opium and 
chlorodyne were others. Chest complaints were 
rare in that fine air; but you had to be prepared for 
gunshot wounds, fever, dysentery and fractured 
bones. Strong ammonia was the treatment for 
snakebite - not very satisfactory. My coloured 
wagon crews gathered herbs and other veld 
medicines: turksvye for sores, wild garlic for many 
ailments, grilled Hottentot fig for ear-ache. They 
also believed in such peculiar mixtures as dog’s 
blood and water for influenza and pneumonia. 
Every dog you saw in the North West Cape and 
Bushmanland had pieces clipped out of its ears, the 
favourite way of drawing blood. Dung in vinegar 
was the cure for measles. Fortunately I seemed to 
be immune to everything except an occasional 
stomach ache." 

Brink said there must have been a hundred firms of 
wagon-builders at work in the Cape when he 
started transport riding. He favoured Retief and De 



Ville of Noorder Paarl, the largest firm, with two 
hundred men in their office, machine room, timber 
and hardware stores, smithy and joiner’s 
department, painter’s shop and, most important of 
all, the wheelwright’s shop. They had been in 
business since the middle of last century and they 
made every type of wagon, Cape cart and buggy. 
Grain farmers went there for the Koeberg wagon. 
An old-fashioned ladder wagon was called the 
Zand Velder and this type is still to be seen on 
Sandveld farms. They made light wagons of 
American pattern for town work and half-tented 
transport wagons. Brink bought a heavy, full-
tented wagon named Voortrekker, a grand outfit 
with very strong axles. He liked wandering round 
the factory listening to the circular saws, smelling 
the piles of sawn timber, watching the skilful 
coloured decorators finishing off a wagon with red, 
green and yellow patterns and the name of the 
owner and his farm. "They would do that without 
a mistake - but often they could not read or 
write," Brink laughed. 
Designs remained unchanged for decades in that 
workshop. Brink said that his wagons were 
indeed very similar to those used by the 
Voortrekkers; and they still bore a strong family 

resemblance to much older wagons built in 
Holland and brought to the Cape in the 
eighteenth century. Brink carried a load of about 
four thousand pounds in each of his full-tented 
wagons. He preferred hide covers to canvas, for 
his journeys took him into country where he 
encountered thorn bushes. "I packed my wagons 
as a seaman stows his freight," Brink went on. 
"Heavy stuff on the bottom - ammunition and 
bags of grain. Retief and De Ville, kings of the 
wagon trade, sent you out with a strong and 
simple vehicle that had enough play in its parts 
to bend and absorb the jolts without breaking. I 
slept on a katel, a wagon bedstead with a 
wooden frame, leather thongs and a feather 
mattress. Pots and pans were slung under the 
floor. I had more casks of water than most 
transport riders carried as it is a long way 
between waterholes in Bushmanland. You have 
to travel eighteen hours a day there to reach 
water and it is very hard on the oxen. But those 
were great days. Trek!" 
Brink had a lot of stinkwood in his wagons, 
planks three inches thick. It cost more than the 
American ash Retief imported but it was 
seasoned for three years at Paarl and it never 
warped. With stinkwood sides, spokes and 
felloes, Brink knew he was safe. He stipulated 
that the shaft or disselboom must be flawless 



assegaiwood; hard yet resilient as steel. "I often 
passed transport riders cutting down trees after 
they had broken a disselboom," Brink recalled. 
"But there were few trees in Bushmanland and I 
had to have something that would stand up to the 
strain of sixteen strong oxen month after month. 
Some men chose the tough knoppiesdoring for a 
disselboom, a yellow-coloured acacia. Now and 
again a disselboom would split - then you had to 
draw a hide sleeve over the crack. My father and 
grandfather used zebra skin for that repair but 
there were not so many zebras left in my day. A 
broken axle was a serious affair as you had to 
find timber that would not shrink. Red pear was 
selected by many builders but there were firms in 
Paarl and elsewhere with craftsmen who disliked 
building axles. These firms sent to America for 
ready-made axles. Retief and De Ville, however, 
achieved a high degree of workmanship on the 
spot. They made every part from disselboom to 
agterstel. Timber was often a problem and some 
builders solved it by constructing the entire wagon 
of black ironwood. That gave tremendous strength 
but it was far too heavy for my purpose." 
Retief and De Ville made their own metal parts: 
knee-irons, treads and tyres, all hand-forged and 
reliable. Tyres were great hoops, half an inch thick. 
When they were fitted to newly-assembled wheels, 

superb craftsmanship was needed as a small 
miscalculation would cause spokes to snap. If the 
wheel had a hidden looseness anywhere it would 
be sure to collapse in an emergency. So the iron 
tyre was heated until it became a bright red glow. 
Some of the experts found that a fire of dried cow 
dung, built up all round the rim, gave the correct 
temperature. Then the tyre was slipped over the 
felloes of the new wheel and hammered down with 
a few quick blows. Cold water completed the 
process and the tyre shrunk into place. 

Where is the Retief and De Ville workshop now? It 
stood at the corner of Lady Grey and Breda Streets, 
one of the most prosperous factories in South 
Africa until World War I. When the motor-car 
invaded the world of wagons the factory tried to 
keep going by turning out truck bodies, old-
fashioned chairs, cane and riempie seats, settees, 
stoep and garden furniture. All to no purpose. The 
last Excelsior cart drove off with a crunching of 
tyres, the last Gypsy wagonette was completed, the 
last mole wagon and wine wagon, the last great 
Kenhardter went on the road. Now a few survive in 
museums and wagon sheds but only in the 
lavishly-illustrated pages of a tattered Retief and 



De Ville catalogue will you find the ninety models 
that made up their adventurous cavalcade. No 
longer do they take prizes at every country show. 
They have overturned and scattered their loads for 
the last time. They have climbed their last pass 
under the stars. 

Although my friend Brink favoured Retief and 
De Ville he admitted that Oom Jan Frederick 
Phillips made fine wagons. I believe the Phillips 
workshop in Fabriekstraat, Paarl, is still there. 
Phillips started work in the eighteen-eighties; and 
when he died in 1934 he had become known as 
the "Henry Ford of South Africa". Wagons were 
needed during all the wars of his time. Oom Jan 
supplied President Kruger and President Steyn 
with transport and ambulance wagons; he 
received the Kaiser’s officers from German 
South West Africa in his workshop and built 
wagons for their Herero and Hottentot 
campaigns. When the South African forces 
invaded South West in 1914, wagons from this 
Paarl factory accompanied the armies; and later 
in World War I wagons bearing the Phillips 
trademark were to be seen on the Western Front 
in France. Pirow’s ludicrous bush carts were built 

in Paarl and a few years later Mussolini’s agents 
went to Phillips and ordered wagons for the 
Abyssinian campaign. Finally this factory made 
enormous howitzer wheels for the Union Defence 
Force in World War II. Soon afterwards the 
factory closed. Oom Jan, however, will never be 
forgotten in Paarl. He. gave away many 
thousands of pounds to hospitals, churches and 
schools. The famous Jan Phillips Bergpad on 
Paarl mountain is his memorial. 

Indeed the wagon industry was much closer to the 
hearts of South Africans than the railways or the 
car. The story of the Cape ox-wagon goes back to 
Van Riebeeck, when a medieval wagon from the 
Netherlands hauled timber out of Cape Peninsula 
forests. Wagons made the first tracks to Saldanha 
Bay and the north; and a century and a half later 
wagons were travelling at exactly the same speed 
and taking thirteen days from Cape Town to 
Caledon. That was the time when the keeper of the 
toll gate at Hottentot’s Holland Kloof counted four 
thousand five hundred wagons in a year. When a 
remarkable wagon was built the newspapers 
described it; such a wagon as Serrurier of Keerom 
Street, Cape Town, made for Dr Morkel; a wagon 



twenty-three feet long, six feet wide, six feet from 
floor to roof. Before and after the Great Trek the 
wagon played many parts in the country. It was a 
family caravan and uncounted babies were born on 
the katel. It was the true "ship of the desert" in a 
land without camels. It was the carrier of farm 
produce, ivory and all the hunter’s wealth. On the 
frontier it became a fort. 
Transport riders, Brink assured me, enjoyed 
great prosperity in the eighties of last century. 
He knew an owner of ten wagons (valued at four 
thousand pounds) who was making a steady 
three hundred pounds a month on the route 
between Port Elizabeth and Kimberley. From 
birth to death the farmer and many others 
depended on the wagon. Every stretch of country 
from the Cape to the Zambesi was opened up by 
wagon transport. Beyond the Zambesi there was 
not a wagon to be seen anywhere in Africa; cruel 
and wasteful transport by human carriers was the 
rule. Then, in the eighteen-seventies, the Rev 
Roger Price of the London Missionary Society, 
brother-in-law of Livingstone, visited the Cape, 
bought oxen, forage and wagons and recruited 
thirteen South African natives with transport 
riding experience. The missionaries needed 
vehicles to carry stores from the coast to Lake 
Tanganyika. Price had seen a huge boiler carried 

inland by wagon for fourteen hundred miles and 
he was sure the ox-wagon would be a success in 
East Africa. Unfortunately the presence of tsetse 
after the first forty miles from the coast made the 
use of oxen hopeless. The wagons were 
abandoned in the bush and the caravans of 
porters marched on. At the healthy Cape the 
wagons went on rolling out of Paarl and the 
Wamakersvlei near Wellington. Diamonds and 
gold kept the factories working overtime. One 
firm in Knysna was turning out fifteen hundred 
spokes a day. But the depression early this 
century after the South African War started a 
decline from which the wagon trade never 
recovered. 
Brink told me that transport riders who were 
proud of their oxen aimed at a matched span, red 
Africanders with sharp horns turned backwards. 
This is the animal that has been described as "a 
masterpiece of nature", the majestic Africander 
produced by selective breeding from three 
previous types. Those owned by the Hottentots 
in the early days of the Cape settlement were a 
unique breed indigenous to South Africa; and 
they remained pure because the pioneer farmers 
refused to cross-breed Africander stock with 
imported Friesland cattle. Did the ancestors of 
the Africanders come from Egypt? It is possible, 
though the zebu of the north has different horns 



and hump from the Africander and it does not 
bellow in the same way. Besides the rust-red 
Africanders there is also a black type registered in 
the Drakensberg. 
Long ago there were many yellow Africander and 
two fine specimens were discovered and used as 
models for the animals in the frieze at the 
Voortrekker Monument. Magnificent heads are seen 
among the oxen hauling ploughs in South Africa. A 
pair of horns measuring eleven feet five and three-
quarter inches round the curves is thought to be a 
world’s record. They are preserved in the Mafeking 
Club. But this ox has something more than beauty. 
Its endurance and hardiness have come down 
almost unchanged through the centuries. Of course 
the disappearance of the wagon has brought about a 
new direction in breeding with the emphasis on 
meat production. Yet the typical Africander still 
stands high, with the hindquarters lighter than the 
muscular shoulders. 

Traditional names for trek-oxen were based largely 
on colours and places. Blesman had a white streak 
on the face. Rooiland displayed the favourite rust-
red coat. Donker was a dark brown ox, Witvoet had 
white legs and Geelbek a yellow muzzle. Jan Bloed 

was reserved for an ox with an unusual shade of 
redness. Kruisman had a white back with markings 
like a cross. Vaaltuin was a dun-coloured ox. Then 
there were occupational names: Akkerman (plough-
man), Opperman (labourer), Boekhouder (book-
keeper). Dwengeland was a tyrant and Koopman a 
merchant. Cavalcades of oxen were named 
Engeland and Amsterdam, Colesberg and Holland, 
Skotland, Tafelberg, Blaauwberg, Witzenberg. 
Those who handled the trek-ox describe the animal 
as mild and patient, as a rule, but never one that 
became attached to its driver or voorloper. Possibly 
with good reason. 

"Aanstap rooies!" the driver would shout, followed 
by the names. "Rooiland, Blesman, Beeskalf, 
Meerkat, Skotland, Breker, Witkw-a-a-a-s !" They 
all waited for the long-drawn silvery cry of that last 
name and then they hauled together. That was the 
true art of driving, the calling of the names, the 
cracking of the whip, the whip with a bamboo 
stock fifteen feet long and a twenty feet lash. An 
expert driver could flick a fly off the ear of any 
ox in the span. 
 



 

Naturally the voorloper was largely responsible for 
the behaviour of the oxen. He might be a 
piccanin or an oldish man but he kept going 
tirelessly along all sorts of tracks with the 
menacing horns of the leaders close to his back. 
He dared not fall. When a trace broke, of course, 
the team plunged forwards and the voorloper had 
to jump aside. And when the brakes failed on a 
slope leading to a drift the voorloper had to run 
for his life. In a raging torrent the voorloper 
swam along the line of frightened oxen and cut 
the traces so that they could swim to the bank: A 
voorloper is supposed to be on duty all the time. 
When he rides on the wagon along a quiet stretch 
he must always be ready to rush forward to his 
post. There is little rest for the weary voorloper 
from the time he rounds up his scattered span in 
the morning to the inspanning, the outspanning, 
the grazing and watering of the team at night. 

Brink talked about the achievements of oxen. 
They could do wonders on one satisfying drink a 
day, ten gallons of water. When they were thirsty 
they could smell water miles away and that 
meant a stampede if the wagon crew were not 
careful. The normal day on the road was made 



up of two or three stages known as skofte; and 
that may well explain the origin of the word 
"skoff". In hot weather it was best to trek from 
two in the morning until seven and again in the 
evening from five to ten. Twenty miles was a fair 
day’s trek; less in wet weather because the yokes 
chafed the oxen. But a waterless trek was always 
a nightmare. Brink said the powerful Bechuana 
oxen made the finest teams in desert country. 
The only ordeal he dreaded more than thirst was 
a thunderstorm with lightning close at hand; he 
had known a whole team of oxen to be killed 
when the iron trektou was struck by lightning. 

"Yet it was a paradise at times," Brink went on. 
"A lot depended on your servants. I had the same 
cook for years, a Hottentot who could make 
mutton taste different every day. He had a way 
of grinding millet and boiling it with the meat 
when fresh vegetables were scarce. A wonderful 
man when it came to bartering with natives. If I 
lent him my shotgun he always came back with 
something, partridges or guinea fowl. When food 
had to be rationed he still did his best - maize on 
the cob and wild honey. And when we camped 
near an anthill he would make an oven and 

prepare a banquet. You know the trick? Cut the 
top of the anthill off, make an oven in the side, start 
a fire and the vegetable matter inside catches alight 
and the whole thing becomes red hot. You can roast 
a sheep in an oven like that. I had that cook and 
careful drivers and voorlopers and specially 
selected oxen. I took care to leave nothing important 
behind. It was still wild in the North West Cape in 
my youth. The constant exercise was good and I 
would go to sleep the moment I pulled my kaross 
over me. I sold my goods at a fair profit and made a 
bit of money: That’s why I say it was a paradise at 
times - not only the money but the smell of roll 
tobacco in the clean air, the sound of the oxen 
sighing at night when they rested at last, the jackals 
and hyenas and even lions in the distance. One of 
my boys had a concertina. Ag, but it was snug 
inside a wagon with the canvas rolled down, even 
when there was ice in the buckets outside. I wish I 
could have it all over again, reading my few books 
by the light of a hurricane lamp, waking only when 
my cook brought the steaming coffee." 

"There must have been times when the wagon life 
was anything but a paradise," I suggested. "Tell me 
about the bad times." 



Brink laughed grimly. "You had to guard your oxen 
against redwater, meltsiekte and lung sickness, and 
the rinderpest put an army of transport riders out of 
business. Veld fires threatened us. Drivers and 
others were killed by falling under the wheels, a far 
more serious risk than you might imagine. Your 
bare-footed voorloper needed keen eyesight to 
avoid the snakes in his path. Crossing rivers was 
often perilous. When a trace broke or the wagon 
stuck it was hard to control the oxen. Sometimes a 
little spruit would become flooded without warning 
and wagon, team and crew would all be swept 
away. But a drought was a far more serious menace 
than the usual ordeal by water. I have come up to a 
fully-loaded wagon without a sign of life round it. 
The men had gone off with their oxen in search of 
grass. As we trekked on, there were dead oxen 
along the track - and live vultures." 

Brink sighed and then smiled and spoke of bright 
campfires where many transport riders gathered in 
the evening and drank their brandy and told their 
tales of the road. "You might find scores of wagons 
held up at a drift, waiting for the water to go 
down," he recalled. "We had a quality almost 
unknown today, called patience. We held shooting 

matches, we went out after buck and we wrestled 
and played skilpadloop and jukskei. I made 
friends in those wagon camps. I shared their grilled 
sheepribs and boerebeskuit and they came to my 
campfire and helped themselves from my three-
legged iron pots. I can smell those fires now, the 
red heat given out by dried dung, the acrid smoke. 
When the stream became fairly quiet we helped 
each other to swim the oxen over. Wagons would 
be taken apart, freight would be rafted across on 
bundles of reeds or empty barrels." 

When did the wagon become a travelling home in 
South Africa? It seems that the early wagons were 
small. Adam Tas, writing in his famous diary, 
mentions a carrying capacity of three hogsheads of 
wine as a full load for one wagon. Never did he 
suggest that the farmers drove their own wagons or 
lived in them. Lady Anne Barnard wrote this 
passage a century later: "Last month has sent in 
from the country quantities of wagons chiefly 
loaded with wine, butter, skins, feathers and 
oranges; grain is sometimes added as the farmers 
happen to have it. The wagons are very narrow, 
about the size of a large pipe of wine, and long 
enough to hold three in the length. The wagons are 



drawn by sixteen oxen and driven by one man, a 
Hottentot besides generally walking at the head of 
the first pair." 

By this time the covered wagon had become a 
home and few changes in design were made during 
the nineteenth century. Dr William John Burchell 
the botanist left a memorable picture of the tented 
wagon home he bought in 1811 in which he lived 
for four years. Kilian of Cape Town was the 
builder. The wagon, fully equipped, with two 
teams of oxen, cost him six hundred pounds. It was 
fifteen feet long and the floor was two feet nine 
inches broad, with a height under the tilt of five 
feet six inches. Five large chests were fitted into 
the wagon and these held presents for chiefs, goods 
for barter, clothing and blankets, arms and 
ammunition, carpenter’s tools, provisions, fish 
hooks and lines, water casks, medicines and fifty 
books. The chests left room for one person to sit. 
Burchell used the forepart of the wagon as his 
bedroom and this was screened off by canvas. 
When the wagon was unloaded Burchell was able 
to give dinner parties inside "to the highest 
personages". He entertained a chief at Litakun : 

boiled beef, boiled rice, melted sheep tail fat and 
salt. 

Burchell avoided trekking by night as he disliked 
missing anything of interest. He was an ox wagon 
enthusiast and when he made a journey by horse-
wagon in the Graaff Reinet district he wrote: "We 
flew past every object and hardly had I turned my 
eyes to anything remarkable by the roadside than 
it was already behind us. Such expedition was 
indeed a novelty to me and very different from the 
rate to which I had been accustomed during the 
last ten months; but as a traveller desirous of 
observing the features and productions of a 
strange country I abhorred galloping horses and 
would have preferred sitting behind a team of my 
own oxen whose steady pace seemed to have been 
measured exactly to suit an observer and admirer 
of nature." Burchell summed up his long wagon 
journey in these words: "Nothing but breathing 
the air of Africa and actually walking through it 
and beholding its inhabitants in all the 
peculiarities of their movements and manners, can 
communicate those gratifying and literally 
indescribable sensations which every European 
traveller of feeling will experience on finding 



himself in the midst of so interesting a scene - a 
scene not merely amusing but one which may be 
highly instructive for a contemplative mind." 

Historians regard the migration from the Cape 
Peninsula to the Great Fish River boundary as the 
first important wagon trek. Late in the eighteenth 
century the settlers moved across six hundred 
miles of unmapped country with their flocks and 
herds. They were hunters as well as farmers, and 
probably they were visited by a wagon smous 
who bought the skins of the buck they had shot. 

South Africa’s earliest wagon tracks ran from the 
Castle to the forests, as I have said, and also to the 
outposts where fruit and vegetables were grown. 
They picked up grain from De Land Rond de Bos 
and vegetables from the Liesbeek Valley farmers. 
Their favourite outspan was near the present 
Camp Ground Road, once known as De Kamp 
Grond. Traces of some wagon-tracks remain in 
many parts of the country, the old trekpad 
wandering across modern roads, sweeping to and 
fro where gradients were too steep for the wagon-
driver to keep his oxen on a straight course. A 
romantic discovery was made on a farm in the 
Robertson district when a sandhill was blown away. 

There was a clay surface under the sand and this 
impressionable bed had retained the tracks of a 
wagon and the hooves of the oxen. The route from 
Cape Town to the interior once passed over that 
farm and those tracks may have been made 
centuries ago. Though the wagons have passed on, 
their old outspans remain on many farms, some 
fenced and fitted up for the use of motorists. There 
on moonlight nights you may see phantom wagons 
and hear the ghostly drivers singing their forgotten 
wagon song: 

Sestien rooies voor die wa 
Agt van my en agt van pa. 

CHAPTER 6 
FRONTIER COUNTRY 

I have passed out of the old settled districts of the 
Cape into the hard land that was for many years the 
frontier of the colony. You may still halt on a 
lonely road and see a landscape that has not 
changed since the first Louws and Van Wyks and 
Van Reenens came this way. This is Calvinia, the 
Hantam of the early travellers. You may love it and 
dread it at the same time. 



 

When I first drove through the Calvinia veld 
midway between the wars there were long and 
lonely stretches dreaded by motorists. Careful 
people carried water and food. Nowadays the 
tourist knows that he will find spring flowers 
growing waist-high, or broekbandhoogte as they 
say Namaqualand has nothing finer than the 
wonderland of colour along the Bushmanland 
border. The isolated Hantam mountain above 
Calvinia town, steep and flat-topped like Table 
Mountain, flames with gousblom. The town, 
"capital" of the North-West Cape, has a rock 
garden and a nature reserve of three thousand 
morgen to the north. But when the trekboer came 
in the middle of the eighteenth century it was a 
remote and dangerous land. Names on the map tell 
the story of this huge area; fourteen thousand 
square miles, some of it a wilderness still. 

My linen-backed folding map is more than seventy 
years old and many names are spelt differently 
now. It reminds me that I first entered Calvinia 
from the south, by the frightening Karoo route that 
starts at Karoo Poort and takes you through empty 
country. Some of the names on the map have a 
pleasant ring about them, others are sinister. 



Oorlogskloof and Moordenaars’ Werf are on the 
telephone, but there was a time when the owners 
had to keep their voorlaaiers ready to beat off 
Bushman raiders. This is also a land of nicknames, 
not all humorous ones. Koos Moordenaar, the 
farmer who lived for years beyond the law, has not 
yet been forgotten. 

You find strong contrasts in the Calvinia 
district. Enter by the twisting Van Rhyn’s Pass, 
glance back over the ghastly Knersvlakte far 
below, and then look forward across the 
Bokveld plateau. Here is the land of winter 
rain, of proteas and gannabos. This is the 
oldest settled district in the North-West Cape. 
Do not confuse it with the Warm Bokkeveld or 
the Kou Bokkeveld to the south. This is the 
one and only Bokveld, with a rainfall of fifteen 
inches. Bokkeveld and Bokveld were not 
named after boerbokke; they were once alive 
with springbok, not goats. Nieuwoudtville is 
the Bokveld centre, a village with a stone 
church built by masons imported from Italy. 
Flocks passed through there thousands strong 
in the old sheep trekking days; farmers and 
wagons, shepherds and sheepdogs. Now there 

are motor-lorries, fifty sheep in each truck, 
instead of the flowing cavalcades. But those 
old days were not always happy days. In a 
drought year masses of sheep trekked from 
distant parts of the North West in search of 
veld where rain had fallen. All round the Van 
Rhyn’s Pass summit lay fifty thousand dead 
sheep. The whole countryside reeked with the 
stench of disaster. Farmers who had once been 
wealthy had to work as labourers on the roads 
at four shillings a day. 

Another contrast is the Roggeveld, once known 
as the Onder-Bokkeveld and still called 
Calvinia-Bokkeveld by the farmers. No one 
ever grew rye there. Roggeveld is covered with 
grass that resembles rye, Scala africanum, 
growing in clefts in the rock. Years ago the 
mountain folk of the Roggeveld were very 
different from the people of the Calvinia 
district. They were isolated and sometimes 
lawless. This was the home of Koos 
Moordenaar with his wild, light-blue eyes. 
According to legend he had killed seven 
people before he was brought to justice. Then 
he assaulted a shepherd and the judge warned 



him: "If this man dies you will be charged with 
murder." Koos Moordenaar was seen no more 
on the mountain barrier of the Roggeveld. It 
was said that he had found sanctuary in the no-
man’s-land to the north of the Orange River; 
for that was before the Germans took the 
territory. 

Next comes the Hantam, that favoured corner 
of the district which lured unknown cattle 
farmers as far back as the seventeen-forties. 
They were unable to go further north at that 
time because the rainfall was capricious and only 
when the huge pans were filled by thunderstorms 
were they able to linger for a while. They needed 
wells, boreholes and windmills. Many years 
passed before permanent homesteads could be 
built in the drier parts of the district. But the 
Hantam gave the pioneer trekboer what he 
desired. Hantam is a very old name, Hantamsberg 
is a landmark; and three months of winter snow 
meant wonderful crops of grass later, the right 
feed for horses. What does the name mean? One 
authority says that Hantam was named by the 
Hottentots, the "land of uintjies" the nutty little 
red bulbs that grow on the mountain. Others have 

suggested that as this mountain divides the 
rainfall areas, Hantam is really a corruption of 
hand-om (turn). There is such a contrast between 
the western side of the mountain, where the 
winter rains fall, and the eastern slopes of summer 
rains that it reminds you of a turn of the hand. 
Senator W. P. Steenkamp, that legendary son of 
the district, supported the red bulb theory; he said 
the original name was pronounced with a click 
and meant "the world of the mountain where the 
wild red onion grows". One species was edible, 
another poisonous. Here in the middle of the 
eighteenth century a bold spirit named Abraham 
van Wyk secured a grazing licence and built his 
homestead on the present Calvinia site. The walls, 
four feet thick, stand unchanged to this day on the 
edge of the town. The old Veldkornet Van Wyk 
called it Akker en Dam. He chose so wisely that 
the railways bought part of the farm because of 
the strong water supply; and nowadays the town 
draws on this source. The pear trees on the farm 
may have been planted by Van Wyk but the 
paintings on the walls by an artist from Holland 
came much later. 



Out to the east of Calvinia lies the Kaaing Bult, 
the ridge with millions of round white pebbles 
that reminded the early trekboers of the lumps of 
suet used in cooking: This is the land of pans and 
mirages; certainly not the most favoured stretch of 
the vast district. To the north of Calvinia the 
country merges into Bushmanland. Early this 
century Crown land fetched two shillings a 
morgen in this area and one person could buy ten 
thousand morgen. This is a grass world after rain; 
splendid grass to the horizon, nourishing 
boesmangras like endless fields of wheat. But in 
a drought it is a fiery desert. Men and animals 
have to be as tough as tortoises to survive. 
Furnace winds blow from the Kalahari and the 
temperature rises to one hundred. No trees or 
koppies are to be seen but the red dunes form like 
Kalahari outposts. Farmhouses are built on bare 
veld. Wells one hundred and sixty feet deep are 
dug hopefully by hand. Boreholes seldom strike 
water at less than two hundred feet and some go 
to three times that depth. Yet there are many who 
find a strange fascination in Bushmanland. They 
enjoy the coffee made of brack water. They tell 
you that their sheep are never poisoned by 

dangerous plants. They speak wistfully of the 
gousblom and botterblom of good seasons. 

Finally there is the river country, the wide areas 
flooded by the waters that rise in the Roggeveld 
mountains. The rivers are the Fish, the Riet, the 
Renoster and the Sak, all flowing into the 
Hartbees and joining the Orange at last. In dry 
seasons they can be traced by a series of pools. 
When they come down in flood the Sakrivier may 
be ten miles wide at a distance of two hundred 
and fifty miles from the source. Alluvial flats lend 
themselves to saaidam farming, an unpredictable 
yet tempting enterprise. 

All over the Calvinia district you find names 
ending in kolk - Granaatboskolk, Abiquas Kolk, 
Korannakolk, Wildehondekolk, Leeukolk, Klip-
kolk. A kolk is a pan that holds water after rain. In 
places there is also the welcome klipbakke 
formation which holds water under the sand, 
water that can be brought up by siphon. Water has 
always been on the minds of most people in the 
Calvinia district. My old maps show every sort of 
moisture from Waterval to Bloedsuiersfontein; 
Witwater and Stinkfontein, Soetwater and 
Buffelsfontein. 



Several early travellers and officials recorded the 
life of these farmers on the frontier. Sparrman and 
Thunberg were there in the seventeen-seventies 
and also the explorer Colonel R. J. Gordon 
accompanied by William Paterson the botanist. 
Gordon or his draughtsman sat on the summit of a 
koppie near Onder Downes homestead ten miles 
east of Calvinia and sketched the view looking up 
the Oorlog’s Kloof valley. This Roggeveld 
landscape was discovered in recent years in the 
British Museum manuscript collection. A 
government expedition in 1801 was described by 
Petrus Borchardus Borcherds, then a young 
assistant secretary but later a magistrate, author 
and poet of considerable ability. Borcherds 
travelled by way of the Verkeerde Vallei, the 
Doorn River in the Karoo, the Bokkeveld Poort 
and the Roggeveld Berg. He said that in the 
winter the farmers left the Bokkeveld and 
Roggeveld and descended to the Karoo to avoid 
the cold and snow. They closed their houses and 
lived in huts, wagons or tents. At night they built 
up roaring fires to protect the flocks. Borcherds 
noted the large herds of quagga, antelope and 
ostriches. Farmers were proud of their long guns 
or muskets of large calibre, sending the ball with 

accuracy over a fair distance. Next they valued a 
good horse, strong and trained for the chase. A 
good housewife and strong, healthy children 
formed part of every man’s ambition. He also 
needed a tent wagon, a strong team of oxen, a 
legplek with plenty of grass in season, kannabos 
for soap-boiling and a sound flock of long-tailed 
sheep. 
"A plain, honest and wandering race are the 
inhabitants of the Roggeveld," Borcherds 
summed up. Many parents had eight or more 
children. There was a strong religious spirit. 
Most farmers visited Cape Town once a year to 
sell their soap and butter. Butchers visited the 
farms and bought the sheep. The farmers wore 
broad-brimmed hats with pipes stuck in the 
bands. They had woollen jackets and great-coats 
for winter; and in summer they wore blue shirts 
and linen jackets. Leather trousers and ox-hide 
velskoene were seen everywhere. 
"Happy countrymen - you require only informa-
tion and guidance, experience and a taste for 
improvement and the removal of some 
prejudices," Borcherds wrote. "You are on the 
whole an honest and good-natured race, and 
happy, though deprived of many comforts and 
blessings afforded by civilisation and intercourse 
with the more enlightened society of man. The 



traveller cannot escape from the privations of the 
Roggeveld. Its inhabitants are deprived of those 
clear and beautiful streams which adorn the 
upper country, many being compelled to live on 
places with only a small fountain of brackish 
water and no trees to give them shade or fruit. 
Yet I believe that many born and bred in the 
Roggeveld would not, if they could, change their 
position, so much are they attached to their flocks 
and simple mode of living." 
The frontier really comes to life in the narrative 
of Dr Lichtenstein, the German physician who 
travelled with Commissioner J. A. de Mist two 
years after Borcherds. This was a formidable 
cavalcade as the government wished to impress 
hostile Bushmen, runaway slaves and white 
deserters. Seven dragoons were among the 
horsemen. Six wagons were loaded with sea 
biscuits, rice, peas, dried fruit, tea and coffee, 
sugar, tobacco, wine and brandy. There were 
Hottentot servants and slaves to look after young 
Miss Augusta de Mist and her friend Miss 
Versveld. Hospital mattresses, tables and stools 
were used by the white travellers. They had tools 
and a forge for repairs. "Trinkets and fripperies" 
were taken as presents. Lichtenstein had a small 
library; the works of previous travellers who had 

covered parts of the route: Kolbe, Sparrman, 
Thunberg, Le Vaillant and Barrow. His boxes also 
held a telescope, microscope, natural history 
equipment and preserving fluid. Lichtenstein 
described the long trek past Saldanha Bay and 
Piketberg, the Olifants River and the valley with 
the ominous name of Moedverloren. They 
followed steep and dangerous paths to the farm 
Lookenburg, also known as Uys Vallei because of 
the bulbs found there. Barrow had been there in 
1798 and placed it on his map. The owner was 
Jacob Adrian Louw, a member of the great Louw 
dynasty. Their stamvader, Jan Louw, had reached 
the Cape soon after Van Riebeeck had settled at 
Rondebosch. The first Louw to penetrate the North 
West Cape was Petrus Louw, who had settled on 
the loan farm Tronjé in the seventeen-sixties. 
Lichtenstein’s host at Lookenburg was Jacob 
Adrian Louw, who had been there for a quarter of 
a century and had become one of the richest 
farmers. His wealth was in sheep, with a flock of 
seventeen thousand; but he owned two thousand 
horned cattle and a thousand horses as well. 
Lichtenstein noted that the bulbs made excellent 
feed for sheep and horses and the Hottentots also 
ate them. Louw grew enough corn and grapes for 



his household; he had planted tobacco and was 
considering a rice crop. 

The next Louw mentioned by Lichtenstein was 
Johannes Gideon Louw of Oorlogskloof, the 
most northerly farm in the district on the 
Namaqualand border. There had been a fight 
with the Bushmen on the farm, hence the name. 
Veld Kornet Louw was a peacemaker, however, 
and he collected hundreds of sheep and goats 
from the Bokkeveld farmers and presented them 
to the Bushmen in the hope of preventing further 
trouble. Louw had entertained the physician and 
botanist Thunberg about a quarter of a century 
previously. Louw’s son had been seriously ill 
and Thunberg had saved his life. 

Lichtenstein trekked on shooting Namaqua 
partridges (sixty with three shots) and treating 
the sick. He stayed at the Matjiesfontein farm, 
ancestral home of the Strauss family, named 
because of the matjiesgoed that grew there. The 
father of Lichtenstein’s host, a soldier, had 
arrived in the Cape from Germany in 1723 and 
had been murdered by slaves. Lichtenstein found 
that he was expected to perform miracles of 
healing. His patients included hysterical women 

and others with deep-rooted maladies. He 
thought the prevalence of stone among the men 
was due to lack of alcohol as this complaint was 
uncommon in the wine districts. Gout and 
rheumatism were also common. Lichtenstein 
found that his stock of Halle medicines was 
running low and began studying the local 
medicinal plants. He also added rare plants to his 
collection. 

Naturally this observant traveller was greatly 
impressed by John van Reenen and his farm 
Groot Toren on the north-west side of the 
Hantam mountain. Pieter Pienaar, the previous 
owner and his wife, had been murdered by the 
dangerous Hottentot raider Kaptein Jager 
Afrikaner. John van Reenen, the Merino sheep 
pioneer, had sixteen hundred of the Spanish 
breed on the farm and was making large profits 
out of the fine wool. He also kept three hundred 
breeding horses, an Arabian stallion worth three 
thousand rix-dollars among them. Sometimes the 
colts were taken by hyenas but there were no 
thefts. With six hundred peach trees and a 
kitchen garden, Groot Toren was a model farm. 



Lichtenstein praised the Hantam people. They 
were brisk and active and showed good breeding 
and civility and brought presents for the official 
visitors. Some of them had travelled for sixty 
miles "in a dry and solitary country, fit only for 
the feeding of cattle, and half-encircled by some 
of the wildest among the savages of the 
neighbouring districts". The last farm in the east 
of the district visited by Lichtenstein was 
Onweetendefontein or Onder-Downes. This had 
been given out as a loan farm in 1750 and had 
become the home of the pioneer family named 
Gous about twenty years later. Gous was the 
grandson of a Huguenot settler named Goucher. 
Lichtenstein thought that Onweetendefontein 
was a melancholy spot, treeless and surrounded 
by rocks. The Gous family lived in fear of 
Bushmen. The homestead had doors of cedar 
from the Cedarberg and was thatched with reeds 
from Pakhuis. Walls were more than two feet 
thick. Slate at the spring bore impressions of 
fossil fish, rather like eels. "These were the only 
remains of a former world I found in South 
Africa," commented Lichtenstein. 
Leaving the Hantam behind Lichtenstein entered 
the Roggeveld. He shot a vulture on the wing 

and saw cobras before reaching the Steenkamp 
farm called Elandsfontein in a narrow valley. 
Again the traveller formed an unfavourable 
impression, though the Widow Steenkamp had 
abundant water, gardens and corn lands. They 
shot eland on the farm, two seven hundred pound 
eland, with "pure excellent flesh" like beef. The 
marrow was a great delicacy and the great 
muscle of the thigh and the tongues were 
regarded as the best parts when smoked. 
Hottentots used the horns as pipes. Rhino were 
still shot in the neighbourhood and the flesh was 
given to the savages. Rhino skin was made into 
sjamboks and these were sold at four shillings 
each. 
Hartebeesfontein, the next farm to be visited, 
was the home of a great hunter, one of the Louw 
family. Louw had "a very neat, nice young wife 
and five stout, healthy children". Deep snow fell 
there in winter and to save his thousands of 
sheep Louw moved to a legplaas in the Calvinia 
area. Lichtenstein heard a dramatic story when 
he reached the farm Matjiesfontein. There the 
Widow Coetzé told him that she had seen her 
husband, father, mother-in-law and her 
husband’s sister all murdered by Hottentots and 
slaves. She was pregnant at the time. The 
murderers carried her away to a hiding-place, 
taking cattle, goods and money from the farm. 



Veld Kornet Koos Nel, commandant of the 
district, reached the spot just in time to save her 
from execution. He recovered twenty-five 
thousand rix-dollars. Driefontein, owned by 
Gerrit Visser, was the last farm in the district 
visited by Lichtenstein’s party. The small 
dwelling had mimosa spars for the roof, slate 
walls cemented with clay, plastered walls and 
clay floors washed with cow dung. Tea was 
always ready at Gerrit Visser’s home but the 
water had a bad flavour and the milk had to be 
kept for churning into butter. 
James Backhouse, the Australian evangelist, was 
in the Calvinia district in the eighteen-thirties. 
He noticed the heavy Statebybels with copper 
clasps, always kept on special tables in the 
homesteads. Backhouse remarked that the 
nearest church was in Clanwilliam, so that 
people could only attend the services there once 
every three or six months. Dr William Robertson 
senior, the Clanwilliam minister, visited the 
Calvinia farms at intervals. During the first 
quarter of the nineteenth century the Calvinia 
farmers had to go to church in Tulbagh or 
Malmesbury, while the bridal couples travelled 
three hundred miles to Cape Town; thus the 
establishment of the Clanwilliam congregation in 

1826 gave some relief. It was not until the 
middle of the century that the Dutch Reformed 
Church bought part of a farm on the Calvinia 
site, cut it up into plots and sold the plots to 
secure money for a church. So the Hantam 
became Calvinia in a government notice and a 
village grew up round the church. 

Calvinia was still on the frontier. Wild dogs were 
a curse on the farms; cattle and horses, sheep and 
goats were the victims. An early magistrate 
named Truter took advantage of the isolation, set 
up in business, acted as a lawyer and wound up 
estates. He also wrote letters for farmers and was 
doing very well indeed until reports of his 
conduct reached Cape Town; then a 
parliamentary committee put a stop to this 
irregular behaviour. 

Mr John Noble, clerk of the House of Assembly, 
wrote in the eighteen-seventies: "In the Calvinia 
district colonisation has only lately been gaining 
on the wilderness and there is still a great area 
waiting to be filled up, whose pastoral and 
agricultural capabilities when developed will add 
largely to the wealth of the country. Until lately 
regarded as a desert, the country was left to the 



free occupation of migratory squatters and their 
flocks and the wandering Bushmen and Korannas 
living along the river, hunting antelopes and 
ostriches on the open plains." Those wandering 
Bushmen were still a menace. Travellers still 
needed an armed escort. Farmers in the most 
dangerous areas lived in byekorfhutte, like 
beehives, also known as korbeelwonings. It seems 
that the original designer had seen houses of this 
type in Italy and France and had built a home of 
flat stones that the Bushmen could not set on fire. 
Walls were two feet six inches thick and seven feet 
high. Some byekorfhutte were like rondavels, 
others were square. Doorways were closed with 
large slabs of stone. These dwellings were cool in 
summer and warm in winter. The design appealed 
to a number of farmers who felt the Bushman 
menace and so the unknown architect’s example 
was followed. You can still find indestructible 
byekorfhutte on the farm Thokoboos and I under-
stand that Mr J. J. Mouton of Stuurmansfontein is 
still living in one. 

Calvinia had a second-class school building in the 
eighteen-seventies but a salary of two hundred a 
year and a free house failed to attract a teacher. 

When the salary was raised to two hundred and 
fifty (with fifty pounds for travelling expenses) the 
problem was solved. Wednesday was declared a 
half-holiday in the village. Everyone went off to 
cricket, croquet, quoits and target shooting. The 
calm of Calvinia was shattered at this period by 
epidemics of measles, scarlet fever and "white sore 
throat". But modern civilisation was creeping up, 
the telegraph line reached the village. The 
population was five hundred in the eighteen-
eighties. A commercial directory stated: "Calvinia 
is the only town in the largest district in the colony. 
The kerkraad manages very well, but everyone 
manages for himself as the inhabitants prefer this 
system." The library had two thousand volumes. 
After three years of drought, however, the Standard 
Bank closed. The "Cape Argus" correspondent 
wrote: "Calvinia, once a flourishing place of 
business, is now stagnant. One shop fails after 
another. There has never been such a drought for 
thirty years." 

I once met a doctor in the North-West Cape who 
had taken over a practice early this century from a 
general practitioner, a Scot who had graduated at 
Aberdeen in the eighteen-sixties. This old Scot 



recalled life in the Calvinia district throughout 
the last three decades of last century. As there 
was no hospital some patients had to be 
accommodated in the gaol. His busiest time 
was at nagmaal, when he worked eighteen 
hours a day making up pills and tinctures and 
applying bandages and splints. Accounts were 
either paid at nagmaal time or the doctor had 
to wait until the wool was sold. Some patients 
brought him presents of home-made soap, 
candles, biltong, eggs and ostrich-eggs and 
cake. 
Fortunately infectious diseases were rare in 
those days and measles almost unknown. 
Before the Scot arrived midwifery had been 
attempted by ignorant but confident women, 
most of them coloured. Sometimes the results 
were fatal. The old doctor was also a surgeon, 
a snydokter with a great reputation in the 
district. The local chemist gave the chloroform 
and if additional help was needed the doctor 
called on the minister and the magistrate. With 
the aid of this team the doctor excised eyes, 
carried out amputations and applied silk 
ligatures to the arteries. Of course the doctor 
had to act as dentist as well. He gripped the 

patient’s head under his left arm, pressed the 
forceps well down, wriggled the tooth loose 
and out it came. 

The Scot traveled out to farms with a Cape cart 
and two horses. In winter, when he was called 
at an early hour, there was often snow on the 
bushes and ice-pools on the road crackled 
under the horses’ hooves. Icicles hung on 
every branch and twig. The doctor needed his 
voetjas of brayed sheepskins. This is scorpion 
country and there was no serum in those days. 
Doctors prescribed lettuce seeds, which acted 
as a mild narcotic; but it was not always 
possible to secure this remedy. Cautious 
people searched their rooms in summer before 
going to bed. Those who had received a sting 
were most careful; but such people seemed to 
be proof against later attacks. Even the young 
scorpions were dangerous for their tails were 
filled from birth with the poison that was like a 
jab of fire. Only the baboons knew how to deal 
with scorpions. They bit off the tails with 
unerring skill and feasted on the rich flesh like 
business-men munching expensive lobsters. 
Medical specialists visited Calvinia at intervals 



early this century but conditions were still 
primitive. An attorney owned a very fine, large 
yellowwood table with stinkwood legs, strong 
and steady, and the surgeons always borrowed 
this table for operations. But it was a healthy 
district and a few people reached the century 
mark without a serious illness. Such a man was 
Oupa Klaas "Honderdjaar" Vlok (1810-1910) 
who settled in the village when he was ninety, 
married for the fourth time and became a father. 
(His wife was forty-five.) Oupa Klaas was 
known as the strong man of the Roggeveld. 
There was a tremendous gathering of the Vlok 
clan on his hundredth birthday. Oupa Klaas died 
soon afterwards; the doctor said he had eaten too 
much melktert. 

Farmers in the Calvinia district remember the 
stories their fathers and grandfathers told them of 
the springbok migrations last century. There was 
a Van der Merwe who owned the farm Downes, 
in the gap where the Oorlogskloofrivier flows 
between the Groot Pramberg and the bulk of the 
Roggeveld mountains. Here are many ledges of 
varying widths and steepness. Van der Merwe 
had gone out with his Wesley Richards after a 

herd of springbok and had followed them round 
a shoulder of the mountain. The shoulder 
narrowed to a ledge with a sickening drop on the 
right. As it was fairly level and firm, and without 
any treacherous shale, Van der Merwe went on 
after the buck. Suddenly he heard them 
returning. The ledge must have petered out. Van 
der Merwe knew that he was in deadly peril. He 
squeezed himself as far back into a niche as he 
could and waited for the rushing buck. As the 
springbok leader appeared Van der Merwe 
kicked it off the ledge. The rest of the herd 
followed their leader. Van der Merwe returned to 
the homestead and declared that he had killed 
about sixty buck with one kick. No one believed 
him until the wagon reached the spot and loaded 
the dead springbok. 

Among the notorious Hottentot characters at the 
turn of the century was Jan Tomas, who worked 
for a Van der Merwe on the farm Koppieskraal 
in the mountains west of Williston. One night he 
disappeared, but sheep went missing at intervals 
and everyone knew that Jan Tomas was the thief. 
Tomas was a champion runner; he covered such 
distances in a night that he was able to play 



hide-and-seek with farmers and police. No one 
knew the wild terrain so intimately as the swift 
Hottentot; he would take a sheep from 
Koppieskraal one night and taunt the shepherds 
at Kareekamp twenty-odd miles west of 
Calvinia the next. Kareekamp, once a Strauss 
farm, was owned at this time by a Van der 
Merwe. The ground is deeply scored by 
ravines, taaibos and karee trees, so that Tomas 
found many hiding-places and made the life of 
the shepherd a misery. Firearms were scarce 
just after the South African War but Van der 
Merwe remembered an old Sanna, more of an 
antique than a gun, in the loft. He went out in 
search of the thief with this museum-piece and 
when Jan Tomas saw him he decided to raid 
other farms. A year or more passed before the 
clever thief was rounded up by the police. Jan 
Tomas ended his days on the Breakwater. 

I gathered the recent story of Calvinia and the 
people from Dr Cyril Hall, who went there as 
magistrate’s clerk in 1907. (Dr Hall ended his 
legal career as an appellate court judge.) The 
railway terminus was at Ceres Road (now 
Wolseley) when young Hall stepped out of the 

train. He still had to cover one hundred and 
eighty miles of the most desolate country in 
the whole Karoo. All goods for Calvinia 
passed along that route, so that there was life 
on the long track; passenger wagons with 
spans of twelve horses or mules covering the 
distance in three days and three nights. No inns 
or other shelter were available. Women slept 
inside the wagons, men on the veld. Freight 
went by mule, donkey or ox-wagons; some 
took eight days but the oxen needed eighteen 
to twenty days. 

It was a great event in Calvinia when the 
Malmesbury-Piketberg railway line was 
extended to Eendekuil. The new station was 
one hundred and fifty miles from Calvinia and 
the journey via Clanwilliam was easier and far 
more pleasant than the Karoo route. A post-
cart ran on three days a week and a post-wagon 
also carried passengers. Travellers stopped at 
the Visser orange and lucerne farm in the 
Olifants River valley. Everyone was made 
welcome; coffee, bread and butter were 
provided at all hours. Young Hall made a 
number of journeys from railhead to Calvinia 



in two nights and a day, sitting on the 
mailbags. It was comfortable enough except 
when it rained. Some people used their own 
Cape carts and horses and left them with friends 
on farms near Eendekuil. The first motor-car had 
reached Calvinia as far back as 1899, a small 
French car owned by a law agent named Yates, 
but it was useless. Ten years passed and a farmer 
Nel visited Europe and brought back a single-
cylinder De Dion. This car performed very well. 
Hall and Nel drove into many parts of the district 
without serious breakdowns. 

Yates, the unsuccessful motor pioneer, had 
another claim to fame in the village. He had a 
peculiar sense of humour and delighted in 
ridiculing all those in Calvinia who aroused his 
sarcasm. From time to time Yates completed a 
circular, known as a paskavel, on a large sheet of 
paper. Then he would send a coloured boy with a 
bell round the village. People hurried out to read 
the latest idiosyncrasies set out by Yates, and 
everyone enjoyed the circulars except the 
victims. Yates destroyed the sheets when the boy 
returned and no one ever sued him for libel. 

The smous was still in business but he was fast 
disappearing. Commercial travellers were great 
personalities. They drove up from Cape Town in 
Cape carts specially built for carrying samples, 
large carts drawn by six or eight horses or mules. 
These men covered the whole North-West Cape 
from Calvinia to the Orange River and then went 
on to Namaqualand. They were on the road for 
two or three months at a time. Storekeepers 
everywhere welcomed them. One large 
manufacturing chemist sent the same man round 
those remote districts selling Old Dutch 
Medicines and other commodities for thirty 
years. Such characters became part of the 
Calvinia scene. 

Dr Hall took part in memorable dances at the 
Commercial Hotel. The coloured orchestra 
consisting of guitar, violin and concertina, 
played polkas and barn dances. Coffee and cold 
drinks were served. The men might slip out to 
the bar but the girls never drank alcohol on these 
occasions. It was the same on the farms. Some 
people brought their own liquor but the farmers 
always offered other refreshments. Hall was 
invited to the great New Year dance on the farm 



Eliaslaagte on the Sak River at the end of 1907 - 
a dance that was discussed for years afterwards 
because it was the last of its kind. Jakob van der 
Merwe, nicknamed Jollie, was the host. Hall 
travelled one hundred miles from Calvinia by 
horse and trap and when he reached the farm there 
were eighty carts round the werf and more than a 
hundred guests. Music was provided by the 
Bushmanland Van Niekerks, a famous and 
formidable group of musicians. One member of 
the family weighed five hundred pounds. Dancing 
started on the last night of 1907 and went on with 
short intervals until the night of January the 
second. Hall slept in a velkombers under the 
tamarind trees. Unfortunately the minister at 
Calvinia heard of this jamboree and preached a 
sermon deploring such behaviour. Jollie van der 
Merwe took the hint. 

Calvinia was crowded four times a year for 
nagmaal and the September gathering was always 
the most important. People trekked in from the 
most distant corners of Bushmanland and pitched 
tents in the streets; three thousand people with 
wagons and carts, cooking their food in the open 
so that the aroma of Calvinia was a happy blend 

of coffee and grilled mutton chops. The first of 
them arrived on the Friday and most were there 
on Saturday morning. Service followed service on 
Sunday, with guest preachers helping the local 
minister. Monday was the great social occasion. 
Storekeepers emptied their shelves. Relatives met 
and talked and young people became engaged. 

Great figures in Calvinia during the first and 
second decades of the century were the Van der 
Merwes, four brothers who had sold their farms 
and retired to the village with small fortunes. One 
of them paid two thousand pounds for a motorcar, 
a large sum at that time. They all travelled widely 
overseas. One qualified as a doctor. Koos Nel van 
der Merwe, who loved speech-making, became 
mayor. A still greater figure, of course, I have 
already mentioned. He was the Reverend Willem 
Steenkamp (later doctor of medicine and senator) 
who established a new congregation at 
Nieuwoudtville. This strong personality was a 
compelling and emotional speaker and a man of 
tremendous influence in the district. He raised 
twelve thousand pounds for the Nieuwoudtville 
church, a huge sum for such a small community. 



Steenkamp also believed in cultural progress and 
his musical evenings were great occasions. 

This stern disciplinarian insisted on everyone 
appearing in correct dress at all formal 
gatherings. 

Jakob van der Westhuizen was another 
Bokveld character of a different sort. He 
owned one farm not far from Nieuwoudtville 
and another thirty thousand morgen farm in 
Bushmanland. (It had cost him two shillings a 
morgen.) Van der Westhuizen bought an 
enormous circus tent for the Bushmanland 
farm; and he became so accustomed to living 
under canvas that he could not be persuaded to 
sleep in a house again. There was a 
comfortable homestead on his Bokveld farm 
but he pitched his circus tent beside it and 
lived in four or five rooms with canvas 
partitions. 

Hall remembered the primitive hotel at 
Williston. Rabinsky, the owner, added an 
upper storey but he forgot to include a stair-
case in the design. Guests whose bedrooms 
were over the ground floor discovered that 

they had to climb a ladder. It was the joke of 
the village. People never tired of pointing out 
that you had to be sober if you wanted to get to 
bed safely in Rabinsky’s hotel. 

I asked Dr Hall about the typical dishes of 
Calvinia. He described a special corn, the 
langkoring (also known as stampkoring) that is 
pounded with a wooden stamp, then boiled and 
served with milk and sugar. This local porridge 
is an evening rather than a breakfast dish. 
Supplies are sent out far and wide to sons of 
Calvinia who have settled elsewhere. This 
healthy food is also served as a vegetable 
without the sugar. A local fish, caught only 
when the rivers are running, is the geelvis. It is 
always soaked in vinegar to soften the bones. 
Tinned salmon was in great demand in the 
prerefrigerator period. Imported by the ton and 
sold at a shilling a tin, it went into millions of 
rissoles. Mutton was threepence a pound. Beef 
was a luxury. During years of drought and 
depression there were shops in Calvinia selling 
donkey meat to the coloured population. 
Donkeys were a plague and the pounds were 
full. Rice accompanied every meat course. 



After a funeral there was always the special 
begrafnisrys, yellow rice with raisins. Coffee 
was the universal drink, though a change of 
taste brought a demand for tea in later years. 
Brandy and fortified wines were the favourite 
drinks as beer was expensive owing to high 
freight rates. Table napkins were seldom 
provided in those days, but a special wet cloth 
known as a jammerlappie was passed round after 
a meal so that guests could wipe their hands. 

How much is left to remind the inquiring 
traveller of the old Calvinia frontier atmosphere? 
There are the historic Wildschutte Boeken listing 
the trekboers who entered the frontier districts 
before the middle of the eighteenth century. You 
will find that David van der Merwe had grazing 
rights at Stinkfontein (the present 
Nieuwoudtville) in 1747. The homestead he built 
there stands to this day. There the Rev A. P. Smit 
saw a Statebybel bearing the date 1756. On the 
farm Groot Toren are the ruins of the building 
where Jager Afrikaner murdered the Pienaar 
couple. The old pear trees are still bearing 
wonderful fruit. Every year in the fruit season 
people bring their tents to the Groot Toren 

orchards and gather the pears, peaches and figs. 
They make the famous pear syrup that has a 
unique flavour, known only to a few. They also 
take away dried fruit and almonds. Sacks of 
peach stones leave the farm; the stones that are 
ground finely and used to settle the mud that 
lingers in kolk water. Other relics at Groot Toren 
include a small fort built when the Bushmen 
were a menace; old-fashioned ovens out of 
doors; the corn mills and threshing floors. Anna 
M. Louw, the Afrikaans writer, says that the 
pioneers first built a stone house; then they 
planted pear trees, then roses and pomegranates. 
After that they were ready to start cattle-farming. 
The original homesteads were long, simple clay 
buildings with stone stoeps, doors and windows 
opening on to the stoep. But the homestead on 
the farm Tierhoek is an exception, a Cape Dutch 
gabled building far from the Boland. 

My old map holds mysteries I have never solved. 
Just to the south of Calvinia town there is a hill 
shown as Roer-my-Niet. In the course of time 
this has become Rebunie; and when I sought the 
origin they told me of a fight long ago when a 
Koranna kaptein occupied the hill and 



Commandant Louw attacked him. "Surrender or 
die," shouted Louw and his men. "Gy roept 
verniet," replied the Koranna leader. "You call in 
vain." So the commando went forward and 
wiped out the Korannas to the last man. The 
defiant shout - "Gy roept verniet" - appears to 
have become Rebunie. And now there is a 
Rebunie garage. 

You could stock a museum with old weapons, 
antique furniture and oldfashioned clothes from 
the farms of Calvinia district. Doega and 
Nooiensrivier, Wilgenbosch and Tweefontein, 
Perdekloof and Boesmanspoort; all have their 
relics of old adventure and their stories. The cool 
sea breeze still comes to Calvinia in summer at 
six in the evening. Farmers say there are still two 
bad years, two medium years and one good year. 
And you can still go out on a road where green 
trees round a homestead are rare, where the road 
ahead is a long threat under the summer sun and 
an enchantment only when the evening shadows 
bring relief to the whole baked frontier country. 
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CHAPTER 7 
WHAT LIES BEYOND 

Geographers crowd into the outer edges of their 
maps the parts of the world which they know 
nothing about, adding a note, “What lies beyond 
is sandy desert full of wild beasts” or “blind 
marsh” or “sythian cold” or “frozen sea”. 

PLUTARCH 
 
You can travel a long way free of charge with a 
collection of maps. I have my share of the sort 
Plutarch mentioned, sandy deserts full of wild, 
beasts; the Kalahari and the Namib; and there 
were wild beasts of a different species in the 
military maps of the Western Desert I collected in 
the Middle East during the war. But those are all 
maps and charts in which I have a deep personal 
interest. Your dedicated map connoisseur prefers 
decorative maps with gorgeous title panels filled 
with coats-of-arms and elephants, brilliant flowers 
and fruit. 

I used to see those old maps, drawn and coloured 
by hand, for sale at low prices on the Grand 
Parade in Cape Town between the wars. Second-
hand bookshops had them, too, and early 

nineteenth century maps of South Africa by 
Arrowsmith of London could be purchased for 
shillings rather than pounds. Camels were the 
symbols of caravan routes. Sheep grazed in areas 
of lush grass. Lions showed the hunter where to 
go. Arrowsmith produced a chart of the Cape of 
Good Hope in 1812 and this accurate effort 
included famous old Cape Peninsula estates such 
as Stellenberg, Constantia, Witteboomen and 
Paradise. The happy days when collectors 
bought such maps on the Parade for ten or fifteen 
shillings are over. 

My own maps would not fetch much at auction. I 
have most of the Saldanha maps and charts and I 
value them both for practical and sentimental 
reasons. When you bring a small yacht past 
Jutten Island at night, round Hoedjies Point into 
the safe anchorage called The Hole you do not 
part easily with the record. It was on the beach at 
Trekoskraal that I found a world-famous cruising 
yachtsman piled up on the sand after a 
marvellous escape. I remember sailing past 
Fiddle Bay and Middle Bay on the way to the 
Berg River. Along the coast were the farms I 
shot over long ago; names such as Brakkefontein 



and Klaver Vlei, Cruywagen’s Kraal and 
Olifant’s Kop remind me of steenbok leaping out 
of the low bush and guinea fowl rising noisily. 

I have road maps used on long runs to 
Namaqualand and South West Africa, with 
names that linger and ring in the mind and 
arouse flashes of experience that seemed to have 
been forgotten. One of my Namaqualand maps 
has a large blank space marked “Barren land 
unsurveyed”. In the Sperrgebiet during the late 
nineteen-forties I used a German map of 1913 
and found every landmark in its rightful place. I 
am absorbed by the contrasts in these South 
West African maps; Weissenstein close to 
Klipdam, Breekrug not far from the Klein Karas 
mountains where I spread my sleeping-bag long 
ago. 

The air maps I studied between Cape Town, 
Syria and Cyprus in wartime are still in my box, 
and I realise thankfully that never again shall I 
look down nervously on the Sahara as I did on 
the day when the pilot informed me that we were 
running short of petrol. There is another map 
they gave me at the time of Alamein, when a 
long retreat to the south was planned. I often 

wonder how we would have fared if the retreat 
had become a reality. It would certainly have been 
a thirsty and hazardous journey. 

Now here is a Cape District map printed in 1900. 
Milnerton is merely “the proposed site of a new 
township”. Sand tracks lead to Blaauwberg and at 
Melkbosch there is just one building on the beach, 
a farmhouse. Turn the clock back. I am not in 
favour of tower blocks and other modern 
improvements in those villages. Let me follow the 
route along the west coast shown on my map; the 
identical track left by the first explorers. Well, if 
you cannot turn the clock back I still have my 
maps, my sign-posts to solitude and a more 
gracious world. 

I visit antiquarian bookshops, libraries, archives, 
the map room at the British Museum and the 
Africana Museum in Johannesburg to examine the 
very old maps of Africa that have now become 
rare and valuable. Portuguese navigators drew the 
first charts of Southern Africa based on recorded 
voyages. Accuracy was not to be expected during 
a period when the explorer was unable to fix his 
latitude and longitude. They put the Cape of Good 
Hope in the right place, and other landfalls such 



as Cape Agulhas and Cape Infanta. But it was not 
until the British occupations of the Cape that 
charts became fairly safe. Between the pioneers 
such as Perestrello and the Royal Navy 
cartographers of the early nineteenth century 
many fascinating works of art were drawn but not 
many factual diagrams. In the Dark Ages, of 
course, traders discovered and mapped East 
Africa as far as Zanzibar, Sofala and Madagascar. 
Maps appeared on cave walls, on clay, on 
papyrus; the Chinese used silk and the Romans 
stone. Claudius Ptolemy, the Egyptian astronomer 
and geographer, became a great figure in the 
world of cartography during the first half of the 
second century Anno Domini; indeed he 
dominated the ancient world with guesswork. 
Italian seamen produced the celebrated Portolano 
maps of the thirteenth century. Maps on whole 
skins of parchment appeared in medieval times; 
and at this period that charts were provided with 
rhumb-lines and a compass rose to aid the 
navigator in selecting his course. Dr Vernon S. 
Forbes of Rhodes University considers that it is 
possible that the remarkable representation of 
Africa in the Laurentian Portolano (1351), which 

crudely maps the continent’s entire coastline, 
rests upon an unrecorded voyage to the Cape. 

Portugal held the secrets of the Cape route to 
India but nothing was revealed. Collectors search 
in vain for early Portuguese charts. Navigators 
had to give up their records when they returned 
to Lisbon and there was a death penalty for 
sending information out of the country. The 
Portuguese outlined the shape of Africa early in 
the sixteenth century and guarded their rough, 
secret charts. All the other mapmakers of the 
period were drawing beautiful, imaginative 
pictures. One craftsman would carry out the 
whole process himself, the drawing and engra-
ving on copper plate, the printing and colouring. 
Sebastian Munster turned out a sixteenth century 
geographical text book that included the earliest 
map of Africa known to the world of scholars 
outside Portugal; and some years later Leo 
Africanus enriched the map scene with his sea 
monsters and decorative ships. Fictitious cities 
and fabulous animals had come into fashion. No 
one went far inland, so that the most fantastic 
dreams of the artist were accepted as fact. 
Unexplored spaces of Africa were filled in gaily 



with lakes and rivers and the rich domains of 
black potentates. Map-makers listened to seamen 
and other wanderers and transformed their vague 
stories into pictures that went beyond the most 
vivid imaginings of those heroes. Neptune and 
the dolphins, flying fish and seaweed led no one 
astray, cherubs were as harmless as mermaids; 
but when a map held out the promise of riches in 
the interior it became a menace. No wonder Sir 
Walter Raleigh denounced these lovely and 
mythical pictures. “Geographers in their maps,” 
Raleigh wrote, “describe those countries whereof 
as yet there is no true discovery, that is, either by 
leaving some part blank or by inserting 
headlands, bays, great rivers and the particu-
larities agreeable to common report, though 
many times controlled by foreign experience and 
found contrary to truth.” 

So the sixteenth century wore on with most of 
the world in a state of geographical ignorance. 
Then a Dutchman who had sailed round the Cape 
with the Portuguese revealed some of the secrets. 
He was J. H. van Linschoten; and the map of 
Africa he published at the end of the century 
caused a sensation. Unfortunately he was 

responsible for placing the legendary and 
wealthy kingdom of Vigiti Magna on his map 
with such an appearance of authenticity that 
Van Riebeeck sent out expeditions in search of 
the place. Van Linschoten’s maps are valued 
by the modern collector because of the 
decorations. He brought Prester John into the 
picture, which he had no right to do; but his 
ships under sail were authentic and inspiring. 
His famous map showed the coast from Guinea 
round the Cape to Rio do Infante. There was a 
magnificent cartouche with the arms of 
Portugal; views of the islands of St. Helena 
and Ascension; and the Dutch and Latin 
lettering was of a high order. Van Linschoten 
published a companion map that carried the 
mariner on from the Rio do Infante to Ceylon. 

Thanks to Van Linschoten and others, the 
Dutch gained a reputation as the finest 
cartographers in the world. They established a 
monopoly in the chart trade and Dutch sea 
power at this period was largely due to the fact 
that Dutch navigators were so well equipped 
with essential information. Of course there 
were many glaring errors; but Miss Anna H. 



Smith, Director of the Johannesburg Public 
Library and an authority on early South 
African maps, declares that these maps should 
be judged charitably. A coloured sea chart of 
Southern Africa by F. de Wit of Amsterdam 
shows a passable coastline with the Agulhas 
Bank indicated. Nieuhof’s map of the Cape 
(1682) has a fine view of Table Bay with Van 
Riebeeck’s mud fort and canal marked “lynie 
om deur te graven”, a proposed barrier against 
the Hottentots. 

Miss Smith has pointed out that Hendrik 
Claudius, the artist of Simon van der Stel’s 
expedition to Namaqualand in 1685, drew an 
accurate map apart from his sharp southerly 
point of South Africa. -Dutch engraving was 
superb and the use of gold leaf in the brilliant 
colouring is greatly admired by collectors. 
Miss Smith regards a map by J. Hondius 
(1632) as a typical and fine example of the 
seventeenth century map of all Africa. Two 
repulsive Hottentots are shown enjoying a 
meal of entrails. The map is hand-tinted in 
water-colours and it has survived three 
centuries without losing anything. 

A contemporary of Van Linschoten was Lucas 
Janszoon Waghenaer, a Dutch seaman who 
published the first atlas of engraved charts. 
Waghenaer included pictures of certain distant 
coastlines so that the navigator making his 
landfall could identify various objects while he 
was still nine miles offshore. This helpful idea 
set a fashion which is still followed by British 
Admiralty and other chart-makers. Waghenaer’s 
atlas, published by the famous Antwerp printer 
Plantin, was called the “Mariner’s Mirror”. This 
rare volume was lavishly illustrated with 
cartouches, ships and fish, scenes of naval 
warfare and heraldic decorations. Sailing 
directions given by Waghenaer were so accurate 
that yachtsmen have tested his advice in recent 
years and found it useful in shallow waters. The 
book was translated into English and other 
languages soon after publication. British 
navigators seized on this work eagerly, and with 
their genius for getting a foreign name wrong 
they called the charts “waggoners”. 

Greatest of the Dutch craftsmen in the 
seventeenth century were Blaeu, Goos and De 
Wit, and they all drew maps of Southern Africa. 



Members of the Blaeu family, official cartog-
raphers to the Dutch East India Company, were 
the most prolific; they did not confine 
themselves to maps and charts but they also sold 
globes and folio atlases. The fine Blaeu work 
called “Aethispica Inferior” became the standard 
map of South Africa, and held that status for 
decades. Blaeu maps usually included the trades 
and inhabitants of the territories portrayed. 
Perhaps we should overlook such absurdities as 
negroes riding crocodiles. The Blaeus of 
Amsterdam succeeded the great Mercator of 
Antwerp. They put handsome picture frames 
round their maps, with series after series of 
views, people and plans. De Wit was noted for 
the faithful detail in the ships that adorned his 
maps. Ships appeared very early in the long story 
of map-making; a wide stretch of ocean was the 
proper background and many maps can be dated 
by the ships portrayed. Wrecks and whirlpools 
appear on some maps as warnings to the mariner. 
Gods and goddesses, ivory tusks, warlike 
negroes, seabirds and turtles, emblems of the 
four seasons, local costumes and jewellery were 
all woven into the romantic pictures of 
imaginative map-makers. 

Many old maps are true reflections of their 
historic periods. Decorative maps were 
obviously admired long ago, for seventeenth 
century paintings by Dutch masters show 
household interiors with framed maps on the 
walls. Some of the most charming old Dutch 
maps embodied delightful little village scenes 
with the farm implements of the day, stags and 
wild boars. Dutch gardens are seen in others and 
dried fish and cheeses of various types were not 
forgotten. 

Visitors to the Cape such as Father Guy Tachard 
(1687) and Peter Kolben (1719) felt that their 
travel narratives called for maps. They were both 
deliberately misled by their Dutch hosts, so that 
serious errors appeared. Claudius of Van den 
Stel expedition fame was responsible for the 
fictitious maps in Tachard’s book; and publishers 
in Europe copied these Münchenhausen Tales. 
Kolben’s map shows the good old legendary 
cities that the explorers had failed to locate. 
Francois le Vaillant, the traveller who saw so 
much of the country at the end of the eighteenth 
century, was as irresponsible as a map-maker as 
he was as an author. A fine chart that was, 



unfortunately, never printed was drawn by the 
seaman Chevalier Francois Duminy. His name is 
to be found on modern charts to the north of 
Saldanha Bay, where Duminy Point juts into the 
ocean. 

In spite of long seafaring tradition England came 
on the chart-making scene rather late in the day. 
The “English Pilot” (1671) was little more than a 
plagiarism of Dutch work. A “Coasting Pilot” for 
Britain that appeared about twenty years later 
was a much better effort; but it was not until the 
eighteenth century that British standards in 
hydrography became superior to the Dutch. 
Captain Cook used large-scale charts on his 
second voyage and he has been given the credit 
for helping to transform the old, artistic maps 
into scientific charts. Proper charts were badly 
needed. It is doubtful whether the Grosvenor 
would have crashed on to the coast of Pondoland 
if her captain had been provided with detailed 
information. Strange as it may seem, Nelson had 
to use French charts at the Battle of the Nile. The 
decorative French series known as “Le Neptune 
Francais” (1693) are highly prized by collectors. 

Alexander Dalrymple, the British Admiralty 
hydrographer, remedied the deficiency to some 
extent towards the end of the eighteenth century. 
Many of his South African coast charts are to be 
seen in the British Museum and these include 
harbours and bays all the way from Benguella to 
Algoa. Arrowsmith, a London map publisher, 
made a name for himself early in the nineteenth 
century with a series of more than seven hundred 
maps. His map of South Africa (1836) was the 
first to show Durban instead of Port Natal. 
Robert Wilkinson, another London map-maker, 
printed a large-scale map of South Africa in 
1800, and this showed the tracks of explorers. 

Deeply-rooted in the Cape as I am, early maps of 
Table Valley and the settlement have a special 
interest for me. Many of these seventeenth and 
eighteenth century maps are housed in the Cape 
Archives. A map by the Portuguese explorer 
Saldanha has been copied and this is one of the 
earliest known maps of Table Bay. Saldanha 
must have seen the Salt River flowing strongly 
for he showed it as a large river entering Table 
Bay; and this he named Rio de Cabo Esperanza. 
A later map showed seven little islands near the 



river mouth. Dr C. J. Beyers the archivist 
declared that these early maps are of special 
value to the historian as they tell the story of the 
settlement during a period that is not fully 
documented. The oldest map in the Cape 
archives was made just after Van Riebeeck had 
completed his mud fort. Pieter Potter, a capable 
surveyor, drew a map in 1660 that shows how 
the route of the present Adderley Street came 
about. The high official Van Goens decreed that 
vryburgers must not build houses within fifty 
roods of the fort; so they built along a fifty rood 
boundary that was first called Justitiestraat, then 
Heerengracht and later Adderley Street. 

Engravings on early maps give a good idea of 
the Company’s garden soon after it had been laid 
out; farms with the names of the owners; 
plantations and vineyards. Kalk Oven, Klapmuts, 
Bottelary and Zeekoe Vlei are among the oldest 
names. Devil’s Peak appears as Wind Mountain 
while Signal Hill was once the Mountain of the 
Hanged. The Liesbeek river appears first as the 
Vers-Amstel, then the Jacquelin, then 
Eliisenbeek and finally Liesbeek. Three 

tributaries were shown, the Groen, Holle and 
Siesbees. 

The new Castle appeared on a 1693 map. You 
can see a little village taking shape with new 
streets, a hospital and the foundations of a new 
church where the Groote Kerk now stands. 
Zeestraat is marked on the Strand Street site and 
Thuynstraat is the present Shortmarket. You find 
a cemetery, slave quarters, the slipway where 
sailors rolled water-barrels down to the waiting 
boats, a jetty, brick kiln and a brewery site. 

Nicolas Visscher was another mapmaker who 
depicted the Cape Peninsula only half a century 
after the settlement was founded. His map covers 
the Cape Peninsula from Robben Island to False 
Bay and includes the French settlement at 
Drakenstein, salt pans, routes to the interior and 
Hottentot kraals. Visscher also marked the 
Visser’s Hok farm, and gave the names of other 
farm owners: Okker, Hendrik Segar, Schaal de 
Wagemaker, Den Ouden Hans and Simon de 
Groot. Dr Beyers regards Carel Wentzel’s map 
drawn in 1751 as the first to show the outlines of 
central Cape Town as it is today. Wentzel was a 
surveyor. He put the Company’s “garden house” 



in the right spot; a building that puzzled 
historians until they studied this map. Wentzel 
described the guest house as “Fondament voor 
de Gaste Heer Gouverneur en Raad van 
Batavia”. The surveyor marked the home of the 
retired burgher councillor Jan de Wit next door 
to the free black Jacobus Hendricks in Loop 
Street. There are fifty-two blocks of buildings; 
the zoo is shown in the Company’s garden; and 
garden sites in Plein Street were owned by 
Kapteyn de Heer Rhenius and others. This map 
of the “Caabse Vlek” drawn on the instructions 
of Father Tulbagh may be seen at the South 
African Public Library. Those famous map-
makers the Van Keulens of Amsterdam produced 
handsome charts of the Cape Peninsula in the 
middle of the eighteenth century. One by 
Johannes van Keulen shows “Tafel Baay, De 
blaauwe Berg, Grote Zout pan, Zoute River, 
Caapshe Windmole, Duivelsberg”, the Castle 
and other Cape Town buildings. The flag of the 
Netherlands flies on Robben Island and Lion’s 
Head. Another map by Johannes van Keulen is 
devoted to False Bay. It gives rocks, soundings 
and anchorages and shows Kalk Bay and the 
postholder’s house at Simon’s Bay. On the same 

sheet is a Robben Island chart with “Noorden 
Fontijn” and “Wagter’s Huysje” marked. 

One of the early eighteenth century French maps 
of Cape Town illustrates the town from the sea. 
A gallows and a wheel for breaking criminals are 
prominent on the waterfront. Sixty years later 
another French publisher brought out the first 
engraved plan of Cape Town with regular blocks 
of houses and a “pleasure house” in the 
Company’s garden; the guesthouse indicated by 
Wentzel. 

Decorative maps have come back into fashion in 
recent years. Once again the artist allows himself 
to depict prancing ostriches at Oudtshoorn, 
glittering diamonds in some places and bars of 
gold at others; while the Western Province is a 
cornucopia of fruit and wine. Charts, too, are 
making use of colour, though in a more subdued 
manner. The old artists painted seas, lakes and 
rivers blue, with the exception of the Red Sea, 
which was painted red in all good faith. Woods 
were green and roads yellow. Those artists 
listened eagerly to travellers’ tales and wove out 
of them brilliant fairy-tales; so that atlases were 
the first picture-books of their time. Dreams 



became elegant panoramas on parchment. All 
sorts of Biblical episodes were worked in, from 
the shipwreck of St Paul to Jonah and the whale. 

The secrecy that surrounded certain old maps led 
to the disappearance and dramatic re-appearance 
of map collections: rather like the vicissitudes of 
world-famous diamonds. Dutch East India 
Company officials followed the earlier 
Portuguese policy of hiding their maps from 
rivals. Dr Vernon S. Forbes, of Rhodes 
University, Grahamstown, investigated the 
disappearance of important Dutch maps over 
long periods. For example, Governor van den 
Graaff took with him to Holland in 1791 a large 
manuscript map of the settled areas of the Cape. 
It was lost and only in 1952 was it rediscovered 
and printed for the first time. The map placed 
rivers and mountain ranges and south coast bays 
with reasonable accuracy. Dr Forbes has also 
drawn attention to Colonel Gordon’s map of his 
own expeditions, the most remarkable South 
African map of the eighteenth century. It 
included notes and illustrations of farms and 
farmers, natives and animals. This work also 
vanished and not until 1914 was it rediscovered. 

One of the mysteries of eighteenth century Cape 
Town that I would dearly love to solve was the 
disappearance of a large and valuable collection 
of Dutch maps and charts from the Castle just 
before the First British Occupation. Probably 
some far-sighted official removed the collection 
so that it would not fall into enemy hands. His 
action was effective. The invaders had sea charts 
but they were greatly handicapped by the lack of 
maps of the interior. That collection remained 
undiscovered for more than a century. Only in 
fairly recent years have some of the maps been 
discovered in Holland. Perhaps there is a treasure 
in the Castle to this day, the missing maps, 
hidden in some walled-up passage or dungeon or 
crevice. I only hope the parchment has not been 
gnawed by rats. 



CHAPTER 8 
A MYSTERIOUS TRAVELLER 

I, too, have burned the wind with fiery flags 
Who now am but a roost for empty words, An 
island of the sea whose only trade 
Is in the voyage of its wandering birds. 

Roy CAMPBELL, “Tristan da Cunha” 

OF all the birds that have slaked their little thirsts 
at the old fountain in the Cape Town Public 
Gardens, the rarest and most mysterious was one 
that dipped its red and yellow bill into the water on 
May 15, 1893. It was the size of a partridge with 
glossy black plumage, a flat red comb on the head, 
long red and yellow legs. The wings were so short 
that it could not fly but it walked with the gait of a 
penguin and it could run very fast. This creature 
was described by one scientist in recent years as 
“the strangest bird in the world”. 

Someone caught the strangest bird and took it to 
the South African Museum. How long it lived 
there is not recorded but it was identified as a rail 
or coot from the Tristan da Cunha group of islands. 
Seventy years later Professor J. M. Winterbottom 
the ornithologist was going through the bird skins 

at the museum when he came across this specimen. 
It aroused his interest to such an extent that he tried 
to discover further details. He searched the 
shipping records for a clue but found nothing 
helpful. Yet it was obvious that a flightless land 
bird could only have crossed fifteen hundred miles 
of open ocean on board some ship. 

The professor had reopened an old mystery with 
wide scientific angles, a mystery that touches me 
deeply for several reasons. It carried me back half a 
century to a scene of my youth; the triangle of 
islands that make up the Tristan group, with Gough 
Island as an outlier to the south. I saw the peak of 
the great island again; the mountain torrents and 
gulches and rocky beaches; the huge black mass 
of Inaccessible looming up with a cloud like the 
smoke of a volcano; little Nightingale with its 
huge seabird colonies and rare land birds. I 
remembered the cottages of volcanic stone 
thatched with the reeds the people called 
“tussick”, homes boarded inside with timber from 
lost ships. I saw the ox-carts loaded with juniper 
trees for firewood or kelp for manure; the huts 
filled with potatoes, the lamb houses and pigstyes. 
I could almost taste the “island tea” made from 



herbs and the dish of mollymauk, an albatross the 
size of a goose, set before me by Mrs Repetto; 
and wild, sweet, red berries made into a pie. Bob 
Glass, my host during two visits to Tristan, gave 
me mollymauk eggs for breakfast. I recalled the 
birdskins used by the Tristaners for bartering 
when ships called; skins that I carried away as 
souvenirs. I thought of the collection of skins my 
host Bob Glass had shown me. But I was a young 
reporter, not an ornithologist. What rarities had I 
handled during those nights in the island cottage ? 

Tristan islanders looked upon me as a strange 
visitor from the “Houtside Warl”. They talked of 
the small world they knew; of “pennerwins” and 
“goneys”, a thrush they called “Starchy”, of 
“island cocks” and “island hens”. They knew their 
own birds, past and present, and they talked as 
people who lived on birds and their eggs - not as 
scientists. 

Flightless birds have a great fascination for 
ornithologists, not only from the evolutionary 
point of view but also because of the geological 
aspect. Did the birds fly to these lonely islands 
and then lose the power of flight? Or was there 
once a land bridge to explain their presence? Five 

species of land birds are found in the Tristan 
group and two of these are flightless. The man 
who made the first known ascent of the Tristan 
peak (six thousand seven hundred feet high) 
discovered the first of these flightless birds. He 
was Captain Dugald Carmichael, an army officer 
with a scientific bent, and he accompanied the 
military detachment that occupied Tristan in 
1816. Early in the following year Carmichael 
made the steep ascent, forced his way through the 
dense brushwood, grass and fern and gained a 
table land after three hours’ climbing. He went on 
to a swamp where there were “myriads of petrel 
burrows” and finally reached the volcanic crater 
with its pool of water. On the way down 
Carmichael noted four species of albatross 
breeding. He said that hogs secreted themselves 
in the deepest recesses of the woods; there they 
lived on wild celery and were safe from hunters. 
Goats lived on the highest ridges. He saw a 
thrush, a bunting and a moorhen; these birds 
were found all over the island and he collected 
specimens.5 The flightless moorhen hid in the 

                                                           
5 Carmichael’s birds from Tristan were sold to private 
collectors in London. All vanished except one (Nesospiza 



woods and was run down occasionally by dogs. 
The other birds were caught by the soldiers in 
nets. 

Seven years later came a talented young 
Englishman named Augustus Earle, later to 
become famous as the artist who accompanied 
the Beagle expedition and as a friend of Charles 
Darwin. He had landed on Tristan as a visitor but 
his ship was driven off by heavy weather and he 
was marooned for seven months before another 
ship picked him up. Earle said the moorhen was 
known to the settlers as the “island cock”. It 
stood erect, armed with sharp spurs for defense 
and also to assist it in climbing rocks. Its only 
call was a sound like the repetition of the word 
“cock”. The flesh was plump, fat and excellent 
eating. Earle recorded the fact that the garrison 
had brought cats with them; and these cats, with 
the mammals Carmichael mentioned, have a 
bearing on the fate of the tasty “island cock”. 

                                                                                                
acunhae) which was identified in the Berlin Museum many 
years later. It was extinct on Tristan in 1873, when H.M.S. 
Challenger called, but is still found on Inaccessible, with a 
smaller form on Nightingale. 

Tales of this interesting bird reached the 
scientific world from time to time but it was not 
until Sir George Grey’s period as governor at the 
Cape that live specimens were secured. Grey 
instructed a former employee, who was visiting 
Tristan, to bring back birds. Thus five “island 
cocks” were landed at Cape Town. Grey sent 
them on to the London Zoo and one bird reached 
Regent’s Park alive.6 It was examined by mem-
bers of the Royal Zoological Society and the 
species was named Gallinula nesiotis. They 
found that the colour was similar to the common 
moorhen but darker, with head and body dull 
black. The bird had a red garter round the base of 
the thigh and stout legs. It could flutter a little 
but it used its legs, not its wings, to escape from 
enemies. Sir Wyville Thomson, the naturalist, 
pointed out that the wing feathers were too soft 
and short for flight. The breastbone was weak 

                                                           
6 Sir George Grey also sent a collection of South African 
animals to the London Zoo on this occasion. It included a 
female kudu, the first to reach Europe alive; the first live 
steenbok and the second live blesbok; a grysbok, 
blaauwbok, zebra with peculiar markings, a Stanley crane, 
wattled crane, dassies and snakes. 



but the bones of the lower extremity were large 
and powerful and the muscles were strong. 

Members of the H.M.S. Challenger expedition 
visited the Tristan group in 1873 and climbed to 
the domain of the great South Atlantic oceanic 
birds on the peak. The redoubtable H. N. 
Moseley, the naturalist, saw a black albatross on 
a nest of earth a foot high; and the mollymauk 
was also nesting there, a handsome bird with 
grey wings. Moseley had hoped to secure 
specimens of the “island cock” but in this he was 
disappointed. The Challenger reports stated that 
the Tristan “island cock”, re-named Porphy-
riornis nesiotis, had been almost exterminated. 
As time went on the “island cock” was regarded 
as extinct.7

                                                           

                                                                                               

7 In fact the “island cock” lingered on until the early years 
of this century. An adventurous character I knew as an old 
man, Mr P. C. Keytel, built a house on Tristan and lived 
there from 1907 to 1909, trying to open up trade in sheep 
with the Cape. He chartered the schooner Greyhound for 
the purpose. Once he set out for Gough Island with Bob 
Glass as pilot but returned to Tristan without sighting the 
island. Keytel collected natural history specimens for the 
South African Museum and he secured one mature 

However, there was a surprise in store for the 
scientific world. American sealers from the 
schooner Francis Alleyn spent four months on 
Gough Island in 1888 and 1889 and George 
Comer, the second mate, collected birds for the 
American Museum of Natural History. Among 
the specimens he carried back to Connecticut 
were two live gallinules and a number of skins. 
These birds appeared to be identical with the 
Tristan “island cock”. Gough Island lies two 
hundred miles to the south of the main islands. It 
is now of special interest to South Africa owing 
to the weather station maintained there by the 
government. But this little-known outpost is a 
grim place that claimed the lives of sealers in the 
old days and South African meteorologists in 
recent years. Portuguese navigators discovered 
the island in 1501 and named it Diego Alvarez; 
and Captain Charles Gough R.N., put it on the 
chart two centuries later and gave it his name. It 
remained almost unknown until 1955, when a 
Cambridge University expedition spent six 
months there. Even now some of the mysteries 

 
specimen of the “island cock” and one juvenile of the 
species. 



remain unsolved. Gough is mountainous, with an 
area of forty square miles; it has a plateau and a 
three thousand foot peak. From the sea parts of 
the island resemble the Twelve Apostles range in 
the Cape Peninsula. It is covered with thick and 
treacherous bush in which the men lost their way 
and were frozen to death. South African 
scientists have described it as a wet island, soft 
underfoot, reminiscent of the Knysna forests 
with such dense undergrowth that objects only a 
few feet away are often hidden. Apart from the 
sealers of last century, Gough Island was never 
occupied for long until the South African 
weather station was established there. Gough 
was for many years an unexplored zoological 
mystery. 

Members of the Scottish Antarctic Expedition 
who landed there from the Scotia early this 
century were the first scientists to set foot on the 
island. One of these visitors, Mr R. N. Rudmore 
Brown, summed up as follows: “Looked at from 
an impartial standpoint Gough Island is but a 
relatively insignificant rock in mid ocean, but its 
very isolation makes it of great interest. It may 
throw light on some former continuity of land in 

the Southern Hemisphere and it cannot fail to 
elucidate various problems of biological 
distribution when its flora and fauna have been 
thoroughly investigated.” 

Mr. W. Eagle Clarke, the expedition’s 
ornithologist, was impressed by the beauty of 
Gough Island rising abruptly from the ocean 
with sheer precipices several hundred feet high, 
green slopes, moss-covered cliffs and rushing 
waterfalls shooting out into the sea. The 
scientists landed on the eastern side where a 
ravine gave access to the interior. At the seaward 
end there were a few acres of level ground with 
grass, ferns and wild celery. A narrow beach one 
hundred yards long was strewn with boulders. 
Up to one thousand feet the island was thickly 
covered with tussock grass and buckthorn trees. 
The Scotia had waited for three days before it 
was possible to land the scientists and they were 
only able to spend three hours on shore. During 
that brief visit they observed nineteen species of 
birds and added twelve species to the known list 
of island birds. Among the birds collected were 
three land species, the flightless gallinule 
Comer had discovered and two buntings. 



Comer’s gallinule had been given the scientific 
name of Porphyriornis comeri. Clarke secured 
five specimens. He said these birds were 
abundant in the dense undergrowth along the 
sides of the stream in the glen where they 
landed. When the birds tried to hide they were 
betrayed by the brilliant colours of the bill and 
feet. 

Scientists from the Scotia were reluctant to 
leave this paradise for naturalists, almost 
untrodden by the foot of man. Clarke pointed 
out that the land birds found on Gough 
belonged to genera unknown elsewhere except 
on the Tristan group; thus Gough must be 
regarded as an outlier of that group. Yet the 
relationship was remote as the buntings of 
Gough and Inaccessible were quite distinct. In 
summer Gough was a breeding station for 
petrels. The other birds found in great numbers 
were tubinares: shearwaters, albatrosses and 
mollymawks. 

At first it was thought that Comer had 
discovered a new species of gallinule. When 
the Tristan “island cock” was compared with 
the Gough Island bird, however, only small 

differences were found; the Tristan species had 
scarcely any white on the outer edge of the 
wing and the colour of the feet was slightly 
darker. Nevertheless, the two birds are almost 
indistinguishable and Porphyriornis comeri can 
only be regarded as a sub-species. Colonel H. 
F. I. Elliott declared not long ago that they 
were both obviously moorhens, races of one 
species. He said that the name coot, used in 
labelling London Zoo specimens, was inept for 
a bird that seldom entered the water. 
Comparisons were difficult as there were few 
specimens of the extinct Tristan bird available. 

When the Francis Alleyn landed her sealers in 
the summer of 1888 the skipper relied on a 
chart made by Captain Peter Heywood R.N., of 
H.M.S. Nereus in 1811, and this gave no idea 
of the interior. Before long a storm blew up 
and the Francis Alleyn vanished over the 
horizon. Comer and his shipmates made a hut 
out of turf with an upturned dinghy as roof. 
They lived on fish, seals, the young of the 
albatross and they collected thousands of 
penguin eggs. A seaman named José Gomez 
broke through the bush to a plateau and 



returned with half a sack of potatoes. Obviously 
the potatoes had been planted by an earlier shore 
party from a sealing vessel and the potato patch 
had been walled in with stones. Gomez led his 
companions to the spot later. They were all 
caught in a blizzard, Gomez was lost and 
perished in the snow. 

Comer sailed round to the north coast of Gough 
in a dinghy in search of seals. There to his 
astonishment he found two bearded Americans 
living in a cave. They had been there for two 
years, Robinson Crusoes who had been left there 
by a sealing vessel to extract oil from rockhopper 
penguins. They were using the snowbound 
mountain caves as deep-freeze chambers; there 
they had buried thousands of penguins. Comer, a 
keen amateur naturalist and collector, also noted 
a bird he had never seen before; a small bird with 
glossy black plumage. The two Crusoes told him 
that these birds were useless for commercial 
purposes but they often ate them. Comer had 
seen flightless birds in New Zealand and he 
knew that he had made an important discovery. 
He called it the “mountain cock”, and described 
it as a little larger than a quail. “They are 

generally black though occasionally one is nearly 
brown,” he wrote. “They could not get on to a 
table three feet high. Bushes grow on the island 
up to two thousand feet and the birds are found 
as far as the bushes grow. I don’t know how 
many eggs they lay. They can be caught by hand. 
When alarmed their note is a shrill whistle. They 
eat the eggs of other birds and also follow the 
tide down to feed on small crustacae, but are 
careful never to enter the water. Salt water is 
fatal to them but they splash in fresh water.” 

Comer’s men killed about three hundred fur 
seals, not enough to show a profit on the 
expedition. They also killed three hundred skua 
gulls for the feathers. When the Francis Alleyn 
returned Comer caught a number of the flightless 
birds and took them with him; all but two fell 
into the sea on the way to the ship and died. The 
two survivors improved in health and grew fat. 
They loved raw meat and killed and ate live mice 
that were placed in their cage. On board ship the 
birds were fed on hard tack and dry canary seed. 
They fought in the cage. They had a peculiar 
habit in the wild state and in captivity of hopping 
over obstacles instead of going round or under. 



In Connecticut, the schooner’s home port, they 
were tethered by rope yarns to the legs but 
both escaped and were never seen again. 

Besides the flightless bird that bears his name 
Comer also discovered an albatross new to 
science. He described a single grove of 
flowering trees on Gough that have since 
proved of great interest to botanists; trees 
known as sophora and resembling an orchard. 
Botanists have stated that the nearest relatives 
to these trees are in Chile, Reunion Island in 
the Indian Ocean and New Zealand. The seeds 
float in sea water and appear to have been 
dispersed by ocean currents. The valley where 
the trees were found has been marked on the 
map as Comerdale. 

Gough Island was without visitors for years 
until 1919, when a diamond prospecting 
expedition spent some months there. The little 
Quest put in three years later, after 
Shackleton’s death, and her ornithologist, 
Captain G. H. Wilkins, discovered a new 
bunting the size of a thrush which he named 
Rowettia in honour of the man who financed 
the expedition. Previous visitors had been 

confused by differences in plumage between 
the young birds of this species and the green-
coloured adult. Apart from the whaling 
research ship William Scoresby in 1927 and a 
Norwegian vessel in 1934, lonely Gough re-
mained in the great hush until 1955, when the 
only important expedition ever to land there 
made a careful survey. This consisted of eight 
Cambridge University scientists led by Dr 
Martin Holdgate. They selected Gough because 
it was the last remaining sub-Antarctic island 
that had never been investigated. During six 
months’ work they filled in some of the gaps in 
scientific knowledge; yet when they departed 
many riddles had still to be solved. Like 
previous visitors they were hampered by the 
canopy of branches and ferns that made 
progress at the rate of a quarter of a mile an 
hour a fast pace. They had to cut their way 
through the jungle. Branches were so 
intertwined that it was impossible to walk 
round or under the trees; the scientists had to 
crawl through or over the obstructions and use 
axes. Their clothes were often torn to ribbons. 



Holdgate’s party did not find Comer’s 
flightless landrail friendly. It was secretive, 
running away at the slightest noise and darting 
into the high tussock grass at the unexpected sight 
of man. They heard the shrill call in all parts of 
the island. Fur seals, almost exterminated by the 
Americans last century, had multiplied and there 
was a colony about thirteen thousand strong; more 
than half the world population of this rare species 
of fur seal. Millions of prions and petrels filled the 
sky. The only land mammals they found were 
mice, which must have come on shore with the 
sealers long ago. Fortunately they were too small 
to prey on the birds. Rats would have wiped out 
the flightless birds as the rats from the wreck of 
the Henry B. Paul had done at Tristan. (Those 
rats not only exterminated Porphyriornis nesiotis 
but also made life difficult for the human popu-
lation.) After six months the Cambridge scientists 
departed, still wondering how many millions of 
years had passed since the peak called Gough had 
risen above the ocean from the long Atlantic 
submarine ridge. What were the “continental 
affinities” of Gough? Did it provide evidence of 
the continuity of land in the southern hemisphere? 
The scientists marvelled at the journeys of plants 

and animals across the ocean to this little speck in 
the “roaring forties”. Holdgate and his colleague 
J. B. Heaney pointed out that after arrival many 
forms of life were cut off from interbreeding with 
stocks from the outside world. “Over the years, 
two stocks tend to diverge,” these scientists wrote. 
“Thus the island acquires peculiar species found 
nowhere else in the world. Study of such endemic 
species is of great interest.” 

Most important of all the flightless birds of the 
Tristan group is the rail now known as Atlantisia 
rogersi, now found only on Inaccessible Island. 
This island lies twenty miles to the east of Tristan, 
six square miles of beaches, high cliffs, and a 
plateau covered with tussock. The islanders sail 
over there twice a year to see whether any timber 
has drifted on to the beaches, and they also collect 
seabirds and eggs. It is a hazardous voyage in 
open, canvas boats. Rumours of the flightless rail 
drifted out to the world of science many years 
before the first specimens were secured. The 
islanders observed it last century and called it the 
“island hen” because it was much smaller than the 
Tristan “island cock”. They described it as a small 
black bird the size of a day-old cluck with a long, 



slender black beak, small head, wings short and 
soft and useless. The bird ran like a partridge in 
the long grass and fed on seeds and insects. 

The first scientists to hear of this bird were 
Moseley and his colleagues on board H.M.S. 
Challenger. The ship called at Inaccessible; and 
there they met two Germans, the Stoltenhoff 
brothers, who had settled on the island. The 
brothers knew the bird well for they had often 
eaten it. “It is one of my few regrets that we found 
it impossible to get a specimen,” wrote Sir 
Wyville Thomson. Lord Crawford’s yacht 
Valhalla visited Inaccessible a year later but the 
ornithologist searched in vain for the elusive bird. 
Seventeen years passed and the Quest arrived; but 
Wilkins had no better luck than those who had 
gone before. Wilkins left a preserving outfit with 
the Rev H. M. Rogers, the Tristan missionary, and 
asked him to secure specimens. Rogers sailed 
over to Inaccessible on the next collecting trip (in 
1923) and the islanders caught five “island hens” 
for him. Rogers sent one specimen to the South 
African Museum in Cape Town and three skins 
and a bottled specimen to the British Museum in 
London. The ornithologists were delighted. They 

declared that the “island hen” was unique, entirely 
different from the Tristan “island cock” or the 
Gough Island bird. Here was the smallest 
flightless rail in the world. It was named 
Atlantisia rogersi in honour of the clergyman. 
My friend Rogers died not long after he returned 
to England, for three years of hardship and food 
shortages had undermined his health. His name 
lives on in the annals of ornithology. 

Dr Percy Lowe of the British Museum staff 
examined the first specimens and declared that 
Atlantisia rogersi was a true rail and was not 
even generically allied to the moorhen-like 
gallinules of Tristan and Gough. “Nothing like it 
is known to science, though certain Pacific Island 
rails may have sprung from the original stock,” 
Lowe wrote.8 “Inaccessible is one of the least 
man-spoilt islands known, a sanctuary 
practically intact for oceanic seabirds. It is 
noteworthy that the other islands of the group 
                                                           
8 New Zealand has an extremely rare flightless rail that 
was thought to be extinct - the takahe, discovered as a 
fossil in 1847. The live bird has been sighted about four 
times since then and was last seen in 1948 near Lake Te 
Anan. It is heavily built, about the size of a hen, with 
scarlet legs and beak. 



have no such rail as Atlantisia. This is the most 
interesting rail now living. In a bird that has 
been marooned on one of the most isolated 
scraps of land in the world for hundreds of 
thousands or even millions of years, one would 
expect patent signs of degeneration or even 
complete atrophy. Nothing of the sort has 
happened. There has been no general increase 
of size, as with other flightless birds.” 

Naturalists have been concerned about the 
future of Atlantisia, for Inaccessible was 
partially ravaged by fire years ago and there 
are wild pigs on the island. The eggs of 
Atlantisia (described by Lord Rothschild 
F.R.S., as greyish milk-white and very large 
for the size of the bird) would fetch high prices 
if they came on the market. Collectors would 
also compete for skins. Specimens have been 
sent to many museums in recent years. One 
ornithologist wrote: “It is sincerely to be hoped 
that the bird will not be exterminated by any 
evil-disposed person for the sake of money.” 

Dr Erling Christopherson of the Norwegian 
expedition that visited Tristan in 1937 
transported specimens of Atlantisia from 

Inaccessible to the main island, but a diet of 
condensed milk proved unsuitable and the 
birds died. Christopherson noted the deep-set 
fiery eyes of the birds and the way they used 
their voices to keep together in the dark 
tunnels of tussock grass. He said Atlantisia 
nested in November and laid two eggs. They 
were safe from human interference, he thought, 
because they lived in an underworld of 
vegetation closed to man. Seahens might 
menace them; he found a whole Atlantisia in 
the stomach of a sea-hen. If rats ever reached 
Inaccessible the Atlantisia species would be 
doomed; like the fairy tale birds of bygone 
days they would vanish into the mists of the 
past. 

Colonel H. F. I. Elliott visited all the islands of 
the Tristan group in the nineteen-fifties and 
found that Atlantisia was not so shy or hard to 
locate as he had expected. In the Salt Beach 
area of Inaccessible it could always be watched 
or caught without difficulty. Its normal cry was 
“chunk chunk” but when alarmed it scuttled 
off with a “pseep”. Elliott said that previous 
observers had underestimated the Atlantisia 



population. It had been put as low as twelve 
hundred but Elliott heard the birds all over the 
island from sea level to the highest point and 
he thought there were ten to twenty thousand 
pairs. At present the species had no serious 
enemies apart from the skua gull. Permits were 
issued sparingly by the British Government; 
the fee was five shillings a skin or clutch of 
eggs. Elliott found that Atlantisia travelled 
well in a small cask with the top netted. The 
birds could jump two feet vertically, fluttering 
their useless wings. They could be kept in a 
wire enclosure and fed on worms and insects 
and Tristan cranberries. One bird left outside 
the enclosure died after digging a burrow a 
foot deep. Some ornithologists have seen in 
Atlantisia a distant relative of the ostrich and 
the kiwi. They were unable to explain the 
presence of this smallest rail on Inaccessible. 

The discovery of flightless birds always 
excited the old seafarers. Such a one was Peter 
Mundy of Cornwall who landed on uninhabited 
Ascension three centuries ago and saw “a 
strange kind of fowle, colour grey or dappled, 
white and black feathers intermixed, eyes red 

like rubies, wings very imperfect wherewith 
they cannot raise themselves from the ground. 
They were taken running, in which they are 
exceeding swift, helping themselves a little 
with their wings. They can neither fly nor 
swim. It was more than ordinary dainty meat, 
relishing like a roasting pig”. 

Mundy wondered how they had come to this 
lonely island, “three leagues from the coast of 
Guinea”. Were they created on the island from 
the beginning? Did the earth produce them like 
mice, serpents, worms and insects? Peter 
Mundy declared that he would leave the 
problem to more learned men. He was an 
accurate observer, however, and though no one 
else reported this flightless bird, scientists 
think that Mundy saw a rail that is now extinct. 
Bones of a large flightless rail have been 
identified on St. Helena. Many islands in the 
Indian Ocean had flightless rails but they were 
exterminated by cats and rats and the last 
survivor is the Aldabra rail. This bird is a 
plump, tame creature, innocent as a dodo. 

Dr Bernard Stonehouse, leader of a scientific 
expedition to Ascension, declared that the 



Ascension and Tristan flightless birds were 
possibly descendants of birds that had 
wandered from the normal migration routes, 
found the islands habitable, and became 
flightless after many generations. Stonehouse 
said that it could happen again, for his party 
found a moorhen on Ascension exhausted after 
its long flight from South America or South 
Africa. Men who had lived for years on 
Ascension informed him that they had seen 
others. 

This is the theory held by most ornithologists. Dr 
Martin Holdgate pointed out that the flying 
ancestors of the flightless birds were afraid of 
being blown into the sea. They did not appear 
from nowhere. The rails must have reached 
Gough Island airborne ages ago and changed 
during thousands of years. Stonehouse recalled 
that a related species, the American purple 
gallinule, was an occasional visitor to Tristan at 
the present time, proving that such birds were 
capable of crossing the ocean. 

Another school of thought holds that there was 
once a land bridge from the continents to the 
islands and that flightless birds originated from 

flightless ancestors. Dr Erling Christopherson 
drew attention to the ostrich species of South 
America, Africa and Australia. Many scientists 
believed that these birds had degenerated, each 
on its own continent. But ostriches harboured 
lice, a peculiar, isolated group of lice. One 
species of lice was found on South American and 
African ostriches; another species on the South 
American and Australian ostriches. So the 
ostriches must have brought the lice with them as 
lice could not fly the oceans or exist away from 
the bodies of their hosts. Thus the birds must 
have found land connections between South 
America, Africa and Australia. 

Dr Lowe of the British Museum retained an open 
mind on the origin of Atlantisia. He could find 
no evidence that the Tristan group had once 
formed part of a continuous land mass. However, 
there were forty species of flowering plants, 
three were possibly South American in affinity 
and two might be related to South African forms; 
but the Tristan group had a temperate oceanic 
flora with no strong link with any continent. 
Lowe thought that birds marooned on these 
isolated scraps of land for hundreds of thousands 



or millions of years might undergo a gradual loss 
of flight and radical changes in structural details. 
He was not in a position to decide. “One would 
have expected to find signs of degeneration - but 
there is nothing of the sort,” Lowe remarked. 
Lowe had previously made a special study of the 
ostrich and had come to the conclusion that these 
flightless birds were not descendants of birds that 
once flew but that they represented a stage 
between reptilian ancestors and the present flying 
birds. He found nothing in the structure of the 
ostriches to suggest that their ancestors used their 
wings for flight. It was a debatable subject, said 
Lowe, but he could not lose sight of the fact that 
ostriches were very reptilian. Some ornithologists 
held that loss of the power of flight came very 
easily and quoted the steamer duck, great auk, 
dodo and many other examples; these birds, they 
said, had become flightless in comparatively 
recent times. The same fate may have overtaken 
the early ancestors of the ostriches, but Lowe 
preferred to await the verdict of the future. 

Holdgate declared that the volcanic Tristan group 
arose by eruption in mid-ocean and had never 
been linked to any continent by land. The fauna 

and flora reached the islands by migration. Study 
of the various species threw light on plant and 
animal distribution. Then the migrants were cut 
off effectively and evolution took a peculiar 
course, leading to endemic species that occurred 
nowhere else in the world. Hence their interest for 
the biologist. 

Yngvar Hagen, ornithologist of the Norwegian 
expedition, declared that there was no doubt that 
the ancestors of Atlantisia were real flying birds. 
The flightless Atlantisia still used its wings as 
brakes when jumping downwards. When one of 
these birds was held in the hand it flapped eagerly 
with its wings in the effort to escape, soft and 
soundless as a bat yet without power. 

Dr Austin Rand, curator of birds at the Chicago 
Natural History Museum, remarked that the 
remoteness and small size of the Tristan islands, 
and the presence of five species of resident 
endemic land birds, formed an extreme case of 
colonisation of far, isolated oceanic isles by land 
birds. However, the mystery could be explained 
by the large numbers of stragglers that reached 
the islands. The prevailing winds blew from 
South America to South Africa. To postulate an 



ancient land mass or bridge to explain the 
distribution of a single species seemed to involve 
mighty changes for a small result. Rand 
mentioned the continental drift theory, the 
breaking apart of Africa and South America. He 
summed up in favour of the widely accepted 
theory of overseas colonisation. The land birds 
of the Tristan group were entirely of American 
origin; accidental wanderers aided by the 
westerly wind. The purple gallinule from 
America was the ancestor of the Tristan “island 
cock”, Porphyriornis nesiotis and the Gough 
Island “mountain cock”, Porphyriornis comeri. 
The great modification in skeleton and feathers 
of Atlantisia indicated that this flightless rail 
might be the oldest of the Tristan endemics and 
it was impossible to suggest the original stock. 

Rand found it almost incredible that the birds 
that colonised one of the Tristan islands from 
South America should not have covered the 
intervening ten or twenty miles of water to the 
other islands. Yet only two of the five endemic 
species were recorded from all three islands, the 
small-billed sparrow and the thrush. Rand 
surmised that the flightless gallinule of Gough 

might not be directly related to the Tristan form. 
Each might be descended from different 
individuals of the same parent stock, some of 
which colonised each island independently. 
Similar appearance might be the result of similar 
change under similar severe ecological 
conditions. Rand could trace no African 
relationships as no African land birds had been 
found in the Tristan group. Although the group 
was less than forty miles across, in 1952 six 
species of land birds, including two gallinules, 
arrived there as strays over two thousand miles 
of water. 

Elliott pointed out that Rand had overlooked the 
fact that no two islands in the Tristan group 
shared a completely identical bird; the smaller 
bunting of Inaccessible being the only apparent 
exception. During thousands of years there had 
been no tendency for resident land birds to 
wander or to be carried by storms from island to 
island; even those as close as Inaccessible and 
Nightingale. This urge to remain in its native 
locality is found among other species of birds, 
however, and is known to scientists as 
philopatry. 



Dr J. C. Greenway, an American authority on 
extinct and vanishing birds, favours the South 
American origin of the Tristan birds. He pointed 
out, however, that we must presume that the stock 
from which they sprang had become extinct on 
the mainland or that evolution and mutation had 
obscured the characters their ancestors once 
possessed. Both in Africa and South America 
there were gallinules similar to the island forms. 
Greenway said that the Tristan thrush, Nesochicla 
eremita, was in danger of going the same way as 
the Tristan “island cock”. Indeed, the islanders 
were under the impression that it had become 
extinct; their ancestors had told them that it had 
nested on Tristan but they had not seen it on the 
main island for years; only on Inaccessible. It was 
rather like a blackbird and it clung to the scrub on 
the slopes near the Tristan summit. Members of 
the Christophersen expedition rediscovered the 
bird. This thrush is now the only land bird on the 
main island, the thrush known to the islanders as 
“Starchy”. 

Then there is Nesospiza wilkinsi, a giant-billed 
bunting found only on Nightingale, though it may 
have existed on Tristan before the rats arrived. It 

resembles a canary with a huge beak and yellow-
green feathers. Few men have seen it alive since it 
was first reported in 1873 by Challenger 
scientists. Wilkins of the Quest shot one in 1922, 
the one bunting seen in the trees during the four 
hours he spent on shore. It was not photographed 
alive until 1948, when a Cape Town expedition in 
the Pequena carried out a fisheries survey of the 
whole group. This large, stout-billed form occurs 
side by side with the small, typical bunting on 
Nightingale. The Christophersen party watched 
three of the large buntings cracking nuts in the 
trees. They shot three. The bird needs protection, 
for there are probably no more than thirty pairs 
left in the world, all on this tiny oceanic island. 

A last glance at little Atlantisia. Greenway 
thought that Atlantisia may have occurred on 
Tristan long ago. It may have been extirpated by 
the bellicose “island cock”, which may have been 
a much later immigrant. There were no fossil 
remains and it was only possible to speculate. 
Greenway was completely baffled by two 
problems: first, why Atlantisia did not occur on 
Nightingale; and secondly, why the flightless 
gallinule was confined to Tristan and Gough and 



was never recorded on Inaccessible and 
Nightingale. “These problems are inherent in the 
study of insular faunas and there is seldom an 
answer,” remarked Greenway. 

Greenway was pessimistic regarding the future 
of the Tristan birds. Portuguese explorers had 
left pigs and goats on shore. Dogs had been 
trained to locate nesting burrows. Within living 
memory one Tristan islander had brought in one 
thousand chicks of the great-winged petrel to be 
stored for food. Fat of seabirds was used for 
cooking. Two species of albatross, probably 
confined to the Tristan group, were now 
extremely rare and it was doubtful whether they 
would survive for long. 

The man who first spoke to me about the rare 
birds of Tristan and Gough was Robert Franklin 
Glass, an intelligent islander I have already 
mentioned, grandson of “Governor” William 
Glass, founder of the world’s most remote 
colony. Glass collected birdskins and eggs as I 
have said. I must bring Bob Glass into the 
picture because I think he may have played an 
important part in the mystery of the 
Porphyriornis comeri caught that day in 1893 at 

the drinking fountain in the Cape Town Public 
Gardens. Unlike most of the Tristaners of his 
day, Glass was a well-travelled man. I spent five 
nights as his guest in his island cottage and he 
told me his life story. He had been a sailor, a 
soldier during the South African War, a diamond 
digger, a factory worker in Cape Town. After 
many adventurous years of roaming the world 
Bob Glass returned to his island home during a 
depression in 1908 and remained there for the 
rest of his life. He was a tall man with a 
persuasive voice; clever by island standards but 
unscrupulous. I liked his sense of humour but I 
could see that he was unpopular on the island. 
He tried to pass himself off as headman when a 
ship called but no one listened to his orders. I 
often wish that I had been an ornithologist when 
Bob Glass brought out his birdskins for my 
benefit, for there may have been great rarities in 
that amateur collection, badly-preserved with 
salt. The skins Glass gave me in exchange for a 
slab of chocolate and a pair of trousers had been 
sewn into a mat; a handsome mat of rockhopper 
penguin feathers. He informed me that my 
pillows and mattress were stuffed with the same 
feathers. (I only wish he had killed the fleas.) 



Glass had spent months on Gough Island as a 
sealer and he had known Comer, discoverer of 
the “mountain cock”. This meeting occurred 
during the years Bob Glass spent at sea, first in 
the whaling schooner Swallow and later in the 
Cape Town sealing schooner Wild Rose. The 
sealers gathered to swap yarns of their 
experiences at Gough Island and other lonely 
places. Glass had also visited England and the 
United States during his voyages. 

Why should Glass have brought one or more 
specimens of Porphyriornis comeri to Cape 
Town? Colonel Elliott noted in one of his 
scientific papers the strong demand for Tristan 
specimens, especially in America. “The gift to 
a non-islander of a rare bird or egg has long 
been a gambit, and the islander expects some-
thing in return,” Elliott wrote. Glass was an 
opportunist. He took diamondiferous gravel 
back to Tristan with him from the river 
diggings and claimed that he had found 
diamonds on Gough Island - a trick that 
deceived the manager of a Cape Town firm and 

caused enormous trouble and expense.9 Such a 
man as Glass would not have missed a chance 
of collecting rare birds on Gough Island. Glass 
landed on Gough with others from the Wild 
Rose in 1891 and was picked up in 1892 after 
spending eleven months there. He and his 
companions had built huts in the glen near the 
landing place; and they were so pleased to see 
the Wild Rose that they set fire to everything 
before they left. 

When Professor Winterbottom investigated the 
mystery of “the strangest bird in the world” he 
had before him the record of Comer’s 
discovery. Comer left Gough Island in the 
Francis Alleyn in 1889 and sailed for the 
United States with his birds without calling at 
Table Bay. The professor appealed for 
information about ships calling at Gough in 
1892 or 1893 but received no replies. Long 
afterwards I discovered the details of the Wild 
Rose expedition. Obviously the bird found in 
the Cape Town Public Gardens arrived in the 

                                                           
9 A full account of this expedition appears in my book 
“Eight Bells at Salamander”. (Timmins 1960). 



Wild Rose in 1892, and after a period in 
captivity it was released. It provided a mystery 
for the naturalists of 1893 and for Professor 
Winterbottom seventy years later. I cannot 
prove that Bob Glass was the culprit but those 
who knew that peculiar old character will 
agree with me that my guess is shrewd and 
logical; that for reasons best known to himself 
he got rid of his Gough Island rail by leaving it 
at the fountain. 



CHAPTER NINE 
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CHAPTER 9 
LOUD RUNS THE ROARING TIDE 

Main sails the deep a while; 
Loud runs the roaring tide.  

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON 

As a beach traveller who has covered many 
thousands of sandy miles over the years I am 
more concerned with tides than most people. 
Of course there are fishermen and others along 
South Africa’s eighteen hundred miles of 
coastline whose lives are bound up with the 
ebb and flow, the tugging of the moon, the 
rolling of the wide oceans, the drama of the 
tides. 

I buy the tide tables every year so that I can 
walk easily on hard sand instead of being 
forced into the soft dunes. Walking barefooted 
with a falling tide round my feet I cover the 
miles without an effort. Low tide reveals the 
creatures living between tidemarks, seaweeds 
and shellfish and also the treasure and trash 
brought up by the sea. You may expect 
anything or nothing, but you can be sure that 

the sea will turn a new page twice a day; and a 
new page is always exciting. 

Some look for the driftwood they carve into 
lamps and decorations for their walls. Others 
drop shells into their bags. Anyone collecting 
bottles can rely on a fair reward, though not one 
in a thousand holds a message. Glass floats 
covered with wickerwork that have broken away 
from fishing nets are found nowadays. Trawler 
baskets are, unfortunately, more common than 
barrels of wine. After a shipwreck, of course, 
Customs men become beachcombers, taking 
charge of flotsam and keeping a lookout for 
“pirates”. At such times it is better to watch the 
gulls and study the jellyfish and starfish: You may 
solve your problems and find yourself during a 
long walk between the tides. Eugene O’Neill 
summed it up shrewdly in one of his plays: “Dat 
ole devil sea she knows.” 

Tides are so regular and predictable that tide-
tables are printed long before I need them. Yet no 
one can say when other forces will combine with 
the tides to create havoc. You should expect very 
high tides at the periods of the equinoctial gales; 
but people living close to the sea often forget that 



the winds are close allies of the tides; that when 
they come roaring in together, linked by a secret 
agreement, those who have built in their path 
must beware. Tides are not all alike. Full and new 
moon bring the spring tides, the mighty tides that 
sweep my beach and break on the dunes far above 
the normal high water mark. 

In spite of scientific accuracy there are tides that 
seem to defeat the predictions of the astronomers. 
All the South African harbours have known these 
floodings from the ocean, the so-called “tidal 
waves”. Durban watched a strange and un-
expected high tide in the eighteen-seventies, a tide 
that flowed over the wharf at the Point and 
reached the steps of the Point Hotel. Four months 
later the water in Table Bay rose suddenly. The 
level was four feet higher than usual; then it 
subsided, but the phenomenon was repeated 
fifteen minutes later. A volcanic disturbance of 
the seabed may have been responsible. The whole 
Cape coast from Port St. John’s to Port Alfred 
was swept in September 1883 by a wave caused 
by the Krakatoa eruption. Some time later the 
beaches were strewn with pumice and every 
evening there were red sunsets. At Port Elizabeth 

a night watchman employed by the Harbour 
Board recorded three high tides during one night. 
He was accused of drinking on duty and 
suspended; and only when reports of abnormal 
tides came in from other centres was he 
reinstated. Extraordinary currents were observed 
at various places round the Cape Peninsula 
during the following year. Currents accompany 
tides and they run strongly in bays and gulfs. 
There was an immense scouring of sand in False 
Bay and at Blaauwberg Strand great walls of surf 
were seen. Five years passed, the tide in Table 
Bay rose five feet higher than usual and the 
barque Sierra Pedrosa was stranded. Early this 
century the newspapers reported “tidal waves” at 
East London; two vessels in the roadstead and 
two vessels in port were in collision. Scientists, 
however, dislike the term “tidal wave”. These 
waves are really caused by the weather or more 
often by earthquakes on land or on the sea bed. 
They travel as free, progressive waves until they 
reach shallow water. Such breakers are so 
powerful that they have overwhelmed solid 
lighthouses and destroyed buildings far above 
sea-level. The Krakatoa waves I have already 
mentioned went all the way round the world so 



that tide gauges as far away as the coast of 
England registered the disturbances. But there 
has been no scientific explanation of the strange 
behaviour of the tide at Walvis Bay on October 
2, 1960. The tide rose two feet six inches when it 
should have been falling. It was suggested that 
an eclipse of the sun which took place on the 
same day might have influenced the tides but this 
theory was rejected immediately by the 
scientists. Officers of the South African Navy 
hydrographic survey admitted that they were 
baffled. That the sun influences the tides, 
however, is not denied. “The tides are the 
response of the waters of the ocean to the pull of 
the moon and the sun,” wrote Rachel Carson. 
“The moon has a far greater pull than the sun. 
Twice a month, when the moon is a mere thread 
of silver in the sky, and when it is full, we have 
the highest of high tides, called the springs. Sun, 
moon and earth are directly in line and the pull 
of the two heavenly bodies brings the water far 
up on the beaches, sends the surf leaping upward 
against the cliffs and draws a brimming flow into 
the harbour.” 

Other scientists have spoken of the mystery of 
the tides. “Talking about cunning,” said one, “the 
fox has nothing on the tides.” It has been stated 
that the enormous globe-encircling waves 
sweeping past the Cape of Good Hope have 
almost uninterrupted sway. There in the 
Southern Ocean are ideal conditions for the 
creation of waves that travel northwards and 
determine the tides on the coastlines bordering 
the Atlantic Ocean. 

When a storm blows in with a rising tide the 
damage on shore can be devastating. Some of 
you must remember the shock Sea Point 
experienced on Friday, July 13, 1911 when the 
bathing pavilion was swept away. Seas broke 
over the railway line that day and all trains had 
to stop at Milton Road. Strands of kelp thirty feet 
long were flung up on the Beach Road. Gulls left 
the beaches and took refuge in the vlei on Green 
Point Common. Steamers remained in dock and 
only the German liner Frieda Woermann tried 
to fight her way out to sea. People on the Signal 
Hill slopes watched the struggle as her bows 
went deep and the propeller raced; then she 



swung round and returned to the shelter of Table 
Bay Docks. 

The pavilion at the foot of Church Road (on the 
site of the present pavilion) was known as Sea 
Point House and Mr H. D. Cooke, grocer and 
provision merchant, was the owner. It was a 
wooden building with cubicles above a rather 
primitive pool. There were separate houses for 
men and women, a place where refreshments 
were served, and Mr Cooke’s shop. It was not an 
impressive pavilion but the small population of 
those days was easily satisfied. Mr J. S. 
Langerman, mayor of Cape Town, opened the 
pavilion in 1895 and announced that a special 
train would run early in the morning for the 
convenience of bathers. Raging seas had 
threatened the wooden buildings for fifteen years 
but the enterprise survived. Now listen to an eye-
witness description of the disaster: 

“Old winter came along on Wednesday with a 
mighty leaden frown on his face and a bellow of 
south-west wind from his giant lungs. He 
whirled the sea into a tumbled riot of green-grey 
mounds, ever-changing in colour and formation. 
And the rocks round the coast bared their teeth 

and shattered the breakers in impotent gusts of 
spray. The storm had been brewing from July 11. 
It freshened, there were showers and the seas 
rose. On the thirteenth the elements burst in all 
their fury on the Peninsula. The waters dashed 
in over the railway line at Clarens Road and 
reached the gardens of houses on the seafront. 
Ballast was torn from under the rails. 
Telegraph poles along the beach were swept 
away like ninepins. 

“People on the seafront heard a piteous 
howling and saw that a bull terrier was chained 
on the back verandah. One rescuer after 
another was driven back. Then an older man 
got into the building at great personal risk. It 
seemed ages before he reappeared with the 
dog. At three in the afternoon huge breakers 
were battering the bathing houses with 
dynamic force. Then one wave mightier than 
the rest fell on the building. It was the death 
blow. The boiling waters were a mass of 
beams, spars and household goods. Fortunately 
the premises were empty at the time as the 
lessee had vacated the place for the winter.” 



Cooke’s pavilion was not rebuilt. Milton Pool 
became the fashionable Sea Point bathing 
place until the first solid pavilion was opened 
in 1914 at Clarens Road. That withstood the 
hammering of the sea for forty years, until it 
was demolished to make way for the present 
modern pavilion. 

This unexpected alliance between tide and 
weather creates havoc at lonely fishing villages 
along the Cape west coast at unpredictable 
intervals of years. Dwarskersbos, a fishing 
settlement beyond the Berg River mouth and 
about one hundred miles from Cape Town, is 
one place that suffered heavily when the forces 
of nature were unleashed.10 Dwarskersbos 
consists of two dozen houses, most of them 
about two hundred yards from the sea. Sand 
dunes and bushes usually protect the 
settlement; but these barriers are useless when 
the storm becomes a menacing personality and 
the great seas race inshore. 

                                                           
10 It was on the beach near where Dwarskersbos now 
stands that Vasco da Gama landed on November 7, 
1497. 

So it was at three in the morning of August 27, 
1969. The weather-wise fishermen had already 
carried their dinghies and nets far above the 
normal high tide mark. Some of them remained 
awake listening to the reverberating boom of 
the breakers as the tide rose. They knew that 
yellow spume was flying over the dunes from 
the long, fast waves booming on the beach. 
One man recognised the sound of fury and 
shuddered. He was eighty-five. He had heard it 
all before. At three the ceaseless deafening 
roar became more than a menacing sound. The 
first of four gigantic waves swept through the 
village. Dwarskersbos seemed to burst apart. 
Every house was flooded and in some the 
water was five feet deep. When they came to 
their senses the people carried furniture and 
other possessions to higher areas away from 
the danger zone. They expected their houses to 
collapse under the hammer blows of the sea. 
Three more swirling masses of water fell on 
Dwarskersbos; waves twenty feet high; great 
waves piled up by the wind, strengthened 
enormously by the rising tide. And all the time 
the wind screamed through the stricken village. 



No one returned to bed that night. You cannot 
sleep when you can hear the beating of your 
heart. Beds and bed-clothes were soaked with 
salt water. Doors had broken away from their 
hinges and were found with the drowned fowls 
and hen-coops far away. Boats were lifted 
from the beach and carried into the village by 
the seas. Cars in garages were filled with 
water. Fences were smashed. Fish were found 
in kitchens. A dangerous enemy had almost 
wrecked Dwarskersbos, and not for the first 
time. The man of eighty-five said that he had 
been through that ordeal three times before. 

Scientists were puzzled by the Dwarskersbos 
disaster. Ordinary tides can be predicted but 
tidal knowledge has not yet reached finality. 
Tides are the heart-beats of the ocean and they 
show no mercy. It was suggested that the series 
of freak waves that struck Dwarskersbos were 
caused by an unusually high spring tide and 
severe oscillation in atmospheric pressure. 
They were not earthquake waves because they 
were felt only at Dwarskersbos and not along 
the whole coast. Strange that Dwarskersbos 
should have been attacked four times in a 

century by a force that must have seemed to 
the fishermen to have had the power of an evil 
personality. 

A high tide of a different sort mystified the 
people of Noetzee one day in the early 
nineteen-thirties. Noetzee as I knew it was a 
village of week-end beach cottages and the 
shacks of coloured people on the hill; five 
miles from Knysna by a pretty hillside track, 
with the Noetzee river entering the sea 
between the rocky headlands. Trees grow right 
down to the beach. It was summer, most of 
the cottages were occupied and some people 
were bathing. As the tide rose they saw that 
huge shoals of fish were coming in with the 
waves. Some were alive, others were dead; 
and the bathers were able to select their fish 
and carry them on shore. Soon the beach was 
littered with thousands of fish. Gulls scented a 
feast and gathered like vultures. Some of the 
fish were of species well-known at Knysna, 
others were unfamiliar or rare. My friend and 
newspaper colleague Miss Sanni Metelerkamp 
told me that she noticed one strange fish with 
a snout like a pig; another had a brown mane 



from nose to tail; there were red, purple and 
golden fish, spotted fish, striped fish, rainbow 
fish. 

Coloured families joined the gulls and filled 
boxes and baskets with fish. Long after the 
gulls had eaten their fill the coloured people 
were cleaning fish before the salting and 
smoking processes. The fish were obviously 
fresh and wholesome. Noetzee was sated with 
fish during the next few days. 

Dr John R. Grindley has explained the 
Noetzee phenomenon. Intensely cold masses 
of water lie deep beneath the Agulhas current 
and seldom reach the surface. Near the coast, 
however, the cold water comes much closer to 
the surface and strong winds may cause 
upwelling in some areas. Then the fish are 
stunned or killed and the tide brings in this 
strange harvest. 

No wonder the mysterious rhythm and the 
vagaries of the tides have captured the human 
imagination since primitive man roamed the 
beaches. Astronomers are able to calculate the 
generally consistent pattern, the moments 

when the highest and lowest tides of any 
period will be recorded in a decade or a 
century. Very low tides once found treasure 
seekers peering into the receding waters in 
search of money-chests or wrecks. Now the 
frogmen visit every promising spot and they 
do not wait for low tide. Folklore survives in 
spite of the predictions of scientists. In many 
fishing villages there is a firm belief that the 
spirit will leave the body of someone who is 
dying with the ebb tide. Charles Dickens put 
the old superstition into the mouth of Mr 
Peggoty. “People can’t die along the coast 
except when the tide’s pretty nigh out. They 
can’t be born unless it’s pretty nigh in - not 
properly born, till flood. He’s a-going out with 
the tide.” Thomas Tusser voiced the same belief 
in his poem: 

Tide flowing is fear’d, for many a thing 
Great danger to such as be sick it doth bring 
 Sea ebb, by long ebbing, some respite doth give 
And sendeth good comfort to such as shall live. 

Undoubtedly the tides influence the way of life 
of all who live close to the oceans. Man and the 
seals, the birds and the fish, the tubeworms and 



periwinkles, barnacles and limpets of the inter-
tribal zone; all are aware and many are ruled by 
the swing of the tides, by forces as dark and 
mysterious as the deep ocean. 

CHAPTER 10 
PILOTS OF THE PURPLE TWILIGHT 

For I dipt into the future, as far as human eye 
could see 
Saw a vision of the world, and all the wonder that 
would be; 
Saw the heavens fill with commerce, argosies of 
magic sails, 
Pilots of the purple twilight, dropping down with 
costly bales. 

TENNYSONN 
 Naturally enough I have a strong recurring 
vision of the first aeroplane I set eyes upon, a 
lovely Bleriot monoplane landing beside the vlei 
at Muizenberg. I was interested but not strongly 
attracted by this new mode of travel. Always the 
sea gripped me, not the air, and even at the age 
of eleven (1911) I did not yearn to become a 
pilot. Strange that one who was never a flying 
enthusiast should have blundered into air force 

uniform in both world wars and served as an 
officer. I found one of my relics of the first war 
the other day, a Royal Air Force wireless 
operator’s licence dated 1918 and recording a 
speed of twelve words a minute. 

Mind you, there was something adventurous 
about the open cockpit that was lost when airmen 
were shut up in cabins. When a bored and 
pessimistic instructor tried to teach me to fly 
there were few instruments to watch: an 
inaccurate altimeter, an airspeed indicator and a 
bank-and-turn device that never meant anything 
to me. But the view was superb. I felt that I was 
seeing the English landscape for the first time. 
And when I entered the clouds I was in a new 
world, with the compass spinning as though to 
remind me not to rely on such aids. Yes, I heard 
the wind in the wires and smelt the engine oil 
and glimpsed from a distance the minds of the 
air pioneers. 

E. F. Driver, a South African, was the pilot of 
the Bleriot, a machine of sheer grace among 
the stick-and-string contraptions of those days. 
I saw Driver handing over the first mailbags 
ever carried by air in South Africa. He had 



taken off from the Kenilworth racecourse, so 
that the flight was no great feat; but envelopes 
and postcards bearing the stamps are valuable 
after sixty years. Even then South Africa had 
known a number of flying episodes; and I find 
more fascination in the deeds of those early 
birds than in most of the modern achievements. 

South Africa’s first airman is more of a legend 
than a reality. His name was Goodman 
Household, he was a Natal farmer and - if the 
story is true - he left the earth in a glider years 
before Lilienthal of Germany. Here I must 
point out that the story of air pioneering has 
been confused by patriots of the various 
nations concerned and historical accuracy has 
suffered in the process. There are many South 
Africans who like to believe that Household 
took to the air in the seventies of last century. 
Frenchmen declare that Clement Ader flew a 
steam propelled monoplane successfully in 
1890; only one hundred and sixty feet, to be 
sure, but over level ground with daylight under 
the wheels. Some of the leading authorities on 
aeronautics have supported Ader’s claim. 
Thirteen years later came the Wright brothers, 

regarded by Americans as the first men to fly 
power-driven aircraft. I should also mention an 
early British glider called the Bat, designed 
and flown successfully in 1895 by a Clydeside 
shipbuilder named Percy Pilcher. He crashed 
and was killed four years later. 

Goodman Household certainly built a glider 
but I doubt very much whether he flew it. This, 
after a century, is a mystery that will never be 
solved. “The family farm was in the Karkloof 
district of Natal. There young Household 
started his aviation research by shooting 
vultures and other birds, weighing them, 
measuring the wings and calculating the 
wingspan needed to carry his own weight. His 
parents encouraged their inventive son when 
he designed a mechanical sawmill that 
replaced several native labourers; but they 
strongly disapproved of his interest in flying. 
“Crazy and un-Christian,” they said. So the 
dedicated Goodman went on with his experi-
ments secretly. Dr Colenso, Bishop of Natal, 
checked his mathematical calculations. After ten 
years of research Goodman Household started 
building his glider. According to one account he 



used steel tubes and silk imported from 
Switzerland. Apparently he made an error in the 
wing loading and the first glider failed to lift him. 
The second glider seems to have had a bamboo 
frame covered with paper or oiled silk. It had 
enormous wings. Household made a seat for 
himself like a swing, suspended below the wings 
by four ropes. He hoped to control the glider by 
tilting his seat in various directions; surely the 
most precarious control system ever planned. 

Viewed from any angle, I find the legend of 
Household’s pioneer flight incredible. It becomes 
all the more dubious when you learn that 
Household decided to fly by night to avoid 
distressing his parents. He and his Zulus are 
supposed to have carried the glider up a hillside 
near the homestead and launched it in total 
darkness. Details of the flight vary widely. One 
account says that Household “threw himself from 
a high cliff and landed safely near a yellow-wood 
tree”. The tree has been pointed out to credulous 
visitors as clear proof of Household’s feat. It 
stood about five hundred yards from the 
launching site on a krantz. 

Another version has Household running down a 
slope until he was able to level out, climb a little 
and fly triumphantly over the tall gum trees in the 
valley. He tried to land on rising ground but 
crashed in a dam and hurt his ankle. After this 
adventure his mother made him promise that he 
would never fly again. The glider went into the 
farmhouse loft; and no doubt the strange 
contraption was inspected by many visitors who 
helped to embroider and spread the legend. 

Goodman Household died in 1906 and it has been 
stated that he left instructions in his will that the 
glider and all his plans and calculations should be 
destroyed. Certainly nothing has been found. 
Natal newspapers have been publishing the story 
at intervals ever since Household died; but the so-
called eye-witnesses are at variance and no 
authentic record has ever been discovered. Even 
the year of Household’s experiment has not been 
fixed; some said 1871, others 1875. A native 
herdsman employed by a Mr Jack Logan claimed 
to have been present and pointed out “the exact 
spot”. The herdsman recalled many failures before 
the dramatic night when Household flew. “He 
leapt into the wind and was carried away like a 



bird about eight feet from the ground,” declared the 
herdsman. “He landed in a mealie-field eight 
hundred yards from the start.” The scene of 
Household’s adventure has been marked by the 
Historical Monuments Commission and the vague 
reports have been officially recorded. But I cannot 
imagine any serious historian being deeply 
impressed by the century old Household legend. 
Goodman Household was a dreamer, an inventor, a 
clever pioneer aircraft designer - but not the first 
glider pilot. 

John Weston was the next air pioneer on the South 
African scene. Back in 1907 he assembled a 
Farman biplane at Brandfort, O.F.S., but his 
Panhard engine was not powerful enough and the 
machine would not leave the ground. The 
determined Weston then studied aviation in France 
(the real home of air pioneering) and four years 
later he improved his Farman to the point where he 
was able to fly and carry passengers. Miss E. M. 
Woods, a colleague of mine on The Argus, was 
Weston’s passenger on a flight round that favourite 
early aerodrome, Kenilworth racecourse. She was 

the first woman to fly in South Africa.11 She lived 
to ninety-five, but not by going on flying. Weston 
became an admiral in the Royal Navy. His end was 
tragic for he and his wife were murdered on their 
Free State farm. 

Maurice Kimmerling, a Frenchman, is regarded as 
the first man to make a powered flight in South 
Africa, though he was a hopper rather than a high 
flyer. Towards the end of 1909 he brought a Voisin 
biplane to South Africa and organised an “aviation 
week” at East London. Those were the days when 
a lighted candle was held up to see whether it was 
safe to fly. Thousands assembled on the Nahoon 
racecourse to watch Kimmerling but the wind blew 
out the candle. Only when most of the people had 
departed did Kimmerling decide to make an 
attempt. “The manner in which he was able to 
manipulate the huge bird-like machine, travelling 
                                                           
11 I have seen a claim made for a Mrs Stansfield as 
the first woman to fly in South Africa, but as she 
was one of Kimmerling’s passengers she may not 
have left the ground. Mrs Stansfield said: “Flying 
is like being in a runaway motor-car with a clear 
road ahead, there being a glorious feeling of 
recklessness. 



at the rate of thirty miles an hour, was a sight 
indeed,” wrote a reporter. “He turned and swept 
past at a speed which could almost be said to be 
appalling. Twice Monsieur Kimmerling travelled 
over the racecourse grounds, guiding his 
machine with the greatest ease, turning off like a 
flash of lightning when it appeared almost 
certain he would crash into the grandstand.” 
Kimmerling wrecked his Voisin at Johannesburg 
not long afterwards. He returned to France and 
was killed in an air accident. 

About a year after Kimmerling a more successful 
pilot named Christaens, a Belgian, flew and 
carried passengers at the Pretoria Agricultural 
Show. The year 1911 also brought to the fore 
Alfred Louis Raison, a Frenchman who claimed 
to have built the first South African aeroplane. 
He followed the Bleriot monoplane design, a 
replica of the machine in which Bleriot crossed 
the Channel. It was not a great success. Reports 
spoke of the Bleriot “limping into the air” and 
making a few “indifferent flights” at Orange 
Grove, Johannesburg. 

Sidney William Vine, an Englishman who 
arrived in South Africa as chauffeur to Lord 

Gladstone (first governor-general of the Union) 
was a bird of a more daring feather. He was an 
expert mechanic. In his spare time he built a 
biplane with a poplar frame, the wings covered 
with balloon fabric. When he found that he could 
not secure a suitable engine he took off the 
wheels, fitted skids and used his aircraft as a 
glider. Vine and his friend Wells and a gang of 
natives hauled the glider to the summit of East 
Fort koppie, behind Government House. 
Launching was carried out by lines secured to 
the struts. Vine went careering down a steep 
slope and soon found himself in the air. His legs 
and feet were below the framework. When he 
landed he had to run at top speed to keep on his 
feet and prevent a crash. He had flown a mile 
and a quarter. Vine served in the South West 
African campaign as an air mechanic; he tried to 
get a captured German aircraft, a Taube, into the 
air again but spare parts were unobtainable. 
Between the wars the resourceful Vine built 
several power aircraft and flew them 
successfully without any instruction. 

An episode worth recording during the pre-1914 
period was a flight by a Captain Robinson, a 



British Army officer stationed at East London. 
He built a stick-and-string aircraft on the 
racecourse and fitted a six-cylinder radial engine. 
Robinson had engaged a professional pilot to fly 
the machine. One day before the pilot arrived 
Robinson was sitting in the cockpit testing the 
engine. He ran it up rather too fast and suddenly 
found himself in the air. Not surprisingly he 
crashed. One of the propeller blades is to be seen 
in the local museum. 

A less successful aircraft builder of the pre-1914 
era was Mr Charlie Rorich of Cape Town, holder 
of taxi-driver certificate number one issued by 
the Royal Automobile Club of South Africa. 
Rorich was financed by a Claremont baker, who 
also supplied the plans. It was a typical crate of 
the period, all wires and canvas. A wagon carried 
the fearsome kite to a field near the present Salt 
River fire station. The daredevil baker seated 
himself at the controls, with the “pusher” engine 
at his back and ready to crush him if he nose-
dived. A sceptical throng watched him running 
up the engine. The baker taxied round the field 
but when he gave her the gun she would not rise. 

For years the remains of the baker’s useless 
plaything lay in a Woodstock backyard. 

When the early birds crashed, their flimsy 
machines usually fell lightly. It was not until 
October 1913 that the first fatal accident 
occurred in South Africa. Balloonists had been 
killed before that, but aeroplane pilots had 
escaped. Edward Wallace Cheeseman, the 
victim, was an Australian who had qualified as a 
pilot at Brooklands, England, a year before his 
death. Cheeseman, aged twenty-nine, was a 
careful and efficient pilot and instructor; and he 
was engaged by the South African air pioneer Mr 
C. Compton Paterson as instructor at the first 
flying school at Alexandersfontein near 
Kimberley. Nine of the pupils were regular 
South African army officers, including young 
Kenneth van der Spuy who became a general. 
The government paid their fees. Among the three 
civilian pupils was a Miss Bocciarelli, who made 
good progress. 

They flew in the early mornings and the 
evenings, when it was calm enough for the 
biplane to fly with a fair margin of safety. 
Cheeseman took off three times with pupils on 



that Saturday morning in October; and at ten past 
seven he flew again with Lieutenant Dunlop at 
the controls. The biplane was one hundred feet 
up and a mile from the aerodrome when the 
pupils on the ground saw that it was behaving 
strangely. Then it went into the fatal sideslip that 
early pilots dreaded. The left wing struck the 
earth and crumpled. Pilot and pupil were trapped 
in the wreckage. They were soon extricated and 
rushed to Kimberley hospital. Dunlop, suffering 
mainly from shock, said that the air had become 
choppy and Cheeseman then took over the 
controls. “With that instinctive feeling known to 
aviators, Cheeseman realised we were entering 
an air pocket,” Dunlop explained. “The machine 
tilted. Cheeseman struggled to regain 
equilibrium and tried to rudder her off. Very 
soon we hit the earth. Fortunately for us the 
engine and petrol tanks remained intact.” 

Naturally enough the Diamond Fields 
Advertiser reported the crash at some length. 
Paterson was annoyed, as he feared adverse 
publicity, and he made a statement minimising 
the accident. “The layman has been led to 
believe the mishap was very thrilling, with two 

men suddenly encountering some extraordinary 
phenomenon,” said Paterson. “The machine is 
dashed to earth and they are buried in the 
wreckage with many men working hard to 
extricate them. It was an air pocket that led to the 
accident, a treacherous atmosphere caused by the 
sun’s rays beating down on the dry brown veld. 
The atmosphere works in the same way as wine 
fermenting. Cheeseman assumed full control and 
tried to prevent the machine from flying 
sideways instead of forwards. It slid slowly to 
earth. It was flying at nearly fifty miles an hour 
almost parallel with the ground but almost 
sideways, much as a motorcar comes against the 
curbstone during a skid. Reports of the accident 
are hindering the progress of aviation.” 

Cheeseman might have survived the crash but 
the shock brought on malaria contracted while he 
was working in Nigeria. After two days in 
hospital he died. As Paterson feared, the crash 
ended his flying school enterprise and the 
military pupils were sent to England to finish 
their training. Paterson was able to sell his 
reserve aircraft to the Union Government after a 



test in which he made a cross-country flight of 
one hundred miles. 

Paterson and Driver were the two outstanding 
pilots of the pre-World War I period in South 
Africa. The historic air mail flight I watched at 
Muizenberg more than sixty years ago was not 
sensational - eight miles in twelve and a half 
minutes - but Driver was capable of greater 
achievements. I believe his later cross-country 
flight of two hundred and ten miles set up a 
South African record that lasted for years. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 
A THOUSAND PRECIOUS THOUGHTS 

 
 



CHAPTER 11 
A THOUSAND PRECIOUS THOUGHTS 

Language is the amber in which a thousand 
precious and subtle thoughts have been safely 
imbedded and preserved. 

Robert Louis STEVENSON 

Strange words fall on the eardrums of the traveller. 
They come from the various forms of pidgin talk 
heard in South Africa through the centuries; the 
lingua franca of the early days known as 
Portuguese Creole and the later Esperanto of 
Africa used by millions of people every day, the 
mixture of Zulu and Xosa, English and Afrikaans 
called Fanagalo. 

White scholars and educated natives deplore the 
use of pidgin languages. No one ever invented 
these vivid and amusing tongues; they came into 
being naturally when sailors, traders and other 
travellers attempted to make themselves, under-
stood in far corners of the globe. Pidgin appeals 
most strongly to those with a sense of humour. 
Perhaps the English are more to blame than anyone 
else for the babble of babytalk adopted and 
elaborated unconsciously by many dark races. 

The English would not and often could not speak 
anything but English; and so you have the pidgin 
of China, the pidgin of the Pacific islands, the 
different African pidgin dialects. Different, yet 
with remarkable similarities because English 
seamen spoke in the same way wherever they 
landed, forcing their own coarse yet expressive 
phrases on widely separated races. Only in fairly 
recent years has pidgin been printed and pidgin 
handbooks and vocabularies compiled; yet over 
the centuries each form of pidgin has evolved its 
own grammar, its own rules, and each has grown 
from a simple trade language into something 
livelier and more subtle. Pidgin English is now 
spoken by thirty to fifty million people. It is no 
longer English but natives speaking pidgin are 
firmly convinced that they have mastered the 
Queen’s English. 

Portuguese Creole started as a slave language. It 
was being spoken by masters and slaves from 
South America to China before the Dutch settled 
at the Cape. A form of Portuguese Creole, 
influenced by Malay words, was the lingua 
franca of the Dutch East Indies and so it came 
to the Cape in the first years of the settlement. 



Certain of the Hottentots who were close to the 
Dutch learnt to speak Dutch and Creole. Eva, the 
notorious Eva, spoke both languages. Before the 
seventeenth century ended the observant visitor 
Valentyn listed the nationalities among the 
Company’s employees: Dutch, English, French, 
Germans, Savoyards, Italians, Hungarians, 
Malays, Malabars, Cingalese, Javanese, 
Macassars, Amboinese, Chinese, Malagasys, 
Angolese and people from West Africa and the 
Cape Verde Islands. “One can make oneself 
understood in the Dutch, Malay and Portuguese 
languages,” remarked Valentyn. Mrs N. E. 
Kindersley, who was in Cape Town two 
centuries ago, declared: “Most slaves speak 
English, many French. They do not learn to 
speak Dutch but the Dutch speak their dialect, a 
corruption of Portuguese.” 

Professor Marius F. Valkhoff of Witwatersrand 
University, a leading authority on Creole, said 
that this was the main slave language at the 
Cape; it flourished in the eighteenth century. 
Many of the Creole bird and fish names are still 
in use today: malgas (from mangas de 
veludo), perdevis (from peixe cavalo), are 

among the examples he gives. Other words in 
Afrikaans with a Creole origin are nooi 
(noiva), palaver (palavra), pikkanien 
(pequenino), sambreel (sombreiro) and tronk 
(tronco). Valkhoff says that Creole almost died 
out during the nineteenth century. Nevertheless 
a number of proclamations by Lord Charles 
Somerset were published not only in the 
official English but also in Dutch and 
Portuguese Creole. 

Professor D. C. Hesseling of Leyden 
University brought out an interesting theory in 
Holland before the end of last century when he 
declared that the broken Portuguese and the 
Malay spoken by the slaves of the Cape 
settlement in the early years formed the origin 
of the Afrikaans language. This controversial 
view has been exploded by linguists. Bosman 
found just over one hundred Afrikaans words 
with clear Malayo-Portuguese origins; one 
hundred out of fifty thousand Afrikaans words. 
Those hundred words included many vivid 
glimpses of the orient: amper (nearly), paai-
boelie (bogy man), rissies (red pepper), 
sambalbroek (wide trousers), soebat (implore) 



and such everyday words as baie (many) and 
nooi (girl). Professor Valkhoff also listed 
baadjie, baklei, baba and kombers as of 
eastern origin. 

Portuguese Creole was kept alive by the freed 
slaves on the Koeberg farms long after it had 
died out in Cape Town. Some of the farmers 
were still speaking Creole to their labourers 
when the nineteenth century was well 
advanced. As recently as 1930 Professor J. L. 
M. Franken discovered in Stellenbosch two old 
Malays who mixed their Afrikaans with a large 
number of Malay and Portuguese words. Cape 
fishermen, Malay and other coloured people 
have preserved Creole phrases. But to hear the 
full Creole language spoken fluently nowadays 
you have to go to Senegal or Ceylon. 

Portuguese Creole undoubtedly influenced 
Cape Dutch though it never dominated the 
language. To a much lesser degree the English 
spoken at the Cape during the first half of last 
century was enriched by a number of Indian 
words and phrases. The visitors who widened 
the vocabulary were white military officers and 
officials of the Honourable East India 

Company, and they were nicknamed 
“Hindoos” or “Indians”. They were well-paid 
people, educated and intelligent, and their sick 
leave at the Cape meant a stay of at least six 
months, often much longer. 

So the “Hindoos” took part in many social 
activities and spread their picturesque speech. 
Some wrote and published books of verse; others 
contributed to Cape Town literary magazines and 
supported libraries. Their paintings of local 
subjects have become valuable. They were 
welcomed as members of the Commercial 
Exchange in the Heerengracht. They brought the 
atmosphere of India to coffee houses and hotels. 
Mrs de Villiers ran a private boarding-house for 
the visitors in Stal Plein. There was an Indian 
House Hotel in Wale Street; there is still Indian 
House in Kenilworth. Many of them rented 
houses and cottages at Wynberg and an “Indian 
College” was opened at Plumstead for the 
children. “Hindoos” mingled with the upper 
class in Cape Town and their servants carried on 
the “Indianisation” of the Cape in many a 
kitchen: Indian coachmen in turbans discussed 
horses with the coloured people. Indian cooks 



brought the recipes of Bombay and Calcutta to a 
town that had known the Malay dishes for 
centuries. 

So the newspapers spoke of “tiffin” (a word of 
mysterious origin) instead of lunch. People 
raised their glasses and said “chin chin”. They 
sent “chits” instead of notes and told the runner 
to go “chop chop” (quickly). Some of the better-
known Indian words had probably reached the 
Cape before the era of the “Hindoos”; such 
words as calico, chintz and gingham, verandah, 
nabob and cheroot. Now the Cape Town 
residents began describing carriers of burdens as 
coolies. Washing was done by the dhoby and the 
robber became a thug. The sanatorium of the 
Cape flourished on rupees and accepted such 
resounding words as kedgeree and junk, godown 
and hubble-bubble, bungalow and jungle. They 
ate their mulligatawny soup and curry with relish 
and departed by gharry. Well over a century has 
passed since the Suez Canal opened, causing the 
“Hindus” to abandon the Cape; but their legacy 
of language remains. Some say that the Hindi-
Marathi word bhoi was the origin of the call that 

once ran through Africa from the Cape to the 
equator. “Boy!” 

Fanagalo is a fairly recent South African pidgin 
language but the origin is obscure. My old 
newspaper colleague J. D. Bold, one of the 
leading exponents of Fanagalo, defines it as a 
simplified Nguni (Zulu, Xosa and related 
languages) with modern terms from English and 
Afrikaans. Bold thinks it probably evolved in the 
Eastern Cape and Natal from contacts between 
white settlers and tribesmen. The name Fanagalo 
is derived from kaluma fana ga lo (speak like 
this). 

Brother Otto Trapp of the Mariannhill monastery 
in Natal had another theory. He said it first came 
into use when the Indians arrived in Natal over a 
century ago and had to find a way of talking to 
the Zulus. The Indians knew some English and 
they originated the pidgin. This theory is 
supported by the fact that the Zulus call it 
Isikulu, “the coolie language”. Nevertheless, the 
mystery deepens when you discover that there 
are no Indian words in Fanagalo. 



Fanagalo has many names. Known in its early 
days as Kitchen Kaffir or Mine Kaffir, it has also 
been called Pidgin Bantu, Basic Bantu, Basic 
Zulu, Isilololo and Silunguboi. Mr B. G. Lloyd 
published the pioneer grammar and dictionary 
very early this century. It is hard to find an 
English word in Lloyd’s comparatively short list 
but later philologists have stated that thirty per 
cent of Fanagalo words are of European origin 
with four times as many English words as 
Afrikaans. Lloyd said that the white man who 
spoke Zulu fluently was inclined to laugh at 
Fanagalo. The alphabet consisted of twenty-three 
letters. He explained the clicks: the “c” click 
produced by the sudden withdrawal of the 
tongue from the palate; the “g” always hard; the 
“k” pronounced like “g”. The accent was always 
on the last syllable but one. “A” or “an” was 
“munya”, “the” was lo. For a plural you 
prefixed ma; thus hashi (horse), mahashi 
(horses). Lloyd gave the numerals: munya (one), 
mabilo (two), matutsa (three) and so on; and 
“abundant” was maningi. “Blanket” was one of 
Lloyd’s few English words. He also had blakfes 
(breakfast) and baimbai (bye-and-bye). A 
pancake was pankek and a peacock was pikok. 

The next Fanagalo dictionary effort, I think, was 
the work of my friend Bold. He started classes at 
the Pretoria Technical College soon after World 
War II, a pioneer teaching effort. A newspaper 
described him as the inventor of the language 
but Bold made it clear that Fanagalo grew up 
naturally out of a burning need. It was not 
artificial, like Esperanto, the work of an 
inspired professor. Invented languages never 
get out of the text-book stage, Bold pointed 
out, whereas Fanagalo was a vigorous, 
growing language. He also claimed that it was 
the easiest language in the world to learn. 
(Another enthusiast declared that it could be 
mastered in three weeks.) Fanagalo is heard 
everywhere from the Cape Peninsula to the 
Great Lakes; and South Africans serving in 
Abyssinia during World War II encountered 
full-blooded tribesmen who understood 
Fanagalo. It has also been reported that Congo 
pygmies responded to Fanagalo after French, 
Flemish, Afrikaans and English had failed. 

For years the Rand mines have heard more 
Fanagalo than any other meeting place of 
white and native. Mr D. T. Cole, a 



Witwatersrand University lecturer, stated that 
the language problem in the mines would be 
insuperable without Fanagalo as the labourers 
speak more than forty languages. Recruits are 
taught Fanagalo before they go underground. 
Nevertheless, this authority is not a 
wholehearted admirer of the pidgin. He says it 
is inconsistent, with certain words doing more 
than a fair share of the work. Fanagalo has a 
limited range of expression and is almost 
incapable of expressing abstract ideas. Others 
have described Fanagalo as a makeshift, a 
hotchpotch born out of necessity, something 
that will never replace the genuine article. The 
teaching of Bantu languages in the schools 
should be encouraged - but not Fanagalo. 

The light-hearted and unrepentant Bold has not 
gone so far as to translate “Hamlet” into 
Fanagalo, but he has tackled such lesser 
problems as “Who killed Cock Robin?” (Ubani 
Bulala kok Loben). “John Peel” and “Little Bo 
Peep” gave him no trouble and “Beer, Glorious 
Beer” was relatively easy. So here goes: 

Tshwala, tshwala, mubile Tshwala 
 Puza futi, stelek muti 

Puza baba, bayi saba 
Tshwala, mubile tshwala. 

Bold came to the aid of housewives, farmers, 
doctors, nurses and others with a Fanagalo 
dictionary containing many useful everyday 
terms. He could find no Bantu words for 
European devices such as windows, soap, 
candles, matches, bicycles and other modern 
inventions; so he listed new words from various 
languages. Afrikaans supplied him with kolweni 
(from koring), spikile (from spyker), basopa 
(from pas op) and isambulela (from sambreel). 
Those who are defeated by the clicks are advised 
to substitute the letter “k”. The simplicity and 
conscious or unconscious humour of Fanagalo 
may be seen in these examples: Khabaiyid 
(acetylene), flaimashin (aircraft), tagati 
(bewitched), ai! hau! (exclamation of wonder), 
mompara (fool), futbol (football). Bold teaches 
us that a statement can be turned into a question 
by raising the tone of voice, as in English, or 
adding the word na at the end of the sentence. 

You will find that the Fanagalo months are of 
English origin: Epril, Meyi, Julayi, Okitoba and 
so on. Bold had difficulty with many place names 



but he included Khepi (Cape Town) and Tekweni 
(Durban). He acknowledged the debt Fanagalo 
owed to the old and more expressive Swahili, for 
many words are identical. So we say “good day” 
in Fanagalo to our benefactor Bold - Sakubona! 

Mr D. T. Cole, university lecturer in Bantu 
languages, has drawn attention to the limited 
range of this pidgin with a probable total of about 
two thousand words. He does not regard it as a 
Bantu language; for there are more than two 
hundred tribes spread out over West and East 
Africa and down to the Cape speaking separate 
Bantu languages. He says that the Bantu have to 
learn Fanagalo just as white people do. When a 
Bantu has mastered Fanagalo he is firmly 
convinced that he has learned the white man’s 
language; for Fanagalo is different from his own 
tongue. Cole is opposed to the spread of 
Fanagalo. “If we wish to make the Bantu a good 
and independent fellow we must address him in 
something better than this jargon,” Cole urges. He 
admits that Fanagalo fills a real need on the mines 
and is of great value in preventing accidents; but 
its use should be discouraged as the pidgin is 
insulting rather than courteous. 

Fanagalo handbooks have been published by the 
Johannesburg Chamber of Mines ever since 
1920 and this body has also produced 
instructional films with Fanagalo sound-tracks. 
The Chamber points out, however, that pure 
native languages are used on ceremonial 
occasions. Natives use their own languages in 
conversing with each other. 

Iscor is responsible for the most complete 
Fanagalo dictionary yet published. The 
compilers have taken over well-known Bantu 
words as far as possible and they have resorted 
to English and Afrikaans only when they have 
been unable to find Bantu equivalents. Thus a 
collision is smesh, cocoa is koko. White 
employees in the steel works take a twenty-
hour course in Fanagalo. The instructors at 
Iscor say that it takes two years for a European 
to master a Bantu language. Half the natives at 
Iscor are unable to speak either English or 
Afrikaans, and Fanagalo solves the language 
problem. Iscor dictionary workers deny that 
Fanagalo is a poor language, for they have 
listed two thousand words - twice the basic 
English vocabulary. 



Most widespread of all the pidgins is the 
Pidgin English that started its laughable and 
fantastic career when the first British sailors 
and traders stepped on to the beaches of West 
Africa, the China coast, the Pacific islands and 
other far places. English, the philologists tell 
us, lends itself to adaptation more easily than 
any other tongue. Pidgin English is not a world 
language but I have heard it used in places as 
far apart as Walvis Bay and Rangoon. 

It is thought that the word pidgin is a 
corruption of the English word business. As far 
back as the seventeenth century’ English-
speaking adventurers were trying to do 
business with savages. They used the same, 
coarse, uninhibited yet expressive English 
everywhere; and so the various forms of Pidgin 
English show a remarkable degree of similarity 
even though they grew up thousands of miles 
apart. Light-hearted sailors gathered native 
words, clipped them for easier conversation, 
mimicked the accents of the local people and 
thus the pidgins were born. Negroes, Malays, 
Chinese, South Sea islanders treated English in 
exactly the same way. Pidgin English has far 

more English words than any others but it has 
embodied literal translations of native idioms, 
a number of pure native words and some from 
Portuguese, German and French. One of the 
universal pidgin words is savvy, based on the 
Portuguese saber, to know. Another such word 
is “okay” and this has a West African origin. 
The words o ke in the Mandingo language 
mean “all right”, while the Wolof way kay 
indicate “yes indeed”. Negro slaves took these 
words to America and were recorded in their 
speech as far back as 1766. Other phrases with 
controversial origins probably travelled with 
the slaves from West Africa. 

Pidgin English, like Fanagalo, has its enemies. 
It has been described with some accuracy as a 
mongrel jargon, a weird mixture of tongues, 
gibberish. Certainly the English-speaking 
newcomer often finds it difficult to understand 
a single word, let alone a sentence. One 
authority has declared that Pidgin English is 
now as different from the English we speak as 
Portuguese is from Latin. “Pidgin is more 
English than anything else just as Portuguese is 
more Latin than anything else,” he said, “but in 



both cases the relationship is historical, not 
contemporary.” 

George Bernard Shaw defended pidgin. No 
doubt it appealed to his sense of humour; he 
said that he preferred “no can” to “unable”. Lin 
Yutang regarded pidgin as a glorious language 
with tremendous international possibilities. He 
saw no harm in a telescope being described as 
a “look for glass”. Once discouraged officially 
in many territories, pidgin now flourishes more 
than ever before. It has found its way into the 
churches and the law courts. Though it has 
about half the vocabulary of Fanagalo it is 
vivid and expressive, though often too pic-
turesque for polite society. Missionaries wince 
when they hear an aeroplane described as 
“motor car belong Jesus”. The educated 
African may well regard pidgin as beneath 
contempt; yet pidgin has its moments of sheer 
genius. I am especially fond of the pidgin 
phrase for a violin: “scratch him belly, out 
come squeak allasame pussy-cat.” And then 
there is the court official swearing in a witness: 
“Tell us about the trouble. No gammon, no 
humbug, you talk true fellow all the time.” 

Pidgin enthusiasts have had to admit two 
failures. They have not found a word for 
“please”; this is usually expressed by a nasal 
beggar’s whine; and “thank you” is seldom 
more than a grunt. 

Natives speak Pidgin English more effectively 
than white people. Europeans who know no 
English master pidgin more thoroughly than 
those who are confused by the English basis of 
pidgin. You have to start from scratch to 
become fluent in this colourful rag-bag of 
linguistic odds and ends. 



CHAPTER 12 
ADVENTURES IN EATING 

Of all the earth’s multitudinous forms of 
animal and vegetable life only a tiny fraction 
can be classed as inedible and a still smaller 
proportion as definitely poisonous. 

F r a n k  W .  L A N E  

MEMORIES Crowd round me when my 
journeys take me over the farms and orchards 
and into the markets and food shops and 
restaurants. When apple blossom flames the 
Elgin landscape; when the scent of ripening 
oranges comes at Clanwilliam in the dusk; when 
I smell my own coffee beans roasting on the 
stove; these are experiences that enrich the 
present and recall the pleasures of long ago. 

It is the same with flavour. All the senses are 
related but the greatest overlapping is in the 
realm of aroma and taste. Why does one person 
order grilled kingklip and another curry and rice? 
South Africa has many interesting delicacies, but 
why are there so many people who refuse to try 
anything new? I am not asking you to tackle any 
meat so weird as the baboon flesh that kept a 

large party of forestry workers alive when they 
were cut off in the Swartberg mountains by 
heavy falls of snow some years ago. They killed 
two baboons and roasted them. Only very hungry 
men would find such a meal palatable. 

Of course the eyes play a very important part 
when we select our food. Garnishing sharpens 
the appetite though we do not eat the sprigs of 
parsley and slices of lemon that appear on the 
dish. In just the same way a baboon skin cannot 
be regarded as an aid to the palate. Yet a 
blindfolded diner might eat a slice of tender roast 
baboon and be unable to tell you whether he was 
tasting beef or mutton, pork or veal. I suppose 
some people are repelled by oysters because they 
look slippery and unpalatable in spite of their 
lovely setting of mother-of-pearl. Animals are 
far more sensible in this matter. They use their 
noses and learn to reject harmful and poisonous 
foods. 

I have never eaten a squirrel but this curse of the 
Cape would soon vanish if squirrel became a 
popular dish. The squirrel is a relative of the 
rabbit and the hare; it lives on a clean diet of nuts 
and wild fruits, berries and small birds. Squirrel-



eaters tell me that a squirrel should be cleaned, 
skinned, blanched in boiling water inside and 
out, hung overnight and marinaded in red wine 
with chopped onions, carrots and garlic. Then 
roast your squirrel whole, stuffed with sweet 
corn or celery and serve with a rich gravy. Or 
you can simmer in a casserole or make a squirrel 
pie. The meat, I am told, is nutty and tender as 
rabbit. There would be more birds in our trees if 
there were fewer squirrels. Dassies are also 
edible, but the flesh is dry and coarse in 
comparison with squirrel. They are not rabbits, 
of course, in spite of being wrongly-called rock-
rabbits. 

I am willing to try almost anything once and the 
curiosities of the table have a special charm for 
me. Among the rare foods I have enjoyed was 
one seldom seen anywhere but at certain 
favoured spots along the coast of South West 
Africa. This was the narra plant, a member of 
the pumpkin family, growing in the sand dunes 
of the Walvis Bay area and in the remote 
wilderness along the “Skeleton Coast” to the 
north. The narra, known to botanists as 
Acanthosicyos horrida, bears no resemblance to 

the civilised pumpkin. It has thorny branches as 
protection against animals, but no leaves. The 
roots, like a bramble bush, go down fifty feet or 
more to underground water. Thus the narra 
survives in a hurricane world of stinging, 
merciless sand where the only surface moisture 
is provided by sea fogs. Here and there you come 
across a narra root exposed by wind action; a 
sturdy trunk. Botanists believe that in a 
favourable situation a narra plant may reach a 
great age. It is a botanical wonder with a huge 
food value. Hottentots, the hard-bitten Hottentots 
living along the Kuiseb River in the Namib, once 
lived almost entirely on fish and narra flesh and 
seeds. The female plant bears fruits up to two 
and a half pounds in weight; and inside this 
thorny husk (the size of a small watermelon) axe 
the oily, nutty “butter-pit” seeds and the sweet 
flesh. 

Christmas sees the start of the narra season and 
by the end of March the thin-ribbed Hottentots 
have put on a little weight. They will not work 
elsewhere while the narra fruit is being reaped. 
The plant grows in patches several yards in 
diameter. Plots are marked off at the Hottentot 



settlements of Rooibank and Sandfontein and are 
handed down from father to son. Those who do 
not own patches wander off into the dunes; for 
the narra follows the course of the Kuiseb for a 
long way inland. 

Fifty or sixty seeds are found in each fruit. Years 
ago the seeds were bought by Cape Town 
confectioners and used as almonds; but this trade 
seems to have ended. The ripe fruit is laid in the 
sun to develop the sweet juice, which is made 
into syrup. As you can imagine the Hottentots 
have not overlooked its qualities as a source of 
beer. Portions of the root are scraped into the sap 
to hasten the fermentation. The bitter root is also 
used by the Hottentots as a medicine. Narra 
flesh becomes cream-coloured when ripe and it 
can be quartered like an orange. This thick pap is 
boiled, the pits are separated by sieve, and the 
pap is dried in the sun to form huge pancakes. 
These pancakes are rolled up with a liberal 
coating of sand, rather like roll tobacco, and the 
Hottentots have their provisions for the winter. 
They make a thick, dark-brown soup from the 
pancakes, but I was warned against it as those 

unaccustomed to this treat find their gums 
swelling. 

South West Africa has other items of veldkos, 
ranging from truffles that a Perigord pig would 
disdain to termitenpilz, mushrooms growing on 
the heaps of the white ant. They gave me a 
pleasant wild date in Ovamboland and a sweet 
palmapple in the Kaokoveld, the makalani of the 
Ovahimba people. The fan palm that yields this 
fruit is found at many water-holes in the barren 
Kaokoveld. Mr W. Geiss, an official botanist, 
thinks the fruit carried by wandering natives took 
root at these places. I have also tasted the 
tsamma melon, the only source of water known 
to the Bushmen for months on end. 

One evening at Blaauwberg Strand before the 
war a lean, dark, fiery-eyed man came to the 
door of my cottage. He had a thin, beaked nose 
and perfect teeth for his age; between fifty and 
sixty I thought. His black hair was rather long, 
his eyebrows arched. When he spoke I failed to 
identify the drawling accent. He said someone 
had told him that I drove into town every day 
and he wanted a lift in my car. I told him to 
come along soon after eight. When he had gone 



my young cook David informed me that a band 
of strange people had camped in the dunes near 
the entrance to the village. They had caravans, he 
said, and the women were going from house to 
house telling fortunes. Then it dawned on me. 

Next morning I found the gipsy sitting on his 
heels at my front door. “Name’s Lee”, he said. 
“Nearly all gipsies are Smith or Lee.” As we 
passed the camp I saw the gaily-dressed women, 
all bangles and shawls, going out for the day’s 
work. They had chosen the right time of the year, 
for it was the New Year holiday season and the 
farmers were all in their strandhuisies. “You 
can’t make a living just by fortune-telling,” I 
said to Lee. “What else do you do?” 

Lee said they mended pots, sharpened knives and 
dealt in horses when they got the chance. But 
even in those days the horse was vanishing from 
the roads. “We can live on very little,” Lee 
claimed. “Horse, dog and cat we do not touch 
but we can eat almost anything else and we love 
fowl and game.” I wondered whether there 
would be any fowls left in the village after the 
gipsies have passed on; and Lee noticed the 
smile on my face. “If a fowl strays into our camp 

- that aint stealing,” remarked Lee. “And wild 
creatures belong to everybody - small birds, 
game birds, pigeons and starlings, we know how 
to pluck and draw ’em, how to cook ’em.” 

I had heard that gipsies preferred hedgehog to all 
other meat and that they rolled them in clay and 
baked them until the skin and spines came off in 
the clay, leaving the tender meat ready for 
eating. Lee shook his head vigorously. He was 
aware of this appetising piece of folklore but he 
had never known a hedgehog to be treated in that 
way. “We just burn the spines off over the fire, 
gut him and fill him with chestnut stuffing and 
then stew him in a pot with vegetables. Same as 
we do with hare. Put some wild garlic in, of 
course. Hedgehog tastes like sucking-pig. We 
catch ’em over most of South Africa, but never 
enough of ’em. We call ’em hotchiwitchis. They 
make a real feast, hotchiwitchis. But most of the 
time we live on maize pudden, just maize thrown 
into boiling water and stirred into a thick pudden 
with onion or anything we happen to have. We 
eat mealies in all sorts of ways - it keeps us 
going when there’s no cacklers, that’s eggs in 
Romany, or grunter, you can guess that one, or 



rattlers, that’s beans. We like bauri, snail and 
chitengro, frog and other things you wouldn’t 
relish, mister.” 

I assured Lee that I had eaten snails and frogs’-
legs in France and wished I could find them on 
menus in the Cape. Not tinned or frozen but 
fresh as the gipsies ate them. Lee said there was 
a small green frog in South Africa that had hind 
legs as dainty as any French or Spanish frog. 
They caught them at night with lamps and nets in 
the vleis. “Just sprinkle the legs with flour, fry 
’em in butter, eat ’em with a squeeze of lemon,” 
Lee advised. “Mightly good for you, frogs’ legs. 
You need six or eight for a meal. Easy to digest. 
Taste just like chicken. Good food for invalids.” 
Lee said it was the same with snails; seldom 
were they short of bauri in the gipsy camp. 
“Anyone who’s never tasted snail soup has 
missed a treat,” Lee asserted. “Put your chest 
right, too, if there’s anything wrong.” 

I asked Lee about bats, a mammal I had never 
tasted, and he nodded his approval. They caught 
fruit-bats in many parts of the Cape, he said, 
delicious fruit bats full of juices, buds and 
flowers. “Get rid of the skin and wings,” Lee 

said. “Stew it with onions and herbs. Fruit bat 
has dark flesh but you can’t tell it apart from 
sucking-pig.” 

I drove Lee back to his camp that afternoon, 
learning more about the gipsy cuisine. He led me 
though the dunes to the caravans; not the 
traditional picturesque horse-drawn wooden 
caravans, carved and painted, but half a dozen 
old motorlorries with ramshackle houses behind 
the cabs. The gipsies had gathered driftwood on 
the beach, their fires were blazing, and over each 
fire were tripods or iron bars and black pots. The 
scene reminded me of Cowper’s poem: 

I see a column of slow rising smoke, 
O’er top the lofty wood, that skirts the wild. 
 A vagabond and useless tribe, there eat 
 Their miserable meal. 

However, the meal that night was not so 
miserable. True, there were no hotchiwitchis, but 
the men had caught fish, there were maize cakes 
on the low, round tables and more than one 
chicken stew enriched the air. Lee told me the 
gipsies knew all about fishing, especially trout 
fishing. After all, their relatives in England had 



invented the trout fly. But they knew how to 
attract freshwater fish with secret oils and they 
could take trout out of a stream with their bare 
hands. Lee claimed that he could draw hares out 
of their burrows just by putting drops of his 
special mixture on the bushes; and traps and 
snares would be ready for the prey. “We like 
what we can get for nothing,” remarked Lee 
ingenuously. “All sorts of wild things. Berries 
and mushrooms, young shoots of nettles. We 
have to buy our wine, of course. We love wine 
and tea and tobacco. When there’s no money for 
tobacco we pick certain leaves and make do with 
them. Everyone smokes in a gipsy camp, even 
the children.” 

I walked back to my car as the gipsies sank down 
beside their tables to eat their scraw in gipsy 
fashion with hands and knives and wooden 
spoons. Here in the Blaauwberg dunes were the 
last wanderers who refused to accept the settled 
way of life of the people round them. They had 
something in common, I thought, with the earlier 
wanderers and gatherers who had known these 
dunes. But the Bushmen had gone and these 
gipsy vagabonds had survived. I wished that I 

could join the gipsies one evening when the pots 
were filled with hotchiwitchis. In a way I envied 
them. 

Though vegetarians disagree, I place meat as the 
greatest of all foodstuffs. Not all meat, of course. 
Not the trekos or the hoender that has to be 
roasted in a pot until it falls apart and comes out 
devoid of flavour. I have eaten the blue whale, 
which resembles coarse beef. When I was 
staying at Donkergat, the Saldanha Bay whaling 
station, the Norwegians favoured humpback as 
this is fine-grained like beef and reasonably 
tender. A planked humpback steak is good; and 
the meat has a gamey flavour when served cold. 
Whale meat should hang for a while as it is oily 
when fresh. Our cook at Donkergat marinaded 
whale meat in vinegar. He served minced whale 
on toast or whale frikadels at breakfast. 
Sometimes he cut the meat into thin slices, fried 
it in cooking fat and added fried onions. It 
would have been amusing, I thought, if that 
cook had devised a sea-food menu that would 
not have been difficult at that time and place. 
Start with a mussel soup, then perlemoen from 
the lagoon, octopus, whale fillets, shark fins 



and seaweed jelly. The possibilities of the table 
at Donkergat surpassed the wildest imaginings 
of the hotel-keepers on the shores of the bay. 

Rarities in the bird world have always 
appealed to me and I regret the fact that roast 
swan has never come my way. I hear that a 
London hotel is now serving swan regularly so 
it may not be too late. The chef has a problem, 
of course, for the fishy flavour must be 
disguised; but marinading in wine and heavy 
seasoning does the trick. The stuffing consists 
of chopped rump steak. I shall try this dish in 
spite of Larousse’s warning: “Too oily and 
leathery for the connoisseur.” If only someone 
would set a wild cygnet before me there would 
be a meal to remember. 

Those who cling to the everyday vegetables 
miss a great deal of flavour. I once copied a 
list of favourite vegetables in order of popular 
taste and it read like this: potato, cabbage, 
onion, carrots, turnips, parsnips, leeks, peas, 
beans, spinach and salads. I would have been 
inclined to give the peas, beans and salads 
higher places. However, there are vegetables I 
do not see often enough. For example, there 

are the peas called snow peas or sugar peas. I 
tasted them for the first time in my life in an 
expensive London restaurant not long ago; and 
I imagined that they were unknown in South 
Africa until my old friend Rend Caprara 
informed me that he had grown them on his 
smallholding at Henley-on-Klip. Sugar peas, of 
oriental origin, reached Europe in fairly recent 
years. You eat the pods, which have no 
unpleasant inner parchment lining. The pods 
are gathered when the peas inside are tiny. Boil 
a bouillon cube, a little sugar and soy sauce, 
add the sugar peas, boil until bright green and 
tender. But it is not much use telling you this 
because you will have to grow the sugar peas 
yourself if you wish to taste them. 

Hops, the tiny, early tender shoots of the hop 
vine, make another rare dish, though I tasted it 
only once in my life in the George district. I 
understand that hop-growing is confined to 
three farms in the whole of Southern Africa, so 
the shoots are not easily secured. Hops, as you 
know, give beer its mildly bitter, typical 
flavour. The shoots are cut away when the hop 
cones are gathered. Follow the recipe for 



asparagus and you have the secret of preparing 
the hop shoots; cook them “standing” so that 
the stalk remains hard and the point is tender. 
Serve them with melted butter. A fine 
vegetable, known only to the few epicures who 
have eaten jets-de-houblon in France. The 
flavour reminds you of bamboo shoots, 
asparagus and salsify. 

Jerusalem artichokes are becoming better 
known in South Africa nowadays, whereas 
they were looked upon some twenty years ago 
only as food for pigs. Many people refuse to 
buy them as peeling is troublesome and 
wasteful. Yet the flavour is superb. You can 
eat a young Jerusalem artichoke raw. One 
helping of the cream soup made from this 
vegetable is enough to create a lifelong 
addiction. Jerusalem artichokes come from 
Canada, not Israel; these members of the 
sunflower family are called girasol in Italian, 
and the name became corrupted. They are as 
nutritious as potatoes. Try them in salad with 
oil and vinegar. 

We make little or no use of flowers as food in 
South Africa. At the other end of the African 

continent the poppy seed is pressed into a 
sweet dough and then put through the oven, 
forming a sort of sweet. They bake it in sheets 
the size of a desk-blotter in the Arab countries 
and send it through the post. Then there is the 
compound called halva, a blend of sesame seed 
and sugar that delights the palate. Lentil-seed 
biscuits was another novelty I encountered in 
Egypt. They offered me a marmalade of rose 
leaves and wild honey with a perfume that 
filled the room. There, too, you can buy water-
lily bulbs (the wateruinjie of the Cape) which 
are used in Egypt for blanc-mange, not bredie. 
I remember a soup in the Cairo hotels called 
Dragoman soup, a pleasant blend of breast of 
mutton, tomatoes and onions, chopped herbs 
and vermicelli. Only in the lands of the Arab 
have I seen the sweet flesh of the melon dried 
in the sun to make a sweet that tastes like 
dates.  

West Africa provided me with strange dishes 
eaten every day from the Gambia to the Congo, 
dishes seldom cooked elsewhere. First and most 
famous is palm oil chop. This tremendous saga 
of a meal is as typical of the Bight of Benin as 



the rystafel of the East Indies, and both feasts 
depend on a number of side dishes, the sort of 
oddments that accompany curry. Palm oil chop 
takes about forty-eight hours to prepare. Fowl is 
the meat basis, though some use squares of 
mutton and the negroes prefer dried fish of a 
rather high strength. Fresh palm oil is poured 
into a large native pot with a lid. When hot the 
fowl is dropped in and fried with onion until it is 
pale yellow. Then water is added followed by 
native vegetables such as okra, the pepper called 
tatassa, a tomato-like fruit known as gauta, the 
small berkona peppers and salt. Bring to boil, 
add yams or sweet potatoes. The palm oil chop is 
then simmered until the time arrives for the 
meal. Guests arrive at eleven in the morning and 
drink pink gins until one or two in the afternoon. 
Palm oil chop is served in soup plates on a bed 
of rice. Then come the essential fu fu (mashed 
yam), the small saucers of sliced oranges, 
bananas, pineapple, papaw and peppers. Beer is 
the drink. Some hosts serve ground nut soup 
first, peanuts shelled and pounded and simmered 
with stock, thick and tasty. Others have prawns 
and finish the meal with guava jelly and coconut 
cream. Or there may be plantains fried in palm 

oil, a delicacy known as dodo. But palm oil chop 
is enough by itself, a meal for a giant. 

During a month in St. Helena I was often told 
that I was eating the island dishes that were 
served at Longwood when Napoleon was there. 
Napoleon was cursed with a poor digestion, 
probably due to hurried meals. He suffered from 
a lack of fresh vegetables on St. Helena; he 
missed his favourite wine, Chambertin, and 
drank instead the claret Sir Hudson Lowe sent 
him. Chicken was the poultry Napoleon 
preferred and this was plentiful. He also had all 
the pork he needed, pork cutlets and sausages, 
for pigs of the Chinese breed have flourished on 
the island since the early days. Red-legged 
partridges and pheasant were available in 
Napoleon’s day. Sorrel soup, abundant fresh fish 
and bananas may have consoled the French 
exiles to some extent for the lack of familiar 
continental luxuries. 

I have tasted the coffees of the world, including 
the rare and fine growth from St. Helena. Nearly 
all of them pleased me when properly made, 
though I was not impressed by one brew made 
from pressed figs. Some say that fresh, pure 



coffee gives out the finest aroma of all and I am 
not prepared to argue with them. Yet many 
people drink coffee every day of their lives 
without knowing anything about it. Coffee is a 
powerful drink. There are men who can drink 
two bottles of wine a day and live beyond the 
four score years; but let them swallow the same 
amount of coffee and they may discover their 
mistake long before the three score years and 
ten. 

Roasting brings out the aromatic qualities of 
coffee but the aroma is lost if the roasting goes 
on too long. Many households made a sacrifice, I 
think, when powdered coffee took the place of 
the happy ratchety grinding sound of the old-
fashioned coffee-mill. Green coffee beans 
mature like wine under the right conditions but 
when roasted and ground the volatile oils soon 
disappear. True coffee-lovers buy or grind fresh 
coffee once a week to secure the maximum 
flavour, the breakfast incense from the steaming 
pot. Steaming is desirable but boiling is fatal. 
Use a filter. And remember that re-heated coffee 
is a menace. Those who like chicory blended 
with their coffee must suffer from a defective 

sense of smell. Chicory has no aromatic oil; you 
save money and lose some of the power of the 
drink that cures headaches and dispels fatigue. 
Do not be mean with coffee. It does not go as far 
as tea but it has its own magic. Decaffeinated 
coffee is a mockery, like near beer. 

More than a hundred thermal springs in Southern 
Africa deliver millions of gallons of water every 
day; yet I seldom notice anyone drinking these 
natural mineral waters as the people of Europe 
do. Stone implements are recovered from many 
springs. Bushmen and Hottentots recognised the 
value of chlorides and bromides, iodides, 
sulphates and the other ingredients. No doubt 
they discovered that some (like those containing 
carbon dioxide) stimulated the appetite; that 
certain bitter waters acted as aperients; that the 
alkaline springs at Windhoek and Junkerquelle 
cured digestive troubles; that the iron waters of 
Caledon were good for skin diseases; that the 
sulphur in the Malmesbury spring helped those 
with chest disorders and rheumatism. 

Tap water is safe in South Africa whereas your 
Frenchman and many other Continentals have a 
deep belief that liquids must come out of bottles 



to avoid the risk of poisoning. Hence the 
enormous demand for eau minérale gazeuse 
naturelle like fizzy Vichy or the still Evian 
waters. I am influenced by these fears myself 
and never have a meal between Calais and 
Barcelona without a bottle of Perrier (like soda 
water) or Vichy Catalan on the table. The 
medical tributes on the labels make me feel that I 
am taking a cure, even though it may be in a 
small way. Some doctors have stated that all 
mineral waters have the same effects whatever 
the learned analyses on the labels may be. Mr 
Leslie E. Kent, a South African authority on 
these waters, declared that the virtue of simple 
thermal waters (known to scientists as 
“indifferent waters”) lay not in what they put in 
but what they brought out. They flush the 
system. 

Alkaline waters taken internally acted as antacids 
and diuretics and dissolved the mucus in 
bronchial catarrh. Water from two slightly saline 
springs is bottled in the Cape, but this is a field 
of enterprise that is still neglected in many other 
parts of the country. Place names reveal the 
opportunities: Warmbad and Warmbaths, Baden-

Baden near Dealsville in the Orange Free State, 
Toverwater (enchanted water), Badplaats at 
Carolina. 

Any journey that adds nothing to my experience 
of food or drink, restaurants or interesting dishes 
or wines, is a journey lacking in something 
important as far as I am concerned. I do not ask 
for Ritz or Savoy standards in unlikely places. 
Some of the most pleasing meals I ever ate were 
served in a remote boarding-house on the old 
railway line between Port Nolloth and O’okiep. 

It was there at Klipfontein that I met Klaas 
Muller the Hottentot, a slant-eyed cook with 
peppercorn hair beneath his clean white cap. I 
was not aware of his presence during my first 
visit in the middle nineteen-twenties because the 
train stopped for only half an hour at lunch time; 
just long enough to enjoy a chicken soup that 
seemed to have absorbed the bones, giblets and 
all; the grilled soutribbetjies; the brilliant 
yellow pumpkin fritters. Such a menu at a 
wayside halt can never be forgotten. 

If you know the surroundings then you will have 
a better appreciation of the efforts of Klaas. This 



is a wilderness that has shocked white travellers 
ever since the first explorers entered the fiery 
zone of sand and desolation. The railway came 
up from the sea in the eighteen-seventies to serve 
the copper mines. Mules hauled the miniature 
trucks at first; then tiny locomotives arrived and 
passenger coaches the size of packing-cases. The 
route frightened many newcomers, miners and 
others who had known only the green Cornish 
scene. Clever engineers carried the line past 
range after range of sun-scorched mountains, 
through the plains of melkbos and euphorbia and 
up two thousand feet to Klipfontein. Here the 
ghastly land relented a little. Hottentots raised 
small crops of wheat at Klipfontein. It was an 
oasis. Sometimes in the spring Klipfontein 
blazed with flowers; indeed there was nothing 
like that panorama of scarlet and orange in the 
whole desert world and botanists hastened from 
distant lands to gaze upon the enchanted scene. 

One day an inspired director of the Cape Copper 
Company ordained that Klipfontein must have a 
rest-house. Those were prosperous times and the 
company’s architect designed a large, single-
storeyed building with a wide stoep on three 

sides. Nothing like the Klipfontein caravanserai 
had arisen in Namaqualand before. Bridal suites 
and a sunken bath were among the unheard-of 
luxuries. The dining-room was huge because two 
passenger trains met at Klipfontein every day 
and all the hungry white travellers hurried to 
lunch at the same time. 

Klaas cooked for all sorts of people. Most of 
them were mine workers, of course, but there 
were also missionaries and prospectors, 
commercial travellers and farmers. John Gals-
worthy, the novelist who founded the O’okiep 
Club library, had some of the mutton chops 
grilled by Klaas. The scientists Hans Merensky 
and Reuning were there; Solomon Rabinowitz 
who searched the Richtersveld for half a century 
and found wealth at last; Fred Cornell, the 
Carstens family, the Rev. Gottleib Meyer of 
Steenkopf; all the legendary figures of that grim 
country entered this dining-room at Klipfontein 
and returned more than satisfied to the hot little 
railway coaches. Jack Meadows had hundreds of 
meals there; he ran the railway for three decades 
and he knew every dish in Klaas Muller’s 
repertoire. 



Klaas Muller of Klipfontein 

 

The dining-room, I remember, was dominated by 
a massive sideboard of such impressive size that I 
always wondered how it had reached Klipfontein. 
One of those copper trucks would never have 
carried it. It was the most handsome piece of 
furniture in all Namaqualand with its central arch, 
inlay work, polished mirror, legs carved like 
animals, pedestals and urns and baize drawers. 
Some said it was a genuine Hepplewhite antique; 
others said Adam had designed the gargantuan 
piece. Anything was possible in those days of 
huge copper dividends. 

On the sideboard the housekeeper set out an array 
of sauces that might have been assembled for an 
exhibition of foodstuff’s. This was a whim of a 
high official who was unable to take a meal 
without the sauce he considered right and proper. 
So the ordinary railway traveller could send the 
waiter not only for the familiar dark and pungent 
Worcestershire but also for a fish sauce with the 
Burgess label, Yorkshire relish, essence of 
anchovies, apple sauce, onion sauce, horseradish, 
mint and caper. All the chutneys and other fruity 
sauces were there, and I noticed old-fashioned 
mushroom sauces beside the tomato ketchup. 



Klaas Muller looked with contempt upon the 
fabulous collection. A true artist, he considered 
that his cooking required none of these cunning 
aids to appetite. 

I got to know Klaas during a motor journey. My 
peculiar quest for information enabled me to use 
Klipfontein as a base, and so I had time to study 
Klaas Muller’s varied menus. He smoked a pipe 
made from the shinbone of a buck. The low 
forehead, high cheekbones and wrinkled face did 
not give the impression of an Escoffier; yet the 
man possessed a degree of skill unusual in the 
Klipfontein atmosphere. I asked him a few 
questions. Klaas told me that he was born north of 
the Orange River in the German days. He worked 
in hotel kitchens at Luderitz and Keetmanshoop 
under German chefs and there the observant 
Hottentot boy learnt not only basic cooking but 
also the use of local food materials. I had 
detected a Teutonic touch in his fischkotelette 
and schweinebraten and here was the 
explanation. But it was only a touch. Klaas had 
fled across the border during the German 
campaign against the Hottentots and had gone all 
the way to Cape Town to find a job. He spent 

years in the kitchen of a logieshuis where the 
Afrikaans dishes were skilfully prepared. After 
that a large hotel took him on and he learnt to do 
roast beef, Yorkshire pudding and other English 
favourites. 
“You must have been earning better wages in 
Cape Town than you get here in Klipfontein,” I 
pointed out. “Why did you come to this place?” 
“Ja baas”, Klaas admitted. “I earn ten shillings 
a week here, and my keep. But this is my 
country, baas. It is the same here as the other 
side of the river and I like this place.” Klaas 
could not describe the call of the desert in vivid 
language but he made his meaning clear. He 
would rather cook gemsbok and springbok than 
steak and kidney pudding. When he went out 
after the rare showers and collected vinkel and 
geelwortel it reminded him of his childhood on 
a mission station in the Warmbad district. Klaas 
was a creature of the veld and to this dry veld he 
had returned. He could prepare the cauliflower 
au gratin and green peas of the cities but he 
preferred to cut up wilde uie and cook them 
with game in a pot. 



They have some queer dishes along the Orange 
River and Klaas Muller knew them all. He had 
often marinaded slices of tender young camel 
meat in lemon juice for baking in the oven. It 
was as good as veal, Klaas declared, and the feet 
and hump also made fine dishes. Unfortunately 
the housekeeper at Klipfontein (and probably 
many railway passengers as well) disapproved of 
this sort of repast and so Klaas had only his 
memories of the white, soft camel fat, the camel 
kebabs and other dishes. However, he secured 
camel biltong from time to time and consumed it 
himself. 

Another local delicacy Klaas could not put 
before railway patrons was rysmiere, the white 
ants collected from termite heaps in summer. 
Klaas added onions and meat. I never had the 
chance of testing this weird item but friends have 
told me that it reminded them of crawfish. Klaas 
also brewed witgatkoffie from the roots of the 
tree of that name and ghookoffie from the wild 
almond. 

Most of the old Cape soups appeared on Klaas 
Muller’s menus. He had a splendid green 
mealie soup, a sheep’s head soup with force-

meat balls and kluitjies (dumplings) and a 
venison soup in season. Klaas said that venison 
soup demanded a flavouring of red wine, but 
the housekeeper was rather mean when it came 
to supplying him with wine and stood over him 
the whole time. Possibly there was a reason for 
this precaution. Pumpkin soup was another of 
his specialities. He simmered a tortoise soup 
now and again when the housekeeper was 
away; but this was for himself and his friends 
in the kitchen. Railway travellers were not 
given the chance of trying the more exotic 
dishes. 

Fish came up from Port Nolloth occasionally 
though the little harbour had not yet developed 
a flourishing industry. Klaas made a good fish 
bobotie, a grand potted kreef, and a Cape fish 
pie that everyone admired. He had to disguise 
the fish that came from the Orange River, the 
whiskered barbel and other freshwater horrors. 
Once he had chopped off the heads and fried 
slices of barbel in hot fat the prospect became 
more enticing. Of course the Hottentot was at 
his best when game reached his kitchen. He 
loved the game birds and turned out a 



marvellous salmi of wild duck when the 
housekeeper allowed him a strict ration of port 
wine. Casserole of guinea fowl, stewed 
korhaan and pigeon and Namaqua partridges 
were as familiar at Klipfontein as grouse in the 
Savoy grill. In the old days before the gompou 
was protected Klaas would roast one of these 
enormous flying turkeys and serve it with a 
rich gravy. Great days indeed; a royal dish at a 
lonely railway station. Ostriches were common 
and not so tough when they were cooked in 
pies. I had a boiled ostrich egg there one day 
with Worcestershire sauce from the sideboard; 
you need a strong sauce with such a coarse, 
hard-boiled egg. It was not considered wicked 
at that period to shoot flamingo for the pot. 
These lovely birds were found in great 
numbers along the Orange River and Klaas 
revelled in cooking flamingo breasts like 
turkey. Wild geese and wild duck were some-
times available. They needed proper hanging 
and Klaas knew all the tricks. Pigeon and bacon 
was another Klipfontein dish. In the Namaqua-
land sheep country Klaas had to rely heavily on 
mutton but his mutton recipes never became 
monotonous. I liked his mutton cutlets fried in 

breadcrumbs and his stewed and pot-roasted 
mutton. He could also perform wonders with 
goat and his goat liver patties were not to be 
despised. One day I saw a kid hanging in the 
mud-brick cool room at Klipfontein. It looked 
rather like a skinned hare. Klaas stuffed it and 
roasted it whole; a splendid effort worthy of a 
Moroccan chef. 

Mutton sausage was among the products of 
Klaas Muller’s kitchen. This pleasant sausage 
includes minced shoulder, neck and flank 
blended with vinegar, mutton fat, coriander and 
other spices forced into the sheep’s intestines. 
People in Namaqualand and the North-West 
Cape claim mutton sausage as their own regional 
speciality. Klaas grilled it in the open outside the 
kitchen over hot coals supplied by the railway 
engine-drivers. That was about the only 
abundant fuel in the Klipfontein area. I saw the 
famous local mutton biltong hanging up on the 
kitchen stoep; biltong made from the filleted 
shoulder, salted and dried like other forms of 
biltong. 

Klaas Muller’s bread was typical of the district. 
He used sifted meal and the yeast known as 



“boiling water yeast”; he boiled the water 
beforehand to avoid an unappetising smell. 
Sometimes he flavoured the bread with aniseed 
but his favourite method involved the use of 
kaaings. Do you know kaaings? These are the 
crisp and tempting dainties left after sheep-tail 
fat has been rendered down; cracklings in 
English, a sort of by-product vastly appreciated 
by country people. Klaas also baked the 
traditional soetsuurdeegbrood of the platteland, 
sweet yeast bread, white and brown. Tantalising 
whiffs reached the dining-room and sharpened 
many appetites. 

Peaches came to Klipfontein from the O’okiep 
mine garden, which also supplied carrots and 
cabbages. A farmer named Louw, living near the 
Orange River mouth, sent figs and grapes, very 
welcome in that wilderness. But I think Klaas 
was remembered for years because of his skill 
with humble ingredients. His sweet potatoes, 
sliced and stewed with sugar, butter and 
cinnamon were marvellous, though he insisted 
that the dish only became really good when the 
housekeeper added some sherry. And when he 
baked a pumpkin pie the sweet aroma filled the 

kitchen. I was sharing a table with an American 
mining engineer one day; he recognised the 
spicy fragrance immediately and broke into 
verse: 

The old yellow pumpkin, 
 The mud-covered pumpkin, 
 The big-bellied pumpkin 
 That makes such good pies. 

Klaas also touched the hearts of scores of 
Cornish miners by giving them the sort of 
Cornish pasties they thought they had left behind 
in Polperro and Dawlish. He cut up the meat, 
potatoes and onions in the accepted way and 
sealed them in the pastry envelope with the true 
Cornish crimp. They had no clotted cream at 
Klipfontein but they had this wholesome, 
nourishing meal for men working underground. 

Where is Klaas now and where is the Klipfontein 
boarding-house? I have no record of Klaas but I 
can tell you that the house is in ruins. It is a 
ghost beside a ghost station. They tore up the 
railway track during World War II and now only 
the tall bluegum trees and crumbling walls 
remain. There are no more Cornish pasties at 
Klipfontein, no more fresh scones and warm tarts 



for weary travellers. Perhaps the ghost of Klaas 
Muller still wanders among the spring flowers 
watching the ghost train from Port Nolloth 
steaming out of the old station. 

Agmat Galant was before my time but the 
account I have of him is so vivid that I seem to 
know the man. Mr Petrus Gerhardus Nelson 
brought him before my eyes. Nelson, you may 
remember, was Mayor of Malmesbury for some 
years. Agmat Galant was the public benefactor 
who brought fish and chips to Cape Town. 

Nelson lived in Cape Town as a boy, way back 
in the eighteen-eighties. He used to drive to 
Rogge Bay with his father by horse and cart and 
buy dozens of snoek at a penny each. They cut 
them into motjies, salted and spiced them and 
stored them in barrels for the winter. Agmat 
Galant was at Rogge Bay every day, buying fish 
for his shop. One day Nelson fell into 
conversation with the Malay and found to his 
surprise that Agmat was a widely-travelled man 
with expert knowledge of the fish trade. Agmat 
had made the pilgrimage to Mecca at a time 
when few Moslems in Cape Town had been able 
to find the money. It was an ordeal and some of 

those who went never returned. Agmat Galant 
came back safely and with a taste for travel. He 
worked his passage to London in a Castle liner, a 
happy scullion polishing huge cauldrons. Soon 
after arrival he found a job in - of all places - a 
Billingsgate café run by a Cockney family. There 
the smart young Malay learnt the fish trade, 
every detail of the fish trade from boiling 
lobsters to stewing eels. 

By the time Agmat left he could smoke a kipper, 
preserve cod roes, and bake potatoes so that they 
burst out of their jackets. But the most important 
art mastered at Billingsgate was fish-and-chips 
frying. This homely newspaper-wrapped meal 
had become part of the English scene, though it 
was still fairly recent and not the firmly-
established part of the British way of life that it 
is today. Agmat realised that here was something 
Cape Town was waiting for; not just the fried 
fish that his fellow Malays had been selling from 
trays in the streets for many years; but fish-and-
chips, a partnership as irresistible as eggs and 
bacon or roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. 
Agmat carried his knowledge back in his head. 
He also bewildered his friends in the Malay 



Quarter by talking with a slight Cockney accent 
and using a little rhyming slang. I wish that I 
could have listened to him, especially when he 
mixed it all with the Kleurling Afrikaans of his 
day. 

At first Agmat sold fish from a barrow, then 
from a cart. When the rough music of his fish-
horn had brought him in enough money he 
rented a shop in Waterkant Street and equipped it 
with a large coal stove, deep, heavy pans and 
clean-scrubbed marble slabs. Very soon Agmat 
was making a name for himself. He was both 
fishmonger and fish-and-chips merchant. He 
used good oil, so that his shop attracted 
customers; indeed, in the Waterkant Street of 
that period, he set a fine example to the 
unsavoury rag and bone dealers, canteen keepers, 
butchers and tallow boilers. 

Agmat dried his fish well, dipped it in flour, 
brushed it with egg and coated it with bread-
crumbs. He waited for the blue haze before 
lowering the fish into the fat. It came out sealed 
and crisp. Stockfish was Agmat’s usual choice but 
he secured good results with marsbankers and 
very fresh mackerel. His chips were rather like the 

pommes frites of the French, chunky and golden 
brown. Agmat supplied his customers with salt 
and vinegar and wrapped each order in the “Cape 
Times” or “Cape Argus”. Even at that period 
newspapers were a vital part of the business. His 
old employers at Billingsgate had impressed on 
Agmat that a newspaper gave a special and 
mysterious flavour to fish-and-chips. You might 
as well leave out the salt as send a customer away 
with plain ordinary wrapping paper. And, of 
course, the newspaper soaked up the vinegar, kept 
the fish warm and served later as a table napkin. 
Now and again it even provided the customer 
with something to read - if Waterkant Street 
customers of the eighteen-eighties were able to 
read. 

As time went by the fame of Agmat Galant as a 
fishmonger spread to more erudite and prosperous 
circles. Nelson showed me a faded newspaper 
cutting from the “Cape Argus” that reflected 
Agmat’s enterprise: “Our fish has a bad name, 
chiefly because there being no fishmongers’ 
shops (except one in town) where housekeepers 
can see a variety and select what is best suited for 
their requirements. They have to be contented 



with what may be dropped at their doors by those 
dreadful fish carts whose vile tin trumpets add 
such an unnecessary burden to life at the Cape.” 

No longer need Agmat blow his trumpet. Every 
day he displayed the finest of line fish and the 
harvest of the Woodstock trek-nets. On his slabs 
lay bright red stompneus, red steenbras, Roman 
and Baardman, hardestert and grunter. You 
could pick out a seventy-four with vivid bands of 
blue round the body like the rows of cannon in a 
seventy-four gun ship. John Brown and Jakob 
Swart were there in their true, fresh colours. 
Gurnards, known to the coloured people of last 
century as koek-koekirs, were in Agmat’s shop. 
Season after season he offered the pop-eyed Jakob 
Evertsen or Jakopiver, the slender and delicious 
Sancord and the stout kabeljou. Hotel-keepers 
went to Agmat for Cape salmon, butterfish and 
panga. Winter brought the olive-coloured and 
highly-prized windtoy to the shop and sometimes 
the rare dassie would be on sale. Seldom indeed 
was a bamboovis to be seen, but Agmat had it 
when it was available. Mackerel were unpopular 
among Agmat’s wealthier customers; he sold 
them to the very poor who knew they were safe, 

if rather greasy, when eaten soon after they had 
been caught. Once every two or three years 
Agmat was able to offer a kalkvis or scabbard 
fish, a narrow, steel-blue fish. Nelson said he 
tasted it only once in his life and the flavour was 
memorable. 

Of course there was no refrigeration in Agmat’s 
day and ice was expensive. Agmat solved the 
problem by setting up a salting plant and 
smokery in his backyard. There young Nelson 
saw snoek and marsbankers in boxes and barrels 
or hanging up to dry. “The atmosphere was hard 
to define because there were so many different 
odours,” said Nelson in reply to my questions. 
“It was naturally fishy, but Agmat used all sorts 
of herbs and spices in his kitchen. Apart from the 
fried fish and chips he sold grilled snoek and 
snoek motjies from a vat that was redolent with 
bay leaves and peppercorns. His smoorvis was 
magnificent and this added the aroma of onions 
and chillies to the air. Agmat made his own 
bokkems in the yard from the little silver fish 
known as doppies, from harders, marsbankers 
and elf. He soaked them in brine, dried them in 
south-easter and sun, then strung them up on the 



back stoep. It was a perfect way of preserving 
fish. Agmat’s bokkems were like biltong. They 
would keep for years.” 

Nelson declared that Agmat Galant was not only 
Cape Town’s fish-and-chips pioneer. He was 
also responsible for introducing the eel to a wide 
audience. Eels have never been plentiful in Cape 
Town owing to scarcity and prejudice. Agmat 
had noted the popularity of the eel in Petticoat 
Lane and the Old Kent Road and he kept at the 
back of his lively mind the idea of bringing the 
Cockney recipes home from London. He had 
learnt the secret of making the green jelly that 
provides the perfect background for a simmered 
eel. He could gut, clean and skin an eel like a 
Billingsgate expert. Nelson said that Agmat’s 
only problem was to secure a regular supply of 
eels in a place where few people had ever seen 
an eel. It took Nelson a long time to discover 
Agmat’s method, but Nelson was an inquisitive 
lad and at last he discovered the sources. 
Agmat had men on the lookout for eels at 
Zeekoe Vlei; the eels migrated overland from 
False Bay in wet weather. Hermanus lagoon 
was another source; and the three-foot eels 

known as slangetjies were taken in mud and 
sand at many places along the Cape coast. 
Hence the jellied eels in Agmat's shop and the 
eel pies worthy of Bermondsey. 

Agmat sold crawfish and perlemoen, mussels 
and limpets, but his reputation was made when 
he put fish-and-chips before a hungry public in 
a town which had never before encountered 
this successful marriage of foods. (Sir Winston 
Churchill once referred to the historic dish as 
the “Good Companions”.) Now there are so 
many fish-and-chip connoisseurs that some 
claim to be able to distinguish between fish 
parcelled in the Johannesburg “Sunday Times” 
and a luscious portion that has rested in “The 
Argus”. Shops have tiled walls and floors, 
modern lighting, steam ranges that control the 
pungent vapours, electric potato-peelers and 
chippers, storage cabinets with infra-red rays, 
deep freeze equipment. But I doubt whether 
the flavour of Agmat's fish has ever been 
surpassed. Nelson said the smell of the shop 
gave him an appetite. So let us salute the 
memory of a pioneer who brought Billingsgate 
to Waterkant Street. 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
MEALS AT SEA 

 



CHAPTER 13 
MEALS AT SEA 

What does cookery mean? It means knowledge of 
all herbs and fruits and balms and spices and of 
all that is healing and sweet in grapes and 
savoury in meat. ... It means, in fine, that you are 
to see imperatively that everyone has something 
nice to eat.  

JOHN RUSKIN 

Do you think only of food?" my best friend asked me 
sweetly many years ago. She was a woman with 
medical degrees and a still higher degree of 
intelligence. How well she knew me! 

"My dear Lulu," I replied, "not just food but food and 
drink. I have other interests in life, but please be 
accurate and say not only food but food and drink. As 
I grow older, food and drink become more and more 
important." 

So now I am on board my favourite ship the Windsor 
Castle looking forward to the sort of food and drink 
that warms my heart. Last night I was in London. 
After a large gin and tonic at the "Coal Hole" I 
sauntered happily along the Strand bound for 
Simpson’s, thinking of the superb roast beef of 

Old England (meaning Scotland) and the cabbage 
that is edible but which fails to inspire me in the 
same way as the beef. Simpson’s nearly had my 
money last night. Then I saw the Savoy Grill sign 
and walked in there instead. It comes to the same 
thing in one way - the same owners - but of 
course the Savoy costs far more. (How my dear 
Lulu would have gasped at the prices and how I 
would have loved to have had her beside me.) 
Anyway, I had their superb oysters at about two 
shillings each; their splendid roast grouse at three 
pounds with breadsauce, gravy, breadcrumbs, 
game chips and a green salad. My half carafe of 
red Bordeaux and the café filtre ran the bill up to 
nearly eight pounds, but they threw in some nice 
little petits four free of charge. 

Of course I cannot dine like that every night, but 
on board the Windsor Castle I shall have nearly 
all the Savoy luxuries for twelve glorious nights. 
Oysters, you say? Yes, oysters from Helford 
River and grilled Scotch salmon with Bearnaise 
sauce (the most difficult sauce to prepare) and 
smoked trout, smoked eel, lamb from the 
mountains of Wales, sirloin of Scotch beef; the 
great dishes of the British Isles served in an air-



conditioned dining-room by stewards who make 
me feel like a millionaire. 

Only a few years ago there were many people 
who sneered at British food and cooking. More 
knowledgeable people regarded the basic food-
stuffs of the British Isles as among the finest on 
earth; but they had to agree that it was often 
ruined by the cooks. Since the last war, and as a 
result of shortages and other hardships, there has 
grown up in Britain an appreciation of good food 
that might surprise even the French epicures. 

I am fascinated by the conversation of chefs and 
seek their company whenever possible. Years 
ago, between the wars, I was pacing the lower-
deck of an old Union-Castle intermediate on the 
East African run; savouring the generous aromas 
that drifted out of the galley. And there was the 
head chef, leaning on the rail and taking in a 
breath of salt air. I guessed he was the head chef 
by the height of his tall white cap. He was a fat 
man with penetrating eyes and a waxed 
moustache; and he gave me the impression that 
when he glanced round his stoves he would know 
instinctively what was going on in every bain-
marie, saucepan and bubbling copper cauldron. 

"My nime’s ‘Orner," he said affably as I joined 
him at the rail. "I’m no Frenchman as yer might 
expect from this rig-out. No, I’m a Cockney 
trained by a Frenchman at the Savoy, London." 

"Surely not the great Escoffier, Mr Horner," I 
exclaimed in wonder. 

Horner was pleased. "Auguste Escoffier hisself," 
he replied proudly. "There wuz I at the turn of the 
century peelin’ pertaters, washin’ dishes and 
learnin’ the art of the cuisine under the greatest of 
all chefs. Yus, the man who created Chicken 
Jeanette and Peche Melba was my boss. He learnt 
me ‘ow to cook his own dishes, filets de sole 
Waleska and poule sauté Escoffier. But that little 
feller with the bellowin’ voice also noo the fine 
British dishes and ‘ad a great respect fer British 
food. Escoffier allus sed the British fish and meat 
and veges were perfect. Escoffier told us we must 
cook to preserve the natural flavours. Beef must 
be beef, the lamb must ‘ave its speshul 
tenderness, the Aylesbury ducks their own 
richness. Escoffier swore there wuz nothin’ in 
France to touch a Surrey chicken. He wuz not so 
fond of English turkeys unless they wuz very 
young. Old ones wuz dry and tough unless they 



wuz braised. Goose wuz better, roast goose wi’ 
the right stuffin’, an’ apple sauce." 

As Horner became more and more expansive I 
saw the British Isles as a huge vegetable garden 
and orchard, with the finest and freshest produce 
so sensitive that an expert could taste the seasons 
when these foodstuffs became ripe. He said there 
was nothing in the world like a Cox’s Orange 
Pippin or a small, crisp English radish, the red 
ones, not the black. Even the English hedgerows 
were full of good food, wild berries that made 
wonderful home-made jams; wild blackberries, 
wild strawberries, redcurrants and raspberries. 

Horner told me that he had left the Savoy and 
gone to sea during the Kaiser’s war - "to do me 
bit, like". He had cooked in all sorts of ships 
before joining the Union-Castle. He spoke of the 
dishes men in small tramp steamers demanded: 
salt beef soup, cracker hash, bowline hash with 
salt pork, corned beef hash, sea pie and apple 
daddy. Always at night there was the "black pan", 
left in the galley for the benefit of hungry firemen 
coming up from the stokehold; the traditional 
"black pan" full of appetising scraps, kippers and  
 

 
Table loaded with dishes 



apple tart, bits of pastry, fried onions. Those were 
the days long before the deepfreeze. "We carried 
poultry and pigs on the ‘oof," Horner remarked. 
"Nasty job, it was, killin’ a sheep or a pig wi’ the 
ship rollin’. We kept our carrots and turnips and 
fruit in the coal locker. Onions were laid on straw. 
Pertaters ? We dropped ‘em in boilin’ water fer a 
few minutes, then stowed ‘em in straw an’ they 
would keep fresh all the way from London to 
Australia. Every water tank had a pint o’ Condy’s 
fluid added. The owners never pampered us; o’ 
course. I used a wine bottle as a rollin’ pin. Nothin’ 
wuz wasted. Tramp crews loved bubble-an’-squeak 
made of leftovers: salt meat, cold potatoes, any cold 
vegetables, chopped onion, grated nutmeg, all fried 
up together and browned nicely. Why was it called 
bubble-an’squeak? You oughter hear it in the 
frying-pan, with the cook stirring it and mingling 
the fried parts wi’ the mash. Funny thing is, you 
still find bubble-an’-squeak on the mailboat menus, 
first-class an’ all. Good old bubble-an’-squeak 
along with supreme de volaille Maréchale and 
caneton braisé à l’Orange." Horner often broke 
suddenly from Cockney into French, a transition 
worth broadcasting. 

Among the rare and unusual dishes Horner cooked 
in his tramp steamer days was flying fish. He said it 
was excellent. Fillet it, put it in a buttered baking 
dish, bake in a slow oven. He had fried porpoise 
steaks and porpoise cakes mixed with potato. 
Horner carried all the curry recipes in his head, 
Mysore and Madras, Bindaloo and Poona. He knew 
how to serve grilled bananas as a vegetable (with 
parsley sauce) and he could turn out a delectable 
succotash with sweet corn and lima beans. 

I have walked round the domains of the chef on 
many ships and questioned many chefs, but Horner 
taught me the basic British foods and dishes and the 
rules he laid down long ago still hold good. He said 
that Britain was a garden with soils and climate that 
seemed to have been designed for the production of 
magnificent flavours. "Talk about the roast beef of 
Old England and that’s somethin’ most 
remarkable," declared Horner, "but the fish is so 
good that the British really ought ter be famous as a 
nation of fish-eaters." Horner said that Escoffier was 
a sincere admirer of the English oysters, the herrings 
and whitebait. Salmon had such subtle differences 
that Escoffier could sometimes name the river where 
it had been caught. He liked the fat pheasant but 



placed the smaller partridge on a higher plane and 
awarded the first prize to the grouse. "Try a cold 
grouse one day," Horner advised. "It’s even better 
than a hot roast grouse." 

Horner, who was a faithful echo of his master 
Escoffier, regarded English asparagus and cauli-
flower as the finest in the world. New potatoes from 
Lincolnshire or the Channel Islands ranked high. 
Peaches were the most luscious to be found any-
where. England had given the world mustard. For a 
long time the recipe was kept secret by a Durham 
woman who ground the seeds and made a small 
fortune by going from town to town selling the 
powder. I asked Horner how mustard should be 
mixed. Add cold water slowly until the mustard is as 
thick as cream, Horner replied. Stir it well, break up 
all the lumps and let it stand for ten minutes before 
using. Never add old mustard to new. Mix fresh 
mustard before every meal. 

There was a heap of old menus in Horner’s little 
office. I ran through them to refresh my memory, 
read out the famous names and listened to Horner’s 
comments. British soups? Turtle was good but 
golden pea soup was better. Mulligatawny had come 
to England from India so long ago that it had become 

part of the British menu; that thick curry soup served 
with rice. Horner liked cockie-leekie, made with 
chicken and leeks, veal, chopped bacon, herbs and 
fresh cream; a one-dish meal in Scotland, where they 
simmered the whole fowl with the other ingredients: 
Scotch broth with mutton, vegetables and barley was 
a hearty soup. Regency was a game soup. Chestnut 
and hare soups were interesting. 

Horner turned to fish and his eyes brightened. He 
claimed that a simple grilled or steamed Dover sole 
was equal to any French masterpiece; better even 
than filets de sole bonne femme or le medallon de 
turbotin ambassade. Why Dover sole? Not because 
it came only from Dover but to distinguish it from 
the coarse North Sea lemon sole. Grilling was best 
for delicate fish, said Horner, for you sealed in the 
flavour. Boiled fish was suitable only for invalids. 
The art of smoking fish was well understood in 
Britain, with haddock as a grand example. Conti-
nental peoples were more at home with salt fish, 
like the Portuguese bacalhau or salt cod. Trout 
was Britain’s leading freshwater fish; delicious 
fried in butter, grilled or smoked. Poached salmon 
from Scotland, poached slowly with herbs and 
served with cucumber sauce was something Paris 



might envy. Smoked salmon, according to 
Horner, should be transparent; it needed neither 
lemon nor pepper-mill. Horner also spoke with 
enthusiasm of whitebait, a tiny sliver of silver 
cooked whole, the young of the herring. This is 
indeed a triumph of British cooking when the fish 
are tossed in flour and come out of the frying-pan 
as crisp, golden morsels. "You can smell the 
ocean when you have a plate of fresh whitebait 
set in front of you," declared Horner with satis-
faction. He had a good word for plaice, the flat 
fish with yellow spots; and the oily halibut. He 
loved eel pie. Haddock? Findon haddock was the 
best, what the Scots called "Finnan haddie", split 
and smoked with oak chips, hardwood sawdust 
and fir cones. You could smoke a trout the same 
way, but there was no need to split it. 

Meat aroused Horner to the highest pitch of 
enthusiasm, as well it might. This pot-bellied 
Paganiru of the kitchen told me that at the Savoy 
they hung a piece of beef weighing one hundred 
pounds or more on the chains of the spit and 
roasted so skilfully that it was still red in the 
centre when the carver started work. "You don’t 
‘ave to marinade Scotch beef or thump the juices 

out of it with a wooden hammer," Horner 
declared. "You can tell a good joint by the creamy 
white fat and the crimson flesh. Britain has some 
good lamb though I must admit that New Zealand 
comes close to it. British pork is first class - the 
flesh is brownish pink. Veal must be pale pink. 
Always cook pork and veal right through to get 
rid of bacteria." 

Horner said that the people of Britain had always 
been spoilt in regard to meat - except in wartime. 
Cattle farmers from all parts of the world came to 
Britain to buy breeding stock. Scotch beef was 
the finest meat in the world; there was nothing to 
touch roast sirloin for flavour, roasted on the bone 
and cut in long, thin slices. That was the way to 
ensure flavour. Thick, grilled steaks were all very 
well according to Horner, but they could not 
compare with the rare and the brown slices of 
traditional roast beef. France had to make the best 
of Charollais, tasteless in comparison with Angus 
or Galloway beef. Scotch beef was a noble joint, 
whether you had the first crisp cut or the deeper, 
red slices, the luscious fat that many people 
refused, the true gravy from the meat. 



Yorkshire pudding, said Horner, started off in 
Yorkshire as a baked pancake mixture that was a 
course in itself, designed to take the edge off a 
poor family’s appetite. Then came the roast beef, 
just enough of it to go round. In the old days the 
pudding was cooked in the drip pan under the spit 
while the meat was roasting, so that it became 
impregnated with the hot drippings. Such was the 
origin of the world’s most famous batter pudding. 
And the secret of the light and crusty batter? 
"Beat the mixture well for ten minutes," advised 
Horner. 

To my surprise, Horner informed me that he 
preferred mutton to lamb. Southdown or 
Hampshire mutton were excellent, he said, though 
the mountain breeds from Wales and Scotland fed 
on sweet grass and herbs and had richer flavours. 
Horner admitted that the French had some good 
pre-sale lamb from the salt marshes, lamb that 
had grazed on aromatic herb. French people knew 
how to dish it up with garlic and clever sauces 
and so it was worth eating. But for real pleasure 
the mutton of Britain was far superior to any 
lamb. Fully-grown mutton was firm. Saddle was 
the only part worth considering, the close-

textured, splendid saddle with the kidneys 
attached. Horner quoted boiled mutton and caper 
sauce as a classic English dish that was not to be 
despised. Boiled pork and pease pudding made a 
good dish and he liked hot pickled pork with 
cabbage for breakfast. When he came to English 
pies he was ecstatic, the famous pies that appear 
so often in English literature. "But if you ‘ave to 
choose between steak-and-kidney puddin’ and 
steak-and-kidney pie - go for the puddin’," urged 
Horner. He explained that the suet of the pudding 
trapped the meat flavours and the gravy more 
effectively than the pie. Horner’s sensuous and 
genial face expressed reminiscent joy as he 
described the release of the aroma when a steak-
and-kidney pudding was cut. However, he had 
great respect for shepherd’s pie when it was made 
with fresh minced beef. "None of yer left-overs 
for me," said Horner with contempt. Mutton-pies 
and game-bird pies were also essentially English, 
and pork-pies shaped like chimney-pots. There 
was Melton Mowbray, a pie without a dish; but 
Horner’s favourite was veal and ham pie, the 
meat diced with chopped herbs and varied with 
slices of hard-boiled egg and ham or gammon, 
with a layer of sausage meat at the bottom. Fruit 



pies were good in England, with the infinitely 
variable apple pie as the English classic of its 
type. 

Jugged hare was mentioned by Horner as one of 
the richest English inventions. The large English 
brown hare was best, and though a casserole was 
used nowadays, the old-fashioned deep jug was 
best. Horner included the blood, chopped heart 
and liver of the hare in his recipe; but there were 
many other ingredients: bacon and onions, celery, 
port wine, juniper berries and rosemary. Among 
the plebeian dishes that most English people liked 
was Lancashire hot pot. Once it had been a more 
luxurious dish, with oysters and mushrooms 
added lavishly to the mutton, potatoes and onions. 
Horncr said he used a brown earthenware 
casserole in a slow oven. After three hours he 
removed the lid and browned the top layer of 
potatoes. Then there was tripe, eaten raw with a 
drop of vinegar in Lancashire. Horner favoured 
the cooked tripe and onions, the white honeycomb 
tripe stewed with onions and herbs in a cream 
sauce. "A lot depends on the dresser," Horner re-
marked. Horner also listed toad-in-the-hole, pork 
sausages in batter, though the old-fashioned 

rumpsteak and kidneys made a more satisfying 
"toad". Haggis was seldom seen on an English 
menu, said Horner, as this sheep’s stomach filled 
with the heart, lights and liver, with oatmeal and 
herbs, mashed potatoes and mashed turnips 
seemed to appeal only to the Scots. Horner 
thought it was a pity. Ireland had given the world 
Irish stew, which was very much the same as 
Lancashire hot pot but with more water. 

On one of Horner’s breakfast menus I saw parsnip 
cakes and ordered them. Unusual, I thought, and 
pleasant. Horner said the parsnips were boiled, 
then mashed, and the cakes were dipped in beaten 
eggs and fried. This led to a discussion on 
vegetables, a weak point in many English 
kitchens. Horner repeated his belief that English 
vegetables were equal to any in the world, but 
they were often cooked too long in too much 
water. Jacket potatoes, rarely seen on the Cont-
inent, were the English favourites; floury jacket 
potatoes that burst open of their own accord in the 
oven. He said that only new potatoes should be 
boiled; all the others tasted better when steamed 
or baked. "A wonderful vegetable is the potato," 
Horner exclaimed. "I started work peeling 



potatoes and then Escoffier taught me the art of 
creamed potatoes, sauté potatoes, potatoes like 
matches, all the varieties. But for real flavour 
give me the plain boiled spud." 

Horner admitted that Britain was far behind 
France in sauces, but that was because food of 
high quality did not cry out for the assistance of a 
Remoulade or Bordelaise. Bread sauce was the 
English classic, a simple sauce cooked slowly in a 
double boiler, the ideal sauce for roast chicken or 
game birds. Horseradish sauce was typically 
English and should be made with cream and white 
vinegar. Horner said most people took it with 
roast beef but it was also the right sauce for 
salmon and freshwater fish. Oyster sauce was so 
good that it could be eaten with brown bread as a 
separate course. Onion sauce was English and 
apple sauce was essential with pork or goose. 
Finally he mentioned Cumberland sauce, a blend 
of orange peel and juice, port wine and red 
currant jelly, served with game. It made the right 
contrast with the strong game flavours. 

Among the English sweets that was becoming a 
rarity was syllabub. I had never tasted syllabub. 
Horner carried a thousand recipes in his head and 

he quoted the syllabub ingredients without hesita-
tion: white wine, red fruit juice, lemon, nutmeg, 
rosemary, whipped cream and castor sugar, a light 
and frothy sweet served in glasses. Treacle tart 
was English; so was Bakewell pudding, the puff 
paste filled with egg yolks, sugar and butter 
spread with strawberry jam. 

Horner claimed crème brûlée as an English sweet, 
burnt cream or baked custard cream finished 
under the grill; he declared the French had stolen 
it. Cabinet pudding with its sponge cakes, egg 
custard and liqueur, was English pure and simple. 
The fruity Christmas pudding soused in brandy 
was British, and so were mince pies with their suet 
and spices and dried fruit, all steeped in brandy. 
Horner seemed to have a special affection for 
alcoholic recipes which was explained when he 
remarked innocently: "A chef ‘as to taste all ‘is 
ingredients to see that everything is horl right." 

Madeira cake was English not Portuguese, went on 
Horner. It was a cake that was eaten with Madeira 
wine - hence the name. Parkin was a Yorkshire 
oatmeal cake. Richmond maids of honour were puff-
paste tartlets filled with cheesecake. I asked him 
about shortbread. "Short in the kitchen means fat," 



Horner explained. "There’s water in shortbread - 
that’s why it’s so brittle." He spoke of Bath buns, hot 
cross buns, Holborn buns filled with jam, muffins 
and crumpets and other English delicacies. Eccles 
cakes were not cakes at all but puff pastry filled with 
currants and sugar. Simnel was a rich fruit cake with 
almond paste in the middle. Scotch baps ? I had been 
eating Scotch baps for breakfast every day. "The 
breakfast roll of Scotland," replied Horner. "You 
must turn out a floury bap. The Scots butter each ‘arf 
an’ stick ‘em together again." He finished his 
discourse on pastries with short references to 
Yorkshire "fat rascals" or turf cakes, rather like 
scones, and Kentish huffkins, round flour and lard 
cakes. 

Horner regarded Welsh rarebit as the king of British 
savouries. He liked to use Cheshire or Cheddar, yolk 
of egg, cream, beer and Worcestershire sauce. Buck 
rarebit was the same thing with a poached egg on 
top. But the finest cheese in the British Isles, 
declared Horner, was blue Stilton cut from a large 
round half. Horner liked a glass of port with his 
Stilton. He told me with a wink that there was 
sometimes a drop over from the ration he was 
allowed for cooking. "Never pour port into a 

Stilton," he advised. "Don’t scoop it out - cut it in 
slices." Cheshire, he declared, was the oldest and 
most typical English cheese, one that was eaten by 
all classes. When it turned blue by chance it became 
the finest blue cheese known to mankind, nutty and 
salty, crumbly and mellow. Cheddar was best for 
toasting, an English cheese that had been imitated in 
every corner of the globe. Dunlop from Scotland was 
very like cheddar but milder. 

Horner passed on to me various tips in the art of 
cooking. He was not giving away any deep secrets 
when he remarked: Persuasion rather than brute 
force - that’s the thing to remember in cookin’." 
He advised a light touch with the seasonings; 
usually less than the recipes laid down, especially 
when handling black pepper. Salad dressings 
made green leaves wilt if they were poured on too 
soon. Soups should never be greasy. Horner was 
resolutely opposed to overnight cooking; no 
dishes should be prepared earlier than was 
necessary. Carving should be left as late as 
possible. He was a firm believer in garnishing, an 
artist whose materials were sliced beets, circles 
and squares and stars of carrots and turnips, curly 
parsley. His favourite spices and herbs were 



cinnamon for fruit dishes, cloves for soups and 
sauces, nutmeg for puddings, bay leaves for 
stocks, mint for boiling with peas. He said that 
cardomon, cumin, chilli and other spices showed 
the Indian influence in British cooking. Britain 
preferred Indian and Ceylon teas. He commended 
the Scots for the part they had played in the 
cuisine of the British Isles: their high tea with hot 
scones, the rich Dundee cake, a fruit cake with 
toasted almonds on top. And we must not forget 
the magnificent Dundee marmalade, first made 
there nearly two centuries ago. I doubt whether 
Horner ever invented a memorable dish like 
stewed mutton Navarin, but he was a Cockney 
with a flair for cooking, a worthy disciple of his 
master Escoffier. 

I thought of my old friend Horner when I was 
shown over the kitchens and storerooms on board 
the Windsor Castle recently. The movements of a 
corps of experienced chefs always remind me of a 
ballet. Watch the experienced hands of the chef 
cracking eggs in a bowl, beating them deftly, 
heating the butter in the pan until it is nut brown, 
pouring in the eggs, agitating the omelette with a 
cunning fork so that the whole mass heats evenly. 

Then the omelette goes under the grills very 
briefly so that it rises and browns on top - a chef’s 
trick that finishes the perfect omelette. 

Mailship menus remain basically as English as 
they were in Horner’s day. Here is the interna-
tional cuisine, too, with such famous dishes as 
Bisque d’Homard (cream of lobster flamed with 
brandy), Truite de Riviére aux Raisins (peeled 
white grapes), Beef-Steak Chez-Soi (filla steak 
simmered with bacon and mushrooms), Caneton 
Braisé à l’Orange, Soufflé au Kirsh and Huntres 
Florentines. You can have snails, shish kebabs, 
gnocchis Romaine, cannelonis Italienne, kromeskies 
Polonaise, frankfurters with hot potato salad or Van 
der Hum pannekoeke. But the British dishes 
flourish: grilled Yarmouth bloaters for breakfast, 
halibut kedgeree, Finnan haddock in milk, potted 
shrimps, smoked river trout, grilled fresh herrings 
with mustard sauce. Here is the old, rich store of 
local recipes; Oxford sausages, a mild blend of pork 
and veal with good beef suet, salt and nutmeg, sage 
and thyme and eggs; York ham smoked over oak 
sawdust; Oxford brawn and Wiltshire bacon. And for 
those who like an English pub lunch on deck or in 
the bar, the pub or "ploughman’s lunch" of cheese 



wedges, a crusty loaf, pickles and beer, all the 
famous cheeses of Britain are set out in satisfying 
array. 

Down in a deep part of the Italian liner Europa there 
stands an enormous tank rarely seen by passengers. I 
am visiting the kitchens and storerooms and cold 
chambers; and here is the tiled wine tank. Wine for 
the tourist class passengers, wine for the crew, 
thousands of litres of free red wine. Half of this 
blend comes from Northern Italy, the stronger half 
from the warm south. The result is a mild, palatable 
wine that I could drink with enjoyment every day. 
But in the first class I am ordering the bottled Italian 
wines, Capri at seven hundred lira a bottle, Barolo at 
a thousand. There are times when I think wistfully of 
the generous jugs of the sound red wine put on 
tourist class tables and refilled as fast as they are 
emptied. 

Until I came down here I thought that I knew 
something about the Italian cuisine. Had I not visited 
good restaurants and hotels all over Italy? I knew the 
green lasagne, king of the pasta, served with truffles; 
the canneloni filled with a rich and savoury blend of 
veal, brains, mushrooms and spinach. I had dined 

luxuriously on red mullet followed by breaded veal 
cutlets covered with ham and cheese and baked. The 
humble polenta of the Italian peasant had been set 
before me in tempting forms. I had selected antipasti 
ranging from chopped squid to the appetising raw 
ham of San Daniele. Had I not sat in a Neapolitan 
restaurant where the diners waited in silence for an 
event, some drama, which came when an enormous 
roast pig was wheeled in with crackling of an 
appetising colour that spoke of expert treatment? It 
had been boned in the kitchen. As the chef carved 
gigantic slices the aroma almost stunned us and the 
whole audience burst into wild applause. It was an 
orgy. Not a scrap of pork was left. But it was Italy, 
not a land of gourmets yet filled with satisfying food 
and wine. Yes, I thought that I knew my ossobuco 
and risotto but I am always ready to learn and the 
majordomo (chief steward) of the Europa and the 
chef are opening new pantries of knowledge for my 
benefit. 

Coldest of the refrigerated rooms was the fish store 
and there I saw the raw material of many enticing 
items on the menu. They pointed out the dentex with 
ferocious teeth, crawfish, kingklip and kabeljou from 
Cape Town, tuna from Sicily, trout from Lake Lario. 



These liners of the Lloyd Triestino take on fresh fish 
at every port of call, though the bountiful Mediter-
ranean supplies most of them. The deep-bellied John 
Dory, also known as San Pietro, is one of the best. 
Dourade, a bream with head of gold, is another fish 
our chef admires. Sea bass, uncommon and 
expensive, are a great treat; be sure to look out for 
spigola on the menu. Epicures look upon the fish 
dishes as the keystone of the Italian cuisine. They 
love the small and the large; the whitebait fritters, 
oysters grilled with garlic, grilled shrimps, steamed 
clams; the more substantial lobster baked with red 
peppers, fried red mullet from Leghorn; mackerel 
stuffed with onions, cheese and mushrooms and 
baked in a casserole. The chef informed me that carp 
is a favourite Italian freshwater fish, boiled in red 
wine. Perch is also greatly esteemed. Trout are 
usually fried in olive oil and served with anchovy 
sauce, baked with mushrooms or poached in white 
wine. 

My notebook reminds me of other Italian sea foods: 
the soft-shelled crabs, luscious stuffed cuttlefish, 
small cousins of scampi called gambaretti, pike 
stuffed with herbs and baked, spotted groupers with 
firm and delicate flesh. The grouper is a giant and 

some are forty feet long. Then there is the auge de 
mer, the angel fish cooked with green peppers, the 
snake-like lampreys with round mouths, the huge 
sturgeon with long snouts, tasting rather like pork. I 
am very fond of fresh sardines, but the chef told me 
the small ones did not carry well; I must wait until I 
reached Venice or Trieste for these delicacies. 

Veal is the great Italian meat and on board the 
Europa it appeared in many forms. When you see a 
veal cutlet after it has been dipped in egg and 
breadcrumbs, fried in olive oil and decorated with 
olives and anchovies, then you realise how good a 
simple dish can be. 

The chief steward pointed out a number of varieties 
of game in the meat room. "Mostly from behind the 
Iron Curtain - from the wild mountains of Jugo-
slavia," he said. Hares, pheasants and quail by the 
thousand were stacked there. I saw the venison that 
appeared on the menu as "roebuck hunter style". 
There were sausages from Jugoslavia and Cape 
Town; beef from Cape Town, Strasbourg sausages 
from Germany and the authentic Vienna sausages 
from Austria. But the partridges were shot on the 
Sierra Morena in Spain. 



They served vegetables in many interesting ways in 
that ship. The potatoes were from Holland and the 
Italian chefs had a clever way of mashing and 
enriching them. Egg plant with parmesan and 
Jerusalem artichokes often appeared on the menu. I 
liked the stewed peppers and the palmito a la 
creme. I remember the splendid Christmas dinner 
on board the Europa. Starting with raw ham and 
melon I also managed a mortadella from Bologna, 
Ligurian ravioli, rice with peas, turkey, fried 
pumpkin and Christmas cake. Fortunately I insisted 
on small portions. 

In the Europa three bakers supply fresh bread three 
times a day. White loaves for toast, brown loaves, 
rye loaves and grissini; loaves for passengers and 
crew, often a total of six hundred people. Pastry 
cooks not only prepare cakes and sweets and 
marzipan decorations but are also responsible for 
the ice cream. I saw the small, sweet bananas taken 
on at Tenerife, the blood-red Italian tabocchi 
oranges and other oranges from South Africa and 
Israel. They had every Italian cheese from 
Provolone to Stracchino. Coffee came from Brazil 
and Abyssinia. "There is our best Italian jam - 

peach jam," remarked the chief steward. "We do not 
eat marmalade." 

I had noticed only an occasional touch of garlic in 
the Europa cuisine. "Garlic belongs to the south in 
Italy," explained the chief steward. "We use it 
sparingly in the north - this ship comes from 
Trieste." Another regional difference is the 
greater use of olive oil in the south. The north 
prefers butter. Northern chefs make their own 
pasta, using plenty of eggs; but in the south much 
pasta comes from factories. Rice is more popular 
in the north than the south. The large-grained rice 
of Lombardy makes the delicious risi e bisi (rice 
and peas) that appears on the Europa menus. 
There are more luxurious rice dishes: risotto 
mingled with sweet pink scampi, cockles and 
mussels and squid. 

In the electric kitchen of the Europa forty men 
were at their posts. Here were the specialists: men 
at the antipasto counter preparing hors d’oeuvres 
for lunch, foie gras, caviar in crushed ice, slices of 
cold meats, vegetables with vivid colours, 
mosaics of anchovies, green and black olives and 
smoked eel. Also those tender little marrows 
called zucchini. A senior chef was busy with 



sauces, tomato and mayonnaise and the rest. The 
fish expert had a Venetian sole ready for the pan 
while the grill cook was brushing a T-bone steak 
with olive oil. Flavour comes first but presenta-
tion counts in the grande cuisine and I watched 
respectfully while the buffet froid artists decorated 
their meats. I left the major domo and the chef 
with a feeling that I had seen the Italian 
gastronomy from acini to ziti. 

But I was wrong. I went on shore at Venice with 
Fela, a most attractive and intelligent woman who 
knew the cities of Europe as intimately as the 
perfumes of Coco Chanel. By a thousand to one 
chance Fela and I had met again on board the 
Europa after three decades. (She had been 
secretary of a club for officers in Haifa when I 
was on leave there from Egypt.) We stepped off 
the vaporetto at the San Marco floating wharf and 
walked towards the Calle Vallaress. "It is good to 
see Harry’s Bar again," Fela remarked. "You 
know Harry’s, of course." 

I had been in Venice twice before, but Fela had 
suddenly exposed a wide and important gap in my 
education. "All right, I’ll tell you - and we’ll go 
back there later on," said Fela indulgently. 

It was winter and we sat inside at Florian’s, a café 
I did know, the elegant Florian’s on the Piazza; 
Florian’s that has hardly ever closed during its 
two and a half centuries; Florian’s with its tiny 
salons and seventeenth-century paintings; 
Florian’s with its memories of Ruskin and Byron, 
George Sand and Richard Wagner and Casanova; 
Florian’s without the Americans now, but half-
filled with Venetians drinking coffee and playing 
chess. I thought of the Florian’s I had known in 
summer, with the chairs in the morning shade and 
the orchestra playing. This was indeed a contrast. 
No music and no flower girls. Yet I was 
contented enough with friendly Fela and the view 
of the pigeons through the arcades. I glowed at 
the thought that I had come once more to this 
strange city that had once "held the gorgeous East 
fee". What a blow it was for Venice when Vasco 
da Gama rounded the Cape and diverted the spice 
trade! Florian’s was founded by Floriano Fran-
cesconi not long after that historic event. And 
here I was with Fela, sitting indoors for comfort, 
and thinking of Osbert Sitwell’s description of the 
café: "the little rooms, which with their painted 
glass panels so delicately resemble Victorian bon-
bon boxes, could be admired in all their minute 



and delicate proportions." Some say that the 
Quadri on the other side of the piazza is more 
romantic, others favour the Lavena where Richard 
Wagner sat hour after hour. I am a patron of 
Florian’s and I asked Fela whether Harry’s Bar 
could possibly compete with this café that lives 
triumphantly on its long past. 

"Harry’s Bar is, of course, different," Fela 
replied. "It is not to be confused with Harry’s 
New York Bar in Paris or Harry’s American Bar 
in Florence. This bar here is more of a restaurant 
than a bar - and yet those nine stools at the 
counter have supported all sorts of celebrities 
besides Ernest Hemingway. Do you know that 
three kings and Queen Wilhelmina of Holland 
were all having lunch at different tables on the 
same day? I tell you Lawrence that Harry’s Bar is 
the finest bar in Italy and also the finest 
restaurant." 

"Then we drink and dine at Harry’s tonight," I 
declared firmly. 

That morning I followed Fela through the narrow 
streets of smart shops looking for a pair of those 
high boots that all the women were buying. We 

passed a backwater where half the gondolas of 
Venice were laid up for the winter; the sad, black, 
lopsided gondolas. And so we came to the market 
Hemingway loved - and all the writers and artists 
before and after him. Here were the true aromas 
of Venice; fresh bread, fried fish, coffee beans in 
the roasters. Hemingway declared: "A market is 
the closest thing to a good museum like the Prado 
or as the Accademia is now." I knew just what he 
meant when I set eyes on the blood oranges and 
tiny mandarins, the cherries and apricots in 
cognac in a shop window, the man cutting the 
hearts out of globe artichokes, the pheasants with 
just enough feathers left to establish their identity, 
the live eels and prawns. Again I noted the little 
fountains with the water playing on slices of 
pineapple, grapes, slabs of coconut. There was 
not much lettuce about but fennel was everywhere 
and there was an abundance of huge wild 
mushrooms. In the fish market Fela pointed out 
the Venetian specialities, the incomparable 
scampis and a large fish called go that resides in 
the holes in the deeper canals. As we passed the 
butchers’ stalls Fela spoke of fegato alla 
Veneziana, a local dish which sounds more 
glamorous than fried calf’s liver with onions. 



That night I opened the glass door for Fela and 
we were in Harry’s Bar. The manager recognised 
her instantly as an old client and showed us to one 
of the coveted corner tables. The benevolent 
atmosphere closed in round me like a warm coat 
on a freezing night. As the waiter handed the 
menus and took our orders for drinks I could see 
that every man knew his job. From the kitchen 
drifted a pleasing, unobtrusive suggestion of 
onion soup and, now and again, the curry sauce 
that some people like with their scampis. 

Fela ordered the Doge cocktail that helped to 
make Harry’s Bar famous and I copied her; not 
because I like cocktails but on principle. (Try 
anything once, especially a drink with a touch of 
genius.) The cocktail had something of the 
mysterious, bitter-sweet Campari flavour, but 
when I asked the manager for the ingredients he 
was evasive. "Who knows what is Campari ?" he 
smiled. "Herbs and orange peel? There are many 
secrets in the world of food and drink." 

Fortunately for me the manager was more 
communicative about Harry’s Bar. "You’ve just 
missed the Wilders - they were here yesterday," he 
said. "As you know, this has been a port of call and 

meeting place for great names almost ever since it 
opened forty years ago. You will find many royal 
signatures in our visitors book; the Windsors were 
here and, of course, it has always been a place 
favoured by writers, artists and film stars. Harry? He 
was Harry Pickering, the wealthy American who 
helped to finance Guiseppe Cipriani, the owner of 
the bar. My employer was not always rich. He was a 
barman, a pastry cook and a waiter before he saved 
enough to start a place of his own. It was an 
immediate success and there is no secret ‘about that. 
Guiseppe Cipriani just gave better value than anyone 
else in Venice - more generous tots, more appetising 
snacks. Now the Cipriani family owns hotels on 
islands in the lagoon, luxurious hotels, more 
expensive than the Danieli. But this bar is the pride 
of the whole Cipriani enterprise. Harry is dead but 
the bar survived the Fascists and it lives on 
gloriously." 

I noticed that the lavish snacks lived on, too, the 
wonderful little chicken mayonnaise sandwiches, the 
shrimp salads, the hot cheese and ham canapes. But I 
was there with Fela for dinner. We studied the menu, 
an enormous sheet with just a few good things set 
out across the pages. Fela said we must have Harry’s 



fish soup, which was as famous as the cocktail; a 
soup composed of the freshest lagoon fish, onions, 
carrots and celery, flour and butter, saffron, salt and 
pepper, shrimps and mussels. The exact recipe is 
another of the secrets of this astonishing bar-
restaurant. They make a good bean soup and a thick 
onion soup; but the fish soup is as typical of Harry’s 
as the marble floor and the black- leather seats 
against the wall. This is not a wine restaurant, but the 
carafes are very good value. I had a red Valpolicella 
and Fela liked the rosé: I must tell you that there are 
only a dozen tables on the ground floor, but that is 
where the cognoscenti wish to be. They want to 
study the beauties, the celebrated and the notorious, 
on the bar stools. I could almost see Hemingway 
sitting there after a day’s shooting in the marshes; a 
Daiquiri in his hand, cartridge belt over his leather 
jacket, a string of game birds on the floor. The 
vision faded as the waiter brought the next 
course, as tender a tournedos as I had tasted 
outside France. You can have a fine rice pilau at 
Harry’s, omelettes and green noodles, ravioli and 
canneloni, veal or raw fillet or grills. Many 
clients declare that the scampis are the best in 
Venice. Lobsters come in alive. Harry’s sole 
fillets Casanova are memorable. There is a Coupe 

Harry to wind up the meal. Hamburger 
sandwiches are served only at lunch-time. Harry’s 
naturally offers all the luxuries, the Beluga caviar 
and smoked salmon and a few vintage 
champagnes. "This is one of the world’s most 
famous bars and certainly the most crowded," 
recorded a visitor. "One is rewarded with the 
extraordinary grilled scampi - and punished by an 
often shocking bill." 

Well, I thought Harry’s Bar gave me value for the 
thousands of lira I paid. It might have been more 
comfortable upstairs, but there the atmosphere is 
lost. Go to the Danieli roof restaurant for a superb 
view. Go to La Fenice restaurant at the Opera for 
a longer menu; some say this is the leading 
restaurant, but remember that La Fenice has one 
star, Harry has two. And remember Hemingway’s 
words: "There were hours at Harry’s when it 
filled with the people you knew, like the tide." 

Harry’s is not an art gallery, like some Italian 
restaurants. "The customers are the decoration," 
the staff declare. I see the long cavalcade again ... 
Winston Churchill with his paintbox, King 
Alfonso XIII of Spain, Noel Coward, Elsa 
Maxwell, Thomas Mann, Mrs Peggy Guggenheim 



refreshing herself before returning to her palace 
full of Picassos on the other side of the canal. I 
am truly grateful to Fela for showing me a 
Venetian scene different from all the others, a 
modern success story in a decaying city that is 
sinking into the lagoon. 

You have seen the food of Italy but very little of 
the wine and the drinks. Italians do not take wine 
seriously, as the French do. They must have wine 
on the table but it is regarded as a necessary 
beverage rather than a work of art. As a result 
there are few noble wines in Italy though nine 
million acres of vineyards produce so many 
varieties that even an expert would have to 
consult a book before he could describe many of 
them. Italy has indeed the greatest wine output in 
the world, but only in a few provinces do you find 
quality wines: Piedmont, Venetia, Tuscany and 
Lombardy. 

What do you know about the Italian wines? The 
one universal wine is Chianti in its straw-covered 
flask. People like it mainly, I think, because of 
the attractive bottle. However, this ruby wine is 
not heady; it is palatable, though certainly not 
Italy’s finest wine. There are innumerable 

Chiantis on the market. Look for the black cock 
emblem on the numbered label and you have the 
best of the bunch. I like the dry and mellow 
Valpolicella better than Chianti and Cipriani 
thinks so, too. I would also choose the dry, red, 
digestible Grignolino that is hard to find on 
restaurant lists. Barbaresco is described as a 
burgundy type, though the alcoholic content is 
low. I place Barolo first, Barbaresco second and 
Barbera third. In Italy the rule holds good - red 
wines are superior to the white. But a wine I 
would select for the fish course is a straw-
coloured Capri Scala. 

Drinkers in Italy and elsewhere are convinced that 
aperitifs containing herbs possess valuable medi-
cinal properties. Hence the tremendous demand 
for Campari and the Vermouths. Campari came 
on the market more than a century ago, the 
invention of a chemist in Milan named Gaspare 
Campari. Soon the mild, ruby-coloured, aromatic 
drink became popular with those who needed 
something to stimulate the appetite. The formula 
remains a secret to this day. Probably it contains 
fruits, bark and herbs; but the constituents and the 
proportions in which they are mixed are known 



only to a few. Chemists have fabricated imita-
tions. The original Campari reigns supreme in the 
world’s cocktail bars. 

On board the Europa there was always a great 
demand for Americanos, a blend of Campari and 
Cinzano Vermouth with a slice of orange, a 
cherry and ice. Some bartenders add a dash of 
soda. There is also the well-known pink Negroni 
cocktail, similar to the Americano but with the 
addition of gin. 

Vermouth is another secret concoction which has 
been widely imitated since it first appeared on the 
café tables of Italy two centuries ago. (Even in 
Russia there is an Iron Curtain vermouth.) Dozens 
of different flavours help to build up a good 
vermouth but the one essential ingredient is worm-
wood. "Vermut" means wormwood in German. The 
man with a palate also detects lemon peel and 
nutmeg, cloves and camomile and aniseed. French 
vermouth is dry. Italian is sweet. I still prefer a gin 
and tonic or sherry as an appetiser but millions of 
Frenchmen and Italians are against me in this matter 
of taste. Buon viaggio e buon appetito! 

CHAPTER 14 
THIRD TIME IN HAMBURG 

She lurched up to the window of my taxi, a 
stranger who spoke as though she knew me and 
waited for my reply. Nine o’clock on a sunny 
September morning, a bracing sea breeze coming 
up the river. “Not to take notiss,” advised my 
driver. “She iss dronk. Here von persoon in ten 
iss dronk. Dey komm von der Blauer Peter und 
Reeperbahn und der nacht klubs und here dey 
take kaffee und smoked aal - goot for headache.” 

It was the first time I had heard of smoked eel as 
a hangover remedy. It was the third time I had 
been in Hamburg but never before had I found the 
St. Pauli fish market in full cry. The animated and 
unusual scene became all the more remarkable 
when I noticed that the woman at my window was 
carrying a live rabbit as large as a small buck. 
Many sober Hamburgers were buying soles and 
eels alive on the decks of trawlers. “Aalsuppe” 
shouted a dozen stallholders. A fishwife stood on 
a truck and stripped the skins from smoked eels 
as though she was peeling bananas. Then she tore 
an eel to pieces and handed samples to eager 
onlookers. This was evidently the way to dispose 



of the truckload; soon she was wrapping up eel 
after eel in newspaper. Among her rivals was a 
tophatted man offering boiled lobsters. I saw live 
ducks and guinea fowl in cages. A cauldron on a 
stove gave out savoury whiffs of a tempting stew 
and I moved closer in a dense crowd. 
“Labskaus”, called the salesman. Labskaus is a 
true Hamburg dish, a blend of cured pork, onions, 
biscuit, mashed potato, spices and even pickled 
cucumber and salt beef when the cook is in a 
benevolent mood. Labskaus went to sea in the 
days of sail and became the lobscouse of British 
ships. But labskaus belongs to Hamburg like the 
pork and turnips known as Hamburge National 
and the bohnen und birnen, beans, pears and 
bacon. 

Hamburg’s fish market is not all fish. The quay is 
a mile long and there are all sorts of spectacles apart 
from those who come reeling from the night clubs. I 
observed a Chinese trying to dispose of a tortoise, a 
man with a performing mouse, a gaudy array of 
carpets and, of course, Mr H. Neumann with his 
curios from all over the world. If you require a 
stuffed lizard or African masks, model ships, drums 
or South African succulents in pots, Mr Neumann 

has them. “Achtung! Achtung!” No, there is 
nothing to worry about. Just a raucous saleswoman 
who is determined to clear her stock of hot sausages, 
mash and mustard. Church bells sound through the 
market but the slightly inebriated throng moves on 
from stall to stall, leaving mounds of rubbish and 
treacherous fish relics underfoot. “Hummel! 
Hummel!” cries the lobster man urgently. He is one 
of the sober ones on this September morning at the 
fish market. But his cry is also used as a greeting 
when jovial Hamburgers meet in the street. 
“Hummel! Hummel!” is the equivalent of 
“Vrystaat!” 

Markets rank higher than monuments as I move over 
the face of the earth. I can remember my mother 
taking me into the Tenerife market when I was eight 
years old. A woman broke open an orange and 
handed me the moist, red, thin skinned fruit as proof 
of ripeness. I do not think I have tasted a finer orange 
in my life. My visit to the Hamburg fish market was 
not due to chance. I am an incorrigible traveller and 
over the years I have worked out a plan to satisfy my 
curiosity in new surroundings. Markets, railway 
stations, restaurants, shops and streets must be 
studied at all costs. I like main streets but the narrow 



streets of Hamburg, where motor-cars are forbidden, 
the rambling arcaded buildings in the GangeViertel 
also find me walking and staring thoughtfully. I am a 
stranger until I have discovered something about the 
habits of a place. (They rise early in Hamburg and 
walk a lot, for exercise and for the sake of their 
dogs.) If a crowd gathers anywhere in my path you 
will find this ageing reporter peering over the 
shoulders of those in front. I am fascinated by those 
uninhibited wanderers who live by their wits. 
Anyone can sell a smoked eel but you need a deep 
knowledge of human psychology if you are to make 
a living in the Mönckebergstrasse demonstrating 
kitchen implements of such novelty that no 
housewife had handled them before. Waterfronts 
hold me firmly, especially the Elbe panorama, the 
river of chimneystacks and chestnut trees, elms and 
beech. I am drawn towards zoos and natural history 
museums because they usually hold something that 
is rare, strange and curious. On this, my third call at 
Hamburg, I must go out to Hagenbeck’s Zoo in the 
oddly-named suburb of Schlump to watch Pére 
David’s deer and Przhevalski’s horse. 

So there is my plan. Rare stamps in one shop 
window, a rich pate in another, a man pedalling a 

bicycle and grinding scissors, the Ohlsdorf cemetery 
with glades and trees like a pleasure garden. 
(Another old German custom, the splendid cemetery; 
one they transported to their former African 
colonies.) I shall also see again the wilde tauben of 
the Reeperbahn, though I imagine that a new array 
of Freiheit girls will have taken the places of those 
I saw last time. “In Hamburg der ist alles,” boast 
the proud Hamburgers. “In Hamburg there is 
everything.” Even naked women on horseback. Even 
the “Alley of Forbidden Dreams”. Rare, strange and 
curious. “No one from Hamburg ever goes there,” 
the citizens tell you. This statement must take its 
rightful place among the thundering lies of the 
world. 

I am strongly in favour of local dishes in their places 
of origin, however rare, strange and curious they 
may be. Someone warned me that it would be 
difficult to locate a hamburger (no rarity, this one) in 
the city that gave it that tasty name. Of course I did 
not expect to find such a homely snack on the menu 
at Vierjahreszeiten, the five-star hotel on 
Jungfernsteig; or at Lembecke’s restaurant, noted for 
superb joints rather than meat in rolls; or at the 
expensive Kleine Fährhaus on the Alster. There is a 



Hamburg dish listed as Deutscher steak, a chopped 
steak completely different from the hamburger of the 
outside world. The universal scraps of mince with 
onions eaten in a roll was a meal invented by poor 
emigrants from all over Europe living precariously in 
Hamburg before sailing for New York. They took 
the hamburger idea to the United States with them 
and there an appetite developed such as Hamburg 
had never felt. But if you must have a hamburger in 
Hamburg there is a snack bar at one end of the 
Reeperbahn serving hamburgers (and cheese-
burgers) to hordes of ignorant foreign aficionados. 
The true Hamburg steak of Hamburg is a more 
aristocratic dish, made without onions, served on a 
plate with red cabbage and potatoes. The popular 
take-away in Hamburg is rundstück warm, a slice of 
brown bread or roll covered with hot pork and 
gravy. 

Hamburg has other delicacies. Breakfasts are not 
memorable; just the continental coffee and rolls 
with butter and jam and a boiled egg in the better 
hotels. You can usually rely on the coffee, the pure 
coffee. Lunch often starts with smoked eel, smoked 
salmon or ox-marrow on toast. I had the typical 
Hamburg aalsuppe at the Hauptbahnhof restaurant, 

a railway establishment I can recommend. It is a 
soup of tremendous strength, simmered like the 
French bouillabaisse, equally imaginative but 
entirely different in flavour. A railway snack bar 
close to the main restaurant gave me the Hamburg 
pea soup with pig’s snout and knuckles. The solid 
Hamburg omelette filled with ham and fried 
potatoes, the bauernfrühstück of many menus, did 
not appeal to me so much. Go to France for 
omelettes. Norddeutsche Kücke is substantial - and 
proud of it. For example, there is filling braunkohl 
mit pinkel I had at Zillertal, cured pork chops with 
smoked bacon, smoked sausage, kale and groats; 
and that was not all, for I found a large portion of 
roast goose on the huge plate and roast potatoes, 
too. Zillertal, by the way, is a Bavarian beer hall on 
the Reeperbahn; much better fun than some people 
find in the side-streets. 

Drinks which are said to have originated in 
Hamburg are the various grogs; hot grog with 
sugar, rum grog, arrack grog, wine grog and egg 
grog. Some experienced drinkers order the potent 
corn brandy with a separate glass of beer to 
alleviate the burning sensation. 



When I sought the aromas of Hamburg I discovered 
(but not to my surprise) a number of alcoholic 
zephyrs. Streets in St Pauli are lined with beer halls 
and the bierkeller connoisseur is probably able to 
name instantly brew after brew, hellquell, hellbock 
or dunkelbock. In the same way the German wine 
lover entering the enormous vaulted Ratsweinkeller 
at the City Hall might inhale with deep appreciation 
a Niersteiner here, a Piesporter Goldtropfchen 
there, before selecting a Gumpoldskirchner 
Riesling to accompany his fillet steak and 
mushrooms. Along the Altona waterfront the 
strong presence of millions of herrings mingles 
with the river smell, the tang of paint and tar from 
the shipping and the rough, honest odour of rope. 
Long ago the Reeperbahn was a rope-walk, like La 
Canebiere in Marseilles. Now the honky-tonk 
highway reeks of cheap perfume, tobacco smoke, 
and the popular schaschlik mit currysauce. I came 
across a section of the harbour that carried me 
back to Africa; then someone explained that more 
tropical fruit was unloaded in Hamburg than in any 
other continental port. My nostrils were filled with 
banana fragrance. But the finest aroma in all 
Hamburg comes in the spring, when the orchards 
of the Altes Land are pink with apple blossom and 

snow-white cherry trees; then you have the aroma 
of the coming summer. 

Hamburg started as a refugee camp at the point 
where the Alster enters the Elbe. Wars drove a 
number of settlers there and they built the first huts 
on the site that became the home of merchant 
princes, shipbuilders and ship owners. Hamburg is 
a city surrounded by attractive market towns and 
fishing villages, by hills and forests, peat and 
heather. Along the Elbe there are restful terraced 
villages and the celebrated Welcome Point where 
the great liners are reflected in your beer glass and 
their sirens make your turtle soup tremble. 
Welcome Point takes some master mariners by 
surprise. They hear the hearty greetings booming 
over the water in their own language; they see their 
national flag at the masthead and they imagine that 
this is an official welcome. In fact an ingenious 
café owner has organised the whole ceremony. 
Now and again the ship’s company of an 
unsuspecting man-o’-war line the rails and return 
the compliment. 

If the Alster is the core of Hamburg the Elbe 
supports the merchant princes who succeeded the 
Hanseatic League. I wanted to see every mile of 



the river as my liner steamed up from Brunsbüttel 
and the villas and chalets and country houses 
appeared. This is a tricky river with shoals for the 
pilot to dodge; then it becomes a lake and narrows 
again during the sixty mile run from the North Sea 
to the Hamburg wharves built on the islands 
between the two branches of the river. The 
organisation here is superb. Water-buses take about 
thirty million passengers a year from quays and 
dolphin clusters and basins to the St Pauli landing-
stage. This is the great water crossroads for the six 
European Common Market nations. Their imports 
pass quickly through sheds painted red for North 
America, blue for South America, green for Europe, 
brown for Africa, yellow for Asia. Rotterdam 
handles most of the oil and grain. Hamburg has the 
largest fruit warehouses in the world. Hamburg can 
take in three hundred deepwater ships at the same 
time. Hamburg has been kept awake for centuries 
by the drunken frolics of sailor men. Hamburg 
claims the oldest music-hall in Germany, the oldest 
airport and (without the same pride) the largest and 
most efficiently organised red light district in 
Europe. Hamburg is indeed one of the wicked cities 
though the girls in the windows and other similar 
attractions are confined to one brazen area. And 

rules are observed even there: “Juveniles under 
eighteen and female persons are not allowed to 
enter the Eros Centre.” 

Old Hamburg may still be glimpsed in the fleetes, 
the canals that once brought ocean-going ships into 
the heart of the city. Along these waterways stand a 
number of seventeenth-century houses and 
warehouses with cranes for lifting cargoes into the 
lofts. It is well over a century since the busy fleetes 
made Hamburg a “Venice of the North”; over a 
century since evil fleetenkiekers robbed drunken 
sailors. Many of the old waterways have been filled 
in and built over; but there are a few that are used 
by barges. The broad Nicolaiflet would still float a 
steamer. Between the wars I voyaged along a canal 
that might have been a stream bordered by lime 
trees far out in the country. Only the 
Ellerntorsbrücke appeared to remind me that this 
quiet backwater was hiding in a city. Stone bridges 
were destroyed and much of the medieval 
atmosphere of the canals disappeared when 
Hamburg was bombed. Ghosts remain, tall gabled 
mansions that once knew wealthy owners; now 
slum houses with casement windows as relics of 
departed glory. More than thirteen hundred bridges 



stand as reminders of the days when most of 
Hamburg’s traffic was waterborne. Study a detailed 
map and you will find that the canal network links 
the Elbe with the Alster, the river that has been 
dammed up so that it resembles a Swiss lake; the 
large Aussen Alster with its lawns and homes of 
millionaires and consuls, framed by the willows, the 
suburb where everyone would like to live; the 
square-shaped Binnen Alster, shut in by hotels and 
shops, artificial but lovely, a pond full of ferry boats 
and swans and canoes. Finally there is smallest 
Alster of all, a tiny basin with a war memorial rising 
from the water. 

I went swimming in the Alster one summer years 
ago; it was a sophisticated pool for one who prefers 
the remote lagoons of this world; yet there was a 
memorable charm about the whole experience that 
made me realise why the Alster is the beloved core 
of Hamburg. Was it the idea of lying in the sun amid 
this pageant of bürgerlich pride, so close to the 
elegant shopping thoroughfares, the minks and 
pearls? Was it the contrasts I had seen, the narrow, 
ancient twieten, the antique shops of the 
Gänsemarkt, that coloured my thoughts of a 
Hamburg a thousand years old? No, I think it was a 

vision of the city from the Lombardsbrücke over the 
Alster, the green domes and steeples high above the 
water, a dream in the midst of a human anthill. 
Crowded but clean, a city of flowers, a city where in 
summer everyone lives in the open air. 

Heine the poet and banker looked on Hamburg with 
scorn. He said it was a town of pettifogging money-
makers without the smallest interest in the arts. He 
ignored the oldest opera house in Germany. This is 
the city of Brahms and Mendelssohn and Richard 
Strauss. Kaiser Wilhelm II hated Hamburg but King 
Edward VII praised it. Hamburg is not my favourite 
harbour in Europe but I cannot remain unmoved by 
this city of the Elbe. It has so much that is rare, 
strange and curious. I listened to the Plattdeutch of 
St Pauli, the German dialect with many English and 
other foreign words, the old “Hamburg Sailor Talk”. 
I looked out over the harbour with its wharves for 
three hundred ships, this storehouse for all Germany 
crammed with every cargo from coffee to honey. I 
heard the clamour of the Blohm and Voss shipyards 
and the whistles of a hundred tugs and ferry boats. 
(A passenger launch named Onkel Fritz carried me 
round basin after basin.) I gazed upon the little 
peasant farms outside the city, flower and vegetable 



farms, patches of green with old, ornamented gates. 
I looked down the Elbe, the brown and muddy Elbe, 
and thought of all the contrasts the traveller 
registers on the screen of the mind as he covers the 
sixty-five miles from Cuxhaven to the spires of 
Hamburg with the bracing North Sea air in his 
nostrils. Perhaps he will remember the excursion 
steamers bright with flags and bound for the 
Heligoland bathing beaches. And the dredgers 
clearing the channels that have been kept open for 
five centuries. And the beer gardens shaded by 
vines; the flat, rich, alluvial marshlands; ancient 
churches that have survived all the wars and the 
fires; dikes that keep out high tides and floods that 
would devastate the farms; floods that drowned 
three hundred people in one winter’s night not so 
long ago. 

So come again to Hamburg, city of two million 
people, greater than Vienna, fourth port of Europe, 
reeking and noisy, filled with good living, a 
showplace of the arts but still true to Thomas 
Mann’s description. (You may remember that he 
referred to the Hamburgians pursuing the grosser 
pleasures of life as “a greedy suckling to its 
mother’s breast”.) Hamburg is more than a city. It 

has a state territory of nearly three hundred square 
miles; rural areas as well as the ten thousand acres 
of docks and dry docks and harbour warehouses. 
The people like to think of themselves as a race 
apart, like the inhabitants of Andorra or Monaco. 

I lingered in the huge museum that tells the story of 
Hamburg from the days when Charlemagne built a 
fort there. The museum is famous for the largest 
working model railway in Europe, installed in an 
enormous room where small boys gather in droves 
at certain hours to watch the little trains roll by. But 
I was held by the model ships, German liners I had 
once known; the Usambara that carried me from 
Table Bay to Lourenco Marques in the nineteen-
twenties; the Deutsche Ost-Afrika Linie ships with 
red, white, black and yellow funnels; old Adolph 
Woermann’s ships that steamed round Africa 
calling everywhere; strawberry omelettes for 
breakfast and beer, beer, beer by the thousand 
gallons. 

Architects find much to admire in Hamburg’s post-
war wolkenkratzers (cloud scratchers) of glass, 
cement and steel. Yet the rarest, most curious 
building, I say, is the fifty-year-old Chilehaus near 
the harbour, an ocean-liner of glowing red brick 



with twelve decks and a prow like a ship. Fritz 
Höger was the architect and this monster with two 
thousand windows made him famous. “The 
gigantic facade cracks along the street with the 
compelling swish of a stockwhip,” an imaginative 
artist told me. “It is a great full-blooded savage of 
a building, a place on its own without a family. 
Some say it is too frank, almost wicked as it 
swaggers down the street following the lines of its 
site. I think it serves its purpose wonderfully - a 
link with other lands built by a man who made his 
fortune in the Chile saltpetre trade.” 

Chilehaus is an office block with room for the 
four thousand five hundred people on the staff. 
Those who dislike Höger’s forceful personality 
say that it is indecent, unashamed, strangely 
unpleasant, an abominable enigma. Every guide 
to Hamburg lists Chilehaus as one of the city’s 
wonders. It is difficult to imagine this massive 
shape being copied and built elsewhere. 
Chilehaus forms a striking contrast with the 
surviving half-timbered houses; but it is as much 
a part of pulsating Hamburg as the tower built on 
Neuwerk Island in the fourteenth century as a 
landmark for shipping. 

Now here is Hagenbeck’s Zoo, the most beautiful 
zoo on earth. Here are familiar jackass penguins 
from Dassen Island, a tough species that greets 
me wherever I go. Carl Hagenbeck gathered much 
stranger creatures in his time. He was a Hamburg 
fishmonger who bought seals from fishermen, 
monkeys and parrots from sailors. He set up in 
business as a wild animal dealer a century ago; 
and before long he was sending his agents into 
Darkest Africa and the far corners of the earth in 
search of animals known, rare and unknown. 
Hagenbeck’s men brought back a shipload of 
African elephants and giraffes, buffalo and 
antelopes in the eighteen-sixties. Nothing was too 
large or too small. Cages of rhino arrived and 
cages of jackals and civet cats. He captured Pere 
David’s deer and the wild ponies called 
Przhevalski’s horse for the Duke of Bedford, 
saving these vanishing mammals from extinction. 
Hagenbeck’s grandsons display red goats from 
Robinson Crusoe’s island and wild asses from 
Persia. Here they are out in the open; zebras and 
ostriches in a Hamburg suburb looking natural 
and contented, as though they were roaming the 
veld. It is all the more spectacular when you 
remember that the Hagenbeck park was almost 



demolished by the bombing of three decades ago. 
Watch the elephants at work, the baboons riding 
ponies. And do not miss the warning signs. 
“Practical jokes bore apes. Please keep mirrors in 
your pockets. They do not search for fleas - they seek 
tasty morsels of salt.” 

After this educational interlude it is time to visit St 
Pauli and the Reeperbahn, “where no one from 
Hamburg ever goes”. Ahem! This is a very old 
quarter of Hamburg and I have no doubt that it was 
more respectable when the name of St Paul was 
bestowed. St Pauli has churches for the seamen of 
seventeen nations. The church of St Michael, seating 
three thousand people, is one of the largest in 
Germany. This glaring quarter also has five hundred 
places of dubious entertainment and three thousand 
prostitutes. Strange to say, the beer halls and cabarets 
include a few where many a Hamburger takes his 
wife or girl friend for an evening of good clean fun. I 
have pleasant memories of Zillertal over the years; 
the Bavarian beer hall where I stood on the table 
with everyone else not long ago; where I drank the 
strong Dunkel-Bock Mathaser and sang and 
wondered whether I would ever learn to be my age. 
No one molested the women in my party. They 

danced with strangers, they peeped into the Grosse 
Freiheit and declared they had never seen anything 
like it in their lives. Indeed the Reeperbahn makes 
Soho look like a Sunday school. 

I have always been pleased to find myself in 
uninhibited Hamburg. It is full of contrasts: the Elbe 
tunnel with its well ordered traffic and the 
Paroptikon waxworks with a horror scene behind the 
curtain that would have startled Madame Tussaud. I 
remember the Rathaus, with its vaulted ceiling, 
golden friezes and frescoes to remind the visitor of 
the glories of this old Hanseatic city. I loved the 
waterfront where Roman soldiers built the first huts. 
I admired the solid bürgerlich comfort of the place, 
the elegant shops along the Jungfernsteig, the Alster 
Pavilion with its baked oysters and other luxurious 
meals, the wonders of the Mönckebergstrasse, the 
homes of the very wealthy among the trees round the 
Alster. It is hard to imagine the years when fear 
dominated the shattered streets, when the Elbe was a 
nightmare with hundreds of sunken ships. Who 
would have thought that everything could be 
restored, that the Hauptbahnhof would handle two 
thousand trains a day, that the trade hinterland 
would stretch from the Elbe to Switzerland? The 



people say proudly and with truth that Hamburg is 
like a beautiful woman who has come through 
ordeal after ordeal with her charm unscathed. 
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CHAPTER 15 
DIAMOND HARBOUR 

Pelikaanstraat talks several languages, Flemish and 
French, Yiddish and English, but when it comes to 
diamonds they use the terms that are understood in 
Oranjemund and Kimberley and on the river 
diggings. They looked at me through an unex-
pected panel - just as they did in South Africa - and 
decided that it would be safe to let me into the 

huge, new diamond-cutting factory in Hovenier-
straat. They told me that every diamond in the 
building came from South Africa or South West 
Africa; blue-yellow and blue-brown Premier 
Mine stones; the splendid blue-whites (that are 
really clear white) from Jagersfontein; large 
yellow Dutoitspan stones; apple-green diamonds, 
golden diamonds, violet diamonds; diamonds 
with dense black spots, hated by the trade 
because of the problem of cutting out the 
blemishes without serious loss of weight. 
Antwerp buyers go over to London for the 
monthly "sights" and they have to take what they 
are offered; twenty-carat white stones that may 
be brought to life by the cutter and throw 
dazzling rainbows from their facets; and mere 
"chips" fit only for the rotating disc of an 
apprentice. 

I looked at the diamonds on the benches under 
the strong north light and thought of Anthony 
Trollope’s summing-up of the scene on the 
Kimberley diggings: "I can conceive no occu-
pation on earth more dreary - hardly any more 
demoralising than this of perpetually turning over 
dirt in quest of a peculiar little stone which may 

PELIKAANSTRAAT is a picturesque name 
known to everyone in the South African diamond 
trade. It runs alongside the main railway station in 
Antwerp, a noisy rather dingy street trodden by ten 
thousand diamond cutters every working day. Shop 
windows display scales, grinders, polishers and 
other tools of the world’s most luxurious industry. 
Here and in the diamond clubs, at the four bourses 
and in the Casablanca restaurant, diamonds worth 
fortunes are handled and discussed, bought and 
sold. This quarter between Pelikaanstraat and the 
city park, between glittering De Keyserlei and 
Lange Kievit Straat, is Europe’s diamond harbour. 
Pelikaanstraat makes every other diamond-cutting 
centre in the world look like peanuts - but they are 
beautiful peanuts all the same. 



turn up once a week or may not." They do not 
share that view in Antwerp. The peculiar little 
stones reign unchallenged and hold their 
magnificent fire, their heavenly glow. "When a 
new parcel from London is opened you would 
imagine that these men were staring at diamonds 
for the first time in their lives," remarked my 
guide. "Every cutter is an artist. Every diamond 
is different - it has a character of its own and 
presents a different problem. The master 
craftsman studies the rough, soapy pebble, cuts 
little peepholes, visualises the angles that will 
bring out the true wonder and the final colour of 
the stone. Such a task is never boring." 

My guide also spoke of the hazards. "At one time 
the particles of diamond dust in the air were a 
menace to health," he recalled. "Now we have 
air-conditioning. Of course a large diamond may 
lead to a nervous breakdown. It is always a 
dreadful problem because an error of judgment 
may result in a loss of many thousands of 
pounds. No doubt you remember the man who 
cut the Cullinan - Joseph Asscher. He thought 
about it for months before he could make up his 
mind. Then one blow produced the exact 

cleavage he had planned. But we live on the 
brink of disaster. A fine diamond may crack or 
burst. As a rule it turns out all right in the end but 
we suffer from heart-attacks during the process." 

I saw the Middle Ages in that factory, master and 
apprentice sitting opposite one another, the 
craftsman working, the other watching and asking 
questions. I sensed a glamorous world of legend 
and superstition. I remembered the French gem 
expert Tavernier calling at the Cape in Van 
Riebeeck’s time with his fabulous collection of 
diamonds from India. I thought of the clever Jews 
who began cutting diamonds in the fourteenth 
century; persecuted Jews hounded from one 
country to another, taking their tools and their skill 
with them so that those who sheltered them became 
rich. Lisbon and London failed to protect the 
refugees. Amsterdam gave sanctuary and 
dominated the diamond-cutting trade for years; 
then Antwerp lured the cutters by the thousand. 
Antwerp does not claim to be the home of the 
industry but the revolutionary technique of faceting 
diamonds was invented there. The bronze statue of 
Lodewyk van Bercken, first diamond cutter in 
Antwerp, is regarded in Pelikaanstraat as far more 



important than the world-famous mannikin of 
Brussels. 

So the trade goes back to the Middle Ages and in 
the factories there are apprentices whose 
grandfathers and great-grandfathers walked down 
Pelikaanstraat to work every day. It takes more 
years to qualify as a diamond-cutter than it does to 
secure a medical degree. This is not science, it is 
not mathematics, it is eyesight pure and simple. If 
one facet is too large the whole diamond is ruined. 
Whether a brilliant cut is desired, a marquise, 
emerald, oval or a pear cut for a necklace, the 
craftsman must work by eye alone. The romantic 
arrays that you see on the jeweller’s tray are the 
end-products of rotating discs, olive oil and 
diamond dust and patient grinding, facet after facet, 
under the experienced eye of the cutter. 

As I walked down Pelikaanstraat I saw framed in a 
cafe window a scene for the brush of one of the old 
Flemish masters. Two diamond dealers faced one 
another over the coffee cups. They had spread a 
sheet of white paper on the table and on one side 
lay a tiny leather case designed to carry a diamond. 
The diamond was there, too, and the dealers had 
reached agreement at last. They were shaking 

hands and I knew what they were saying on the 
other side of the glass: "Mazel brocha," the old 
Hebrew words, "luck and blessing". 

Probably neither of them would have reason to 
regret the transaction, for this is a trade in which 
only the shrewd dealer survives. Pelikaanstraat 
advertises its gleaming wares. "You can save up 
to fifty per cent on single diamonds at wholesale 
prices by ordering direct from Antwerp, the 
world’s largest cut-diamond market," runs one 
announcement. "Give diamonds to your lady, buy 
for investment, for personal use." 

False or true? I asked an old diamond merchant 
who happened to be travelling with me by sea. 
"Could I buy for investment?" I asked. He shook 
his head firmly. "I could, but you could not - 
certainly not at your age. Well-selected diamonds 
have saved many refugees from starvation. Pure 
diamonds have risen in value over the years. But 
you had better put your money into a building 
society. Diamonds are for experts only." 

Hard by Pelikaanstraat is Antwerp’s main street, 
De Keyserlei, short and interesting and 
expensive. Here you may see the wives of 



diamond merchants (and highly-paid cutters) 
sitting comfortably in opulent leather chairs in 
glassed-in restaurant terraces of Parisian 
atmosphere. Here these luxurious women at the 
Patisserie Thuys and other fattening establish-
ments flash solitaires of the first water as they 
raise their coffee cups and munch their waffles or 
rich pastries. They talk vivaciously, but not about 
diamonds. One of their favourite meeting places 
is known in Antwerp as the "Café Cluck". Tiring 
of gossip they saunter out and spend thousands of 
Belgian francs without difficulty. De Keyserlei 
offers Afghan carpets, crystal ware and the 
famous Van Assche chocolates that are 
advertised as "dangerous for ladies on a diet". At 
the Pussycat Boutique there are "clothes for 
women of all ages and nine lovely cats to 
stroke". Leopold’s bookshop may or may not lure 
them, but I must give Leopold credit for his 
unusual claim - "no pornography". 

No, the ladies of the diamond world would prefer 
the Grandes Parfumeries Anversoises and the 
magic of the departed Coco Chanel. They may 
peer into the seductive window of the property 
agent who will find a cottage in the Ardennes or a 

service flat in Antwerp "for the third part of your 
life". (What a charming euphemism for old age.) I 
am sure they will pause at the luxury shop called 
Heva, where the wines tempted me more than 
diamonds, where they sell edible and exotic foods 
from all over the world and out-of-season delicacies. 
Moving on to the Bodega they may decide to buy 
some linden blossom tea or join the happy people 
consuming snacks of mushrooms on toast. 

De Keyserlei has six hotels, most of them on the 
diamond standard. One hotel is called Old Tom for a 
reason I failed to discover. The name De Keyserlei 
goes back to the Emperor Charlemagne, a fairly 
recent origin in a city that started as a fort on the 
River Scheldt more than a thousand years ago. 
Along the handsome De Keyserlei you will find 
seventeenth century houses with Spanish courtyards, 
vines and kitchens with Flemish tiles. The main 
street is dominated by the huge central railway 
station across the upper end. It resembles a 
cathedral. You find all sorts of useful amenities 
under the glass dome; and from there you can reach 
Brussels in half an hour. 

De Keyserlei gave me an experience. I found the 
tourist office on Koningin Astridplein and asked an 



official to recommend the best restaurant in the city. 
After a reverent pause she replied: "Criterium in De 
Keyserlei - but of course it is not cheap." She read 
me a piece from a witty local guide-book and I 
noted the advice. "Haute cuisine. The all-round 
perfection is uncanny. Have your best man-of-the-
world smile ready when you get the bill." Duly 
warned, I entered Criterium at nine that night with a 
friend who appreciates perfection. She started with 
fried scampis. I chose the grenouilles that never 
come my way in South Africa. I gave her one of my 
frog’s legs and converted her immediately to a dish 
that nine people out of ten are afraid to touch. We 
had Pouilly with the first course and a good claret 
with the lamb that followed. The all-round 
perfection never broke down. Our waiter then 
suggested grapes and I found myself eating perfect 
grapes for the first time in my life. Until that 
moment I had been under the impression that the 
hanepoot of the Cape (at tuppence a pound during 
my childhood) held an incomparable flavour. These 
hothouse grapes of Belgium must now take first 
place. They are as large as plums, for the bunches are 
thinned out by hand so that the purple balloons may 
reach their impressive size. Artificial heating when 
necessary ensures the success of crops that fill twenty 

thousand greenhouses in one district. They make very 
little wine in Belgium. I asked for Belgian wine at 
Criterium but the perfect waiter looked at me with 
pity in his eyes. "We serve only French - the finest 
French vintages," he replied. After the Leopold III 
grapes and superb coffee I received the bill, signed a 
couple of travellers’ cheques with a man-of-the-world 
smile and passed out of the doorway with a corps of 
waiters bowing farewell. "Very reasonable indeed," I 
told my friend. What I dared not tell her was that it 
worked out to exactly sixteen pounds sterling. For the 
two, of course. I hope that time will soften the shock 
for her. After all, I asked for the best and we both 
appreciated it. 

Of course you can find more reasonable fare in De 
Keyserlei without losing the pleasures of novelty. I 
saw an unfamiliar carcase hanging in a shop and 
discovered that it was a wild boar. Zeeland oysters 
are to be had and black mussels seem to be a daily 
necessity in many circles, like snoek at the Cape. 
Thackeray said that the Belgians lived on green-pea 
soup, boiled salmon, crimped skate, carp stewed with 
mushrooms and onions, roast turkey and stewed 
calf’s ear. Their tastes appear to have changed since 
his day. It is clear that the Flemish appetite of 



Antwerp is hearty. It demands both size and quality. I 
noticed peaches much larger than tennis balls, 
gigantic rabbits, enormous fowls that the Flemish like 
to boil in broth and call waterzooie. Their carrots are 
large enough for an agricultural show. One long 
golden loaf will keep a whole family going 
throughout the weekend. A helping of Flemish 
rijspap (rice cooked in milk with a cinnamon 
flavour) is more filling than a whole dinner at the 
Criterium. 

Heroic tomatoes stuffed with shrimps appeal to you 
from every delicatessen window. This is only a snack 
in Antwerp; and another well-known one, called 
tartine du fromage blanc, consists of a large square 
of brown peasant bread covered with cream cheese 
and dotted with radishes, onion and horseradish. 
They have their kitchen whims, too; such frivolities 
as kidneys cooked in gin and served with juniper 
berries; raw steak cut as thin as smoked salmon, 
rubbed with garlic and known as Filet d’Anvers; 
thrushes sauteed with the favourite juniper 
berries; and the celebrated lapin aux pruneaux, 
rabbit stuffed with prunes. Antwerp has its own 
special and expensive fish dish, fruits de mer a’ 
l’anversoise, a creamy blend of fish and shellfish 

with a slight curry flavour. This is served 
superbly on board the floating restaurant called 
La Perouse, actually an old hulk named Flandria, 
moored at the Steen Castle. Belgium’s national 
dish, I am sorry to say, is moules et frites. I can 
think of no more unsuitable partnership than 
mussels and chips - except, perhaps, the chips 
with mayonnaise sold in newspaper cornets. 

De Keyserlei leads into older quarters of 
Antwerp, streets and squares of great beauty with 
strong contrasts round every corner. You cannot 
compare the Place Verte (better known as 
Groenplaats) with the Grand Place in Brussels; 
for the glow of the floodlit Grand Place shows 
you the loveliest square in the world. Yet the 
Groenplaats has a breathless charm of its own. 
You gaze at the Rubens statue and think of the 
artist whose hand moved spontaneously in accord 
with the motions and ideas of his heart and mind; 
the artist who mastered the colouring of Titian 
and the composition of Michel Angelo without 
sacrificing his own personality. Emile 
Cammaerts said that Rubens interpreted the 
Flemish soul. Rubens remains the hero of 
Antwerp; the Groenplaats is his square, the 



flower-women on the square reveal to this day 
the faces Rubens painted. 

When I first visited Antwerp between the wars 
there were dogs on the Groenplaats, working 
dogs in harness, drawing all sorts of little carts. 
They were, by law, large dogs of breeds strong 
enough to haul their loads and their conductors. 
Now they have gone, and the thick-limbed 
Percheron horses with them. 

So here is the Antwerp of Gothic architecture, of 
ramparts and historic guild houses, spires, and 
cobbled squares and medieval buildings. The last 
of Antwerp’s wooden houses linger in 
Poleinstraat. Old mansions reveal bricks of 
different colours, same bright green, the windows 
covered with quaint shutters. During a short walk 
you can admire the Renaissance town hall; the 
largest Gothic church in Belgium (the cathedral 
with its four hundred foot spire) ; the luxurious 
Flemish brick Rubens house and studio that cost 
the artist an immense sum; the stained glass of a 
fifteenth century Burgundian chapel; castles and 
patrician dwellings, museums and churches. In 
the Schoenmarkt stands the first skyscraper to be 
built in Europe, a mere twenty-four storeys. In 

the sixteenth century Antwerp built a Stock 
Exchange with a watch tower and fine carvings, 
and this building in Borgestraat served as a 
model for many exchanges in Western Europe. 

As the tourist saunters round the medieval 
quarter he will become aware of a different 
Antwerp. In the Vleeshouwersstraat, for 
example, he will observe not only the early 
sixteenth century Butchers’ Hall but also a 
number of late twentieth century trollops sitting 
in windows, leaning over half-doors and making 
unmistakable signs of invitation. Here are the 
very faces you saw in classical paintings by 
Flemish masters. Some pass the time knitting or 
sewing, others beckon. This is Sailortown, 
unchanged in essentials through the years. The 
jukeboxes are new, the jangling pianos have been 
there for a long time, the girls have plied their 
trade since the first sailing-ships warped 
alongside the quays of the Scheldt. This red light 
district covers an intricate tangle of narrow and 
tortuous streets near the waterfront. It is both 
vicious and glorious. Bright remnants of history 
survive between sordid taverns and dubious 
hotels. "Half a bordello and half a museum - 



that’s Antwerp," someone told me. And here is 
the bordello. So much of a bordello it is that 
visitors seeking normal entertainment at night are 
in a quandary. Some owners of night spots assist 
the respectable newcomers by putting up signs: 
"No TARTS". You can go into Andy de Waal’s 
place in Schipperstraat, known as the Tattooing 
Bar, drink your beer and come out with an 
anchor on your arm and without once being 
accosted. Barbara Read has achieved an English 
atmosphere in the Cafe Squirrel; open till dawn 
without so much as a knowing wink. You could 
take your grandmother to Aimé de Ligniere’s 
round-the-clock bar. El Toro, a combined bar and 
sauna bath, is more inhibited than you might 
think. Ship’s officers like the Café Gentille 
because they are not badgered. Cafe de Keyser has 
the largest choice of English beer in Europe and the 
beer-mug collection covers a whole wall. There is 
an automat restaurant in Breidelstraat where you 
are asked to bring your own collection of dud 
coins. (Not so much as a slice of smoked eel, 
however, will you get free.) Castanets liven up the 
Don Juan and rijstafel at the Bali is said to be the 
finest on the Continent. Cheapest snack bar in Ant-
werp is the Café Het Anker on Koningin 

Astridplein; roll and beer and again - no tarts. But 
if you go to Danny’s Bar or Madame Arthur’s joint 
you will probably be bored. They told me I would 
be unable to distinguish between the men dressed 
as women and vice versa. I could tell them at a 
glance; and with beer at ten bob or more a bottle I 
thought it was a poor way of spending an evening. 
Far better to dance on the table at the Gipsy-
Russian café called Zigeunerkelder. Though I must 
say that it takes a lot of beer to make me dance on 
the table nowadays. 

Nowadays, I am sorry to say, I prefer staring at the 
charts and ship models in the Steen. This castle on 
the Scheldt is the oldest sign of Antwerp’s past. 
The town grew up behind the turreted castle; the 
port thirty miles from the sea that once saw five 
hundred ships entering and leaving every day; the 
town that loaded two thousand wagons every week 
with spices that had rounded the Cape; satin and 
velvet, silk and tapestry. The town once known as 
Aan ‘t Werf, to the wharf, because the sea has 
always been the life-blood of Antwerp, the sea that 
carries the vessels of two hundred shipping 
companies to thirty miles of modern wharves. Once 
the greatest port in the world, Antwerp is still one 



of Europe’s four most important harbours. Burnt by 
Norman pirates, besieged, sacked, destroyed by 
fire, blockaded, bombed by the Nazis, the people of 
Antwerp have known hard times. But they also 
know how to deal with danger and adversity. When 
the last panzers were retreating through the streets 
during the liberation in World War II, the café-
owners watched the battle through their windows 
and then opened their doors and their champagne to 
welcome the Allied soldiers. 

Antwerp leaves you with an odd mixture of 
memories. There was the Congo dock, where the 
Stanleyville and other mailboats I saw in Matadi 
years ago still load and unload and set off for the 
Congo as though nothing had happened. At the 
market in Rubens Straat I saw a stall covered with 
enormous eggs marked supers bruine, supers witte, 
heel vers. A wig seller worked next to a man 
offering varkenskop and platters of herring in potato 
salad were in great demand. My quest for the rare, 
strange and curious led me into a shop crammed 
with sea-shells. The most expensive item was a 
voluta lyraformis, looking very much like one of our 
periwinkles and priced at eight hundred pounds. 
"Only sixty-eight known specimens in the world," 

urged the shopkeeper. I liked the conus gloria maris, 
the "glory of the sea", but decided to keep my 
Belgian francs in case I felt like visiting Criterium 
again. The most sinister shell in that shop was a 
T’ridagna Gigas weighing nearly five hundred 
pounds. Many a skin diver has been trapped in 
those gaping jaws and drowned before he could 
tear his limbs free. 

I spent hours in the nautical museum housed in the 
historic Steen castle down on the waterfront. 
Though the Belgians are not one of the great 
seafaring nations they have their sea traditions. A 
dragon figurehead from a Viking ship, found in the 
Scheldt twenty years ago, is among the exhibits. I 
could have spent days among the charts and ship 
decorations and months in the library of ten 
thousand volumes. 

Rare, strange and curious ... the Antwerp Zoo is the 
home of oddities in the world of natural history. 
There I saw, for the first time in my life, the okapis 
from the Congo, rare wild horses and a living 
Gough Island rail. These enterprising naturalists 
nurtured the first Congo peafowl to survive outside 
Africa. Thanks to another of their Congo 
expeditions I was able to meet a mountain gorilla 



face to face. Many zoos display their animals 
without bars. Only here in Antwerp, I understand, 
are the birds out in the open and prevented from 
flying away by devilish clever rays of deterrent 
light. Reptiles that might create havoc among 
visitors are also uncaged. If a huge python moves 
towards an onlooker a shaft of icy air sends him 
back to his warm rock. 

Antwerp is a place where you have to be prepared 
for sudden changes in the weather. One day in 
February may find the people in danger of frost-
bite; the Arctic wind may be followed by fog; then 
the sun will come out and spring will be in the air 
before the sun goes down. 

"Antwerp is the most interesting town in Belgium 
and, the population being predominantly Flemish, it 
resembles a Dutch or German city in many of its 
characteristics," remarked Baedecker towards the 
end of last century. Antwerp still has a small 
German colony about a thousand strong, but the 
German atmosphere amounts to nothing more 
nowadays than a fondness for beer; the sour beer 
called gueuze, the sweet kriek lambie beer flavoured 
with cherries and the trappiste monastery beer 
served in goblets. Antwerp is still a Flemish fortress, 

looking with contempt on Brussels; using the 
nickname Kiekefretters for the Bruxellois because of 
the chicken-guzzling that goes on in the capital. 
Antwerp is the stronghold of the stubborn and 
uncomprising Flemish feeling, bitterly opposed to 
the Parisian tone of Brussels. Brussels is La Capitale 
but Antwerp is La Metropole. Brussels may boast of 
its railway and street-car museums, its collection of 
old cinema films, gramophone records and puppets. 
Antwerp has Rubens and Pieter Broughel and Van 
Duyk. Centuries ago someone summed up Belgium 
in these words: 

Brussels for noblemen 
Antwerp for moneyed men 
Bruges for pretty girls 
Louvain for learned men. 

Money enables the Vlaams citizens of Antwerp to 
live well. It is a city of generous plates and large 
glasses. But it has known fat times and lean. 
Napoleon once said that Antwerp might be made a 
pistol directed at the heart of England. He found it, 
very early last century, "little better than a heap of 
ruins, like an African township". Its trade had sunk 
to nothing. Canals were choked. Grass was growing 
in the deserted streets. The jealous Dutch closed 



Antwerp’s gateway to the sea. Napoleon re-opened 
it and clung to Antwerp. Sadly he wrote later: "It 
was the principal cause of my exile to St Helena." 

I left Antwerp by sea, through one of those locks in 
which the river craft of Europe wait cheek by jowl 
with tramp ships and ocean liners. Whole families 
of water gypsies spend their lives on board the 
long, narrow, brightly-painted barges. They fly 
the flags of France and Belgium, Western 
Germany and Holland; forty thousand barges 
with one hundred thousand human beings on 
board, and a horde of guard dogs. Babies and 
grandmothers peer through the lace curtains in 
the stern cabins; husbands and wives handle the 
steering-wheels and popping engines. Soon they 
will separate, following the familiar waterways 
that run like a spider’s web over the face of 
Europe. Here is a barge that will discharge her 
cargo of bricks in Paris a fortnight hence; there is 
a coal barge starting the long haul to Nancy. Life 
goes on without a thought for the inquisitive liner 
passengers staring down at the floating house-
holds. After all, the blankets must be aired, the 
rugs shaken over the side, the potatoes peeled 
and carrots scraped. Tiny galleys exude a variety 

of promises; and so skilled and devoted are the 
cooks that even a horsemeat stew becomes a 
satisfying aroma. Hawkers know they will find 
customers while the great locks are filling and 
emptying. They bring their wares to the barges 
and sell everything from bloedpens to cheese, 
while the children ride their bicycles on deck. 

Close to Antwerp is the fenland, the farming and 
fishery settlements that cater for the city’s hearty 
meals. Here the peasants of the Polders are called 
Boeren. This land of poplars and windmills, old 
thatched homesteads and green willows, is a 
patchwork of little farms. Much of it is below 
water-level. Wheat and vegetables flourish. It is a 
land of a million pigs and heaven alone knows 
how many of those white-fleshed fowls that are 
just as welcome in Antwerp as they are among 
the proud and witty Kiekefretters of Brussels. 

The lock gates open and the fleet breaks up. 
Antwerp is fading now and I am sorry to be 
sailing away. Antwerp with its ramparts and 
citadels, flats on stilts, wide boulevards, 
fountains and tower blocks, dark side streets and 
rich art galleries, lively markets and stately 
marble facades. Here on the river banks the 



fishermen are hauling in crabs for the Criterium. 
Antwerp will soon be at lunch and I am wishing 
that I was back in De Keyserlei, taking in the 
flavour of another of my far-flung harbours of 
memory. 

What is the typical aroma of Antwerp? I follow in 
the footsteps of the French poet Baudelaire in these 
travels of the nose. Baudelaire said Cape Town 
smelt of sheep, Paris was sour vinegar, certain tropic 
isles smelt of roses or musk, Russia reminded him 
of leather and Brussels of black soap. I can fix 
Antwerp in a second. It is steak and chips, with the 
pancakes called koekebak in the distance. Your 
citizen of Antwerp adores frites. In every bistro they 
serve chips with chicken salad, with eel stew, with 
mussels and other likely and unlikely dishes. I 
imagine that you could get chips at the Criterium, 
but not without a disapproving gesture. The pleasant 
aroma of hot oil in which the frites are simmering 
drifts along a hundred Antwerp streets. You buy 
frites on the pavements in paper cornets and walk 
about eating chips just as the Englishman eats his 
fish and chips in public. "French cooking is superb 
but Belgian cooking is divine," the patriotic Belgian 

declares. Maybe. As far as I am concerned, they can 
offer me their grapes but not their chips. 

And the sound of Antwerp? Undoubtedly the 
singing towers, the carillons that ring out the spirit 
of Belgium in notes of silver. They keep the traffic 
away from Notre Dame in Antwerp when the 
carilloneur goes to the keyboard. Nothing must 
disturb these sonorous chords when the bells play 
La Brabanconne. They had bells before clocks in 
Belgium. The sounds that have become the 
country’s national music started as time signals. 
Now the bells fill the air with rhythm and stir citizen 
and stranger alike with their solemn vibrations, the 
reverberating bells that seem to reach out to the 
stars. But after the tremolando and the chiming of 
the bells have died away I hear a very different 
sound, the mewing of the seagulls. They come in 
from the Scheldt, range the old streets with hungry 
eyes and pick up scraps in parks. They are there to 
remind you that Antwerp is a city of the sea. Many 
roads converge on Antwerp and its trade hinterland 
rolls away to the east as far as Switzerland. But the 
gulls remind us that the trade flags of the world fly 
in the harbour where twenty thousand stevedores 



handle the cargoes, the palm oil and the coffee, the 
copal and rubber, sugar cane and cotton. 

The great company of the bells, the long cavalcades 
of seagulls in the parks, the atmosphere of fried 
potatoes . . . have I overlooked something? Yes, 
it is the fragrance of cigar smoke, of the most 
expensive Havanas, as the diamond merchants 
meet and light up in Pelikaanstraat before 
starting the serious business of their day. 

CHAPTER 16 
RETURN TO THE RAMBLAS 

BARCELONA is one of those welcoming harbours 
where you reach the heart of the city after a walk of 
only ten minutes from the ship. Ten minutes after I 
left the Europa at the smart passenger terminal I 
was in the Ramblas again. Barcelona is a world of 
its own with more contrasts than any other Medi-
terranean seaport I know; a restless place where 
Catalan accents are harsh but the people are smart 
and helpful; a hardworking, rebellious place, feared 
and detested by the Madrilenos; a city where you 
can look back for centuries and feel the present in 
the flourishing markets and elegant shops. 
Barcelona is intellectual and exhilarating; brutal and 

ruthless at times yet always romantic. Cervantes 
declared that Barcelona was a fountain of courtesy, 
a refuge for foreigners, an asylum for the poor, a 
home for the courageous. Barceloneses informed 
me that a girl walking home alone in the small 
hours would not be molested, and I believe this is 
true. 

This trading post, redolent of the sea, goes back a 
long way, possibly for two thousand years. Some say 
the Basques put up a walled settlement on the shore, 
others think the Phoenicians founded it. Roman 
relics are part of the old quarter, a tower, aqueduct 
and temple. They called it Barcino, from barca, a 
vessel. Moors conquered and held it for a time. Spain 
sent out explorers and trading fleets so that 
Barcelona became a rival to Venice. The Catalans 
have made Barcelona the leading industrial city and 
chief port of Spain. They are not Spanish, these 
clever Catalans; they try to ignore isolated Spain and 
the barrier of the Pyrenees and think of themselves as 
Europeans. They cling to their language and 
traditions. They own the papermills and tanneries, 
the steelworks and factories. They look with 
contempt on the poor, easy-going uneducated 
Spanish who flood in from the South. It is said that 



you have to search for Spain in Barcelona. Catalans 
and Spanish cannot live apart but they quarrel 
incessantly. However, there are now two million 
people in Barcelona and among them are emigrants 
from all the other provinces, attracted by higher 
wages, eager to find a standard of living above the 
meatless, ill-clothed poverty of their home towns. So 
the sharp-faced Basques have left the Bay of Biscay 
to settle here; merry Andalusians have come in 
thousands; strong and adventurous Extremadurans 
have joined the throng; hard-bitten Castilians and 
willing Galicians have found a new home; and if you 
require a conscientious nursemaid, pick one of many 
from Asturias. 

Stand on the hill of El Tibidabo behind Barcelona, 
the hill that shelters the city from cold north winds, 
and you will see the three Barcelonas and the 
magnificent setting of this great seaport. Along the 
coast to the north runs the Costa Brava railway line, 
so close to the sea that travellers see the fishermen 
mending their nets on the beaches, and oxen hauling 
the boats over the sand. Round the city rise the pine 
woods and grey cork forests; here are vineyards and 
patches of heather, fields of thyme and rosemary, 
villas on the hills. And on the plain between the 

mountains and the sea Barcelona stands. Barcelona, 
a compact grid-iron city in three sections. First the 
old Barcelona near the waterfront, the dark and 
narrow streets where you can hardly open an 
umbrella; winding streets that defy the geometrical 
plan of the modern city. The enchanting Ramblas cut 
through this district; the wide Ramblas, full of 
charm, with scenes that will hold you for as long as 
you care to stay in Barcelona. Plaza de Catalunya, 
where the Ramblas start, is the sentimental centre of 
Barcelona; this huge sunlit plaza with its fountains 
and pigeons. I shall soon return to the Ramblas. Old 
Barcelona appeals to me enormously. It covers only 
one-tenth of the whole city area but it holds most of 
the spirit of adventure. 

From the hill you can follow the magnificent 
boulevards of the second Barcelona, the new city. 
Here is La Diagonal, officially the Avenida del 
Generalissimo Franco, the longest street in 
Barcelona, with great office blocks and glittering 
shops and the glass Banco Transatlantico skyscraper. 
This is a city of resounding names. South of La 
Diagonal runs the sevenmile Avenida de Jose 
Antonio Primo de Rivera. Between these two 
reminders of military glory you can discern the 



Paseo de Gracia, regarded by many travellers as the 
most handsome avenue of plane trees in all Spain. 
You could stay up here for hours listening to an 
intelligent guide pointing out the sights of this 
masculine, throbbing city. Two million people, two 
and a half million tourists every year, ten thousand 
shops for tourists, five thousand bars. Your guide 
will indicate the third Barcelona, the suburbs that 
have overtaken quaint old villages that once formed 
part of the countryside. Tibidabo is Barcelona’s 
finest mirador, a romantic name for a viewpoint. You 
may even see the faint shape of Majorca on the 
horizon, nearest of the Balearics. But the main 
panorama is Barcelona, most beautiful when seen 
from these heights. Barcelona, a large window on the 
outside world for a country that has hidden in its 
cloisters through the centuries. Barcelona, with a 
position as fine as Naples on a gulf and harbour 
covering four thousand acres. 

When you walk up from the harbour the first wide 
street you reach is also the most fascinating street in 
the city - the Ramblas. Once this was a ravine and 
Ramblas is an Arabic word meaning river bed. Early 
settlers built a wall there. The bed of sand, where 
water once flowed, was filled in and turned into a 

boulevard more than a century ago. Citizens deserted 
other popular streets immediately and made the 
Ramblas the pulse of Barcelona, one of the most 
remarkable thoroughfares in the world. I can sit on a 
bench there for hours without being bored. 

Start at the top, at the fountain of Canaletas. (Drink 
the water, they say, and you will never leave 
Barcelona; but they say that sort of thing wherever 
there is a fountain.) This is heaven for those who like 
to go on foot without fear of motorcars. There are 
narrow and dangerous traffic lanes on each side of 
the Ramblas, but the broad centre is a safe and sacred 
promenade. Rows of plane trees create a green and 
pleasant world in summer, with banana palms for 
variety along one section. For the Ramblas look like 
one street but the sections have different names. Up 
here at the top is the Rambla de los Estudios, the 
students, because kiosk after kiosk sells newspapers 
and other reading material; the "News of the World" 
here, the more academic "Decline and Fall" in 
paperback form elsewhere. I wandered about there 
one early morning watching the waiters rolling up 
the green sunblinds and putting out tapas boards and 
menus of the day. The life of the Ramblas is 
sustained to a large extent by tapas and the wine and 



beer that go with these appetisers. I listed the tapas 
on my tray one day: the familiar octopus, looking 
like onion rings fried in batter; anchovies and 
almonds, olives large and small, mushrooms, potato 
salad, tortillas and salteadas. But there are dozens 
more, all welcome at five in the afternoon in a 
country where dinner starts at nine or ten or even 
later. I ate baby eels one day; tapas are always tiny. I 
sampled tripe in cream, resting in a little pastry boat. 
Salty goose barnacles were followed by scraps of 
smoked trout. Taverns with sawdust on the floor 
offered me sausages of many flavours; and in the 
expensive restaurants the tapas included Russian 
caviar and hearts of palm. Some tapas are hot, others 
are cold. I love them all, from clam stew to fish 
rissoles. 

It is too early for tapas but I cannot help staring at a 
restaurant decked out with rigid hares, stone-cold 
pheasants, fruit and cheeses; all designed to lure me 
inside. Lunch today, at ninety pesetas, consists of 
Barcelona soup (a garlicky meatball broth), 
Barcelona omelette filled with chicken liver and ham 
and various cheeses. Pigeons drink at the ornate 
nineteenth-century fountains. The horse-drawn 
victorias, the straw-hatted horses, the two-wheeled 

tartanas, the peasants in knee breeches; these sights 
of my earlier visit to Barcelona are not here today 
but perhaps they still reappear in certain places at the 
right times. Some of the pavements on the Ramblas 
are tiled in waves; most disconcerting for those who 
have taken too many olorosos or finos with their 
tapas. 

Move on to the Rambla de las Flores where artists 
love to paint the stalls loaded with carnations and 
camellias, violets and roses. Maids are cleaning 
windows overlooking the Ramblas while their 
mistresses feed the caged birds on the balconies. You 
can change your pounds or dollars here into pesetas; 
or lose heavily by purchasing lottery tickets. Pathetic 
soldiers one-armed, one-legged, maimed in the Civil 
War, produce their medals and ask for the price of a 
soberano brandy. 

This splendid avenue owes nothing to the architects 
who designed the shops and hotels. The last-century 
facades are ordinary rather than beautiful, 
interesting because of the enterprise of shopkeepers, 
the signs and decorations put up by clever people 
with something to sell. You find many hotels in the 
Ramblas, a parfumaria here and a bookshop there. 
(Barcelona is the headquarters of Spain’s publishing 



industry.) Now and again there is a touch of 
unconscious humour; the cabaret named Playboy 
and the medical clinic right alongside that ought to 
make every playboy think twice. Close by is a joke 
shop with mysterious boxes in the window marked 
"gentlemen only". 

When you are tired of blooms, seeds and 
succulents, pass on to the grey African parrots, the 
gaudy Brazilian parrots, the bird stalls with 
canaries, myna birds, parakeets and other 
specimens, singing or silent, from every corner of 
the globe. Those who like to keep tortoises or 
tropical fish as pets will not go away disappointed. 
Marmosets and rabbits are also available and white 
mice are as cheap as kittens. Long-eared puppies 
appeal to possible buyers. You can hire a chair here, 
feed the pigeons and admire the women swinging 
along. I was told that the Ramblas are as crowded at 
three in the morning as they are at ten in the 
morning; but nowadays the hour of three a.m. finds 
me in bed. 

Pass on to the Rambla del Centro (also known as 
the Rambla de los Capuchinos) and you have on 
your right the Teatro del Liceo, greatest opera house 
in Spain with seats for three thousand five hundred 

people. Only the Scala in Milan surpasses the 
Lyceum in grandeur. It is said that a Catalan would 
rather miss a meal than his music. However, this is 
a prosperous city. I imagine that the Barcelonese 
enjoys both his cocido stew and Carmen. 

Tired and thirsty? The Ramblas not only quench 
your thirst with beer and wine. You can order a 
weird iced drink made from bean juice. Or a 
granizada, fruit juice frozen and then pulverised. 
But the finest quencher of the whole lot is sangria, 
the blood-red Spanish claret cup with fruit salad 
thrown in lavishly. A strong reviver is Sangre de 
Toros, bull’s blood. 

At the foot of the Ramblas stands the most 
conspicuous monument in Barcelona, the iron 
Columbus column two hundred feet high. Nelson in 
Trafalgar Square is a little higher, but the summit can 
be reached only by steeplejacks. Columbus has one 
of those seemingly flimsy lifts inside the shaft, so 
that those with heads for heights may travel up to the 
gallery just below the gilded ball on which the statue 
stands. I was satisfied with an inspection of the eight 
bronze lions on the lower part of the monument and 
the bronze reliefs depicting episodes in the life of 
Columbus. Of course there is a magnificent view of 



the spires and streets of the city; and if you can look 
straight down without falling off the gallery you will 
see the Reales Atarazanas, the arsenal and shipyard 
where the fleets of Spain were built and rigged, 
careened and repaired centuries ago. The fine 
building, with its turrets and arcades, is now a mari-
time museum; not in the same class as Greenwich 
but containing nevertheless a grand collection of 
models and paintings, figureheads and machinery, 
boats in gold and silver, ivory and tortoiseshell. In 
the midst of all the glory that was Spain I noticed a 
valuable scale model of the Balmoral Castle that I 
gazed upon wistfully as a child when it held the 
place of honour in the Union-Castle window in Cape 
Town. I imagine that details of the voyage to 
Barcelona have now been lost. Leave this little 
mystery and take a last glance at the Columbus 
statue, five times the size of the man himself. 
Barcelona has adopted the explorer in rather a bold 
way. A scale model of Santa Maria is to be found 
in the nautical museum and there is a larger version 
afloat in the harbour. But the credit for sending 
Columbus off on his voyages does not belong to 
Barcelona. Only on his return was Columbus 
presented to Ferdinand and Isabella. The monument 
was built about eighty years ago. It is such a 

prominent landmark that many citizens call it "the 
Eiffel Tower of Barcelona". 

Columbus looks down on a splendid waterfront; not 
only tattoo parlours and bars but the palms of the 
Paseo de Colon and the fleet of pleasure steamers 
and other small passenger craft known locally as 
gaviotas (gulls) and golondrinas (swallows). 
Years ago I voyaged in one of these happy little 
ships, guitars humming, on the short run across 
the harbour to La Escollera, the seaside resort. 

Never do I roam the Ramblas without turning into 
the mercado, the great San José Market where 
they set out all the foodstuffs of land and sea with 
the skill of window-dressers or interior 
decorators. The variety is stupendous. One stall 
offers two dozen species of olives, green and 
black, stuffed with almonds or anchovies; this is 
almost an encyclopaedia of olives. If you need a 
skinned kid or a sucking pig or wild boar the 
market will not disappoint you. All sorts of 
poultry come over in crates from the Balearics; 
cheeses from the Costa Brava hinterland; spicy 
chorizo sausages, also known as hunters’ 
sausages; and butifana sausages of minced pork, 
spices and cinnamon. I stopped at a spice stall and 



asked my guide to explain some of the items; 
rosemary, sorrel, bay leaves and the juice of ripe 
pomegranates for the sauce that goes well with 
turkey. Globe artichokes and sweet red peppers 
are always in great demand. There was a mush-
room I had never seen before, the moixarnon of 
Catalonia, a mushroom that gives an aromatic 
flavour to a stew. They had camomile leaves for 
tea and mysterious herbs for many ailments. I 
noticed a tomato stall with the fruit in varying 
stages of ripeness. My guide pointed out that the 
Barcelonese prefer their salad tomatoes to be 
rosado, slightly green. If you want a ripe tomato, 
ask for muy maduro. Almonds play a large part in 
the Spanish diet and I saw a popular sweet, honey 
and almond paste, at the market. I also noticed 
partridges in cages. Game birds are netted at night 
and the buyers usually go home with small bags 
of sardines as well. Sardines, so they say, make 
the best stuffing for a roast partridge, chestnuts 
for turkey. 

Another turn-off from the Ramblas, through the 
short portico street named Colon, leads you to the 
Plaza Real, a corner of mid-nineteenth century 
Barcelona with porches and palms, a pretty 

fountain, lamps by Gaudi, bars and the shops of 
taxidermists. Coin and stamp collectors meet here 
every fine Sunday morning, swapping happily. 
Nearby is the famous "El Rey" establishment, 
with herbs for all ailments. Pass out of the plaza 
by the glamorous alley Bacardi and you will soon 
be in the Barrio Gotico, the authentic Old Barcelona 
marvellously preserved. Lovers of medieval 
renaissance and baroque architecture stroll in 
wonder past the black stones of the cathedral and 
the palaces. The cathedral has been described as 
"the darkest and most mysterious in Spain". I failed 
to identify the Moor’s head suspended below the 
organ that jarred on Sacharevell Sitwell; but I 
admired the stained glass, the orange trees, fountain 
and geese in the cloisters. Barcelonese claim that 
these cloisters are the finest in Spain. A Roman 
temple once occupied this site, followed by a 
mosque. Before I left the Gothic Quarter my guide 
pointed out a wellnourished church dignitary 
entering a splendid old house. "Here in Spain, when 
a man has the fat of the land, we say that he lives 
like a canon," smiled the guide. 

It is impossible to go far in Barcelona without 
encountering the work of Antonio Gaudi, one of 



those inspired (or misguided) architects who shock 
some people and hold others spellbound. I 
understand that a lot of Barceloneses (possibly a 
majority) are sick of Gaudi and all his inescapable 
and overpowering relics. However, the Gaudi 
monuments dominate parts of the city. Sometimes I 
sigh, often I stare and shudder; but the dead Gaudi 
remains, enormous and victorious. Nowhere else in 
the world, I think, has an architect left such a lasting 
impression on a city as Gaudi has done in Barce-
lona. 

Gaudi may be described, perhaps, as an early 
surrealist. It is difficult to decide whether his first 
efforts were serious or a sowing of wild oats. Some 
say he was joking; that his designs were 
preposterous, even nightmarish. Apart from conven-
tional materials such as granite and marble, glass, 
cement, brick and wrought iron, he also used ebony 
and ivory and he anticipated a recent trend by 
embodying broken bottles and dolls’ heads in 
ceiling decoration. Stalagmites, stalactites and 
icicles appear in some of his buildings. Highly 
original was his way of making a building appear to 
be emerging from raw stone. Everything he did was 
in advance of the period in which he lived (1852-

1926). He was reckless in his use of curves. His 
blocks of flats in the Paseo de Gracia resemble sea 
waves and he designed chimneys like owls or 
warriors with helmets. Gaudi adorned his buildings 
with rich mosaic patterns, paintings and strange 
balconies. 

You find Gaudi in many parts of Barcelona; in fact, 
the citizens say that Gaudi is Barcelona. Early this 
century he laid out a park on the slopes of Mount 
Carmelo, to the north of the city, with iron gates 
that are admired even by those who dislike much of 
his work. Fantastic ceramic towers, twisting 
benches, leaning columns and whimsical staircases 
appeared during the fourteen years that Gaudi 
passed creating the park. His own house stands 
there on the edge of this stupendous flight of fancy. 
The house is now a museum. Gaudi’s admirers 
regard his unfinished Church of the Sagrada 
Familia (Holy Family) as his masterpiece. He 
selected a dark brown stone from Montjuich hill for 
the outside and a softer white stone for the interior. 
Galleries were designed for a women’s choir of 
fifteen hundred voices and a children’s choir of 
seven hundred. Three immense facades represented 
Birth, Passion and Glory, but only Birth was 



completed. Gaudi gave special attention to the crypt 
and there is nothing controversial about the lovely 
mosaic pavement he left there, a wide border of 
vine leaves round the church. Four soaring spires 
with multi-coloured tips resemble gigantic 
cypresses. The spires make the Sagrada Familia a 
landmark. Some describe it as a work of genius, 
others deplore the whole idea. But the money still 
comes in, the scaffolds move, the builders carry on. 

An hotel bears the name of Gaudi but this particular 
tribute was not really necessary. Gaudi cannot be 
forgotten. 

After the exuberance of Gaudi the very different 
Picasso graffiti on the facade of the College of 
Architects come as a comic relief. Picasso spent 
most of his childhood in Barcelona and the Picasso 
Museum in the Calle Montcada was the first in the 
world to be dedicated to this painter. It has not only 
examples of Picasso’s early work but includes other 
periods as well. The monastery at Montserrat also 
has a lively Picasso, a brilliant interpretation of the 
sardana dance. 

No visitor to Barcelona is allowed to miss the 
Pueblo Espanol, the so-called "Spanish Village" on 

Montjuich hill. It was built as a permanent feature 
of the International Exhibition in 1929 and there it 
stands like the Crystal Palace and Eiffel Tower, but 
certainly far more attractive. The idea was to 
show typical architecture and life in many parts of 
Spain; so there are twenty streets, seven squares, 
castles and villas, workshops, a church, a town 
hall and a monastery. Every building is a faithful 
stone for stone replica. The names ring like 
trumpet calls: the Plaza Castellana at the 
entrance, the Plaza Mayor, the gate of Avila with 
its turrets, the Calle de Caballeros, the arches of 
Zaragoza, the Andalusian fountain, the stairs of 
the Cathedral de Compostela, a wooden balcony 
from Oviedo and a palace from Caceres. Of 
course it is a village of facades, with rooms deep 
enough for shops and workshops. You can buy all 
sorts of Spanish arts and crafts from Toledo 
swords to ivory and marquetry. Sandals and 
sabots, model ships, tapestry and porcelain are all 
there and you can see the dolls of every region. I 
lingered in the wine shop, examined the jams and 
dried fruit, the chocolates and patisserie. Give 
yourself as much time as possible when you 
wander through the Street of the Prince of Viana, 
through the Catalan quarter, past the carved 



doors, the crests of noble houses, under the trees 
and along the flagstoned streets of Pueblo 
Espanol. Nobody lives there and yet it is a picture 
of the life of Spain. 

I cannot say that Barcelona has a dominant 
aroma, but it has lesser ones of considerable 
interest. Fried doughnuts are among the street 
foods, so that you are bound to sniff the hot oil. 
Roasted almonds are more subtle; they treat them 
like chestnuts and serve them piping hot or 
powder them for a peculiar drink. On a winter’s 
day hot chocolate beverages compete with coffee. 
Here and there you can pick out the smell of a hot 
charcoal stove with a strong garlic background. 
Saffron is more difficult, but it is usually there 
when the family paella is being prepared. I have 
smelt chickens turning on a spit in the street; wine 
from a leaky pigskin on a cart arriving from the 
country; tar and rope emerging from one ship 
chandler’s shop after another in the Paseo de 
Colon. In residential streets you can usually 
detect sofrito, the blend of tomato and onion fried 
in oil as the first step in many a recipe. I must not 
forget the penetrating odour of bootpolish that 
hangs in the air whenever the limpiabotas gather. 

The poor bootblack is part of the Spanish scene 
because your caballero would rather go without a 
cigarette than walk far with dull shoes. So the 
limpia (clean) botas (boots) manage to survive. I 
felt sorry for them until one crafty fellow tried to 
hammer unwanted metal contraptions into the soles 
of my shoes. It would have cost me a hundred 
pesetas if I had allowed this crouching schemer to 
have his way. 

Everyday sounds in Barcelona come up from the 
harbour, the steam whistles and sirens of all great 
ports. But this is also a city of fiestas, with music in 
the streets. I have watched gypsies dancing in the 
Ramblas, barrel organ and tambourine giving them 
a wild abandon. But the most unexpected burst of 
sound I ever heard there came from a shabby man 
who had just been turned out of a coffee bar for 
drunken behaviour. He stood outside and enter-
tained a whole section of the Ramblas to a snatch of 
bel canto sung with hardly a flaw. People stopped 
in their tracks. He was not singing for money but 
just to amuse himself. He reeled away with the 
crowd listening until he turned a corner. Clearly a 
man who had known better days. In certain places, 
notably the Plaza de San Jaime and the Cuidadela 



park, bands play on Sundays and you may see 
hundreds of people, linked in circles, dancing the 
Catalonian folk dance, the sardana. Anyone can 
take part. It is spontaneous and enjoyable. 

Barcelona is full of visions and contrasts. During 
one long drive I saw women with jugs gossiping at 
a fountain. The red awnings of the Hotel Presidente 
and the washing strung up in the slums reminded 
me that Barcelona has the highest cost of living in 
Spain; it is a far more expensive city than Madrid. 
Wherever you go, Barcelona has personality. 
Streets medieval and narrow lead into dazzling 
ultra-modern boulevards. I visited the larger of the 
two bull-rings, with seats for twentyfive thousand 
people; over the road was the Sol y Sombra bar, the 
sun and shadow of the bull-ring, the cheap seats in 
the heat and glare. I was startled by the unsuspected 
reality of a Sears Roebuck department store; but the 
Hotel Don Juan in a dark and crooked lane seemed 
inevitable. I drank two glasses of grand dry sherry 
accompanied by potato crisps, olives stuffed with 
anchovies and octopus rings fried in batter, at the 
Tico de Pichon, the pigeon-shooting club. During a 
traffic jam I noted a Kruger Park poster (the one 
with the leopard) in a travel agent’s window. I 

saw the Casa Beethoven with a window full of 
sheet music; and the Pampa Grill offering the 
original Paella Valenciana. Signs the farsighted 
stranger should memorise wherever they occur 
read: Sanitarios - Caballeros, Senoras. I glimpsed 
fans and furs, swords and ivory chess sets in the 
luxurious Hotel Manila arcade. What a life one 
might lead in Barcelona, I thought, if one had a 
million or so pesetas in the Banco de Vizcaya. 
But I was not doing too badly with my book of 
traveller’s cheques. 

Not so long ago Barcelona tolerated one of the 
most notorious red-light districts in the world. 
This was the so-called Barrio Chino; and many a 
half-sozzled seaman has rolled along the Calle de 
San Pablo (not a saintly street, by the way) 
expecting to be accosted by alluring Chinese girls 
in cheongsams. They may have been surprised by 
the absence of almond eyes, but not disappointed; 
for anyone who escapes being accosted in that 
quarter must be either very young or senile. I 
discovered after much questioning that the Barrio 
Chino was once the area where shipping 
companies trading with the Orient had their 
offices. My guide book uses strange language in 



describing this slum where the dark bars are hung 
with bulls’ heads and decorated with enormous 
barrels of sherry. "The curious visitor should take 
a night tour round this rather imprecise quarter, 
not just for the purpose of discovering some local 
colour but to prove for himself the exaggerated 
statements of Francis Carco and other writers of 
this low district of Barcelona," says the guide. I 
searched in vain for Francis Carco. The guide 
goes on: "An infinite number of measures, from 
town-planning to police measures, has changed 
considerably the physiognomy of this port 
district." 

I followed the advice of the guide book and found 
"local colour" in every decrepit street. Organised 
brothels were closed down some years after 
World War II but the ladies of the night managed 
to remain at their posts. They are in cabarets and 
flamenco joints, ready at a nod of the head to 
swing across to your table. "The atmosphere is 
inevitably sordid," says my guide book. Yes, but 
the smoke-laden, winesaturated, guitar-strumming 
atmosphere is not without interest and inspiration 
for the writer and artist. You hear not only music 
but the clatter of dominoes and whispered offers 

of less innocent diversions. Francis Carco 
probably had something. I wish that I could get 
hold of his book. "You can feel the heart of the 
old city beating in the Barrio Chino," someone 
told me. "It is full of criminals and prostitutes 
but you will not be knocked on the head." Once 
the quarter was known as "the Montmartre of 
Barcelona". Today the street called El Paralelo 
has nothing more risky than revue theatres and 
bodegas. Thirty years ago a visitor wrote: "The 
Barrio Chino need not fear comparison with the 
Boca of Buenos Aires or pre-war Marseilles at 
its worst." Now there are merry-go-rounds in El 
Paralelo. The police are strong but I doubt 
whether they have cleaned up all the dark and 
narrow streets of the Barrio Chino. "We would 
emphasise that what remains is only a pale 
shadow of what this amusement centre 
represented in the past," sums up my guide book. 
Another guide remarked: "Where there are 
sailors there are those who will cater for his 
needs." So off you go, leaving your passport and 
wallet at the hotel. 
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CHAPTER 17 
SIX DAYS IN TRIESTE 

Perhaps a very few of you may remember the 
Austrian Lloyd liners that put into Table Bay on 
their voyages round Africa from Trieste during 
the early years of this century. The Carinthia and 
Galicia were the pioneers; and after them came 
the splendid five-thousand tonners Africa and 
Koerber with white hulls and yellow funnels. 
Trieste is still the grand harbour where the Lloyd 
Triestino ships turn round, the white-hulled 
modern Africa and Europa. 

When I told my friends that I was doing a round 
trip in the Europa and spending six days in 
Trieste, they asked: "How will you pass the time 
during six days in Trieste ?" Then there was an 
American writer named Jasper More who tried to 
depress me with these words: "Trieste, the centre 
of so many bitter quarrels, is itself rather a dull 
place." Shucks to Mr More. I spent six happy 
days in Trieste and returned to the wonders of 
Venice feeling that I could have gone on 
exploring Trieste for weeks. The trouble about 
Trieste is that it has been neglected by authors 
whose books on other parts of Italy are in 

tremendous demand. Even the observant, 
scholarly and encyclopaedic H. V. Morton, who 
brought Italy to life for me, never said a word 
about Trieste. I suppose the position has a lot to 
do with it. Trieste is tucked away at the most 
northerly point of the Mediterranean, at the 
extreme north-east corner of the Adriatic, right up 
against the Iron Curtain. 

Of course I sought expert advice before sailing. 
My friend Signor Lasari, part owner of the Italian 
restaurant where I have dined for years, told me 
where to go in Trieste. There was another Italian, 
a humorist, who described the bora, terror of the 
Adriatic, the bitter north-east wind of winter that 
comes all the way from the Danube basin with 
hurricane force. "Trieste ees jost like Cape 
Town," he declared. "Here you have south-easter 
- veree strong. And in Trieste the bora - one 
hundred, one hundred and twenty mile an hour. 
Knock you flat, that bora. Perhaps blow a brick in 
your face and send you to hospital. Or maybe puff 
a house down. Watch out for the bora !" 

So I came into the clear mountain air of Trieste in 
mid-winter, the bracing air that demands an 
overcoat when the bora is blowing. I remembered 



d’Annunzio’s vision of this scene, "as green as an 
Alpine meadow in spring". It was not so green 
that day, but there was no snow when I stared 
from the Europa at the city built in an 
amphitheatre of hills with white roads climbing 
out of it to villas with fine gardens. Here was a 
setting of great splendour; the sunny limestone 
Carso plateau riddled with caves; suburbs among 
pine trees; rocky hillsides with vineyards but not 
vegetable gardens; impressive coastal highways; 
ancient castellos on hilltops and the tightly 
packed, narrow, winding streets of Trieste below. 
Always you are conscious of the Adriatic, the 
blue lane that Triestinos regard as their canal 
leading to the world. Always the eye of the 
newcomer roams along those magnificent seaside 
esplanades that lead to lovely places with historic 
and romantic names: Barcola and Miramare, 
Grignano, Sistiana, Duino, Timavo, Rosandra and 
Muggia. No wonder they call Trieste "Little 
Eden" or "Little Riviera of the Adriatic". No 
wonder this prize has been coveted by its 
neighbours. This is the city that inspired 
d’Annunzio when he declared: "Nothing more 
beautiful has risen from the sea since Venus 
emerged." Trieste is only two hours by fast train 

from Venice. Everyone knows Venice but few 
think of travelling along the panoramic 
Adriatic coast to Trieste. True, the bleak 
mountains in the distance are in communist 
territory; but these wooded hillsides with their 
coves and yacht harbours are Italian. 

Trieste moves in and out of the world’s 
headlines, looking back at the prosperous days 
of its past, not caring to stare too hard into the 
future. Once it was the seventh port of the 
world. Now it is not to be found among the 
first six ports of Italy. However, the days when 
the people of Trieste went to bed not knowing 
whether they would wake up in Italy or 
Yugoslavia seem to be over. No longer does 
the city pass backwards and forwards from 
nation to nation like a chip on a gaming table. 

Soon after landing I enquired about the bora 
and learned that it had been racing over the 
highlands of Istria for three days and lashing 
the lovely gulf. Now it had gone down, after 
knocking the Triestinos flat. They spoke about 
it seriously. Some compared it with the mistral 
of Marseilles; but only in Trieste have I seen 
ropes and chains rigged at street corners to 



save frail people from harm. Just like the 
south-easter, I noticed, the bora had brought 
clear, dry weather. Now there was only the 
borino, the little bora that never carries anyone 
into the harbour. Yet there was something 
familiar about that penetrating wind. Yes, I had 
it. I was eighteen years old, learning to fly in 
open cockpit machines in winter on Salisbury 
Plain. More than half a century ago but the 
borino was like the freezing wind that struck 
my face and turned a loose strap on my helmet 
into a whip. Now I thought wistfully of the 
leather coat and sheepskin boots they gave me 
long ago. Whatever happened to them? And 
why am I here on the waterfront at Trieste in 
the January of a year when all Europe had been 
icebound? 

One of my whims, of course, and I have no 
regrets. I love a voyage, and one that ends in a 
seaport that is just a little way off the tourist 
routes is the sort of waterfront that suits me 
very well indeed. Let me try to bring Trieste 
before you. Trieste was Austrian for five 
centuries, the chief port of the Hapsburg 
empire. Palaces on the Piazza del Unita, the 

largest square, are Austrian in appearance; here 
the Austrian troops paraded below the 
balustraded government building; here is the 
massive office put up in the days when the 
Austrian Lloyd sent out the fleet that became 
the Lloyd Triestino; here are cafes with 
orchestras playing gipsy music and Strauss 
waltzes. Many old people in Trieste still have 
German as their home language; many families 
reveal Slav cheekbones or Greek complexions. 
Slovene is an official language and there is a 
Slovene newspaper. Among the old families 
are some with titles bestowed by the Hapsburg 
dynasty: you find Baron Tripcovich, Prince 
Windischgratz, Baron Ralli, and most 
unexpected of all, a Baron Banfield of English 
descent. Kings of the waterfront are the 
Cosulich brothers, who have been in the 
shipping business since the middle of last 
century. However, there is a strong 
independent feeling among the citizens. Italian 
is the dominant language, the people cling to 
Italy in a crisis, but if you ask a man his 
nationality he may reply: "I am like nobody 
else on earth - Triestino." 



Triestinos are tough and hard-working in spite 
of the siesta from one to four. They have 
become accustomed to living on a dynamite 
barrel. They have survived the attacks of 
Roman soldiers, the forces of Venice, pirates 
from the sea, the armies of Napoleon, Hitler, 
Tito. "Long live free Trieste," shout the 
Triestinos. "You don’t have to be rich to enjoy 
life here." I must add that the Triestino is 
vivacious and brisk. He does enjoy life in an 
atmosphere that crackles politically at times 
like a coming thunderstorm. You need a 
dictionary of sign language to follow the 
Triestino completely; they say that a 
handcuffed Triestino would be speechless. 

Trieste is a city of music-lovers, ranking 
second only to Vienna in musical prestige. In 
the great Teatro Verdi opera flourishes during 
the winter months. In summer ten thousand 
spellbound people will gather in the courtyard 
of San Guisto castle and listen to Verdi under 
the stars. Trieste has art galleries where I spent 
hours. Poets are honoured. I found a fine 
library where many of my questions were 
answered. The museums include memorable 

exhibitions of history, war and the sea. "We 
are in touch with the world," the Triestinos 
say. 

The seven official wonders of Trieste, if you 
go by the pamphlets, are the harbour, the 
Roman amphitheatre, the castles of San Guisto, 
Duino and Miramare, the Grotta Gigante and the 
Victory lighthouse. Trieste is so close to the sea 
that some of the ships along the wharves appear to 
be charging at full speed into the waterfront 
streets. Many of the ornate port buildings go back 
to those prosperous early years of the century 
when Trieste was the great outlet for the Austro-
Hungarian Empire. Now past its prime, Trieste 
still does good business and its three hundred 
thousand people look comfortable. Large ships 
are built here. In the industrial suburbs along the 
coast you can smell the olive oil processing 
factories, the grateful aromas of breweries and 
brandy distilleries and wine cellars. You will also 
smell fish. Trieste sends a fishing fleet all the way 
to North Africa in winter. Trieste is utterly 
different from neighbouring Venice; as a port it 
resembles Genoa. 



Trieste was the Roman city of Tergeste and two 
thousand years ago the Romans built an 
amphitheatre of rose-red bricks in their settlement 
close to the sea. Many other relics of this period, 
marble columns and a playhouse, have been 
excavated in recent years. San Giusto goes back a 
long way, too, and it was occupied by invaders 
from Goths to the soldiers of Napoleon. Now the 
castle has an art museum and two night clubs. 
Duino has an old castle in ruins on a rock jutting 
into the sea and a castle of the Middle Ages; and 
the feudal village and little harbour down below 
seem to have been specially designed for marine 
artists. 

Miramare, which has given its name to countless 
hotels all over the world, is the one castle that 
must not be missed. They say there is a curse on 
it. Emperor Maximilian Joseph of Hapsburg spent 
a fortune transforming this bare hillside into a 
forest. Foolishly he left this jewel of the Adriatic 
to rule the rebellious Mexicans and ended his life 
in front of a firing squad. Miramare is a white 
marble tower on a promontory set in one of the 
most beautiful parks in Italy; firs from the 
Himalayas, cypresses from California, cedars 

from Lebanon, Chinese wisterias; altogether a 
botanist’s dream. Maximilian was fond of 
shipboard life. His bedroom in the castle was 
furnished like a luxurious cabin and his study was 
designed to remind him of the quarter-deck of the 
frigate Novara. But the curse was there. 
Maximilian’s widow became insane. Empress 
Elizabeth of Austria, a later occupant of the castle, 
was assassinated. Archduke Franz Ferdinand, last 
of the Hapsburgs to live there, was assassinated; 
and his death triggered off the First War. Then 
came the Duke of Aosta, who left this clean white 
tower to die far away in East Africa as a prisoner 
of war. No one shed tears for the Nazi Gauleiter 
of Trieste, who lorded it in the castle towards the 
end of the Second War and was shot down by 
Tito’s men. The last victim of this symbol of 
misfortune was General Bryant Moore, an 
American, once in command of the troops in 
Trieste, killed in Korea. 

Snow was on the ground when I visited the Grotta 
Gigante, the sixth wonder on my list. This is the 
deepest of eight hundred caves on the plateau 
above Trieste and the guide assured me that it was 
the largest cave of its kind in the world. 



Reluctantly I went down a clever stairway with 
stalagmites and stalactites everywhere. It was so 
cold that I was glad to reach the surface again and 
examine the weird and revolting eyeless creatures 
in the museum of speleology. Like other famous 
caves, this one was discovered not so long ago. 
Over the border in Jugoslavia there is a limestone 
cave that makes the Grotta Gigante look like a 
mousehole. It is twelve miles long and the tourist 
rides through the galleries by train. 

I liked the white Faro della Vittoria, the Victory 
lighthouse, better than that freezing cave. The 
lighthouse stands on a hill one hundred and 
twenty metres above sea-level. A lift rather like a 
space capsule takes you to the lamp-room. The 
keeper informs you that with a range of thirty-five 
miles this is the third most powerful lighthouse in 
the world. (New York comes first, San Domingo 
second.) Do not go out on the balcony if you feel 
dizzy at such heights. 

My own unofficial seven wonders of Trieste start 
with the fish market on the waterfront beyond the 
Piazza Unita d’Italia. To my surprise it greeted 
me with a stronger aroma and more varieties of 
fish than Billingsgate. I saw true scampi, tiny 

lobsters with armoured claws. The familiar 
crawfish were labelled aragosti and there were 
unfamiliar granseola, a terrifying spider crab with 
delicate white flesh. Here were octopi by the 
hundred, octopi and squid being skinned with 
great dexterity by the stallholders; skinned ready 
for the pan of hot olive oil when the signor comes 
home to lunch. Eels and elvers were being 
prepared for casseroles and the anchovies on the 
next slab would soon be dipped in flour and egg 
and fried. White slabs of salt cod, a favourite in 
Catholic countries, hung ready for the housewife 
who knew how to bake it with parmesan or mince 
it for croquettes. But every housewife has her own 
way with cod. Swordfish in the market weighed 
hundreds of pounds. Grilled swordfish ranks high 
in my esteem and the Italian swordfish pudding is 
not to be despised though the grand texture is lost. 
They eat a lot of fresh mackerel in Trieste - it must 
be fresh - and tell you that the sgombri is one of 
the finest sea fish. Tunny, too, massive tunny 
running up to ten feet in length. Next door to the 
fish market there is an aquarium and more Dassen 
Island penguins. Every exiled jackass looked to me 
as though it would like to get away and search the 
fish market for a young snoek. In vain, in vain. 



After gazing at all this raw fish I followed my 
friend Lasari’s advice and went to the famous 
Trieste fish restaurant, the Bepi Granzo, for a fish 
meal. It was so satisfying and the bill so reasonable 
that I regard the Bepi Granzo in the Piazza Venezia 
as the second unofficial wonder of the city. I 
started with antipasto misto di mare, hors 
d’oeuvres of mixed fish, everything from polyps to 
fresh sardines and shrimps. Then I selected the 
celebrated Trieste fish stew, cooked with such 
cunning that I could still distinguish the sole, 
mullet, eel, cuttlefish and mackerel that went into 
it. With the stew come garlic croutons. I had the 
local white wine called Prosecco with all this, and 
a very necessary bottle of Pellegrino table water. 
What more? Just the cheeseboard and a cup of 
espresso. Then I rolled out into the Piazza and 
made for the taxi-rank. 

Wonder number three. I watched the legendary 
Simplon-Orient express sliding over the arched 
railway bridge with its coaches of romance. It 
looks glamorous anywhere, that train of a score of 
novels; and in Trieste they told me I should go to 
the point on the coast where the train passes 
through the limestone galleries above the 

Miramare gardens. When I see the Simplon-Orient 
I always try to imagine the passengers and always I 
wish that I was on board. 

Fourth wonder. The dramatic proximity of the Iron 
Curtain wherever you go. I looked over the 
international barrier at the Trieste suburb of 
Muggia and there stood a chunky Jugoslav 
sentry, revolver in holster and not a smile on his 
face. This, I decided, would not be the place to 
nip across the border without a visa just to say 
you had been there and nip back again. That 
sentry would get his man. But the people of the 
Jugoslav borderland pour into Trieste by the 
coachload. They have money to spend and in the 
well-stocked shops of the city they find many 
items that are not on sale behind the Iron 
Curtain. Trieste is the meeting place of Italy and 
the Balkans. It was a sad day for the frontier 
people when they had to make up their minds 
which side of the Iron Curtain would be their 
home. Many farms were cut in two by the 
boundary commission and families were broken 
up. Trieste remained Italian by a hair’s breadth. 

Come with me to the Canale Grande and see the 
fifth wonder. Trieste is unlike Venice, as I have 



said, yet here is a canal built two centuries ago 
and running from the sea to a busy market. Small 
yachts are moored along the canal but once 
deepwater sailing ships came this way. 
Fishermen still mend their nets along the 
picturesque lane of water designed at the wish of 
the Empress Maria Therese. Every day during 
my short six days I walked beside the canal and 
inspected the quails and game and flowers in the 
fascinating Piazza Ponterosso market. 

Six. The streets of Trieste are full of interest and 
contrasts. In the Citta Vecchia you are in the 
city’s oldest quarter and there you see how the 
poor live; filling jars at fountains, gossiping in 
doorways built by fine craftsmen long ago. 
These steep, narrow alleys have inspired writers 
and artists. James Joyce was here, with 
"Ulysses" taking shape. Very different is the 
scene in the main street, the Corso Italia, full of 
glittering shops and running down to the sea. 
Here is a busy rhythm and tempo. New cars and 
motor-coaches leave an impression of wealth. 
The leading hotels are on the long waterfront 
street, the Corso Cavour. My friend Lasari sent 
me to one of these grand caravanserais, the jolly 

Hotel near the smart railway station. No one, not 
even the manager, could tell me why this quiet 
and comfortable place was called the jolly Hotel. 
It is one of a chain (like the Trust Houses of 
Britain) giving uniform food and service from one 
end of Italy to the other. First-class food and a 
short, first-class wine list. Never before had I seen 
a menu with colour photographs of every 
available dish, but every jolly Hotel has it. 

Back to the streets of Trieste. In the Via Carducci 
I found the famous Ristorante da Dante (another 
Lasari selection) with its enormous menu 
including twenty different pastas, fifteen Adriatic 
fish dishes and thirty meat courses. The head 
waiter recommended Valigetta gastronomica, 
veal rolled with ham and cheese and served with 
mushrooms; it sounds simple but it was a work of 
art. Trieste has a number of fine restaurants, the 
Mamma Rosa, the Savoy Grill in the Excelsior 
Hotel, the Alla Luna, the Vesuvio and the Forst-
Europa. 

However, I regard the scores of nice little bars as 
the seventh wonder of Trieste. Men, women and 
children sit there for hours with their Campari or 
beer or gelati. When you are tired of rich food go 



to one of these small places and order a plain liver 
and onions; or better still, the local tripe alla 
Triestina with salad. 

Now I must say to Trieste - arrivederci! 
arrivederci! The Europa is sliding away from 
the quay and soon the city will be a blur on the 
horizon. But now I can see clearly the marble 
palaces, the streets swept clean by the bora, a 
fishing-boat with her deck covered with huge, 
long-snouted sturgeon, the mellow buildings 
along the waterfront. I have to imagine the 
odours, the fish cooking, the strong cheeses, the 
rich aromas of wine casks. But I can see the 
whole gorgeous coastline from the castle of 
Miramare to lovely Muggia right beside the world 
of the Slavs. Muggia, where Sir Richard Burton 
translated the Arabian Nights in the British 
consulate. Muggia, the border outpost, last bastion 
of the western world. I shall think of Trieste as the 
city of contrasts - Transatlantic liners and fishing 
fleets; luxurious shops and the woman with a 
table of lemons, just lemons, outside the fish 
market; medieval forts and funicular railways; 
calm blue bays and the bora roaring down to tear 
the washing off the lines in the Citta Vecchia 

passages. Well, I have had my last plate of 
lasagne in the Alla Lanterna, my last glass of 
Trieste wine. Arrivederci! arrivederci 

CH A P T E R  18  
LAGOON 

I strove with none, for none was worth 
my strife; 
 Nature I loved, and next to Nature, 
Art. 
I warmed both hands before the 
fire of life; 
It sinks, and I am ready to 
depart.  
W A L T E R  S A V A G E  L A N D O R  

As the lagoon came in sight the man beside me 
stirred and breathed deeply.12 It was part of my 

                                                           
12 Readers of my book A Giant in Hiding (Timmins 1970) 
will recognise the theme of this chapter immediately - 
further light on Frank Wightman, the hermit o f  the 
Langebaan lagoon. Wightman, a very small man, decided 
that he did not fit into the conventional city life and so he 
retreated to the solitude of the lagoon and lived alone on 
board his yacht Wylo for twenty years. Some of these 
unpublished glimpses of Wightman’s life come from a 
notebook I had mislaid while writing A Giant in Hiding, 



life, that harbour, but it had become almost the 
whole life of Frank Armstrong Wightman. I 
had known Saldanha Bay and Langebaan and 
the great burnished sheet of the lagoon for half 
a century. Frank Wightman had sailed in there 
and found his hiding place many years later. 
Yet he was the sensitive observer who knew 
the moods of that solitude, the animals of veld 
and hillside, all the creatures of the bays and 
lagoon beaches through all the seasons. 

Yes, he was happy on board his yawl Wylo in 
those days. He loved his short visits to friends 
in the Cape Town suburbs; but soon the city 
disturbed him and at times it seemed to choke 
him. Now he could breathe again. He had 
missed the murmur of water on scalloped 
beaches under the sand cliffs. He longed for 
the flash of flamingo wings, the fluting of the 
avocets, the brief cries of diving terns; and at 
night, the great hush of the lagoon. 

                                                                                                
but I am also greatly indebted to friends who have given 
me their own impressions of this South African sailor and 
nature lover in his sanctuary. I am especially grateful to 
Mrs Louie Brinkman of Port Alfred and Mr and Mrs 
Llewellyn Thomas of Milnerton. 

Frank had been talking more than usual during 
the run of eighty miles to the lagoon. He spoke 
of early voyages with his parents, the old 
experiences that created his love of the sea. 
Many passenger liners of those days were only 
five or six thousand tons. Bulkheads creaked as 
the ship rolled in a lazy swell or bucked the 
seas in heavy weather. He revelled in the 
movements of the reeling deck; the unusual 
sensation of going down the companion to the 
saloon in heavy weather when the ship had just 
topped a great sea, when she was just falling 
into a hollow. "I was a child - I believed that I 
was going to float off the stairs and stick on 
the ceiling," laughed Frank. "At night there 
were times when I raised my hands because I 
expected to leave the blankets and fly up to the 
deck beams. And all the time, all round me, I 
heard the grunting and creaking and squeaking 
of the straining hull." 

Never was the sea close enough to this 
imaginative child. In fine weather, with the 
porthole open, he loved the cabin because he 
could kneel on the top bunk and gaze at the sea 
licking the liner’s racing flanks. Frank said it 



was a strange opening to his life. Perhaps it 
moulded him without his knowing it. The sea 
always came to him in his dreams; in 
childhood and later when he was working on 
land. But those were only dreams. The sea was 
beyond him and for years he thought of 
himself merely as a passenger in a ship 
manned by others. Then one day he read a 
masterpiece by a man who had rebuilt an 
antiquated sloop with oak and pine and sailed 
her round the world alone. Captain Joshua 
Slocum, owner of the famous Spray, made 
Frank realise that he, too, could build his own 
ship and cross the oceans, "sound as a nut and 
tight as the best ship afloat". 

Now he was living on board his Old Lady of 
the Sea, living for the day but living on his 
memories as well. As a rule he needed no 
photographs, no diaries, no suggestions of his 
voyages in Wylo across the seas. One day, 
however, he was cleaning out his cabin in 
search of clothes that needed airing; and he 
came suddenly upon a dramatic little reminder 
of an almost forgotten episode. (Almost is the 
word, for any scene came back immediately 

when Frank was given a clue.) "It was a 
jewelled comb of the sort women carry at the 
back of the head," Frank recalled. "Graziella 
Agostini was in the party that night and the men 
had been drinking rather heavily. It was in Port 
o’ Spain and they were emptying bottles of 
Trinidad rum. Since I do not care to drink too 
much I contrived to make four rum swizzles last 
out through the evening. What drinkers they 
were - and how well they carried it. That party 
started at sundown and went on until the early 
hours of the morning. The language was as free 
as Elizabethan English and the drinkers jumped 
from English to French to Spanish to Italian. 
They were civilised in their easy tolerance of 
everything - utterly free from tribal compulsions. 
Then we had to tear Wylo apart because 
Graziella had lost her comb. I think she 
suspected that I or one of the others had hidden 
it. We never found that comb. Just before I went 
to town this time the comb came to light, 
Graziella’s tortoiseshell comb dotted with 
ornaments. There it was near the bilge, where it 
had been lying for years. I posted it back to 
Trinidad registered. Not to her, as I do not know 



whether she is alive, but to one of the men who 
fell under suspicion with me. A man I can trust." 

"There’s a story in that comb, Frank," I said. 

"Yes, I agree - but I am not Guy de Maupassant. 
He could have written that story and given it the 
fictional twist that would have made it live." 

Frank’s possessions were in confusion on board 
Wylo but I knew that he could put his hand on 
anything he wanted in a moment. "During the 
wildest night at sea I can enter the dark cabin and 
find a flashlight, a spanner, a cold chisel, a knife, 
a crowbar, shackles, a turnscrew, a marlinspike," 
Frank declared. "My shipmate Graham Young 
once told me that I had a passion for physical 
cleanliness and yet I lived in a magpie’s nest. It 
is true. But why should those two habits be con-
trasted? I lived naturally with both of them." 

We drove through the lagoon village called 
Bossieskraal, three miles from Kraal Bay where 
Wylo lay at her mooring. Frank said I could hire 
a cottage there for three pounds a month. It was 
commodious for a cottage: a room with a double 
bed, another room with a single bed and a settee, 

plates and pots and pans and kettles, cups and 
saucers and a wood stove. 

He pointed it out, standing on a rise with a stunted 
manitoka tree at the door, looking out over a 
beautiful part of the lagoon. Three pounds a 
month! The widowed owner would have to ask 
more than six rands now. 

Frank bought his vegetables from the farmers at 
low prices compared with the city shops and they 
were not battered remnants. Farm milk, eggs and 
cream were available all the year round. Milk, in 
the late nineteen-fifties, was fourpencehalfpenny 
a pint; and after standing for twelve hours it had 
three inches of thick cream. "Vegetables come 
from the exulting earth into your pot," Frank 
declared. "But for me the lagoon is a release from 
the rat race. Food is plentiful but it is just a 
momentary stop at a service station. The sunset 
and stroking wings are my verities." 

Frank loved to describe the flamingo migration to 
the lagoon in April or May each year. He held his 
friends spellbound with the vision of a beating 
conflagration in the sky over Constable Hill, a 
dazzle of crimson wings. The birds were tired. In 



their thousands they dipped steeply over the hill 
and skimmed low over Wylo on rigid, resting 
wings. It was like a great wind combing through a 
pine forest. Frank said that he wanted to kneel on 
deck in gratitude. Some of the birds were so 
exhausted that they only just avoided the yacht’s 
masthead. A startled lift of the wings, a sudden 
sheer in the flight and a long, low dip to the 
beach. Then thousands of legs took the strain 
from overtaxed wings. And each weightless 
splendour went to sleep immediately, posed like a 
Chinese water colour. 

For years Frank tried to find the word or phrase 
that described exactly the flamingoes on the sand. 
It was a compound, he thought, of extreme 
sophistication and savagery. The savagery came 
out in their incredible voices, half pig, half duck. 
One note they sounded rarely; something apart, a 
bugling note. When he heard it Frank felt that he 
was in touch with the great repository of race 
memories. The birds had an ineffable elegance. 
He hunted for the right phrase for years; he knew 
it was there but declared he would never find it. 

Frank admired the pelicans, too, and welcomed 
the spectacle because they were among the rarer 

birds of the lagoon. Clumsy and bulky on earth, 
they seemed to fly without effort. They reminded 
him of sheets of white paper, dipping and drifting 
in leisurely flight. The flamingoes were more 
beautiful; strangely mysterious creatures from 
another planet. But the avocets uttered the finest 
call, liquid-pure and swift, like a roulade on a 
flute. Frank insisted that no other bird call could 
match it. He loved the sandpipers because they 
drilled on the wing in close-packed thousands at 
dawn and sunset. They seemed to have a "group-
soul" capable of giving a signal to which all the 
birds responded instantly. At one moment he saw 
a mist of silver bellies and within a split second a 
dark haze of brown backs. The change from silver 
to brown was so quick that someone might have 
been flashing a mirror. Their flight altered from a 
horizontal streak low over the water to a great 
plume turning giddily at the top; the countless 
tiny bodies resembling a tall, shrouded figure 
rising out of the lagoon. And while they flew they 
gave out tiny calls like the clashing of glass beads. 

When he walked on the lagoon beaches Frank 
was often preceded by a pair of sandpipers. They 
raced ahead on tiny legs blurred by speed; and 



always they looked over their shoulders and cried 
"proop, proop". Frank said the bird that jarred on 
him was the grey crane, for its voice was a harsh 
"crraaak". He hated the duikers and swore that if 
he were a killer these were the birds he would 
destroy. "In the bird kingdom they are the ugliest 
and most repulsive members," Frank declared. 
"Ravenous bellies in the dingy black tunics of 
parsons. I hate them because they menace the fish 
that swim below Wylo. In moments of security 
the fish are so gay. I lie on deck and watch those 
tumbling flashes. When I go overboard each 
morning before the sun is up their bodies strike 
mine with a thousand startled touches before they 
spread in an outraged circle. Their order of life is 
far more authentic that the winged, ravenous 
bellies preying on them. This is indeed a 
mysterious evolution. At sea I watched five fish 
that sought the shadow of Wylo. How did they 
keep up with her? I slept and Wylo sailed on - and 
those five fish I had come to know well were 
always there. It was in the south-east trades and 
Wylo was always moving. The mystery is still 
with me." 

It saddened Frank Wightman, the "carnival of 
killing" as he called it. One day the air became 
a snowstorm of skirling terns, the water sooty 
with duikers shoulder to shoulder, thrusting 
forward into fish packed tight, like barley 
soup. The peace of the lagoon was shattered by 
the screaming terns, with the hideous grunts of 
the duikers as a background. "How mindless it 
is," Frank commented. "All those shining lives 
are distending those greedy birds. The duikers 
look as though they were fashioned out of 
dusty old umbrella cloth. Surely they are the 
ugliest things that fly? After gorging 
themselves they are so heavy that their wings 
will not lift them. This is the only time on the 
lagoon that I feel like killing - that black-
coated army of calamity." 

All that Frank could do during these massacres 
was to stand on his cabin-top and lash out 
madly at the birds with a towel. Over the years 
in Kraal Bay he must have spent hundreds of 
hours gazing at the tiny fish under Wylo, 
watching them going through their ballet. It 
was always the same; thousands of them 
rubbing sides, thick as a carpet. Then one of 



them hurled himself out of the water in a little 
flip, making a tiny plop on the surface before 
being mobbed by the shoal. Some primordial 
impulse flickered through the multitude. 
Presently there was a threshing of the waters 
with a sound like a forest fire. Countless fish 
curved into the air, performed tiny parabolas 
and dropped back. They flicked this way and 
that in ecstasy, icy and remote. Such a huddle 
that Wylo seemed to float on a bed of fish. 

On a summer evening Frank stared down at his 
fish while the yacht stirred lazily in the silver 
broth that veiled the sands beneath her. Side by 
side the fish stemmed the slow tide, all facing 
the same way like iron filings in a magnetic 
field; a host of blunt heads and quivering tails 
in waters stained amber by the dipping sun. 
They had lived under Wylo for weeks, seeking 
her shadow from the noon sun; sanctuary from 
the plunging terns. Frank asked himself what 
he knew of the glooms and grandeurs, the 
raptures and forebodings of the world of little 
fish; a green world quick with death. 

Once a mother seal and her pup enlivened the 
Kraal Bay scene for a time. Frank thought the 

mother was keeping the young one in the 
lagoon until it was strong enough to take to open 
sea. They joined Frank in his morning swim. 
"My friends regard me as an expert swimmer 
under water, but my best efforts, even compared 
with the pup, remind me of a cow on roller 
skates", Frank laughed. With mixed feelings he 
watched the mother seal guzzling a number of 
large harders. The little one, like a huge slug, ate 
nothing. An hour later Frank saw the pair of 
them on the beach, the mother suckling the pup. 

Strange and unexpected tasks confronted Frank 
Wightman in the solitude of the lagoon. One day 
a large grey crane flying up-wind against a 
snorter came down in distress near Wylo. Frank 
hastened to the crane in the dinghy and rescued 
him. A huge fowl to handle. He drove at Frank 
with his javelin beak and the last jab went 
through a vein in Frank’s wrist. Blood spouting, 
blood everywhere. Frank dumped the crane in 
the stern of the dinghy, for the bird was too wet 
to fly. On the passage to the beach he faced 
Frank; drawn-up, remote, formidable, clapping 
his beak. When they reached the shore Frank 
gripped his canonical snout, then gathered him 



under his arm and left him on the sand. As he 
rowed away the crane faced Frank again in his 
soaked plumage, clapping his beak, tall and 
distinguished, rather like a bishop who had been 
jostled by a mob. As he dwindled Frank watched 
him grooming his grey clothes, dignified and 
accoutred. 

Frank made a deep study of the wild creatures 
suffering from injuries. "Unlike us, having no 
imaginations, they know nothing of death," 
Frank pointed out. "When they are stricken there 
is a brief, fierce reaction - then a sinking into the 
unknown. From a child my cry has been: ‘Leave 
it alone’. Of course there are exceptions. If I see 
a wild animal trapped I release it. I have brought 
penguins back from the beach covered with oil; 
sponged them off with soapy water - and 
watched them die, all except three. Some instinct 
we have lost tells them when to accept release. 
Man’s imagination has bedevilled him. He has 
not the courage to see that death is often sent as a 
reward." Frank formed a theory that there was a 
fragile link between man and the mammals; but 
he thought the birds were utterly remote, beings  
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of an order of life incomprehensible to humans. 
Not something man has known and forgotten, 
but something man has never experienced. 
"Birds are strange creatures," Frank said. "Fierce 
and bright and mindless, pathetic when stricken. 
But watch them when they are full of power and 
vitality. They respond to some wavelength that is 
beyond our ken." 

Frank spoke to me of the belief among old-time 
sailormen that a shellback who was lost 
overboard lived again as a sooty albatross. That 
was the origin of the superstition; a curse rested 
on the man who killed a sooty albatross. The 
wandering albatross was fair game but the sooty 
albatross was the reincarnation of a drowned 
sailor. "I like the idea," Frank admitted. "I would 
not return to this world as a man - anything but 
that. But the albatross is lord of the air and he 
lives over the vast wastes of the sea, away from 
man with his monkeyclever brain and his tiger 
soul. Yes, the albatross is a god of the air, 
immense and silent on wings that seem to span 
the horizon." 

Winter gales brought an albatross to Kraal Bay 
now and again, a rare visitor riding the wind with 

soft power. One such day Frank saw an albatross 
accompanied by two great shearwaters. Amid the 
clamour and violence they dipped in a sort of 
strenuous repose; then all three streaked away to 
the heavens. "I stared at this while others were 
grubbing on earth, moving like insects and 
making hydrogen bombs," Frank declared. 

Again and again Frank reverted to his visions of 
the birds and the huge question marks they raised 
in his mind. He saw man as a crawling insect 
moving laboriously over the earth’s surface. 
How the birds must laugh at him if they did not 
disdain him! They must laugh even when his 
contemptible little gun-barrels spread death in 
the sky. Man, an earthbound insect, vicious, 
malicious, destructive. 

Weather dominated Frank Wightman’s life to a 
large extent and at the end of every summer he 
prayed for rain. One year he complained of a 
summer cruelly long; but at last he observed a 
high, glazed arching sky with a low scud fleeing 
to the south and the glass dropping. The frogs 
were gonging that night. The rain came and the 
earth gave out hosannas of fragrance. Within a 
few days the flowers starred the land in a 



pageant of colour. Frank rejoiced. He lived for 
the winter. Then the earth responded to rain like 
a woman denied of love too long. The drear 
summer landscape was covered with a 
triumphant flood of flame. A million tiny lives 
stretched and yawned beneath the earth and 
reached out for the sunlight. Their fine tendrils 
spread a low green mist over the gaunt earth. "I 
pray that the rain will come again soon," said 
Frank. "Those frail roots are no more than half 
an inch deep. Have mercy, god of the earth, on 
those who have risen to acclaim you!" 

On board Wylo the hermit felt the full impact of 
the weather. Huge thunderheads swept in over 
the sea from the west and Wylo was plunged in 
gloom. A falter in the rising wind and then the 
staccato excitement of heavy rain on deck, rain 
laced finally with hail. The wind screamed 
through the rigging in triumph. All round the 
yacht there was the spouting tinkle of water shed 
from the scuppers. The rain was coming out of a 
sky like the apocalypse with towering cumuli. 
The face of the lagoon was pocked. Fish ran 
wild, birds fled for shelter and Frank stood at the 
hatch in adoration. It had come, the reprieve. At 

last the wind settled down to a steady snore. In 
the east there arose a flawless rainbow, arching 
the heavens in gaudy colours. 

"Soon the slopes of Constable Hill will be as 
green as Ireland," Frank predicted. "Soon the 
earth will rival Gaugin’s palette. Soon the nights 
will be a drench of fragrance. Soon the months 
of dearth will be a memory. After the violence of 
the rain the sun is setting under pale fronds of 
fire and the elements are sleeping like a child 
with tear stains on its face.. Here the sunsets and 
dawns are beyond telling. The immense shield of 
the lagoon lies supine in the changing lights, 
mulling the colours with her own." 

Frank was often marooned on board Wylo when 
the northerly gales howled and the rain flooded 
the land. In spite of the Valkyrie’s chorus in the 
rigging he found it strangely restful in the cabin. 
As a rule he had to row somewhere for supplies, 
water, letters. Now he was pinned down and he 
was at peace. Sometimes Wylo heeled steeply 
under the squalls pelting down on her from 
Constable Hill; the cabin lamp took on an un-
natural angle and the sounds reminded him of the 
ordeal when he was crossing the ocean in this 



little ship. When he went on deck the sky was 
filled with lovely forms; he said that it reminded 
him of the Camelot poems, that sky with high-
piled battlements. At any moment he expected to 
hear a peal of silvery trumpets; the clouds would 
part and a legendary company of winged figures 
would stream across the heavens to the pealing 
rapture. Suddenly the earth would bloom, man 
would be regenerated and a New Age would start. 

This was indeed the season that brought out the 
poetic streak in Frank Wightman. He found 
inspiration in the pageant of flowers, the poppies 
flaming in the wheat. "Was there ever a red as 
subtle and evocative as a poppy red?" Frank 
asked. "It slams into your heart and numbs the 
brain. And the vygies! Neon colours, staring 
from the petals with the authority of Pharaoh’s 
glance. On the higher slopes of Constable Hill, 
beyond the guzzling, destroying cattle, there is a 
riot of colour, with acres of vygies so close 
together that you do not dare to walk among 
them. The colours are so bright that I close my 
sated eyes with an idiot smile of surfeit - and 
when I stare again I am bludgeoned into further 
allegiance." 

One spring day Frank found a tiny spider, a 
gossamer spider, that had woven an elaborate web 
in the rigging. Frank knew that the spider would 
never catch insects out in Kraal Bay and so he 
folded a handkerchief gently round the spider and 
rowed on shore to leave it on a bush. The rigging 
was covered with gossamer threads on warm 
days. Frank saw the minute creatures scuttling 
along the threads down to the deck where they 
hunted frantically for bushes and earth. He set 
himself the task of rescuing them from death and 
found it most difficult. They were the size of 
grains of sand. He slid them on to a piece of 
paper, then into a match box. When he rowed 
back to Wylo there were always a number of 
spiders he had overlooked. Sometimes this weird 
occupation went on all day. Frank declared that he 
had blasted them to high heaven but kept on and 
on. He regarded them as small creatures intent on 
completing their cycle. 

Often Frank returned to his attempts to succour 
wild life in distress and he was clearly troubled 
by problems he encountered. "We human beings 
have a quality which we exalt unduly, something 
called kindness," he told me reflectively. "But 



are we being kind? If we took our kind acts by 
the throat and looked at them clinically I wonder 
what we’d find? The verities of the animal 
kingdom are not ours. They are stark. They 
accept more than we imagine. They are free from 
delusions. They take life as it comes and they are 
not frightened. When death touches them they 
fold up instantly - they recognise the signal. 
Would that we could do that, instead of the 
hospitals, the specialists, the crocodile tears, the 
tribal rituals ... and at last the surrender. It was 
obvious from the first, as an animal would have 
known. The wild ones simply turn off the juice 
and die. In their feral world it is the best thing to 
do because the moment you lose anything from 
your armoury you are eaten. Dying is a form of 
escape. That is why it is usually so fruitless to 
help any of Nature’s folk. I think their world is 
the finer." 

Nevertheless there were many occasions when 
Frank attempted to aid the wild ones. He was on 
his way to the spring to rinse some clothes one 
day when he came upon a sick porcupine. It was 
so far gone that Frank found he could handle it 
without fear of the quills. He wondered whether 

it had been bitten by a snake - but how could a 
snake bite a porcupine? Frank carried the 
porcupine to the spring and tried to give it water. 
There was not a tremor of response. All the 
needlepoint quills lay supinely along the body. 
Frank was furious and helpless. He carried the 
porcupine away down among the bushes and left 
it there. 

At the end of a rain-starved winter Frank saw 
that the wild flowers were dying prematurely and 
made a vow that he would keep a square yard of 
veld alive. Every second day he carried a bucket 
up to the spring and watered this little garden. He 
said the result was arresting, instructive and 
chastening. The wilting life flared up again. On 
the well-watered soil little prize blooms appeared 
but all round there was death. It was wrong. 
Frank declared that he should not have meddled 
with the pattern. Those enduring flower lives 
were attuned to a cycle that started before the 
first ancestor of the human race was born. Frank 
decided that he had created nothing but confusion 
and distress. 

Yet he declared that it was a good life on the 
lagoon. Baking always put him in a cheerful 



mood. He made his own yeast from potato peels. 
The cabin became fragrant with the aroma from 
the little oven over the paraffin stove. Round the 
hull the lagoon whispered. Gannets plunged after 
fish, their bodies smacked through the surface 
with a "chupp-chupp-chupp". Then a great 
buoyant gannet would break the surface with a 
fish writhing in the beak. Frank said he admired 
the gannets for their skill in diving and cursed 
them for their murderous appetites. 

The sun is dipping, the ancient rock faces on 
Constable Hill are taking russet shades. A dying 
wind moans in the rigging like a dreaming puppy. 
The sky is ribbed with brush-strokes of cirrus. 
Northerly winds are on the way, carrying more 
blessed moisture and perhaps more rain. On shore 
the frogs are singing with voices like clay bells. 
The lagooners say: "First the frogs, then the rain." 
It is a good life, Frank swears. The savagery is 
open and declared. It is mindless and blameless. 
The savagery of the Market Place hides behind a 
facade of seemliness. Here Wylo swings lazily at 
her mooring, the old song in her rigging, 
thousands of tiny fish beneath her. It is a good 
life. 

Frank Wightman died in February 1970, but the 
man who became a legend in his own lifetime has 
not been forgotten. The lagooners speak of him 
often; sailing men discuss his achievements at 
sea; and there are a few who have vivid personal 
memories of the hermit, those close friends who 
opened their homes to Frank Wightman and 
listened to his philosophy of life. 

Always with Frank Wightman I realised that I 
was in the presence of a baffling and 
unpredictable personality. Letters that reached me 
after Frank’s death held many surprises. 
Conversations both with strangers and those who 
had known him well reminded me that we seldom 
speak with entire freedom of the living; that the 
truth usually emerges only after death. Frank 
Wightman was regarded by many lagoon visitors 
as a man who hated intruders and repelled 
invasions of his privacy. This was true and even 
certain old friends and benefactors did not 
always receive the welcome they had every right 
to expect. Few indeed were invited on board 
Wylo for coffee. I have in mind friends who 
meant a great deal to him. When they drove up 
to Kraal Bay he would meet them on the beach 



and share a meal with them; but never would he 
take them on board the yacht. Another friend 
who had good reason to expect hospitable 
treatment hailed Frank one day. Frank flung up 
an arm in acknowledgement, then dropped into 
the cabin and pulled the hatch over his head. 
"Malevolence had slowly become the biggest 
thing in him," one man wrote. "Like the sea with 
its blind menace, his maledictions were all-
embracing." 

One of Frank’s most intimate friends remarked 
to him: "Frank, you often speak as though you 
intend to wound." Frank pondered over this and 
finally denied it. "Only when I encounter cruelty 
do I wish to hurt anyone," he declared. "Then I 
pull out all the stops." 

There were exceptions to Frank’s behaviour with 
visitors. Mrs Louis Brinkman, who was living at 
Zeekoe Vlei in the early nineteen-sixties, wrote 
to Frank about his book "The Wind is Free". 
Evidently her letter of appreciation aroused 
Frank’s interest. He asked her to drive up to the 
lagoon and included her family in the invitation; 
her two young sons and a daughter of fifteen. 
Frank rowed them all out to Wylo and 

entertained them so naturally that he left on all of 
them the impression of a charming host. It seems 
that Frank had a chink in his armour. He was 
always throwing away relics of his past, but for 
years he kept all the letters from readers of his 
two books. Some asked for information and 
advice about ocean cruising; others sought 
comfort. He had a pile of these letters from many 
countries. Frank told Mrs Brinkman that the 
most moving appeal came from a young 
American whose suffering shone through his 
words: "I have a purpose to go," he wrote. "Can 
you tell me how? I don’t have any money. I have 
the desire and I can work. I can learn." Frank 
advised him to go to the west coast and join a 
fishing boat for a few months. After that he 
could find a berth in a millionaire’s yacht; they 
snapped up men who had been fishing. He took 
Frank’s advice and wrote years afterwards from 
Honolulu. "It was just like you said. Now I’m 
going to be in different places whenever the idea 
of going comes, being natural." That young man 
flouted everything that is known of grammar and 
syntax and idiom, but Frank never forgot those 
words. 



Frank declared that a writer must set down his 
ideas while they are gnawing at him. He might 
use the language of the gutter but that did not 
matter; even those words would glow with life. 
Frank said that his own first book was full of bad 
writing, but he wrote it at white heat and it had 
impact. Afterwards he became conscious of his 
medium and since then he had never been happy 
about his writing. He wrote his second book in a 
chastened mood. "If I had to write those books 
again they would be vastly different - and perhaps 
vastly worse," said Frank. 

Years ago I asked Frank Wightman whether he 
had ever tried to write verse. (By chance I had 
come upon one early effort but he was unaware of 
my discovery.) Frank was evasive. He informed 
Mrs Brinkman, however, that he was triggered off 
by an emotional experience with a Spanish girl in 
South America. The verse, he said, was writhing 
and turgid. "Verse is beyond my small talent," 
Frank went on. "I love it and I think that I have 
the vision - sometimes. It is as wonderful as 
watching a ballet dancer. I admire a few of the 
modern poets and many of the older." 

Mrs Brinkman invited Frank to her home beside 
Zeekoe Vlei and played readings from Dylan 
Thomas on the gramophone. Frank said it was an 
enthralling experience. "With a few exceptions, 
poets have always confused me," Frank said. 
"Prose demands lucidity and the more briefly you 
can do it the better. Poetry strives for other ends - 
it touches ancestral memories. Truly a wonderful 
art. I am humbled. The poets are the fortunate 
ones. Prose writers have to grope for jewels in the 
mud of daily experience. The musician and the 
painter are lucky for they use mediums that 
mankind has not used. 

Writers must use the battered, defaced currency of 
speech. I think the poet is on the right lines - he 
does it by inference, by implication, by 
suggestion. Only the silly writer tries to do it by 
direct description. It is impossible." 

Roy Campbell’s shorter poems appealed to Frank 
Wightman more than his huge set-pieces. He 
thought "The Albatross" was splendid. Frank also 
liked poems by Robert Graves; and W. R. 
Rodgers, even if it was only for one poem, "The 
Train", which displayed such an incredible use of 
language. 



Joseph Conrad had an immense effect on Frank 
when he was young, long before he thought he 
might one day write a book. "Heart of Darkness" 
he regarded as one of the finest stories in English; 
but "Nostromo", three times the length, impressed 
him as even more astounding in its technical 
achievement. D. H. Lawrence praised Conrad for 
some of his stories but hated him for his 
pessimism. "As though one could look at 
mankind and not be pessimistic," Frank 
commented. "Conrad, in the most prophetic way, 
saw the world that was to come, the world that is 
ours. It is the world in which Graham Greene is so 
adept now. The reason Conrad took me by the 
throat, apart from his superb descriptive writing, 
was because I knew even as a youngster that there 
was another life beneath the facade. At first I only 
sensed it. Later I knew it for what it was. Now we 
have lowered the facade. Now we are unmasked. 
Now we face each other with our naked appetites 
revealed. A pretty picture." 

That merciless critic Frank Wightman gave 
almost unstinted praise to George Bernard Shaw. 
"Shaw changed my life," he told Mrs Brinkman. 
"His mocking laughter tore the cataracts from my 

eyes. And my eyes were so young. I can never 
sufficiently bless him. As I matured I detected 
grave faults in the man but no faults in the sage. 
And what does the mere man matter? He died. 
The sage will live forever. Perhaps I came into the 
world with a conviction that things are not what 
they seem. It was a heavy burden for a child. I 
lived secretly with with my knowledge. I 
discovered the pretence in grown-ups and came to 
disbelieve in their pretensions. Shaw helped me. I 
was freed of any shreds of allegiance by Shaw. 
Yet, from the very first, I was supremely 
uninterested in the man and his dreadful 
knickerbockers. While I was devouring Shaw’s 
teachings I sensed that there was a man I should 
not like to know. Shaw’s brain has altered 
human history. I have no illusions about the 
man. Shaw rescued my sanity when I was sure 
the world was mad. His sabre wit and mocking 
laughter was aimed at the madness because he 
was the apostle of sanity. After reading Shaw 
my life took a right-angle turn. Shaw had the 
impact that Vaslav Nijinsky made on me when 
I saw him for the first time in 1910, with my 
mother at the Paris Opera." 



Ballet was foremost of the arts in Frank 
Wightman’s life, and when he spoke of 
Nijinsky the great dancer lived again. Igor 
Stravinski wrote a description of Nijinski’s 
character which confirmed Frank’s own 
estimate and Frank was delighted. Stravinski 
said that Nijinsky was wholly without guile, 
naively and entirely honest. Frank added (from 
personal knowledge) that Nijinsky was not 
armoured against life; he was vulnerable and in 
full possession of his formidable powers only 
when he was dancing. Frank saw Nijinsky as a 
creature born without a protective shell. 
Whatever the relationship between Diaghilev 
and the dancer may have been, Diaghilev was a 
sure shield for Nijinsky against the onset of the 
world. But when Nijinsky married, Diaghilev 
broke with him after the famous quarrel. Frank 
watched Nijinsky’s attempts to escape from 
insanity in the most perfect gift of expression 
in movement on the stage. At last came the 
nightmare performance in the Teatro Colon in 
Buenos Aires, Nijinsky’s last escape before 
Diaghilev’s revenge became complete. 

Frank tried to shut off his senses when anyone 
turned on the radio, but one day something 
happened. He became suddenly conscious of a 
diamond brilliance and a consummate artistry. 
He sat up straight and listened. At the end he 
cupped his ears in the midst of conversation to 
hear the name of the singer. Maria Gallas! It 
was an initiation, not only in voice manipula-
tion but in artistry. There was no hint of 
"breath" in her notes. It was like being sprayed 
with jewels. Frank held that the human voice 
was the most revealing of all man’s ways of 
presenting himself. The very texture of the 
voice was revealing to the ear that could both 
listen and hear. Man surrounded himself with 
accoutrements to hide his real self from his 
fellows. He forgot his voice. The texture, the 
cadence, the nuances of the voice sounded from 
some deep centre he had been unable to corrupt. 

Someone who listened to Frank broadcasting in 
New York (when "The Wind is Free" was 
published there) made a tape recording and played 
it back. Frank was shocked, as many people are 
when they hear their own voices for the first time. 
He asked his friend what he thought of it. "Frank, 



you sounded like a man with three minutes to live 
and with something of vital importance to say," 
his friend replied. "Every syllable was given full 
value." Frank said that he had been left alone in a 
glass cabinet like a fish in an aquarium. He was 
watching a little red disc, the signal to start. There 
was a clock with a large second hand. Frank 
emptied his mind of everything but Wylo and the 
sea. At last the disc glowed. Instantly Wylo was 
plunging out of Saldanha Bay with the immense 
sea before her. He was with his beloved ship on 
the open sea, the bronze porpoises curving in her 
wake. "Don’t think that I spoke for the pleasure of 
hearing my own voice," Frank remarked. "I did it 
to please the publishers. I have always believed 
that writing should sell itself and I hate playing to 
the gallery." 

Frank often spoke to Mrs Brinkman of his 
attempts to write a book about his life on the 
lagoon. His publishers pressed him. For months 
he toiled over it. Despite assurances that his mode 
of living was unique Frank felt that it was not. He 
put the manuscript aside for months and read it 
again. It had its moments, he said, but it was 
wrong. The narrator was too personal. He 

intruded. The theme called for detachment, so that 
the magic of the lagoon itself could become the 
dominant personality. He took out the typescript 
on a night so calm that it belonged to outer space. 
He said that his pages jangled with adjectives, 
misplaced emphasis, richness put in the wrong 
places. Often the craftsmanship showed through 
the texture, the busy miller grinding his oats. 
Crump-crump-crump-crump! A blaze of 
adjectives. Crump-crump-crump-crump. Frank 
was convinced that he had failed and he burnt his 
work on the beach. "The writer’s craft is a 
mysterious thing and when it is skilled it rises at 
you from the living page," summed up Frank.  

I knew, and others knew, that always at the back 
of Frank’s mind was the fear that a book on the 
lagoon would bring an invasion and ruin his 
secluded paradise. That is why he never really 
put his heart and soul into a lagoon book. He 
wrote, but he confessed to Mrs Brinkman : "Pray 
God that it is stillborn. Writing was never an 
ambition of mine. I wrote ‘The Wind is Free’ 
because I wanted to render immortal the ship I 
never expected to see again. When I started I saw 
a chance of putting my shipmate on the map as 



well, and him I thought I should see again. It was 
the ship I got back, with the shipmate lost. Now I 
want to be left alone. The timeless cycles pass 
over Wylo in tranquillity. The sun swings his 
ardent course. The seasons come and go and the 
winking of day and night is the pulse of a steady 
heart. Tides rise and fall, flushing the beaches. 
On this rhythm Wylo dips and sways through the 
indifferent years. This is as I would have it. 
Would that I could share it." 

Llewellyn Thomas, eleven years younger than 
Frank Wightman, was Frank’s shipmate between 
the wars in little Typee and the twenty-five foot 
sloop Lothair. These two fine seamen went out 
sailing in all sorts of weather; they won many 
races and a cup for cruising far beyond the Table 
Bay limits. In later years, when Llewellyn 
married Ina Hennesey, Frank became a member 
of the family; the Thomas home, "Innisfree" at 
Milnerton, was Frank’s home whenever he came 
to town. Thus I was deeply interested (and not a 
little surprised) when Llewellyn Thomas gave 
me his impressions of his departed shipmate. 

"I believe that Frank Wightman consciously or 
subconsciously hated the sea," Llewellyn 

informed me. "I think the origin of that feeling 
was to be found in Frank’s ordeal during his hard 
passage to Australia in the barque Birkdale. The 
ship broached-to in the ‘roaring forties’ and was 
very nearly lost. Frank had signed-on against the 
wishes of his father and mother. He was keen - 
far too keen - but he came close to death on that 
occasion and it left its mark on him. Frank told 
me that he thought it was the end of the Birkdale 
and all on board. He had seen what the sea could 
do and he knew it could happen again." 

When they were cruising together, went on 
Llewellyn Thomas, he noticed that Frank was far 
more concerned with the weather than he need 
have been. He was always tapping the 
barometer, getting out of his bunk at night to see 
whether the wind was changing. Again and again 
he got the anchor up in the middle of the night, 
made sail and moved out of some sheltered bay 
to avoid the danger of a lee shore. He could have 
stayed where he was in safety. Of course Frank 
owned the boat, he had very little money and he 
was anxious to avoid any risk of losing the boat. 
Frank was a master of technique, he could make 
and repair sails and rigging; his gear was always 



in perfect order, he never carried too much sail 
and there was no need to worry. But Frank did 
worry. He was nervous from the moment he 
stepped on board. Always in the back of his 
mind was that grim experience when the 
Birkdale lay stricken in the trough rolling 
dangerously. 

So that when Frank sailed away alone in Lothair 
with the idea of visiting St Helena, he felt that he 
was setting out on a hazardous adventure. The 
lone hand needs a special brand of courage. 
Frank left a letter addressed to Llewellyn 
Thomas, to be opened after his departure. "I 
think Frank had a presentiment of evil when he 
embarked on that cruise," Llewellyn remarked. 
"His letter read like a farewell from a man who 
never expected to see land again. Then came the 
message from the lighthouse-keeper at Dassen 
Island reporting that Frank had broken his leg 
while lying at anchor off the island." 

Llewellyn said that Frank was impetuous and 
accidentprone. Once, when Frank was alone on 
board Wylo in Kraal Bay, he crushed a finger of 
his right hand between the dinghy and the side of 
the yacht. It became infected, the whole arm was 

swollen, the armpit throbbing and burning. All 
feeling left the fingers. "I often get banged about 
in the life I lead," Frank wrote to a friend. "I do 
not always take precautions because the means 
are not available at the moment, so I sometimes 
get an infected wound. My fear, in this isolation 
which I love, is that I may be reduced to a state 
in which I shall need help. Up to now this has 
never happened, so it is reasonable to imagine 
that this little discomfort will pass. 

Away back I made it clear to my body that I 
was boss and it has thrived on that. My 
contemporaries are dropping out all over the 
place, from cirrhosis to thrombosis. If I go to a 
doctor it will be for a broken bone. My 
nightmare is being handled and taken to 
hospital. My prayer to the Dark Gods is: give 
me twenty-four hours’ notice. Time to make 
sail and away to the open sea. This is not a 
counsel of despair. It is a plea for an 
indulgence I shall probably never receive - but 
I still hope." 

Frank always spoke with contempt of food and 
over the years he ate very sparingly. Yet he 
had cravings. Week after week Llewellyn 



bought a rich cream layer cake for the week-
end on board Lothair. (It cost three shillings 
and sixpence in those days.) Frank loved cake 
and also a mixture of rice, honey, cream and 
chopped nuts. He was almost a teetotaller and 
almost a vegetarian in his youth. Llewellyn 
introduced him to a dish called "Red Lead": a 
blend of tomatoes, onions and bacon heated on 
the pressure stove. 

Ina Thomas laughed at Frank’s theories about 
diet. "When he came to ‘Innisfree’ after weeks 
on bread and cheese he would get hungry on an 
aroma and come into the kitchen to see what 
was cooking," recalled Ina. "It was fantastic to 
see him eating as soon as he got to town. Irish 
stew, roast pork, tripe and onions - Frank 
enjoyed everything." Ina believed that Frank’s 
lack of interest in food was responsible for the 
emphysema that caused his death. Bread and 
cheese failed to provide the nourishment he 
needed. Ina always held that Frank was not the 
ardent lover of solitude he pretended to be. He 
liked company and conversation at his own 
level and good food. 

Now and again, when the Thomas family went 
away on holiday, Frank left the lagoon and 
occupied "Innisfree". It was an unhappy 
experience. Frank said that houses without 
their owners were often weird; and it was even 
more distressing when pets were left behind. 
Between people and their homes there was a 
sort of interchange that was subtle and 
sustained. It built up an atmosphere over the 
years. The person left behind (if he was at all 
sensitive) found the house full of echoes. The 
pets wandered in a bewildered way from room 
to room with eyes like Bette Davis. "I do not like 
haunted houses," declared Frank. 

Frank Wightman had views on subjects outside 
his experience, but his friends listened with 
interest though they often differed. "It is a popular 
belief that a man marrying at forty knows his own 
mind," remarked Frank about someone in 
particular. "I think it illustrates the exact opposite 
- the doubts of forty years are not to be laid lightly 
aside. I confess that my sympathies are seldom 
with the woman in marriage. Women are usually 
more assured emotionally than men and often 
more mature. Marriage is an emotional contract 



except among the sensible French. Man’s 
emotional dependence is a shattering thing to 
witness, a valuable investment for a woman and a 
liability to him." 

Parents, according to Frank, were to blame for 
most badly adjusted children. The right 
environment for a child was not the family. "I 
travail much over the young," Frank lamented. 
"They come into this world without the means of 
defence. To look into many young eyes is both 
humbling and chastening. The child displays an 
unquestioning trust. What a world we hand over 
to them! And their guardians are muddle-headed. 
If I were a millionaire I would set millions aside 
for child welfare." 

Frank Wightman was a persuasive talker at times 
and Llewellyn Thomas gave me one amusing 
example I had never heard before. It seems that 
the income tax authorities could not understand 
how a yacht-owner could live on the lagoon year 
after year without a taxable income. So they sent 
an official to investigate and Frank met him on 
the beach and rowed him out to Wylo to show 
him the documents he required. Frank convinced 
the man that he was able to live on a few pounds a 

month. He described the rapture of escape from 
the Market Place; the beauty of his days walking 
barefooted on the lagoon beaches; the warm days 
when the sun beat into limbs that were not 
smothered by city clothes; the hours he spent in 
the water naked; the pleasure of the evening meal 
of wholemeal bread, farm butter, cheese and 
coffee. The income tax man went on shore 
completely satisfied and vowing that he was 
going to resign and follow the same way of life. 

Many people asked Frank whether they should 
get rid of their possessions and find a hiding 
place away from the poison of the cities. Frank 
advised them not to part with anything until 
they were sure. "Before you launch yourself 
into the stripped life you must want it," Frank 
asserted. "You must make experiments first. 
There was no risk for me because I learnt early 
that the business of living was living - all else 
was clutter. The true harvest of life was the 
experience of living and the memories 
gathered in that process. All that we hold 
inviolate against the Dark Gods are our 
memories. The only way to defeat the Dark 
Gods is to learn how to shape yourself with 



infinite elasticity to their visitations. With that 
technique you will never become a mental 
case." 

For some reason I never discovered, Frank 
always spoke with savagery and contempt 
about nervous breakdowns. "I have watched 
two women in the grip of their imaginations 
and I was certain that they could have cured 
themselves if only they had stopped thinking 
about themselves," Frank recalled. "I put that 
simple idea to a psychiatrist and he startled me 
when he replied: ‘Of course they could. My 
job is to induce them to do that very thing’." 
Frank said that the psychiatrist was just the 
priest in the confession box - except that the 
psychiatrist charged heavily. 

Llewellyn Thomas said that he could never 
understand why Frank had selected the 
Seagoer "deadrise" design when he built Wylo. 
Possibly it was due to the influence of Harry 
Pidgeon, the American yachtsman who had 
sailed twice round the world in Islander, a 
sister ship. "Frank was like a pea in a drum 
when they ran into heavy weather in Wylo," 

went on Llewellyn. "She was too lively. The 
motion must have driven them mad." 

Frank replied that he had chosen his Old Lady 
of the Sea because he believed that with her 
section she would not roll. The rounded hull of 
the conventional yacht meant incessant rolling. 
When you run through the trades with the 
steadying fore-and-aft canvas stowed, with 
double spinnakers set, the ordinary yacht 
swings from side to side like a pendulum, 
deck-rail to deck-rail. Running through the 
trades, Wylo was a delight. "She was like one 
of those fat women you dance with and find to 
your surprise that they are featherlight on their 
feet," Frank asserted. "Often in those enchanted 
latitudes, contrary to legend, there was a 
disturbing beam sea coming against the running 
seas from some faraway disturbance. Wylo flung 
them aside and kept her feet lightly." Llewellyn 
Thomas remained unimpressed. "Frank was 
entirely out of place on the sea," summed up 
Llewellyn. "He should have been a farmer." 

There were some who said that Frank, who owed 
so much to certain friends, was ungrateful. I 
cannot agree entirely with that harsh verdict. In 



my experience his thanks were short but sincere. 
A few years before he died he wrote to his two 
best friends: "When the big car slid away my 
throat ached and I turned away. I took long to 
sleep that night. This is to thank you both, for 
nursing me, for giving me the freedom of your 
home - and your patience." 

Frank Wightman never revealed himself 
completely to anyone. Nevertheless, I think there 
was a flash of insight in Llewellyn’s diagnosis. I 
remember a November years ago when Frank 
sailed Wylo alone from Saldanha to Table Bay, a 
punishing slog to windward against a hard and 
relentless south-caster. Offshore there were big 
seas and a surface current travelling with the 
wind. He had to stand at the tiller for thirty-six 
hours while the yawl thrashed her way against 
the weather. When he came on shore his head 
was covered with salt crystals. He told me that 
Wylo seemed to love the ordeal whereas he felt 
that he had been facing the third degree. 

It was better on the lagoon. I can see him now, 
going alongside in his dinghy, sweaty and tired, 
breathless and caked with spray, grasping the rail 
with cramped hands. He heaved the few stores 

on deck and clambered after them. His old Wylo 
received him with indulgence, as she had done 
always when he had come to her exhausted after 
the long pull across the lagoon. "Like a mother 
who has had plans for a son who has ended as a 
clerk," smiled Frank. "I crossed the ocean in her, 
I meant to go on round the world - but she never 
reminds me of the open sea we once sailed 
together." 
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TABLE BAY 

 



CHAPTER 19 
TABLE BAY 

STANLEY Lewis, with his shrewd eyes behind 
the spectacles and his white pointed beard, knew 
the Table Bay waterfront when no one could 
mistake it for anything but the "Tavern of the 
Seas". He was a son of Charles Lewis, the Welsh 
ship chandler and sailmaker of Bree Street, a fine 
old craftsman who settled in Cape Town in the 
eighteen-fifties. Stanley took over the business 
when his father died. Many years later I went to 
Stanley Lewis to order sails for my little yawl. 
Often I sat in the loft while Lewis waxed his 
twine, fitted the leather palm over his right hand 
and drew his stitches taut. He chatted as he 
worked, so that the characters and the old Table 
Bay scene rose before me. On the screen of the 
mind I saw schooners and cutters launched. I 
watched them sailing out on their lawful 
occasions and I stood over the death-traps of the 
Cape coast as some of them pounded on rock or 
sand until the beaches were littered with their 
bones. 

"I gazed upon the largest fleet of sailing ships 
ever assembled in one anchorage," declared 

Stanley Lewis. "That was Table Bay in the 
early months of the South African War. Yes,-
there were more windjammers here than San 
Francisco saw in the days of the gold rush. I 
stood on the old Central jetty and heard the 
anchor bells, the cries of the gulls, the songs of 
the drunken seamen as they rolled back to their 
boats, the shouts of the stevedores and tally 
clerks, the rattle of the wagons and horsedrawn 
trolleys, the cursing of Irish ballast gangs with 
their heavy stone-laden barrows. That was 
Table Bay at the turn of the century, a sailor’s 
town, the old Tavern of the Seas." 

All up and down that vanished waterfront 
moved the characters Lewis had once known. 
"Some were crimps, ready to shanghai a parson 
or ship a corpse on a dark night for the sake of 
the ‘blood money’, only a few pounds," Lewis 
went on with a strange, reminiscent smile. 

"Tyler owned the jolly Sailor’s Inn in Bree 
Street when my father and I were in business 
there. Aliese the musician lived at Number 
Sixty-six. He was a Malay who could play any-
thing from violin to drums and who made a 
good living in the taverns when the sailors 



were in a generous mood. Hope Inn, Harp Inn, 
Mariner’s Inn were celebrated pubs in that 
waterfront area; the Widow Ernstzen ran the 
Fisherman’s Inn. I remember the Blue Anchor, 
the White Swan, the Britannia and Royal Oak. 
Most of them had picturesque signboards 
painted by itinerant artists with varying 
degrees of talent. I wish that I had copied 
them: the golden anchors and dolphins, crossed 
harpoons, crowns and ravishing mermaids. 
Burmester the Adderley Street jeweller had a 
fine carved wooden figure outside his shop, an 
admiral in full uniform with cocked hat, sword 
and sextant.13 There was an angel in a niche at 
the Angel Dispensary in Loop Street and a 
number of hatters and tobacconists displayed 
signs. But the most vivid pictures were to be 
seen along the waterfront, outside the dance 
halls, bowling-alleys and sailors’ boarding-
house. Now they are all gone and forgotten; 
the South Atlantic Ballroom and its hootchy-
kootchy dances, the rat and dog fights in pits, 
the Neptune Bar, the Chain Locker, Liverpool 

                                                           
13 Now in the Cape Town cultural history museum at the 
top of Adderley Street 

Lizzie’s place, Kelly’s Coffee Saloon (where 
they sold stronger drinks than coffee), the 
Pelican Inn and that gruesome street of 
notorious dives known to sailors as Rat Alley. 
My father was a militant teetotaller and I never 
saw the insides of those places. Sailormen met 
there from the ends of the earth. Captains and 
crews entered our ship chandler’s shop with 
strange tales - and the wildest yarns were true." 

Sailors, and they were sailors in those days, 
came to the ship chandler’s shop to buy 
dungarees and marlinspikes and the straw-
filled mattresses known as "donkeys’ 
breakfasts". If they had been drinking they 
sang their shanties: 

Man the capstan! 
Oh Sally Brown is a Creole lady,  
Way hay, roll and go! 
Oh brown enough but not too shady! 
Spent my money on Sally Brown. 

Stanley Lewis thought that ship chandler was 
really an old Dutch phrase - schip-handel. They 
sold many seafaring essentials besides candles. 
"Charles Dickens said that marine dealers were 



reservoirs of dirt, drunkenness, drabs, thieves, 
oysters, baked potatoes and pickled salmon," 
quoted Lewis. "Our shop was not like that. I 
think we had the most interesting shop in Cape 
Town - we could supply anything from salted 
snoek to an ox, every item a deck officer or 
chief steward might need and certain engine-
room stores. Some firms sold clothes that fell 
apart if the buyer sneezed. We kept the sort of 
oilskins that were proof against a Cape Horn 
gale, warm pea jackets, fine sea boots, gaudy 
handkerchiefs, knives with lanyards, peaked 
caps and pannikins and wallets with chains 
attached." 

"Stewards came in for the potatoes and onions 
and the few tinned foods that were on the 
market before the end of last century. They 
could buy hard ship’s biscuit, of course, and 
corned beef, but there were few canned meats, 
vegetables or fruit. Captains ordered pound 
tins of butter, pork sausages, sardines and 
salmon for the afterguard. The poor 
sailorman’s ‘vittles’ consisted mainly of salt 
horse - beef or pork heavily salted - and hard 
tack. We sold barrels of flour and molasses, 

sacks of beans, dried peas and oatmeal, 
potatoes and rice, and the things that went into 
the Sunday duff. Plum duff! That was a treat 
for weary sailormen. I often ate it myself on 
board sailing ships at the docks. It was a 
pudding of any dried fruit, flour and yeast and 
treacle. And, of course, we sold them a lot of 
coffee, the cheap Rio coffee. They drank it 
black and steaming and it went down well on a 
cold night at sea, strong coffee sweetened with 
molasses. Lime juice was another essential, the 
lime juice that saved them from scurvy on long 
voyages." 

Naturally the ship’s chandler kept large stocks 
of chipping hammers and wire brushes for 
dealing with rust. Lewis could mix paint to 
meet all requirements: he had the linseed oil, 
the poppy-seed oil, the red and white lead, 
turpentine and alcohol. Camelhair brushes 
were sold for lettering; there were men at sea 
who could do a grand ornamental job on a life-
buoy. Lewis kept oakum for caulking deck 
seams, white marine glue for the poop, oak 
caulking mallets, deck hoses and coir brooms 
and long-handled holystones. He showed me a 



selection of blocks for cargo and rigging; every 
single, double and treble block, snatch block, 
cat block and fiddle block. There was always a 
binnacle in stock; hand leads marked with the 
unchanging leather, cotton and woollen 
symbols; "chip logs" and taifrail logs. He had 
sailing directions for the whole world (book 
after book filled with good, sound reading), 
charts, a medical guide for shipmasters and 
medical chests holding simple and rather crude 
remedies for the common ailments likely to be 
found among sailormen. I bought a small clock 
and barometer mounted on teak for my yawl 
Amitia and I still wish that I had kept this 
useful ornament when I sold the yacht. Lewis 
also supplied me with an anchor and galva-
nised chain. 

Stanley Lewis was always happiest when he 
was handling his beloved fabric, canvas. Like 
his father he was a craftsman of the old school; 
he studied a sail plan as a portrait artist 
examines his sitter. I could see that this was at 
once an art and a science. Lewis handled the  
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traditional tools like a painter with a brush; the 
simple knives, needles and awls, sewing palms 
and fids that sailmakers have used for 
centuries. He tried to show me how to 
calculate stretch and curvata but I realised that 
I would have made a poor apprentice. Then he 
chalked out my mainsail on the floor of the 
loft, laid down the cloths, marked and cut them 
with his sure hands. I saw him waxing his 
twine, sewing from left to right with the aid of 
his leather palm and solid thimble. "A fore and 
aft sail must help to lift a yacht out of the 
trough of the sea," Lewis remarked. "It must 
keep her free and lively. A bagging sail is 
dangerous for it holds the wind in a gale and 
presses the little ship down. You’ll be all right 
with this one. It will trim properly close to the 
wind and every part will share the strain." 
He talked as he worked, naming technical 
details that brought the wide oceans before me: 
the luff rope and grommets, reef-points and 
cringles, the weft and the warp. Here was a sail 
designed to stand up to driving rain and 
burning sun, the salt of the sea and the raging 
south-easters of Table Bay. 

I showed Lewis an old Cape Town directory 
with a list of locally-owned vessels and his 
eyes glowed as he read the names. The Ruby 
was there, his father’s fifty-ton cutter, with a 
long bowsprit and straight stem. Harry 
Christopherson was her skipper, a giant with 
the appearance of a Viking, weighing more 
than fifteen stone but active as a cat. He had 
lost his left hand as a boy. Instead of the 
wooden hand usually fitted in those days he 
had a metal hook. This served many useful 
purposes. If anyone attacked him Christopher-
son hooked his opponent and smashed him 
with his right fist. Christopherson was one of 
the survivors of the great gale of May 1865, 
when one mail steamer, five barques and a 
number of schooners were lost. Christopherson 
got on board the Ruby at the risk of his life and 
beat out of Table Bay. Only a great seaman 
could have clawed off that lee shore. 

Stanley Lewis carried a long list of ships and 
shipwrecks in his head. He spoke of a victim of 
the 1865 gale, H.M.S. Galatea, a wooden 
frigate. Someone bought the wreck and used 
the timber to build a stout thirty-ton cutter, the 



Volunteer. "I knew her well - she had no shape 
at all but she was all right for the guano trade," 
Lewis recalled. "Scotty Clarke served in her 
for sixteen years, rising from able seaman to 
master. Clarke was a small, jolly, fearless man 
with red hair. He knew every mile of the west 
coast before the Germans arrived. He collected 
queer-looking stones on the beaches and the 
islands, predicted the diamond discovery but 
never found a diamond himself." 

Scotty Clarke was in command of the cutter 
Mazeppa when she was loading guano at Dyer’s 
Island and had to run for shelter. She found no 
shelter and Scotty lost his ship near the Breede 
River mouth. He was exonerated at the inquiry. It 
was a tricky entrance as Captain Nelson 
discovered. (He was husband of the notorious 
"Black Sophie" of Bree Street.) Nelson tried to 
take his schooner Cape of Good Hope into the 
river and lost her. The redoubtable Captain James 
Stubbington struck the Breede River bar and 
nearly lost the Mathilde, but he floated her off 
after discharging the cargo. You never hear of 
ships in the Breede River nowadays. This is one 
of the Cape’s forgotten harbours. 

Lewis spoke of Captain Richard Carstens, 
founder of the famous Namaqualand family, who 
sailed between Table Bay and Port Nolloth in the 
sixty-ton schooner Diligence. That was not 
always an easy run but Carstens knew the way 
over the bar at Port Nolloth. 

Where are they now, the fleets of Stanley Lewis, 
the Adele and Adventure, the Buffalo and Gnu, 
the Gitana and Flibberty, Vampire, Matchless 
and Lilla ? Several firms sent tiny ships all the 
way to the Crozets for the sealing and some left 
their bones there. If the crews survived they had 
to live as castaways for months before they were 
rescued. Wheat and other farm produce came 
from the west coast to Table Bay by sea; and the 
Berg River bar was another menace. There the 
cutter Barbara foundered when she suddenly 
encountered rollers. All hands were lost. Captain 
Garcia loaded wheat at Paternoster, but his 
schooner Hopefield Packet ran on the wicked 
reef there and become a total loss. Robert 
Granger, the Castle Street merchant and a fine, 
brave seaman himself, owned a number of fast 
sailing vessels: the Granger, Annie, Springbok, 
Wave Spirit, Witch of the Wave and others. He 



traded as far afield as Rio and the United States. 
Granger kept his whale boats on the beach at the 
place that became known as Granger Bay. When 
the schooner Miner capsized and foundered 
there, Robert Granger took a dinghy out and 
saved four men and a woman. Granger also 
owned anchor boats, twenty-tonners that worked 
cargo in the bay and carried anchors to ships in 
distress. Among the anchor boats were the 
California and Black Eagle, Kingfisher, 
Conqueror and Polly. They have been forgotten 
but even in fairly recent years Table Bay 
fishermen were still naming their craft after those 
adventurous ships of long ago. 

Stanley Lewis was an authority on figureheads. 
He had gone to enormous trouble in gathering the 
stories of figureheads that had parted company 
with their ships and he solved many figurehead 
mysteries. A record from the very early days of 
the Cape settlement interested him deeply; an 
account of a "wooden image" brought to the 
Castle by a band of Hottentots; obviously a 
figurehead, thought to be of Portuguese origin. 
Parties were sent out to search the beaches for a 

wreck but there was no wreck and no more relics 
were ever found. 

The figurehead rescued from the wreck of H.M.S. 
Galatea, a goddess of the sea, presided over the 
bar in a Cape Town hotel. It was a splendid 
example of the carver’s art. Another sea goddess 
was removed from the bows of H.M.S. Flora 
when she was broken up in the eighteen-nineties; 
and for many years this graceful white figurehead, 
with golden laurel leaf over the hair, adorned the 
garden at Admiralty House, Simonstown. 

Lewis knew the two wooden busts that were to be 
seen on the stoep at Imhoff’s Gift near 
Kommetjie. According to local legend they were 
found on the beach during World War I, but this 
was pure imagination. One was a likeness of 
Admiral M. A. de Ruyter from the Dutch ship 
Admiraal de Ruyter. She was condemned at 
Simonstown when she arrived there in distress 
over a century ago; her cargo of coffee was sold, 
the ship was broken up and that was the story of 
the figurehead. The other bust was of Prince 
Albert and had been salved from H.M.S. Albert 
when she sank in the Gambia in the middle of last 
century. 



A well-known figurehead in the Simonstown area 
came from the Admiraal van Geems wreck. 
Grateful members of the crew presented the 
wooden, moustached admiral to a landowner who 
helped them when they struggled on shore. The 
admiral has lost his telescope but the 
figurehead is otherwise complete. There is an 
unidentified fragment of a figurehead at Cape 
Agulhas, rescued when natives were found 
chopping it up for firewood. 

Clipper ships often carried noble figureheads 
specially carved by master craftsmen. Ships 
named after kings were fine examples: King 
Cenric, King Malcolm, King Arthur and so 
on. The King Cenric figurehead showed the 
monarch in battle armour with a sword. The 
ship was launched in 1874 and she was sailing 
under the Norwegian flag when she anchored 
in Mossel Bay in October 1903 to discharge 
her cargo of Baltic timber. She was driven on 
shore during a south-east gale. The captain and 
his wife and daughter and all the crew reached 
the shore safely in the breeches buoy. Mr. N. 
Anderson bought the wreck. The figurehead 

travelled to Oudtshoorn by ox-wagon and it is 
still to be seen in the owner’s garden. 

"I deplore the fact that the carvers of 
figureheads never engraved their names or 
other details, including the name of the ship, 
on the timber they enriched with their art," 
Lewis declared. "Hardly ever do you find a 
clue - unless, of course, some famous person 
like King Cenric was portrayed. Lions and 
dolphins, angels and mermaids, sea wolves and 
dragons make splendid carvings but they are 
not always easy to link with the ships they 
once beautified. We have to search old books 
and records for information that has sometimes 
been lost for ever." 

There is a figurehead at Swellendam that 
baffled Stanley Lewis completely. It stands at 
the Drostdy, nine feet high, a stone Viking 
possibly or a Crusader or a soldier. Some resi-
dents believe that it came either from the 
Queen of the Thames or the Birkenhead, two of 
the best-known wrecks on that coastline. The 
local belief is unfounded. No one has ever 
traced the origin of that huge stone figure. 
Another figurehead at Swellendam was 



identified some years ago by experts in 
Holland; the effigy of William the Silent from 
the ship Willem de Swyger, wrecked at 
Martha’s Point, in the Bredasdorp district in 
the middle of last century. 

Stanley Lewis spoke of a figurehead that was 
brought to Cape Town from Blaauwberg beach 
by ox-wagon many years ago before the road was 
built. He was told that it had come from a ship 
named La Belle Alliance; but he was unable to 
trace a wreck of that name. The mysterious relic 
was to be seen in a Kloof Street garden for a long 
period. 

"Figureheads are true folk art," remarked Stanley 
Lewis. "They come down to us from the days 
when men imagined that a ship could see. Some 
are immortal for they survived the destruction of 
the ships they once graced. Figureheads also 
survived the passing of the sailing ship - I saw 
steamers with clipper bows in Table Bay Docks, 
and they carried on the tradition. The old Union 
liners had them and the New Zealand Shipping 
Company steamers that came this way. But there 
was no room for a figurehead on a plumb bow 

and so the graceful carvings vanished when 
steamer design changed." 

Smaller relics of the age of sail also held great 
charm for Lewis the sailmaker. He had made a 
collection of the oldfashioned sailorman’s art; the 
paintings, the decorative ropework, the mats, 
lanyards, bags, shackles, carvings, hammocks and 
nets that came out of the fo’c’stle. Lewis was as 
expert with rope as he was with canvas. I do not 
think the modern nylon and terylene would have 
aroused his enthusiasm. "Manila is strong and 
easy to work," remarked Lewis with deep 
satisfaction. "Cotton is limp, smooth and white 
and looks all right on a yacht. Cotton is the right 
stuff for decorative work - chest handles, the bell 
rope that is the pride of the ship, or a Turk’s Head 
for the top spoke of the steering-wheel." 

Lewis showed me a knot that a naval bo’sun had 
taught him. "The lesson made me shudder 
because that bo’sun claimed to have used the knot 
at a hanging on board a man-o’war," Lewis said. 
"Here it is - the Hangman’s Knot, designed to 
draw up smoothly with no chance of letting go. 
You place it below the left ear at the back. Nine 
turns to the noose, you observe. The knot 



provides a snug fit and causes the sideways jerk 
that breaks the condemned man’s neck - the 
hallmark of a successful execution. If anything 
went wrong the bo’sun was the most unpopular 
man in the ship. I must say that I would not care 
to take charge of a hanging or even witness one, 
but that man revelled in it." 

Another grim example of seafaring art in the 
Lewis collection was a cat-o’-nine-tails. The 
rest of his exhibits looked tame in comparison 
with the cat and scaffold knots. Nevertheless 
the technique is worth recording. As a rule the 
sailor worked with his hands, a knife and a 
marlinspike; nothing else. He might use a 
hickory fid (a large wooden spike) for splicing 
thick fibre ropes; but the sheath knife was the 
badge of his trade, something he heeded every 
hour of the day; on deck and at meals; a part of 
himself like the dancing girls tattooed on his 
hairy arms. Often the sailorman made his own 
knife with an elegant ropework handle and 
leather sheath. "Blackjacks" or life-preservers 
were also among the products of the fo’c’stle. 
In peaceful mood he might design an oval rope 
mat with a neat border. Even a bucket rope or 

fender received full attention to detail and 
every design was based on the knots used 
every day at sea. Lewis had many beautiful 
knots on his display board: the star and the 
rose, the diamond, crown and pineapple, a 
classic Matthew Walker (finest of all lanyard 
knots) ; thumb and cringle knots, hitch weaves 
and carrick bends. "Now and again a true 
seafaring artist invented a new knot," Lewis 
informed me. "Such a man gloried in his 
achievement and often kept his methods secret. 
The arts of the fo’c’stle flourished during most 
of the last century, especially on long voyages 
in whalers. Steam killed the jackknife 
industries. No longer does the seaman paint a 
lighthouse on a scuttle-butt or a full-rigged 
ship inside the lid of his sea-chest. 

"I have a few good specimens of the art of the 
old whalermen," Lewis told me. "Those tough 
Americans out of Mystic and Nantucket and 
New Bedford all knew Table Bay. They called 
here all through last century, famous ships like 
the Charles W. Morgan, launched in the 
eighteen-forties. She anchored in Table Bay 
for the last time when she was seventy years 



old. I can see her now with her barque rig and 
square stern. The lookoutmen stand in hoops at 
the mastheads, not barrels. Her captain had his 
bed hung on gimbals so that he could swing 
with the ship. I was on board often - I made 
sails for her. And here is something the captain 
gave me in appreciation of the work. 
Scrimshaw, they called it." 

Scrimshaw, I gathered, meant the meticulous 
carving and etching of whale ivory, especially 
the teeth of sperm whales. Stanley Lewis had 
an exquisite piece showing Table Bay with 
whalers at anchor: He said it was difficult to 
visualise the rough, illiterate fo’c’stle hands 
turning out such delicate work. They carved a 
wide range of ornaments and useful articles. 
He had seen a snuff box with the words: "If 
you love me lend me not." Bird-cages, 
walking-sticks and rolling-pins were made 
from whalebone. Some made toys in the 
shapes of the creatures they knew so well; 
whales and seals or an albatross with its great 
wings arched. A favourite design was a 
jaggingwheel so that the wives of the whaling 

ports could decorate their pies with various 
patterns. 

"Many examples of this true folk art were left 
behind in Cape Town, though it might be hard 
to discover them now," said Lewis. "You could 
hardly believe that these things were made 
with knives and coarse sail needles. Sometimes 
every man on board a whaler, from captain to 
cabin-boy, would fill his spare time with this 
hobby. Large pieces of whale ivory were in 
great demand. The fo’c’stle artist would first 
scrape, cut and polish his material. Then he 
marked his picture or design on the ivory in 
pencil and pricked the outline. It called for a 
lot of patience, but a whaling voyage often 
lasted for three years. When he had finished 
the cutting he used lamp black, tar or soot. The 
ivory took a high polish and the best 
scrimshaw work ranked as fine art." 

Lewis said the whalermen seldom put model 
ships in bottles - they were more interested in 
whales than ships. When they carved miniature 
sperm whales and humpbacks, right whales 
and bowhead a zoologist could not have found 
a faulty detail. They were fond of carving 



penguins. Some men spent months on the 
familiar scene that fascinated them; the duel 
with the harpooned whale, the thrashing flukes, 
a tortured giant fighting for life, the bowman 
ready with his lance. That was the supreme 
design - better than a jewel-box or an ivory 
anchor, an ivory-handled brush or a candle-
stick. Lewis admired the whalebone figure-
heads. He saw one grand design showing the 
stars in the heavens. They made spoons and 
forks, pestles and mortars, napkin rings, 
bodkins for sewing and cameo brooches. Now 
and again a seafaring poet would carve a busk for 
his sweetheart’s corset and include a loving verse: 

Accept dear girl this busk from me,  
Carved by my humble hand 
I took it from a sperm whale’s jaw 
One thousand miles from land. 

Lewis had preserved other fragments or bygone 
fo’c’stle art brought to Table Bay by the men who 
worked on the guano islands along the Cape coast 
and as far away as German South West Africa. 
The island labourers were nearly all sailors of 
various nationalities. No one thought of the 
penguin at that time as a bird in danger of extinc-

tion. The island crews killed jackass penguins by 
the hundred, scraped the blubber off the skins, 
dried them and made caps, slippers and pouches. 
A couple of dozen skins made a handsome mat. 
Mattresses were filled with the feathers of 
moulting penguins. 

What happened to all the curios, the relics of sail 
that came to Table Bay? The museums have some 
of them, figureheads and ship’s bells, ship 
models, quadrants and sextants, log books and 
pictures. Yet these exhibits are pitifully few com-
pared with the things men handed over to 
pawnbrokers or gave to barmaids. Where can you 
find the tattooed eardrum of a fin whale now, or a 
shark’s backbone made into a walkingstick? A 
wealth of weird art has disappeared and if there is 
anything left it is under the heavy dust in Cape 
Town attics. It has gone like the Table Bay 
waterfront of Stanley Lewis. Now there are tower 
blocks where the grog-shops flourished and great 
temples of glass and steel where Deepwater Dan 
welcomed red-coated soldiers from the Castle and 
men in seaboots from the docks. Perhaps it is just 
as well. The old mountain is still there, the hungry 
gulls still cry over the fish quays, the waterfront 



still changes like a kaleidoscope as the ships come 
and go. When fog softens the huge and ruthless 
machines of the late twentieth century you may 
see the bowsprits again, arcades of bowsprits 
rising over the wooden wharves. And if you do 
not mind waterfront language and jangling pianos, 
fandango dives and hurdy-gurdy music, then you 
may hear the sounds that Stanley Lewis heard 
before Red Ned closed his dubious premises, 
before the boss of the Embarcadero put up the 
shutters for the last time, before the fascination 
of the nineteenth century scene gave way to the 
undying romance of Table Bay today. 
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Sitwell, Osbert 
Smith, Miss Anna 
Somerset, Lord Charles 
Steenkamp, Senator W. P. 
Stephens, Miss Edith (mushroom expert), her 
career and achievements 
Stonehouse, Dr Bernard 
Stubbington, Captain James 
Thomas, Ina 
Thomas, Jan 
Thomas, Llewellyn 
Trek-oxen's traditional names 
Trieste, history, culture, famous bora wind, fish 
restaurant, music, etc. 
Trollope, Anthony, on Kimberley 
Tygerberg Station 
Valkhoff, Professor Marius 

Van der Spuy, Kenneth 
Van Linschoten, J. H. 
Vine, Sidney William-famous airmechanic 
Visscher, Nicolas, mapmaker 
Vlok, Oupa Klaas, centenarian and strong man 
Waghenaer, Lucas Janszoon 
Wagons in South Africa 
Watson, Billy 
Wellington, where all trains stop 
Weston, Admiral Jack, air pioneer 
Wicht, J. H. 
Wightman, Frank Armstrong - further light on 
life, philosophy and faiths of a recluse 
Williams, Gardner 
Winterbottom, Professor J. M. 
 



ERRATA AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
Chapter 11, "A Thousand Precious Thoughts" 
1. A number of the statements on pp. 120-21 are 
attributable to and paraphrased from M. F. 
Valkhoff, Studies in Portuguese and Creole 
with special reference to South Africa 
(Johannesburg, Witwatersrand University Press, 
1966). In some cases the paraphrases do not 
reflect precisely the views of the original author, 
for which the relevant references are: 
p. 120 para. 2 see Valkhoff p. 20 
 120 3 11 
 121 1 31 
 121 2 28 
 121 3 10 
2. A number of the statements on pp. 123-25 are 
attributable to and paraphrased from D. T. Cole, 
‘Fanagalo and the Bantu languages in South 
Africa,’ African Studies (Johannesburg, Wit-
watersrand University Press) 12 (1) 1953, pp. 1-
9. In some cases the paraphrases do not reflect 
precisely the views of the original author, for 
which the relevant references are: 
 p. 123 para. 2 see Cole pp. 2, 3 
 123 3 p. 1 

 124 2 pp. 3, 5, 4, 7, 9 
 125 3 pp. 7, 9 
3. The following statement appears on p. 125, 
para. 3: "Cole is opposed to the spread of 
Fanagalo. ‘If we wish to make the Bantu a 
good and independent fellow we must address 
him in something better than this jargon,’ 
Cole urges." The italicised quotation is incorrect, 
it is not directly attributable to Professor Cole, 
and it does not reflect either his views or those of 
Professors J. A Engelbrecht and D. Ziervogel. 
The original (Cole, p. 8) reads: "…[I] quote the 
following remarks on Fanagalo, translated from 
a recently published article by Prof. J. A. 
Engelbrecht and Dr. D. Ziervogel, of the 
Department of Bantu Languages in the 
University of Pretoria: ‘… If this is to be our 
approach to the Native problem, it must remain a 
problem. If on the contrary, our aim is to make 
the Bantu individual a good and independent 
fellow-countryman, we shall have to address him 
in something better than this jargon before he 
becomes convinced of our good intentions.’ 
[Footnote] … ‘Die keuse van ’n Bantoetaal op 
skool’, Journal of Racial Affairs, Vol. 2, No. 2, 
January 1951, pp. 29-30." 
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