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    Surely there is a mine for silver,


    and a place for gold that they refine.


    Iron is taken out of the earth,


    and copper is smelted from the ore …


    But where shall wisdom be found?


    And where is the place of understanding?


    Job 28: 1, 2, 12


    Midas, they say, possessed the art of old;


    Of turning whatsoe’er he touch’d to gold;


    This modern statesmen can reverse with ease –


    Touch them with gold, they’ll turn to what you please.


    John Wilcot, 


    aka ‘Peter Pindar’, 


    satirist and poet, 1738–1819
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    INTRODUCTION


    A Reflection on Legacy and Dynasty






    When I started my research for this book, Harry Oppenheimer had ebbed from public consciousness. He had been dead 17 years; and in South Africa, a nation often preoccupied with the past, collective memory can fade astonishingly easily. However, the name was shortly to enjoy a revival. In 2017, the London-based public relations firm Bell Pottinger (long since the agency of choice for clients with a chequered past) was exposed as the mastermind behind a campaign designed to stoke racial tensions in the post-apartheid polity. Waged principally through social media, it was constructed around the bogeyman of ‘white monopoly capital’, a term that conjured up the spectre of South Africa’s wealthiest corporate dynasties: the Oppenheimers and the Ruperts. A malevolent monster engorged by centuries of racial capitalism, fuelled by the exploitation of black labour, white monopoly capital had as its archetypes the magnates of a bygone era: Harry Oppenheimer, former crowned head of a gold and diamond empire, and Anton Rupert, founder of the Rembrandt Group. It lived and breathed through their family legacies. Although Johann Rupert (Anton Rupert’s heir) stood more directly in the line of fire than Nicky Oppenheimer (Harry Oppenheimer’s son), the guns of racial invective were trained on both of them. Bell Pottinger’s propaganda offensive served the purposes of its puppet masters: it sought to deflect attention from the project of systematic plunder orchestrated by the African nationalist President, Jacob Zuma, and his associates in business. In due course, their destructive march through the nation’s public institutions would be encapsulated in the term ‘state capture’. But what struck me forcefully as this sordid saga unfolded was its resonance with the politics of the past, when nationalists of another stripe had focused their ire on the Oppenheimer family.


    At the time of Bell Pottinger’s unmasking, before its rapid descent into disgrace, I was reading Hansards from the period when Harry Oppenheimer served as the member of Parliament for Kimberley. He represented the United Party (UP). Oppenheimer entered politics in 1948, just as the tide of Afrikaner nationalism swept aside the comparatively inclusive (albeit unassailably white) civic patriotism associated with his boyhood hero, Jan Smuts. Like Smuts, who led the UP, Oppenheimer was imbued with a sense of fealty to the British Commonwealth. However, in the epoch-making election of 1948, Smuts was defeated and the UP was relegated, along with its imperialistic ideals, to the opposition benches in Parliament. That is where Oppenheimer found himself from 1948 to 1957. Under the successive premierships of DF Malan and JG Strijdom (and the doctrinaire Minister of Native Affairs, HF Verwoerd), the National Party proceeded to implement its totalitarian vision of apartheid. The Commonwealth connection was blunted; later it was severed. As the heir to his father Sir Ernest Oppenheimer’s corporate kingdom, Harry Oppenheimer may have commanded economic power, but politically he was impotent. Nevertheless, to the National Party he represented an existential threat to Afrikanerdom: he embodied everything its leaders dreaded and detested. Government leaders whipped up fears about the role and reach of influential English-speaking capitalists. To them Oppenheimer personified die geldmag (money power), the sinister conglomeration of big capital, which stood to corrupt the volk and erode the traditional Afrikaner values of solidarity, piety and integrity.1 In the heat of political battle, some cabinet ministers threatened to nationalise the Oppenheimers’ mines. In the early 1950s, Harry Oppenheimer came to be depicted as ‘Hoggenheimer’ in the Afrikaner nationalist press, just as his father had been two decades previously.2 This antisemitic caricature symbolised British–Jewish imperialism and predatory mining finance capital. The Oppenheimers were converts to Anglicanism, but the Jew-baiting reverberated through the House of Assembly. In this moment, the figure of ‘Hoggenheimer’ – much like the ogre of white monopoly capital – performed a function central to nationalist demonology: it rallied the Afrikaner nation against a common enemy.


    I thought of this parallel because it seemed to go to the heart of questions about reputation, legacy and memory, and the historical context in which the lives of public figures are appraised. In producing this biography, I am mindful of two factors that militate against an even-handed hearing for Oppenheimer in the land of his birth. Most importantly, he was a liberal individualist (of a conservative sort, to be sure) in a country where the arc of history bends towards groupthink and nationalism. In South Africa, nationalist myths abound. Among members of the new governing elite, as with their predecessors, there is an impulse to survey the annals of our ancestors and to sanctify or vilify, to celebrate or denigrate. In part, that is just what nationalist rulers do: they enlist mythology and symbolism to present a glorious version of their reconditioned past. Their heroes are deified while ideological adversaries are demonised, and triumphalism replaces the search for truth – fraught as that concept might be – as the purpose of historical endeavour. A man with a complex legacy like Oppenheimer, a liberal in a land dominated by nationalists, is all too unthinkingly reduced to the phantasmagoria of ‘Hoggenheimer’ and white monopoly capital.


    There is another facet to this potentially polarised reception, and that is the growing orthodoxy of ‘presentism’, the practice whereby historical protagonists are hastily judged on the basis of whether they live up to contemporary mores and values. In some ways, Oppenheimer was a man ahead of his time; in others, he was inescapably a product of his era. He looked upon the ‘wind of change’ blowing through Africa in the 1960s not as a calamity, but certainly as a phenomenon which might not be unquestionably propitious. Oppenheimer mourned the ‘fading’ of the Commonwealth, or at least what he perceived to be its original ideals. That was the title of his Smuts Memorial Lecture at the University of Cambridge in 1967.3 Oppenheimer was no starry-eyed admirer of Cecil John Rhodes, the founder (in 1888) of De Beers Consolidated Mines, but he regarded himself and the Oppenheimer family enterprise – the gold and diamond dynasty – as heirs to the ‘Rhodes tradition’. Although Oppenheimer was an articulate opponent of apartheid, and bankrolled the Progressive Party for decades after its formation in 1959 (the ‘Progs’, a breakaway from the UP, were the liberal opposition to the Nationalist government), he supported a qualified franchise until 1978. In the 1970s and 1980s, he was an evolutionary democrat, a proponent of gradualism and reform; however, his support for non-racial democracy came with all sorts of caveats about black majority rule. And even though Oppenheimer was an enlightened capitalist, certainly by the standards of his peers, on his mines the conditions above and below ground contributed to generations of black hardship. Viewed through this lens, Oppenheimer is hardly likely to pass muster with the 21st-century sloganeers of the decolonisation movement, the statue-topplers, the ideologically pure warriors who want to cleanse the past of ambiguity. Yet his legacy is multifaceted, and he deserves neither obloquy nor hagiography.


    Possessed of a refined aesthetic sensibility, Oppenheimer would perhaps have regarded the iconoclasm of today’s self-styled social justice campaigners, scouring the past for thoughtcrimes, as brutish. ‘When you are brought up in the purple,’ he once said to the British writer Anthony Sampson, ‘the only thing worth doing is to be some kind of an artist.’4 With his abiding love of French Impressionist painting and English Romantic poetry, particularly the works of Lord Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley, there is no doubt that Oppenheimer conceived of his corporate conquests as sublimated artistry. He turned business into an art form, according to Sampson, and ‘became an artist in that’. In this world he was known simply by his initials, ‘HFO’. A rare example of a scion who inherited both a streak of creative genius and a passion for commerce, HFO vastly expanded the inheritance left to him by his father. The corporate patrimony came in the form of the Anglo American Corporation, founded by Ernest Oppenheimer in 1917, and its sister company, De Beers.


    But HFO was much more than an imaginative industrialist whose riches brought him global recognition. He was prominent in public life. Among his many roles, besides serving as a parliamentarian, Oppenheimer was the Chancellor of the University of Cape Town from 1967 to 1996. After the Soweto uprising of 1976, which marked a turning point in South African history, he founded the Urban Foundation with Anton Rupert. A catalyst for the socio-economic upliftment of black township dwellers, the foundation played a critical role in the process of reform. Through the Ernest Oppenheimer Memorial Trust and the Anglo American and De Beers Chairman’s Fund, HFO institutionalised a culture of philanthropy. The multiple black beneficiaries of this largesse – across the spectrum of arts and culture, education and training – were able to gain access to opportunities which the apartheid state saw fit to deny them as a matter of course. Nelson Mandela, with whom HFO developed a friendship in the 1990s, lauded the tycoon for his efforts to develop South Africa. Oppenheimer’s ‘contribution to building a partnership between Big Business and the new democratic government’, Mandela panegyrised, could ‘never be appreciated too much’.5 Even so, HFO’s legacy remains contested. As the potentate who held sway over South Africa’s largest mining house for a quarter of a century during apartheid, Oppenheimer’s name is tarnished by association with those features of the racially oppressive system which left an altogether more corrosive residue. First and foremost among these is the migrant labour system. It rent asunder families and cleaved the social fabric. In that sense, the architect’s epitaph that memorialises Sir Christopher Wren at St Paul’s Cathedral – ‘If you would seek his monument, look around you’ – echoes equivocally in the case of this study’s subject.
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    The opportunity to write Oppenheimer’s biography, coupled with the benefit of unrestricted access to the family’s personal papers, proved an exciting prospect for me. When I first began exploring these holdings at the Brenthurst Library, they were an unmined treasure trove. I felt a bit like one of those diggers who descended on Kimberley in the late 1870s, or perhaps the Witwatersrand a decade later: armed with my metaphorical pick and shovel, I set upon the archive as if it were the site of a diamond rush, a researcher’s El Dorado. Oppenheimer’s scholarly attractions are clear. His life history is inseparable from the tapestry of South Africa’s 20th-century development. The nation’s tangled political, economic, social, cultural and commercial strands are all reflected in HFO’s personal patchwork of power. Indeed, the origins and growth of Anglo American and De Beers, two of the biggest and most successful businesses in the history of South African capitalism, warrant separate monographs.6 But that is not my purpose here. Rather, in threading the story of Oppenheimer’s long and varied life, I have sought to concentrate on the individual. I have tried to weave the public and the private, the chronological and the thematic; where the canvas of his corporate craftsmanship is concerned, I have approached it (and eyed the developments, the deals and the dynasty) from the perspective of the biographer, not the business historian. 


    Despite HFO’s historical significance, he has not previously been the focus of a comprehensive life history. There is a dual biography of him and his father, Oppenheimer and Son, published in 1973.7 That book unearthed a great deal of useful material, but it is not the product of critical inquiry; nor, by its nature, was it able to do justice to a significant portion of HFO’s career. Oppenheimer wrote an outline of his own memoir after he retired in the mid-1980s. He made a stab at several chapters; however, the manuscript was not completed or published. He was ‘setting off on a voyage of exploration’, HFO proffered in his introduction, and should it turn out that he had pursued a ‘circular route’, then he hoped to be ‘sensible enough’ to refrain from publication.8 The course he charted was more than adequately linear: Oppenheimer had an acute appreciation of time’s relentless forward march. Perhaps it was a natural inclination towards self-restraint, the counterpart of a certain courtliness, which dissuaded him from wider dissemination. During his lifetime Oppenheimer politely fobbed off various approaches from would-be biographers. It was only in 2017 that an edited volume, partly fashioned from his speeches and public statements, appeared under the title A Man of Africa.9 Although that compilation focuses exclusively on HFO’s political thought – his business and private life fall beyond its scope – the book provides a considered assessment of Oppenheimer’s legacy. He was a ‘leader who transcended the business world through a quest to understand the public good’, the book’s editor, Kalim Rajab, concludes, as he lays the groundwork for a rider: ‘But in terms of his progressive political-economic thought and action, his legacy is more strained and should not be whitewashed.’10


    HFO’s life shines a sidelight on the history of South Africa’s political economy; it bridged not only the rise and fall of apartheid, but the birth – and reincarnation – of the country. Four days after Oppenheimer was born in 1908, a constitutional convention was launched: it culminated in 1910 in the Union of South Africa, which welded the former British colonies and Boer republics into a unified nation-state ruled by the white minority. Segregation, and the exclusion of blacks from citizenship, was its cornerstone. Over eighty years later, another process of constitutional negotiations got under way. It brought together old antagonists, white and black, to midwife what Archbishop Desmond Tutu evocatively christened the ‘Rainbow Nation’. The founding democratic election of 1994 and the Constitution ultimately adopted in 1996 were its progeny. In this way, in his old age, Oppenheimer was able to witness the transition from a racial oligarchy to a non-racial democracy.


    Oppenheimer played a contentious part in this metamorphosis. To many on the left, who seek to rationalise democracy’s disappointing dividends (even its decay), Oppenheimer and Mandela serve as useful scapegoats for the country’s current failures. Symbolised by these two figureheads, the white corporate elite and the black political elite, so the argument goes, struck a Faustian bargain in the course of the negotiated settlement. They conspired to retain the economic fundaments of the old order in the new dispensation. As participants in the Brenthurst Group, a forum convened between 1994 and 1996, some among their number met in the seclusion of Oppenheimer’s Johannesburg estate. There, Mandela was co-opted: he sold out the revolution, and the mandarins of white monopoly capital bought off their new rulers with promises of riches. Thus was the privilege of the white minority entrenched and the birthright of the black majority cruelly blighted. It is a version of the past incidentally incorporated into African nationalist mythology – or at least the folklore which surrounds the lack of so-called radical economic transformation trumpeted by that slogan’s most ardent propagandists. The truth, as the last two chapters of this biography attempt to reveal, is somewhat more slippery. 


    There was no economic pact. The reasons for the Rainbow Nation’s fracturing are much more intricate than the individual legacies of Mandela or Oppenheimer; nor should they be glibly pinned on the fiendish forces of neoliberalism. Besides, if Oppenheimer’s record is to be dissected, then a longer lens is needed. Over the longue durée, his advocacy against apartheid and his promotion of democracy were indeed characterised by ambivalences. HFO may have been reviled by successive National Party prime ministers, but his corporate empire was engaged in a delicate dance of dependence with the government; after all, it kept the apartheid economy afloat. In Parliament, Oppenheimer was a fierce critic of the National Party. But he tended to couch his arguments against its racial policies in the language of homo economicus. The parlance of social justice was not his natural mode of expression; he avoided impugning the Nationalists’ morality, and he steered clear of ethical entreaties for them to change their ways. Instead, Oppenheimer insisted that apartheid made no economic sense; it was impracticable. Industrialisation, HFO declared, would lead to modernisation and democracy, and ultimately the barriers that separated blacks from whites would be broken down. This was the germ of the ‘Oppenheimer thesis’ elaborated by Anglo American’s contingent of intellectuals, many of whom were stationed in the Chairman’s Fund. They maintained that racial discrimination and free enterprise were irreconcilable: failure to eradicate the one would inevitably result in the elimination of the other. Yet, as Oppenheimer’s critics observed, Anglo American prospered well enough off the back of an unholy trinity: the migrant labour system, which provided the mines with a replenishable pool of grossly underpaid, exploited black workers; the pass laws, which regulated the movement of black people to the cities; and the compound system, which corralled black mineworkers into single-sex living quarters where their conditions were often squalid and inhumane. Anglo American profited from this terrible triumvirate, its detractors asserted, and if the company really wanted to smash the institutional apparatus of white supremacy, it could muster the requisite might. 


    Oppenheimer was alert to insinuations of collaboration or complicity, and the potential they had to taint his legacy. He believed that his businesses flourished in spite of, not because of, apartheid, and that overall they were a force for progress. It could be justly argued that his companies created millions of jobs, built valuable infrastructure, exerted crucial pressure on the National Party to initiate reforms, and provided a platform for economic growth in the democratic era. The party of liberation inherited the most sophisticated economy on the continent, and the Oppenheimer group of companies played a vital part in its development. Nevertheless, there were sins of commission and omission. The hazardous working conditions that gave rise to the spread of silicosis and silico-tuberculosis are a stain on the gold mining industry. It was not a reality that HFO attempted to grasp fully, or that he confronted head-on. He made the odd trip down to the bottom of his deepest gold mines, but he was no more than an accidental tourist. ‘It’s quite amusing but I wouldn’t like to work there,’ he once remarked airily to a journalist.11 Looking back on his life, Oppenheimer readily admitted that his corporations should have done much more, much sooner, to counteract segregation in the workplace. Anglo American should have pushed harder to house a greater fraction of its black mineworkers in accommodation designed for married couples – a concession that Verwoerd as minister of native affairs reluctantly granted – thereby striking a blow against migrant labour. But these were belated admissions, offered with the benefit of hindsight. To many, the regrets rang hollow: they had seen the consequences of Anglo’s inaction, quite clearly, long in advance.
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    What then of the corporate dynasty? If 2017 was notable for Bell Pottinger’s deceptions, then it also stood out for another reason: the centenary of the Anglo American Corporation. But by then the mining finance house had turned into a shadow of its former self. On the world stage, it was dwarfed by its major rivals: Glencore, Rio Tinto and BHP. For ‘a shattered modern empire to rival Shelley’s Ozymandias’, Rajab lamented, ‘one needs look no further than Anglo American’.12 Tony Bloom, former chairman of the family-founded Premier Group (which Anglo American absorbed into its stable in the 1980s), echoed the sentiment. The credit for ‘Anglo’s power and prestige belonged to HFO’, he ventured, but Oppenheimer’s ‘monumental commercial legacy’ had been ‘squandered by his successors’.13 The family’s ties to Anglo American plc, listed on the London Stock Exchange in 1999, had long since frayed. Neither Nicky Oppenheimer nor his son, Jonathan, would ever run or chair the company. Meanwhile, in 2011, Nicky had sold the family’s 40 per cent stake in De Beers to Anglo American for $5.1 billion, thus terminating a relationship which had endured for over eighty years. It was, he said at the time, a ‘difficult decision’, but one that was taken ‘in the best interests of the family’.14 The diamond market had collapsed in the global recession of 2008–9, and although it was well on the way to recovery, it seemed prudent for the family to re-evaluate its investment strategy. 


    It is interesting if somewhat idle to speculate about what HFO would have made of this trajectory. The ‘Oppenheimer dynasty’ (not a label, incidentally, which Harry Oppenheimer would have attached to his family, much less employed) has frequently been portrayed as if it resembled royalty in South Africa. Like his father, HFO was consistently referred to in the press as the ‘King of Diamonds’, the ‘King of Gold’, or ‘the man with the Midas touch’. In his autumn years, he was treated reverentially in Anglo American as a kind of constitutional monarch. Early on in their marriage, Oppenheimer’s wife, Bridget, took on a rather regal demeanour. Locally, the family name is equivalent in standing to the Rothschilds (the ‘Kings of the Jews’) or the Rockefellers (the ‘American royal family’).15 It brings to mind the financial and industrial dynasties sustained by the Morgans, the Fords, the Mellons and the Carnegies, the indissoluble stamp of a name associated with a tradition of philanthropy, handed down from generation to generation. However, as has often been observed of well-heeled dynasties, there tends to be a pattern: the first generation makes the money, the second generation spends it, and the third generation throws it all away. In Thomas Mann’s chronicle of the rise and fall of a Hanseatic merchant dynasty, Buddenbrooks, there is a progressive loss of entrepreneurial vigour and financial aptitude: decadence is detectable in the third generation and threatens to be fatal in the fourth.16 In Nicky Oppenheimer’s case he managed to preserve and monetise the family’s wealth thanks to the shrewdly timed (and priced) sale of its interest in De Beers. Through a new global investment company rooted in Africa, Oppenheimer Partners, Jonathan Oppenheimer seeks to build a long-term portfolio of businesses faithful to his great-grandfather’s philosophy. This is the idea, as Ernest Oppenheimer liked to say, that the purpose of business is to earn profits, but to earn them in such a way as to make a ‘real and permanent contribution to the well-being of the people’ and the development of communities.17 


    Dynasties are dynamic. The economic historian David Landes notes in his fascinating study of the world’s great family businesses that tales of money, power and kinship inevitably involve ‘drama and passion’, especially with the passage of generations: ‘as wealth grows, so do the opportunities for disagreement’.18 In 1935 Ernest Oppenheimer founded E Oppenheimer and Son as a holding company for the family’s investments. As I conducted my research for this book, the firm was dissolved. In essence, it has bifurcated. Oppenheimer Generations (Opp-Gen) now represents the interests of Nicky and Jonathan Oppenheimer, while Nicky’s sister, Mary, and her daughters, Victoria Freudenheim, Rebecca Oppenheimer, Jessica Jell and Rachel Slack, have elected to further their concerns through Mary Oppenheimer and Daughters (MODO). In some ways, this development has freed the women in the family to flex their financial muscles independently: historically, E Oppenheimer and Son, like the greater Anglo American group, was a patriarchal institution. In HFO’s working life, the notion that a female Oppenheimer might carve out a career in the family business (or take the lead in making decisions about investments) would have struck him as peculiar, a departure from gender norms. Today, both jointly and independently, Opp-Gen and MODO maintain a commitment to philanthropy. When the Covid-19 pandemic gripped the world in 2020, each side of the family donated R1 billion to privately administered funds to mitigate the socio-economic impacts of the disease on South Africa. The (renamed) Oppenheimer Memorial Trust, currently chaired by Jonathan, with Rebecca serving as a trustee, continues to make significant grants to public benefit organisations and institutions, principally in the education sector. But the nature of the dynasty has palpably changed.


    Ernest Oppenheimer was the dynastic founder. As a risk-taking entrepreneur, he was intimately bound up with the economic development of southern Africa. That fact is reflected in the title of Sir Theodore Gregory’s weighty biography of the capitalist colossus.19 Having assumed the chairman’s mantle on his father’s death in 1957, HFO became the consolidator and the expander. More conservative and cerebral by nature, he nevertheless built on the bequest and added numerous protectorates to the ‘Oppenheimer empire’.20 HFO did this in two ways. From the early 1960s he diversified Anglo American into secondary industry, a process signalled by the formation of the Highveld Steel and Vanadium Corporation. Nationally, Anglo’s operations eventually spanned the gamut of manufacturing, construction, property and finance. Prompted in part by the logic of exchange controls, which forced Anglo to reinvest domestically, the corporation morphed into an industrial conglomerate: in time to come, it completely dominated the South African economy. Almost simultaneously, HFO embarked upon a campaign of international expansion. By the time he relinquished the chairmanship of Anglo American at the end of 1982 (and that of De Beers at the end of 1984), the greater group – a Byzantine beast sprouting manifold appendages – had become a multinational mining combine, with interests in a plethora of minerals and metals ranging from gold and diamonds, platinum and uranium, to nickel and oil. The group boasted footholds all over Africa, North America, South America, Europe, Asia and Australasia. It was a $15 billion empire on which the sun never set. Minorco, the group’s flagship international investment company (initially domiciled in Bermuda, subsequently in Luxembourg), was the principal shareholder in Phibro-Salomon, a leading American investment bank and commodities trader. In fact, by 1981, Minorco had become the single largest foreign investor in the United States. 


    HFO saw it as his manifest destiny – indeed, duty – to sustain and strengthen what his father had created. The extraordinarily close relationship between the two of them – they shared something akin to a telepathic connection – is key to understanding HFO’s character, outlook and self-image. ‘The notion of there being a “generation gap” did not occur to me,’ HFO wrote of his father in the outline of his memoir. ‘It seemed to me that it was not for me to choose a career but simply to do my duty in the estate to which it had pleased God to call me.’21 In his various guises as heir, apprentice, magnate, monarch – the quatrain of this book – HFO often appeared to be navigating through life by the North Star of paternal prescripts. However, in stepping out of his father’s shadow, he emerged as his own man; the vicissitudes of personal and professional fortune inevitably moulded him. As I write this, Virginia Woolf’s dictum rings in my ears: a good biography, she determined, should be the record of the things that change rather than merely of the things that happen. In this book, I have tried to document the transitions as well as the happenings. By the end of Harry Oppenheimer’s life, his ideas about destiny and family had shifted. In matters familial, HFO believed in the virtue of tradition. But he came to an important realisation. It is through change, he discovered – rather than conformity or simple continuity – that the art might most reliably outlive the artist.
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    HEIR


    1908–1931, and earlier

  


  
    ONE


    Family Roots


    (BEFORE 1908)


    Blood and Iron, and the Jews of Frankfurt 


    Outside Eduard Oppenheimer’s modestly appointed tobacconist’s shop in Friedberg, north of Frankfurt, the tides of nationalist fervour churned. Otto von Bismarck, the volcanic Prussian Minister-President, had resolved to crush his liberal opponents at home and vanquish his European rivals abroad. Bismarck’s goal was to forge Germany’s disparate states into a unified nation under Prussian hegemony – through blood and iron if need be. The German Reich was wrought with guns and guile. After engineering wars with the three powers that stood in the way of unification – Denmark, Austria and France – and defeating them in turn, Prussia emerged victorious, and its king, Wilhelm I, was proclaimed the new German Emperor at the Palace of Versailles. Bismarck was to be his Chancellor. And so, in 1871, the German Empire was born. The Oppenheimer empire, by contrast – the fabled corporate behemoth of the 20th century, a colossus studded with diamonds and gold – was then but a speck of ash on the map of greater Hesse. 


    When the Iron Chancellor welded Germany together like some mettlesome metallurgist, the Oppenheimers’ fiefdom was confined to a solitary store in Friedberg. They were merchants of cigars, not minerals or metals. Eduard Oppenheimer and his wife, Nanette (or ‘Nanny’, née Hirschhorn), were married by the rabbi at Butzbach on 11 December 1862. In 1871 they were the parents of four sons: Bernard (b. 1866), Gustav (b. 1867), Emil (b. 1869) and Louis (b. 1870). Ernst, later anglicised to Ernest, arrived ten years later, on 22 May 1880, following a fecund daughterly interlude. His older sisters, Lina, Franziska and Johanna, were all born between 1872 and 1878. Another son, Otto, followed Ernest two years later, while the tenth and last child, Eugen (b. 1884), died early, aged five. Ernest took his place in a family of progressively prospering German-Jewish traders. His father, paternal grandfather and paternal great-grandfather were all property owners born in Reichenbach, where the Oppenheimers had plied their trade since the late 18th century.1 


    Ernest’s grandfather Nathan Baer Oppenheimer, a cigar merchant, initiated the move to Frankfurt in the 1850s. He hoped the free imperial city would offer better prospects for his wares. Only six decades earlier, however, Frankfurt had festered with anti-Jewish hostility. The Judensau (Jews’ sow), an ancient and obscene antisemitic image, occupied an officially sanctioned spot on one of the town’s walls. It depicted a group of Jews demeaning themselves with a fierce sow, including a rabbi licking the pig’s excrement. In 1795, a traveller to the Jewish quarter, the Judengasse (Jews’ Lane), remarked that most of Frankfurt’s Jews had a ‘deathly pale appearance’.2 For all that it was ‘sombre, humid and filthy’, Frankfurt’s Judengasse produced a thriving tribe of teachers, doctors, traders, and financiers like Mayer Amschel Rothschild (b. 1744),3 who founded the Rothschild banking dynasty. 


    By the 19th century, Jews oiled the wheels of Germany’s financial institutions. They powered its economic development and spearheaded its turn to industry. In fact, as the historian Fritz Stern observed, perhaps never before in Europe had a minority ‘risen as fast or gone as far as did German Jews in the nineteenth century’.4 Within this minority, the Oppenheimer name was associated with money and political influence. Several Oppenheimers became diplomats. Karl (later Sir Charles) Oppenheimer, a Frankfurt native who emigrated to England in 1852 aged 16, started out in the City of London as a general merchant and ended his career as the knighted British consul general in Frankfurt.5 These Oppenheimers may have occupied loftier and more luxuriant branches of the extended family tree, but Eduard – an unassuming cigar salesman with foresight and aspirations for his large brood of dependants – would harness whatever connections he could for his children’s benefit. It seemed increasingly necessary. For although members of the small German-Jewish elite had played a significant role in the creation of the new nation-state – between 1864 and 1871, they effectively underwrote the costs of Germany’s wars of unification – the triumphalist pan-German nationalism that sustained it was ethnocentric and exclusionary.


    The Oppenheimers’ German roots lay deep and spread wide; indeed, the Jewish community of the town Oppenheim, from where the surname springs, was first recorded in the town’s tax register in 1241. And yet, after 1870, as an atavistic, chauvinistic sentiment took hold, the very presence of Jews in the German polity came to be resented and scorned. This was a different kind of nationalism from its more liberal predecessor, which had been shaped by the revolutions of 1848. Now, völkisch intellectuals cast the Jew as an insidious enfeebler of traditional Germanic values, the ‘principal corruptor of the German soul’.6 Presciently, Eduard Oppenheimer warned his six sons that Germany was no longer ‘a country for Jews to live in’.7 They must get out, as soon as they were reasonably educated, he instructed them, and seek their fortunes far from Friedberg. England appeared to be the safest destination. In contrast to most of Continental Europe, antisemitism failed to gain a sure political foothold in 19th-century Britain.8 The first to leave Friedberg was Bernard, the eldest son, a youngster of imperious mien. He made his way to London on an exit permit arranged by Charles Oppenheimer. By some quirk of fate, his path was paved by the discovery of diamonds, thousands of miles away on the southern tip of Africa. It was an exploit that would set in motion South Africa’s industrial revolution, reshape its political landscape, and radically alter the fortunes of Eduard Oppenheimer’s sons.


    Discovery of Diamonds in Kimberley


    In 1867, a young boy named Erasmus Jacobs, the son of an impecunious Boer farmer, found a diamond on his father’s farm near the settlement of Hopetown on the Orange River. Further findings followed.9 A mad rush for riches ensued. By 1870, there were over ten thousand diggers from all over the globe spread along the banks of the Vaal River, from its confluence with the Orange River to Klipdrift (later, Barkly West) in the north. They engaged in alluvial digging. But an even greater discovery awaited. Unlike in India or Brazil, the diamonds in southern Africa were not confined to riverbeds. It soon became clear that deep below the earth’s surface, in hard rock called blue ground, there were diamond deposits of an entirely different order from what any speculator dared dream. From the beginning of the 1870s, pipes of crystallised carbon bearing vast numbers of gemstones were found. In 1871, diggings were established on the farm Vooruitzicht, belonging to Diederik and Johannes de Beer. Two mines formed in swift succession in the area that became known as Kimberley: the Old Rush (later, De Beers) mine and the New Rush (later, Kimberley) mine at Colesberg Kopje, which sat atop an ancient pipe of diamondiferous lava. The small kopje (hill) collapsed into Kimberley’s ‘Big Hole’, one of the deepest man-made cavities in the world. By the end of 1871, five mines had been discovered and were being exploited: Bultfontein, Dutoitspan, the De Beers mine, the Kimberley mine, and, one hundred miles away, Jagersfontein.


    The problem for the diggers was how to lay their hands on rough diamonds buried deep underground. Sophisticated machinery – physical, administrative and financial – was needed to extract them. In Britain, the mandarins of empire sprang to attention. They proclaimed Griqualand West, which incorporated the diggings at Kimberley, a Crown Colony in 1871 and annexed it to the Cape Colony nine years later. Meanwhile, the foot soldiers of empire scrambled to stake their own claims. The most remarkable among them was the lanky 18-year-old son of an English vicar, a precocious adolescent possessed of vision and determination. He talked garrulously in a piercing falsetto and he scuttled about the diamond fields. His name was Cecil John Rhodes. Rhodes bought a claim to the De Beers mine and proceeded to establish himself as one of the most formidable entrepreneurs in Kimberley, vying for pre-eminence with Barney Barnato, the rough-and-ready son of a London East End Jewish hawker. Rhodes gobbled up the claims of smaller mining operators. He managed to secure funding from the Rothschild banking family. Rhodes was a force of nature, forever metamorphosing. He was a miner-turned-entrepreneur. He was a successful capitalist who transformed himself into an amalgamator. As a member of the Cape Parliament and prime minister of the Cape Colony, Rhodes rose to become a political luminary ‘capable of arousing enormous outpourings both of affection and of vituperation’.10 These are all descriptors that would, in due course, be applied to Ernest Oppenheimer and the dynasty he created. Theirs was to become a dominion of sorts, consciously moulded in the ‘Rhodes tradition’. However, Rhodes played no direct role in Ernest Oppenheimer’s fortunes. It was Anton Dunkelsbuhler – a relative, through his wife, of Eduard Oppenheimer’s sons – who unrolled for the Oppenheimer brothers a jewelled carpet that stretched from Friedberg, via London, to Kimberley and back to England. Dunkelsbuhler’s firm became the ‘haven and workshop’ of Oppenheimers fleeing European antisemitism.11


    Anton Dunkelsbuhler and the Jewelled Carpet


    Anton Dünkelsbühler was born at Fürth in Bavaria on 24 December 1844. He settled in England in July 1866 and became a naturalised British subject at the end of 1871. A man of refined sensibilities, he sought to cast off the shackles of the ghetto and turn himself into an Englishman as fast as he could, not least by dropping the umlauts from his German surname. ‘In the privacy of their own homes they may have observed the traditional Jewish customs,’ Ernest Oppenheimer’s biographer wrote of Dunkelsbuhler, ‘but in their everyday commercial life their ambition was to Anglicize themselves and become “Englishmen of Jewish extraction” like the Rothschilds, the Montagus, and the Samuels.’12 It was an impulse shared by all but one of the Oppenheimer brothers. Long before they were out of their teens, Bernard, Gustav, Louis, Ernest and Otto all fled Friedberg to climb the staircase of financial and social respectability in London. Kimberley was a staging post along the way. Only Ernest would settle permanently in the diamond-mining centre and reinvent himself as a man both of Africa and of the British Empire. Dunkelsbuhler went to Kimberley in 1872 as a diamond buyer and representative for the merchant house Mosenthal and Company. David Harris, Barney Barnato’s cousin and a celebrated diamond dealer himself, called Dunkelsbuhler the largest and most generous buyer on the fields. During the four years he spent in Kimberley, Dunkelsbuhler traded more than £1 million on behalf of Mosenthals. He also made sure to accumulate his own stock of stones. Back in London, Dunkelsbuhler set up shop as a diamond dealer at 97 Hatton Garden. He formed a branch in Kimberley, too, from where a resident buyer would send him a regular supply of diamonds. 


    Bernard was the first Oppenheimer to join the London office of A Dunkelsbuhler and Company. Now approaching middle age and portly with prosperity, the diminutive founder was referred to as ‘Old Dunkels’ behind his back. After a short apprenticeship shadowing Old Dunkels, Bernard was dispatched to Kimberley at the age of 13.13 Louis followed in Bernard’s footsteps when he turned 16. Two of the brothers’ first cousins from Friedberg, Gustav Imroth and Friedrich ‘Fritz’ Hirschhorn – they went on to senior positions in the diamond brokerages Barnato Brothers and Wernher, Beit and Company respectively – were already ensconced in Kimberley. They provided a ready-made social network for their relatives. Louis arrived in Kimberley just as Rhodes was in the midst of a mighty battle with Barnato to consolidate control of the diamond trade. With the support of Alfred Beit – a shy, unobtrusive, thoroughly anglicised (and converted) German Jew – Rhodes quickly prevailed. In 1888, he concluded a deal with Barnato which led to the creation of De Beers Consolidated Mines Limited. Rhodes soon held sway over more than 95 per cent of the world’s diamond production. His next step was to recalibrate the scales of supply and demand so that the market would not be flooded. Rhodes wanted to dominate production and monopolise distribution. In 1890, he formed the Diamond Syndicate, which was effectively a single channel for diamonds entering the market.14 It comprised ten firms, each of which signed an agreement to purchase a fixed quota of diamonds. At ten per cent, Dunkelsbuhlers had the fourth largest allocation behind Wernher, Beit and Company, Barnato Brothers, and Mosenthals. It was Bernard Oppenheimer who put his signature to the contract on behalf of Dunkelsbuhlers.


    The Witwatersrand Gold Rush and the Emergence of the ‘Randlords’


    Many of the adventurers who grew stupendously rich in Kimberley – anglicised German Jews like Alfred Beit, Anton Dunkelsbuhler and George Albu; Lithuanian Jews like Samuel ‘Sammy’ Marks; and British Jews like Barnato, Barnato’s nephew Solomon ‘Solly’ Joel, and Lionel Phillips – extended their sphere of operations to the Witwatersrand after the discovery of gold in 1886. They transplanted parts of their physical and financial infrastructure to Johannesburg in order to exploit the auriferous finds. Ownership of individual mines was centralised among a few holding companies. Given the fixed price of gold and the highly speculative nature of mining investment, concentration of ownership meant more efficient use of technical and administrative resources. The result was that wealth and power were channelled into the hands of a small elite, reinforced by a system of interlocking directorships. Some of these gold barons set up residence in the mansions of Parktown on the ridge overlooking Johannesburg. They became ‘Randlords’, wealthy and cultured creatures of the Anglo-South African establishment.15 Others looked upon the city of gold just as they had looked upon the city of diamonds. It was a temporary port of call on their voyage of self-enrichment back to the metropole. Returning to England, they proceeded to acquire Park Lane mansions, racehorses and country houses. Dunkelsbuhler was a sojourner on the British Empire’s profitable periphery. After the Rand was opened up, he acquired significant gold interests in association with Goerz and Company (later, the Union Corporation), linked to the Consolidated Mines Selection Company Limited and the Transvaal Coal Trust Company Limited (later, the Rand Selection Corporation Limited). Dunkelsbuhler sent Bernard Oppenheimer to look after his fledgling gold concerns on the Rand. Louis took over from Bernard in the Kimberley office, and he stayed there for several years before going back to London to manage matters at Dunkelsbuhlers’ new, grander headquarters on Holborn Circus. Bernard eventually left Dunkelsbuhlers to join forces with Sammy Marks. Ultimately he returned to England, though he remained long enough in Kimberley to serve in the volunteer force of the Kimberley Regiment when the city was besieged during the Anglo-Boer War. So it came to pass that when Ernest undertook his rite of passage from Friedberg to London in 1896, he fell under the wing of Louis rather than Bernard. It was to prove a portentous pairing. Louis was the brother with whom Ernest cultivated his closest relationship and to whom, he would claim in later years, ‘he owed everything in his life’.16


    Ernest Oppenheimer’s Apprenticeship


    Ernest was squat and powerfully built, with dark, deep-set, lively eyes. Unlike the more effete-looking Louis, young Ernest was a dynamo. He reached London on his 16th birthday and commenced his apprenticeship at Dunkelsbuhlers as the ‘office dogsbody’, making tea and keeping his superiors stocked with stationery.17 In time, with another young recruit – a Parisian, Etienne Fallek – Ernest started sorting diamonds. He considered the crystals to be things of beauty. They were the foundation stones of his career. ‘When a man really understands something about diamonds,’ Ernest would later declare, ‘he becomes a diamond merchant, not a valuator.’18 From the moment he walked through Old Dunkels’s door, Ernest Oppenheimer dedicated himself to becoming the world’s pre-eminent diamond merchant. His ambition was vaulting. Louis passed on to Ernest all the correspondence from the Dunkelsbuhlers representative in Kimberley, Leon Soutro, which he devoured. Ernest stockpiled every shard of knowledge possible. He compiled all the statistics of mine production, outputs and returns into his own personal register. Although his education had been limited, Ernest was a quick study. His final school report, issued two weeks before his arrival in London, recorded his results in English, French, geography, chemistry and mineralogy as ‘gut’ while his performance in algebra and geometry was ‘sehr gut’.19 


    Louis acted as a kind of mentor to Ernest. Although in outlook and demeanour Louis was more passive than his forceful, thickset younger brother, he helped Ernest to navigate the culture and customs of their adopted homeland. He guided Ernest in the process of becoming a naturalised British subject, and Ernest took his oath of allegiance on 25 November 1901.20 Intellectually agile but emotionally fragile, Louis was a gentle soul; he shared Ernest’s innate reserve, but he lacked his brother’s resolute temperament. Yet they shared an intimate bond. They took joint lodgings, first in Belsize Park and then in West Hampstead, and they began building up a dense network of social and commercial ties. At the turn of the century, all the brothers bar one, Emil, were clustered around the Square Mile, dealing in diamonds. A photograph of the quintet taken at Anton Dunkelsbuhler’s country house in Maidenhead circa 1902 indicates the ‘rising opulence of the Oppenheimer tribe’.21 Bernard fixes his gaze on the photographer with an air of self-satisfaction. He was by then a diamond merchant of some renown and well established. Bernard was also settled in the private sphere: he had married Lena Strauss in 1890 and she bore him a son, Michael, in 1892. In the photograph, Michael focuses sweetly on the camera lens. The moustachioed Gustav appears distracted and slightly out of place. He was not a great success in business: Oppenheimer lore has it that Gustav ‘made a failure of everything he touched’.22 Otto, the youngest, showed promise. He was spirited, even if he lacked Louis’s and Ernest’s smarts. In the picture, Otto lounges in a deckchair, a look of insouciance upon his face. Louis stares languidly at the lens while Ernest, for all his solidity, looks faintly askance. There is an open book on his lap. Perhaps his reading had been interrupted. At any rate, Ernest seems vaguely ill at ease. It could be he felt the need to prove his mettle in the hurly-burly of the diamond fields. The opportunity was about to arise.


    Louis Oppenheimer decided that the time had come to replace Leon Soutro, the self-seeking Frenchman who oversaw Dunkelsbuhlers’ Kimberley office with benign neglect. Soutro paid more attention to increasing his own number of shares in De Beers than to Dunkelsbuhlers’ affairs. Ernest was to take over from Soutro on a three-year contract at an annual salary of £500, with the promise of a long vacation in England before his contract was renewed. He arrived in Kimberley in November 1902. The ‘turbulent city’ was gentrifying, but it retained the frenzied atmosphere of old.23 Rhodes had died eight months previously, on 26 March, before Ernest could meet the man he had heard so much about and come to revere. Yet Rhodes’s legacy loomed large. The country, meanwhile, had been totally transformed. The Anglo-Boer War, which erupted in 1899 and pitted Boer against Brit in a bloody contest for mastery over diamonds and gold, had only just come to its bitter end on 31 May 1902 with the signing of the Treaty of Vereeniging. The former Boer republics in the Transvaal and the Orange Free State were no longer under British military administration; they were now colonies of the British Crown with the promise of eventual self-government. Britain guaranteed a sum of £3 million to repay the republics’ war debts, part of a policy of post-war reconstruction driven by Lord Milner (the British High Commissioner and Governor of the aforementioned Crown colonies), which placed new financial burdens on the mining industry. Together with his administrative coterie of young male Oxford University graduates (contemptuously dubbed ‘Milner’s Kindergarten’), Milner proceeded to lay the foundations of the South African state, which was designed to fulfil the demands of British imperialism.24 It was a state whose development – economically and politically – Ernest Oppenheimer and his descendants were to mould decisively.


    Ernest came to Kimberley with £50 in his pocket and installed himself in lodgings at the home of his cousin Fritz Hirschhorn, a gregarious bachelor who had welcomed Bernard and Louis to the mining town years before. It was a grand house called The Grange, built for Rhodes in 1898, and located at 13 Lodge Road. By now, Hirschhorn was the doyen of diamonds in Kimberley. As the representative for Wernher, Beit and Company, he was a key figure in the Diamond Syndicate, and he was an alternate director to Alfred Beit on the board of De Beers. Rhodes had regarded him as an unrivalled authority on the precious stones. Hirschhorn gave Ernest invaluable insights into the diamond trade. He also provided him with an entrée into the upper echelons of Kimberley society and instilled in him an interest in civic affairs. Hirschhorn was a gracious host and bon viveur. At his dinner table, Ernest was exposed to all the leading lights in the firmament of De Beers. David Harris, a director of De Beers and, after Barnato’s apparent suicide in 1897, the occupant of Kimberley’s seat in the Cape Parliament, was a frequent guest. Solomon ‘Solly’ Joel, Barnato’s combustible and prodigiously occupied nephew – his numerous recreational interests included horse racing, yachting and the Drury Lane Theatre – was another. Joel had inherited his uncle’s financial, minerals and property empire and was the largest shareholder in De Beers. Ernest regarded him with awe. Through Hirschhorn, Ernest also met and learnt from De Beers men more closely involved with the company’s day-to-day operations, like its consulting engineer, Gardner Williams. However, it was Rhodes’s great friend, the impetuous and infamous Leander Starr Jameson (another De Beers director), who made the biggest impression. Jameson was the man whose untamed restlessness – a trait of ‘near-pathological proportions’ – spurred him to lead the botched raid against Paul Kruger’s republican Transvaal government late in 1895.25 It had contributed to the causes of the Anglo-Boer War. Jameson gave Ernest some useful career advice: ‘If you want to be someone in this town, leave the task of sorting diamonds to others.’26


    Ernest took Jameson’s counsel to heart. In the austere De Beers boardroom with its long table and round-backed leather chairs, he sat in on directors’ meetings at Hirschhorn’s invitation. With Rhodes’s portrait watching over him, Ernest helped capture the minutes. He worked voraciously and sought out new opportunities for Dunkelsbuhler. He travelled to Elandsfontein on the Highveld to inspect the Premier mine, where a massive diamond pipe – purportedly six times bigger than anything in Kimberley – had been found by Thomas Cullinan. It was a critical discovery which ultimately unearthed the legendary Cullinan diamond, the largest rough diamond ever found. On the strength of Ernest’s instincts, Dunkelsbuhler bought a sizeable stake in the new venture. Others in the Diamond Syndicate underestimated its significance at first. The increasingly complacent directors of De Beers were caught off guard. The Dunkelsbuhler deal sealed Ernest’s reputation as an astute speculator. It also crystallised his growing desire to put down roots in southern Africa. The place, it seemed to him, brimmed with possibilities. For one thing, as a company, De Beers had grown sluggish. It was ripe for an overhaul. For another, the goldfields – in which Dunkelsbuhler, through his controlling shares in Consolidated Mines Selection, had a substantial interest – glittered with prospects. But, first, Ernest was due for his long leave. His initial contract had expired. At the end of 1905, he set sail for England. Ernest looked forward to rekindling old friendships and renewing his ties in London. He would go and visit his parents in Friedberg too. At the back of his mind, however, was a gnawing concern. If he were to return to Kimberley, it would be preferable to do so not as a bachelor but as a married man, the originator of his own dynasty.
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    Portrait of Emma Goldmann, Harry Oppenheimer’s maternal grandmother, 1891. (Courtesy of Nicky Oppenheimer)


    The Beginnings of the Oppenheimer Dynasty


    The previous year, Louis Oppenheimer had married Carlota (Charlotte or ‘Lottie’) Pollak. The Pollaks were a well-to-do, urbane family of anglicised Austro-German Jews. Charlotte’s father, Joseph – a shrewd and practical Viennese stockbroker – had at one time served as president of the London Stock Exchange. Her mother, Emma Jane (née Goldmann), despite her Frankfurt heritage, had been born in the Cape Colony. Emma Goldmann’s father, Louis, had gone out there in the 1840s to work with the Mosenthal brothers; before the diamond rush, their company traded in wool and ostrich feathers around Graaff-Reinet and Burghersdorp.27 Emma Pollak’s elder sister, Johanna, married Harry Mosenthal, the man who provided Anton Dunkelsbuhler with his launch pad in Kimberley. There were thus several interweaving strands in the web woven by the German-Jewish diaspora. The other Pollak children – Charlotte’s siblings, Harry, Mary Lina, Edith, Leslie, Alice, George and Sybil – had all been born in England and were thoroughly English. In time to come, the paterfamilias, Joseph Pollak, was to provide an important point of contact for Ernest. He opened another avenue into the City of London’s trading floor, its banks and finance houses. Of more immediate interest to Ernest, however, was the Pollak sister who had caught his eye at Louis’s wedding – Mary Lina, or ‘May’, as she was known. 


    During Ernest’s spell in the diamond town, he maintained a correspondence with May Pollak. Now, on his leave in England, he saw a great deal of her. May was headstrong and had a razor-sharp mind. Despite being six years younger than Ernest, she was a woman of cultivated tastes and superior education to her suitor. She planned to go up to Girton College, Cambridge. The more time Ernest spent with May, the deeper in love he fell. There was one hitch: he was almost due back in Kimberley. Impulsively, Ernest decided to propose marriage. May accepted, and a wedding was hastily arranged. The ceremony took place according to Jewish rites at the Pollaks’ opulent home, originally built for Sir Samuel Morton Peto, at 12a Kensington Gardens on 19 June 1906. The West London Synagogue of British Jews issued a marriage certificate two weeks later.28 


    Almost immediately, the newly-weds had to leave for Kimberley. Once there, they lodged with Fritz Hirschhorn; but this was not a sustainable arrangement, for the couple planned to start a family. Ernest bought a plot of land down the road from Hirschhorn and engaged contractors to build a house. He paid £2000 for it, and when the dwelling was completed he called it Friedberg in homage to his roots. However, in practice, Ernest aspired to a wholly new life, far removed from Germany and his father’s tobacco shop. Then a series of calamities struck. In October 1907, a financial crisis exploded in the United States. There was a run on the banks; panic spread, and contagion seeped into the diamond trade. Demand for diamonds dried up overnight. The Diamond Syndicate found itself with £3 million worth of stock in hand and no way to get rid of it. Meanwhile, only a few months earlier, May had suffered a miscarriage. She was devastated. Then, quite unexpectedly, her beloved younger brother George died. May’s grandmother Lina Goldmann wrote to her granddaughter in despair: her heart was ‘nearly broken’ and her eyes were ‘blinded with tears’.29 It was almost too much for the 21-year-old May to bear. Far away from the familiarity of London – in the dry, dusty and inhospitable streets of Kimberley – she found herself marooned, cut off from the emotional support of her parents and siblings. Her recent marriage to Ernest, who had whisked her off to the other side of the globe with the promise of a fresh start, came under severe strain. After May’s miscarriage Lina tried to console her granddaughter. ‘Consider only that your darling husband is with you, and his love will kiss your tears soon away.’30 Two weeks later she wrote again. ‘Don’t fret any more about your sad loss,’ she soothed May; Ernest was a ‘good, loving husband’, and May would be able to find happiness in his ‘strong, strong love’.31 The commiserations were laced with hope. The time might not be far off, Lina predicted, ‘when a sweet darling child may be to you and Ernest the ties of a new, everlasting love’. Lina Goldmann’s words were prophetic. The following year May fell pregnant. On 28 October 1908, in her new home at 7 Lodge Road, she gave birth to a baby boy. His parents named him Harry Friedrich.
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    Ernest and May Oppenheimer on their wedding day, 19 June 1906. (Brenthurst Library)

  


  
    TWO


    Manifest Destiny


    1908–1927


    New Beginnings


    Harry Oppenheimer’s birth in 1908 provided a lifeline to his parents. May was besotted with her new arrival. She rejoiced in his every move and recorded each step for posterity. Harry’s introductory appearance on the stoep at 7 Lodge Road took place on 29 October at 7 am. He cut his first tooth on 10 May. He started crawling six days later, and walked unaided on 18 December. His first word, on 14 November, was ‘tiger’.1 The infant was named in accordance with Jewish rites, and underwent his bris at the hands of Rabbi Harris Isaacs of the Griqualand West Jewish Congregation.2 For all that Louis Oppenheimer was Ernest’s closest sibling, one of the other brothers, Gustav, was chosen as Harry’s godfather, together with Fritz Hirschhorn. May’s younger sister Edith became Harry’s godmother. In the first decade of his existence the contours of Harry Oppenheimer’s home life were shaped by his parents’ Jewish faith and kinship networks. The conversion to Anglicanism would come later. Eventually, the broader political climate – and the cultural environment in which Ernest Oppenheimer’s commercial empire evolved – steered the dynast away from the synagogue towards the Anglican Church. The politics of business and the business of politics in southern Africa came to inflect Ernest’s adopted Englishness with a faintly gentile sensibility. In Harry’s case, as he made his way through Parktown School in Johannesburg, Charterhouse in England, and ultimately Christ Church, Oxford, the inflection was to become emphatic. 
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    Harry Oppenheimer, aged six weeks, and his mother. (Brenthurst Library)


    Politics moulded the course of Harry Oppenheimer’s life from his very first breath. Four days after Ernest’s heir was born, a constitutional convention was launched to forge the new South African nation in the aftermath of the Anglo-Boer War. It led to the adoption of the South Africa Act of 1909, which yoked together the four colonies – the Cape, Natal, Transvaal and the Orange River Colony – into the Union of South Africa. Like Bismarck’s Germany, the South African nation-state formed in 1910 was hammered out of blood and metal, although gold (and diamonds) substituted for iron. Yet the nationalism envisaged by the convention’s key negotiators, Boer generals like Louis Botha and Jan Smuts, was not of the blood-and-soil variety. Indeed, Smuts, one of the principal architects of Union, championed the cause of reconciliation between Boer and Briton within the framework of imperial governance, despite having led republican Boer forces during the war. The Botha–Smuts strand of moderate Anglo-Afrikaner ‘South Africanism’ was perfectly compatible with the sort of colonial nationalism espoused by Lord Milner and his Kindergarten, which sought to balance local patriotism with wider imperial loyalties. The most remarkable feature of this supposedly inclusive strain of South Africanism was its enduring whiteness.3 Segregation was the cornerstone of the South African state. The convention’s liberal Cape delegates had wanted to extend their colony’s non-racial franchise to the rest of the Union. The colour-blind vote dated back to 1853, when the Parliament of the Cape of Good Hope was founded, and it enfranchised all adult males in the colony (with certain qualifications regarding property ownership) irrespective of their race. At the National Convention of 1908–9, the representatives from Natal and the former Boer republics would, however, hear none of it. Smuts suggested a compromise. No Cape voter would be deprived of his vote on the grounds of colour unless a two-thirds majority of both Houses of Parliament, sitting jointly, decided otherwise. In fact, it was clear that Smuts, apart from not wanting to extend the Cape franchise to the other provinces, ‘would have liked to abolish it in the Cape itself’.4 In its own way, the common South African nationhood minted by the Act of Union was just as sectarian as Bismarck’s pan-Germanism, for it was predicated on the near exclusion of blacks from the body politic. 


    Smuts, South Africanism and a larger loyalty to the British Empire (and the British Commonwealth of Nations after it was formed in 1931) were all formative forces in the lives of Ernest Oppenheimer, his son Harry, and the mining companies that fell under their dominion. Those enterprises were to propel South Africa’s economic development and fashion its statehood over the course of the 20th century. But in 1908 such concerns seemed somewhat remote. Ernest’s interest in politics was parochial, even if it was sparked by an event of global significance. The so-called Panic of 1907, which crashed the New York Stock Exchange and wreaked havoc in the diamond markets, threw Kimberley onto hard times. One of the large mines, Dutoitspan, was temporarily shut, while workers at the other De Beers mines were put on short time. Many jobs were lost; there was misery and poverty. The panic was blamed on several factors: excessive speculation in copper, mining and railroad stocks, as well as President Theodore Roosevelt’s attacks on the ‘great malefactors of wealth’ in the United States.5 Nevertheless, it was the business oligarchs who saved the day. JP Morgan, New York’s wealthiest banker and a financier whose eponymous company would play a decisive role in Ernest Oppenheimer’s career, propped up the banks together with a fellow magnate and philanthropist, John D Rockefeller. In Kimberley, Ernest’s philanthropy was channelled more modestly. He and May organised relief soup kitchens for the unemployed. The sight of suffering pricked his conscience, and he resolved to play a bigger role in the public square. Early in 1908, before Harry was born, Ernest stood for election to the Kimberley town council. He duly won a seat and served as a councillor over a period of four years, before being elected as the city’s mayor in 1912. Oppenheimer’s dual role as a businessman and politician – later, with greater wealth and power, this was to merge into a single identity as a sort of business statesman – had commenced.


    The Great War and the Flight from Kimberley 


    In years to come, Ernest Oppenheimer was wont to quip that his involvement in municipal politics started because he had too much time on his hands: the Diamond Syndicate operated like a well-oiled machine, which freed him up for other pursuits. This was a misleading (if self-deprecating) claim, for Oppenheimer’s growing interest in politics dovetailed neatly with his commercial concerns. They reinforced one another. The diamond industry in Kimberley required a well-run town, one that functioned to the Syndicate’s – and De Beers’ – advantage. Ernest also took inspiration from Rhodes, whose pursuit of profit, for better or worse – and in Kimberley, Ernest would certainly have regarded it as for the better – was carried out within a framework of political and social objectives. Besides, Ernest’s exposure to local government politics would benefit him personally. It would entail a broadening of experience: an education in public speaking and the management of committees and officials. Such skills were ‘not to be learnt in a diamond merchant’s office’, Ernest’s biographer observed.6 Plainly, Ernest Oppenheimer’s ambitions extended beyond running Old Dunkels’s office in Kimberley, and he applied himself with ferocious energy to expanding his sphere of influence. Occasionally, throughout his life, there would be a setback to his physical health – or a personal turmoil, like the death of a loved one – that would temporarily immobilise him, and he would repair to Cape Town or London to recuperate. But in the main, Ernest was inexorably industrious. He was an innovator and a pioneer. In fact, there was almost something of the pirate about him: he seemed always to be in the right place, at the right time, ready to swoop and extract a pound of flesh either for Dunkelsbuhlers or himself. In this way, the Oppenheimer empire – the dominion and the dynasty – was born. Ernest was its founder and builder; Harry would be the consolidator. 


    In the years leading up to the outbreak of the First World War, Ernest Oppenheimer entrenched his reputation as a force to be reckoned with in Kimberley. He submitted two reports to De Beers – one on diamond cutting and the other on the challenges posed by the recent discovery of diamonds in South West Africa – that showed his ‘mastery’ of the problems facing the industry.7 In 1911, Anton Dunkelsbuhler died. He left behind a substantial fortune. His son Walter faded from the scene, and Louis Oppenheimer was promoted to managing director of Dunkelsbuhlers. For all intents and purposes the firm became the ‘Oppenheimer family concern’.8 In 1912, Ernest was elevated as an alternate director to (now, Sir) David Harris on the board of Jagersfontein. That same year he accomplished a long-standing goal which brought him much local kudos: the amalgamation of Beaconsfield (the site of the Dutoitspan mine) and Kimberley into a single municipal entity. Oppenheimer was re-elected as Kimberley’s mayor in 1913 and again in 1914, just after the Great War erupted. At an appreciative gathering of townsfolk he was presented with a portrait of himself in mayoral robes amid glowing speeches. (In later years, Harry Oppenheimer would describe the painting as ‘so appalling’ that even his ‘deep filial piety’ could not ‘persuade him to preserve it’.)9 In between all this, Ernest became a father for the second time: May gave birth to another son, Frank Leslie, on 17 October 1910. Meanwhile, May’s younger sister Edith joined the household at 7 Lodge Road for a stint; she was a comely girl preyed upon by the ‘gouty old bachelor’ Fritz Hirschhorn, who would come courting nightly, ‘without notable success’.10


    After an inauspicious start to married life in Kimberley, Ernest and May now enjoyed a halcyon period of domestic content. To them, 7 Lodge Road was a cosy sanctuary. In his later years, Harry Oppenheimer could recall the house with precision: its entrance hall draped with green curtains; its small library furnished with a red leather sofa and armchairs; and its patch of garden bordered by a white fence and little gate on which the name Friedberg was inscribed in black letters. ‘This was, I believe, one of the best houses in Kimberley in those days,’ he reminisced.11 From the earliest time, the boy knew that his father was the mayor, and of this he was ‘very proud’.12 Over the preceding nine years, Ernest and May had put down roots; they were now settled with their own young family, and Ernest was secure in his career. This brought Ernest satisfaction; it vindicated his decision (and his father’s advice) to uproot himself from Friedberg. Ernest had come to Kimberley to start afresh; to put a ‘deep, unbridgeable gulf between his childhood and boyhood in Germany and his new life, new aims and new ambitions’.13 In spite of the fact that Ernest spoke English with a German accent throughout his life, he came to think of himself as a British South African. He was grateful and proud of his British nationality, and his loyalty to the British Empire was filtered through the prism of his emerging South Africanness. Kimberley was his home. And so it came as a body blow when, in 1915, Kimberley’s mayor, leading diamond buyer and dedicated family man was hounded out of the city on the back of anti-German sentiment. Everything Ernest had worked for seemed to lie shattered; he thought his family and his future were in peril.


    The move by South Africa’s Prime Minister, Louis Botha, to take the Union into the Great War against Germany in 1914 rallied the English-speaking population, but it estranged many of the Afrikaner nationalists who had joined General JBM Hertzog’s breakaway National Party in 1912. Constitutionally the Union was part of the British Empire and, once Britain declared war, Botha had no choice but to follow suit. The Germans had supported the Boers during the Anglo-Boer War, and among some Afrikaners there was a residual sympathy for Kaiser Wilhelm II’s nation. A group of Boer generals, led by General Koos de la Rey, opposed Botha’s plans to launch an offensive against the German colony of South West Africa. There ensued an unsuccessful Boer ‘rebellion’.14 Ernest Oppenheimer’s fealty to the British Empire was, of course, not in doubt. But his opponents on the Kimberley town council exploited his German origins for political gain. A particularly noxious and pompous councillor, Fred Hicks, launched a scurrilous attack and called for Oppenheimer’s resignation as mayor. Oppenheimer rode it out. However, the war subjected Kimberley to many privations, and after the diamond mines ceased production for want of trade – throwing thousands into unemployment – the town was a cauldron of discontent. Oppenheimer took his civic duties seriously. He saw off a battalion of the Kimberley Regiment as it departed to join the South West Africa campaign, and he helped form another battalion in its place. He established the Mayor’s Relief Fund, which provided employment on public works projects, and he raised money for it from De Beers. In South West Africa, Botha’s forces were driving back the Germans. In the Union, an uneasy peace prevailed. But below the surface anti-German animosity simmered. When an Imperial German Navy submarine torpedoed the RMS Lusitania in the Atlantic on 7 May 1915, the resentment burst aflame. Looting and mob violence exploded on the streets of Kimberley. The uncontrolled anger was soon directed at a specific target: the homes of rich diamond merchants with German surnames. The mob threatened to burn down Friedberg at 7 Lodge Road.


    Realising that his position was untenable, Ernest Oppenheimer resigned the mayoralty on 12 May 1915. The following night he evacuated May, Harry and Frank from Friedberg and sent them to stay with Irvine Grimmer, the assistant general manager of De Beers. Still, the mob blazed with righteous indignation. A crowd gathered at the offices of the Diamond Syndicate, smashing windows and tearing down the brass plates that bore the names of Hirschhorn and Oppenheimer. Ernest felt dejected and demoralised. He could not sleep; he feared acutely for his family’s safety. On 14 May, he put May and the boys on a train to Cape Town. It was a well-timed escape. The next day, Ernest came under personal attack. As he drove from his office on Stockdale Street, rioters accosted him and smashed the windows of his vehicle. Ernest managed narrowly to escape, but blood was pouring from his head. His wounds were caused by shattered glass. In desperation, he scrambled into the nearby Catholic convent on Currey Street. The nuns of the Holy Family tended his injuries – an act of kindness he would never forget – but the trauma was inscribed. There and then, Ernest made up his mind to leave Kimberley for good. He would join May and the children in Cape Town, with a view to seeing out the war in England. 


    A year before his death, in an interview with Emily Hahn of the New Yorker, Ernest Oppenheimer would recall the events of May 1915, with ‘just a trace of the old rancour’: ‘General Botha had already taken South West Africa, and General Smuts was driving the Germans out of East Africa … and then people suddenly remembered that I didn’t have an English name.’15 In fact, Botha seized the German territory on 9 July 1915; and Smuts arrived in Nairobi to take command of the German East Africa campaign on 19 February 1916.16 But even if these developments had occurred sooner, it is unlikely they would have changed the course of Ernest’s fortunes. Decades on, Harry Oppenheimer was inclined to believe that the Kimberley riots were only the catalyst and not the basic cause of his father’s decision to quit the town. They were the ‘emotional spur’ to rational ‘underlying motives’. ‘The fact was that the Kimberley phase of his life was over and he knew that in order to realise his ambitions he needed a new and wider field of action. This he sought in Johannesburg.’17


    The Formation of the Anglo American Corporation


    In Cape Town, holed up like a refugee at a hotel in Sea Point with May and his two young sons, Oppenheimer brooded. For days, according to Emily Hahn, he ‘walked the sands or climbed the rocks and sat looking out over the sea as he struggled with his disappointment and resentment’.18 He plotted his next move. Ernest decided to stay on in South Africa but resolved never to return to Kimberley. ‘More and more’, Hahn postulated, ‘his mind turned to the gold mines in the Rand.’19 In 1912, Louis Oppenheimer had become a London-based director of Consolidated Mines Selection (CMS) – the international holding company of the Dunkelsbuhler family fortune, which had substantial coal and gold interests. At the same time, the company’s consulting engineer, an American called William Lincoln Honnold whom Ernest had met on the Rand, became its managing director in Johannesburg. Another potential path to wealth and power, gilt-edged rather than diamond-studded, seemed to have been paved for Ernest by Old Dunkels. However, whatever ambitions Ernest had to become a Randlord, he placed them on hold: in the latter half of 1915, he regarded England as a safer haven for his family. The Oppenheimers left Cape Town and set sail for London; once there, they took refuge with May’s parents, who were now resident at 21 Portman Square, in a beautiful 18th-century house constructed in the Adam style. 


    It was during his retreat in London, as the First World War raged on the bloody Belgian battlefields, that Ernest Oppenheimer mapped out his future with his brother Louis. All the brothers were reunited once more save for Otto – since 1908, he had been married to Beatrice ‘Beattie’ Rosenberg – for he was fighting on the Western Front. Bernard was still a leading diamond merchant, but he was devoting more of his time to a munitions factory that he had built in Letchworth. It provided employment for some three thousand Belgian refugees. In 1917, he also established a diamond-cutting and -polishing factory in Brighton for disabled and discharged soldiers.20 Meanwhile, Ernest renewed his acquaintance with Honnold, who had moved to London in 1915 to become the wartime director of the Commission for Relief in Belgium. The two became firm friends. Honnold regaled Ernest with stories of the Witwatersrand goldfields. He told him about the gold deposits in the Far East Rand basin, which had piqued the interest of the major mining finance houses. Ernest apprised the London directors of CMS. They decided to send him back to South Africa to conduct a fact-finding mission. So, while May, Harry and Frank acclimatised to life in London, Ernest returned to the Union in 1916. In fact, he would sail back and forth between England and South Africa throughout the war, famously (and narrowly) escaping with his life when the ship he was travelling on, the Galway Castle, was torpedoed and sunk on 12 September 1918.


    From the Far East Rand basin, Oppenheimer advised the CMS directors to take immediate and maximum advantage of the rapidly expanding opportunities for deep-level gold mining. He negotiated with the Union government to lease the deep levels of the Brakpan mine, whose new shaft was financed by CMS and the Rand Selection Corporation. Lease agreements for Springs and Daggafontein followed. However, the majority of CMS board members were elderly, conservative and disinclined to too much adventurism on the Far East Rand. The chairman summed up their rigid attitude: he was ‘not prepared to monkey about’ with the capital of the company.21 While maintaining good relations with CMS, the enterprising Oppenheimer resolved to press ahead under his own steam. He would found a new mining house. Ernest approached Honnold, who in turn enlisted the aid of an American associate, Herbert Hoover, a fellow mining engineer (and future President of the United States). Already a man with useful political connections in the Union, Oppenheimer persuaded Henry Hull – the former Minister of Finance in Botha’s cabinet – to travel with him to London to meet Hoover. The encounter, which took place at the Savoy Hotel, was a resounding success. Hoover proceeded to intermediate with two American financiers, the Newmont Mining Corporation and its bankers, JP Morgan and Company, and shook them down for money. Ernest had met Jan Smuts during his mayoralty of Kimberley and now he briefed the emerging statesman on his plans. (At the time, Smuts was in London serving on the Imperial War Cabinet led by the British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George.) By Ernest’s account, Smuts looked upon the scheme with ‘considerable favour’, on the understanding that a ‘big South African company’ would emerge.22 


    This is precisely what Ernest Oppenheimer intended. Most of the major mining finance houses, which straddled both diamonds and gold, were domiciled in London. Consolidated Gold Fields, the company which Rhodes had chaired alongside De Beers, was formed in London in 1887. The so-called Corner House group, a partnership between Julius Wernher, Alfred Beit and Hermann Eckstein, brought Rand Mines Limited under the roof of the London-based Central Mining and Investment Corporation. It bestrode the Witwatersrand like a colossus. The Johannesburg Consolidated Investment Company (JCI), founded by Barney Barnato and controlled by his nephews Solly and Jack Joel, was run out of London. So, too, was the Union Corporation. The chairman of the General Mining and Finance Corporation, Sir George Albu, lived in South Africa; but his mining house lacked a certain vigour. Ernest Oppenheimer wanted to create a South African mining finance dynamo. On 25 September 1917, he launched the Anglo American Corporation of South Africa with initial capital of £1 million, half of which was subscribed through Newmont and JP Morgan in America and the other half through Ernest’s friends and associates in England and South Africa. This was a significant capitalisation, and it indicated that Anglo American planned to be a major player. But it was to be more than that. From the start, its founder conceived that Anglo American should stand in the line of succession of Royal Charter companies that had built the British Empire. Rhodes’s British South Africa Company, which sought to create a zone of British commercial and political influence from ‘Cape to Cairo’, was the lodestar. Business and politics would mesh to drive development. Over and above that, Anglo American would be a family concern; it was designed to be the ‘Oppenheimer company’.23 Having been forced into a humiliating retreat from Kimberley, Ernest Oppenheimer now announced himself as a major figure on the Rand and in the political economy of southern Africa. The Oppenheimer empire had taken shape.


    Childe Harry’s Pilgrimage


    With Ernest predominantly in South Africa between 1917 and 1919, May grew restive. Long after her death, the New Yorker described her as ‘a most unusual woman’, with a ‘mind like a razor’ and a ‘singular understanding of the mysteries of finance’.24 She must have had admirable reserves of patience, too, to endure an absent husband and two young sons making constant demands on her attention. By the middle of 1919, however, after four years in England and with the war against Germany won, May’s patience had worn thin. In February she wrote to Ernest and told him that she had been ‘bustling around’ trying to obtain passports for her and her maid, so that she could fix up their journey to South Africa. Harry and Frank, she said, were ‘very well & most excited’ by the prospect of returning to the Union.25 May hoped to sail on the Union-Castle at the end of the month or in March. ‘A week nearer my departure to join you, but no definite news of a boat!’ she complained a fortnight later, adding with relief that the so-called Spanish Flu – the 1918 influenza pandemic – had come back ‘but so far we have all escaped’.26 By April, she had become increasingly annoyed. Returning servicemen and their wives were being prioritised for passage. May wrote to William Schreiner, South Africa’s High Commissioner in London, and chided him. In view of the work her husband had done for the Union, she was ‘entitled to at least as much consideration as a soldier’s wife’ in securing a passage home.27 Schreiner sent her a ‘very cold reply’, she recounted in turn to Ernest.28 May wrote to Smuts for good measure too. At the time, he was at the Paris Peace Conference, negotiating the Treaty of Versailles and giving thought to the League of Nations. May let Smuts know that a ‘man’s work should count regardless of whether or not he’d donned khaki’.29 She became overwrought. Her nerves were ‘all ajar’ and she ‘wanted to cry all day’, she confided to Ernest.30 ‘I only hope you’ll never do anything more for the South African Government,’ she reproached him. ‘Why should you spend your time & your money when they can’t show me even moderate civility?’31 Eventually, she received a firm undertaking that they would be able to sail by the end of July. May’s mind immediately turned to practical matters. She assured Ernest that he need not purchase a house in Johannesburg just yet; that could wait for her return. She reminded him to go and see the headmaster of St John’s College in Houghton: she wanted to send the boys there as weekly boarders as soon as they arrived in Johannesburg, as they really did ‘need some discipline’.32
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    Harry Oppenheimer with his brother, Frank, and the family dog in Kimberley, c.1914. (Brenthurst Library)


    It is difficult to imagine Harry Oppenheimer as an unruly child. As an adult he had an air of imperturbability; he always took great care to exercise self-restraint. As a boy, he surely could not have put May to the test too much. In any event he was usually in the care of ‘Nursie’. Later, when he was a young man, Harry would often observe his mother with cool bemusement. May was certainly a woman conscious of her social standing. In London, during the Great War, she moved in high society. She dined with eminent politicians like the former Prime Minister of New Zealand, Sir Joseph Ward, whom she regarded as ‘an awfully common man with waxed ends to his moustache’.33 When May ordered boots and clothes for Ernest at Stovel & Mason, she found the shop assistants ‘too familiar for words’.34 Even her brother-in-law Louis was not spared her reproving tongue. May had given a wedding present of £50 to a mutual friend, Bertie Ehrmann, and his bride, but she was ‘quite ashamed’ of Louis’s gift – a ‘tiny little silver coffee pot & milk jug & sugar basin, without a tray’.35 ‘Of course it is decent silver & comes from Tiffany but it looks too mingy for words,’ she gossiped to Ernest.36 May was opinionated. John Tweed, the ‘British Rodin’, invited her to his studio to see his bust of Smuts and his relief sketches for the proposed South African war memorial. Tweed showed the architect Herbert Baker’s designs to May, which she dismissed as an ‘abortion’ and ‘too awful’.37 May was also importunate; she was not averse to administering a sharp jab of emotional manipulation. In London she grew fond of a young Royal Air Force pilot, and promised him a job in South Africa after the war. In one of several letters on the subject, May pestered Ernest: ‘I hope you are not going to let Roland Norman down … as he is counting absolutely on becoming your Private Secretary & is only waiting to hear from you when you need him. He is buying his Mufti … & he can’t afford to waste the money.’38


    Harry was alert to his mother’s foibles – she could be pushy and haughty, domineering and peremptory – and when he was in his early twenties, he recorded her personality quirks in his diaries with the ironic detachment of a wryly amused observer. By his maternal grandparents, Harry was regarded with affection for his subtlety and sensitivity. Joseph Pollak was bearded and bristly. One day he showed Harry a ‘horrible simian photograph’ of himself aged 25. ‘What do you think of grandpa as a young man?’ he asked, to which the young boy winningly replied, ‘I think you look much nicer now.’39 This quick-witted reply gave Harry a ‘lasting reputation for tact’.40 In London during the war, Harry spent a great deal of time in the company of his mother’s sisters. They would escort him on outings to the theatre, art galleries and museums. They would take him shopping for ornamental goods, and to enjoy tea at Selfridges. It was a curiously sophisticated routine for a youngster, and it shaped his future recreational proclivities. Harry was closest to the youngest Pollak sister, Aunt Sybil, who was 11 years his senior. In later years, he would recall her as ‘very fat and very stupid’, but also full of ‘sweetness and kindness and in her way rather pretty’.41 Presumably this was not a reflection he shared in full with his grandparents at the time, lest he lose his reputation for diplomacy. 


    Harry sent news of all his materteral adventures in letters to his father. ‘Frank had a lovely birthday yesterday,’ he wrote in one missive; ‘Grandma & all the Aunts came to tea on his birthday & he had a lovely birthday cake with fruit on the top.’42 Harry went to a fancy-dress party at his aunt Edith’s workplace on New Year’s Day, where he was much impressed by a conjuror. He and Frank watched Cinderella at the Lyceum Theatre, but he was careful not to bore his father with minutiae.43 In fact, Harry was a discerning theatre-goer. He particularly enjoyed a parody of The Merchant of Venice called The Merchant of Venison.44 His Christmas gifts pleased him: toy soldiers, a fruit knife, a writing case and several books. In fact, Harry was a keen reader of fiction, and he relayed plot twists and character descriptions to his father with a careful eye for detail. Bertie Ehrmann gifted him Aesop’s fables: ‘Some of them I can’t think what the morals are,’ he confessed, ‘especially the fable about the moon and her mother.’ ‘If you can think of the moral will you tell me in you’re [sic] next letter?’ he asked his father.45 If the lesson of this lunar tale is that shapeshifters go unrewarded – the moon’s mother refuses her daughter’s request for a new dress because the moon is constantly changing form – Harry did not need to learn it. He knew it intuitively. Some sixty-five years later, looking back on his life, Oppenheimer jotted down a note for his planned memoir: ‘The sense that my father had formed a family and that it was my manifest destiny & duty to carry on … what he had created was central to my outlook & subsequent career.’46 His sense of duty and destiny was fixed from boyhood. (A jaundiced observer might read something equally definitive into the title of two books that Ehrmann’s mother gave Harry and Frank as youngsters. Harry received The Romance of Modern Engineering, while Frank was presented with The Romance of Modern Exploitation.)47 
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    A bookish boy with an appreciation for beautiful things: Harry Oppenheimer, aged ten. (Brenthurst Library)


    The letters that Harry wrote to his father during the First World War suggest a considerate, perceptive, bookish boy. He was solicitous, asking after Ernest’s pruritus and expressing concern about Fritz Hirschhorn’s gout. But he liked things just so. When May sought passage to the Union, Harry commented to his father: ‘I will be awfully glad to get out there again.’48 Yet he had definite instructions. ‘Do buy a house so that we don’t have to live in a hotel long when we come out to you.’49 A few weeks later came another request. ‘Please arrange for us to stay about a week in Cape Town before we go to Johannesburg.’50 Harry’s manner of expression reflected a quality of calmness and composure. He was tremendously self-assured for someone who had yet to reach adolescence; and he showed signs of a refined sensibility. The bedroom ceilings at 21 Portman Square, painted by Angelica Kauffmann, particularly impressed him. After the Guards’ triumphal march through London on 22 March 1919, Harry told his father, ‘we had a very good tea’.51 The ‘pink satin old English suit’ that Frank wore as a page boy to Bertie Ehrmann’s wedding appealed to his aesthetic sense.52 Aunt Sybil took him to a service at St Paul’s Cathedral and he was glad to be seated in the ‘choice stalls’.53 The letters provide some insight into not only Harry’s developing character, but also the close relationship between father and son, which moulded him profoundly. It was a bond of almost preternatural intensity. Their correspondence would be replicated over two decades later, during the Second World War, when Harry was stationed in the Western Desert; but at that point business and politics figured alongside combat and domesticity as the pair’s chief concerns.


    Anglicanism and Anglicisation


    In the second half of 1919, Ernest, May, Harry and Frank were reunited in South Africa. Mindful of Harry’s plea, Ernest purchased a modest house in Jubilee Road on the Parktown ridge. A semblance of normal family life was restored. Ernest would go on long walks with Harry and tell him stories which a good many years later Harry recognised to have been suitably edited extracts from Voltaire’s Zadig and Candide.54 The boys were enrolled in the nearby private Parktown School, founded by AR Aspinall after the Anglo-Boer War to cater to the sons of Randlords and the affluent professional class. Aspinall had been determined to ‘spread among heathen South Africans the best traditions of the English public school’, and his prospectus offered to ‘prepare the sons of gentlemen’ for admission to Eton, Harrow and the like.55 The school was an outpost of the British Empire; houses were named after British generals or admirals who had fought in the First World War – Kitchener, Haig, Jellicoe and Beatty. Not quite yet 11 years old, Harry had received most of his education up to this point from governesses. But he adapted quickly to the more formal learning environment. Among his contemporaries at the school was William (later Lord) Holford, who went on to become a renowned architect and urban planner in Britain. 


    Parktown School was non-denominational, but its ethos was Anglican and church services were usually conducted by Anglican clergymen. By this stage it appears that Harry might have been losing touch with his Judaic roots. There is some confusion as to when exactly Ernest Oppenheimer left the Jewish faith and converted to Anglicanism. After May died in 1934, he married Caroline (‘Ina’) Oppenheimer – the widow of his nephew Michael, Bernard Oppenheimer’s son. But Ina was a Catholic, not an Anglican. In 1938, Ernest wrote to the Anglican Bishop of Johannesburg, Geoffrey Clayton, seeking admission to Holy Communion, which Clayton granted.56 Yet his conversion is likely to have taken place earlier. According to one version, Ernest undertook a ‘spiritual pilgrimage’ after a series of personal tragedies in the early 1930s; he found solace in the Bible and was ‘baptised into the Christian faith’ in 1935.57 Successive generations of Oppenheimers came to believe that Harry Oppenheimer would almost certainly have celebrated his bar mitzvah when he turned 13 in 1921.58 In later years an apocryphal story circulated to the effect that Ernest and May had erected a plaque in the Kimberley shul at the time of his bar mitzvah, and that in adulthood (having become a Christian) Harry insisted it be taken down. When the congregation refused, he offered to buy the synagogue, gut it and then rebuild it without the plaque. The story was entirely untrue: records show that there was no such plaque.59 In any event, the Oppenheimers left Kimberley when Harry was six years old and never lived there permanently again. There is no conclusive evidence that a bar mitzvah took place. In fact, it seems improbable. Frank Oppenheimer was baptised in the Anglican parish church of St Jude-on-the-Hill in Hampstead Garden Suburb on 28 July 1919, just before he set sail with his mother and brother for South Africa, and this is recorded in Harry Oppenheimer’s papers.60 Although no equivalent record exists for the elder brother, it seems unlikely that he would not have been baptised around the same time. Some members of the Pollak family converted to Christianity in the second decade of the 20th century: for example, Harry’s aunt Edith was baptised in the parish of St Thomas, Portman Square, in 1915. In wartime London, Aunt Sybil took Harry regularly to St Paul’s. When he came to write his unpublished memoir, Harry recalled that Sybil’s principal interests were ‘in the church and in the breeding of Scotch terriers’. He remarked that her ‘religious but not her dog-breeding proclivities exercised an influence on me’.61


    With three years at Parktown School under his belt, Harry’s parents thought it sensible to send him to a public school in England. It was, after all, the preparation which Aspinall had intended. By then, Ernest Oppenheimer was not only a prosperous Randlord and venerable member of the South African economic elite, but he was being earmarked by Smuts for a role on the national political stage. Smuts wrote to him in December 1919: ‘I am anxious to have you in Parliament as soon as possible as you will be most useful.’62 In the event, Ernest was only elected to Parliament in 1924, at which point – in the wake of Smuts’s brutal suppression of a strike by white miners in 1922, the so-called Rand Revolt – the South African Party started by Botha and Smuts was relegated to the opposition benches. Ernest had also embedded himself as a member of the British establishment with a knighthood. Details of the accolade were announced in the New Year’s honours list published on 31 December 1920. His citation read, ‘Honorary Secretary to the South African War Memorial Fund. Took a leading part in recruiting of both combatants and labourers for various fronts during the war.’63 Ernest immediately selected a coat of arms and motto: Spero optima (Hope for the best), a subtle reprisal against the town that had driven out his family: Kimberley’s motto was Spero meliora (Hope for better). Bernard was recognised for his wartime contributions, too, with a baronetcy. A few days later, on 8 January 1921, May and Ernest sailed from Southampton to New York, and spent two months in America. Harry and Frank were left in the care of family friends, Fred Susskind (a Transvaal provincial cricketer) and his wife, Doff. May’s diary entry for 4 March reads, ‘Inauguration Ceremony of President Harding’.64 Her husband was now a figure on the world stage. 


    It was really May, more than Ernest, who was drawn to the idea of an English public school for her son’s apprenticeship. ‘But for my mother’s influence, my father would have sent us to schools in South Africa,’ Harry later contemplated.65 The chosen school was Charterhouse, founded by a wealthy Tudor benefactor in London in 1611, and transplanted to the outskirts of Godalming in the Surrey countryside in 1872. There was a slight South African connection. At the turn of the 20th century, a cloister was added to the school’s Gothic buildings in commemoration of Old Carthusians (as former pupils are known) who had served in the Anglo-Boer War. The foundation stone was laid by Robert Baden-Powell, the hero of the Siege of Mafeking and an Old Carthusian. Harry arrived at Charterhouse in September 1922, in the ‘Oration quarter’ (or autumn term), and was placed in Daviesites, the house named for its founder, the Reverend Gerald Davies. The November issue of The Carthusian, the school magazine, harked back to an earlier editorial and declared with some self-satisfaction: ‘Anyone who has visited Old and New Charterhouse must at once be struck by the increasing vigour with which all our pursuits are taken up: our games are more lively and energetic, our love of exercise shows marked increase, and our school work … it is to be hoped is not behindhand or neglected.’66


    Harry did not take to games with any great enthusiasm. In later years, he readily confessed that he was ‘hopeless at sport’.67 ‘Team games I never could endure and find watching them desperately boring.’68 But he gained enjoyment from his studies. English, French and German were his strongest subjects. He kept his head down: the Oppenheimer name (Frank joined his brother at the school in 1924) does not appear in the sporting columns of The Carthusian or those dealing with the plethora of club and society activities. Nevertheless, Harry was a good student, and he often came within the top quintile of his form. At the end of 1924, in a class of 25 boys, he was placed first in German, fifth in French and sixth in English.69 In the previous mid-quarter, his housemaster, the Reverend Lancelot Allen, deemed him a ‘good, thoughtful boy’, while his headmaster, Frank Fletcher, pronounced his performance ‘very satisfactory’.70


    Of the new boys in his intake at Daviesites in 1922, Harry appears to have struck up only one life-long friendship – with Bernard Soltau, a boy whose father had died in a polo accident and left the family in straitened circumstances.71 Soltau went to Charterhouse on a scholarship and, long after taking a degree at Oxford University, became a parish priest. In the manner of English public schools at the time, Charterhouse prized accomplishment in team sports above all else. Although academic competition was encouraged, schoolwork was treated as a bit of an afterthought. This served to sculpt a certain ideal of masculinity and conduced to a culture of machismo. The green fields of Godalming could be a lonely and alienating environment for a boy who preferred books to rackets or rugby balls. Matters were not helped by the fact that Harry and Frank spent their holidays with their elderly grandparents at 21 Portman Square. ‘They were extremely kind but this was not a normal or suitable life for a school boy & the effects took some time to get over,’ Oppenheimer wrote in the outline of his memoir.72 Harry might have been happier if he had passed the holidays at White Waltham, the Maidenhead country home of his uncle Louis and aunt Carlota, where they lived in a manner that seemed to him ‘carefree’ and ‘certainly attractive to young people’.73 The couple’s son, Raymond, was three years older than Harry and became his ‘dearest friend’.74 Harry regarded Aunt Charlotte (as he called her) with affection, but he only started visiting White Waltham once he left Charterhouse. This odd arrangement arose because during Harry’s school years the volatile May had become estranged from her sister Carlota. Oppenheimer would later reflect: ‘the Pollaks seem to have been a quarrelsome family and my father and uncle Louis, who in such matters were always extremely weak, either could not or did not bother to compose whatever differences there were’.75 This became a source of life-long regret. Six decades later, Oppenheimer wrote that ‘it was quite wrong’ for his parents to have sent him and Frank to 21 Portman Square for their holidays; and he considered that ‘it might have made a significant difference to my development’ if he had gone to White Waltham instead.76


    The impact on Frank appears to have been less marked, although of course in the absence of his own memoir or written reflections, it is impossible to be sure. But the schoolboy letters that do exist for Frank suggest a personality quite different from his brother’s: he was gregarious, and he wore his heart on his sleeve. Frank signed his letters to his parents with declarations of ‘my very best love’ and a string of kisses.77 Harry was more guarded about his emotions and less effusive in his correspondence. When he expatiated to his mother on his day-to-day activities, his relish was reserved for the appreciation of finer things. He went into great detail about his clothes. ‘I have been buying myself clothes of all kinds & descriptions,’ he told May proudly, including a new dress suit: ‘The one I’ve got is very small for me, I think I must have grown, but I’m going to keep the old one & wear [it] when we just have dinner at Portman Square and keep the new one for going out. I’m getting two pairs of shoes; a black pair & a pair of brown brogues & six new shirts (thin ones) and three stiff dress shirts, as sometimes when I want to be very dressy I wear them with a white waistcoat instead of the pleated ones; also six socks & a pair of gloves & three ties which completes the take of my purchases.’78


    Harry catalogued his visits to the theatre and museums. His grandfather took him and Aunt Sybil to the Tate Gallery after having watched the farce Tons of Money. They walked ‘round & round for 2½ hours because Grandpa wouldn’t miss a single picture, however uninteresting it was’.79 Towards the end ‘Auntie Sybil & I could hardly crawl’, Harry admitted, but Joseph Pollak was ‘galloping around like a young chamois’. The old man ‘wasn’t a bit tired’; ‘he really is wonderful for his age’, Harry mused precociously. The imminent return to school was a ‘frightful bore’, but his dancing lessons were a source of pleasure. ‘I like them awfully,’ Harry assured his mother.80 He took tea with his father’s sister Lina Lewy in a ‘tiny furnished house’ in Eaton Terrace, and he joked with May afterwards that Aunt Lina ‘would keep on telling us how “detestful” the French occupation of the Ruhr was, & of course Auntie Sybil & I nearly died’.81 It was not all paintings, plays and high tea, however. There were larks, too. Harry indulged in a midnight feast with Aunt Sybil: ‘it was great fun’ but not, he added drily, ‘calculated to help Auntie Sybil in her efforts to get thin’.82 Sybil was Harry’s mainstay, and in later years he acknowledged that without her his ‘schooldays would have been very gloomy indeed’. He thought of her nostalgically ‘with gratitude and love’.83


    Any reader of Harry Oppenheimer’s boyhood correspondence could be forgiven for concluding that his personality was fully formed by the age of 15. The self-possession, the fastidiousness, the alertness, the dry, ironic humour – all of these were manifest from a very early age. He was a young English gentleman (by now, his second name had been anglicised to ‘Frederick’). ‘You must write & tell me what tips to give, & also how I can book a table on board … the Briton,’ he instructed May before sailing to South Africa for the holidays.84 (This was the Union-Castle liner that stowed a dairy cow for the convenience of Leander Starr Jameson when he returned to London in 1907.) Even Harry’s interests were calcifying in adolescence. He wrote to his father in Parliament: ‘remember to send the Hansards when they come out, and whenever you speak please send me all the newspaper cuttings’.85 On his application form to Christ Church, Oxford, under a section entitled ‘To what work in life is he looking forward?’ Harry filled in ‘Business’.86


    While Harry was enrolled at Charterhouse, Ernest purchased a house in Parktown, called Marienhof, not far from Jubilee Road.87 It had been commissioned in 1904 by the directors of Consolidated Gold Fields for their new managing director, Drummond Chaplin. Built by Herbert Baker, the Randlords’ architect of choice (and a protégé of Rhodes and Milner), the house combined Cape Dutch and English vernacular conceits. It stood in twenty hectares of park-like grounds. Ernest changed the name to Brenthurst – the same as the house in Jubilee Road – and enthroned himself there. ‘I was very interested to get the plan of the house; it really is awfully big & I’m looking forward ever so much to seeing it,’ Harry wrote to his mother.88 The Brenthurst estate was to become a sanctuary for Harry and Frank. Once a year, the brothers would spend the long school vacation in South Africa. This involved nearly three weeks of travelling by sea each way and three weeks at Brenthurst. These holidays, which Harry would spend discussing business and politics with his father while ambling through the estate, were the ‘highlights’ of his life; they were ‘the only part’ which ‘seemed real and to which I really belonged’. His school career was ‘something to be gone through rather than to be lived’. ‘Perhaps this was perceptible to the discerning eye since when it became time for me to leave school and I went to say goodbye to the headmaster that very wise old man, Frank Fletcher, he took leave of me with the somewhat equivocal words, “I’m sure you are going to do very well and you will find that you are much better equipped for life than you could ever be for school.”’89


    It was indeed a piece of epigrammatic sagacity. Hugh Trevor-Roper, the distinguished Oxford historian, was five years younger than Harry and, like him, attended Charterhouse (in Daviesites) and proceeded to Christ Church, though they would only just not have coincided. Trevor-Roper’s biographer describes Lancelot Allen, the Daviesites housemaster, as a ‘nervous, fidgety man’; Trevor-Roper, he writes, regarded Allen as ‘the most reactionary man in the school’.90 Yet Allen was not without discernment. In 1925, he wrote to the Dean of Christ Church, Oxford: ‘HF Oppenheimer as far as character & ability goes is all that you could want: he reads a great deal, & is very intelligent & I think may do something big in years to come. His father (Sir Ernest) is a friend of Smuts & in the S African Parliament: a most interesting man. His name & appearance are the only things that could count against him – but he gets on quite well in this House (although he does not shine in games) thanks to his thoughtful unselfish ways. His younger brother also is a very good fellow who I expect looks forward to coming to you in years to come.’91 Harry’s German-Jewish surname (and presumably his Semitic appearance) did not ultimately weigh against him. Allen made him a house monitor in his final year.92 By the time he left school at the end of the spring term of 1927, the Oppenheimer heir had been sufficiently anglicised and Anglicanised to earn the Charterhouse stamp of approval. In February 1927, The Carthusian recorded that he had been awarded the Holford Exhibition to Christ Church to read Modern Languages.93 The most carefree period of Harry Oppenheimer’s life, at the grandest of Oxford’s colleges, lay ahead.

  


  
    THREE


    Oxford: The House


    1927–1931


    Harry Oppenheimer went up to Oxford University in the Michaelmas term of 1927, three weeks short of his 19th birthday. His journey from Kimberley to Oxford had been the converse of Cecil John Rhodes’s – a man whose legacy was carved into the university’s physical and cultural landscape. After Charterhouse, which at times he found stultifying, the ‘freedom of Oxford’ had a salutary effect.1 At first Oppenheimer read for a degree in Modern Languages, with a concentration in French, but after a year he switched to Modern Greats. This was the original name of the Honour School of Philosophy, Politics and Economics (PPE), which had only recently been established at Oxford, but which soon became immensely popular. In 1932, the Oxford University Handbook promised prospective PPE students that a combination of the ‘intellectual discipline of Philosophy’ and a ‘training in History and Economics’ would prepare them for ‘business, the Civil Service, or public life’.2 It was exactly the preparation that Oppenheimer sought. Yet, in the end, he found PPE more useful as ‘a general background for life’; it gave him ‘no specific knowledge for business’.3 Oppenheimer was naturally studious and intellectually inclined. Even so, he looked upon his four years at Oxford as a period to enjoy rather than as an ‘opportunity for any serious work’.4 As a result, he ended up taking a second-class degree – hardly a nugatory achievement, but certainly not the ‘first’ of which his old Daviesites housemaster, Lancelot Allen, would no doubt have thought him capable. At Oxford, Oppenheimer was regarded as intelligent but idle; the idleness, in his own view, was not fundamental to his nature. Rather, it was the ‘effect of special circumstances’; for the first time in his life, Oppenheimer felt ready to breathe.5 His lot in life was assured – after Oxford he would return to South Africa and join his father in business, and perhaps politics too. Thus freed from the strictures of Charterhouse and 21 Portman Square, Oppenheimer could for once afford to prioritise his senses over his intellect.


    Christ Church is one of the largest and most imposing of the Oxford colleges. Its size and its stateliness bring to mind an air of effortless superiority, which is the attitude many of its students contrive to adopt. Founded in 1525 by Cardinal Wolsey, the college was originally known as Cardinal College.6 It stood on a site occupied by a priory dedicated to the memory of St Frideswide. After Wolsey was stripped of his office and property in 1529, Henry VIII appropriated Cardinal College (along with Hampton Court Palace). In 1546, the King ‘re-founded’ the college: he designated the former priory church as Christ Church Cathedral of the Henrician diocese of Oxford. It was to serve as the chapel of the new college of Christ Church. The cathedral thus forms part of the college, and the Dean of the cathedral serves as the head of the college. For this reason, Christ Church is often called ‘the House’ in reference to its Latin name, Aedes Christi: the House of Christ. The sobriquet is itself revealing. The writer Jan Morris, who went up to Christ Church as an undergraduate in 1949, once irreverently observed: ‘the House’ suggests that had the Almighty himself been an Oxford man, ‘he would surely have studied at Christ Church’.7


    Christ Church has long been the college of choice for young aristocrats. John Betjeman, who was an undergraduate at Magdalen in the 1920s, recalled that Christ Church men always gave the impression that they were dropping in at Oxford en route to their hereditary seats in the House of Lords. There was an atmosphere of lavishness about the place, best captured by Evelyn Waugh in Brideshead Revisited. With good reason, Waugh chose Christ Church in the 1920s as the backdrop for his champagne-quaffing young aristocratic character, Lord Sebastian Flyte. In the early part of the 20th century, the college attracted foreign princes from Siam, Serbia and India; noblemen from Prussia and Russia; and the sons of wealthy businessmen from America, Greece and the British colonies. Christ Church also seemed to be a training ground for future members of Parliament: some 28 Housemen were returned to the British Parliament in the 1923 election, including a future Prime Minister, Anthony Eden.8 Their politics leant towards Conservative, although after the General Strike of 1926, the University Labour Club regularly hosted a so-called Pink Lunch, and many of those in attendance were Christ Church men like Patrick Gordon Walker (a future secretary of state for Commonwealth relations) and the economist Roy Harrod. Harrod, a close friend (and later biographer) of John Maynard Keynes,9 became Oppenheimer’s economics tutor and exercised a strong influence over his thinking at Oxford.


    This, then, was the milieu in which Harry completed the early part of his apprenticeship for a career in public life. He imbibed the culture wholeheartedly. Many years later, it was often said of Harry Oppenheimer that he did not look or act the part of a conventional tycoon. Contemplative of demeanour and slight of build – he was 5 feet 7½ inches – he would become animated when discussing English Romantic poetry or the 18th-century novel. He was more likely to be found reading the poetry of Byron and Shelley than a trade journal or the financial press, and he looked more like an Oxford don with a substantial independent income than the head of a mining house in jagged-edged Johannesburg. At Christ Church, among the manicured quadrangles – in the shadow of Sir Christopher Wren’s majestic Tom Tower – Oppenheimer felt at ease. He went up to Oxford on a scholarship, but his father informed the Dean of Christ Church, Henry Julian White, that his ‘financial position’ precluded him from accepting it.10 There is no reply on record from White. However, Christ Church’s official historian observes that White was ‘said to be a snob and excessively deferential to the influential and famous’, so it may well be that Ernest Oppenheimer had his way.11 


    By the time Harry arrived in Oxford, Ernest had been a knight bachelor for almost seven years. Oppenheimer père was a member of the British establishment and an emergent plutocrat in the tradition of Rhodes: he was head of the ‘new’ Diamond Syndicate, formed in 1925, which included Anglo American; he controlled the diamond fields in South West Africa; he had become a director of De Beers in July 1926; and he was consolidating his bid for the chairmanship of Rhodes’s old diamond company, which succeeded on 20 December 1929. Ernest’s ties opened doors for Harry to aristocrats’ country houses and to the gentlemen’s clubs that lined Pall Mall. By this point, there were Oppenheimer family connections to the English aristocracy too. In 1920, Bernard Oppenheimer’s son, Michael, married Caroline Magdalen (‘Ina’) Harvey, the daughter of Sir Robert Harvey, a saltpetre magnate and landowner in Cornwall and Devon. In years to come, many of the titled English notables who graced Harry Oppenheimer’s dinner table at Brenthurst – from the bankers and men of high finance to the Conservative peers and administrators of Britain’s dying empire – would be connected, in some way, to Oxford. This is quite apart from the conveyor belt of Oxford graduates whose hop-off point, in echo of Milner’s Kindergarten, was the Anglo American chairman’s office in Johannesburg. Somehow, Cambridge men tended to fit in less well.


    As an imperial hub, Oxford’s spokes radiated far and wide. Oxford was, if not quite the fulcrum, then certainly an essential cog in Harry Oppenheimer’s subsequent career. The university played an important role in the development of his mind. Oppenheimer became ‘addicted’ to reading – ‘It’s like opium, you see,’ he would later tell an interviewer.12 Oxford deepened his love of literature and ideas. He threw himself into the study of philosophy, in which he was tutored by Gilbert Ryle, the critic of Cartesian dualism who went on to coin the phrase ‘the ghost in the machine’. Oppenheimer took prodigious notes on Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, which he kept for posterity.13 In Roy Harrod’s economics tutorials he learnt about money and banking (he already had a pretty solid foundation), international trade, imperfect conditions and the variations of cost, the trade cycle and economic development.14 He became enamoured of Keynesian economics and ‘mad keen on Liberals’.15 Oppenheimer’s politics were to shift rightwards over the years – in British terms, he would come to identify as a Tory – but at Oxford he dabbled in the welfarist ‘New Liberalism’ that was being reshaped by the likes of Keynes and William Beveridge. His politics tutor was the historian JC Masterman. In later years, Masterman became a celebrated figure after it was revealed that he ran the double-cross system for MI5 during the Second World War. Recruited into the intelligence service by one of his former students at Christ Church, Dick White, Masterman turned German spies into double agents for the British government.16 In his spare time, the gregarious Masterman wrote murder mystery novels, played hockey and tennis for England, and later toured Canada with the Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC). But he was also a formidably well-connected mover and shaker in the corridors of power. He boasted in his autobiography that ‘there must have been few prominent men in Church and State who had not at one time or another been entertained in Christ Church’.17 Oppenheimer would draw on Masterman’s expertise and networks throughout his life.


    [image: ]


    Shades of Brideshead Revisited: Harry Oppenheimer prepares to go punting on the Isis, late 1920s. (Brenthurst Library)


    Outside his tutorials, Oppenheimer joined the Oxford Union, where nascent politicians made their mark. The Union’s presidents alternated between Liberals, Tories and Labourites. During Oppenheimer’s time at Oxford, Dingle Foot, Quintin Hogg and Michael Stewart all occupied the top spot, but only Balliol had more Union officials than Christ Church between 1919 and 1939.18 For the most part, however, his Oxford years marked a period of intense (and expensive) sociability for Oppenheimer. Although he was not exactly short of money, Harry was ‘always pumping Ernest for more’.19 He enjoyed treating his friends to champagne picnics in the Cotswolds and frequenting the inns of Oxfordshire. He would visit his brother, Frank, who went up to Trinity College, Cambridge. And he would see a great deal of his cousin Raymond Oppenheimer, who was at Oxford too. At weekends, they would often motor down to White Waltham together. Raymond was eccentric. Among his many unconventional enthusiasms was an obsession with prize-winning bull terriers, of which he became the pre-eminent breeder. Harry delighted in his company. Raymond had a lean and studious face like his father, Louis, but, unlike his father’s, Raymond’s countenance was forever animated; he and Harry were amused by the same things, and they would laugh uproariously together. In 1928, Raymond captained the Oxford University golf team. He had been a scratch golfer at Temple Golf Club since the age of 16, and although he sometimes persuaded Harry to join him on the course, it was not an activity at which his cousin excelled. Normally, Harry was ineffably cool-headed, but on the golf course his equanimity would desert him. His mind could not grasp why he was unable to hit the ball 250 yards down the middle of the fairway every time.20


    At Oxford, Oppenheimer cultivated several close friendships. The most notable of these was with a cheerful but not especially illustrious old Harrovian, Robin Grant Lawson, who went up to the House at the same time as Harry. Grant Lawson was the son of a former Tory MP, Sir John Grant Lawson, 1st Baronet, of Knavesmire Lodge, whose forebears (in the maternal line) had made a fortune in the Lancashire cotton industry. Oppenheimer got him interested in diamonds. In the long summer vacation of 1928, the pair travelled to South Africa, stayed at Brenthurst and visited the offices of the Diamond Syndicate at Kimberley. In this way, Oppenheimer initiated the trend of involving his friends in the family business. His preference, in time to come, would be to surround himself with like-minded associates whose company and contributions he could enjoy both in the boardroom and in the drawing room. After Oppenheimer left Oxford in the Trinity term of 1931, he invited Grant Lawson to South Africa once more, this time to join him in working for Anglo American. 


    Another firm friend from this time was Hugh ‘Hughie’ Vivian Smith, a convivial old Etonian whose grandfather Hugh Colin Smith had been the Governor of the Bank of England in the last few years of the 19th century. Hughie’s father, Vivian, 1st Baron Bicester, was a director of Morgan, Grenfell & Co., one of Anglo American’s bankers. His uncle Lancelot ‘Lancie’ Smith had joined the recently established stockbroking firm of Rowe & Pitman in 1898 and was largely responsible for Rowe & Pitman’s increasing stature over the course of the next quarter of a century.21 Whatever Oppenheimer may have learnt about monetary policy, central banking and finance in Harrod’s tutorials, his knowledge was immeasurably enhanced by personal exposure to the network of financiers, merchant bankers and stock traders all pursuing ‘illusions of gold’ in the City of London.22 At Oppenheimer’s behest, Hughie Smith would eventually join Anglo American in Johannesburg, where he and his future wife, Lady Helen Dorothy Primrose (daughter of Ernest Oppenheimer’s friend Lord Rosebery), were a fixture at Brenthurst.


    Herbert Cecil Benyon Berens completes the trio of Oppenheimer’s most constant Oxford chums. He was a gifted cricketer (not a passion Oppenheimer shared), and after Oxford he rose through the ranks of merchant banking. Berens ultimately served as a director of Hambros Bank, a role which Ernest, and later Harry, also fulfilled. Grant Lawson, Smith and Berens would have been among the guests for Harry’s 21st birthday party, held at the Spread Eagle Inn in the village of Thame outside Oxford and hosted by Ernest and May in October 1929. The innkeeper, John Fothergill, was an epic character. He had studied at the Slade School of Fine Art and the London School of Architecture, and was a beneficiary of the flamboyant American art collector Ned Warren. When Evelyn Waugh presented Fothergill with a copy of his first novel, Decline and Fall, he inscribed it: ‘John Fothergill, Oxford’s only civilising influence’.23 Among the guests Fothergill welcomed to his inn for Harry’s birthday was General Jan Smuts, whom Ernest had asked to propose the toast. The Oubaas, as Smuts was known, could not quite fathom why the birthday party was being given in an unprepossessing pub outside Oxford (rather than in Oxford itself, or London). But the waiters asked no such questions. As Fothergill later recalled, Ernest put them in a ‘pleasant pother’ by tipping them 25 per cent of the bill, which prompted the innkeeper to muse that ‘it’s good when the princely and the deserving meet’.24 The crown prince himself received ten thousand shares in the Anglo American Corporation as his birthday gift.


    The day after Harry’s 21st birthday, Wall Street crashed. The Roaring Twenties – that decade of prosperity and decadence – came to an abrupt halt. On 29 October 1929 – Black Tuesday – investors traded some 16 million shares on the New York Stock Exchange in a single day. The more stocks people sold, the more prices plummeted. Panic selling ensued. Billions of dollars were lost, and thousands of investors were wiped out. Eventually, the stock exchange collapsed to its lowest point in history. Thus began a chain of events that led to the Great Depression, the decade-long economic downturn that affected every industrialised country in the world. 


    In June 1931, in the midst of this global economic upheaval, Harry Oppenheimer’s Oxford idyll drew to a close. Christ Church had offered an Arcadia of sorts – a blissful period of cultural and intellectual refreshment – and Oppenheimer was to retain a lifelong commitment, both sentimental and financial, to his old college. In the 1980s, he would donate £500 000 towards the building of St Aldates Quad across the road from the main college site, next to Christ Church Cathedral, though he declined the Dean’s suggestion to have the new quad named after him.25 Despite his nine years at Charterhouse and Oxford, Oppenheimer ‘did not for a moment’ think of England as his home; ‘whatever I acquired by way of increased knowledge or development of skills or character during those most important years … were always regarded by me as the basis for a life and career in South Africa’.26 His real apprenticeship – shadowing his father in business and politics – would take him beyond the Gothic cloisters. Up to the point that Oppenheimer went down from Oxford in 1931, he had led a charmed life. It was not to last. The global upheavals of the 1930s, and a close succession of personal tragedies, were soon to conflagrate. 

  


  
    II


    APPRENTICE


    1931–1957

  


  
    FOUR


    Diamonds and Flames


    1931–1939


    The country to which Harry Oppenheimer returned from Oxford as an adult in 1931 was significantly different from the one that he had left as a child in 1922. The dour and taciturn Afrikaner nationalist General JBM Hertzog had come to power in 1924 in an ‘unholy alliance’ with Colonel Frederic Creswell’s English-dominated Labour Party. However, in the 1929 election, Hertzog’s National Party was returned with a clear majority and the so-called Pact government fell apart. Smuts and Ernest Oppenheimer were on the opposition benches in Parliament. Anglo-Afrikaner South Africanism of the Botha–Smuts variety was in retreat. The cultural stream of Afrikaner nationalism, propelled by republicanism, was gradually gathering into a torrent. Meanwhile, the Great Depression swept through the Union of South Africa like a wildfire blazing through the prairies. It soon scorched the sinews of the economy. Demand for diamonds dried up, causing an oversupply of stocks. In 1932, with the exception of state diggings, all diamond production in South Africa would cease. Almost simultaneously a drought ravaged the agricultural sector. Over-capitalised farmers defaulted on their interest payments and commercial banks foreclosed. In the countryside, many were plunged into penury; they swelled the ranks of ‘poor whites’ drifting to the cities. All around there was misery and mayhem. 


    Gold was in a crisis of sorts, too. Up to this point the ‘gold standard’ – the monetary system which linked the value of a nation’s currency to a fixed price for gold – had underpinned the system of international finance.1 But in September 1931 speculative attacks on the pound forced Britain to abandon the gold standard. As the world’s largest gold producer, South Africa was expected to follow suit. But Prime Minister Hertzog stubbornly refused. The directors of the mining houses were aghast. After an initial period of uncertainty, they realised that a departure from the gold standard (and a concerted international currency devaluation) would actually prolong the lifespan of the low-grade gold mines, bolster their profits and reduce the costs of labour.2 Hertzog’s political opponents sniffed blood, and soon a powerful campaign was launched with the backing of the Transvaal Chamber of Mines, the Chamber’s Gold Producers’ Committee and the English-language press. They were determined to curb the raging economic fires by going off the gold standard. In Parliament, Ernest Oppenheimer led the charge. This was the sea of flames into which the imperturbable Oxonian Harry Oppenheimer sailed in 1931. But his equanimity would be put to the test, for the 1930s was to be an infernal decade of personal tragedy, too.


    The Long Apprenticeship Begins


    There had never been any question in Harry’s mind about what he would do after Oxford. He took it as given that he would return to South Africa and apprentice himself to his father, in preparation for taking Sir Ernest’s place as head of the family one day. And by now the dynastic founder was fast establishing a monopoly – like Rhodes before him – over the diamond industry. In 1919, with the help of Henry Hull and Sir David Graaff (an entrepreneur who had made a fortune in cold storage and served in General Botha’s cabinet),3 Ernest Oppenheimer acquired all of South West Africa’s diamond interests for Anglo American. He did this through a new company, the Consolidated Diamond Mines of South West Africa Limited.4 Ernest’s control over the South West African diamond fields was achieved much to the annoyance and envy of his cousin Fritz Hirschhorn; De Beers had ambitions in the former German colony, but Ernest had pipped it to the post. Then in 1922, Anglo American and Barnato Brothers concluded a deal with the Belgian company Forminière for Forminière’s diamond production in the Belgian Congo. Anglo subsequently acquired an interest in the Companhia de Diamantes de Angola, once again with Barnato Brothers’ backing. Further acquisitions followed in the West African diamond fields. In 1925, with Anglo American having been requested to leave the Diamond Syndicate, Ernest created a new, rival syndicate with the help of Barnato Brothers. Dunkelsbuhlers and the Anglo American Corporation enjoyed a ‘joint and several’ participation of 45 per cent in the new syndicate.5 


    Like Rhodes, Ernest was intent on unifying all the major diamond producers in southern Africa – by now De Beers, Premier, Jagersfontein and Consolidated Diamond Mines of South West Africa – under his leadership. He built up Anglo’s shareholding in De Beers and became a director of the company in 1926. In 1929, with the support of the Rothschilds, he succeeded in his bid for the chairmanship. In 1930, a new organisation, the Diamond Corporation, was formed to set quotas and purchase diamonds from ‘outside producers’ (that is, producers outside southern Africa). Based in London, it was effectively a subsidiary of De Beers, and Oppenheimer chaired it. The Diamond Corporation cached the large stock of diamonds rendered unsaleable owing to the worldwide economic meltdown. By 1930, then, Ernest Oppenheimer was the King of Diamonds: they were the cornerstone of his expanding realm. In fact, diamonds were Ernest’s first love, and they cast a similar spell – at once intellectual and aesthetic – over Harry. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the crown prince started his training for business in his old home town. Harry and Robin Grant Lawson took a house in Egerton Road, Kimberley, not far from where Harry had spent the first seven years of his life. During the day, Harry would sort and value diamonds, just like his father thirty years before. At weekends, he would go riding – he and Grant Lawson were habitués of the Kimberley Club, togged up in their plus-fours – or take the train to Johannesburg to enjoy its metropolitan merriments.


    After a few months in Kimberley, Harry moved permanently to Johannesburg and settled at Brenthurst. For the next twenty-five years, he would see his father every day, unless either one of them was travelling. It was the commencement of Harry Oppenheimer’s long apprenticeship as magnate-in-waiting. He began work at Anglo American’s head office situated in Anmercosa House on Hollard Street under the supervision of his mother’s brother Leslie Pollak. From the beginning Ernest had conceived of Anglo American as a family concern, and he brought Pollak out to South Africa after the end of the First World War to join the business. Pollak’s first assignment was to negotiate a mining lease from the government for the West Springs gold mine, and he performed the task so effectively that Ernest made him the managing director of Anglo American. Pollak became Ernest’s closest collaborator. From 1923, Pollak devoted increasing amounts of time to pursuing new interests for the corporation, in base metals like copper, lead and zinc, and to expanding Anglo’s presence in Northern Rhodesia’s Copperbelt, where American mining concerns, led by Alfred Chester Beatty, were dominant. 


    Pollak was an aesthete. In Johannesburg, he stayed in elegantly appointed rooms at the Rand Club and lived a life of bachelorly routine. But most of his time was spent two blocks away, in Anmercosa House. He was in the office before everyone else reported for duty at 7.30 am, and he was the last to leave at night. Pollak knew everyone by name. He hosted dinner parties so that he could get to know each employee individually, and he took a personal interest in the welfare of the staff. Keith Acutt, who joined Anglo American as an enthusiastic 19-year-old in 1928 and rose rapidly through the ranks under Ernest Oppenheimer’s wing, recalled Pollak as a fastidious but kindly man. Noticing one day that an employee looked dishevelled in a rather shabby suit, Pollak immediately dispatched the young man to his personal tailor and told him to order two suits for Pollak’s own account. In the early days of Harry’s career, Pollak exercised a ‘considerable influence’ on the dynastic apprentice, according to Acutt.6 


    Another new recruit was Harry’s cousin Michael, Bernard Oppenheimer’s son. A Cambridge-educated barrister, Michael Oppenheimer had stumbled into financial difficulties in England and had been declared bankrupt. On Ernest’s suggestion, he relocated to South Africa to get on his feet again.7 Ernest’s nephew was accompanied by his aristocratic wife, Ina, the author of romantic novels and melodramas like Apple Sauce (which she wrote under the pseudonym ‘Ina Michael’), and their young son, also named Michael.8 The trio took up residence on the Brenthurst estate in one of the cottages, Little Brenthurst, that Ernest had rebuilt and redecorated to house his library. The young couple quickly became a staple of Johannesburg society. Meanwhile, Harry’s brother, Frank, had decided that he would like to stay on in England, and after going down from Cambridge he joined the corporation’s London office.


    Although Harry spent a great deal of time shadowing Leslie Pollak at Anglo American, Ernest effectively commandeered his son and moved him into the chairman’s office. Business was only one aspect of the overall initiation; politics formed an integral and overlapping part in Harry’s tapestry of training. He was tasked with devilling: taking notes, drafting minutes and correspondence, and preparing speeches for his father. Harry would accompany Ernest to many of his official engagements. When Parliament was in session – usually in the first six months of the year – Harry would install himself in Cape Town, either at the Mount Nelson hotel or at his parents’ beach cottage, Blue Mountains, in Muizenberg. He was often to be found perched in the gallery above the House of Assembly, watching Hertzog and Smuts across the table from each other, in their green leather benches below, slugging out the issues of the day. In Johannesburg, many key political personalities dined at Brenthurst, where Ernest and May hosted dinner parties several times a week. Ernest Oppenheimer was, of course, a member of Parliament for Smuts’s South African Party, and he leveraged that position to advance his mining interests. The magnate had a keen nose both for commerce and politics, and when he detected Tielman Roos blowing with the wind, he pounced. Roos, a charming but enigmatic figure, was a wily opportunist. He had been the Transvaal leader of the National Party, an architect of the Pact government, and Minister of Justice in Hertzog’s cabinet before the Prime Minister – wishing to free himself of a man he did not entirely trust – elevated him to the Appellate Division of the Supreme Court as a judge. But the calculating Roos was not finished with politics. He kept his oar in, and when the gold standard crisis erupted in 1931, his entrepreneurial instincts came to the fore. Even before Britain left the gold standard, there were rumours of Roos’s return to politics. As economic conditions worsened, he sensed Hertzog’s vulnerability and eyed the premiership covetously. 


    Tielman Roos and the Gold Standard Crisis


    At the beginning of 1931, Ernest Oppenheimer fired off a series of letters to Roos after meeting with him in person. Would the good judge be amenable to a seat on the board of De Beers at an annual remuneration of £5450? ‘Needless to say you can rely on my supporting your candidature as a Director of the above companies [Consolidated Diamond Mines of South West Africa, the Premier Diamond Mining Company, the Jagersfontein mine, and African Explosives and Industries] for the period of eight years mentioned by you.’9 Roos responded that it would give him ‘pleasure’ to work with the diamond magnate.10 Besides, he wished to ‘build up a small reserve’ for his family, which necessitated strict terms: Roos insisted on annual director’s fees of not less than £6000, paid in instalments of £500 per month.11 Ernest was happy to oblige: he deemed that Roos might be a useful political ally, sweetened into propinquity by the lure of lucre. But in the end Roos got cold feet. He had consulted with a ‘leading judicial authority’, Roos reported to Ernest, who cautioned him against swapping the bench for the boardroom. His physical condition weighed upon him too: a recurrence of kidney problems forced Roos to decline the directorships, and he ruefully told Ernest that the ‘final word’ had been spoken by his health, ‘which for the second time stands between me & my ambitions’.12


    Ernest Oppenheimer was regarded by the more revanchist elements of Hertzog’s National Party as the sinister apotheosis of predatory international (by which was meant Jewish) mining finance capital. It is instructive that the imperialist, Smuts-supporting Oppenheimer was prepared to co-opt a republican Nationalist, albeit one who wore judicial robes and dispensed justice blindly. And it speaks of Roos’s vanity (and patent avarice) that he seemed so eminently persuadable. This constituted a valuable lesson in realpolitik, and it might have been at the back of Harry Oppenheimer’s mind when Roos eventually announced his resignation from the bench. On 16 December 1932, the Day of the Vow, Roos grabbed the limelight with a dramatic speech in which he called for the abandonment of the gold standard. (The Day of the Vow was a sacred holiday for Afrikaners, observed to commemorate the vow taken by the Voortrekkers in 1838 as they prepared to fight King Dingane’s Zulu warriors at the Battle of Blood River.) A new government of national unity was needed, Roos said, to take South Africa into a post-gold standard era. The inference was clear: cometh the hour, cometh the man. Roos’s health had evidently rebounded and he was ready to make his comeback. In fact, he was willing to court both Hertzog’s Nationalists and Smuts’s South African Party if it meant either one of them would install him as prime minister in the Union Buildings, the seat of the executive in Pretoria. Roos’s gambit paid dividends. A speculative flight from the South African pound ensued, and with it came a domestic run on gold. As investors hoarded the precious metal, gold shares on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange went through the roof. Harry and his brother capitalised on the opportunity: ‘Frank & I have invested £500 each in gold shares,’ he noted in his diary. ‘There is no doubt that gold shares must go up. AAC [Anglo American Corporation] has bought largely – £64,000 in last 10 days.’13 Hertzog’s government was forced to act. On 27 December, it suspended the right to convert notes into gold. The link with the gold standard was severed. When Parliament resumed in the new year, it passed the Currency and Exchanges Act, which linked the South African currency to the pound sterling. This paved the way for an influx of capital and a dramatic economic recovery.14 A new era had begun.
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