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Author’s Note

			This account of the life and times of three generations of the Reitz family spans a period of high drama in southern Africa. In the first half of the nineteenth century, southern Africa was viewed as a worthless jumble of British colonies, Boer republics and African chiefdoms, a troublesome region of little interest to the outside world. But two events in the second half of the nineteenth century transformed its fortunes.

			In 1871, prospectors exploring a remote area of sun-scorched scrubland in Griqualand, just outside the borders of Britain’s Cape Colony, discovered the world’s richest deposits of diamonds. Britain promptly snatched the territory from the Boer republic of the Orange Free State.

			Fifteen years later, prospectors stumbled across the world’s richest deposits of gold in the neighbouring Boer republic of the Transvaal, or the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek, as it was called. The gold strike made the Transvaal the richest state in southern Africa, powerful enough to challenge British hegemony in the region.

			What followed was a titanic struggle fought by the Boers to preserve the independence of their republics and by the British to enforce their supremacy throughout southern Africa. The British called it the ‘Boer War’. The Boers called it ‘England’s War’. Britain, at the height of its imperial power, provoked the war, expecting it to be over within a few months. But it turned into a gruelling campaign lasting two and a half years.

			Faced with guerrilla warfare for which they were ill-prepared, British military commanders devised a scorched-earth policy designed to erase all possible resistance, razing villages to the ground, destroying farmsteads, slaughtering livestock and incarcerating much of the civilian population – mainly women and children – in what the British called ‘concentration camps’ where thousands died from disease and malnutrition.

			All this produced a legacy of hatred and bitterness that endured for generations. The war also left Afrikanerdom and the Reitz family itself deeply divided over how to confront the reality of Britain’s imperial power.

			The story of the Reitz family passes like a thread through these turbulent times. Three individuals stand out:

			Francis William Reitz (1810–1881) was the son of a Dutch naval officer who settled in Cape Town in 1794 and married into the Cape’s Afrikaner aristocracy. After studying animal husbandry and veterinary science in Edinburgh, he became a prominent landowner, horse breeder and agricultural innovator. His estates in the Swellendam district, 240 kilometres east of Cape Town, drew visitors from far and wide – British governors, foreign dignitaries, colonial officials and Cape stockbreeders. He also wrote articles in the Cape press, stressing the importance of agricultural reform. In 1854, he became a member of the Cape’s first parliament.

			Frank Reitz (1844–1934) grew up on the main family farm at Rhenoster Fontein, enjoying a carefree childhood there. He studied law at the Inner Temple in London and was called to the Bar in 1867. On his return to the Cape Colony, he found it difficult to earn a living as a lawyer, so tried his luck at diamond diggings on the Vaal River, but met little success.

			At the age of 29, he was appointed chief justice of the Orange Free State, serving from 1876 to 1889. He was then elected president. A writer and poet, with a love of Scottish poetry, he used his years of high office to propel the Free State into the modern world, introducing a wide range of legal and administrative reforms. In the 1890s, under his auspices, the Free State was regarded as a model republic.

			Suffering from ill health, he resigned as president in 1895, but in 1898 he was recruited by President Paul Kruger to serve as the Transvaal’s state secretary, with the aim of bringing a more modern approach to government business in Pretoria.

			Frank Reitz was as committed to protecting republican independence as Kruger. As the drumbeat of war grew louder, it was Reitz who presented Britain with the ultimatum that led to the outbreak of war in October 1899.

			After the fall of Pretoria in 1900, when Kruger departed for exile in Europe, Reitz was left in charge of the Boer republic’s administration, relocating the seat of government 62 times, as British commanders tried to hunt him down. Although he signed the 1902 peace agreement in his official capacity as state secretary of the Transvaal, he refused to accept its terms as a private individual and went into exile.

			Deneys Reitz (1882–1944) was born in Bloemfontein, the Free State capital, when it was little more than a village. When his father became president, the Reitz family went to live in the Presidency. During his youth, Deneys often accompanied his father on horseback on tours of rural districts. After completing his secondary education at Grey College in Bloemfontein, he moved to Pretoria in 1899 and enrolled at the Staatsgymnasium to study engineering.

			A few weeks later, when war broke out, Deneys Reitz, at the age of 17, enlisted as an ordinary burgher in a Pretoria commando. He saw action at the siege of Ladysmith and the battles of Spioenkop and Nooitgedacht; witnessed the scorched-earth tactics employed by British commanders; participated in General Smuts’s invasion of the Cape Colony; and accompanied Smuts to the peace talks at Vereeniging in 1902. His account of his war experiences, published in 1929 as Commando: A Boer Journal of the Boer War, was acclaimed as an outstanding narrative of insurgent warfare.

			The writing of this book came about as the result of a chance conversation with a friend, Sally Carney, on the slopes of Table Mountain in Cape Town in December 2014. While we were wandering around the botanical gardens at Kirstenbosch one morning, she mentioned that a research project about the life of Deneys Reitz had stalled and was in need of assistance.

			The project had been initiated in the 1990s by Marius van Blerck, a tax expert and author. A Reitz enthusiast, he had been instrumental in persuading the mining magnate Harry Oppenheimer to acquire for the Brenthurst Library in Johannesburg a complete collection of the original journals that Deneys Reitz had written in Dutch in 1903 about his experiences in the Anglo-Boer War. Deneys Reitz had used the journals, Herinneringen van den Engelschen Oorlog, to form the basis of Commando.

			Marius van Blerck had then suggested to Harry Oppenheimer that he should commission Michael Reitz, a grandson of Deneys Reitz, to undertake a translation of Herinneringen into English. He also began to assemble an extensive database on Deneys Reitz, intending to write a biography of him. Michael Reitz had duly completed his translation, but Marius van Blerck’s work had been cut short by ill health.

			When I delved into the family’s history, it became evident that there was scope to present a more wide-ranging portrait of an aristocratic Afrikaner family caught up in the tide and turmoil of war. In a previous book, Diamonds, Gold and War (also published by Jonathan Ball), I wrote about the decades leading up to the founding of the modern state of South Africa; some events and certain brief passages have been reproduced here. What the Reitz story offers is a compelling Afrikaner perspective on the course of this saga.

			Accordingly, I owe warm thanks to Marius van Blerck, Michael Reitz and Sally Carney. I am also grateful to the Brenthurst Library, to the Oppenheimer family and to Michael Reitz for permission to quote extracts from the English version of Herinneringen. I would like to record my thanks to Sally MacRoberts and the librarians at the Brenthurst Library; and to the librarians at the University of the Free State, the Anglo-Boer War Museum and the National Afrikaans Literary Museum and Research Centre in Bloemfontein. I have also benefited from the work of Karel Schoeman, Susanna Botes, Gerhard Calitz and Johannes Moll, as listed in the bibliography. Finally, I owe warm thanks to Jackie and Colin Steyn for their hospitality at Onzerust and Leeuwberg, and to Dave Rushworth for taking me up the Drakensberg escarpment to the Reitz family memorial at Mariepskop.

			A word on pronunciation: the name Reitz is pronounced in the Dutch manner as ‘Rates’ and not in the German manner as ‘Rites’.
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Prologue

			At night, in between bouts of malarial fever, Deneys Reitz set to work recording in notebooks his reminiscences of serving in a Boer commando during the Anglo-Boer War. At the age of 17, he had enlisted as an ordinary burgher in the Pretoria commando, full of optimism that Boer forces would soon defeat the British expeditionary army sent to crush the independence of the Boer republics of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State.

			His father, Frank Reitz, a former president of the Orange Free State and now the Transvaal’s state secretary, had sought to dissuade Deneys from enlisting, citing his youth. But the Transvaal’s ageing president, Paul Kruger, had taken a different view. On one of his visits to Government Buildings in Pretoria in the run-up to war, Deneys had encountered Kruger and his father in a corridor. When Deneys explained to the president that he had been told he was too young to enlist, Kruger remarked to the state secretary: ‘Ag no, Mr Reitz, you must let him go along. I also started young.’

			So, armed with a new Mauser rifle and with a full bandolier slung over his shoulder, Deneys Reitz rode off to war.

			‘It has all ended in disaster,’ he wrote in his notebook, ‘and I am writing this in a strange country.’

			Rather than submit to British rule, Deneys Reitz had chosen to go into exile. During the war he had met a wounded French volunteer fighting for the Boers who had suggested Madagascar as a suitable refuge if the Boer cause was ever lost, and the idea had remained with him. He envisaged that he would be able to select a fine farm there and earn a good living.

			But soon after his arrival, at the age of 20, he was beset by misgivings. Travelling from the coast to the capital, Antananarivo, in the interior, he was disconcerted by the dank, impenetrable forests and forbidding swamps through which he passed. Short of money, the only employment he could find was transport-riding, ferrying goods by ox-wagon through fever country along the military road between the capital and the coast.

			As he sat at night recalling wartime events, the memories of his carefree childhood came flooding back: stories that his father had told him of his grandfather’s estate at Rhenoster Fontein in the Cape Colony; the ‘Tom Sawyer-like existence’ he had enjoyed in his youth, riding across the great plains of the Orange Free State for days on end; the years that he had spent at the Presidency in Bloemfontein, during its heyday as the capital of a ‘model republic’, alive with the bustle of meetings, visitors, balls and dinners.

			It all seemed now like part of a magical past.
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The Fountain of Flowers

			Long before the discovery of diamonds and gold on the highveld of southern Africa, the village of Bloemfontein, where Deneys Reitz was born, had achieved unusual distinction. It was founded in 1846 by a British army officer, Captain Henry Warden, who had been sent by the British authorities in Cape Town with orders to cross the Orange River, marking the northern frontier of the Cape Colony, and to establish a military outpost in the turbulent region beyond, then known as Transoranje. British officials were worried that intractable disputes over land and stock theft between emigrant trekboers from the Cape Colony who had settled in Transoranje and an assortment of rival African chiefdoms – Tswana, Sotho, Griqua and Khoikhoi – would increase the likelihood of clashes and instability in the northern interior. Warden’s mission, with the support of a small detachment of Cape Mounted Rifles, was to try to maintain peace.

			The site that Warden chose for his garrison lay in a small valley surrounded by hills that dominated the vast plains between the Riet and Modder rivers. A small stream and a perennial spring there provided a reliable source of water. An emigrant trekboer, Johan Nicolaas Brits, and his family, had settled in the valley in the 1820s, living in a small mud house with a front garden of flowers and an orchard watered from a furrow between the spring and the stream. Wild clover growing around the spring led Brits to name his farm Bloem Fontein – ‘Fountain of Flowers’.

			Warden paid Brits the sum of 500 rijksdaalders (£37.10s.0d) for his farm and set his detachment of riflemen the task of building a ‘Residency’ – a simple house of sun-dried bricks – and a stockade and stables. Within a few weeks, Bloem Fontein had grown into a small military settlement, 150 kilometres north of the Cape Colony border.

			When Warden’s efforts to resolve land disputes made little headway, a new British governor, Sir Harry Smith, fresh from military victories in India, adopted a far more aggressive approach. In February 1848, without any consultation, he proclaimed British sovereignty over the entire region between the Orange and Vaal rivers, an area that included not only scattered Boer emigrant groups but land belonging to Tswana, Sotho and Griqua chiefdoms.

			Smith’s arbitrary decree provoked opposition from several Boer factions. In July, an emigrant leader, Andries Pretorius, led a trekboer commando from northern districts and turfed Warden out of Bloem Fontein and back into the Cape. Relishing the opportunity for a fight, Smith retaliated with a force of British troops and Griqua auxiliaries, defeating Pretorius in a short, sharp battle at Boomplaats in Griqua territory and forcing him to retreat across the Vaal River into the Transvaal region.

			Smith duly named his new territory the ‘Orange River Sovereignty’, declaring Bloem Fontein as its capital. An English visitor in 1848 described it as ‘a small village consisting of some half-dozen houses and some huts, prettily situated on the banks of a stream’. Warden was reinstated as Resident; a new fort was built on the slope of a kopje close to his residence and named Queen’s Fort, after Queen Victoria; and a surveyor was commissioned to draw up a plan for the development of the village, opting for long, straight streets running parallel to the stream, Bloem Spruit, as it was called. In November 1848, Warden sold a number of plots – ‘water erven’ – in Bloem Fontein, raising funds for the construction of a thatched hall on St George’s Street, which was used for school lessons, church services, public events and meetings of the legislative assembly of the Orange River Sovereignty.

			From the outset, Bloemfontein acquired a distinctly English character. Most of its inhabitants were English-speakers. The territory’s first newspaper, The Friend of the Sovereignty and Bloemfontein Gazette, was published weekly with articles in Dutch and English but favoured the English cause. It was the only official bulletin for government proclamations.

			The British government, however, soon became alarmed at the cost and difficulties of trying to maintain order in the highveld region. An influx of English settlers and land speculators after the proclamation intensified conflicts over land ownership. Warden made a bad situation worse by drawing up a demarcation line that deprived the Basotho leader, Moshoeshoe, of large chunks of fertile territory along the Caledon River valley and precipitated a series of clashes. The Boer leader, Andries Pretorius, threatened to side with Moshoeshoe against the Sovereignty unless Britain recognised the independence of the Boers north of the Vaal River. Elsewhere in southern Africa, British forces were engaged in a costly military campaign against Xhosa clans to the east.

			Rather than plunge further into the quagmire, the British government decided to retreat. In January 1852, two British officials met Pretorius at Sand River and negotiated an agreement granting independence to ‘the Emigrant Farmers’ in territory north of the Vaal River – the Transvaal, or the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek, as it was later called.

			But in the Orange River Sovereignty, the prospect of Britain’s withdrawal aroused considerable dismay and opposition, from trekboers as well as English residents. Protest meetings were held in Bloemfontein and other villages. British officials were consequently obliged to shun loyalist groups and negotiate with burgher representatives willing to shoulder the burden of government.

			At a meeting in the government ‘school room’ in St George’s Street on 23 February 1854, a British commissioner, Sir George Clerk, signed a convention agreeing to transfer power to a republican committee. On 11 March, troops from the Cape Mounted Rifles rode out of the village, leaving behind four obsolete cannons in Queen’s Fort. As the London Times observed cynically, other bequests to the new Boer republic included ‘tables, chairs, desks, shelves, inkstands, green baize, safes … freely sacrificed in the cause of peace’.

			As capital of the new Vrijstaat (Free State), Bloemfontein possessed few accoutrements. It was in reality no more than a rural dorp, a collection of some 60 houses, a few stores and church halls, dispersed among orchards, willow trees, dry-stone walls and rough wagon tracks. After the departure of British troops and officials, the white population dwindled to about 400.

			The surrounding grass plains abounded with a vast array of wildlife, which often ventured into the village. A German store owner, Gustav Fichardt, recalled that shortly after his arrival in 1853, while he was standing on the stoep in conversation with his brother, a herd of wildebeest stampeded past them. The local postmaster was instructed to dispatch mail to the Cape Colony village of Colesberg no later than 4 pm to reduce the risk of lion attack. The highveld climate was generally benign; there were long, uninterrupted days of sunshine and dry air. But summer brought heat and storms; in winter there were many days of frost and bitter cold; and drought and locust plagues were common hazards.

			The Vrijstaat itself possessed a new national flag of white and orange, but few resources. Its white population amounted to only about 15 000 scattered across a territory of 130 000 square kilometres; many were illiterate. The number of blacks was estimated to be about 50 000, mostly Tswana, Sotho, Griqua and Khoikhoi. The republic’s main product was wool for export. Supplies of building materials, furniture, household articles and clothing all had to be transported to Bloemfontein by ox-wagon across rough roads from Port Elizabeth, on the coast at Algoa Bay, a journey of 650 kilometres that took up to two months. The first plank floor installed in a private house in Bloemfontein came from the timbers of a ship that had foundered at Port Elizabeth.

			Despite its inauspicious beginnings, the new republic rapidly took shape. Within two months of its independence, a council of elected members approved a constitution widely regarded as providing the country with a firm foundation. The constitution accepted as citizens all whites with six months’ residence. The legislature was a unicameral Volksraad whose members were elected by white males over the age of 18 – provided they had registered for military service. Executive power was placed in the hands of a president, directly elected for a period of five years, and an executive council composed of officials and Volksraad nominees. In local districts, the chief sources of authority were landdrosts (magistrates) appointed by the government and locally elected field-cornets and field commandants. The constitution also contained elements of a bill of rights, with provisions guaranteeing equality before the law, personal freedom and freedom of the press. Although Dutch was chosen as the official language of the Volksraad, English remained in common use in town and business life.

			Disputes over land ownership, however, still festered. When the British departed, they had still not established a clear boundary with Moshoeshoe’s Sotho kingdom in the Caledon Valley. The republic’s first president, Josias Hoffman, made efforts to come to terms with Moshoeshoe, arranging a meeting with him. Without consulting the Volksraad, Hoffman presented Moshoeshoe with a cask of ­ceremonial gunpowder as a gesture of good faith. When Volksraad members belatedly heard of the gift, they accused Hoffman of supplying ammunition to the enemy and hounded him out of office.

			The white quest for land was relentless. Aiming to gain a white monopoly of land ownership, white farmers took over Griqua lands around Philippolis and Rolong lands around Thaba ’Nchu. The border area with Moshoeshoe’s Sotho lands was soon engulfed in raid and counter-raid. In 1858, open warfare broke out. Boer commandos invaded from the north and the south, capturing cattle and ravaging villages and church mission stations. But as they advanced on Moshoeshoe’s mountain fortress at Thaba Bosiu, they met the full force of his army and retreated in disarray.

			In 1865, war broke out again. This time, the Boer assault on Sotho villages and crops was so ruthless that several Sotho chiefs agreed to treaties that stripped them of nearly all their arable land. Boer commandos failed to capture Thaba Bosiu but, facing disaster, Moshoeshoe appealed to the British authorities for protection, imploring that his people might be considered ‘fleas in the Queen’s blanket’. In 1868, the British government decided to intervene, annexing Moshoeshoe’s kingdom as a separate British colony called Basutoland (modern Lesotho). Without consulting the Sotho, British and Boer officials proceeded to establish a boundary line that gave the Orange Free State all land north of the Caledon River and a large area in the triangle between the lower Caledon River and its junction with the Orange River. Basutoland consisted mainly of mountains, with only a narrow strip of arable land on the southern side of the Caledon River.

			Despite the land gains it had made, the Orange Free State was left in dire straits. The financial burden of the Basuto wars was crippling. A paper currency issued by the government, commonly known as ‘bluebacks’, lost much of its nominal value. Twelve years after its founding, the Bloemfontein journal De Tijd remarked in 1866: ‘Simple people find themselves in a vast land, surrounded in all quarters by enemies, without judges, without soldiers, without money, divided through ignorance and derided by a Colony adjacent to it [the Cape].’

			The Cape Colony itself was in a precarious state, afflicted in the 1860s by drought, locusts, a slump in wine exports, a fall in the price of wool and a banking crisis. Railway-building ground to a halt 110 kilometres outside Cape Town owing to lack of money.

			Then, in 1869, prospectors made several valuable finds of alluvial diamonds on the banks of the Vaal River at Pniel, a German mission station that lay 150 kilometres west of Bloemfontein and 150 kilometres north of the Orange River border. A 130-kilometre stretch of the Vaal River was soon crowded with hundreds of prospectors, diggers and speculators wandering from claim to claim, establishing brief settlements – Delport’s Hope, Cawood’s Hope, Last Hope, Forlorn Hope, Fools Rush, Poorman’s Kopje.

			The area had long been considered a part of Free State territory. Boer farmers in the neighbourhood had routinely registered their property titles with Free State authorities. To ensure effective control, President Johannes Brand decided in 1870 to appoint a landdrost at Pniel, with administrative powers over all Free State territory lying to the south of the Vaal River. The task was given to Oloff Truter, a Free State official with experience of the goldfields of Australia and California and a former policeman adept at handling ‘the rougher elements of the community’. A school, a courthouse and a prison were built at Pniel. The Free State Volksraad passed legislation regulating diggers’ activities, requiring them to pay ‘licence money’ to the authorities.

			A few months later, prospectors exploring a remote area of scrubland 30 kilometres to the south of Pniel discovered even more exciting prospects – a layer of diamonds lying close to the surface on two adjacent Boer farms, Du Toit’s Pan and Bultfontein. As diamond fever spread throughout southern Africa and beyond, the rush to the ‘dry diggings’ turned into a frantic escapade. In their thousands, shopkeepers, tradesmen, clerks and farmers set out in ox-wagons and mule carts heading for the rough mining camps that sprang up around the diamond ‘fields’. Using no more than picks and shovels, lucky diggers could make their fortunes in a day.

			In May 1871, further finds were made on a neighbouring farm owned by the De Beer brothers. Beneath the scrubland lay diamond ‘pipes’ or necks of long-extinct volcanoes containing unimaginable riches. The rush to the De Beers’ farm turned into a stampede. Moving his headquarters from Pniel to Du Toit’s Pan, Oloff Truter began to supervise diggers’ committees and collect a portion of licence fees.

			But the Free State’s claim to sovereignty over the diamond fields faced several challenges. A Griqua leader, Nicolaas Waterboer, argued that the diamond fields fell within his jurisdiction, citing a treaty that the Cape Colony authorities had signed with his father in 1834, according him recognition as head of an independent chiefdom.

			British officials in the Cape soon recognised that what was at stake over the diamond fields was not just a frontier dispute over land ownership but the whole issue of political leadership in southern Africa. Whoever gained possession of ‘the Fields’ was likely to emerge as an economic power. Determined to get control, British officials conspired to support Waterboer’s case, prompting him to appeal to the Cape government for ‘protection’. When a British arbitrator subsequently ruled in favour of Waterboer’s claims, Waterboer duly asked for his territory to be taken over by Britain. In October 1871, Britain’s high commissioner, Sir Henry Barkly, proclaimed the annexation of a new Crown Colony, which became known as Griqualand West. Its eastern border with the Orange Free State was realigned to ensure that the whole of the diamond fields fell within British jurisdiction.

			Resentment over Britain’s annexation of Griqualand rankled for years. President Johannes Brand, a London-trained lawyer, issued a counter-proclamation and protested time and again over the ‘seizure’ of territory he insisted belonged to the Free State. As a sop, the British government eventually agreed in 1876 to make a payment of £90 000. But ill feeling about the machinations of imperial Britain lingered.

			Nevertheless, the development of the diamond fields gave the Free State economy a significant boost, providing new markets for local produce. The republic’s growing prosperity attracted an increasing number of white immigrants to seek their fortunes there. Among them was Frank Reitz.
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Family Fortunes

			Frank Reitz was born into an aristocracy of wealthy and distinguished Cape families. His father, Francis William Reitz, was a prominent landowner, horse breeder and agricultural innovator, who presided over one of the most advanced farms in the Swellendam district, 240 kilometres east of Cape Town. As a young man in the 1820s, he had studied animal husbandry and veterinary science in Edinburgh, striking up a friendship there with the writer Walter Scott and acquiring an abiding love of Scottish literature. He had also made a tour of Europe, visiting the Prussian royal stables at Dresden, merino stud farms at Nantes and Italian irrigation projects. In 1833, he married Cornelia Magdalena Deneys, the daughter of a Swellendam official who was related to the Van Reenens, an eminent Cape family. Part of her dowry was a bevy of slaves from her parents’ Swellendam household.

			Frank was the seventh of their 12 children. Born in Swellendam on 5 October 1844, he was baptised Francis William after his father, but, like his father, was more usually known as Frank. Growing up on the main family farm at Rhenoster Fontein on the east bank of the Breede River, he enjoyed an idyllic childhood, roaming carefree over the veld, with only casual lessons given by a governess.

			The Groot Huis at Rhenoster Fontein was an imposing residence, with yellowwood roof beams and floorboards, a thick thatched roof, stinkwood furniture and an extensive library. Francis William Reitz ruled there as a benign patriarch. On Sunday evenings, he presided over readings of the Bible to family members gathered in the great dining room, with servants lining the walls. He devoted much of his time to scientific work, devising new methods of livestock breeding and experimenting with irrigation projects, always ready to exploit new ideas.

			He was also a partner in an agricultural empire that stretched across more than 71 000 hectares of land in the Overberg districts of Swellendam and Bredasdorp. The other main partner was his brother-in-law, Michiel van Breda, who pioneered the development of the Cape’s merino industry at his farm at Zoetendals Vallei in the duineveld, 16 kilometres north of Cape Agulhas. Sheep from the stud at Zoetendals Vallei – a cross between indigenous fat-tailed kaapse skaap and wool-bearing Spanish merinos – were transported to the vast expanses of the Karoo. Wool soon became the Colony’s economic mainstay. In 1830, the Cape exported only 30 000 pounds of wool; 20 years later, the figures stood at nearly 6 million; in 1872, it reached 48 million.
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			Francis William Reitz of Rhenoster Fontein.

			Cape Colony Archives, Cape Town

		

The reputation that Rhenoster Fontein gained as a model farm drew visitors from far and wide – British governors, foreign dignitaries, colonial officials and Cape stockbreeders. They were entertained in style at the Groot Huis and shown the great stables, the thoroughbred stallions, the prize merinos, the vast paddocks along the river, the smithy and the mill. Francis William (senior) used the occasions to expound his views on contemporary agricultural issues. He also made similar forays in the columns of the Cape press, stressing the importance of agricultural reform. When the British government proposed to turn the Cape Colony into a penal settlement, he made his debut in the political field, addressing a great anti-convict meeting in Cape Town in 1849. In 1854, he became a member of the Cape’s first parliament.

			Frank, meanwhile, began to show signs of talent at school. At the age of nine, he was sent to a boarding school at Rondebosch on the outskirts of Cape Town. After three years there, he won a scholarship to the South African College, graduating with a certificate in science and literature in December 1863. Deciding to take up law, he studied under Frederick Watermeyer, a law professor at the South African College, but after Watermeyer’s death in August 1864, Frank resolved to leave for London and enrol as a student at the Inner Temple.

			During his London years, he took a close interest in politics. He visited the House of Commons, listening intently to the speeches of Benjamin Disraeli, William Gladstone and John Bright, one of the finest orators of his generation. He also went to hear Charles Dickens read an extract from one of his own books. He travelled to Scotland to stay with the Cathcarts, the family whom his father had befriended, at Auchindraye on the River Doon. Like his father, he developed a love of Scottish literature, in particular the poems of Robert Burns. In June 1867, he was called to the Bar and took the oath at Westminster.

			On his return to Cape Town, however, he struggled to earn a living as a lawyer. Admitted to the Cape Bar in 1868, he began practising as an advocate in the Supreme Court but met with strong competition from more experienced lawyers and was obliged to seek other sources of income. In 1869, he started writing editorials for the Cape Argus and was subsequently employed as a sub-editor and parliamentary reporter for two years.

			In his spare time, he experimented with writing in Afrikaans, a colloquial language commonly used among Boer farming communities throughout southern Africa that had only just begun to appear in print form. Afrikaans had diverged from High Dutch in the ­eighteenth century, changing vowel sounds, adopting simplified syntax and incorporating loan words from languages spoken by slaves – Malay, Portuguese creole and Khoikhoi. It was the language used between masters and servants and among the poorer sections of the Boer community. Educated Afrikaners, particularly those living in the western Cape, preferred to use High Dutch, the language of the church and the Bible; they regarded Afrikaans as a degenerate form of Dutch, dismissing it as a ‘kitchen language’ – a bastertaal – which had no future. To a considerable extent, they also used English, the only official language of the Colony and hence the language of commerce, administration and law.

			At home, Frank had been accustomed to conversing in English and Afrikaans, but not in Dutch. At school, he had made little progress in learning Dutch. His professor of Dutch at the South African College, he recalled, was ‘an instance of a very learned man who was incapable of imparting knowledge to others’.

			His experiments in writing in Afrikaans – the Zuid-Afrikaansche taal – involved transposing English-language poems into a southern African context. He attempted not mere translations but a ­verafrikaansing of the tales they told, using Afrikaans imagery and metaphor, derived from rural life. In 1870, a Cape Town weekly ­newspaper, Het Volksblad, published his poem ‘Klaas Gezwint’, an adaptation of Robert Burns’s narrative poem ‘Tam O’Shanter’. In place of the drinking classes of Scotland, Reitz used Khoikhoi characters – Hottentots, as they were commonly called. ‘I attempted to apply the Scottish poet’s description of a certain type of his countrymen to the Hottentot as I knew them in my young days at the Zuurbraak mission station near Swellendam,’ he recalled. He used the same technique with other poems – ‘Antje Schut’, an adaptation of an English love-song and ‘Jan Jurgens’, an adaptation of William Cowper’s ‘John Gilpin’. His liedjies – or rympies, as he called them – were peppered with genial humour and homespun wisdom and won him a popular following.

			But while poetry provided him with an enjoyable pastime, Reitz’s career as a Cape Town lawyer fared less well, prompting him to look elsewhere. The discovery of alluvial diamonds at the Vaal River gave him hopes of establishing a more successful legal practice in the Orange Free State. In September 1870, he wrote to President Brand, a former law professor at the South African College, announcing his intention to settle there. But on arrival in Bloemfontein, he discovered little prospect of work as an advocate and decided to try his luck instead at the Vaal River.

			He bought a wagon and a span of oxen, loaded up with general merchandise and headed for the Berlin Missionary Society station at Pniel. The journey took him five weeks. He paid the missionaries £6 for a claim and started digging. ‘I did more real hard work with my own hands on this claim than I ever did again in my life,’ he recalled. But the results were disappointing. The few stones he found hardly covered his expenses. After a few months he returned to the Cape to try to revive his legal practice there.

			This time, because of the economic boom that the annexation of the diamond fields brought to the Cape Colony, he managed to prosper. He also embarked on a political career, persuaded in 1873 to represent the constituency of Beaufort West in the Cape parliament. The following year he married Blanca Thesen, the 19-year-old daughter of an immigrant family from Norway. At the age of 29, he seemed set for a glittering life in the Cape Colony. But then he received an offer he decided he could not refuse.

			The offer came from President Brand, who was intent on developing a modern judiciary in the Orange Free State. At independence in 1854, the Free State possessed only the rudiments of a judicial system. The lower courts were run by officials – landdrosts and heemraden – with little or no legal training. There was no proper court of appeal. The appeals process was left in the hands of the president and members of the executive council, most of whom had no legal training. What Reitz was offered was the post of president of a new ‘High Court of Appeal’, in effect, the role of chief justice.
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