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Foreword


by H.R.H. The Duke of Edinburgh K.G., K.T.





The story of Julius and Harold Wernher is played out during an exceptionally dramatic period in history. Julius became a leading figure in the European infiltration of Africa and with the rapid development of its very rich resources. As a young army officer, Harold lived through the horrors of the trench warfare in France before he was able to enjoy some of the fruits of his father’s financial genius. He then started a successful business career on his own account before being caught up in the higher levels of management of the war effort in the Second World War. He lived on to witness the social, political and industrial upheaval in Europe which followed the havoc of devastating wars and revolutions.


It is now fifty years since the end of the Second World War and there have been some ups and downs, but nothing to compare with the collapse of the nineteenth-century world during the first fifty years of this century. This book follows the events in the lives of two particularly able and enterprising men and the domestic and social fluctuations in the fortunes of their families and friends. It would have been an interesting story of human triumph and disaster in any epoch, but what gives it a special fascination is the cataclysmic scenario in which this group of people had to live out their lives. 



















Introduction and Acknowledgements





The idea for this book arose when descendants of Sir Harold Wernher decided that the record must be put straight about his role in the Mulberry project, the artificial harbour which had been so crucial to the success of the Normandy landings in June 1944. The family was shocked that he should continue to be unjustly misrepresented by some modern writers. I was intrigued by the possibility of such a book, having recently visited Arromanches and seen the remains of that extraordinary structure, still there after over forty-five years.


There is still no satisfactory complete history of Mulberry. But I knew already that Mountbatten had appointed Sir Harold, a tough and brilliant businessman with a fine record in the First World War, to be his Chief Co-ordinator in Combined Operations, with access to all Cabinet Ministers and Service planners. This had developed into a huge and important job – not least of the problems being the successful maintenance of secrecy. Mountbatten, I discovered, had also been appalled by the lack of recognition for Harold when the war was over. From private papers and documents it became clear that Harold had made too many enemies, especially at the War Office; for he was the sort of man to whom the tag ‘did not suffer fools gladly’ is inevitably applied, and he found himself faced with a barrier of bureaucracy and jealousies. He had of course been hurt at being overlooked in official citations. Yet in spite of seeming thick-skinned to some observers, he was also to a certain degree modest and never wanted to advertise what must have rankled as a deep grievance.


Even a brief study of Sir Harold’s life led me inevitably to his father, Sir Julius Wernher, the most powerful of all the ‘Randlords’ from South Africa, immensely wealthy and a great philanthropist. And neither of these could be separated from their wives, both of them strong characters in their own right: Sir Julius’s wife Alice, who later became Lady Ludlow, and Sir Harold’s wife Lady Zia, daughter of Grand Duke Michael of Russia. Thus, within the limits of space available, I have expanded my theme to include both generations. I had twice visited the Collection at the Wernhers’ mansion, Luton Hoo, with its grand Belle Epoque interior and semi-Palladian exterior, and had admired Lady Zia’s famous Fabergé and the Russian Rooms. Thus I was already aware of her Tsarist background and her descent from the poet Alexander Pushkin. In the racing world Zia had become a household name, and at Luton Hoo I saw the many trophies connected with the Wernhers’ celebrated racehorses, notably Brown Jack, considered to be one of the greatest horses in racing history, Meld and Charlottown, the Derby winner. I also had been amazed by the richness and variety of the Collection, with its medieval ivories, Renaissance jewellery and bronzes, Limoges enamels, majolica, tapestries, English porcelain, and paintings by Rubens, Titian, Reynolds and Bermejo. Some of the furniture, silver and other objects, including most of the Dutch paintings, had been acquired by Harold, but the main Collection had been formed by Sir Julius Wernher, reputedly so busy that dealers would have to visit him at breakfast. The English porcelain had been the contribution of Julius’s wife, and is regarded as the most important after the royal and the Victoria and Albert collections.




 





Sir Julius had first made his fortune out of diamonds at Kimberley, which resulted in his becoming a Life-Governor of De Beers. The goldmining companies that he came to control at Johannesburg were collectively known as the Corner House, a symbol throughout the financial world at the time for immense prosperity and rectitude. I certainly was not intending to write a business history, but, as in the case of Harold and Mulberry, I was chiefly interested in his character within the context of his business interests. Geoffrey Wheatcroft in The Randlords remarked that there had never been a biography of Julius, and only an early and unsatisfactory one of his close partner, Alfred Beit, much more then in the public eye, and whom Wheatcroft considered the ‘greatest genius of the first generation of magnates’. In his book about the Corner House A. P. Cartwright did, however, fill in some of the gaps. Part of the problem has always been that both Wernher and Beit, like nearly all the other ‘goldbugs’ and for that matter diamond-bugs, confused their tracks by destroying many of their personal papers. Julius, in spite of his great wealth and prestige, was a retiring man. He was a friend of leading politicians but hated becoming involved in politics, and avoided publicity. He also had few interests outside his business and collecting. His acquisition of Luton Hoo and of Bath House on Piccadilly was probably done to please – as Beatrice Webb unkindly put it – his ‘society-loving’ wife. Indeed, as I was to discover, with certain important exceptions, especially during a time of prolonged private agony near the end of his life, the few revelations about this determinedly secretive man were embedded in correspondence with his business partners in South Africa.


I confess that I began to worry about tackling Julius when I read a diary entry by Bertrand Russell about meeting him in 1904, and even more so when confronted by Hilaire Belloc’s scathing poem, ‘Verses to a Lord’. These, coupled with Thomas Pakenham’s history of the Boer War, seemed to present Julius as a kind of demon, with ‘blood on his hands’, in cahoots with Joseph Chamberlain and Lord Milner. But I had already decided that it was not within my scope to delve into the rights and wrongs of the Boer War, in spite of my instinctive antipathy towards Cecil Rhodes. I did of course want to establish Julius’s view on the War, and to find out if there was any evidence of his colluding in the Jameson Raid. There was also the question of ‘Chinese slavery’ in Johannesburg, for which he was undoubtedly one of those responsible and which brought down the Conservative Unionist government in Britain. In fact it became clear to me that the real reason for his success, pace Belloc and the frequently bombastic MP Henry Labouchere, was actually due to his being regarded by financiers, investors and mineowners as a person of integrity and honesty – unlike certain of the more flamboyant Randlords. ‘Race’ in his day generally meant the relationship between those of British and Dutch extractions in South Africa. When gold was discovered on the ridge known as the Witwatersrand in 1886, there were very few black inhabitants in the area. Afterwards, as at Kimberley, migrant black workers flooded in from all over Southern and Central Africa. I do not think that Julius Wernher would have been surprised by the conflicts that have developed in the modern townships outside Johannesburg; but he would certainly have been pained and saddened.


It is hardly necessary to say that the discovery of diamonds and gold completely transformed the economy of South Africa. Diamonds were first discovered in the remote desert-like area known as Griqualand West in 1867. The ‘dry diggings’ in what became Kimberley were already established by the time Julius Wernher, a German aged twenty-one, came out in 1871 as an employee of Jules Porgès, a Parisian Jewish diamond-dealer. In that harsh landscape there was already a large town of tents and corrugated-iron shacks, with a population of fifty thousand and an atmosphere akin to the Californian gold rush. It was also in 1871 that the British moved in to annex the diamond fields. Six years later they annexed the Transvaal. This was followed by the Zulu War, in which a whole British regiment was annihilated at Isandhlwana. The first Anglo-Boer War broke out in 1880, and in the following year the British were obliged to recognize the independence of the Transvaal once more.


Such were some of the historical events in the background of Julius’s life at Kimberley, which he left finally for London in 1884; by then he was a wealthy and respected dealer, and a partner in Jules Porgès & Co., eventually on the retirement of Porgès to turn into the firm of Wernher, Beit, and a giant in the mining industry. Julius visited South Africa only twice thereafter, and then briefly. Nevertheless his contemporaries, in Britain, France and South Africa, were always astounded by his detailed knowledge of the mines, and his views were sought not only by Chamberlain but by Balfour, Rosebery, Asquith, Haldane and even Smuts, all of whom became his friends.


Sidney and Beatrice Webb found themselves approving of Julius, chiefly because of his enormous financial donations towards their pet ‘Charlottenburg Scheme’, which developed into the present-day Imperial College of Science and Technology, built behind the Albert Hall and where the busts of Julius Wernher and Alfred Beit can still be seen on each side of the entrance. Of the many institutions that benefited from Julius Wernher’s generosity, running into millions of pounds at current values, three in particular can be mentioned, having almost been founded on his money and, in the case of the first especially, Beit’s. They are the University of Cape Town, the Imperial College of Science and Technology and Sister Agnes’s King Edward VII Hospital for Officers.




 





Julius Wernher’s widow, who was partly of Polish origin, was also known for her public generosity, especially during the First World War. After her brief remarriage to Lord Ludlow, she became one of the leading hostesses of the Twenties and Thirties. Famous for her spectacular jewels and furs, she was also a considerable musician in her own right and gave lavish concert parties at Bath House with performers such as Chaliapin, Grace Moore, Gigli, Sacha Guitry, Tauber and the Menuhins. The behaviour of her beloved eldest son Derrick had probably hastened the death of Julius, and a curious and unresolved episode concerning this young man brought further scandal and pain. Balanced against this was the marriage of Lady Ludlow’s second son Harold to Countess Zia de Torby, eldest daughter of Grand Duke Michael of Russia and related to most of the royal families of Europe and the Mountbattens.


In fact the cordial relationship between Lady Ludlow and Lady Zia did not long prosper. Harold, apart from his financial and business flair, in some ways perhaps owed more to his mother’s side of the family. He had none of his father’s monolithic remoteness, and was determined to enjoy his wealth. Often it is the case that the first generation which makes the money is succeeded by a second that spends it and is ruined. This certainly did not apply to a man who was a driving force in Combined Operations, and who was also for many years Chairman of Electrolux and for a short crucial period of Plessey. He also controlled seven London West End theatres in the thirties, and after the Second World War bought and ran hotels in Bermuda, with great success.


Harold had a marked, if individual, sense of humour (again not so evident in his father) and obviously regarded business as a kind of game. In many ways he was the opposite to his wife, who to most outsiders was a fascinating and occasionally alarming character, ‘more royal than the royals’, proud of her Russian blood, of immensely high standards and a tremendous organizer, and with a strong social conscience. Harold, like his parents, was generous to institutions, particularly hospitals, and especially the Edward VII. He also, quietly and discreetly, helped many private individuals, including some of Zia’s family left destitute after the Russian Revolution. If the standards set by the first generation of Wernhers were not dissipated by the second, neither have they been by the third and fourth, who have notably carried on the tradition of hard work and public service.




 





The daughters of Sir Harold and Lady Zia Wernher, Mrs Harold Phillips and Lady Butter, and the ten grandchildren have been wonderfully generous with their help, reminiscences and hospitality. Even so they may have been surprised by some of the anecdotes that I gleaned from elsewhere. They asked me to write this book, but have allowed me a free hand. So any judgements and opinions are mine alone.


Of the grandchildren, the Duchess of Abercorn and Mrs Randall Crawley have been particularly helpful, and I am also especially grateful to Mrs James Burnett of Leys. I have written elsewhere in this book about the tragedy of the death of Nicky Phillips. My debt to him is great, and without his help and suggestions my task would have been much more difficult, especially when researching Sir Julius Wernher. He was the owner of Luton Hoo and its archives, and it was he who provided me with most of the material about his grandparents’ horses and the stud. The other grandchildren have also given unstinted assistance: the Duchess of Westminster, Mrs William Morrison, Lady Ramsay, Mrs Alexander Galitzine, Mrs Peter Pejacsevich and Charles Butter.


I am grateful to HRH Prince Philip the Duke of Edinburgh, HRH the Duke of Kent and the Countess Mountbatten of Burma for kindly giving up time for me to visit them, and to Lord Brabourne for giving me access to the Broadlands archives.


The memories of Miss Odile Barbier and Michael Urwick Smith, past Curator at Luton Hoo, have been invaluable. I have also had enthusiastic and important help from the present Curator, Mrs Oonagh Kennedy, and the assistance of Denis Garrod the Administrator and many members of the staff at Luton Hoo.


Sir Alfred and Lady Beit have been most kind, and Sir Alfred introduced me to Mrs Maryna Fraser, Group Archivist at Barlow Rand Ltd, Sandton, Johannesburg, where the papers of H. Eckstein and Co. are preserved – essential to the whole section on Sir Julius Wernher in this book. I must also add that Mrs Fraser herself has been essential to the book; I am immensely grateful to her.


At Johannesburg my thanks go to Mrs J. P. Hill and Mrs Nagelgast of the Africana Museum at Johannesburg Public Library, to Mrs Rosemary Burke at the Chamber of Mines, to Mrs Anna M. Cunningham at the William Cullen Library of the University of Witwatersrand, and also to Chloë Rolfes and Jim Bailey. Harry Oppenheimer greatly facilitated my visit to Kimberley, where Dr M. H. Buys, archivist at De Beers, was most helpful and arranged for a visit to the McGregor Museum, where I received useful assistance. Mrs Lesley Brits of the Africana Library at Kimberley also provided important guidelines.


I must also thank Miss Leonie Twentyman Jones at the Jagger Library of the University of Cape Town, Mr A. Fanaroff at the South African Library, and Mr L. A. Theart at the Cape Archives Depot. It was a privilege indeed to have been a guest of Mrs Cecily Niven, daughter of Sir Percy FitzPatrick and approaching her ninetieth year, at Amanzi. Professor André de Villiers arranged for me to see the FitzPatrick papers at the National Language Museum at Grahamstown, for which I am most grateful.


In connection with my Julius Wernher researches I must thank: Stephen Andrews, Louis Baum, A. S. Bell of Rhodes House, Theo Bull, Sir David Butter, Allen Drury, Comtesse Vital de Gontaut-Biron (granddaughter of Jules Porgès), Mr and Mrs Martin Green (Porgès relatives), Ken and Luna Harvey in Zimbabwe, Mr and Mrs Owen Hunt for some Lionel Phillips papers, Jim Joel, Mrs Alice Kalman for many Jewish references, J. B. Kettel of Charter Consolidated PLC, Miss Deborah Lavin for valuable help, Mrs D. C. Leith and Dr I. M. Leith, descendants of Francis Oats, Joachim Liebschner for help with German translations, Miss Simone Mace of the Rothschild Archives, Dr A. P. M. Malcomson of the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, Dr Colin Newbury for much valuable advice, Lady Newman, the Hon. Thomas Pakenham, the Hon. Miriam Rothschild, Dr A. L. Rowse, Anthony Sampson, John Saumarez-Smith, Dr Wilhelm Velten, Willem Wasserman, Carl Udo Wernher, Geoffrey Wheatcroft for much essential groundwork, Mrs June Williams for detailed help concerning Rhodes House archives, Mrs Anita Wolfe-Coote and Dr Edith Woodger.


Raúl Balín has helped me with my researches at every stage. Victor Franco de Baux spent much time and care preparing the family trees. Ken Cooper’s unrivalled knowledge of Luton history and lore has been invaluable. Mrs Gwynydd Gosling made available her archives on Russian Grand Dukes. Steve Cox has been through the final typescript with meticulous care and saved me from pitfalls. Dan Franklin has given me essential advice. Mrs Joan Haybittle and Mrs Julie Pearce have typed and retyped many drafts, often at short notice. All these have my special thanks, as has Mark Hamilton. Barley Alison, whose death in 1990 was a blow to so many friends and authors, commissioned this book and encouraged me in her marvellous, inimitable way.


For my researches in Part Two of this book I must also thank the following: Colonel Sir Michael Ansell, Mrs Kerstin Asp-Johnsson, Cultural Attaché at the Swedish Embassy, Nicholas Bagnall, Vere, Lady Birdwood, Peter Bishop for much help concerning Mulberry sources, Vincent Bouvier for his generous assistance concerning Mewès and Davis, Lady Boyd-Rochfort, Allan Braham, Vice-Admiral Sir Ronald Brockman, Mrs Humphrey Brooke, Commander I. K. Brooks of the King Edward VII Hospital, Mrs Avril Broster, Stanley Broughton for details about Electrolux, John Buckledee of the Luton News, Martin Bunting for papers of his father Colonel T. B. Bunting, Major-General Sir George Burns, Mrs Ruby Busch, Sir John Carew Pole, Dame Barbara Cartland, Mrs M. Chalk at the Broadlands Archives, Mrs Effie Chambers, Mrs Lorna Citrom of the Friends of University College Hospital, Sir John Clark, late Chairman of Plessey, Dame Frances Clode, niece of Lady Ludlow, Mrs M. S. Coffey, Mrs Norman Colville, the late Mrs Ronald Cooke, Mrs Josephine Corbin, John Cornforth, Mrs Patricia Cullis, Mrs Elizabeth Cuthbert of the Royal Archives, Windsor Castle, Mrs Alastair Dacre-Lacy for many amusing family stories, Mrs Robin Dalton, Mrs L. G. Dower, Mark Evans, Oliver Everett, Librarian at the Royal Archives, Douglas Fairbanks, Jnr, Bill and Jane de Falbe, Stanley Falconer, R. Fellowes of the Jockey Club, Justin Fenwick, author in 1971 of the dissertation Architecture of the Entente Cordiale: Messrs Mewès and Davis, deposited at the Fine Arts Faculty, Cambridge, Frank Field, Lady Forwood, Mrs Enid M. Foster of the British Theatre Association, Mrs Anne French of the Iveagh Bequest, Kenwood House, H. S. Gevers, Lord Glendevon, Brigadier the Hon. Richard Hamilton-Russell, Lieut. Colonel A. F. Harper of the Hurlingham Polo Association, Lieut. Colonel Derrick Hignett, John Hislop, Neil Hughes-Onslow, Mrs Joan Hull, Frank Hurd, Mrs Thomas Hussey for lending me her husband’s Combined Operations papers, the Rajmata of Jaipur, Mrs Dorothy Jelley, Geoffrey Jones for help concerning Electrolux, the Hon. Pearl Lawson-Johnston, Miss Jane A. Leggett of the Newarke Houses Museum, Leicester, HE Leif Leifland, late Ambassador of Sweden to the United Kingdom, Richard Leigh, Lady Lloyd, the late Joe Loss, Eric Lown, Lord Luke, late Chairman of Electrolux, Angus and Deirdre McCall, Mrs Nicholas MacGillycuddy, Miss Biddy Marc for many reminiscences of her aunt Lady Ludlow, Mrs Mary Morbey, Dr Janet Morgan, Lt-Col. C. A. Murray-Smith, Bernard Naylor of Southampton University Library, Mrs Hilda Neve, C. R. Peacock, Christopher and Charlotte Petherick, C. J. Pickford of the Bedfordshire County Archives, Mary Princess of Pless, Vincent Poklewski-Koziell, Mrs Geoffrey Probert, another niece of Lady Ludlow, Lieut. Colonel Richard Probert, Mrs Polly Proudlock, Paul Raben, John Redman, Mrs Anthony Rhodes, Prince Alexander Romanov, the Hon. Alfred Shaughnessy, E. N. Sheppard, Geoffrey Smith and Aubrey Stevenson of the Leicestershire Libraries and Information Service, Kenneth Snowman, Robert Spooner for much helpful information about Sir Harold Wernher’s business life, Hugo Vickers for extracts from Sir Charles Johnston’s diary, L. S. Walton, Dr David Watkin, J. N. P. Watson, Miss Rachel Watson, the Northamptonshire County Archivist, Richard G. Watson, Hon. Secretary of the Fernie Hunt, Richard R. Williams, Archivist at the Imperial College of Science and Technology, Mrs Violet Williams, the late Rachel, Lady Willoughby de Broke, the Hon. Mrs Reginald Winn, Miss Tatiana Wolff for advice concerning Pushkin and much else, Dr C. M. Woolgar of the University of Southampton Library, the Hon. Mrs Wynn, C. M. U. Young, Philip Ziegler, Sir Solly Zuckerman. And my thanks to Tony Raven for the index.



















Prologue





In June 1917, one month before the start of the third battle of Ypres, and four months after the abdication of Tsar Nicholas II of Russia, an event was announced which ‘caused quite an excitement’ among London society magazines. This was the engagement of Countess Zia (Anastasia) de Torby, daughter of Grand Duke Michael Mikhailovich of Russia, and Major Harold Augustus Wernher, son of the late Sir Julius Wernher, the great ‘diamond magnate’, reputed on his death to have been the richest man ever recorded by Somerset House.


The Grand Duke, ruined by the Russian Revolution, had already been forced to give up living at Kenwood House in Hampstead, and it was rumoured that he might be offered one of the royal lodges at Windsor. Inevitably there were unkind remarks about a ‘marriage of convenience’; one paper remarked that it was a ‘sign of the increasing democracy of our times’. But both young people were very good-looking. Zia, ‘like a Watteau shepherdess’, with eyes ‘as blue as forget-me-nots’, was described as a young lady of many accomplishments – not only a beautiful dancer, but a good pianist, an expert tennis player and skater, a golfer of parts, and as much at home on the back of a horse as was her fiancé. She was often to be seen at the wheel of her Calthorpe motor car with her cousins Princesses Nina and Xenia of Russia. An ‘open-air girl’, like her younger sister Nada, married to Prince George of Battenberg, she ‘enjoyed the privileges of Royalty and the free and informal existence led by girls of somewhat lesser degree’. Zia was twenty-four years old. She had been working for hospitals and charities, her skill as a driver was much in demand, and ‘no-one was a more persuasive seller of programmes at charity matinées’.


Harold was also aged twenty-four. He had a fine record on the Western Front, and had been mentioned three times in dispatches. He was in the 12th Lancers but serving with the Machine Gun Corps. Whilst on leave the previous December he had broken his leg steeplechasing at Windsor, and still walked with a limp. The gossip columnists soon revealed the probable extent of his fortune, which appeared to run into millions, and the fact that he had become his father’s heir in place of his elder brother Derrick, who had been ‘cut off’. His younger brother Alex had been killed in action the year before. Harold was also heir to Sir Julius’s immense art collections at Bath House in Piccadilly, opposite the Ritz Hotel, and at Luton Hoo in Bedfordshire, a building more a palace than a country house, set in a park landscaped originally by Capability Brown.


Harold’s mother, Lady Wernher, lived at Bath House and Luton Hoo. She had recently caused a sensation by subscribing £2 million to the War Loan in memory of Alex. Sir Julius Wernher, German in origin, had been created a baronet by Edward VII. He had been co-partner in Wernher, Beit, a diamond, gold and financial firm of worldwide renown, and a Life-Governor of De Beers. A retiring man, he had a reputation, somewhat unusual among the so-called Randlords, for absolute probity, and he had been a spectacular philanthropist. Lady Wernher, née Alice Man-kiewicz, was partly Polish and partly English.


Articles were written about Zia’s ancestry and the bewildering ramifications of her royal relations. She was descended from Nicholas I of Russia. One of her uncles was married to the Tsar’s sister, and her aunt was the Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Schwerin, mother of the Queen of Denmark and the Crown Princess of Germany. Her parents’ morganatic marriage had caused such outrage in Imperial circles that for many years they were debarred from entering Russia. Her mother, once ‘one of the most beautiful women in Europe’, had been born Sophie von Merenberg, daughter of Prince Nicholas William of Nassau but not considered royal because her father, who was a half-brother of the Grand Duke of Luxemburg and half-brother of the Queen of Sweden, had also married morganatically. When Sophie von Merenberg married Grand Duke Michael she was given the title of Countess de Torby by her Luxemburg uncle. Thus it was that the name Torby was passed on to her children.


None of the magazines seemed interested in the fact that, through her mother, Zia was also the great-granddaughter of the Russian poet Alexander Pushkin. Instead there were remarks such as this: ‘It is so strange to think of a member of the Russian Imperial house marrying into a Jewish family! Who would have conceived it possible a few years ago? But wars and revolutions may work even more extraordinary changes than this before any of us are much older.’ 



















PART ONE

























DIAMONDS


1


The Young Julius





The Wernhers were not Jewish but Lutheran, from an ‘old and reputable’ Palatinate family, though many of Sir Julius Wernher’s closest business colleagues and friends were Jewish. A Wernher obtained his baccalaureate in antique law at Heidelberg in 1516, but the first recorded direct ancestor was Warden of the monastery school of Hornbach at the beginning of the seventeenth century. There followed a series of pastors and a book-binder. Julius Wernher’s great-grandfather was a Judge and Cabinet Minister at Zweibrücken, until forced to leave on the arrival of the French Revolutionary army. It was his son, Julius’s grandfather, who rose to prosperity, as a Privy Councillor and President of the Court of Appeal in the Grand Duchy of Hesse.


Julius’s obituaries maintained, in parrotlike fashion, that he was the son of a general. They were mistaken. His father, Friedrich August Wernher, nicknamed Gustel, was an eminent railway engineer. The general in question was a cousin, a member of the elder branch of the family which had vineyards at Nierstein on the Rhine. In his old age Gustel became difficult because of his deafness, which interfered with his great love of music. Nevertheless, so we are told, he was ‘in every respect a real man’, straightforward, simple in manner, honest, exceptionally conscientious, ‘without a trace of conceit’, ‘strict’ at work – attributes that were applied later to Julius himself. He was a keen collector of minerals and had an appreciation of art. As a youth he fell deeply in love with his relative Henriette Bruch,* who unfortunately was under age, so off went Gustel disconsolately to Paris, to study chemistry and mathematics. On his return her parents denied a request for the hand of Henriette, and he left his home again, tortured with love, this time for England, where he became friendly with the engineers Stephenson and Brunel. Then, at last, in 1834 he was permitted to marry Henriette. Alas, she died during a typhoid epidemic seven years later; there had been four children, but only a boy survived.


Gustel’s particular friends were the Zöppritz brothers of Darmstadt, cloth manufacturers. One of them had married a Weidenbusch, daughter of a lawyer, and in 1844 her sister Elise became Gustel’s second wife. Clearly there was no grand passion this time. She was his ‘helpful companion’, a good housewife and stepmother. She too bore him four children, two girls and two boys. One daughter, Maria, was sickly; she spent ‘many of the best years of her childhood in bed’, and never married. Another, Emilie, did marry and had a family. One son was mentally retarded. The other was marked out from early childhood for a brilliant future, on account of his extraordinary memory and aptitude for learning: this was Julius Carl Wernher, born at Darmstadt on 9 April 1850.


Gustel became director of an ironworks at Darmstadt. In 1848 he was sent to England by the Ministry of Marine to buy warships for the German fleet, with unhappy consequences – but that is another story. His next duties took him to Mainz and then to Frankfurt, where the family settled and where he became chief engineer of the Taunus Railway. Julius was therefore mostly educated in Frankfurt. He had been tempted by a career in engineering but eventually decided against it and served an apprenticeship with a bank. Friends and relatives were in awe of his business acumen even when he was aged eighteen, and would ask his advice on abstruse questions of investments.


Portraits of Julius as a grown man show him to be handsome and regular-featured, bearded and with blue eyes wide apart, typically Teutonic. After his death he was remembered as having had a massive frame and great strength. It is a surprise therefore to discover that as a child, like his sister Maria, he was a ‘weak and thin mite’, and thus constantly fussed over by his mother. He had an aptitude for languages and learnt Spanish. Then, in 1869, he insisted on going to Paris to perfect his French, in spite of his mother’s fears that his tendency to overwork would harm his eyes. He did work very hard, again in a bank, Ephrussi Porgès, and preferred studying at night to those ‘notorious’ temptations of Paris in which some of his German friends indulged. He greatly impressed his employer Théodore Porgès, and this was later to stand him in very good stead, in an unexpected way.


Porgès was Jewish, supposedly of Portuguese Sephardic descent, and had emigrated from Bohemia to Vienna and then to Paris. At that period when anti-Semitism was waxing in Europe, Julius’s attitude towards Jews was ambivalent. Obviously he had prejudices, for his mother wrote to him: ‘What you say about your new employer is not very pleasant, but he does sound a well-adjusted person. I do hope that as a Jew, and especially as a Jew from Vienna, he does not take honesty light-heartedly and will do business in a fair way.’


Julius persuaded his family to invest in the Zöppritz brothers’ new blanket-making firm: this too would have important results for him. The family was missing him in Frankfurt, and seemed a little lost. ‘As you know, your father takes offence easily. It was easier for you to humour Papa. You had that light-hearted and happy approach that pleased him.’


Julius had been too unfit for his year of military service, but was called up for the army of occupation during the Franco-Prussian War as a cadet in the Dragoons of the 4th Cavalry Division. It is clear from his letters at that time that he despised both the coarseness of his officers and the wave of imperialist sentiment that was surging through Germany. The devastation after the siege of Paris upset him also. ‘The whole of joyous St Cloud is unrecognizable and abandoned by its inhabitants,’ he wrote to his mother. ‘The castle from which eight months ago the Emperor set out, so full of hope, is in ruins. Below me is a beautiful view of Paris, quiet and serene as if we had done it no harm.’


After the war he went to London. In spite of high recommendations from Porgès he could only find a post first as a bookkeeper in a firm of German druggists and then in a bank. He liked London (‘Paris is a village by comparison’), but was depressed. Suddenly, however, his luck changed. On 11 November 1871 he wrote to his obviously worried parents that: ‘Mr Jules Porgès, the cousin† of my Paris head, and a leading dealer in diamonds both in Paris and London, has engaged me to go with his partner to the Cape of Good Hope to buy diamonds on the spot.’ Jules Porgès, still in his early thirties, wanted him to go out for two years, with a free passage and all costs paid, except for clothes. He would be given £150 for the first year, £180 for the second. ‘The offer is so extraordinarily favourable that I did not doubt your permission and accepted it.’ After all, he was now twenty-one. Then, with his mother’s doubts in mind, he added: ‘Mr Porgès is the most charming and kindly man in the world, and behaves as heartily and confidentially as you could wish. He looks upon me as his helpmeet and fellow worker.’


The partner he was to accompany was French, Charles Mège. Julius wrote again: ‘The advantage of the whole affair does not lie alone in the conditions that I have been offered, but also in the fact that in a relatively short time there is a chance of independence.’ Charles Mège would be returning from South Africa after two years, and Julius had now decided that he would probably stay on out there, as he would be left in sole charge of the firm’s interests. ‘One wins nothing without daring, and there are few cases where chance offers itself as it does here. There is always a risk and danger in every business, and that can never be a reason for keeping away from it. What reproaches I would have to make in later life if I let such an opportunity go by.’


Diamonds, including the superb stone known as the ‘Star of South Africa’, had recently been discovered in the arid, desolate country named Griqualand West, over five hundred miles inland to the north-east of Cape Town. As the Wernher parents were well aware, by the year 1871 the scramble of prospectors was well and truly on; hundreds of fortune-seekers from Britain, Eastern and Central Europe, America and Australia had made the arduous journey to the banks of the Vaal River and the country around. The British government had also recently decided that the moment had come for annexing the territory.


There was only time for Julius to make a quick dash for goodbyes at Frankfurt and to pay one last visit to his ‘beloved’ opera house at Covent Garden. Within a month he and Mège were off on the thirty-eight-day sea journey, in the course of which Julius started to teach himself Dutch. The family tradition is that the ship ran into a storm, and that he, being very prone to sea-sickness and therefore on deck, was actually washed overboard but swept back by a wave.


He was not especially impressed by Cape Town, as against its ‘stupendous’ surroundings, and still less by its inhabitants, whom he found indolent and lazy, at least one-third constantly drunk. By 4 January 1872 they had reached Port Elizabeth, which they admired for its fine buildings and warehouses. ‘But one must be very careful here of the people, even of one’s dearest friends. It is degrading to have to deal with persons who are friendly to one’s face but of whom one knows for certain they want nothing but to make a profit out of you.’ Ox carts were assembled in the market square of Port Elizabeth for the transport of goods to the interior. Each could carry eighty tons and would be pulled by sixteen animals. The journey would take up to five weeks. Julius admired the physiques of the ‘Kaffirs’, as the blacks were known. ‘They have such a stature and symmetry of limb, and are so strong and muscular that it is a pleasure to look at these naked Apollos. Of course in the town they have to wear clothes.’ As for the English, ‘they drink and booze like animals.’


Julius attended auction sales of diamonds, and soon realized how much he could earn privately if he had the capital. He therefore wrote to the Zöppritz brothers asking them to help by standing security for a bank loan in London. He had already, it appears, borrowed money from his half-brother August, a doctor of private means. Then he and his companion were off to the diamond fields of Griqualand West, six people packed like herrings in a two-wheel cart drawn by six galloping horses, which were changed every two or three hours. ‘You cannot imagine what one has to suffer, over utterly impossible roads. The whole body is bruised and wounded.’ The country through which they passed had been almost stripped of its inhabitants because of the frantic dash northward.


At last, after ‘many disagreeable adventures in great heat through the weird Karroo’ – it was mid-summer – they reached the place known as Du Toits Pan, where only eighteen months before there had been but a single farmhouse (owned by a man called Du Toit) in a barren waste.‡ Now there was a population of about a thousand, two-thirds black. Diamonds were being found there up to a depth of sixty feet. The richest mines, however, were about three miles away at a hillock called Colesberg Kopje, appropriately renamed New Rush, and at Old De Beers, once part of a farm owned by two Boer brothers called De Beer; round these places were camped some eighteen hundred people in tents and corrugated-iron shacks. Mines at Bultfontein and, some way off in the Orange Free State, at Jagersfontein were also in operation.


The prospectors were mostly a rough lot, to say the least, though ‘democratically minded’. The smells were vile, the dust appalling. Rather than stay long in a ‘den of indescribable filthiness’, one of the many so-called hotels, Mège and Julius erected a canvas house, sixteen feet by ten, with a double roof to keep off the heat and divided by a green cloth into two rooms, forming a bedroom and an office. There was another tent for the cook, and they had a stable for two horses. They also acquired a little canvas office in New Rush, a town of tents, like ‘white antheaps’, where they found themselves in frenzied competition with other diamond dealers, already well established, and who did not welcome these new arrivals backed by the rich Mr Porgès of Paris.


Not surprisingly, Julius soon had to reassure his mother about his health. He carefully avoided telling her about the epidemic of camp-fever, which had caused some deaths. There was plenty to laugh at, he said, but did not specify what, unless he meant Mège’s snores. He avoided telling about the ruthless greed of prospectors, but concentrated on the sense of adventure and discovery. As for the landscape, he told her that he was living in the midst of a great bare plain, dotted with aloes and distantly bounded by pebbly hills, once inhabited only by a few nomadic tribes and some scattered Boer farming families. In summer there was no grass and the few straggling camel-thorn trees were hardly bigger than bushes. Sometimes you saw skeletons of oxen or mules. ‘Now and then a little green and yellow sand is broken by muddy water, and that is everything, everything, that can be said of the place.’ The contrast in climate between summer and winter was tremendous, snow being not unknown. In due course he was to write of winter days as being ‘like paradise’ with a ‘purity and translucency of air’. Until two and a half years before, traders had rarely come to the district in order to barter with the Boer peasants – who knew absolutely nothing about the outside world. ‘And thus,’ he wrote, ‘there sprang from these farmer Dutchmen a race of terrific bodily strength, but extraordinarily limited spiritually. Among these peasants cooking is an unknown art, and cleanliness doubtful. They leave their sheep to graze unguarded, and do nothing but sit, laze and smoke pipes. Their women are huge.’


He explained how until a short time back the area had been part of the Orange Free State. Soon it would become a British Crown Colony, separate from Cape Colony, with its own administration. The earliest diamonds had been collected or ‘washed out’ on the banks of the Vaal River, and it was Joseph B. Robinson, a cantankerous bully ‘born with a tombstone in his soul’ and later to become famous in the diamond fields, who had shrewdly acquired property there at Hebron. But an Anglo-Irishman, Captain Loftus ‘Paddy’ Rolleston, whom Julius seemed quite to like, claimed to have been the first to initiate the actual diggings; that was in January 1870. Within three months there had been five thousand prospectors at the Vaal River sites, but after this ‘short blossoming’ the place had ‘sunk to nothing’ because of the greater number of diamonds found at Bultfontein and Du Toits Pan some twenty miles to the south. Then there had been the even more exciting diamondiferous discoveries at De Beers and New Rush. All those places were known as the dry diggings, as against the river diggings. In eighteen months, Julius said, New Rush would probably be as desolate as before, leaving only the artificial valleys and heaps of earth and gravel abandoned by the prospectors.


Here he was quite wrong. In spite of disasters and periods of crisis New Rush would turn into the awesome Big Hole of Kimberley, thirty-six acres in area and nearly a quarter of a mile deep, in appearance and size not unlike the crater of Vesuvius, and one of the wonders of the world.


Julius admitted that he was finding life pretty monotonous. Not for this circumspect young man the gambling dens, grog shops or bars like the Spotted Dog or Pig and Whistle:




During the day I run about on the claims to buy small lots of diamonds, and in the evening I sit at my table, read or learn Dutch grammar, or think of you. There are any amount of Germans everywhere, but not twelve Christians. Food is expensive, bad, and the ‘restaurants’ dirty beyond description. Drinks are colossally expensive, a bottle of beer costs three shillings, a taste of cognac in water one shilling. In this my solitude it consoles me to remember that there are at least those at home who worry about my future. But there is one thing about which you cannot help me, and that is the fleas, which are as numerous here as the sands of the sea. I spend a fortune on flea powder, but it is hopeless. Mr Mège killed fifty-seven on his body the other day, and yet he was practically eaten up the same night.





The Zöppritz brothers had willingly obliged with security for a loan, in spite of an impending slump in Germany. Julius warned his family not to sell any shares just because rumours made the prices low. ‘There is so much swindling in Austria.’ Then came the news that his father was leaving the ‘good old’ Taunus Railway for a more important post. He was to be the chief engineer of the Hessische Ludwigs Railway, and in due course was to build the Ruhr-Sieg Railway running from Limburg to Westphalia. The family would therefore be moving to Limburg.


Julius wished his mother would write ‘more vivacious’ letters. Frau Wernher had been worrying about whom he would marry if he stayed abroad so long. She had always hoped for a German daughter-in-law. Julius admitted that he had been quite fond of a girl at Frankfurt, but had not been in love with her. At present he knew of only one person who would always be faithful to him, and that was his mother. In any case his work was all-absorbing. There were such enormous possibilities ahead. ‘I am becoming more and more indispensable to my Frenchman.’ What was more, he expected to be able to send back yearly sums of money ‘towards our inheritance’.


Some wives and children of dealers and prospectors had arrived, but he did not of course reveal in his letters that in 1872 a large proportion of the females around New Rush, white and black, were prostitutes.






* The future composer Max Bruch was a family connection.







† It is assumed that this was a mistake, and that Jules Porgès was the brother not cousin of Théodore. In France Porgès always had an accent.







‡ A pan was a reservoir or pond.
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Life in the Diamond Fields





Julius Wernher’s early letters were almost like a diary, though he avoided details of business transactions. They were written in German, but some years after his death his widow had most of them faithfully translated into English. He also left a few sheets of paper headed ‘Notes on the Diamond Fields’, quaintly expressed at times, written in English and in the third person, but typically concise and careful not to lift veils from the ambiguities behind the strange and to this day secretive world of international diamond trading.


He wrote to his parents in deliberately simple terms, explaining that a claim measured thirty or thirty-one feet square but might be divided into eight, twelve or even more pieces, all owned by separate owners. The results were a question of luck. One claim might yield £10,000 in a month, another nothing at all. Thus a digger needed to have plenty of spare capital, or else he had to join up with other prospectors to form a consortium, sharing the risks. Work at the mines began at sunrise, and earth from the ‘immense’ chasms would be hauled up in leather buckets. The digging in this moon landscape was usually done by blacks, the sorting by whites. He wrote of the cacophony of noise – shouts, clanging metal, rolling carts, the crack of whips, the rattle of the siftings, creaking horse whims, braying mules, the chanting singsong of black workers. At night there was no peace; the hideous howling of dogs was followed by the crowing of a thousand roosters.


With the onset of the rains the walls of the claims became dangerous, and every week there were fatal accidents through landslides. Hail would thunder on the corrugated-iron roofs. He slept with a revolver under his pillow, and after dark carried a long stick because of numerous drunkards always ‘in ambush’. No doubt anticipating alarm at home, he quickly added that in any case he usually stayed in of an evening, as he shared a mess with a Frenchman who had an expert cook. Game, such as partridges and buck, improved the menus. As for water, it was rarer than brandy, and had to be carted from the Vaal River. Thus many people were discouraged from washing: not so pleasant. And you had to be on your guard with every single person, especially in business. There was such a lot of ‘malodorous rabble’ from the goldmines of Australia and California.


He then described the original discovery of diamonds at New Rush the previous August. There really had been a ‘rush’, a kind of crazy panic – a pathetic exhibition of greed, even desperation. Everything at Du Toits Pan had been abandoned, tents, camp equipment, clothes. People ran, galloped on horses, raced along in carts and carriages, in order to grab a claim, even a half or quarter of a claim, before it was too late. His friend Captain Rolleston had said that it had been like a disordered army in full flight.


In April Julius was writing that the South African mines were proving themselves far richer than anyone had imagined. But this had also meant a tremendous drop in the price of diamonds all over the world, and fortunes were already being lost. The cost of claims was ‘skyrocketing’, too. Would-be prospectors were still turning up daily, hoping to earn heaps of money quickly, but were all too soon disappointed in that ruthless world. Luckily, however, he and Mège had bought their stock carefully and in not excessive quantities.


He complained about the haphazard postal system. Every evening dozens of registered letters containing diamonds, often of the highest value, were being dispatched. They would be left lying about in the post office, on tables, chairs or the floor. After sorting them the postmaster would go for his meal, leaving the packets ‘to look after themselves’. ‘It is small wonder that the last European post was stolen!’ Volunteers were searching all the bars and blocking exits to the camps. On another occasion, during the rainy season, a whole sack of letters had been swept away in a river.


Now Julius, thanks to his loan, was arranging to import not only German beer but sparkling wine from his Wernher cousins’ estate at Nierstein. He might dislike drunkenness, but there was a profit to be had from alcohol. In spite, he wrote, of the lack of general business, new shops were appearing every day, and there was even a Lutheran church in New Rush, though ‘alive with fleas’. Indeed the white population of the diamond fields remained more or less constant, the numerous arrivals making up for the constant departures.


Trading was still so slack in June that he admitted that he might be sitting at his desk without a client for a whole hour. It being midwinter, the nights were ‘ice cold’ and he had to have a sheepskin on his bed. Recently people had been found frozen to death, having gone to bed drunk.


Meanwhile he had had a charming letter from Mr Porgès, advancing him a whole year’s salary, ‘a very fine proof of trust’.


His parents were curious to have more information about the black workers. He replied that apart from the Hottentots and Bushmen, who were the aborigines, and the Griquas themselves, who had mixed blood, the working blacks were from the east, from Zululand, Natal or Mozambique, and also from districts to the north of the Transvaal Republic.




The whole journey here is done on foot, and takes, according to distance, six weeks to two months. On the way they starve, and often do not eat anything for two or three days; then they eat a little maize, and continue the journey. Usually they come in whole troops of forty to eighty, and are greeted by their comrades on arrival with loud cries, singing and dancing. The first month they are usually ill, and some die. Their feet are wounded and swollen, and as soon as they have found service they are nourished. In the beginning they usually over-fill their stomachs, which have been used to emptiness, so that even the Kaffir or Negro cannot stand it. The usual wage is ten shillings per week with board, an extraordinarily high price, but this is going to be reduced soon to six or eight shillings. They are usually very strong, and can work like no white man, but are dreadfully lazy and waste a lot of time. A kick is supposed to bring them to reason, and on the whole they are generous and naïve. They are very grateful for the smallest gift, but often start thieving and steal a lot of diamonds. If this is found out, they are punished vigorously, but usually the fury of the diggers is so great that the authorities try to hang them at once. By now the conditions of the law are slightly more ordered, though in the beginning there were several kinds of lynch justice. It is forbidden for the whites to buy from the Kaffirs, as the diamonds would probably have been stolen; and if it is found out that a white man has bought from a Kaffir his house is burnt down, and he can only save himself by flight. Luckily now there are numerous policeman, and such excesses have not happened for a long time. Before they were of daily occurrence. The Kaffirs save every penny. When they have enough money they buy a rifle and gunpowder, woollen blankets, tin buckets, iron pots and so on, and go home heavily laden. With these treasures they buy a woman and marry.





The blacks were rather given to drink, the whites not setting a good example, because while the average Englishman in England might drink one glass of brandy, if he could afford it, in Africa he swallowed down quantities with water, trying to quench his thirst. Barkeepers were forbidden by law to sell spirits to a black without the written permission of his master. Often there were some quite fierce and alarming tribal battles.


Those blacks who had come from the Cape spoke good English and became servants, copying their masters in clothes and manners. Julius in his old blue coat looked ‘far less noble’ than his servant.




The other day I came home from a ride and called to him to take my horse. He was lying in the stable on straw, and replied to my call, ‘John is drunk, sir’ – then he ordered one of his friends to do what was necessary, and even had the presence of mind to give orders about feeding the animals. Next day he had a sore head, and we hoped that it would have taught him a lesson once and for all, but unfortunately since then he is often tipsy.





Julius wrote a long letter home on 15 June, before setting out on a tour to the Vaal River. The great news of the day, he said, was that the post thief had been arrested in Cape Town. He was an Englishman, and about 2,300 diamonds had been found on him, all mixed up together and hidden in his rifle barrel and powder horn. The fellow had arrived at Cape Town in February, lodged in the Royal Hotel, where he had stolen £100 from the man with whom he shared a room, and had then disappeared to the diamond fields. Afterwards he had had the cheek to return to the Royal. ‘His luggage was already on board a ship, but Nemesis stood before the door. The ship was a day late in leaving, and Tuesday evening quite by chance the man from whom he had stolen the money returned to Cape Town and went to the same hotel …’


‘In my last letter,’ Julius went on, ‘I wrote a little chapter about the Kaffirs. I shall continue today. Although these people are quite unsophisticated as yet, they are human beings and capable of instruction, and man always remains the most interesting part of Creation.’ Their small pleasures charmed him. ‘When talking or singing excitedly they move their hands vivaciously. The singing is more a soft humming, always the same melody but not unbeautiful. There are many dialects, but mostly they speak a language with accent, and it seems to be rich in vowels and has many curious tongue sounds, like clicks.’ Those who worked in the claims were addressed as ‘Boy’, whatever their ages. They generally possessed only one woollen blanket or sheepskin against the cold, and when digging wore a small rag as a loin cloth. Any piece of clothing would be a deep ‘Isabella’ colour, possibly a ragged coat or military uniform. ‘Our John is a fop comme il faut. He has at least six hats and two smoking caps, coats and trousers, paper collars, and fourteen ties, high boots etc. In short there are not many like him. All the Kaffirs are dreadfully frightened of the police, who do not behave very delicately towards them. The usual punishment is twenty-five strokes.’ He wrote of the Berlin missionary station where women were taught needlework and the men agriculture. He seemed particularly to like the Basutos, who ‘could not be equalled’ in the making of baskets and mats, but they were not so handsome as the ‘strapping’ Zulus and warlike Matabeles.


A German Club or Mess had just been started, though other nationalities could be admitted. Of the twenty-one members, he said, he was the only Christian. ‘The intention of the Club is the promotion of card playing and dominos. Of course I am only going to play whist, and I do not intend to go there more than twice a week.’ At least there would be a stove in the Club, particularly welcome in winter, and German newspapers would also be available. Julius’s beer and wine would be on sale. As it happened, he said, because of living with Mège, he was speaking more French than German.


At the end of this long letter there was a terse little postscript: ‘I am afraid I cannot worry about catching butterflies for Uncle Wilhelm. If he wants fleas I am ready to send him a thousand from my bed.’


By the end of July 1872 he was finding himself much busier. This was partly because he and Mège now had their own kitchen, and Julius had to supervise the buying of supplies and the cooking. Vegetables, except potatoes, were always scarce. Butter was ‘disgusting’. There was tinned fruit from California, but horribly expensive. The Frenchman with whom they had shared a mess had not only taken to drink but had stolen money, so that arrangement was over. Even Mège had learnt to sweep out his own office, saddle his own horse and feed it. ‘Yes, when the Kaffirs forget to empty his night pot he empties it himself, which especially pleases me. Excuse these details but they give a picture of our life.’


Some claims had by now been bought up by Mège on behalf of the firm. Julius, always in a great white sombrero, was also making regular visits to the Vaal River sites, partly because of a new, though minor, rush at Waldeck’s Plant, where once a huge stone had been found. He also visited Hebron and its neighbour Klipdrift, after only two years a substantial and pleasant town. The diamonds he bought were small but of perfect quality. Julius thought the countryside pleasantly picturesque, at any rate a relief from the noise and stink of New Rush. Then there was the benefit of having a morning bath in a reasonable hotel without having to pay for the water.


For nearly two months there had been no rain. The dust storms around New Rush and Du Toits Pan, or Dutoitspan as it was generally called by now, were so dense, that the sky became dark and reddish and it was ‘literally impossible’ to keep one’s eyes open.


Suddenly there seemed to be a disastrous setback to the business. Once more the post had been stolen; and with it all the beautiful Vaal River diamonds that Julius had collected with such pains. He ‘felt like weeping’. This time the sack containing the registered letters had disappeared from the back of the mail cart, and the driver had not noticed until he had gone sixty miles. ‘If Negroes make the slightest mistake,’ Julius wrote, ‘they are punished cruelly, but fellows such as this go free.’ Anyway, after a month the thief was caught, and the diamonds recovered.


Now, in response to his father’s request for a description of the actual mines, Julius launched into several pages, in his neat small script. Patiently he gave details of the system of sieving the gravel from the river diggings, and reiterated how the majority of prospectors were now concentrated on the dry diggings. In the latter the surface was of a yellowish colour, but below the earth was hard and blue, and this was where the diamonds were found.* Removing the earth was the great problem – in effect it was only possible if there were roads or paths between each claim. These roads, seven feet wide, were like ridges in a vast honeycomb which was covered with a web of hauling ropes and running gear. Enormous hills of debris made the excavations seem even deeper.







When claims began to reach ninety feet in depth the roads became ever smaller, and there were constant landslides and collapses of the reef [containing walls] worse than before. Daily men, carts and horses hurtled into the depths, and were dashed to pieces. Carts were then forbidden to use the roads, and all the earth from the middle of the area had to be brought out in sacks, which made the cost very much higher. The claims near the border now use the so-called tramways, scaffoldings from which wire ropes of up to a hundred feet are sent into the depths, often stretching over other claims. With these wires the earth is brought up in buckets, and it really is an extraordinary sight to see those buckets hovering in the air, with nearly naked Negroes on the high scaffolding, turning wheels, some singing, others screaming directions, while others are busy with wheelbarrows, or toil, like tiny black crows in the depths far below.





(These were the wires that Olive Schreiner romantically described in her novel The Story of an African Farm as a ‘weird, sheeny, mistlike veil’.)


At the river it had been a question of digging out gravel. In the ‘dry’ ground, at New Rush for instance, you first had to excavate up to sixty feet of yellowish soil or sand. Here you would hope to find many diamonds, and these were easy to pick up. After that came the hard bluish substance which many people at first thought was the end of the diamonds. But after digging into it, the quantity turned out to be even greater, the darker the ground the better.




Many prospectors sift with sieves which only stop stones over one carat, so that all the smaller stones are wasted. In this way you can at least get much more work done, and gain in time. It is curious how different in quality diamonds are from closely situated diggings. At Bultfontein the stones are of little weight but beautifully white. At Dutoitspan you have the ‘fattest’ diamonds, more or less yellow, though there are also some smaller stones of good colour. These two are now known as the ‘poor man’s diggings’. At New Rush and De Beers you usually find fragments, many of enormous weight, some of fifty to sixty carats. The prices are regulated by colour, size, form, purity and structure, and there are as many prices as shades. Some stones are sold at five shillings per carat and others at £40 to £100. Every stone has to be judged individually, and in order to be a real expert you need years of practice. Although I have examined thousands of stones and bought hundreds, I am still a miserable beginner, and admit that up to now I have had more courage and good fortune than knowledge.





The more expert you were, he said, the more particular you became. Good light for assessing stones was essential. Indeed many faults were not visible to the naked eye. Julius admitted that he had made mistakes, but Mège had been extraordinarily generous in such matters, taking the view that errors were inevitable where only two per cent of the diamonds were of the finest quality.


Julius had had another warm letter from Porgès, making it clear that he would be in charge when Mège left in 1873 and that he would be permitted to purchase further groups of claims. Porgès, Julius told his father, had ‘earned terrifically’ and might even consider retiring in a few years’ time. This could have an effect on Julius’s career, possibly turning into a dangerous situation – or else it might be a great opportunity. ‘However as matters go, I am looking into the future full of trust … If I remain in good health and keep my wits about me – and two strong arms – I shall never lack anything. Though of course I shall also still need my good luck.’






* This ‘blue ground’, or kimberlite, was the matrix of the diamond deposits, and occurred in cylindrical ‘pipes’.
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Turn of the Tide





By 1873 the ‘respectable female element’ had increased in the diamond fields, as more wives arrived, accompanied sometimes by daughters. Julius appreciated their civilizing effect, and on New Year’s Eve even consented to go to a ball, where his Nierstein champagne ‘flowed like rivers’. Still, however, preferring to stay at home in the evenings, he wrote to his parents for a supply of books; not novels, but biographies, travel books and histories of art. He particularly wanted a work on Michelangelo, Mommsen’s History of Rome and Macaulay’s Essays. He also needed cookery books.


Friends from that period afterwards described him as a born diplomat, calm personified, thoughtful, slow and determined, never in a hurry, never suffering from ‘nerves’, strong in mind and body, keeping to himself. A fellow diamond dealer was to write:




He was known to be a very just man, upright and strictly honourable in all his dealings, incapable of doing anything shady. In a time when fortunes were easily made, by all sorts of means, and temptations to be crooked very great, it was rare to come across a character like Wernher’s. A curious feature about him was that whilst he was slow to act in business affairs, when otherwise occupied he raced. He never rode to the mines, or about the camp, except at a good hard gallop, and in the ballroom he flew across like a heavy dragoon in a charge.





Since Julius complained that the women he had to dance with were too small or fat, and since he was usually described as burly or massive, we may assume his performance on the floor must have been quite a spectacle.


Among his competitors in business were the smaller peripatetic dealers, or kopje wallopers, shady operators and scamps many of them, and some rising to enormous wealth, such as the incomparable Barnett Isaacs, from the East End of London, better known as Barney Barnato. Rivalries lay ahead with Barnato, a long way in the future, but even he would have acknowledged that Julius Wernher was that rare combination, a man of unlimited ambition who was also a man of principle. Other potentially colourful but less controversial dealers of the period such as David Harris, Francis Oats and Sigismund Neumann were to become friends or colleagues.


It was said that Julius was ‘not luxurious but liked his comforts’, and that he used to ‘indulge in a great deal of sarcasm, which although humorous was at times very stinging’. He especially liked to ‘chaff’ about the Boers and loved to tease his Dutch friend Martin van Beek, who later lived with him, about speaking the local dialect, the Taal. For all that, there is not much intentional humour in his letters, which often seem to have a self-congratulatory tone – though this would have been deliberate, in order to reassure his parents, worrying about his future in a time of financial crisis in Europe.


On occasions he felt obliged to apologize to his mother for sending her his Jewish friends from the diamond fields, and would emphasize their special qualities. He himself appeared to have completely lost whatever anti-Semitic feelings he might once have had. As for the blacks, they still ‘greatly intrigued’ him, though there were some ‘serious problems’. In October 1874 he was writing once more about ‘this strong though lazy people’, and continued: ‘As slavery exists no longer one cannot force them, and there is little to be done with money either. It will take a lifetime before these savage forces can be properly channelled. People are thinking seriously of importing Malays and Indians, of whom there are any amount in town.’ But the greatest ‘problem’ of all was IDB (Illicit Diamond Buying), mainly by the kopje wallopers and to a large extent blamed on pilfering by blacks.


Some claims in mines were owned by blacks, and this was resented by white diggers. Julius did not necessarily share such a prejudice but was convinced that the days of small owners were doomed, as the increasing depth of the mines and the frequent caving in of the reef made the working of their holdings unprofitable. Many of the deeper claims were under water in winter, and little combination existed between the various owners. In any case numbers of claims were mortgaged and coming on the market.


You had to be ‘very very careful’, he said, about lending money. There were some reckless speculators around. ‘It is dreadful how much swindling there is here, particularly in dens for billiards or roulette run by Americans and Irish.’ Fortunately, he added, there were still decent people about, and ‘matters are not anything like as bad as they were and still are in the Californian Gold Fields.’


Here he was speaking from the heart. Some years later he revealed that he had had a bitter experience in 1873. ‘An acquaintance from the war, a German, betrayed me to the tune of £400, the savings of my first year. I had lent him the money so that he could establish himself, but he absconded.


For all that, it is clear that Mège and Julius took advantage of buying up claims at bargain prices. Throughout his business life Julius stuck to the maxim that one should buy when prices are at their lowest.


He wrote again about the importance of purity in diamonds. Mège, for instance, had paid £1,600 for a 38-carat stone that Julius by a lucky chance had found at Waldeck’s Plant. They had thought it would cut to 16 carats, but one dealer in London reckoned that it would only make 12½, which would have meant a loss. As it happened, it cut to 18, so there was a ‘pleasing profit’. On the other hand a friend had bought a stone for £900, and when it was cut the highest offer was only £256. ‘Our enemy remains the London market which last year broke the neck of many a fellow.’


He admitted that he was longing for the day when Mège would return to Europe. Not that they ever had the slightest quarrel. Mège was well educated and had good manners, but he was a ‘heartless egoist’, rather too keen on the ladies. Julius obviously on occasion had to stifle irritations, especially in the heat of February. He had been annoyed by Mège’s selfish attitude during some torrential rains when the roof of their bathroom fell in. Apart from this, he was in suspense about his own future, being aware that a great deal of private correspondence on the matter was going on with Porgès.


He need not have worried. Both Mège and Porgès thought so highly of him that he was given a year’s contract as manager with 25 per cent participation in the profits, all expenses paid. He was allowed to do business on his own account, and thus for a while became manager for two other unconnected firms. Looking ahead to the ‘joy of independence’, he bought and furnished a small house at Old De Beers, corrugated iron of course, ‘charming and very comfortable, even with the luxury of a chest of drawers and a wooden verandah’.


Old De Beers had now become the fashionable area in the diamond fields, especially for the British. Ladies in gigs could be seen calling on one another, or cantering about, ‘exquisitely dressed’.


His best friend then was his neighbour August Rothschild the auctioneer, known to all as the Baron, a ‘noted card’, the ‘Beau Brummel of Griqualand West’ because of his shiny pomaded locks. Julius described him as a ‘generous fellow if a bit affected and uncultured’. This Rothschild had made ‘pots of money’ and would soon be visiting his family in Munich, bringing with him a present of ostrich feathers for the Wernhers.


Julius had to announce that he had been afflicted with severe haemorrhoids, and put this down to the sedentary life in the hot weather, stuck in his corrugated-iron shack behind a pair of scales. It was not possible to go for walks, the countryside being dull and sandy. ‘Ninety out of a hundred people here are plagued with haemorrhoids.’ Needless to say, his mother reacted at once with the greatest alarm.


The slump in the diamond fields became worse after Mège’s departure.






One cannot see the end of it owing to this idiotic rivalry. For the last six months diamonds have been more expensive here than in London, but although there have been colossal losses people go on speculating madly. New buyers keep on arriving so this condition can last longer than it might otherwise have done. In order not to fall into this same trap one needs the patience of an angel, besides a great deal of caution. People who once earned thousands of pounds are now not worth ten.





Julius had consequently decided to suspend shipments for a while to London.


Gold had meanwhile been discovered in the eastern Transvaal. Julius was sceptical about prospects there, but several diggers left to try their luck in this fresh El Dorado. The news of the find spread quickly round the world, and prospectors were landing ‘almost daily’ at the nearest port, Delagoa Bay (later Lourenço Marques), in the Portuguese territory of Mozambique, to find themselves faced with the long and dangerous journey across the ‘thankless veld’. ‘Many have perished from exhaustion or disease, or have been killed by animals.’


By the end of 1874 Julius found his circle of acquaintances narrowing with so many being lured away to the goldfields. Apart from Rothschild he saw most of Anton Dunkelsbühler, popularly known as Dunkels (which name he adopted), perhaps his chief competitor among the dealers and agent for Mosenthal of Cape Town, and another dealer, Levy, whose wife was a highly strung lady, fond of practical jokes. This could have been the same Levy who was a gun and general merchant, in trouble with some old hands for selling guns to ‘niggers’ – an offensive word which had recently been borrowed from America and was sometimes adopted by Julius.


He had to apologize for his letters becoming so ‘dreadfully boring’, but ‘my mind is like leather and full of business’. ‘Money is nothing to me now,’ he added somewhat alarmingly. ‘But I am not one of those who make fortunes by genius, lose them and then win them back. I only walk well-known paths.’ He had almost made up his mind to stay on in Africa for a few more years, in the hope of eventually becoming a partner in the London end of the business. Such news predictably evoked a wail of anguish from his mother. What about that nice German daughter-in-law she so longed for? His reply, under the circumstances, must have seemed a little odd. ‘You need have no fear of my respectability. I am as fresh and well as I could wish, especially in the cooler weather when the days are glorious. The work suits me down to the ground. The only disadvantage is its everlasting sameness. I live as regularly as in a girls’ boarding-school.’


New Rush and De Beers had turned into Kimberley, named after the Secretary of State for the Colonies, and the area around Dutoitspan and Bultfontein had been anglicized to Beaconsfield, in honour of the Prime Minister. Discontent among the diggers had been growing ever since the arrival of the new Lieutenant-Governor, Richard Southey, mainly on account of his liberal attitude towards the blacks, and his failure to have them ‘disciplined’. The main grievances centred upon IDB, and Southey’s support for small-scale producers. In order to prevent IDB, the white diggers wanted blacks and anyone of colour to be banned from owning claims or dealing in diamonds. Other grievances were connected with taxation and relations with landowners, or rather speculators. A Diggers’ Protection Association was formed, originally a vigilante group but developing rapidly into full-scale rebellion. Arms were collected and parades held in the market square. As a result troops had to be summoned from Cape Town.


Southey believed that German diamond merchants were the wire-pullers behind the rebellion, which became known as the Black Flag Revolt. The maximum number of claims holdings had been restricted to ten, which was frustrating indeed for those who were convinced that the mines could continue profitably only through consolidation. Nevertheless Julius – who to the end of his life tried to keep out of politics – had stayed very much in the background. In the end it seemed as though the diggers had won. He summed up the event for his parents in a bland and short description:




The ringleaders were acquitted recently by a Jury. Thereupon the Governor and his Secretary were recalled by the Government. The Governor, as such, was hopeless, but admired in his private life. I knew him from his better side, and was very well acquainted with his son and often went to their house. They were always very hospitable. His post will be taken by an Administrator, as the Province is too small to afford a Governor. Taxes are quite enormous here. A white population of hardly more than five thousand souls has to supply about £70,000, and that for an Administration that does nothing, whose activity is only noticeable in the wrong way. No wonder the situation became heated.





Griqualand West was finally annexed to Cape Colony in 1881. The Black Flag Revolt has been regarded as one of the key events in the history of South African labour relations, even though ‘persons of colour’ continued to own property in Kimberley. It marked a hardening of racial attitudes, and the abolition of the ten-claim limit was the beginning of the period when the mines would be controlled by organized capital.


About this time also, Julius proposed, because of the IDB ‘menace’ (no longer a ‘problem’), that all employees should be searched when leaving mines. The theory was that no honest man would object to this. The suggestion was not taken up, but when put into practice some years later caused violent protests. Although it affected both whites and blacks, historians have pointed out that it was symptomatic of a growing attitude that all black workers were potential criminals.


The Revolt also resulted in the gradual disappearance of the shareworking system – shareworkers being diggers who received a percentage of profits from owners of claims. Southey’s complaint about wire-pullers had in fact chiefly been directed against the Moderate Party, which represented the interests of the diamond merchants, and whose committee included the formidable J. B. Robinson, now a prominent diamond buyer, and Julius’s friend Rothschild. The huge sums of interest demanded by moneylenders from diggers, some of whom were thereby bankrupted, had been another element behind the Revolt. Rothschild is recorded as having £5,000 invested in loans. Presumably Julius to some extent was similarly involved, as he had picked up claims for himself in the Dutoitspan and De Beers mines. At any rate 1875 had been a brilliant year for him, as he told his parents, ‘really too brilliant’. ‘Not one young man out of a hundred thousand has earned what I have earned at the age of twenty-three.’


Even before the lifting of the ten-claims limit he had been urging Porgès to consider purchasing a major section of the Kimberley Mine (New Rush), as a means to secure a regular supply of diamonds. In 1875 Porgès was the largest importer of Cape diamonds in London and had £30,000 invested in the business. Delighted with his protégé, he first tried to make him accept a three-year contract, and then announced that he would have to come to South Africa himself.


Julius accepted the contract if he could have some leave in Europe in 1877. Kimberley hostesses were becoming impressed by this extraordinarily successful and good-looking though reserved young man, and Julius mentioned that he had accepted several invitations to balls during the cool season. At these entertainments he could sometimes be persuaded to sing German folk songs, which a Mrs Stonestreet thought ‘passably in tune, rather a joke’.


In spite of business being ‘as bad as ever’, Julius’s personal fortunes continued to increase. Indeed he admitted to having ‘earned terrifically again’, thanks to his growing clientele, both for the firm and privately. There were also new political problems.




The Boers very stupidly have started a war with Zulu tribes on their frontier, and at a decisive moment distinguished themselves by such cowardice that they would have become the laughing stock of the whole country, if the matter had not been too serious for jesting. Up to now the Kaffirs are victorious everywhere but are limiting themselves to the defensive. We are only suffering insofar as a lot of Kaffirs have had to go back to their chiefs, and there are not enough workers about.





This ‘war’ was more in the nature of a series of skirmishes. The Transvaal Boers, who were also in financial difficulties, had to appeal to the British for help, and, as a result, in April 1877, duly found themselves annexed, part of the British Empire. The Zulus on the other hand were to find that disputes over possession of lands on the Transvaal border were by no means over.


On 12 December 1876 Julius announced that ‘our visitor’, Porgès, had arrived. ‘I cannot imagine a more agreeable event. In all questions we agree.’ He would be returning to Europe with Porgès in the spring. Porgès had therefore brought with him a clerk called Charles Rube, a German from Darmstadt, ‘a little quiet but seemingly willing and diligent’.


Sir Charles Warren, who had travelled out on the same ship as Porgès, the SS Danube, was to write of the ‘magnificent Porgès who knows the value of money though he has plenty of it’. And photographs of Porgès do show an amiable face, with a big moustache and hair parted down the middle. Elegantly dressed always, a man of taste, he had sent Julius an exceedingly expensive Christmas present, not at all suitable for the rough life in Kimberley. This was a Louis XV ‘mechanical’ travelling cabinet. This rare piece is regarded as having inspired Julius on his return to Europe to become a collector and is still owned by his descendants.


Porgès was only in Kimberley for three months, and his visit was a sensation. Under the circumstances Julius’s brief account of this period for the benefit of his parents is a nice understatement: ‘We have made a not inconsiderable extension to our business in buying claims, in other words buying part of a mine, and I have had rather a lot to do.’ Porgès formed a syndicate, mainly of friends in London and Paris, including Mège, and spent no less than £90,000 on buying claims at depressed prices in the Kimberley Mine, ending with owning 10 per cent of the whole. The result was that the market value of claims in general was driven up steeply. Porgès also decided to invest in the newly invented, and expensive, steam haulage and washing machines.


So in April Julius accompanied him to London, where the syndicate claims were put into a private company with a nominal capital of £400,000, the Griqualand West Diamond Mining Company. In August, after visits in Germany, Julius was in Paris, still full of extravagant praises for his employer: ‘Mr Porgès really is an exception,’ he wrote, ‘resplendent in his happiness. I drive with him in the Bois and am always being invited to dinner. At the theatre I have the best seats. In short I am entirely the Grand Seigneur, which does not really suit my simple nature and the quiet life to which I am accustomed. As you realize, my work is in London, where as nowhere else the proverb Time is Money is better illustrated.’


He was back in Kimberley in November, as a partner, with instructions to watch out for first-class bargains.
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‘Centre of Important Interests’





Julius had just missed the visit of the famous author Anthony Trollope. But then he was not likely to have been a reader of the Barchester novels … Trollope had found Kimberley, still almost entirely corrugated-iron shacks, unimaginably ugly. Its population, he noted, if Dutoitspan and Bultfontein were included, was about 18,000, thus making it the second largest town in South Africa. About 10,000 of its inhabitants were black. As he peered into the ‘vast bowl’ of the Kimberley Mine, he immediately felt that it was the ‘largest and most complete hole ever built by human hands’. This sinister scene of so many horrible deaths and shattered hopes was then twelve acres overall and 260 feet deep, crisscrossed by the aerial tramways.


Yet he thought that Kimberley was one of the most interesting places on the face of the earth, and this was because of the speed with which ‘savages’ from the heart of Africa were so quickly adapting themselves to the habits and even laws of Europeans. And would not these habits lead them eventually to Christianity? ‘I have looked down into the Kimberley mine and seen there three or four thousand of them at work, – although each of them would willingly have stolen a diamond if occasion came – I have felt I was looking at three or four thousand Christians.’ And at least no employer was allowed now to flog his men at his own pleasure.


His comments on causes of friction between the races, which included IDB, the illegal sale of guns, and whether or not people of colour should be allowed the vote, were all the more relevant in view of Griqua tribal uprisings the following year. These last were due to disputes over land ownership and the denial of the rights of chiefs to deal with their own subjects; they were mainly sporadic and directed against isolated white communities. Nevertheless there were fears in Kimberley that there might be links with the Transvaal’s troubles with the Zulus. All this took place in a time of great drought and thus affected the price of food.


More alarming was the outbreak of tribal wars some hundred of miles away in the eastern Cape. There was an appeal for volunteers to join the Diamond Fields Horse. Loftus Rolleston, J. B. Robinson and Barnato’s colleague Louis Cohen, an amusing and scandalous chatterbox, were among the volunteers. Originally this jolly unit had been the Dutoitspan Hussars. Julius had been asked to join in view of his experience in the Franco-Prussian War, but had declined; after all he was a German. Local casualties were few, but soon Julius reported that in the eastern Cape a thousand blacks had been killed to only seven whites. The blacks had good guns but were short of ammunition, so had to rely on their own weapons, which were only of use in close fighting. Meanwhile the arming of colonists continued.


‘Without a telegraph,’ Julius said, ‘we are dancing on a volcano.’ Business was ‘monstrously bad’, because of uncertainty and the scarcity of workers. For months he had not earned enough to ‘pay for a breakfast’. He blamed the troubles on the ‘all too humane treatment on the part of the English’. ‘Instead of treating half-savages like children, they gave them all sorts of freedom, which of course the Kaffirs do not know how to make use of.’ The approach of winter would be an advantage, as fires at night would betray the camps of the enemy.


All the same there was no lack of activity for him, and profits returned when the new steam haulage and washing gear was put in working order. He now employed two hundred people; on occasion, three hundred. The acquisition of good new claims began to ‘throw off a good profit’; presumably this was made easier while rivals were away at the wars. He did not mention the rumble of resentment against him and his like that was growing among the smaller claimholders. For Julius was now a director of the Mining Board, quite an honour. The Board had the responsibility of removing fallen debris from the mines, which had developed into a very serious problem. Cash was limited and there were complaints that ‘capitalists’ like Julius were receiving priorities, and were thus enabled to ‘swallow up’ claims of lesser fry who had become hopelessly burdened by debt through having to cease operations altogether.


Large firms were now attempting to counter reef falls by sinking perpendicular shafts with tunnels for entering the mines. Trollope had gone down one of these shafts, but had not enjoyed the experience, what with clambering over rubble and the terrific heat.


Socially, Julius was leading a very quiet life. In the hot weather he hardly ever went out in the evenings except to the Levys, where he was almost a ‘child of the house’. Mrs Levy would be going to Germany soon. She was the ‘happiest, drollest soul you could imagine, if a little sentimental … you will like her very much.’ Once again he was having to cope with the tedium of his mother’s worries about when he would marry. She had decided that a young cousin, Anna Weidenbusch, would be a suitable match, and had obviously been fanning Anna’s hopes. Julius and Anna had been corresponding a little, but any ‘significance’ had been ‘far fetched’, just brotherly affection. He had found Anna’s letters written in an ‘atoning Magdalen style’, which he said had often made him laugh out loud.


He had to be firm when his sister Emilie wrote: ‘Mother told me in tears that she hoped you have not given up your idea about Anna yet.’ There had never, he replied, been any question of a declaration of love in his letters. He quoted Schiller: ‘He who binds himself for ever should find out whether the heart wants the heart. The madness is short, the repentance is long.’ He said he would probably end up an old bachelor. To his relief, within six months Anna had been ‘driven into the arms of a parson’. Julius did not reveal that he was having something of a flirtation with a girl called Louisa, the daughter of Mrs Stonestreet.


At least Frau Wernher was to approve of Mrs Levy, ‘not a bit like a Jewess’. Julius replied: ‘Julia Levy is so good and free, in spite of having been in Africa for years, that everyone loves her. If only she could master this groundless excitement all the time. Her husband is an indescribably good old animal, with whom I am always quarrelling, but we cannot live without one another.’


The ‘Kaffir war’ in Griqualand dragged on. On 30 July 1878 he wrote: ‘Today good news. Our people, mostly volunteers from town here, killed two hundred and took three thousand oxen, three thousand sheep, two hundred and eighty waggons. How long the affair will last cannot be foreseen as one can never depend on the words of these beasts.’ And early in the following year: ‘Whilst in our Province peace has been restored more or less with relatively few sacrifices, the war has broken out in our sister Colony, Natal. There have been quite dreadful results right from the beginning. An English Corps consisting mostly of line regiments was cut off by a terrific number of Zulus and slaughtered. Fifty-four officers, among them several I know, personally, and about six hundred men, were killed all in one day.’ This was the battle of Isandhlwana, fought on 22 January 1879, when a British regiment was annihilated. The casualties, including black troops, in fact amounted to more than 1,000 killed. Julius put the great defeat down to the commanders’ lack of caution, and an underestimation of the ‘brave and manly and well trained Zulu people.’ ‘The excitement is very great,’ he added, ‘especially as one fears the moral effect on certain chiefs whose neutrality will probably end now.’


Massacres on both sides continued. The ‘inept’ British leadership was faced with ‘unbounded courage and great masses’. The death in battle of the Prince Imperial of France was due to ‘terrific carelessness’. Then, at long last, the Zulus were crushed at Ulundi. Their chief Cetewayo fled but was captured.


In Kimberley these events of 1878–9 had the effect of stricter segregation, or the ‘localization of natives’. The war depressed business, and Julius was so full of gloom that he had decided to leave Africa for good in 1880. ‘I love work for its own sake,’ he wrote on 4 May 1879, ‘and if I am frightened of anything it is that I shall not find such unbounded activity in Europe. My whole position here is very important and influential, and without stepping outside the bounds of modesty I might say that nothing of importance is done here, at least in the business line, without my being consulted – and my opinion usually has the decisive influence. Yet I seriously want to get out next year to be near you again.’


All his plans for return had to be postponed because of dramatic new developments, namely Porgès’s imminent formation in Paris of the Compagnie Française des Mines de Diamants du Cap de Bonne Espérance, with a capital of £560,000. It took place in 1880 and was the first Kimberley-based joint-stock company to be floated in Europe.


The various manoeuvres and manipulations around this period were neatly summarized in that matter-of-fact document written by Julius in the third person, ‘Notes on the Diamond Fields’, in which he recorded:




Orders for suitable machinery, were given [in 1877], more purchases increased the various blocks [of claims] to a very workable concern, and a limited liability Company was formed in England under the title of the Griqualand West Diamond Company. Profitable work resulted, and it soon became apparent that even now the blocks were hardly big enough and would be too small for future underground working. This led eventually to amalgamation with neighbouring holders, especially the firms of Lewis and Marks, and the various concerns were merged into a Company having its seat in Paris … a Company which held the largest blocks of claims in Kimberley Mine. The holdings were at first in different and divided blocks, but all the strategical points were quickly secured, connecting all the principal blocks and placing the Company in such a position that no combination of other holdings could injure it seriously. At that time a great deal of jealousy existed between the various large holders, and in their shortsightedness they overlooked their true interest which was to combine together. The management of the Compagnie Française devolved upon Mr Wernher, as Messrs I. Lewis and S. Marks soon retired from active participation to devote their energies elsewhere. Following above amalgamations several other important combinations took place, such as the Central Diamond Mining Company [Baring-Gould], the Standard Company [J. B. Robinson], all working in rivalry and trying to kill one another, working without method or plan.





The formation of the French Company, as it was generally known, did indeed precipitate cut-throat competition, not only in the Kimberley Mine. At De Beers, where in April 1880 Cecil Rhodes floated his De Beers Mining Company, the firm of Lippert emerged for a while as the largest claimholder. Barney Barnato and his brother went to London to form Barnato Brothers, and on their return launched four new companies.


When Julius said that Isaac Lewis and Sammy Marks ‘retired’, he meant that they were squeezed out of the French Company. But they did, as he said, ‘devote their energies elsewhere with notorious success’ – in the 1890s in Johannesburg they switched to producing cheap liquor. Lewis and Marks were originally from Lithuania, and had come to South Africa as pedlars. After Porgès’s spending spree in 1877 they had invested £20,000 on acquiring claims in Kimberley Mine, and almost immediately had combined their holdings with those of Paddon Brothers to form the Kimberley Mining Company, and it was this that in turn was amalgamated with the French Company.


Mrs Levy returned from Europe in June 1879, and for some reason had to stay a month or two in Julius’s house, ‘which I do not like, for in spite of the veneration in which I hold her she is much too excitable for daily intercourse’. The house was admittedly larger than the one Julius had bought in 1873, but even so it must have been cramped, for he was sharing it with three other bachelors.


Almost at once she embarrassingly began to confide in him that her husband did not return her love sufficiently. Worse, she transformed the house into a ‘dovecot’ for the ladies of Kimberley, all anxious for a peep into this establishment, ‘a perfect specimen of order and cleanliness’ where a German cook ‘cursed and shouted like a trooper from the kitchen’. Obviously primed by Frau Wernher, Julia Levy nagged him about not being married yet, and he retorted that he was rich enough not to have to bother. As it happened, that August, his ‘flame’, ‘whose eyes had looked very sympathetically into mine’, Louisa Stonestreet, married none other than Loftus Rolleston, greeted by all as a hero back from the wars. As Julius wrote later: ‘The fault was mine. Had she spoken German all might have been different.’ There may have been more to it than that, for Louisa was known to have a hot temper.


The three who shared Julius’s house were Charles Rube, the young man whom Porgès had brought out in 1876, Martin van Beek, and Alfred Beit, ‘a joyous, lusty fellow of extraordinary goodness of heart and very great business ability, compared to whom we are Philistines’. Beit was not only to become Julius’s closest friend but his partner in a firm of world renown that bore their names. Three years younger than Julius, he had been born in Hamburg and, like Porgès, was of Portuguese Sephardic descent. His father imported silk from France. Because of the ‘ugly monster of anti-Semitism rearing its head’ in Germany, his parents had converted to Lutheranism, to give their children a better chance in life. He had gone to Amsterdam to learn about diamond cutting, had reached Kimberley in 1875 as a representative of his cousins’ firm, W. & A. Lippert, and soon afterwards had shared Julius’s house at Old De Beers. In 1878 he had returned to Hamburg for a while.


Like Julius, Alfred Beit had a ‘horror of publicity’ and a reputation for honesty. He also had an amazing memory and an almost uncanny knack of spotting a good diamond. Physically they were quite different. Beit was small, delicate, with bulbous, mild blue eyes and a large head. He was also a bad horseman and bad at practical things; but he was tremendously energetic, walking over the roughest country without showing signs of fatigue. In the ballroom, again unlike Julius, he would invariably choose the tallest woman in the room, and dance round her in a wonderfully comic manner. Both men were shy. Julius was merely reserved, but Beit was highly strung, with a habit of fiddling with his tie and biting his handkerchief. He could never be persuaded to make a speech.


Beit brimmed over with enthusiasms. ‘You could not help loving the dear fellow.’ It was said that he attracted money like iron filings to a magnet. Borrowing from his family, he bought land at New Rush and erected a row of corrugated-iron sheds for use as shops and dwellings, which soon were earning him £1,800 a month in rents. Later he sold the land for £240,000. The Lippert business connection had not been much of a success and he soon found that there was much more profit in dealing privately. ‘In those years of securing properties and organizing them,’ Julius wrote in his ‘Notes’, succinct as ever, it was almost impossible to give full attention to the diamond business itself, hitherto the mainstay of the firm. ‘Mr Wernher therefore arranged with several younger men with a good knowledge of the article to operate on joint account, the firm supplying capital for shipment. One of the earliest connections of this kind was Mr Alfred Beit.’ And he added: ‘The account worked extremely well’ – another of his little understatements. Meanwhile Beit – like Julius himself – continued to buy his own claims in the various mines, particularly in De Beers, where he came in contact with Cecil Rhodes, about whom Julius appeared to have personal reservations.


In October 1879 Julia Levy decided it was time for Julius to give a ball. Seventy people were invited. The German cook excelled herself, and there was champagne cup. The dancing ending at 4 a.m. ‘But the expense?’, he imagined his mother complaining. ‘And you say business is bad.’ The answer was that he didn’t care. The cost was as much as a family holiday on Lake Maggiore, and even six such balls would not ruin him. He told his parents that his personal interest in the Kimberley Mine was now worth £12,500.


He had another shock waiting for his parents. He had determined that on his return to Europe he would live in England. ‘In Germany business is a chain of intolerable nuisances. Liberal development is fettered [a reference to anti-Semitism], in a way that is terrible for anyone who has experienced the English way of life.’


Two other bachelors, unnamed but very likely Hermann Eckstein and Rudolph Hinrichsen, came for meals at Julius’s house, forming a mess of six. One of them was to remember how they would take turns in organizing the catering. ‘Interviews with the woman cook were never much cherished by any of us, and frequently Wernher would be called upon to appease her temper, and it was amusing to see how he could settle the trouble of the menu in no time.’ In the end she was so overbearing that she had to be sacked.


The six went on a spree over Christmas. ‘At half past nine at night on Christmas Eve we got on our horses and rode to a farm about twelve miles distant. The moonlight on the plain was beautiful. We slept at the farm, and were in the saddle again at half past three in the morning, in order to ride to a little village in the Orange Free State called Boshoff, another twenty miles. At that place there were several ladies we knew who were convalescing, and we spent a very high-spirited day.’ Then it was back to Kimberley on Boxing Day, a five hours’ ride, to be followed by a ball at Rothschild’s. ‘In spite of the heat there was a lot of dancing. Mrs Levy forgot that she had sprained her ankle.’


From the letter of 22 January 1880 in which Julius told his parents about the formation of the French Company, it is clear how much he had been the driving force: ‘Before I managed to get my friends [in Paris and London] so far as to realize the usefulness of this step, and in the end to accomplish it, I had to write reams of letters, and I only achieved my goal after the greatest difficulties.’ But he still had to contend with his parents’ outrage over his remarks about Germany. In his reply he hinted at his own hurt feelings when an anonymous critic in Kimberley accused him of being a humbug and ‘relentless’.




That one can be happy in Germany only as a German has not become a dogma yet, and at least there is evidence to the contrary. Even if I have changed through living abroad it does not mean that I have lost all sensitivity. If I had remained a little wheel in a huge machine in London it would have been easy to go back to Germany. But early in life I became independent and a moving force – I might say the centre of important interests – and I cannot now shake that off. Thus I belong in everything that means business on the grand scale, in everything that demands the power of man and the sharpness of intellect in a foreign land. It is not in my nature to boast of my position and to explain myself. Therefore rumours are being circulated here. Nevertheless I know that there are other people, some of them complete strangers, who have trusted me beyond bounds, and as I am not without honour or even ambition this trust gives me a higher point of view about my duties than is usual. If that is my crime so be it.





He was even contemplating setting up on his own in London. After all he was now aged thirty. Yet he was torn by his loyalty to Jules Porgès.


After such a resounding manifesto his mother could only suggest that maybe it would be better for his health to come back to Germany. But no: ‘Sometimes I laughed as a stupid boy, when Father was running up and down the station platform watch in hand and waiting for the last train. But I am just as bad, and the capital I have to administer is much greater than the late Taunus railway.’ He admitted that he had anxieties. For instance, there was the responsibility for the safety of his workers, ‘who through braving constant dangers become incredibly careless. Now that we are employing between five and seven hundred men there is a lot of trouble. Luckily I have a very cool head; someone with an excitable nature would be driven mad by my position.’


For the next months he would be ‘utterly taken up’ with the organization of the new company. Expenses, especially because of reef falls, had been greater than expected. ‘It causes me many a sleepless night, as you may imagine, with a concern that needs at present fourteen steam engines, nearly a hundred horses, and very many hundred hands. Our daily expenses are sufficient for you to live in Limburg for the whole year, so you can realize how many diamonds have to be found every day to do some good business.’ A shaft was being sunk, already two hundred feet deep, and the earth for the first seventy feet had been so loose that a ‘fantastic’ amount of wood had to be used to shore it up. At present he did not know how deep the tunnel would have to be. The deepest claim in the mine was 320 feet. The company possessed about a hundred claims, and ‘we therefore have at least twenty-three million cubic feet before us, which at the present prices of diamonds and according to the experience of years is worth about three and two thirds million pounds sterling.’ A miner earned usually £9 a week, gunpowder cost two shillings a pound, and five hundred pounds might be used in a week.


No letter exists mentioning the rise of the Transvaalers against British rule, sometimes known as the first Anglo-Boer War, and their victory at Majuba Hill, which forced the British to give them back their independence. As the end of the year approached, he was admitting that he might even miss Kimberley.




I hope I shall have brought everything into sufficient order by the end of the year so that my successor will be able to work on the lines that I have laid down. If the worst happened, I might have to come back again next year, which I dread. The thought of being near you again is alone enough for me to give up Africa, in spite of years of quiet satisfaction, in spite of many dear friends … Even if as a merchant I am striving after possessions and affluence, yet I have no insatiable thirst for them … In spite of the many unusual chances that get offered to me, I am quite contented with what I have got.





One natural successor was Charles Rube. Paul Keil was selected to represent the firm for the shipping of diamonds. Porgès was trying to persuade Julius to stay on at least for a few more months, but he was determined to leave in November. Looking back over the past nine years, Julius said, he could not thank Fate enough for having led him to such a man as Porgès. The only differences of opinion had been not who should take the greatest part but who should take the smallest. Porgès had written to him: ‘As far as I am concerned I shall never leave you.’


In the last weeks his head was ‘buzzing’, he was so overloaded with work. He kept on thinking of new projects years ahead. In almost his last letter he wrote about the ‘very curious feeling’ he had at leaving what had been a virgin wilderness, ‘where the activity and the creation of the individual is brought into relief much more than in the densely populated countries of Europe.’ He went on:






I have always tried in spite of all my wealth to keep my needs as modest and small as possible; even if I am always aware of the vicissitudes of life, need or necessity could never be the touchstone of my honour. If tomorrow I lost everything, that indeed would not make me happier, but it would not disturb the peace of my soul. I am not proud of my riches, for I know how much is due to luck. That alone does not make me happy. I am happy because I am trusted, and changing fortune could not destroy that happiness.





On 30 November 1880 he sailed from Cape Town in the Dunrobin Castle, a rough and disagreeable voyage.
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