
















































































































I was on a training run a few weeks ago when I met an ex-colleague from 
the electricity department on the run . He asked if I had heard of the Loerie 
Station. I replied, "Yes, it used to run 30 years ago." He said, 11Well it's 
running now." I asked if they were in that much trouble. He replied, ''Yes." 

For the future, a 2 400MW combined cycle gas turbine plant is planned for 
Coega running on natural gas shipped in. There is also a smaller 
combined cycle gas turbine plant planned for Queenstown using coal. 

Acknowledgements 

In conclusion, I would like to thank the staff of theAfricana Section (now the 
South African Collection) in the Main Library and various members and ex­
members of the Electricity Department, both departments of the Nelson 
Mandela Bay Municipality, for their help. The Electricity Department is now 
called the Electricity and Energy Business Unit and the acronym for the 
manager is BUM, which I think is a description of the job rather than the 
man! The information on the Tramways came from a booklet by Graham 
Shields. 

[This article has been transcribed from notes of a talk given to the Western 
Suburbs Probus Club in March 2008, and is published here by kind consent of the 
author. We must thank our member Doug Robinson for drawing our attention to the 
article, which is particularly topical at this time. Ed.] 

[The illustrations for this article are from the author's files. For another brief 
mention of electricity in Port Elizabeth in Looking Back, see Volume 22, page 65. 
Ed.} 
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THE GREAT GALE OF 31 AUGUST -1 SEPTEMBER 1902 

Richard Tomlinson 

During the nearly two centuries that this town ~nd city have been in 
existence there have been many strong gales which have caused losses 
of shipping and other damage to varying degrees. However I believe that 
the Great Gale of 1902 stands apart due !o 3 factors: 

1. The strength of the gale, which ha~ been placed at gusting to 
between 112 and 130km/hour. (Incidentally, the gale on g Julfi 
2002, a couple of months before the centenary, was reported to 
have gusted to 130km/hour, but the local weather office is said to 
have stated that it went off the scale at 80 knots or 148km/hourl) 

2. The direction of the wind, from the south-east which, afte 
causing anchors to drag and cables to part, frequently swep 
ships onto the beaches from Humewood to North End. 

3. The large number of sailing ships in the bay at the time, whic 
has been stated as 36, in addition to 13 steamers, several tugs 
20 odd lighters and a few smaller craft. 

Today motor vessels are better equipped to ride out a gale, as were 
steamships then, but in the days of sailing ships a gale whilst at anchor was 
a big problem. We must remember that, in 1902, there was no enclosed 
harbour as we know it today, merely three jetties jutting out at right-angles 
from the beach. Smaller craft could tie up at the jetties, but the larger ships 
had to anchor in the bay and smaller flat-bottomed boats or 'lighters' 
powered by sail, steam or oars, would ply to and fro between ship an 
jetties unloading passengers and goods. To add to the problems, a feature 
of the bay at that time was a sand bar which ran parallel to the beach a littl 
w~y out; when anchor lines parted in a 'south-easter', a ship would first be 
driven onto the _b~r where it might ground, but more often it would be rocked 
by the gale u~ttl tt cleared into deeper water again, then contfnuing to the 
beach where ,t would 'strand' or be battered to pieces in the waves. 

Then there were other hazards, such as stranded steel ships and flotsam i 
1
0
he wk_ater. C G H Skead, writing in 1939 remembers standing on the 
on tn Re d · ' after serve . unng the 1902 gale and watching "three ships part one 

runni~nofhe~, stnke on the bar, and drift northwards in the strong current 
Victori~: ,~:~'s ~-rough! _up by the su~ken ~reek of th~ steamer, Queen 

· ike striking a rock, for 1n no time each ship was smashed to 
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pieces in the fierce seas, and collapsed like a pack of cards. Out of some 70 
men drowned at the time, 60 were lost in these three wrecks." The Queen 
Victoria, a British steamship of 2312 tons, had struck Thunderbolt Reef in 
April 1896, was refloated and beached at Humewood for repairs; later 
towed to North End, she was blown ashore in a south-easter in August 
1896. 

The storm and the ships 
Contemporary accounts say that trouble had been brewing for the last two 
weeks of August; incessant rains and frequent north-westerly gales having 
been the order of the day. On Sunday 31 August the morning started 
gloomy, dull and boisterous, the sky dead and laden with heavy rain clouds. 
The wind veered round and started blowing from the south-east, gentle at 
first, but with heavy rain; then it freshened and heavy rollers from the Indian 
Ocean swept across the bay. As the day wore on, the rain poured down, the 
wind increased and the ocean churned as though it were boiling. The 
Baa kens River discharged at that period into the area of the jetties, as it still 
does today into the harbour; the Eastern Province Herald (EPH) of 
September 3 reported "the sea presented a very peculiar appearance 
yesterday afternoon; half of the Bay to the North being of a coffee-colour 
while the part to the south was the usual sea blue". 

Anxieties rose on the craft at sea and messages were signalled to prepare 
for bad weather. In the town, a special watch was ordered to be kept at the 
post office, and the harbour master ordered lightkeeper Conrad Hansen to 
hoist a storm warning signal from the lighthouse on the Donkin. Residents 
went to bed restless and uneasy. After l 
sundown, the wind increased and the 
sea was soon tossing the craft about 
like corks, with waves cascading over 
the decks. At 11 .30pm, the Norwegian 
barque Argus, recently arrived from 
Fremantle with a cargo of sleepers, 
sent up rockets and flares. That night, 
the wind reached hurricane force 
(120km/hour) and the rain beat down . .. 
The loud boom of a rocket from the 

~~'-:; 

post office at 11 .35pm sounded the 
first alarm, signalling the lifeboat ~.~i'r, ,. 

crews and the Rocket Brigades of the · 
Harbour ~card a_nd Prince Alfred's Guard to their stations. The Brigades 
were equipped with small mortars which fired a rocket over a stranded ship; 
at!ached to the rocket was a long thin line, and this in turn was tied to a 
thicker rope which the crew could haul aboard. 
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By 1 _3oam on Monday 1 September, cabl.es started parting and Vesse 
were forced one after an?ther towa~ds the shore. At 2am Palm!~ 
Womersley & c~'s stea~ lrgh_ter Scotia w_as the first _to part from her 
moorings and drifted quickly inshore, collided broadside with anoth 

k · t " Th · er lighter and "practically bro e in wo . e crewmen Jumped onto the oth 
craft and were rescued in the afternoon by the tug Sir Frederick. er. 

At 2.45am a second signal_ for the lifeboats was _fired. Th_e 78-ton1 Britlsij 
schooner Gabrielle (Captain A De Laroche), which was In ballast broke 
away but, before she reached t~e shore, Capt~in Cli~ and Mr J Mcilwraith 
along with 6 men of the rocket brigade and the lifeboats crew had arrived at 
the beach, but found that due to the darkness and the blinding storm, it was 
impossible to launch the lifeboats. Soon after the schooner struck the 
beach, a line from the rocket brigade was passed over her. The ere 
quickly secured it and all got safely ashore. 

The next vessel to strike land was the Thekla, a German 3-masted wooden 
schooner of 350 tons, also in ballast, under Captain C Schneiders. Builti~ 
Papen burg on the River Ems near the Dutch border in North Germany an 
launched in July 1897, she had discharged her cargo of sugar fro 
Mauritius and taken on ballast, and was ready to leave when the weathe 
changed. The captain ordered the whole crew below deck, ~o that nobod 
could prematurely jump overboard or be swept off the deck. Shortly aft 
4am, she was high on the beach so, when the tide dropped, the crewme 
were able to climb down ropes onto the sand. Nobody was lost, butthesfii · 
was a total wreck and was later sold for£200. 

Mangold Ltd's 139-ton steam tug/lighter, SS Clara (Capt T Madsen), wa 
beached without crew at 2.45am. Although the 292-ton Norwegian woode · 
barque Constant (Capt C Jacobson2

), in ballast, struck the sandbar 
3.30am, the crew did not leave her until daylight as they felt safe in her. 

The gale, one of the fiercest on record, blew strongest between 5 and 6a 
Shortly b~fore ~aybreak the British iron ship Oakworth of 1242 tons (Ca 
John Davies) with a crew of 19, which had partially discharged her cargo 0 

wheat, struck when she was about ?Om from shore. One of her ere 
managed to swim ashore with a rope, several others following until th 
rope broke._ Howe_ver the crew attached a second rope to a lifebuoy and 
succeeded in floating it to shore, by which means the remainder of the crew 
escaped. The Oakworth was refloated during a spring tide in November 
that year by the tug Sir Frederick, and was run ashore again oppo5fte 
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Jahleel Island, where the new Coega harbour is being developed. 

Tragically the 87 4-ton Norwegian iron barque Waimea (Capt P Ordrop ), 
with a full cargo of jarrah wood, struck at 5.30am with the loss of the 
captain, steward, sailmaker and 5 crew. At 6am the 3-masted 522-ton 
Norwegian3 iron schooner Iris (Capt O Berthelsen) came ashore with the 
remainder of its consignment of mealies. The Norwegian

4 
wooden barque 

Content (Capt LA Gustavsen) of 522 tons with a full load of teak followed 
shortly after 6.30am. The 1051-ton German iron barque Coriolanus (Capt J 
Gotting) with the undischarged portion of its wheat cargo struck land at 
7.45am, with the loss of the ship's carpenter. Two lives, the carpenter and a 
cabin boy, were lost from the 498-ton Norwegian5 barque Hermanos (Capt 
G M Gunderson) which carried a partial cargo of railway sleepers. 
Countless plucky efforts were made by men from the shore to reach the 
crews of these four vessels which, with the Scotia, were wrecked in a 
bunch. 

In the early afternoon, an attempt was made to rescue the men who were 
clinging to the stern of the 1529-ton Italian ship Cavalieri Michele Russo6 

(Capt F Russo), which still carried part of its coal cargo. A line was shot over 

--- -

in the hope_ that t~e men would be able to secure it, but the crewmen were 
helpless with fatigue. Five young men, Frank Gregory, Andrew James 
MacEwan, E Hayler, John Mannie and W Bramble, were tied to a line and 
made a gallant ~ffort to reach the wreckage but, to the horror of the 
bystanders, the ltne parted _and the heroes were sucked away by the 
current to a wate_ry grave; 17 llves were lost in this saga. Two men, who had 
shortly before tned to get ashore at the same spot, also drowned. Eight 
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drowned from the 617-ton Swedish iron barque Lim . 
Crew~e; ;ue~~vall), which was carrying j~rrah wood; eight_ drowned fro~ 
~~:~2?-ton Italian wooden barque Agostino R_ombo 1nclud1ng the captain 

. Vassallo7 and the 747-ton German iron barque Nautilus lost its 
Giust ~ppFeAssing8 a'nd 11 crew members, only three surviving. cap arn, , 

The 1 00-ton countess of Carnarvon, variou~ly described as a wooden 
steam tug or coaster and ow~ed by Messina Broth_ers, sank at her 
moorings during the gale, dr?~n1ng three of the_crew. This small ship has a 
most interesting history. Built 1n Genoa, Italy, 1n 1883, she came to Port 
Elizabeth the next year and was sold to the Union Boating Co in 1886 
being used to transport passengers and goods to ships in the bay and 
assisting with various wrecks. In 1891 she was bought by Cecil Rhodes' 
British South Africa Co (BSAC), which you will remember was instrumental 
in colonizing Rhodesia, to run guns and ammunition up the coast to Chief 
Gungunhana in Gazaland, a province of Portuguese East Africa (now 
Mozambique). The BSAC needed a short route from the sea to their new 
capital at Fort Salisbury and decided the mouth of the Pungwe River 
(where Beira now stands) would suit admirably. The Chief agreed, and the 
price was the guns, ammunition and an annual cash subsidy, which were 
duly delivered to a store on the Limpopo River, to be carried thence 
overland. When the Portuguese authorities discovered what was 
happening, an international incident occurred. (You can find the whole 
story in Alf Porter's article in Looking Back, Volume 19, March 1979, pages 
13-20, including an illustration of the ship). 

All were saved ·from the 1219-ton German iron barque Emmanuel (Capt J 
Tuitzer), the 938-ton German iron barque Hans Wagner (Capt J 
Mullmann), the 854-ton German iron barque Arnold (Captain Ahlers), 
the735-ton British wooden barque Sayre (Capt Walton H Mathieson) and 
the 1599-ton British iron barque Inchcape Rock (Capt A Ferguson), as well 
as the afo~ementioned ships Content, Iris, Thekla, Constant, Clara, Scotia 
and Gabne/le. In all, 71 people died including 7 rescuers (at least two of 
whom were black Africans); by contrast, the EPH of 2 September 1902 
states that the gales of 1859, 1869 and 1888, in which a total of 57 ships 
were wrecked, the loss of life "did not exceed twenty". 

Of the 18 T t 
. .8~ 1 ing vessels that came ashore, 12 were more or less intac ; 

despite th1s it was found very difficult to re-float many of these. The shore 
~as rstrewn ~ith wreckage and merchandise and pilferers were busy 
s ea rng anyth1ng of value. Criticisms in the press were voiced after 
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the event about this lack of 
control by the police and the 
relatively poor performance 
of the lifeboat and rocket 
crews, but the presence of 
huge crowds of spectators 
on the beaches and the · -
fierceness of the storm 
hampered efforts of the 
rescuers. Colin Urquhart 
states that three ships, the 
Coriolanus, Hans Wagner and Clara were later repaired and refloated. The 
Coriolanus was the only ship to sail again, after a name change; she ended 
her career with her original name and was broken up in 1937 after about 60 
years at sea (EPH of August 28, 1964, article "Disaster in Algoa Bay" by 
Frank W Neave). 

The cargos make interesting reading and show what was being imported at 
the port at that time. Five ships carried wheat, two jarrow wood, two 
mealies, two railway sleepers (were these perhaps destined for the 
narrow-gauge Port Elizabeth to Avontuur line, which was under 
construction at the time?) and one each had cargoes of coal, teak wood 
and ''flour, etc." Eleven of the ships are described as having partially 
discharged their cargoes and one, the Hans Wagner, is described in the 
'Report of Marine Superintendent's Acting Harbour Master' (Captain W E 
Clift) as fully discharged but Urquhart describes her as 11bound for home 
with Australian wheat, flour and butter" as detailed in the EPH of 2 
September. The remaining four ships are described as being "in ballast" at 
the time of the storm, so had discharged their cargoes and were ready to 
load or to sail on for their next destination. The remaining three craft 
wrecked were tugs or launches and 1 in addition, varying accounts of 
between 11 and 22 lighters are said to have foundered. Lloyd's Register 
gives the dates that the various ships listed were built, varying from 5 years 
old to nearly 40, and many of those wrecked were "registered 100 A 1" at 
Lloyd's, so age and condition do not seem to have been factors. The larger 
steamers anchored in the bay mostly weighed anchor and steamed out to 
sea to avoid being blown onshore. 

As a post script, it is interesting to note that some of these wrecks are still 
seen occasionally today at very low tides. In 1995 photographer Bob 
Binnell recorded 8 ships to the west of the Zwartkops River during a very 
low spring tide and in unusually clear waters (Looking Back, Vol 42, page 
35). Jenny Bennie identified these as the Limari, Agostino Rombo, Waimea 
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The four vessels in a clump. 

The rescuers 

and Hermanos (in a clump), the 
Inchcape Rock (to the north) and 
the Emmanuel, Oakworth and 
Iris (to the south) - see the map 
of the wreck positions in Looking 
Back, Volume 41 , page 24. 
However I believe th is 
identification is incorrect in one 
detail, as we know that the 
Oakworth was refloated and 
removed to Coega in 1902, so 
the eighth ship is probably the 
Content. 

As is customary in a seafaring community, the locals turned out in the most 
appalling weather conditions to assist the seamen (and women and 
children) in distress. I have already touched on the efforts of the lifeboat 
crews and rocket brigades, many of them volunteers, who laboured in 
heavy rain, gale-force winds and pitch darkness right through the night and 
into the following day; John Mcllwraith, Chairman of the Harbour Board, 
was one of the first on the scene and worked unstintingly from midnight on 
the Sunday till dusk on the Monday evening. Captain Clift, Acting Harbour 
Master, handled the Harbour's forces "with telling effect"; and Doctors 
Hohman, Leith, Blackburn and Wright "lent generous voluntary aid" with 
medical succour. There were numerous unsung heroes, some named in 
the press and contemporary accounts, who worked night and day to 
rescue many from the doomed ships. 

One hundred and sixty destitute seamen were housed in the Seaman's 
Institute (now the South End Museum), with the overflow in the Town Hall, 1 

and !he peo~le of Port Elizabeth opened their hearts and their purses to the 
survivors; gifts of clothing and money poured in. Some citizens even 
opened their ~~uses to offer shelter, and transport was freely volunteered 
to take the uninJu;ed rescued to their billets. A Mayor's Disaster Relief Fund 
was ~~t up and a Grand Concert' organized, altogether raising over£6000. 1 

~he tnJu_red were taken into the Provincial Hospital, which at that time was 
o_cated tn Lansdowne Place, at the seaward end of present-day Richmond 
Hill suburb; 1 S_o~ them were reported in the EPH of 3 September as having 
recovered sufficiently to be removed to the Seamen's Institute. 
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Of course, when any disaster of 
this magnitude occurs, there are 
always criticisms, acrimony and 
questions asked as to why this 
and that was not done. In this 

... case, the Customs officials 
were criticized for not appearing 
on the beach until after 11 
0 1clock on the Monday and the 
police were present in 
insufficient numbers to prevent 

.. 
4 . t i 

_ ._. 
looting of goods from the wrecks ~~IL...--=---~,.;;.__;.;._ _ ___.: _ _ ~----..... 

and to control the crowds of onlookers who were said to have obstructed 
the rescuers by trampling over the rocket lines; and the rocket crews were 
poorly trained. However, considering the length of beach covered by the 
wrecks and the distances to the various facilities in the town, little more 
could be expected of those involved. 

The monuments 

The main monument to the gale in the South End Cemetery, erected by 
public subscription, records on 

!'Wf.a • ..i the north and east faces the 
names of 3 captains and 15 of 
the crew members who 

, drowned9
, plus 1118 Seamen 

names unknown"; the 21 
wrecked ships are listed on the 
south face and four of the 

. rescuers (Frank Gregory, A I 
McEwan, E Hayler and John 

_-:.t:'~l"I._~~~ _ Mannie) on the west face. The 
WLCL~:.::El~ ... ~ .. L~a...:.l!~:ea....,.. ..... monument is railed around, 

and in the same enclosure is the personal monument to 11Captain F 
ASSING RUHE IN FRIEDEN GEWIDMET VON SElNEN FREUNDEN 
SEPT. 1 1902" (Rest in peace - dedicated by his friends). Considerable 
restoration work was done by our Society for the centenary of the gale in 
2002, inducting restoration of Assing's monument paid for anonymously by 
one of our members, and repairs and painting of the surrounding dwarf 
walls and railings undertaken by local contractors without charge. 

A separate monument to the south of the main enclosure records the 
sacrifice made by 11Andrew James MacEwan aged 29 years, a native of 
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d Scotland", one of the rescuers commemorated on th . 
Oun ee, .

1 
b e rna1n 

monument, and otherfamI y mem ers. 

As to the remaining 31 who died, they were either buried where found 
the beaches or lost to the sea. Liz Esh made tell~ me th_at some bodies rn~ 
possibly h~ve found their w~y to .~ther cemete~1es, as !t wa~ the practiceJ 
some ministers to enter un1dent1f1ed p~rsons into their burial records and 
bury the corpse in their own cemetery without the expense of a monument 

Notes 
1 In quoting the_ ~eights of ships, I have kept to ~he g~merally accepted 

practice of giving gross tonn~ge. The . Gabne/1~ 1s stated in the 
contemporary Report of Manne Supermtendents Acting Harbour 
Master's (Captain Clift's] List of Wrecks and in Colin Urquhart's A/gos Bay 
in the Age of Sail as. 78 tons, but I could n?t find it i~ Lloyd's Shipping 
Register for confirmation, presumably due to its small size. 

2 The EPH says 'AJacobson'. 
3 Colin Urquhart in his bookA/goa Bay in theAgeofSailsays 'Gerrnan'. 
4 The Acting Harbour Master calls Content'Swedish'. 
5 The EPH of September 2 calls the Hermanos 'Swedish' and 'Norwegian' 

and refers to the captain as 'Andersen' and 'Anderson', all in the same 
issue! 

6 Strangely I could find no mention of this ship in Lloyd's, but EPH, theActing 
Harbour Master and Colin all agree on the tonnage. 

7 The EPH calls him "E Vassals". 
8 The EPH refers to him as "J J Assing". 
9 Captain Assing's name is misspelt "Assig" and Captain Vassallo's name is 

spelt with one 's'. 

Sources and acknowledgements 
I cannot claim this article to be original research. It is essentially a 
compilation from existing reliable sources, with a few of my own comments, 
which I considered worthwhile putting together for a more comprehensive 
coverage of this event than is available in past volumes of Looking Back. 

I am greatly indebted to Ivor Markman and The Herald, for allowing me to 
quote from Ivor's article of September 3, 2002; and to Colin Urquhart for 
use of much of the information contained in his book 'Algoa Bay In theAge 
of_ Sail (1488 to 1917)' (2007 Bluecliff Publishing, Bridgemeade, Port 
Eh~abeth). I am grateful to Mrs Liz Eshmade for information on olher 
burials. 

Additional information was obtained from various volumes of Loo/di 
B~ck, from th~ scr~pbook on shipwrecks in the Africana Room at th8 Po 
~llzabe~h Main Library (which contained copies of the contemporaz 
eports in the Eastern Province Herald) and from the 1901-02 volume 

64 



Lloyd's Shipping Register in t~e Li~rary. My th_anks go to Ruby Tumela, t~e 
Africana librarian, for help in this connection; also to Jenny Bennie, 
Bayworld's historian and authority on matters maritime, for checking my 
manuscript. 

[For a sketch plan of the wreck positions on the beach and photos of some of the 
ships wrecked, see Looking Back, Vol 4_1,_ pa_ges 2~-27. The photo ~f the 
monuments is by the author and the remammg 1/lustratIons are from the C~pe 
Times Weekly Edition', September 17, 1902, courtesy of the South Afncan 
Collection at the Main Library. Ed.] 

THE GREAT FLOOD OF 1908 

Ivor Markman 

In 1908 the Baakens River came down in what was known as 'The Great 
Flood'. Damage was so severe two farmers took the Town Council and the 
Harbour Board to Court in an attempt to recover some of their losses as 
they maintained the damage was caused by the floodwaters being held 
back due to the alteration to the river's natural course. Unfortunately for 
them, they lost the case. 

A tremendous thunderstorm after a succession of cloudbursts over the 
Baakens River catchment area, on Monday, November 16, 1908, caused 
the Baakens to rise between six and nine metres in two hours. A deluge of 
rain fell on Scott Parkin's farm, 'Willowby', near present-day Sunridge Park. 
The narrow valley behind his house is 45 metres wide, with cliffs on either 
side between 35 and 45 metres high. During the flood, water filled the 
valley and flowed over the top of the cliffs. Damage to both private and 
public property near the river was enormous but, fortunately, was confined 
to a relatively small area and loss of life was small. 

During the thunderstorm, a 10-ton, single-deck tram was heading down 
Whites Road towards Market Square. Braking regulations required the 
tram to stop at the Opera House. When motorman Richard Grahame tried 
to stop there was a malfunction and the tram shot down the hill at 
breakneck speed. As it took the wide sweep at the bottom of the road into 
Main Street (now Govan Mbeki Avenue), it left the rails and overturned. As 
Grahame attempted to leap to safety, the tram rolled over him and he was 
killed. The conductor and three passengers escaped. 

65 



The rainfall , which started at abo~t 4am, w~s ligh~ in town. Alt e 

8 25cm fell indicating the hardest hit area was 1n the river's catchmeogt ther 
' ' · d · I'd h n area to the west. At 1 0am the nver came own 1n a so I s eet of water p 

hastily evacuated buildings and ran for their lives. A few cases· of~!~ 
drowning were reported . 

The Eastern Province Herald 
described the water pouring 
towards the sea as 
"sweep ing all before it, 
bearing with it carts and 
ploughs, thousands of bales 
o f wool and skins, upturned r:-.-:~~~ iQ;r£.ir!I;~ 
trees , t in shanties , wooden 
bridges, dead mules and 
sheep and debris of all 
des criptions". Only roofs 
cou ld be s ee n above the 
rag ing water. Wood and iron 
B uildings, as well as their contents, were simply washed away. Wool 
stores w e re underwater and water gushed through Mangold Bros' foundry. 
T h e Port El izabeth Wine Association building collapsed and barrels, both 
full and empty, went bobbing down the river. 

The Electric Tramway 
Company's power station 
flooded, disrupting the town's 
entire tram system. The new 
municipal ambulance and a 
number of other carts, along 
with five mules from the 
municipal stables, were 
washed away, with one mul~ 
ending up on Mangold Bros 
roof where it patiently waited 

_ to be rescued (Photograph1)-

T~e first structure to be washed away was the bridge at the bottom of 
~~~~m~k~rs Kloof. W~eckage floated downstream until it collldin~ with the 

n,on street bndge, where it remained until the river subsided. for 
iever~ hours, while water poured over the bridge South End was cut off 

0 ~:nis:dtow~. A tug service between the North 'and South Jetties was 
as, was feared the bridge would collapse. 
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The Tramways Company 
building, power plant and 
trams suffered huge 
damage. The building was ~Ji ... ~ 
flooded to a depth of 2.28 .,.;;.;. . ~: .. . ; -=- :· - - .. , _ 
m e t r e s , c o m p I e t e I y . - -- - ·· · ..... ~..__, 
submerging the engines and ~ 
generators. The rear wall of 
the tram shed, facing the 
river, was held up by wires, 
but eventually the wires 
snapped and the wall ~ 
tumbled into the river. ~-.::...ii....-- ~ 

The municipality came to the rescue and offered to supply the Tramway 
Company with electricity so the tram service could continue. Trams not in 
use were moved to higher ground in case the shed collapsed. 

The reclaimed Harbour Board property suffered huge washaways and 
railway lines hung suspended in the air. Loaded trucks were toppled and 
telegraph poles lay about like a giant game of pick-up sticks. Walls 
collapsed on both Harbour Board power stations, built for operating 
hydraulic cranes on the jetty and generating electricity for the foreshore 
lights. 

[This article was published in the Weekend Post of June 14, 2008, and is 
reproduced here by kind permission of the Editor and the author. The photographs 
were supplied by the author. Ed] 

LUDWIG KREBS 
1792-1844 

(b. Wittingen, Hanover, Germany d. Lichtenstein, Bedford District, E. Cape) 

Bartle Logie 

Georg Ludwig Engelhard Krebs, the second son of a mill clerk Johan Krebs 
and his wife, Cecilia Entlingen, was the first man to put the Port Elizabeth­
Uitenhage area firmly on the botanical and zoological maps. Leaving 
school at the age of 14, he went on to become an apothecary. His elder 
brother, George, studying to become a doctor, introduced him to Dr 
Heinrich Martin Lichtenste·in, Director of the Berlin Museum. Lichtenstein 
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had spent the years 1803 and 1804 at the Ca_pe, and may have influence 
Ludwig to visit the country. Whether or not thrs was the case, Krebs, age~ 
25 came to the Cape and was employed by the Cape Town firm 
ap~thecaries, Messrs Pallas and Pole man. He arrived at the C of 

. . f D L' ht t . ape carrying in his pocket a commrssro~ rom r rc. ens em to collect for the 
Berlin Museum natural history specimens of all kinds. 

Krebs had no sooner arrived than he started collecting, sending th 
parcels of specimens back to Berlin. He undertook at least some of his e r~e 
collecting trips together with the famous French ornithologist, Pi:~: 
Delalande, and 12 year-old Edward Verreaux, Delalande's nephew wh 
was also to become a well-known ornithologist. ' 

0 

Delalande was responsible for giving Krebs advice on the collection and 
preservation of specimens, the latter being particularly important as the 
sea voyage to Europe took from three to four months. Lichtenstein, in his 
advice to Krebs, had strongly recommended the use of Cape Smoke 
brandy for the preservation of perishable reptiles, amphibia and fish. 

Four years after his arrival at the Cape, Krebs left the apothecary business 
and set out for Uitenhage. He was now determined to become a full-time 
collector and his choice of Uitenhage may have had as much to do with its 
reputation for being the cheapest place in the colony in which to live, as with 
the proximity of collectable birds, beasts, insects and plants. His intention 
was certainly to concentrate on birds and animals for which he received 
183 Thalers per specimen, while plants were worth only 10 Thalers each. 
Although most of what he collected was sent to Berlin, he occasionally 
provided material for others, such as a collection that he sent in 1830 to the 
Conservatoire Botanique de Geneve, in Switzerland. 

Krebs arrived in Algoa Bay on 1 November 1821 and reached Uitenhage 
th.e following day. He was soon out collecting to the west of the Van Stadens 
Rive: at Galgenbosch, near present day Thornhill. Here he met James 
Bow,.e who was collecting plants for Kew. Bowie helped Krebs to collect 
specimens of Cyrtanthus, Amaryllis, Euphorbia and Mesembryanthemum. 
He also showed Krebs how best to treat and store dried plant specimens. 

Krebs wen! on to collect in the valleys of the Swartkops, Coega an~ 
Sunday~ Rivers, and on the Zuurberg, before moving eastwards. In 182• 
he was m the Suurveld where he collected on JWD Moodie 's farm ~oy 

5 now Kaba - near Alexandria, and near Clumber where Thomas Philipp 
recorded meeting Krebs. In the following year K(ebs sent collections from 
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Fort Beaufort, the Koonap River near present-day Adelaide and from the 
Baviaans River near what is today Bedford, and he began to take a 
particular interest in the Bushfountain, a tributary of the Baviaans. 

It was at this time that Krebs received from Lichtenstein the disturbing 
news that funds were drying up and that the museum would no longer be 
able to buy his collections. However, Lichtenstein did offer to auction any 
material that Krebs sent to him. Krebs decided to continue collecting, but 
as a precaution he, together with a fellow German by the name of Schm!dt, 
opened an apothecary's shop in Hill Street, Grahamstown. Herr Schmidt, 
however, was unqual1ified, and all dispensing had to be done by Krebs who 
was frequently away. As early as 1825 he had built himself a cottage on a 
farm beside the Bushfountain, and in 1831 bought the farm Doornkroon, 
which he renamed Lichtenstein after his patron. From then on all drugs 
were kept on the farm where he lived, 100 kilometres away from the shop 
in Grahamstown, whrch must have caused considerable delays. That the 
business lasted for another five years is remarkable. Perhaps 19th 
century patients were less anxious about starting their medicine than is 
the case today. 

In 1834 George Krebs, Ludwig's brother, now practising as a doctor in 
Graaff-Reinet, and who had first introduced Ludwig to Dr Lichtenstein, 
visited his brother beside the Bushfountain. Not long after, during the 
1834-35 war, Krebs offered the destitute botanist and artist Clemenz 
Heinrich Wehdemann a home on Lichtenstein, an offer that Wehdemann 
thankfully accepted. Wehdemann was no stranger to the area, having 
collected in the vicinity as early as 1812. Unfortunately he died soon after 
his arrival on the farm. Wehdemann had earlier, near Plettenberg Bay, 
collected plants for the American, Joseph Mackrill, the man responsible 
for the establishment of Somerset Farm, today's Somerset East. Later 
Wehdemann taught in Grahamstown. From at least 1811, when he was at 
'.lettenb_e_rg Bay, he produced botanical paintings, some of which are now 
m the Bnt1sh Museum, at Kew Gardens, and in the Library of Parliament in 
Cape Town. He also carved a curious set of "tree books11 from the bark and 
~eartwood of Cape trees. Each volume contains a painting of the tree, and 
m a separate bamboo capsule, some of its seeds. The "tree books" are 
today to be found at the headquarters of the South African National 
Biodiversity Institute in Pretoria. 

69 



Cape Town. He also carved a curious set of "tree books" from the b k 
heartwood of Cape trees. Each volume co~tains a painting of the tr!r and 
in a separate bamboo capsule, some of its seeds. The "tree book:~ !~d 
today to be found at the headquarters of the South African Nat· 8 

· · p t · 1onaI Biodiversity Institute in re ona. 

Krebs, aged 51, died ~f rheumatoid arthri~is in 1844. Although relative! 
little known in South Africa, he was famous In Europe, and at the time of h'y 
death there were plans to confer on him the Prussian Order of the R~~ 
Eagle. The famous 20th century German zoologist, Professor Ernst 
Stresemann, stated that, "Ludwig Krebs was certainly one of the greatest 
natural history collectors ever to have lived and worked in South Africa " 
Today few of the specimens he collected are available for study, for all th~t 
he sent to Berlin were destroyed by British and American bombs during 
the Second World War, but we know, for example, that the 11 crates that he 
sent to Europe in November 1829 contained 20 599 insect specimens, 
7245 dried plants, 244 mammals, 213 molluscs, 129 reptiles, 102 fishes, 
17 crustaceans, 8 worms and 95 nassociated animals." 

The farm Lichtenstein is not 
shown on modern 1 :250 000 
maps, and Krebs' farm has been 
subsequently sub-divided, but not 
far from the Bushfountain and 
beside the Bedford-Baviaans 
River road is a group of old 
buildings, and in August 2007 w.e 
set out to visit them. What 

~ .. s .. · . -~~~~~ appeared to be the oldest, built of 
--~ · ---- .. well-weathered stone, bore the 

Date 15 F.1895, so despite its venerable appearance, it had been built 
after Krebs' occupancy. His cottage was probably at the centre of the 
present farmhouse, a rather nondescript building that over the years has 
acquired various additions and alterations. 

At the farm we met Mr Matt de Koning who told us that although ~e wa~ 
fr?m Cap~ Town, he was the owner of the farm, and that it was mdee 

8 Licht~~stem, or rather a small part of the original farm. He tu~ned out to_b 
surprisingly knowledgeable about Ludwig Krebs, and apologized for bel~~ 
too busy to take us personally to see Krebs' grave beside the Bushfountal 
stream on what is now the neighbouring farm. From where ~e ~ere w: 
could see the trees surrounding the graveyard, but Mr De Koning msiSl~ 

1 that_we would need a guide, and eventually deputed his assistant, Danie 
Key,, to take us to the spot. 
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Krebs published no descriptions of plants, but there were others who 
appreciated his work and remembered him in taxonomic terminology, but 
today all that remain are Chironia krebsii and Gazania krebsiana. The 
showy, bright yellow blossoms of the latter are a common enough sight in 
the Eastern Cape, but following Daniel across the sun-baked surrounds of 
a farm dam on the way to the grave site we were delighted to spot one in 
bloom. We pointed it out to Daniel. Yes, he knew the flower well , for as a 
child on this very farm he had eaten the young flowers, but he knew of no 
name for it. It was just another type of "veldkos." We explained the 
significance of the find and told him how delighted we were to see the 
flower. He, of course, had never known of Krebs as a plant collector, but he 
did know that Krebs once, long ago, had owned the farm. Daniel shook his 
head, probably in wonderment at the extraordinary things that could 
arouse the interest of an elderly white couple, and we went on to the grave. 

The stone is situated in a thicket outside an 
.- old farm graveyard. The white inscription 

stands out against the reddish stone, and 
reads: 

To the Memory of 
Georg Ludwig Engelhard 
Krebs Esq of Lichtenstein 

born the 19th day of July 1792 
at Wittingen in the Kingdom 

of Hanover 
and departed this life on the 11 th 

day of May 1844. 
Aged 51 years 9 months & 23 days. 

Few ever_ visit this memorial to the "Naturalist to the king of Prussia," the 
man who introduced to Europe the natural wonders of the Eastern Cape. 

Sources: 

ffollio~. P & Liversidge, R 1971 . Ludwig Krebs, Cape Naturalist to the King of 
Prussia, 1792-1844 Balkema, Cape Town. 
Skea~.~ J . 2002. From Olden/and to Schon/and - Two Centuries of Pioneer Plant 
Huntmg m Today's Albany "Hot-Spot". Port Elizabeth. Privately published . 

(Thi~ article is based on a section from the author's book, Dusty Road to Long Ago 
published 2008 by Bluecliff Publishing, Port Elizabeth.) ' 
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HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF PORT ELIZABETH 
HISTORIESE VEREN/GING VAN PORT ELIZABETH 

SUBSCRIPTION RATES FOR THE YEAR 

i 
ii 
iii 
iv 

Ordinary Membership 
Family Membership (Member, Spouse, Chi ldren) 
Corresponding Membership (South Africa) 
Corresponding Membership (outside South A frica) 

R 75.00 per Year 
R100.00 • • 
R 40.00 • • 

R100.00 • ■ 

Events are arranged every mon~h except January and include ~alf- and full-day outin 
an annual luncheon and Christmas Tea. A Newsletter, giving details of cur11 gsi 
developments connected with local history and the Society's upcoming events is s:"t 
out to all members (by ~mail only to Corresponding Members~ and where appll~ble ~ 
other Members) three times per year, and our Journal, Lookmg Back, is issued to all 
Categories of members annually during the last quarter. 

Members in Categories i and ii are entitled to one vote at the Annual General Meeting in 
August each year or at a Special General Meeting. 

PUBLICATIONS 

Donkin Heritage Trail booklet R 20.00 
NB This publication is in course of rev1s1on and extension to incorporate 

Richmond Hill suburb, at which time this price will be revised. 
Port Elizabeth - a social chronicle to the end of 1945 by Margaret Harradine R250.00 
Hills Covered with Cottages by Margaret Harradine R300.00 

NB The last two books are printed as ordered (cash with order please). 
Back numbers of Looking Back can be bought at the Society's office (7 Castle Hill, 
Central Hill) during office hours. 

OFFICE 

7 Castle Hill , Central, Port Elizabeth, 6001 (next to Historical Museum) Tel. 041 585 
2073 
Office hours Mondays and Thursdays, mornings only/ Maandae en Donderdae, slegs 
voormiddae. 



HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF PORT ELIZABETH 
HISTORIESE VERENIGING VAN PORT ELIZABETH 

PRESIDENT 

Mr Gurth Walton 

HONORARY VICE-PRES I DENTS 

Mr J Grieve Mrs M Harradine 

COMMITTEE 

Chairma n/V oors it ter 
Vice-Cha irp ersonNise-Voorsitter 
Hon Secretary/Ere-Sekretaris 
Hon Treasurer/Ere-Tesourier 

Mrs J Bennie 
Mrs R Trehaeven 

Secretary/Sekretaris 

EDITORIAL SUB-COMMITTEE 
Mrs J Bennie 

Mrs M Harradine 
Mrs M Nell 

Mrs R Trehaeven 
Mr R Tomlinson 

MrWWright 
Mrs M Harradine 
Mrs M Nell 
Vacant 
Mrs A Jones 
Mr R Tomlinson 

Mrs J Landzaat 

THE OBJECTIVES OF THE SOCIETY INCLUDE THE PROMOTION OF 
INTEREST IN LOCAL HISTORY THROUGH THE PAGES OF ITS JOURNAL 

LOOKING BACK/ KYKIES IN DIE VERLEDE, 
AND THE PRESERVATION / RESTORATION OF ALL HISTORICAL BUILDINGS, 

ARTIFACTS, ETC., ESPECIALLY IN THE PORT ELIZABETH REGION. 




