Vanities, Fables and Foibles
Part 2

An Unamusing and Slenderly Informed Host

In September 1835 the Astronomer Royal at the
Cape, Sir John Herschel (son of the famous William
Herschel, the discoverer of the planet Uranus)
stayed for two nights at Die Bos because the inn at
Somerset West was full (1, p183). He describes a
bit of the farm and his stay in his diary. Of interest
to our current theme are his less than
complimentary observations and views of his host,
Hendrik Johannes (1799 - 1859) and his second
wife, Ester Elizabeth.

The diary entry about his second night’s stay after
arainy day visiting the surrounding countryside:

Descended & got home to Morchel’s where arrived around
6 & passed a dull & rainy evening in company with our
very unamusing and & his rather fineish & would be
ladylike young 2nd wife who after scolding the slave girls
duly seems to think life has no other occupation left (1, Family photo at Die Bos
p184).

Hendrik Johannes Morkel 1799 — 1859

These views were for his private diary. He also expressed appreciation for being given
hospitality for the two nights, and for the straight-forward way in which his host
indicated an appropriate payment - for Herschel did not want to feel obligated.

For me it is a fascinating reality glimpse into the life of the family in the 1830’s.
Growing up in the isolation of then far away Africa, he hosted one of the top
astronomers of the time, one who was described as a prodigy in science and a prize
winner at St John's College, Cambridge. No wonder ancestor Hendrik Johannes was
'slenderly informed' by comparison. It also reflects the contempt the British of that
time had for anyone not an English gentleman.



Sir Hendrik? (or would it have been Sir Daniel?)
At the dinner table my father told that one of our ancestors was offered a knighthood

but he refused it. Had it been hereditary, my uncle as oldest son would have been Sir
John Morkel.

There is some substance to this and I tell the full story of the Neptune elsewhere in
“Breaking the Pledge”. In 1849 the ship Neptune IlI arrived with 282 convicts for the
Cape. The local population was in uproar and formed a pledge to boycott the ship and
everything connected with it, including providing food. The Attorney General and
Collector of Customs begged Colonel Robert Stanford to supply cattle and sheep from
his farm Gustrouw near present day Gordon's Bay. Stanford and neighbour Hendrik
Johannes Morkel (the one who hosted Sir John Herschel) broke the pledge and supplied
the ship with food, thus narrowly avoiding the need to declare martial law. Col.
Stanford and the Morkel family were ostracised in the community and subjected to
insults and abuse. It was a tough time for the family, socially and financially.

Robert Stanford became Sir Robert when Queen Victoria knighted him in 1855. Itis
said that a knighthood was also offered to Morkel. Peggy Heap (2, p55) claims that it
was Hendrik's son Daniel Johannes that was involved. Daniel Johannes was 27 years at
the time and would probably have been the one actually running the blockade.
However, the decision to co-operate would have been made by his father Hendrik
Johannes, then 50 years old, as owner of Onverwacht. If the knighthood were indeed
offered, it would likely have been to the father.

The Tall Ones or The Horrible Morkels

Tall and strong runs in the family. Protea cricket player Morné Morkel is 2.01 metres
tall. His grandfather, Daniel Johannes Morkel was a champion shot put and discus
thrower with the nickname Vat, or “barrel” for his powerful build. My brother Charles
played first class rugby for Western Province and was 1.93 metres (6ft 4inches) tall.
(None of us others were small). Most of the sons of the four brothers are also tall. The
trait seems to go back long in the past.

Sir John Herschel (see the story above) visited the old the farm in 1835 and described
Hendrik Johannes Morkel (1799 - 1859) as “slenderly informed (tho’ by no means
slenderly personed ). Hendrik's younger brother, Daniel Johannes Morkel (1801 -
1843) was known as Dik Daniel (lit: thick Daniel). He was not fat, but tall and large,
weighing 300 pounds (136 kg) and excelled in a demanding sport where the contestant
had to jump on to a wagon moving on the hard sand of the beach at low tide, take a whip
and lightly touch a designated part (usually the ear) of one of the horses drawing the
carriage. (See our story about Morkel Wine)

Being tall, strong and athletic was part of the success of the rugby Morkels .



The best selling author, James Michener in The Covenant, (3, p956) remarks
on the Morkel rugby prowess. While his characters are fictional, the
information about the Morkels and rugby are based on fact.

These were the years when the game was dominated by one sensational family,
the Morkels. Twenty-two Morkels were playing in this decade, brothers, cousins
and unrelated solitaries, all of them stout lads. .... Once, the four biggest men
facing him in the tight confrontations were Morkels, and as he left that game, he
told his coach ‘as if I had slipped by accident into a threshing machine’. ... It was
the day after a game in which five horrible Morkels had run up and down his
spine.....

From our story about the Rugby Morkels, two items are worth mentioning:

When Harry Morkel was still at school he struggled to gain a place in the under
14 team. He looked so ungainly that the general opinion was that he would be
good only as a forward. He asked to play at wing and built a reputation in that
position. He was big, strong and fast and became a feared player. When an
opponent tried to tackle him, he simply pushed him out of the way and carried
on running spectacularly - with his knees almost to his chin as he ran. Often 4
to 5 opponents would lie in the dust before he was brought to a stand still

The largest Morkel physically was Royal (Johannes Albertus) born in 1896. He
was known for his steamroller tactics. In 1919 ships with Australian Armed
Forces stopped over at Cape Town returning from the battlefields of Europe. A
rugby team was formed and a match arranged against Somerset West who at
that time was the strongest club team around. During the match Royal Morkel
burst through and pushed the Australian full back out of the way to score
behind the goal posts. Shortly thereafter it happened again. Royal had thrust
his way through the forwards and was storming on to the Australian full-back.
When the full-back saw him coming, he turned and ran to his own goal posts
and sheltered behind one of them. Royal scored the try between the posts and
stood amused with his hands on his hips looking at his unfortunate opponent.
By this time the Australian captain caught up and berated his team mate.
“What made you run away” he asked. The full-back answered: “I can stop a
German tank, but I can’t stop this damn Dutchman!”  Royal was 6ft 2inches
(1.89 metres) tall and weighed 230 lbs. (104 kg). He was a good swimmer and
boxer and ran 100 yard sprints and even participated in high jump (4).

My parents told the story of oom Bertie (Johannes Gijsbertus Freislich Morkel, 1887 -

1953) who also played first class rugby for the strong Somerset West team. Oom
Bertie was a gentle person who drove a small British car. One day on his way back
from Cape Town, he did something wrong which infuriated the driver behind him.
Both cars stopped and a small angry man emerged from the other car and strode
forcefully towards him to give him an earful. As oom Bertie got out of his car to

apologise, he towered above the fellow, who turned around without a word, got back in

his car and drove off, clearly intimidated by Bertie's size.



An historic photograph taken at thce Strand rugby grounds a few years ago. Here you have thirteen of the Mcrkel family together,

From 1, 10 r.). Albert, Pieter (PK.), Nicolas (first club captain, 1904), Bertie, Johnnie (first senior capt., 1908), Alby, Henry and
Cermard Then the younger generation, in front: Tinie, Hannes (Cerhard's son), Herman and Hubert and Philip, (Bertie's sons).

A collection of retired Morkel Rugby players. Bertie and Harry are standing 4th and 6th from
the left, respectively. Oom Johnnie Bos, 5" from left, of normal height, looks small in the
photo. Among those in front are Gerrit and Bertie's sons, all tall ones (5).

“We don’t go to church in a donkey cart”
A snippet of oral history told over dinner in our home: As horrible as it was, the Anglo
Boer war hardly affected the family on the farm, although members of the family were
involved in the fighting. The Boer Republics and their cause were far away from the
Cape - more than 1,000 to 2,000 kms distant. The main impacts of the war were that
the Imperial Army commandeered horses from the Cape farms, and that pesky
Argentine ants came with horse fodder imported from South America. The British thus
took the horses and left the farmers with only one horse each. The family was too
proud to be drawn by donkeys and thus the carriage was converted to a two shafted,
one horse vehicle so that they could go to church in style.

Donkey carts were used for lesser purposes. There was a nice photo (now lost) of my
father as a school child standing next to the donkey cart with which he and his sisters
went to school in Somerset West.

[t seems others were not so lucky. In her history of the Retief family Helene Retief
Lombard (6, p206) relates problems experienced by farmers in the Bovlei near
Wellington. Some people harnessed a cow to the cart and led their family to church,
stepping in cow pats on the way.

Dan Retief (1861 - 1944) of Welvanpas had three very fine mules that he had imported



from South America. He had a special Cape cart to which the mules were harnessed in a
trident fashion, one in front of the other two. He was a very particular person, and with
his matching silver-handled whip, this was the ensemble he used for special occasions
and for church. Major Hogg, an arrogant British officer, commandeered the mules and
cart, and Dan had no option but to comply. When he delivered the mules and cart major
Hogg demanded the whip as well. Dan replied that the mules were well trained and
gentle and did not require a whip. However, he had to return to the farm to fetch the
whip. Itwas a humiliation that he never forgot, compounded by expropriation of a
beautiful collection of binoculars and hunting rifles. After the war a neighbour
introduced a visitor to the Retiefs at Welvanpas - it turned out to be major Hogg. Dan
turned his back on him and ordered him off the farm (6, p206). The Retiefs were
fortunate to acquire two donkeys but the long shaft of the Cape cart, designed for tall
horses and mules, pointed downwards towards the road when used with donkeys.
Sometimes it got stuck into the sand. But it was better than nothing and these troubles
were minor inconveniences compared to the tragedies of war and devastation the Boer
Republics.

The Tangle Foot Squad

As a child I loved listening to the stories of the older folk, and they loved telling and
retelling them. Oom Bully Anderson told of the pranks of a group he was associated
with in his young days. They included my father's brother, oom John and several of
their second cousins (some later became rugby Springboks - my father was too young
for the group). The Somerset West rugby ground was on Rome, a Morkel farm next to
The Bush (Die Bos) and the players were frequent visitors to the old farm - my father
had several older sisters. My grandmother called them the tangle foot squad. Tangle
foot was a common name for square sheets of cardboard covered with sticky paste, that
were placed around the room, usually on tables and sideboards to catch flies. Visualise
someone stepping on such a sheet by accident to get the picture.

Oom Bully Anderson told many stories about the Tangle Foot Squad and [ remember
only a few of them. In reality they were a bunch of larrikins, but it gives a bit of the
flavour of the time (about 1900 to 1910).

My aunt ‘Dolly’ played the organ in the church. By the time everyone had left after the
evening service and she had packed up it was already dark. Her ‘beau’ waited for her
with his horse buggy and was a target for the tangle foot squad. On one occasion they
smeared fresh cow manure on the reins and in the dark he only noticed it when his
hands were wet, sticky and smelly. At another time they quietly disengaged the draw-
straps from the cart so that when he spurred the horse on to move, the cart stayed in
place while the beau went over the front washboard holding on to the reins.

Another incident involved a somewhat simple member of the family who stayed as a
share cropper in one of the houses on the old farm. The squad reversed the wheels of
his horse cart. The large back wheels were fitted to the front and the small front wheels
at the back. When he passed the farmhouse on his way to town at an awkward angle,
he commented to my grandfather Hennie, ek weet nie wat nie, maar dinge voel snaaks
vandag. (“Hennie, I don’t know what’s wrong but it all feels strange today”.)



[t sounds pretty mean as I write it, but it sounded good for a twelve year old at the time,
particularly when told with flair.

Who was Niemand — Mr Nobody?

This is a hearsay story which I cannot verify and therefore wondered whether to tell.
But a few tantalising threads seem to come together, so here it is.

About 50 years ago, a University friend told me about Roelof Pasman, connected to the
Morkel family, who was so disreputable that he changed his name to Niemand - literally
“Nobody”. My friend had heard the story from an archivist/historian that he knew. At
the time I did not follow it up and now it is too late. What neither the friend nor the
historian would have known was that the Niemand family were bywoners
(sharecropper/tenants) on the old farm, Die Bos, even in my time. The 1824 edition of
S.A. Directories list ]. Niemand as living at Onverwacht (7). Thus the Niemand family
(and also the other bywoner family I knew of, Du Toit) had a long tenure on the farm -
at least back to 1824 and most likely further back.

What about Roelof Pasman? He was a younger brother of the three Pasman sisters,
Margaretha, Catharina and Sibella. There was also another daughter, Roelofina born
posthumously after their father, Rudoph Pasman, died. While we know quite a lot
about the three older Pasman girls and their mother, Sophia, there is nothing about
Roelof and Roelofina. If he was up to no good, it is quite possible that his sister
Catharina, wife of Philip Morkel, found him a place to stay as a bywoner at Onverwacht,
the farm she brought into the family. It is not clear what he did wrong - was he simply
a weak character that could not make his way in the world - or was it worse? The
story I heard hinted that he married a slave. While that may have seemed shocking in
the 1950s, when the story was told, it was not unusual at the Cape in the early 1700s.
(Roelof's uncle, Wemmer Pasman of the farm Wemmershoek was married to a former
slave, for example). The mystery remains.

Another snippet may be relevant, or simply a red herring. Inthe Appendix of our story
“The Wreck of the Schonenberg” Lawrence Green relates:

According to the reporter, the farmer who buried the treasure, had been

assisted by a servant named Nicolaas Niemaan and a slave boy. The slave boy

had been shot. Niemaan had run away, crossed the colonial frontier and lived

among the blacks for many years. Before he died Niemaan had met a white

man named Verwey and told him that the treasure had been buried in the

orchard behind the Vergelegen homestead (8).

There are many flaws in Green’s story, but it is interesting that he comes up with
Niemaan. Was this our Niemand? And was he originally Roelof Pasman? We simply do
not know, but it makes for interesting speculation.

André T. Morkel
September 2006, updated December 2011 and December 2012.
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