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n The burial place of cricket legend George Lohmann, 10km from
Matjiesfontein.

Bolander

n The burial place of James Logan and his wife Emma Pauline Logan., 10km from Matjiesfontein.

A tale of empire, war and cricket
KAREN WATKINS

F

ifteen years in the making, Empire,
War & Cricket in South Africa spans
the fascinating story of the country's unique social and political history,
the gold and diamond rush and workings of the British Empire.
The first I heard about the book was
while on the Forgotten Route, a twoday whistle-stop tour from Cape Town
to Matjiesfontein.
I eagerly awaited its launch but this
only happened about two years later,
on Wednesday April 15 at the Book
Lounge in Roeland Street. Author
Dean Allen, who lives in Green Point,
was in conversation with assistant editor
of the Cape Argus, Michael Morris.
But not to worry if you missed it as
there will be another one at the CellarsHohenort Hotel, Constantia, on Thursday May 7.
With all the hullabaloo around statues, Dean questions the timing of the
launch as the book revolves around two
controversial giants who helped shape
the Cape's rich history. The opening
paragraph reads: “Cecil John Rhodes
once said he had only met two creators
in South Africa: himself and James
Douglas Logan, the Scottish-born
founder of Matjiesfontein.”
He also pondered how a man like
Logan slipped through South Africa's
historical cracks, what with him build-

ing his fortunes through diamonds,
gold and insider trading. However,
Logan not only took but also gave back,
leaving behind a rich legacy and a
treasure trove of buildings at the Victorian Karoo village of Matjiesfontein.
Brought up in England, this author,
guest lecturer and speaker said there
would be dozens of books about Logan
if he had lived in Britain.
“But then he would not have
achieved what he did if he had stayed
at home,” said Dean.
Logan was born in Scotland and, at
the age of 19, was on his way to Australia. Arriving in South Africa in 1877
was well timed, what with the railways
opening up. He stayed, and within sixmonths, through business, politics and
his high-profile association with influential people, went from pauper to station master – amassing a fortune along
the way.
He also turned what was once a one
horse town that died after the main
highway was re-routed, into a health
resort for the rich and famous.
Matjiesfontein attracted the rich
and famous, including South African
novelist Olive Schreiner, who wrote An
African Farm there. And England cricketer George Alfred Lohmann, who was
on his way to Beaufort West when
Logan met him off the ship – and took
him to Matjiesfontein. Lohmann is said
to have been the greatest cricketer who
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ever lived.
But above all, the book is the
untold story of how James Logan
was instrumental in developing
the game of cricket in South
Africa at a time when the country was heading towards war with
the British Empire.
Dean said the chapter about
the Anglo-Boer war breaking out
is his favourite. About 12 000
troops and 20 000 horses arrived
on Logan's doorstep. Enter that
most favoured of imperial pastimes – cricket.
Wherever the British went the
game went with them. Wherever
there was turmoil they would
send in a team, and their foes
would be playing with them.
Cricket also opened a door
for Logan, raising his social
stature. At that time, and still
today, it was a money making
game and Logan used it to make
even more money.
He even had the captain and
manager of England's cricket

team arrested as they boarded
their ship home, because they
owed him money.
Cricket is not the focus of the
book, but instead weaves its way
through the story.
Michael asked how he feels
about Logan after over 15 years
of research and writing. “I feel I
know him inside out. He was an
opportunist,” said Dean.
He first visited Matjiesfontein
in 1997 and fell in love with the
wide open skies and space. At
that time he was one of few Englishmen at Stellenbosch University. In fact, his class of 100 was
held in English just for him.
Dean said the Victorian village is one of the best preserved
he has ever seen. Dave Riorden
bought Matjiesfontein in 1968,
and it is now owned by the late
Liz McGrath, as well as the Cellars Hohenort in Constantia.
Dean met her twice, and said
she had an incredible vision for
Matjiesfontein and loved his

book
As for Rhodes statue? “It was
inevitable this would happen. As
Tutu once said, history is there to
be learnt from. My feeling is that
the statue will open dialogue,
who are these people, what do
they represent? There is a legacy
from this period. It is good and
bad,” said Dean.
So, step back in time, enter
the hinterland and read of
Logan's close relationship with
Rhodes and how their 'shady
dealings' brought down the Premier's first government.
Meet explorers and diamond
miners in the quaint colonial
oasis that appears frozen in its
Victorian era glory days and is
filled with glamour, mystique,
magic and ghosts.
Illustrated throughout with
photographs and documents,
Empire, War & Cricket in South
Africa is published by Zebra
Press, an imprint of Penguin
Random House.

What’s On
Poe t ry Circle
Poetry Circle at Central library Cape Town will resume on
Saturday April 25 from 2pm to 4pm. There will be a guest
poet and an open mic session.
Entry is free and light refreshments will be served. For
more information, call 021 444 0988 or 083 539 8442.
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