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Visit to Cradock, South Africa by Aubrey A. Jones

In  m y  a r tic le  c o n c e r n in g  Dr
Reginald Koettlitz (RK) in  the 50th 
edition of the Society new sletter I 

said I was hoping, during  2005, to visit 
South Africa w here Dr Koettlitz and  his 
wife died and are buried .

In  N ovem ber I accom plished th is and 
visited  bo th  Cradock and Som erset East, 
E astern  Cape, w here Koettlitz practised 
as a ru ra l doctor and  ostrich farm er and 
was la te r in te rred  in  the A nglican section 
of th e  Cradock Cem etery.

This is a b r ie f  account o f w hat I 
achieved and discovered, to add to the 
repu ta tion  of Dover's fam ous explorer 
from  th e  hero ic  period  o f po lar and 
A frican exploration. I had  previously

b ee n  in  em ail and  postal contact w ith  a 
num ber of elderly  contacts in  the  area 
who had  d irect know ledge of RK through 
th e ir  ancestors or by  taking an  in te rest in  
local history.

You m ay recall, from  m y previous 
artic le , th a t Dr K oettlitz h ad  an  
im pressive  m em o ria l stone in  the  
cem etery  and  I was hoping th a t th is still 
existed. O ther objectives w ere to locate 
the original photograph of RK in  his polar 
clothing show n in the 50th edition  and 
any  correspondence he m ay have w ritten  
during  h is tim e in  South Africa.

Cradock is a sm all ru ra l tow n located 
in  the Karoo region of the E astern  Cape 
and  is still fairly rem ote. It is the largest
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tow n be tw een  Port Elizabeth, m y  place of 
arrival and  B loem fontein in  cen tral South 
Africa. It is 300 k ilom etres from  Port 
Elizabeth and the only  h am le t en-route is 
Cookhouse w hich derives its nam e from  
being  the  m ain  cookhouse and depot of 
the British arm y during the Boer War in 
th a t region.

D uring the tim e RK resided in  South 
Africa 1905-1916 it w ould have b ee n  even 
m ore rem ote although th e re  was a single 
railw ay line betw een  the two tow ns w ith 
a ju n c tio n  at Cookhouse. RK initially  
practised  in  the  area of D arlington n ea r 
Som erset East. This is now  at the  bottom  
of Lake M entz a large reservoir created  to

serve the E astern  Cape. 
His su b seq u en t practice 
was in  the Karoo tow n of 
S om erset East w h ich  
rem a in s  an  a ttractive  
farm ing com m unity  at the 
foot o f the Bosberg hills 
an d  w as sited  h e re  for 
defence purposes during 
the fron tier wars.

O n th e  ap p ro ach  to 
Cradock there  is one of 
two large “tow nships" 
w hich house the m ajority  
o f th e  tow n 's  50,000 
inhabitants w hich includes 
ap p rox im ate ly  4,000 
A frikaans an d  B ritish 
descendants o f the early  
settlers.

T he tow n is m uch  as it 
was during the tim e Dr 
K oettlitz resid ed  in  the  
reg ion  w ith  m an y  
bu ild ings from  the  
V ictorian  p eriod  an d  a 
sm all n u m b e r over 150 
years old. H aving located 
m y B&B, w hich was a fine 
V ictorian  house, it w as 
tim e to becom e fam iliar 
w ith  th e  layou t o f the  
town, w hich is dom inated  

by  a fine D utch reform ed Church, a 
perfect copy of St M artin 's in  the Fields 
in  Trafalgar Square.

I headed  for the M unicipal offices and 
tow n m useum  w here I discovered tha t 
RK is one of four celebrities h ighlighted 
in  the in form ation  guide to Cradock. In 
fact, he holds num ber two spot after 
Olive S chreiner the  fam ous South A frican 
au thor who resided in  th e  town.

T he cu ra to r o f th e  m u se u m  w as 
som ew hat bem used  by  m y arrival and 
po in ted  out he was only at th e  m useum  
by  default and  had  no know ledge of local 
history. I th e n  spotted  on the wall above 
his desk the very  photograph of RK in  full



polar attire. Had he sat at the desk for 
over a year w ithout looking up? Initially 
I thought he was about to give m e the 
photograph to re tu rn  to UK b u t once I 
had  explained th e  significance of Dr 
Koettlitz in  19th cen tu ry  exploration, he 
decided the  picture should rem ain  in  
Cradock. U nfo rtuna te ly , no  fu rth e r  
in form ation  was re ta ined  at the m useum .

I th en  m et an elderly  gen tlem an  by 
the nam e of D uncan Ferguson, a retired  
m anager of South African railways whose 
life tim e’s passion had  b ee n  h istorical 
research  of the  E astern  Cape. This I 
discovered was the place to locate the 
h is to ry  an d  records o f C radock and  
Som erset East and  his hom e housed  the 
m ost w onderfu l co llec tion  of 
m anuscripts, photographs, paper cuttings 
and o ther m aterial going back 150 years. 
This included a sizeable file of Reginald 
Koettlitz and his life in the region. We 
spent m any  hours together discussing RK 
and  m any  o ther issues concerning South 
Africa from  the past and p resen t tim e.

D uncan Ferguson th en  escorted m e to 
the A nglican Church, Cradock w here the 
burial service for RK and  his wife, Marie 
Louise, w as conduc ted  an d  to the

A nglican C em etery  w here  th e  fine 
m em orial still stands. Both Dr Koettlitz 
and  his wife w ere carried to the grave by  
local F reem asons as stipulated in  h is will 
w hich incidentally  had  b een  w itnessed by  
Sir E rnest Shackleton the heroic polar 
explorer. A little worn, the grave lies 
am ongst those o f the British soldiers 
killed in  the Boer w ar in  engagem ents in  
the Cradock area.

A lthough  a w ell-kept ce m e te ry  it 
seem ed a lonely  resting spot for one of 
Dover’s em in en t citizens and outstanding 
explorers o f the period. This was m ade 
even  m ore p ro n o u n ced  w h en  I 
d iscovered  h is p lans to lead  an o th er 
expedition south  to the Antarctic, the 
objective being to reach the South Pole set 
up a base there for up  to six m onths. This 
was to be a purely  scientific expedition 
and linked  to a shore base w ith  sim ilar 
objectives. It is in teresting  to note tha t 
such a scientific expedition base was not 
estab lished  for approxim ately  an o th er 
fifty years. U nfortunately, as w ith m any 
grand plans, funding was not forthcom ing 
and he never left his hard  life in  South 
Africa b u t was th inking years ahead  of his 
time.

This is the first tim e th a t p lans for 
such an  expedition have b een  published. 
RK was held  in  very  high esteem  in  the 
Eastern  Cape by  local residents and  the 
professional com m unity  b u t it shows he 
never en tirely  settled. It was the failing 
hea lth  of h is wife tha t finally scuppered 
any fu rthe r thoughts of exploration or a 
re tu rn  to England.

I rem ained  in  Cradock for six days and 
by  the end  of m y  stay had  becom e a well 
know n visitor to the tow n and the profile 
of Dr Reginald Koettlitz had risen  to new  
heights. The 50th edition of the Dover 
Society N ew sletter is now  located in  the 
tow n m useum , the M unicipal Building, 
the Olive Schreiner m useum  and  the 
Victoria H otel w hich happens to be the 
only hotel in  tow n and  the m eeting  place 
of Cradock's influential citizens.

Duncan Ferguson, local historian, at D r Reginald 
Koettlitz grave
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I have b ee n  asked to re-w rite the 
official RK historical docum ent held  in 
the M unicipal Hall and m useum  as it 
contains m any  inaccuracies and  links 
Koettlitz to th e  death  of Captain R F Scott 
on h is subsequen t fatal expedition. By 
th is tim e RK was residen t in  South Africa.

My research  in  Cradock at an  end  I 
h ea d ed  for S om erset East an d  the  
m useum  in particular. The com parison 
w ith  Cradock m useum  could no t have 
b ee n  greater. The very helpful curator 
once I had  gained  access via m any  
security  doors, im m ediate ly  w en t to the 
safe and  located the "Reginald Koettlitz'’ 
file, w hich contained m any  docum ents 
and  o ther m ateria l o f g reat significance. 
Two le tte rs  in  p articu la r  show  the

outstanding repu ta tion  of RK in 
the E astern  Cape. In  one an  old 
lady describes h is excellence as 
a docto r to th e  w hole 
com m unity  and  his particu lar 
a tte n tio n  an d  k in d n ess  to 
children. She also w rites tha t 
M arie Louise Koettlitz received 
b rig h tly  co lou red  m agazines 
from  France w hich she tu rn ed  
into dolls for the local children. 
T he second, from  th e  la te  
P rofessor W H Craib of 
S om erset East hosp ital, 

describes RK as a “T&llish, th inn ish , sad­
faced and  w ithdraw n w orld fam ous no rth  
and south  polar regions explorer. He 
travelled  by  horse and cart for over 50 
m iles a tten d in g  h is  p a tien ts  an d  
collecting his post and  o ther necessities. 
He was sad and  seem ed frustra ted  by 
som eth in g  th a t h ap p e n e d  to h im  in 
E urope - n o t u n co m m o n  b eh a v io u r 
am ong OUTSTANDING EXAMPLES OF 
HOMO SAPIENS”.

Following m y  research  and  enquiries 
in  Som erset East in  was tim e to head  
back dow n the  N10 highw ay to Port 
E lizabeth  an d  a few  days re s t and  
rec u p e ra tio n  on th e  coast before 
re tu rn ing  to the UK. I was m ost grateful 
for the assistance and  k indness show n 

m e in  th e  tow ns I 
v isited w hich are well 
off the norm al tourist 
tra il for v isito rs to 
South  A frica. T he 
E astern  Cape receives 
m any  visitors from  the 
UK, so if  you happen  
to be in  th e  Karoo 
region don 't forget to 
visit the  m em orial to 
one of Dover College’s 
o u ts tan d in g  a lu m n i 
an d  it is th e  reason  
D over M useum  has 
th a t m ost fam ous polar 
bear.Somerset East Museum, Eastern Cape


