
11. HISTORIC FARMS 
11.1 Ratelrivier 300 
 
The original farm was known as Buffeljagt aan de Ratelrivier and was ceded by the VOC as a 
loan farm to Matthys Lourens in 1745. It borders on the farms Buffeljagt 309 and Dirk Uys Kraal 
298, which were originally known together as Buffeljagt and ceded as a loan farm to Dirk Cornelis 
Uys in 1727. Hence, Ratelrivier is one of the oldest farms in the ANP. 
 
The history of the farm is close linked to the history of the adjacent farms Rietfontein 293, 
Rietfontein 299 and Buffeljagt 309. 
 
On 16 June 1831 Hans Jacob Swart became the first registered owner of the farm. 
 
Issues 8, 9 and 10 of Village Life contain a full history of the farm up to 2005, excerpts of which 
are provided below. 
 
When the farm was sold to 45-year old Hans Jacob Swart in 1831 it comprised nearly 2343 
morgen (about 1875 ha). 
 
Hans Jacob Swart died in 1835 and his widow Catharina Elizabeth (née Moolman) continued 
farming for more than 25 years with her sons and slaves, whom she apparently ruled with iron 
discipline. She used to bury wrongdoers in the sand, with only the nose sticking out, and left them 
for a couple of hours before taking them out. One fatal day she forgot and left one buried in the 
sand for days. When he was released he was barely alive. 
 
In the late 1860s the farm was bought by Dirk Gysbert van Reenen van Breda, the second son of 
Michiel van Breda, co-founder of the Merino industry at the Cape. Michiel’s wife was the daughter 
of Dirk Gysbert van Reenen, well-known brewer, businessman and progressive farmer.  
 
The farm book that summarises the title deeds of Ratelrivier does not mention this transaction. 
 
At that time Dirk Gysbert van Reenen van Breda already owned the farms Rietfontein 293 and 
299 and Buffeljagt 309. 
 
Dirk Gysbert van Reenen van Breda was a shrewd and intelligent farmer and also a member of 
the Legislative Council of the Cape Colony’s first elected parliament and a Cape Town municipal 
commissioner. 
 
Sadly, his two sons, Dirk Gysbert and the younger Pieter Johannes Albertus, did not inherit their 
father’s good nature. Known for their violent and ungovernable tempers, they were socialites, 
given to heavy drinking and abusive behaviour towards slaves and even their own wives, men 
who often clashed with the law. Barely six months after their father’s death they both killed their 
wives. 
 
Dirk Gysbert was a brewer in Cape Town. His first wife, Ellen, died in 1855 after the birth of their 
first child. Eighteen months later he married the 15-year old Jacoba Alida Morkel, daughter of a 
wealthy butcher, Pieter Loret Morkel. They had seven children – four sons and three daughters. 
 
On 30 July 1865, Dirk Gysbert was declared insolvent and his father appointed him manager of 
one of his many Overberg farms, Ratelrivier, receiving as salary 10% on all sales effected by 
produce of the farm under his management. 
 
The farm was profitable and they lived well. They employed a housekeeper, a governess for the 
children, a farm manager, a cook and many other servants. Friends and visitors were entertained 



with dinner dances and hunting parties. But, despite al the wealth and gaiety, their’s was not a 
happy family. 
 
According to Susanna Petronella Hendrina van Breda, one of the daughters, her father and 
mother were not on good terms at the time of her mother’s death. Her father cursed and swore 
often. Eight days before her death there was a party at which there were Scotchmen. Her mother 
danced with a certain McMillan. At some time during the party Dirk Gysbert went outside to his 
office, came back into the house with a razor in his hand, looking for his wife. She tried to evade 
him, as they still had guests, but he eventually got hold of her and assaulted her in front of 
Susanna. 
 

 
 
Jacoba Alida Morkel, murdered by her husband Dirk G ysbert van Breda at Ratelrivier on 21 

March 1871 (Courtesy Village Life , 8, October-November 2005) 
 
On 21 March they dined at about 19:00. Her father continued his quarrel with his wife about her 
dance with McMillan. Things went from bad to worse. Dirk Gysbert grabbed a revolver and in the 
ensuing struggle a shot went off. 
 
Dirk Gysbert immediately sent for his manager, Jurie Germishuis, and Dr Albertyn, who lived on 
the farm Bloemfontein. Germishuis helped him to get rid of the revolver. Dirk Gysbert stayed with 
his wife during the night. She died early on the morning of 22 March before the doctor arrived. 
 
Seventeen days later his younger brother, Pieter Johannes Albertus, a doctor in Fort Beaufort, 
stabbed his wife to death. 
 
Legend has it that the dying Jacoba Alida left a bloody handprint on the passage wall, which 
subsequent farm owners could not erase. 
 



 
 

Built in wall cupboard in the passage of the main h ouse, allegedly installed by William 
Fletcher (owner after 1898) to hide the bloody hand print (Photo: RC de Jong) 
 
The year 1871was a traumatic one for the Van Breda family. Evidence is found in the words 
scratched by Dirk Gysbert on one of the main house’s windows. 
 



 
 

1871. Hard year: Can never be forgotten. D. Breda (Courtesy Village Life , 8, October-
November 2005) 
 
Marthinus Laurentius Neethling [who became the owner of Portion 1 of Buffeljagt in 1889] 
conducted an inquiry but found insufficient evidence to prosecute Dirk Gysbert due to constant 
interference from the Van Breda family. When Frederick October, formerly employed as a 
shepherd by Dirk Gysbert, accused Dirk Gysbert in 1873 of intentionally killing his wife, the 
Bredasdorp magistrate, PJ de Smidt, reopened the case early in 1874. At De Smidt’s 
recommendation, the case was heard at the Supreme Court in Cape Town. It opened on 5 May 
1874 before Justice JH de Villiers. 



 
Verdict was passed on the second day of the trial. The jury recommended a unanimous verdict of 
culpable homicide with a recommendation to mercy. They believed that Dirk Gysbert intended to 
take revenge on his wife, but not at that particular time. Because of the mercy recommendation, 
De Villiers sentenced Dirk Gysbert to five years’ imprisonment with hard labour. This sentence 
was regarded as inadequate by the press and the general public. 
 
During his term in prison, his children stayed at Ratelrivier. Earning one year remission, Dirk 
Gysbert was discharged on 4 May 1878. He stayed in Cape Town, dying there at the age of 68 as 
a destitute person. 
 
Ratelrivier, along with three other farms (including Buffeljagt and Rietfontein), remained in the 
possession of a syndicate controlled by Dirk Gysbert’s mother Susanna Wilhelmina Hendrina, 
known as Ratelrivier Estate Company. She died in 1887. 
 
On 5 December 1889 the farm was transferred from the estate of SHW van Breda to this 
company. On 29 June 1898 it was sold to William Fletcher. 
 
Fletcher and his son also bought portions of the farm Rhenosterkop, Zoet Anysberg 289, 
Soetanysberg 290, Rietfontein 293 and 299, Hangnes 342, Ruigtefontein 288 and Buffeljagt 309. 
 
Village Life, 9, December 2004-January 2005, contains a full history of the farm during the period 
1898-1949, excerpts of which are provided below. 
 
After the death of Jacoba Alida van Breda in 1871, Ratelrivier remained in the possession of a 
syndicate controlled by Jacoba’s mother-in-law, Susanna Wilhelmina Hendrina van Breda, and 
managed by Hughes. In 1887 she died but the family kept the farm until 1902 when it was sold to 
William Fletcher. 
 
The farm book states that ownership of the farm passed on to the syndicate (Ratel Rivier Estate) 
on 5 December 1889, and that the syndicate sold it to Fletcher on 29 June 1898. 
 
William Fletcher was by then already a millionaire. He owned the Cape Town department store 
Fletcher and Cartwright on the corner of Adderley and Darling streets, retailing men’s clothes and 
materials imported directly from Britain. The Fletchers lived in a large, double-storied house 
named Bonaccord in Rondebosch. 
 
In 1897 Fletcher, with John Andrews and the Rev BPJ Marchand, started the Rondebosch Boys’ 
High School in a house in Erin Road, Cape Town. Amongst the first eleven learners were their 
own son, William Henry Anthony (Tony), as well as Alfred Stephen Fry and his brother Ryan. The 
two Fry brothers were children of William Fry and his Irish wide Annie Ryan. William Fry worked 
for Cecil Rhodes as his official photographer. 
 
When William Fletcher bought Ratelrivier, the estate stretched from Hagelkraal (Pearly Beach) to 
and including Brandfontein, a total of 20806 ha with 22,6km of coast. Here the Fletchers 
continued their gracious lifestyle from the Bonaccord days. William Fletcher imported stock and 
bred race horses and built a large stable complex on the farm, with individual Oregon pine stalls 
for the stallions. Two of the horses’ names, Peggy and Robin, are still visible against the walls. 
His horses raced on all the important tracks and had their own colours. 
 



 
 

Stalls in the Ratelrivier stable block (Photo: RC d e Jong) 
Despite their extreme wealth, the Fletchers were popular and social people. They had endless 
visitors and also fourteen white families who stayed and worked on the farm: shepherds, 
groomsmen, a schoolteacher, gardeners, dairy workers, a nurse, a bookkeeper, a secretary and 
a manager. 
 
One of the frequent visitors to Ratelrivier was Stephen Fry. He became passionate about the farm 
and farm life and therefore qualified at Elsenburg Agricultural College without prospects of owning 
a farm. After the qualified be found employment at the mines on the Witwatersrand. With the 
outbreak of World War I in 1914 he enlisted and was sent to East Africa with the Mounted Rifles. 
Because he served under Smuts in the East African campaign, he was granted a farm in the 
Eldoret district in Kenya. 
 
Tony Fletcher, William Fletcher’s only son, also volunteered and was sent to the Middle East, 
where he died in Mesopotamia in 1916. Six months later William Fletcher died. 
 
On 3 November 1919 his widow Ellen became the new owner of the farm. 
 

 
 

Tombstone over the grave of William Fletcher and hi s son William Henry Anthony in the 
Ratelrivier cemetery (Photo: J Jooste) 

 



His widow, Ellen Fletcher, requested Stephen Fry to take over the management of the farm. He 
found the estate in debt with large death duties still to be paid. Fry solved the problem by 
retrenching most of the white staff and selling half the farm. On the other half Stephen Fry and 
Ellen Fletcher stayed on. 
 
In October 1918 Stephen Fry married Louise de Villiers, then the teacher at Ratelrivier School. 
Their daughter Nell was born in December 1919. In January 1920 Louise died. Stephen Fry 
remarried Ethel Fletcher, a niece of Ellen Fletcher, in May 1921. The couple had two children, 
Mona and Stephen Fletcher. Together with the about thirty other children from the farm and 
surrounding areas they attended the school on the farm, where Lulu van Breda was the teacher. 
 
Stephen Fry farmed with 8000 sheep and kept horses. The farm was almost completely self-
contained, providing its own wheat, figs, quinces, apples, pears, pomegranates and grapes. The 
farm had eight kennels to house imported hounds used for jackal and rooikat hunting. 
 
After Ellen Fletcher’s death, Stephen Fry became the new owner on 22 September 1933. He also 
inherited her other farms. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Mona Fry cycling with her father, Stephen Fry, with  some of the Ratelrivier farm buildings 
in the background, late 1920s (Courtesy Village Life , 9, December 2004-January 2005) 

 
Stephen Fry died in 1939 and his wife Ethel appointed a farm manager until her son, Fletcher, 
who was only 15 years old, could take over the farm. The farm was transferred in his name on 21 
August 1947. 
 



 
 
The Ratelrivier farmstead in 1938 (Courtesy Surveys  and Mapping, Job 130/1938, strip 56, 
photo 22313) 
 
Stephen Fletcher Fry decided to sell some of the farms he had inherited and sold Ratelrivier to 
Clive Corder. In 1949 Corder sold a portion of the farm to Ratel Rivier Estates (Pty) Ltd, a 
company established by James St Vincent Broke, 5th Baron de Saumarez, who also bought the 
farm Springfield. 
 



 
 

James St Vincent Broke, 5 th Baron de Saumarez 
(Courtesy Village Life , 10, February-March 2005) 

 
Baron de Saumarez, in the Island of Guernsey, is a title in the Peerage of the United Kingdom. It 
was created on 15 September 1831 for the prominent naval commander Admiral James 
Saumarez. He had already been created a Baronet, of Guernsey, on 13 June 1801. As of 2007 
the titles are held by his great-great-great-grandson, the seventh Baron, who succeeded his 
father (son of James St Vincent Broke) in1991. Although being born and brought up in Suffolk, in 
2006 Lord de Saumarez returned to Guernsey. The ancestral seat, Saumarez Manor, remains in 
the family's possession. 
 
Lord de Saumarez was a distinguished British soldier, born in Guernsey in 1889. He grew up at 
the family home Shrubland Park in Suffolk. He attended Trinity College in Cambridge and then 
joined the Scots Guards as a regular officer in 1909. In 1913 he met his future wife, Gunhild 
Balck, a daughter of Major-General Viktor Gustaf Balck of Stockholm, Sweden, who was visiting 
London with her sister Sigrid. They were married in April 1914 and settled at Shrubland Park.  
 
Seven months after their wedding, Lord de Saumarez, then a captain in the Scots Guards and 
serving in World War I, was severely wounded during the Battle of Ypres, losing his right arm and 
half his abdomen. Once his wounds were healed he served as a staff officer under Lord 
Trenchard, founder and marshal of the Royal Air Force, until the end of the war. In World War II 
he was deputy commander of the Home Guard Detachments in two counties and in 1939 he 
succeeded to the family title as the 5th Baron de Saumarez. 
 
Vincent and Gunhild’s eldest daughter, Veronica, was born in June 1915, followed by Christine in 
1916 and a son, James Victor Broke, in 1924. Another son, Philip, born in 1917, died in 1935. 
Veronica married Colonel William Llewellyn Palmer and they had no children. Christine married 
Sir Henry Morton Llewellyn in 1944 and they had three children. Victor married Julia and they had 
twins, Eric Douglas and Victor Thomas. Eric Douglas succeeded to the barony as the 7th Baron 
de Saumarez after his father’s death in 1991. 
 
During the old European winters, Lord de Saumarez’s wounds caused him so much pain that it 
became necessary for the couple to spent the winters abroad, first in Egypt and later in Rhodesia 
(Zimbabwe), where a cousin of Lord de Saumarez lived. They bought Chester Farms near 



Salisbury (Harare), but found the country too hot. In search of the perfect climate they travelled 
along the coast from Durban and by chance met Colonel Mellish, co-owner of the farm Springfield 
in today’s ANP. 
The strandveld impressed Lord and Lady de Saumarez so much that they decided in 1947 to 
emigrate to South Africa and make it their home. In 1949 Lord de Saumarez bought Ratelrivier 
and established a company, Ratel Rivier Estates (Pty) Ltd. In 1950 he also bought Springfield. 
 
The couple brought books, antique furniture, paintings and tapestries from Shrubland Park and 
developed both farms as bases of English culture. Lord de Saumarez preferred to live at 
Springfield, whilst Ratelrivier was the favourite of Lady de Saumarez. Lady de Saumarez shared 
her husband’s passion for gardening and at Ratelrivier she cultivated an English garden. At 
Ratelrivier she restored the outbuildings and servants’ quarters, built a swimming pool and wrote 
two books. 
 

 
 

Lord and Lady de Saumarez at Ratelrivier (Courtesy Village Life , 10, February-March 2005) 
 
Lord de Saumarez died in January 1969 and was buried in England. Lady de Saumarez moved 
permanently to Ratelrivier, where she was looked after by people, some of whom are still alive 
today, such as a housekeeper (Koekie Daniels) and her husband, Dawid, Major Lee (farm 
manager), Ferdi Spamer of Bredasdorp (auditor), Rina Nowers of Buffeljachtsbaai (nurse), 
Cornelius Cloete (chauffeur) and his wife Pollie (assistant cook). At the age of 94 Lady de 
Saumarez moved to Sark in the Channel Islands to live with her daughter, where she died in 
1985. 
 



 
 

Lady de Saumarez at Ratelrivier just before she ret urned to England 
(Courtesy Village Life , 10, February-March 2005) 

 
 

Garden and swimming pool at Ratelrivier, 1992 
(Courtesy Village Life , 10, February-March 2005) 

 



 
 

Some of the furniture and paintings brought from Sh rubland Park to Ratelrivier 
(Courtesy Village Life , 10, February-March 2005) 

 
After Lady de Saumarez’s death, Ratelrivier was inherited by her three children, who managed 
the farm through Ratel Rivier Estates (Pty) Ltd. 
 
The last people to live at Ratelrivier were John and Hilary de Havilland and their family, who, 
when house hunting in the Overberg in 1991, stumbled across the farm. It was just after Victor de 
Saumarez had died. The De Havillands, like the Saumarez family, settled in Guernsey 800 years 
ago and were distant cousins. 
 
When the de Havillands came across Ratelrivier, the farm had shrunk in size to 2500 ha. The 
house had not been inhabited for some time and was used only for holidays at Christmas, and 
consequently the buildings then had all the features of a property from the early 19th century, 
such as leaking thatched roofs and rotten floorboards. The late Lord de Saumarez’s executors 
rented the entire property to the De Havillands on condition that they restored it. This was done 
by gutting post-war kitchens and bathrooms and building four new bedrooms in the style of the 
old house. The De Havillands established a flower business from the fynbos and cleared the 
infestations of alien plants. They refenced the property and established a private nature reserve, 
notable for its bontebok and microfrogs. 
 



 
 

Views of the farm’s main buildings taken in 1992 an d 1996 respectively, showing the 
alterations and renovations undertaken by the De Ha villands 

(Courtesy Village Life , 10, February-March 2005) 
 

When the lease expired in 2003, the last De Saumarez sold the property to SanParks with vacant 
possession to become part of the planned expanded Agulhas National Park. The tenants moved 
to another farm in the area. 
 


