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Bruce Murrray and Goolam Vahed have
put together an attractive and valuable
work of sports history. The fourteen
essays in this visually-rich collection
probe the fascinating political, cultural
and social place of cricket in the relation-
ship between imperial Britishness and
South African society in the later-19th and
early-20th centuries. Put simply, its over-
arching argument is that the elaborate
hierarchies and constipated formalities of
English cricket served as a shadow-play
for empire in South Africa, illuminating
the game’s impact on race, class and cul-
tural identities.

On that score, there is plenty from
which to pick. Just as English county
cricket brought cloth-clapped labourers
and gentlemen squires into the same
arena in a mannered style of sporting
integration acceptable to those in charge,
so some Afrikaners embraced this quint-
essentially English game, mixing in with
English-speakers until the 1899–1902 war
queered the pitch. Even then, as Heinrich
Schulze shows, Boer prisoners-of-war
held captive in Ceylon turned out their
form players for a camp club game against
the Ceylonese champions, the Colombo
Colts. The ethnicity of their opponents
was of no more account than cricket being
the enemy’s sport. Thereafter, rugby got
in the way and soon became the preferred
expression of nationalist masculinity,
with Afrikaners comprising over half the
1906–1907 Springbok rugby team that
toured Britain. Yet the 1907 Springbok
cricket side still contained the deliciously-
named fast bowler, ‘Boerjong’ Kotze.
Those classic names of post-apartheid
cricket, Cronje and Morkel, have an impe-
rial heritage of a kind.

Naturally, segregation looms large in
several chapters which explore the flour-
ishing Cape and Natal worlds of African,
coloured and Indian cricket, forever wait-
ing on the mat and nursing quietly a
range of injured sensibilities—over colo-
nial politics of racial exclusion, stunted
competitive aspirations, and unrewarded
social respectability. Equally, for all that,
as Goolam Vahed and Vishnu Padayachee
argue, Natal’s enthusiastic Indian cricket-
ers remained unequivocal ly pro -
imperial, bowled over by the more lofty
promises of British values of fairness, and
determined to absorb cricket from the
only people who could do it right,
superior Englishmen on the pitch. For
cricketing merchants and other Western-
oriented elites, the dividing line might
still be crossed by deference to the Crown
and its flannelled representatives.

Another large part of Empire & Cricket’s

story is its examination of the intricate
ways in which cricket’s creed and con-
duct fed into imperial expansion and
efforts at Anglo-Afrikaner reconciliation
in the pre-Union era. So, those who
played it with a straight bat were the
preferred kind of no-nonsense men to
accompany Rhodes in the colonis-
ation of Zimbabwe. Meanwhile, already
entrenched in the leafy collegiate schools
of British South Africa, it conjured up the
mirage of life in an export enclave of
southern England, ruled by the social
codes of its middle and upper middle
classes.

In that context, Bruce Murray, this
book’s co-editor, shows well one of the
ways in which early South African cricket
became entangled with wealth, power
and status. In his engaging concluding
chapter, we see the Johannesburg mining
capitalist, Abe Bailey, talking big and
acting big on the field of Anglo-South
African cricket. A figure who revelled in
the game first as a player and then as a
patron, Bailey put the game to grand use.
With Union on the way in 1910 and
Springbok cricket putting up a good show
abroad, a visionary Bailey championed
the formation of an imperial triple alli-
ance of test-playing countries. Having
England, South Africa and Australia play-
ing under the auspices of an imperial
board would help to bind together more
closely the ‘mother country’ and two of

her larger white settler dependencies.
Cricket was, after all, the true British
Empire game, carried to South Africa as
elsewhere by its public school players,
soldiers, missionaries and colonial admin-
istrators. But for the pushy Bailey, by the
1900s there was also something more.
Coordination of triangular tournaments
was a strategy to assert and cement South
Africa’s standing as Britain’s newest
dominion and its fresh status as an official
test-playing country.

Well written throughout and meticu-
lously researched, this wide-ranging
collection is an absorbing contribution to
sports history and the social history of
recreation. In its coverage, it is also nice
to see scholarship which is not entirely
unmindful of the limits of viewing test
cricket solely as a muscular articulation of
elite assumptions and values. For its real
allure, surely, lies in its stylistic dexterity
and beguiling manner. To its credit,
Empire & Cricket includes the colonial role
of the sly googly ball, ‘a pretence at ortho-
doxy, a wolf in sheep’s clothing’ (p. 222),
with which the shrewd South African
bowler, Ernie Vogler, bamboozled English
batsmen in the 1900s.
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When it comes to price, this British aca-
demic publisher is known for being astro-
nomical. On that score, it is hard not to
wonder whether this volume in its series
is worth its weight in gold. Or, if not
that, then at least its measure in copper or
zinc futures. That aside, the claim staked
out by Raymond Dumett’s new edited
volume is certainly two-fold. In part it
seeks to provide an understanding of the
lives and machinations of some larger-
than-life international businessmen who,
in the later-19th and early-20th centu-
ries, personified what the former British
prime minister, Edward Heath, once
called the unpleasant and unacceptable
face of capitalism. His 1973 comment was
on the dodgy dealings of Lonrho and its
buccaneering chairman, ‘Tiny’ Rowland.
Appropriately enough, that conglomer-
ate had started out in 1909 as the London
and Rhodesian Mining Company which

went on to make its pile from African
mining ventures.

Several of the not-so-gentlemanly
‘gentlemanly capitalists’ featured here
bear a more than passing resemblance to
the rapacious Rowland, not least Horace
Tabor, king of Colorado silver extraction,
who personified the ‘greed and question-
able business ethics’ of America’s ‘Gilded
Age’ (p. 59). The book’s other worth is its
evocation of old-fashioned economic and
social history, a fascinating blend of the
history of business, labour, technology,
culture, the past opportunities and con-
straints of the material environment,
social customs, and individual human
smartness and stupidity. Today, when
contemporary development studies or
austere political economy substitutes for
the study of more distant economic eras
in some South African universities, the
brand of history provided by Professor
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Dumett and his contributors is particu-
larly welcome.

In any edited nine-chapter collection of
this sort, it is more or less inevitable that
there will be unevenness in style, and
gaps in coverage or thematic integration.
Thus, there are one or two essays here
that are perhaps less successful than
others for one reason or another, such as
an excess of detail on West African ore
crushing technology or South American
nitrate certificates. Equally, such things
will still appeal to addicts. On the whole,
though, this book contains a string of
engaging, well-plotted and lucidly
written essays on the international world
of mining capitalists, engineers, investors,
speculators and various company hang-
ers-on at a key stage of global develop-
ment. The period from the 1870s to the
end of the Second World War saw gallop-
ing technological change, bloated mate-
rial gain, the frantic accumulation of
profit in an unsteady economic environ-
ment, and major imperial expansion.
Through the course of these decades,
the fat mining tycoons with their camp-
followers of prospectors, diggers, labour
bosses and miners turned mining enter-
prise into a vital bridgehead of worldwide

capitalist expansion and colonial exploita-
tion.

This all makes for an epic interna-
tional story, crafted loosely as biographi-
cal appraisals of individual tycoons which
tell us not only where they sat but upon
whose backs they were sitting. The rocky
fortunes of Horace Tabor in the Rocky
Mountains of the American West are
analysed by Duane A. Smith. Not only
was he pivotal to America’s leading world
position as a silver producer in the 19th
century; as with many other wealthy
mining men encountered in this volume,
most obviously Cecil Rhodes, he had an
eye for politics and was a dreamy egoist.
The editor digs away at Edwin Cade and
Frederick Gordon, aggressive Anglo-West
African entrepreneurs who appreciated
fully just how handy the gold supplies
of Asante would be for the British bank-
ing system, and did their bit to egg on
Colonial Office intervention in the Gold
Coast. Following this thread, one of the
book’s most distinguished contributors,
Colin Newbury, in ‘Cecil Rhodes, De
Beers and Mining Finance in South Africa:
The Business of Entrepreneurship and
Imperialism’, re-examines his subject’s
enormous impact in a novel way. Probing

Rhodes’s business activities and company
creations, Newbury depicts him as essen-
tially a politician in business rather than
as a businessman with a voracious appe-
tite for the politics of British territorial
expansion.

Others in this collection address the rise
of a new mining plutocracy and industrial
expansion in the Americas. Michael Mon-
teon tackles the Chilean ‘Nitrate King’,
John T. North, whose ruinously intrusive
meddling in affairs of state remains to this
day a bitter historical memory in Santi-
ago. Frank Morrill Murphy, the gold and
copper mining and railroad mogul of
Arizona, is probed by Robert L. Spude. To
beguile investors he swopped pool and
stage coach running for ‘the look of a Wall
Street banker, cane included’ (p. 152).
Thomas O’ Brien provides a magisterial
portrait of the wily Guggenheim Brothers,
finance capitalists in copper mining who
were as adept around smelting technol-
ogy and metals refining as they were at
getting into bed with the most powerful
American banker of their day, J. Pierpont
Morgan. Chester Beatty, the engineer,
financier and entrepreneur, is examined
by John Philips. With cliquey prospecting
interests running from silver in Colorado
and Utah to lead in Yugoslavia and on to
the Central African Copperbelt, Beatty’s
‘love affair with mining’ (p. 236) illustrates
well the integrated international basis of
mine enterprise by the early part of the
20th century.

The remaining two chapters focus on
London and Australia. Jeremy Mouat
sketches the life and dealings of the
legendary Whitaker Wright, a northern
English Methodist minister who early in
life swopped God for Mammon. With an
enormous steam-powered yacht called
Sybarite, it was not for nothing that Wright
became the inspiration for flashy charac-
ters in novels by contemporary writers
like H.G. Wells. ‘Better than anyone’, he
personified ‘the late nineteenth-century
mining craze, the frenzied speculation on
the London Stock Exchange’ (p. 149).
Eventually, Wright over-reached himself
with one swindle too many and commit-
ted suicide in 1904. What did him in was
cyanide, the same chemical that was
making gold mining scientific. A natural-
ised Briton of Spanish descent, Claude
Albo de Bernales, is examined by Melville
Davies in a sketch which reveals a devoted
imperialist of truly formidable appetites
for the Western Australian goldfields, for
its heavy machinery and foundry indus-
tries, its diamonds and its oil technology
potential. Nor were his interests entirely
monied. De Bernales was a champion of
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a ‘White Australia’ racial policy and a
devoted British empire patriot who took a
dim view of Canadian markets as that
country was too full ‘of Canadian French’
(p. 183).

The centrality of that theme, mining in
the age of empire and how it came to
shape the course of world history, is knit-
ted together authoritatively by Raymond
Dumett in a substantial thematic intro-
duction. The editor’s prologue not only
provides an opening into the maze of
mining history and its interrelated fields
of concern, including exploration and
prospecting, technical advances, engi-
neering innovation and monopoly com-
pany growth, land acquisition and high

finance. It also lays bare a common thread
running through all of these essays, that
of the intimate relationship between
industrial enterprise and ambitious politi-
cians and their empire-building govern-
ments. Lastly, like his contributors,
Professor Dumett is alert to the mercurial
nature of the mining entrepreneurs
who are displayed here. To a man, their
delusions of grandeur were wild, even
mad.
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Hans Merensky, who lived from 1871 to
1952, is a legend to anyone involved in
mineral exploration in southern Africa.
His contributions to the development of
world-class mines in the Bushveld (plati-
num group metals and chrome ore); on
the southern African west coast for dia-
monds; and the Phalaborwa carbonatite
are well recognised. That he had other
less spectacular but important successes,
such as a role in developing the Free State
goldfields near Odendaalsrus, is one of
the many interesting facts that emerge
from this entertaining and inspiring
biography.

Born in South Africa, where his German
parents were missionaries, he relocated
with his family to Berlin at the age of 11,
only to return to South Africa as a fully
trained geologist and mining engineer in
1904 at the age of 33. A number of years
operating as a successful consultant were
brought to a temporary halt by a bank-
ruptcy during a global recession, fol-
lowed by the further misfortune of being
interned at Fort Napier in Pietermaritz-
burg for the duration of World War I. Con-
sequently when Merensky re-established
himself in Johannesburg in 1919 he was
48 years old and starting from scratch. All
his major exploration successes were still
ahead of him: platinum in the Bushveld
(1924); diamonds in Namaqualand (1926);
gold in the Free State (1936); chrome in
the Bushveld and vermiculite and apatite

at Phalaborwa took longer to develop,
starting from 1937 but interrupted by
World War 2.

This prospecting success record is truly
staggering, and is unquestionably un-
matched in southern Africa, and to my
knowledge anywhere else. This account
of his achievements is fascinating. Yet
chapter 15, titled ‘The turning point in
Merensky’s life’, doesn’t deal with his
exploration successes, other than to
mention that they allowed Merensky to
finally pay back all his debts and to
purchase the farm Westfalia that was to
provide the principle focus for the rest of
his life.

In all above instances Merensky not
only led the exploration initiatives, he
fulfilled the entrepreneurial role of
raising the high-risk, early-stage funding
and the placing of the projects in the
hands of appropriate developers. So it
was entirely fitting that the last coup of
Merensky’s exploration initiatives was to
prospect Phalaborwa, and in doing so
provide the South African government of
the day—and the local agricultural com-
munity—with the future Phosphate De-
velopment Corporation.

I found the biography fascinating for
a host of reasons. The early days of
Merensky’s life, it would appear, gave
him an identity with open spaces and
independence. His powers of observa-
tion, meticulous record keeping, out-

standing memory and discipline were
also clearly key attributes in an age when
an earth scientist could venture into the
field with only simple prospecting aids,
and yet have a realistic hope for success. I
use the term ‘earth scientist’ advisedly, as
Merensky was trained as both a geologist
and a mining engineer, and his projects in
later life included ones involving agricul-
tural research and development.

His endeavours have led to an equally
impressive legacy that he was able to
mastermind himself: the Hans Merensky
Foundation today has over 4 000 employ-
ees, offering global research services on
agricultural matters and sponsoring
student fellowships. It is all told a record
of a remarkable life, involving trials and
tribulations but in the end triumphant
over adversity. Furthermore it is clear that
Merensky, while at ease with himself, was
able to bring out the best in others—an
essential factor in the style in which he
operated. This is reflected in the manner
in which his wishes have been followed
since his death nearly 60 years ago.

Text boxes throughout the book provide
useful insight for readers needing to
know some background to Merensky’s
life and achievements. These make a
significant contribution to the enjoyment
of the tale, which it should be emphasised
has been admirably translated from the
original German by Idette Noomé, and
edited by Amelia de Vaal. All in all this is a
highly recommended read for everyone,
not just for earth scientists.

Personally I found this book to be a
thought-provoking life record. If the rest
of us were one tenth as effective, South
Africa and the world would be a much
better place to live in. This biography will
give plenty of pleasure in the reading, but
more importantly it deserves to inspire
readers who are in a position to make a
difference in their field of endeavours. It
isn’t (probably) possible to emulate
Merensky. There is only one Bushveld
Igneous Complex, one Wits Basin, one
stretch of over 1 000 km of coast with
diamonds scattered all over it, and one
Phalaborwa. The best one could expect
would be to follow in his footsteps. Truly
he has a unique record.
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