
 

 

JULY 2016 NEWSLETTER 
 

CHAIRMAN’S CHATTER 
 

At last we have had a little bit of rain with the promise of more to come during the next few days, every bit of 
which will be greatly appreciated by our desperate plants! 
Most of you will be aware that there have been, and are still to come, a number of functions and displays to 
commemorate the centenary of the Battle of the Somme in 1916 during World War 1.  This Battle lasted for less 
than 5 months, but, in the opinion of the writer, due to a combination of poor decision making and bad 
leadership, resulted in huge casualties for both the Allied and German forces. During the whole Battle in excess 
of 620,000 Allied casualties were incurred, which included more than 146,000 deaths and missing-in action. On 
the first day alone (1 July 1916) British casualties amounted to about 57,470, of whom 19,240 died.  One of the 
sections of the Battle front was at Delville Wood, which was manned predominantly by the South African 1st 
Infantry Brigade, who managed, at great loss, to achieve their objective of holding the wood until they were 
relieved.  This fighting commenced on 14 July and lasted until 15 September during which the Brigade lost 2,536 
men, many of whom were from Natal.  I would recommend a visit to the exhibition, which has been set up at 
the Kwa Muhle Museum in Durban, by the South African National Society, under the leadership of Hardy 
Wilson, and with the support of the Durban Local History Museum. 
We are very fortunate to have amongst our members, Brian Thomas, a knowledgeable military historian, who 
has agreed to give us his presentation on Delville Wood and I hope to see many of you at our meeting on 6th 
August. 
I am sure that there are many members who had family who were involved in World War 1 and who have their 
own stories.  In my case, both my maternal grandparents served in their own small ways, my grandmother in 
the Middle East as a V.A.D. nurse, who was fortunate to be rescued after their ship was hit by a torpedo and 
sunk in sight of Alexandria in the Mediterranean. 

     
My grandfather served in German South West Africa (now Namibia) and German East Africa (now Tanzania).  
Both stories have made interesting research subjects. 
 

TALK AND SLIDE PRESENTATION ON 6 AUGUST 2016 
 

Subject: “The Battle of Delville Wood and the last man to leave”. 
Speaker: Brian Thomas.   
Date & time: Saturday 6 August 2016 at 14h00 (2.00 p.m.) Please ensure that you arrive at least 15 minutes 
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before this time in case you have to sign-in at the gate and for the collection of meeting fees. 
Venue:   High School Staff Lounge, Thomas More College, Sykes Road, KLOOF. (directions may be 
obtained from Marie) 
Meeting Fees: Members R15; Visitors R20; which, as usual, includes refreshments and eats.  (N.B. No change 
will be given for R100 & R200 notes!) 
If you know of any friends who may be interested in joining us, please invite them to come along. 
R.S.V.P. to Marie Gurr on 031-7053122 (or marinev.gurr@gmail.com) by 20h00 on Thursday 4 August 2016, to 
facilitate catering.  Booking is essential as we will only put out seats for those who have given us their names.  
If you do book and are unable to attend, please let us know in good time as otherwise you may be requested to 
pay, to cover the Society costs (catering, venue & speaker fee). 

 

NEW MEMBERS 
 

We would like to welcome Brigitta Simpson to our Society and wish her a long and happy association with us. 

CHANGE OF PERSONAL PARTICULARS 
 
If you move or change any of your contact details, please let us know.  You may contact us at the above address 
or email Tony Livingstone at tonylivstone@gmail.com or phone him on 0849587097.  If you receive your 
Newsletter by post and have an email address please inform us, as this helps to keep our costs contained. 

 

REPORT-BACK FROM OUR TOUR OF MARIANNHILL MONASTERY 
 

On Saturday 18th June, members of the Highway Heritage Society and the South African National Society paid a 
visit to Mariannhill Monastery.  Brother Michael gave a guided tour of the monastery environs to 50 
enthusiastic members and visitors. 

 
Brother Michael talking to our interested group with the carpentry workshops in the background 

 

Just a few minutes’ drive from Westmead, Mariannhill Monastery is a peaceful haven established by Austrian 
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Trappist monk Prior Francis Pfanner and 31 volunteer crafts- and trades-men in 1882.  Being near the 
Umhlatuzana River they were able to make building bricks and by 1884 some 200 acres of arable land had been 
cleared by the 85 brothers then living there. In 1885 it became an Abbey, and Pfanner, the first Abbot. 
The Trappist order is one of silence and fasting, but Father Francis was keen to do active mission work and 
travelled throughout KwaZulu-Natal establishing a number of new mission stations, including Reichenau and 
Centecow; because of this the Catholic Church suspended him from his position as Abbot in 1892 and a new 
order was created, the Religious Missionaries of Mariannhill, with an ethos of Ora et Labora (pray and work).  
On his suspension, Father Pfanner retired to Lourdes, near Winterton, and later to Emaus, a 2-hour walk from 
Lourdes. He remained there with his faithful follower, Father Joseph Biegner, until his death on 24 May 1909, at 
the age of 84. 
Over the years a progression of buildings were erected and in 1898 Mariannhill housed the largest Trappist 
settlement in the world with 285 monks. It was once totally self-sufficient with its own mill and turbine, dairy, 
post office, bakery, carpenters’ workshop (where they made their own furniture), blacksmith, sisters’ convent, 
hospital (St Mary’s opened in 1922 with five mission helpers who tended the sick and infirm in the surrounding 
villages and kraals), printing press (the first catechism in Zulu was printed in 1886), college and St Joseph’s 
Cathedral. They even made hand-blown glass to use in the early Trappist church. 
 

 
Brother Michael telling members about the cloisters with the bell tower in the background 

 
The afternoon concluded with a visit to the newly re-opened Monastery tea garden, laid out under a shade 
awning where we enjoyed tea or coffee and a cream scone. It is open 7 days a week for teas and a range of light 
meals, all reasonably priced.  
Judging by the feed-back, the afternoon was greatly enjoyed and Brother Michael went out of his way to make 
us welcome and appeared to enjoy the afternoon as much as our group. 
Article written by Marie Gurr and photographs supplied by Adrian Rowe 

 
 
We look forward to seeing you at our meeting on 6 August 2016.  PLEASE remember to book early! 


