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Hercules Jarvis – merchant and Mayor 
of Cape Town, c. 1860 

Hercules Crosse Jarvis (1803-1889) – A Biography 
 

by R.F.M. Immelman 
 

(from material collected by Percy Alport Molteno) 
 
 

Introduction by Robert Molteno 
 
Hercules Jarvis, my great-great-grandfather, is a largely forgotten figure in the history of the Cape 
during the first half of the 19th century. But he played a leading role not just in Cape Town’s 
commercial life and as Chairman of Cape Town’s elected Board of Commissioners – in effect, as 
Mayor of the city (1848-60) – but also in two very important political struggles.  The first, in 1848-
51, was to prevent Britain turning the Cape into a penal settlement as had happened to New South 
Wales. The second was the effort through the 1840s and first half of the 1850s to extract the right of 
self-government from a rather reluctant Imperial administration. 
 
 
Hercules Jarvis, our original South African Ancestor 
 

But Hercules has also been overlooked for the 
important place he occupies in the history of our 
own family. Moltenos are used to remembering John 
Charles Molteno, who arrived at the Cape in 1831, as 
our common ancestor. But Hercules had come to live 
at the Cape ten years earlier. John Charles became 
his son-in-law when he married Elizabeth Maria, one 
of Hercules’ daughters. So Hercules Jarvis and his 
Dutch-speaking wife, Elizabeth Magdalena Christina 
Vos (they married in 1825) are actually the original 
ancestors in Cape Town from whom all South 
African Moltenos and their descendants around the 
world can trace themselves.  What is more, three of 
Hercules’ other daughters also married –Annie to 
Major Blenkins (in India), Sophia to Percy Alport 
(who set up in business in Beaufort West), and 
Elizabeth to James Bisset, the Scottish engineer who 
came out to the Cape in 1858 to help build the 
Wellington Railway.  This is how the Moltenos, 
Bissets, Blenkins and Alports became cousins, but 
the lives of their families connected down the 
generations.   
 
 
The Dutch Connection 
 
Elizabeth Magdalena was Dutch by origin, and so had 
grown up wholly Dutch-speaking and Calvinist by 
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religion. Following her marriage to Hercules at the age of sixteen, she spoke Dutch to her children, 
grandchildren and servants all her life.  She and Hercules got married in Die Groote Kerk and he 
later became an Elder of the church. The building still stands at the head of Adderley Street, Cape 
Town’s main thoroughfare running down to the beach at Table Bay.  
 
 
Hercules Jarvis – John Charles Molteno’s Political Mentor 
 
Hercules’ son-in-law, John Charles Molteno, was only some ten years younger than him. The two 
men became good friends although, by the time John Charles and Elizabeth Maria married in 1851, 
her father had already been Chairman of Cape Town’s Board of Commissioners for three years, and 
a prominent leader in both the anti-convict struggle and the growing demand for representative 
government.  There can be little doubt that John Charles, who at the time of his marriage had been 
away farming in the remote Karoo for the previous decade, learned much of his politics from his 
father-in-law. The two men shared a range of political convictions.  They both believed in the urgent 
necessity that the people of the Cape Colony should govern themselves rather than continue to be 
subject to imperial diktat from London. They built their politics around a close and harmonious 
integration between English-speakers and Dutch-speakers which, in the case of both men, was 
reinforced by their home life and circle of friends and business colleagues. And, as this biography of 
Hercules makes very clear, their conception of the Cape community specifically incorporated the 
‘Coloured’ population in political terms.  Both men’s approach characterised an era before the rise 
of English jingoism and Afrikaner nationalism in the late 19th century and before the racism of 
whites towards all South Africans of colour which dominated 20th Century South African history.  
 
 
This Biography 
 
We must be grateful to Dr. Immelman, therefore, for having written this draft biography of Hercules 
Jarvis in the 1950s.  I have told the story of how he came to write it in my Introduction  to his 
parallel biographies of John Charles Molteno and the Molteno family.  Both works were part of an 
ambitious project to write the history of the Molteno and related families which was never 
successfully completed. 
 
But  Immelman was more a librarian than historian.  And it shows in this biography. He drew 
mainly on research which Percy Molteno (John Charles’s second eldest son) had already 
undertaken half a century before. There were also Emmie Jarvis’s invaluable recollections of her 
father that she prepared for Percy, her nephew, in 1894. In addition, Dr. Immelman examined the 
Minutes of the Cape Town Board of Commissioners’ meetings and newspaper reports of the time.  
But instead of writing the unfolding story of Hercules Jarvis’s life, he often strings together long 
extracts from contemporary documents instead. The result, regrettably, is repetition, and too little 
historical investigation, setting of the context, or judgement.   
 
As for what Hercules’ personal life was like in the 1850s, we have to turn to the wonderful picture 
of the Jarvis home in Somerset Road (on the edge of Cape Town’s tiny city centre) that John 
Charles’s daughter, Caroline, paints in her Reminiscences.  It was in this large household with its 
stoep looking out over Table Bay that Caroline and her elder sister, Betty, spent many happy times 
with their slightly older Blenkins boy cousins. There they were surrounded by the affection of their 
grandmother and her sister Georgina Jarvis, their beloved Aunt Emmie Jarvis, and the family’s 
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faithful servants, Meme Hannah, Tat Simon and Meijje. Dutch was the language of the house and 
Caroline does not remember her grandmother ever speaking to her in any other language.   
 
 
The Cape in the early 19th Century 
 
What was the Cape of Good Hope like when Hercules first arrived there two centuries ago as a boy 
of twelve?  Unimaginably different in 1816 from today.  The whole population was only a little over 
100,000 (today the Western Province alone has six million inhabitants).  It consisted of perhaps 
30,000 Dutch; a similar number of slaves; 25,000 ‘Hottentots’ (the Khoi-khoi and San were the 
original indigenous population of the whole vast area); and about 10,000 Malays from the Dutch 
East Indies.  There were only a very small number of English-speakers, apart from several thousand 
Imperial troops and, after 1820, a similar number of new settlers along the eastern frontiers of the 
colony. The occupation of the Cape by Britain had only taken place ten years before Hercules’ first 
arrival. The Colony contained almost no Xhosa-speaking Africans; they had been penned back 
beyond the Great Fish River in what became the Eastern Province.   
 
Slavery was the dominant mode of employment between the Dutch and their farm and domestic 
workers. And this remained the case during the first 20 years of Hercules Jarvis’s life in Cape Town. 
The economy was seriously undeveloped.  The only major export during the first half of the 19th 
century was wine to England. And when a change in British excise duties made Cape wine exports 
relatively over-priced in London, the economy was plunged into depression and Hercules himself 
went bankrupt.   
 
In political terms, it is worth recalling the situation in the early 19th century. Most Africans still lived 
in independent tribal entities beyond the areas of European control. There were no Boer republics 
in the interior until the Great Trek of 1838 led to the founding of the South African Republic and the 
Orange Free State. White settlement was still concentrated in the hinterland within a hundred miles 
of Cape Town. Beyond that, an undefined frontier meant a territory inhabited by a mix of 
indigenous South Africans and a small number of white hunters and trek Boers (migrant farmers) 
moving northwards towards the Orange River and northeasterly into the Great Karoo.  As for the 
form of government, the British Governor held all power.  He appointed an Executive Council and 
also a Legislative Council (itself consisting mainly of officials). This structure was supported by 
British troops, and when fighting broke out in the successive wars on the Eastern Frontier (1818, 
1834, 1846 and 1850), these units were helped out by volunteer commandos consisting largely of 
Dutch farmers.  
 
 
A Breakwater in Table Bay? 
 
This was the world Hercules Jarvis lived in. Immelman gives us a basic account of his commercial 
activity and political life. Right from the start, he got into the wine trade, working for a firm of wine 
exporters, of which he eventually became the manager.  This was one reason why all his life he was 
determined to get a proper harbour and docks built in Table Bay. This little indentation in the 
African coastline was always exposed to the violent northwesterly gales that swept in during the 
winter months. Countless sailing ships dragged their anchors and were wrecked on the Woodstock 
beach.  A dramatic story is told how, on one occasion, John Charles Molteno stood there  in the 
1830s watching just such a tragedy unfold, and how he in desperation got some fishermen to go out 
with him to the ship and save some of the drowning men.   It is extraordinary that it took two 
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centuries of colonial occupation of the Cape before any kind of shelter for ships, let alone a proper 
harbour, was built.  This omission shows how negligible investment from Europe in its colonies 
could be unless mineral riches or some other powerful economic magnet beckoned. It took years of 
advocacy by Hercules Jarvis and others before the British administration at the Cape even began 
building a breakwater in 1860.  
 
Sadly, the new breakwater could not protect the Cape’s wine export trade from the vagaries of 
British excise policy on imported wines. And when Hercules went bankrupt in 1864 (he was 61 
years old at the time), the family had to leave its home in Somerset Road, and eventually settled into 
much more modest accommodation in a cottage (Beaufort Villa) in Kenilworth a few miles south of 
Cape Town city centre. Hercules withdrew from his political involvement in both the Board of 
Commissioners and the Legislative Council to which he had been elected when it was first turned 
into a democratic legislature in 1854. Indeed, although he lived 25 years more and was looked after 
by his unmarried daughter, Emmie, he never regained his commercial confidence, prosperity or the 
political pre-eminence that he had had around 1860.  
 
By the time he died in 1889 at the ripe old age of 86 (and three years after his son-in-law, John 
Charles Molteno), he was a largely forgotten figure. But he had played a leading role in two seminal 
political struggles with the British government, the outcome of which fundamentally shaped the 
history of the Cape Colony for the rest of the 19th century.   
 
 
The Anti-Convict Association 
 
The first issue arose in 1841 when the British government proposed sending soldiers serving with 
the Army in India, who had been convicted of serious offences, to the Cape to serve their prison 
sentences there. This attempt to turn the Cape into a penal settlement was seen off as a result of 
widespread public protest.  But a few years later in 1848, the home government again raised the 
issue. This time it wanted to send people who had been sentenced to terms of imprisonment as a 
result of their involvement in political disturbances in Ireland, Scotland and England. Presumably 
these political offenders comprised an early generation of Irish nationalists and, in England and 
Scotland, Chartists who were demanding a radical democratic makeover of the British 
parliamentary system. Dr. Immelman tells the dramatic story of how Hercules Jarvis, who was Chair 
of the Cape Town Board of Commissioners, and others, formed the Anti-Convict Association. This 
fought a relentless campaign, involving widespread public mobilisation (petitions, a mass meeting 
on the Parade, and boycott threats). Eventually in early 1851, as the first convict ship, Neptune,  still 
lay at anchor in Simon’s Bay, where it had been since the preceding September,  the British 
government capitulated and ordered the vessel to sail on to New South Wales.  
 
 
The Demand for Self-Government at the Cape 
 
The second political struggle Hercules involved himself in was the Cape colonists’ struggle for self-
government in the 1840s and early 1850s.  There are a number of interesting dimensions to this. 
From today’s perspective, it can appear that the British Government was always more than happy 
simply to accede to local colonial subjects’ demands for self-government. But things were never 
that simple. It is clear from Hercules’ own prominent part in the demand for representative 
government at the Cape that it took several years of argument, petitions, pressure,  and playing off 
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the alleged commitment of Queen Victoria to democratic rights for her ‘loyal colonial subjects’ 
against successive British ministries wanting to backtrack on earlier commitments.   
 
But even when the concession was made that the Cape legislature be elected, executive power, 
largely unaccountable to the Legislative Council, remained in the Governor’s hands.  And the 
Imperial Government was often tempted not to respect local political opinion. It retained the right 
to post its own imperial troops in the Cape Colony. It insisted on these troops playing the lead role 
in fighting the succession of wars on the Eastern Frontier against the Xhosa-speaking tribes that 
were slowly expanding westwards along the coast. It did not allow the Cape Government to 
determine its relations with the new Boer republics. And 20 years later, after conceding executive 
power to the colonists in 1872 – so-called responsible government – the British Government 
remained prepared to manipulate Cape politics in order to gets its own way. So, when a few years 
later John Charles Molteno, who had been elected by the new Parliament as the first Prime Minister, 
refused to go along with the plans of the Secretary of State for the Colonies, Lord Carnarvon, to set 
up a Confederation of South Africa, the British Government got the Governor to dismiss him as 
Premier. Carnarvon’s scheme would have incorporated, if need be forcibly, the Boer republics into a 
single South African colony whose foreign and defence policies would have been under the 
exclusive control of London. John Charles rejected the scheme because it involved not simply 
denying the republics their independence but also undermining the democratic autonomy of the 
Cape Government.  This violation of the spirit of responsible government paved the way for Britain 
going to war with the Boer republics on two separate occasions, in 1880-81 and 1899-1902, over 
the heads of the Cape Government.   

 
 

‘The Coloured Portion of Your Majesty’s Subjects’ and ‘The Privileges of Free Representation’ 
 
There was another important dimension of the struggle for self-government in the Cape which this 
biography mentions.  The British Government opposed the breadth of franchise which the local 
Cape political leaders, led in large part by Hercules Jarvis, regarded as both just and fundamental to 
good governance at the Cape. They rejected the British Government’s desire for restrictive voting 
qualifications which would exclude the Coloured population. They baldly stated this was 
unacceptable. Of course, the British Government in the 1832 Reform Act had only conceded for its 
own people a very narrow extension of the franchise. This had been its tardy response to the 
democratic promise of the French Revolution and the radical shift of economic and financial power 
away from the landed aristocracy to the new industrial and trading bourgeoisie. But the 1832 Act 
gave the franchise to a much narrower stratum of the British people than Hercules and his 
colleagues were demanding for the population of the Cape. Both took for granted the idea that the 
right to vote was not universal for all adults. They excluded all women. And they insisted that only 
people with a certain level of education and/or ownership of property should qualify for the vote. 
What is fascinating, however, is that the leaders of the Cape political community got the Imperial 
Government to concede a much wider franchise than that same government had been prepared to 
concede at home. The Board of Commissioners petition, signed by Hercules Jarvis on 12 March 
1852, explicitly objects to the exclusion of ‘the Coloured portion of Your Majesty’s subjects’ from 
‘the privileges of free representation’.  For Hercules to espouse this position is all the more 
remarkable, given the fact that, for the first 20 years of his life at the Cape, slavery had still been 
lawful and most employees of colour were in fact slaves.  
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Admiral Sir John Jervis, Earl of St Vincent 

Was Hercules Jarvis Related to the Earl of St Vincent?  
 
Percy Molteno was determined to establish that his grandfather’s family was related to the famous 
Sir John Jarvis who, along with Lord Nelson, became one of the most famous British admirals during 
the Napoleonic Wars. As late as the year before his death (in 1937), Percy was in yet another round 
of correspondence with a relative of the famous admiral (not a direct descendant since Lord St 

Vincent actually had no children) in order 
to try and establish this connection. Dr. 
Immelman takes it as read that there was 
such a link, and so opens his account of 
Jarvis’s life with an outline of Admiral 
Jarvis’s career and the evidence of his 
family’s ancient antecedents. It is clear, 
too, that Hercules himself believed he was 
related and he used a winged pegasus on 
his seal which paralleled part of Lord St 
Vincent’s coat of arms. But there is a 
detailed letter from Col. Swymfen Jarvis to 
Percy, dated 15 October 1936, which 
makes it abundantly clear that it is in the 
highest degree unlikely that any 
genealogical link actually existed between 
Hercules’ family and that of Lord St 
Vincent (Col. Jarvis goes back 
painstakingly through each generation, 
showing how it is not possible for any of 
them to be related to Hercules’s father).  
 
It may well be that this particular letter 
was not available to Dr. Immelman in 
writing his account. What I find 
remarkable is how often, in these 
ostensibly democratic days, individuals 
pursuing genealogical research are 

anxious, not to say determined, to trace their family back to some famous ancestor from a previous 
age. Since, almost by definition, a famous person in a pre-modern European age was an aristocrat, 
these determined researchers are looking for some such antecedent. Percy Molteno, despite his 
lifelong support for the Liberal Party and (probable) rejection of elevation to the peerage during the 
famous struggle between Liberals and Tories over Lloyd-George’s People’s Budget of 1909, was 
very interested in his family’s possibly aristocratic origins. This applied to both the Jarvis and 
Molteno sides. He even went to the trouble of creating a coat of arms based on that of medieval 
Moltenos in Italy nearly 1,000 years ago. But in the case of Hercules Jarvis, I suggest we can stand 
on the merits of his own life, and not on some possible relationship to an earlier, unrelated Earl! 
 
 
A Technical Note concerning subheadings and endnotes 
 
First, bear in mind that, while the chapter titles are largely Dr. Immelman’s, the subheadings within 
each chapter have been inserted by me as Editor. Secondly, the Endnotes largely comprise sources 
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and were compiled by Dr. Immelman, but those containing more substantive information have been 
drafted by me and are presented below in bold type. 
 
Robert Molteno 
November 2012 
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How these Biographical Sketches came to be written 
 

A Tribute to their author, Dr R. F. M. Immelman 
 
The late Dr R. F. M. Immelman was the well-regarded Chief Librarian of the University of Cape 
Town  (UCT) Library in the 1950s and ‘60s. He was also something of a scholar and wrote, compiled 
or edited a number of books relating to the history of South Africa. They included his George McCall 
Theal: A Biographical Sketch (Cape Town: Struik, 1964), Theal being an early historian of South 
Africa.  
 
Dr Immelman also very nearly wrote a history of the Molteno and its related families! What actually 
exists are three pieces that are reproduced on this website. They are The Molteno Family: Italian 
Origins and English Roots (collected by P. A. Molteno and compiled by R.F.M. Immelman); Sir John C. 
Molteno, 1814-1886: A Biographical Sketch; and Hercules Crosse Jarvis, 1803-1889: A Biography 
(from material collected by P. A. Molteno). Sadly, none these pieces nor his other work on the 
history of the family ever saw the light of day. The drafts and all the work that went into them 
remain buried in six box files in Collection BC601 in the UCT Archives.  
 
What happened, very briefly – and the details are now largely lost to sight – was this. Many 
members of the family were prolific letter, diary and reminiscence writers in the 19th century and 
early decades of the 20th. One of our relatives in particular, Percy Molteno M.P., who was Sir John 
Charles Molteno’s second son, went much further. He commissioned an Italian archivist in the 
1890s to dredge up from the Biblioteca Ambrosiana in Milan what he could find about the earliest 
origins and history of the Molteno family going back to medieval times.  Percy also wrote a lengthy, 
two-volume work on his father’s political life at the Cape, The Life and Times of Sir J. C. Molteno 
K.C.M.G., First Premier of Cape Colony. This was published in two volumes in 1900.  
 
But the main work of collecting and looking after the wealth of written and visual material in the 
family was done by Sir John’s granddaughter, Kathleen Murray. She had become a successful fruit 
farmer in Elgin during the first half of the 20th century. Over the years she assiduously collected 
everything relating to the family she could lay her hands on. And when she died in 1984 at the age 
of 92, she donated the entire collection to the UCT Library where it now rests, carefully sorted and 
preserved, across several shelves of box files. At the same time, she left the Library a sum of R4,000 
which was intended ‘to prepare and publish her history of the Murray/Molteno family’. The 
University refused the bequest on the grounds of its being wholly insufficient for the scale of the 
task requested.  
 
Cousin Kathleen, as I knew her (she was my father’s first cousin), wanted very much for the history 
of the family to be properly written up, as this abortive bequest shows. In fact, some 30 years before 
her death, she had in the 1950s made a more serious attempt to get the job done. She had 
approached Dr Immelman and asked him to do it, using her huge personal archive. The project, as 
sketched by Dr Immelman, was extremely ambitious. There were to be three volumes:  
 

1. Caroline Molteno’s Journals (1868-76) and Reminiscences. Caroline was Sir John’s second 
eldest daughter and Kathleen Murray’s mother, and a significant figure in her own right; 

2. A Biography of Hercules Jarvis. He had lived in Cape Town almost from when the Cape first 
became a British colony in the early 1800s. He became first Mayor of Cape Town. And he 
was Sir John Molteno’s political colleague and father-in-law – and hence the ancestor of the 
whole South African branch of our family. 
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3. A composite volume comprising a history of the Molteno family; a life of Sir John Charles 
Molteno; a short account of George Bower’s family; a selection of annotated family letters; 
and the family trees of the Molteno, Murray, Bower, Bristow and Anderson families. 

 
Dr Immelman did a huge amount of work. He sifted through and selected the most relevant of the 
materials Kathleen had gathered. He got Caroline Molteno’s entire journal typed up (some 200 
pages), as well as quite a number of family letters. He developed a card index system (comprising 
several hundred cards) referring to each person in the family, and even significant places and 
topics. This systematised all the information he had garnered from Caroline’s Journal. And he began 
to draft some of the text for Volumes 2 and 3, as well as a Foreword to Volume 3, dated August 
1958.  
 
But something went wrong. The conception of the volumes does not seem to have been well 
thought through. The work looked set to omit much of importance. To give just three examples, it 
did not intend to tell the story of the political role played by Sir James Molteno (one of John Charles 
Molteno’s sons) in the run up to, and during, the Boer War (James later became Speaker of the Cape 
Parliament and, after 1910 of the first Union of South Africa Parliament). The project also 
overlooked the extraordinary life, political and personal, of John Molteno’s eldest daughter, Betty 
Molteno. Nor, apparently, did it intend to cover the career of Percy Molteno who settled in England 
and Scotland following his marriage to Bessie Currie and became a Director of the Union-Castle 
Company and a Liberal Member of the British Parliament (1906-22). Nor, it seems, did the three 
projected volumes intend to give a picture of the many farmers in the family who pioneered 
progressive farming in the Western Cape, the Karoo and East Griqualand.  
 
There seems also to have been considerable ambiguity as to who precisely would be the author(s) 
of the work. At one stage it was provisionally entitled ‘Chronicles of the Molteno Family, edited by 
Kathleen Murray and R.F.M. Immelman’. Clearly, however, Dr Immelman was doing all the hard 
graft. Yet in 1966 (in a letter dated 14 February) Kathleen writes: ‘I have written a short, more 
personal life of Sir John Molteno to go with the family history I am writing.’ There is no trace of 
either of these texts by Kathleen in the UCT Archives.  
 
What is certain is that she and Dr Immelman eventually fell out. One member of the Library staff 
vividly recalls an occasion when Kathleen spoke quite rudely to him in front of his colleagues.  The 
long and the short of it is that no book was ever fully drafted, let alone saw the light of day. 
 
We must, however, be very grateful to the Dr Immelman for the work he put into the project. In 
particular, for his accounts of the lives of our two ancestors, Hercules Jarvis and John Charles 
Molteno. They are short, exist only in draft, and are merely parts of the much more ambitious work 
that was contemplated. What is more, they could not be described as significant works of biography 
– after all, he only had a limited number of personal letters available to him and no time to examine 
the official archives. But his accounts do give us a real sense of the lives and characters of both 
Hercules Jarvis and John Molteno. 
 
 
Robert Molteno 
May 2013 
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Chapter 1: Early Years and Background 
 

Origins of the Jarvis family 
 
Hercules Crosse Jarvis, born in 1803, was the second son of John Jarvis, Captain and Paymaster of the 
Royal Montgomeryshire Militia. He was one of the Jarvis family of Staffordshire, descended from Robert 
Jervays (or Jervys) de Chatculme who was living there in the 18th year of the reign of Edward III.1 They 
were a family of country gentlemen settled in the parish of Eccleshall, Staffordshire, since that time. This 
place, Chatculme, remained in the family until the beginning of the 20th century. It became Chatcull Hall 
and was last owned by Miss Jarvis who married General Bingham Alexander Turner, and, after his death, 
she married Mr.  Gooch. In the year 1900 it was sold and passed out of the Jarvis family after 800 years. 
 
The most distinguished member of this family was Sir John Jarvis, the great naval commander, who was 
in charge of the Mediterranean during the Napoleonic wars and won the Battle of Cape St Vincent in 
1797, from which he took the title of Earl St Vincent. 
 
 

Hercules Jarvis’s parents 
 
John Jarvis, father of H.C. Jarvis, spent his life in the Army. He was gazetted a Cornet in 1795 of the Loyal 
Essex Regiment of Fencible Cavalry,2 known also as the Essex light dragoons. He remained with this 
regiment until 1803 when the Royal Montgomeryshire Militia were embodied for active service and he 
was appointed an officer on 9 May 1803 and a lieutenant on 20 January 1805. The regiment was sent to 
Maker Heights, Plymouth, where it helped to garrison the fort there until 1808, owing to the threat of 
Napoleon to invade England when he gathered 4,000 vessels of different classes at Boulogne. The 
regiment marched along the coast and in June 1808 was at New Shoreham near Brighton. There he 

[John Jarvis]was taken ill and died and was buried on 19 June 1808 where his tombstone is to be seen 
in the churchyard. H. C. Jarvis wrote to Percy Alport Molteno as follows: "my earliest recollection was 
the death of my father at Shoreham and seeing the funeral going down to the Church, and what 
impressed itself strongly on my mind was the sight of his grey Arab charger following the procession." 
 
As regards his mother's people, "she was either a Pike or Pyke of Exeter," Hercules stated, "She had a 
brother and two sisters, the brother when young went abroad and had not been heard of again. Before I 
left, the one sister married a Captain Meehan of one of the West India regiments who died young. She 
also left at her death two sons, one [who became] a Colonel in the Army who lately died at 
Southampton; the other, Robert, came here and died at Worcester.” 
 
"The next I can remember," wrote Hercules, "was . . .  our journey to Exeter to my mother's parents. 
There they lived in the street leading up to the castle, and I remember going with the nurse to the castle 
gate and I would not go in, being afraid of the sentry; also, that my grandfather was very ill. There we 
must have stayed sometime until we commenced our journey to Wales. I remember it was a long one."  
They settled at Welshpool, Montgomeryshire. 
 
When Captain John Jarvis died, he left his widow with a young family to be provided for. There were 
four sons and two daughters. The Jarvises had never been a wealthy family and no doubt Mrs Jarvis had 
to seek some openings for them as soon as they had reached an age when they could begin a career of 
their own. 
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A relation of Admiral Sir John Jarvis, Earl St Vincent 
 
John Jarvis was related to Earl St Vincent. He bore the family name of John Jarvis, the name which the 
elder son always had in that family. A coat of arms with crest, a Pegasus, was handed down in the 
family. There was a quartering of shield with three leopard faces. The principal shield was the Jarvis 
shield of three martlets. Hercules Jarvis always used the seal with the crest of the Pegasus. 
 
 

His brothers and sisters 
 
The eldest son, John Henry, born in 1799, was educated at Westbury School in Shropshire "in classics 
and mathematics" as the entry for him in the admission register of the Military Academy at Addiscombe 
House3 puts it. He was introduced by Lord St Vincent to Lord Castlereagh who secured for him a 
cadetship from Mr.  John Huddleston, a Director of the East India Company, and was sent to the new 
Military Academy at Addiscombe House, where officers were trained for the Indian Army. After passing 
through Addiscombe, he was appointed to the Bengal Artillery and sent to Dum Dum where he served 
some time. He was attached to the 7th Battalion of Artillery. He received two years furlough on sick 
leave in 1832 to proceed to the Cape. His leave commenced on 16 April but he died on board the Leda 
on 19 August 1832 during the passage from Mauritius to the Cape, where he had intended staying with 
his brother, Mr.  H. C. Jarvis. The papers connected with his entry into [the Indian Army], and military 
service, are preserved at the India Office. 
 
Hercules’ other two brothers, Vincent Robert and Cuthbert Thomas, both died young at Welshpool.  
"My eldest sister, Sophia St Ives Mary, married a Mr.  Duus (a Dane), consul for Denmark in Hong Kong.  
He died there . . .  They had two sons, John Henry and Edward. The last I heard of them they were in 
Japan." This is the end of the account by Hercules of his family. The arrival of his sister, Mrs Sophia Duus, 
at the Cape from China, accompanied by her unmarried sister, Georgiana Charlotte Jarvis, is referred to 
in both Caroline Molteno's Reminiscences and Journal, as well as subsequent visits by the two sons. This 
account is further amplified by Emmie Jarvis, youngest daughter of Hercules, in a letter on 27 June 1894 
to her nephew, Percy Molteno: 
 

“His eldest sister, Aunt Sophia, married a Mr.  Duus, a Danish gentleman. He was in the British 
Navy and finally settled at Hong Kong as a merchant, where he acted as consul for many years 
and was well known and much respected. After his death Aunt Sophia and Miss Jarvis (Aunt 
Georgiana, or, as we called her, Aunt Georgina), came to the Cape (1853) and the former only 
lived for about nine months, when she died at our home in Somerset Road. She had two sons 
who were sent to Copenhagen for their education. They returned to Hong Kong via the Cape 
and spent six months with our family. During that time your mother was married and they acted 
as best men.4 We have lost sight of Edward, the younger, who had been in Shanghai in business. 
John was in Japan (Hakodate) also in business and was Danish Consul, I think. We have not 
heard from him for some time. He was in ill health and paid a second visit of six months in 1859. 
He was much more foreign in manner, but the most affectionate disposition and much attached 
to our family, and we cannot account for his long silence and think he must have died. As far as 
we know, neither of them was married. 
 
“Miss Jarvis (Aunt Georgina) made her home with us and you will recollect what an intelligent, 
well read person she was. Also, having been about so much, she was full of information. She 
went with us to England and when I went later with Aunt Sophy and Uncle [Alport]5 (after 
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having arranged to remain in England when we returned the first time), she returned to the 
Cape with us, but only lived two years after that, and died at our home at Wynberg. My father 
had a cousin, a Colonel Meehan. He was stationed at Southsea and came to see us in London 
and also when we returned to the Cape, he came on board with his only daughter, Julia, to bid 
us goodbye. She was married to Captain Fawkes, an officer in the 26th Cameroonians. Col 
Meehan corresponded with Papa after our return, and he has since died. Julia was described by 
the relations who met her as being most charming, pretty and vivacious.” 

 
The diary of Hercules for 10 April 1871 narrated this incident as follows: 
 

“At 6.30 a.m. took leave of dear Georgiana and with our traps went in a cab to the Waterloo 
station; started at 8.5 for Southampton . . . and arrived there at 10.30. Met Col. Meehan and 
Capt. and Mrs Foulkes, who went on board the Northam, cab hire with luggage and tiffen with 
them on board and parted from them at 2 pm. Started at 2.30.” 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



14 
 

The Governor’s Residence in Cape Town, 1832 

Chapter 2: Hercules Goes to the Cape 
 

1816 – Hercules goes to the Cape, aged only twelve 
 
“As regards myself", related Hercules, "I left home (Welshpool) in the year 1816 under the care of Dr. 
Assistant Commander Brown. Before I left (whilst in London) Colonel Graham of the banking firm Marsh 
and company had something to do with the arrangements, as also with my brother's outfit to India, the 
cadetship, as also with my brother’s subsequent promotion there." 
 
Emmie Jarvis added that: "he was called after Colonel Crosse, and, I suppose, his godfather." 
 
Hercules was a delicate boy, it seems clear that it was on account of his health that his mother allowed 
him to leave home at the early age of 12 years and why she entrusted him to the care of a medical man 
(naval) and a friend of the family, who was going to a warmer climate and who undertook to take charge 
of him. Commander Brown was on the staff of Lord Charles Somerset, who was the Governor,6 and 
Caroline Molteno recalls her grandfather's account of how, during his first sojourn there, he 
accompanied them on a visit to Port Elizabeth before any town had been established in that place. They 
went ashore and shot some buck, and he went on to say how the first boat, into which he was getting, 
but was pulled back by Lord Charles Somerset, was swamped and everyone drowned. He returned to 
the ship in the governor's boat. Hercules is thought to have spent two years here, went home to 
complete his education and enter the Army for which he had received a commission, but a longing to 
return to the Cape prevailed and he came back to settle here finally at the age of about 16 years (that is 
about 1820 or 1821). 
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Cape Town with a glimpse of Table Bay, early 19th century 

From 1821 – In the employ of Hudson, Donaldson & Dixon 
 
Hercules mentions in a letter to his grandson, Percy Molteno, that he was introduced to the firm of 
Hudson, Donaldson and Dixon by the late Colonial Secretary, Mr.  Henry Alexander; unfortunately we 
don't know through whom he obtained an introduction to Henry Alexander (who was a relation of the 
Earl of Caledon, a previous Governor of the Cape, 1807-1811). It may possibly have been through Earl St 
Vincent (who died in 1823, and was therefore still alive at that time). His daughter tells us that he had 

letters to others, amongst them, Mr. McDonald, head of the old firm Eaton Bush and Company. In any 
case it seems clear that he entered the employment of Hudson, Donaldson and Dixon, leading English 
merchants, at the very early age of 16. Their business then was the exportation of Cape wines which had 
a considerable vogue during the Napoleonic wars, just as the Madeira wines then came into favour 
because the embargo levied upon all goods coming from the Continent prevented all continental wines 
from reaching England. Madeira and the Canaries had from the very earliest times supplied wines to 
England; the famous sack and malmsey wine were said to come from the Canaries. 
 
The export of wine continued to be the main export of the country until the heavy duties put on wines 
of considerable alcoholic strength differentiated so severely against the wines of the Cape, which were 
strong as compared with the lighter wines of France and the continent, that the export ceased almost 
entirely. 
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Mr.  Rhodes,7 in answer to a question in the Cape Parliament in 1894 [ie. a generation later.  Robert 
Molteno] in a reference to the Ottawa Conference, "...  referred to the fact that, prior to 1869 the 
imports of Cape wines into the United Kingdom were 12,000,000 gallons per annum, whereas now the 
amount so imported did not exceed 10,000 gallons per annum, the reduction being due to the treaties 
made by Great Britain with other countries. " 
 
To go back to Hercules’ early days at the Cape, his daughter writes of the kind of life led there, that he 
would often be invited out to some of the large Constantia estates to spend his Sundays, which she 
remarked did not seem to be much observed: 
 

“Their families lived in considerable affluence, they had so many slaves that they were able to 
select and train suitable ones for their private bands, which performed in their grounds for the 
gay parties frequently held. He said he often felt very lonely, and being so young, would go and 
spend some of his Sunday afternoon on the Lion’s Rump8 and sit there by himself and have a 
good cry. When he was about 19, he paid a visit to England, I understood sent by his firm.” 

 
His grandson [Percy Molteno] writes: 
 

“I remember his telling us that during this visit he stayed with an uncle who was a clergyman 
somewhere in the Mendip Hills. This gentleman was fond of coursing and went about with his 
dogs – even when going to church on Sundays he would take them with him. One day on the 
way to church, they put up a hare. The rector said he could not possibly leave his valuable dogs 
in full pursuit of the hare, so there was no service in church that day.” 

 
Hercules was of a very energetic disposition and soon made his mark and was invited to become a 
partner in the business. He himself very modestly sums up his further career with the firm of Donaldson 
and Dixon by stating: "I subsequently became the manager of that extensive wine business for many 
years." 
 
His attention was early devoted to shipping because many ships were consigned to the firm of 
Donaldson Dixon and company. At that time there was no shelter in Table Bay from the North West  
gales which, from time to time, caused terrible havoc and destruction to shipping, and he told me that 
the very first step taken when a ship arrived consigned to the firm, was to send out at once an immense 
hawser and anchor so that the ship might have a secure hold and ride out any gale which might come. 
By this means he never lost a ship. He realised the immense importance of obtaining shelter for ships 
and was a strong advocate for the building of a breakwater. 
 
 

His marriage 
 
Through his connection with a firm of wine merchants, Hercules soon came to know other men similarly 
engaged in the wine export trade. Amongst them was the family of Hendrik Daniel Vos in Strand Street, 
whose home and mode of life is vividly described by Caroline Molteno in the early part of her 
reminiscences. He also formed a lifelong friendship with Mr.  and Mrs Dirk de Jongh, the latter being a 
daughter of another Vos brother. In the end, Hercules formed an attachment for Elizabeth Maria,9 a 
daughter of H. D. Vos. Hercules, relates Emmie, "married on the 18 December 1825. As he was born in 
1803 (or 1804), he must been very young. Mama was only 16." 
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Elizabeth Magdalena Christina 
Vos, wife of Hercules Jarvis 

(not absolutely certain this is a 
photograph of her) 

Their marriage took place in the Groote Kerk, 
Adderley Street, Cape Town, in the old church 
as it was before rebuilding took place in the 
late 1830s. 
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Chapter 3: His Early Participation in Commercial and Public Life 
 
While still comparatively young, Hercules Jarvis was already a successful and prominent businessman in 
Cape Town.  About 1830 he became a member of the Commercial Exchange, the merchants’ 
organisation of the day and forerunner of the Cape Town Chamber of Commerce. The Exchange building 
had been erected in 1822 in the Heerengracht (where the OK  Bazaar’s large block is today). He doesn't 
seem to have taken a leading part in the Exchange and was never a member of its executive, but this 
may have been largely on account of the domination of that body by the forceful John Bardwell Ebden 
and the prominent Hamilton Ross, both older men. On 30 April 1834 he did propose a motion that five 
of the shareholders of the building should be elected to serve on the Exchange’s committee, previously 
consisting only of representatives of its members. Again, at the annual general meetings of the 
Exchange, however, on 30 April 1835 and again on 22 May 1841, Hercules was appointed (on both 
occasions with a man called Sherman) as a scrutineer of votes for the election of the committee. 
 
On 30 October 1832 he applied for permission to hire the Exchange’s supper room for the purpose of 
holding a public sale of a picture. Permission was however refused to hold the sale there. What a pity 
that we have no clue as to the nature of the picture, presumably a painting, nor as to the identity of the 
painter.10 
 
When postage stamps were introduced, Hercules took a prominent part on 4th January 1845 at a 
general meeting in the discussion of the draft ordinance for regulating the duties on stamps. During 
1846-48 he was a member of a committee for the "relief of destitute sufferers from the Kaffir War"11 
and along with H. E. Rutherfoord12 acted as liaison official to keep in touch with the similar 
Grahamstown committee, which would be in touch with people on the frontier who had lost all their 
possessions in the war.13 
 
For some years past the commercial community of Cape Town had been finding the Commercial 
Exchange inadequate as an organisation to represent their interests. A “new Mercantile Association” 
was accordingly established on 12 July 1841 to take its place and a committee was elected. In case any 
of the members could not serve on it, a reserve list of three committee members was further elected, 
which consisted of Hercules C. Jarvis, J.B. Ebden and T. Dunell. 14 This new organisation, however, 
proved abortive, to be followed 10 years later by another attempt to form a more representative body, 
which was called the South African Chamber of Commerce and had its office at 14 Strand Street, facing 
St Georges Street. O.J.  Truter became its chairman and men like A de Pass, J. Mosenthal and H.C. Jarvis 
were elected to its committee, with R. H. Arderne as treasurer.15 
 
When as a result of the American Civil War the supply of cotton was cut off and great distress in the 
English cotton-manufacturing industry followed, a relief of Lancashire distress fund was set up in Cape 
Town to the committee of which HC Jarvis was appointed on 5 November 1862, as well as Saul Solomon, 
Dr. Abraham Faure, J.B.  Ebden and R. Southey.16 
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Chapter 4: His Worship the Mayor of Cape Town, 1840-60 
 
Hercules Jarvis, as time went on, played a more and more prominent part in public life. Provision had 
been made by ordinance in 1836 for the establishment of municipalities, which Cape Town took 
advantage of in 1839 to set up its own municipality (a successor to the earlier Burgher Senate) and the 
administration of the city was entrusted to a Board of Commissioners,17 as the City Council was then 
called. According to the Cape Town municipal records, he was elected a member of the Board on 14 
May 1845. But this is incorrect. His name is included among the first commissioners appointed on 2 
October 1840,18 which included Hamilton Ross and Christoffel  J.  Brand (late Speaker)19 and of which 
Michael van Breda was chairman. 
 
On 3 May 1848 he in turn was elected Chairman of the Board and held that office until 7 April 1860, 
when he resigned: that is he held the post then equivalent to that today of Mayor of Cape Town. We can 
therefore picture him during these years driving in from Somerset House along Somerset Road, via 
Strand Street, up Burg Street to Greenmarket Square and driving up in his phaeton or carriage, drawn by 
two well-groomed horses, to the steps of the old Town House.20 In this building were housed the 
Municipal Offices and upstairs was the Council Room where the Board of Commissioners met. 
 
When Hercules retired in 1860, the following address was presented to him by the unanimous 
resolution of the Board at its meeting on 11 April 1860 on the motion of Commissioner De Korte, 
seconded by Commissioner Louw: 
 

“That in the opinion of this Board, the retirement of the Honourable H.C. Jarvis Esq. as member 
thereof will be sincerely regretted by every well wisher of this Municipality. 
 
“That this Board feel called upon to place upon record their due appreciation of the many 
eminent services rendered by that Gentleman to this city during the time of his 
Commissionership, extending over a period of nearly 20 years, by inaugurating and maturing 
measures calculated to promote the public good, which services entitled him to the lasting 
gratitude of those who have reaped and still reap the benefits resulting therefrom. 
 
“That the foregoing resolution be engrossed upon parchment and presented to the Honourable 
Mr.  Jarvis by a deputation, consisting of the Chairman and Vice-Chairman of the Board.” 21 

 
Because his reply helps us to know Hercules better, part of it is quoted here: 
 

“Mr.  Chairman, Mr.  Vice-Chairman and Gentlemen:  
 
“I receive with much gratification the very handsome mark of your approval of the trifling 
services I have performed for my fellow citizens whilst a member of your Board. When this 
resolution was adopted in my presence, I was so taken by surprise and so deeply moved that at 
the moment I could not find appropriate language to express my feelings. Twenty years is a long 
portion of a man's life, and during that time I have had the honour of representing the 
inhabitants of this district. Had they been dissatisfied at the manner of my so doing, they would 
not have continued repeatedly to have re-elected me. It was at my own earnest request that I 
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have now been released, feeling as I do, that I can be of more service to my fellow citizens 
unfettered by any restrictions, whilst the important subject of your proposed new constitution is 
before the legislature. I need not repeat to you what a lively interest I take in all matters 
affecting the interests of our community; and how anxious I am to see permanent 
improvements carried out; and I trust that the extended powers, asked for in the proposed draft 
Bill, will be conceded, and by which you will be enabled greatly to extend your usefulness  . . . .” 

 
While Hercules was a Commissioner, the Board held its meetings "for the transaction of the 
Municipality’s business every Wednesday at the Town Hall, with open doors, at 10 a.m." 22 A journalist 
and newspaper editor of those days, R.W. Murray (senior), who was a real stormy petrel and merciless 
critic of public men, has left a description of Jarvis's role in municipal affairs.23  It must be borne in mind 
that Murray was for many years in opposition to Sir John Molteno and that he knew him to be the son-
in-law of Hercules. His ill-natured jibes may therefore be discounted as not entirely disinterested, but 
yet his words are worth quoting: 
 

“Mr.  Hercules Jarvis was Chairman of the Commissioners for years . . .  Mr.  Jarvis for years and 
years had the Municipality completely under his thumb. His word was law at the Town House, 
and he was regarded as if he had inherited the chair and was the indisputable owner of it . . .  
When Mr.  Jarvis fought the Council24 election with Messrs Stein, Barry and others, he ruled the 
municipal roost and counted on his municipal influence to place him at the top of the poll, but 
he was disappointed. Municipal reform had become a city cry, and on the eve of the election, 
the Town House was covered from the dome to the basement with immense flaring placards in 
red, white and blue (Mr.  Stein's colours) with municipal reform in immense type printed on. 
This was the work of Mr.  Stein's agents, who made that reform and electioneering cry. This and 
the disappointment of not getting first place in the following return caused poor Mr.  Jarvis 
great vexation of spirit. I am not sure that he could have been fairly blamed for . . .  no merchant 
of any standing, nor capitalist, would have anything to do with municipal work.” 
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Chapter 5: A Man of Many Parts 
 
Parliament, 1854-1863 
 
When the Cape was granted representative government, it was natural that Cape Town's first citizen 
should be invited to put himself forward as a candidate. In 1854 Hercules headed the poll as a Member 
of Parliament for Cape Town, with Saul Solomon seconded by 61 votes.25 He had also nominated 
Advocate C.J. Brand as candidate, the man who became the Cape Parliament's first Speaker. Lieutenant- 
Governor C.H. Darling performed the opening ceremony of the first Parliament in the ballroom at 
Government House in Cape Town.26 Jarvis would, on that historic occasion on Saturday, 1 July 1854 at 12 
o'clock have taken his place, with his fellow members of the new House of Assembly, on the left of the 
throne. It must be borne in mind that Sir John Molteno was another of those members and Jarvis's son-
in-law of three years standing. 
 
The ceremony on that historic occasion was elaborate. The members of the Legislative Council, led by 
their president, Chief Justice Sir John Wylde, were on his arrival awaiting the Lieutenant-Governor. 
Thereupon, as reported in the Cape Hansard: 
 

“His Honour desired . . . the clerk of the Executive Council to proceed to the House of Assembly, 
and command the immediate attendance of the House. A few minutes after, the Members of 
the Assembly, preceded by the speaker, Mr.  Advocate Brand (senior)27 in his robes, were 
conducted . . .  into the room, and on the Speaker being introduced, took the place assigned 
them. The Lieutenant-Governor then received from the Colonial Secretary, who stood on his 
right (the Colonial Aide-de-Camp being on his left) the opening speech, and both Houses 
standing, His Honour in a clear and distinct voice read his speech.” 28 

 
On 5 July, Hercules, in characteristic vein, gave notice of his intention to ask the question: "whether it is 
the intention of the Government to introduce any measure to effect the resumption of steam 
communication between the colony and the mother country". On the same day he asked for a return of 
wharfage dues collected since 1834, and the amount spent on colonial ports. Again on the 7th he spoke 
about the need to improve the harbours and to render them safer.29  
 
Hercules remained an MLA for five years: 1854-1858. A description has already been quoted in the 
previous section relating to the next election in 1858 when he stood for the Legislative Council and was 
elected.30 He remained an MLC from 1859 to 1863.31 
 
 

The South African College, 1851-68 
 
John Fairbairn, during the first session of Parliament in 1854, proposed the appointment of a Select 
Committee "to enquire into the present state of the South African College . . .  with a view to the 
extension of its usefulness" and nominated Jarvis as one of five members for that committee. After 
debate, for various reasons, the motion was withdrawn. The interesting aspect of this matter is that 
Hercules had early in 1851 been appointed by the Government as a member of the Council of the only 
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Die Groote Kerk, Cape Town, today Die Groote Kerk, Cape Town, today 

seat of higher learning in the Colony then and that in 1852, along with P. A. Brand32 and D. G. de Jongh,33 
he had been a member of an investigating Finance Committee, which subsequently brought out a long 
report on the college's finances. In 1852 at the annual meeting of shareholders of the college, he was 
again elected to the Council, of which he remained a member from 1851 to 1868. His name, as a matter 
of fact, appears too among the original subscribers in 1829, who were the original founders of the 
college.34 He thus had supported the movement to improve the Colony's educational facilities and 
helped to guide its destinies in its difficult years. 
 
 

The South African Life Assurance Society, 1845-64 
 
The South African Life Assurance Society is another institution with which the name of Jarvis is 
associated. This signature appears among those on the "list of persons inviting the formation of a 
society" in April 1845. Other names linked with this record also appear on it – W.G.  Anderson and E. J. 
Jerram as well as T. W. Bowler. Among the first directors, the name of Jarvis is found, along with John 
Fairbairn and W.G. Anderson. Hercules remained a director of this insurance company from 1845 to 
1864.35 
 
 

The Cape of Good Hope Savings Bank 
 
He was a director of the Cape of Good Hope Savings Bank until shortly before his death.36 
 
  

Die Groote Kerk 
 

As his wife had been a member of the 
Dutch Reformed Church and because 
there was no Church of England in 
Cape Town at the time of his 
marriage, he had joined his wife's 
church.  In the course of time he 
became a deacon and then an elder 
of the Groote Kerk; for example he 
was an elder in 1863.37 
 
He was also a director of the first 
Cape railway from 1859 to 1860. 
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Table Bay – the vulnerability of shipping in the 19th century before the breakwater 
was built 

 
 
 
Chapter 6: A Proper Harbour for Table Bay – the long quest 
 
If there was one subject in which Jarvis maintained a lifelong interest and to which he laboured in 
season and out, it was that of Table Bay Harbour. For nearly 70 years he was concerned with it in one 
way or another: many a fight he waged on its behalf, many letters to the press about its development 
appeared through the years over his name, and at all times he collected as much information on the 
subject as possible from experts in England, both by correspondence as well as during his visits there. 
His daughter, Emmie Jarvis, writing about his Somerset Road days, confirmed this:38 
 

“Grandpapa's great hobby was the Docks or, as we used to call it, the Breakwater. Everyday 
already frequently as children, we walked with Grandpapa down there and watched the work39  
. . .  Grandpapa was so full of the idea that he got Aunt Betty40 to make a drawing, as he thought 
it ought to be, and he had it framed and it is still hanging in the room he used to occupy.” 

 
Caroline Molteno in her Reminiscences has filled in the picture where she depicted him at Somerset 
House: "where, from his stoep, he could gaze over the sea that he loved and watch the shipping that so 
keenly interested him. There I picture him still with the familiar spyglass in his hand." As an exporter of 
wine, he was vitally concerned about the safety of the ships coming into the open roadstead to load his 
firm's cargoes of wine. We read of the regular measures he took to ensure their safety – by sending 
extra cables and anchors to them immediately on arrival. 
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Shipping in Table Bay once the breakwater was built in the 1860s 

 
 
 
A Breakwater essential 
 
In this way he had a very real stake in making Table Bay a safer port. Jarvis it was who, in the first 
session of Parliament (1854), proposed the motion (which was adopted) to place the building of a 
breakwater and harbour in the hands of the new Parliament.41 The result in due course was Sir John 
Coode’s plan for the new breakwater and harbour, which were inaugurated when Prince Alfred on 7 July 
1860 discharged the first load of Earth into Table Bay for building the breakwater. As a member of the 
Harbour Board Jarvis was present that day and again on 19 September 1860 when the Prince departed. 
In an outline of the history of Table Bay Harbour,42 H.C. Jarvis's name is included as one of the 
commissioners of various boards of control which over the years had been concerned in the 
management and control of the harbour. There it is stated that he had a period of service of 20 1/2 
years between 1854 and 1881, apparently with a break at some time of a few years. In 1860 he was 
appointed one of seven members of the newly reconstituted Harbour Board, which also included James 
Murison and Saul Solomon.43 
 
In the family's possession there is a copy of Sir John Coode’s report in 1877 on the Colony's harbours,44 
which bears the following inscription in the former's handwriting: “H.C.  Jarvis Esq, with Sir John Coode’s 
kind regards”. Coode’s name in fact occurs again and again in the letters of the diary of Hercules. He was 
clearly in close contact with him over many years. 
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Still no dry dock until 1871 
 
In his letter of 3 February 1862 to J.C . Molteno,  who was in England, he mentions that "we had a 
special meeting" (referring to the Harbour Board) about the building of a graving dock45 and that Coode, 
as consulting engineer, was to prepare the plans and supervise the construction. Then he adds the 
significant words "to expedite matters, I am writing to both Mr.  Coode and Colonel Clarke by this mail 
so that they may know what has been done and act accordingly." In a letter of 19 September 1871 he 
similarly informs Molteno that "the government communicate with Mr.  Coode by this mail about an 
engineer for the East London Harbour works". These instances are cited to show with what close 
attention Hercules over the years continued to follow each stage of the development of Table Bay 
Harbour. 
 
On a loose sheet inserted in his diary he has written a memorandum of expenses paid on account of 
Table Bay Harbour Commissioners between 1868 and March 1871. These concern not only postages, but 
also advertisements inserted on their behalf in many English newspapers. At this time he and Emmie 
were in England for about three years, as is borne out by her own account: 
 
"In 186846 we went to England and you will see by the many letters how much Papa tried to make it 
easier for things at the Cape, and what a deep interest he felt in her. He had quite adopted her as his 
‘Mother Country’. We were three years in England and then returned to the Cape." 47Clearly he 
undertook much work at their request, on behalf of the Harbour Board, while in England. Probably the 
break in his membership of the board occurred during the years 1864‒ 71 when he was ill and then 
went abroad. Emmie's account of his period of service reads as follows:  
 

“For so many years he was one of the Directors of the Harbour Board and only when it was 
decided that they should be paid for their services, then a tremendous effort was made by new 
people to come on the Board and his name amongst others fell out. I suppose they would say 
new blood was required, but to me it looked very like ‘self and pelf’.” 48 

 
One of the first things Hercules did on arrival in England was to seek out Coode. The entry in his journal 
for 13 July 1868 reads: "called on Mr.  Coode and had a long talk about Harbour improvements", and on 
the 24th he wrote an account to Sir John of his interviews with Coode. At the same time he 
recommended to the Cape Town Harbour engineer the use of "dynamite (a new invention), or blasting 
powder" while writing to all the other members of the Harbour Board about "what I had recommended 
with regard to future extension". Hercules made mention of writing to Sir George Grey, enclosing a plan 
of the Docks and "requested his support with the present Ministry". On another occasion he noted going 
to  Dover where he examined the pier and noted its method of construction. He sent plans and 
photographs of the Harbour works to various people and newspapers. At this time Prince Alfred, first 
Duke of Edinburgh, was performing the official opening of the date of the completed Docks and 
Hercules noted on 11 September that he had read in the London Times "notice on the Cape 
breakwater". Fortunately on 17 October he was able to note, clearly with great pleasure: "received a 
letter from Col. Clarke . . .  informing me that he had induced the Treasury to grant £30,000 for the Table 
Bay Graving Dock, on condition of its being made 400 feet long, 70 feet wide and 25 feet deep on the sill 
and would keep it secret." On 15 March 1870 one gets a glimpse of his eager participation step by step 
in the progress of the Docks: "Today is the opening of the Docks in Table Bay, did not omit to bring 
success to them, would have enjoyed being present." 
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Apparently Hercules was authorised to negotiate about funds for the dry dock, as he noted the receipt 
of a promise, through Sir Henry Barkly's efforts, of a £2900 a year grant from the Imperial government 
for 10 years and then wrote "replied to it to accept and thanking him" (5 August 1870). He took a great 
deal of trouble to get photographs of the opening of the Docks published in the Illustrated London News 
and called several times a week over many months about the matter, but the Franco-Prussian war was 
hotter news. The many people he called on and the number of interviews he had with them, besides the  
hundreds of letters to them and to the Harbour Board members and engineers at the Cape, all 
concerned with Harbour matters, are nothing less than staggering. 
 
Sufficient has, however, been cited to prove that the name of H.C.  Jarvis, if any, should be associated 
with the history of the Table Bay Docks, of which he was a Harbour Commissioner for 20 years and a 
devoted protagonist for well-nigh 70 years. 
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Chapter 7: The Cape of Good Hope to become a Penal Colony? 
 
Her Majesty’s Government makes the proposal, 1841 
 
In May 1841 a British minister proposed that the Cape should be made a convict station for Europeans – 
soldiers chiefly – condemned in India to long terms of imprisonment. They should serve their turn on 
Robben  Island,49 and be liberated in Cape Town at the expiry of their sentences. But the Governor, Sir 
George Napier, and the people represented so strongly the danger of introducing criminals into the 
Colony, on account of the Coloured population, and so many of the remonstrances and petitions were 
forwarded from the Cape, that the idea was abandoned. 
 
In March 1842 it was proposed that 50 convict boys should be sent to the Cape to be apprenticed. The 
Cape was then badly in need of labourers, owing to the emancipation of the slaves a few years 
previously. But in spite of the desperate need for labour, a great agitation again arose, and once more 
the scheme had to be abandoned. 
 
 

The idea revived, 1848 – Hercules Jarvis leads the popular opposition 
 
In November 1848 Sir Harry Smith, the then Governor, announced to the Legislative Council that it was 
the intention of the Secretary of State for Colonies to make the Cape a penal settlement. The difficulties 
of a want of labour had considerably abated, and hence the announcement called forth even more 
violent opposition from all sections of the community than previously. The Board of Commissioners 
immediately took the lead, in collaboration with the Commercial Exchange, in lodging a protest against 
the proposed action. Their memorial to the Governor read as follows: 
 

To His Excellency Lieutenant General Sir Henry G.W. Smith, Baronet, G.C.B., Governor  and 
Commander in Chief of the Colony, ‘Cape of Good Hope’ etc., etc., etc. 
 
The Memorial of the Commissioners and Wardmasters of the Cape Town Municipality 
 
Humbly showeth: 
 
That from the communication recently made by Your Excellency to the Legislative Council 
relative to certain political convicts, which it was intimated to Your Excellency, Her Majesty's 
Government contemplated transporting to this Colony, Your Memorialists are fearful that the 
measures shall have been badly carried into effect, before the remonstrances which have been 
made against them can have reached Her Majesty. 
 
That in the event thereof much of the dreaded evil which these remonstrances are intended to 
avert, will have been inflicted upon this Colony, without there being any remedy against it, 
unless Your Excellency would be pleased to grant to the inhabitants Your cooperation, by not 
sanctioning the introduction of these convicts, pending Her Majesty's decision. 
 
Your Memorialists therefore pray, that Your Excellency may be pleased, should any of these 
convicts arrive in this Colony, pending her Majesty's pleasure, as above, not to allow them to be 
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landed in any of the ports of this Colony, or its dependencies, but to order them, in the 
meantime, to be kept at Robben Island, as the only acknowledgement depot for criminals. 
 
And your Memorialists, as in duty bound, will ever pray. 
 
Town Hall, City of Cape Town 
 
20 November 1848 
 
(Signed) Hercules C. Jarvis, Chairman. 

 
Enclosed with their Memorial to the Governor, was a petition from the” Commissioners and 
Wardmasters of the Municipality of Cape Town” (that is, the City Council), for transmission to Queen 
Victoria, setting out at great length the reasons for their opposition to the proposed measure. This 
document50 was signed by Hercules C. Jarvis as Chairman of the Board. Because of its intrinsic interest 
and because Hercules undoubtedly played a leading part in its compilation, the petition is here given in 
full. 
 

To Her Most Gracious Majesty the Queen 
 
The petition of the Commissioners and Wardmasters of the Municipality of the City of Cape 
Town, Cape of Good Hope, in Common Council assembled: 
 
Humbly showeth, 
 
That your Petitioners have observed from a communication made by His Excellency the 
Governor, and also from a dispatch of the Right Honourable the Secretary of State for the 
Colonies, laid upon the table of the Legislative Council, by His Excellency the Governor of this 
Colony, that your Majesty's Government contemplated transporting to this Colony a number of 
persons convicted, during the recent disturbances in Ireland, Scotland and England, of political 
offences; and also desire to be informed as to the views of the inhabitants of this colony relative 
to a place of transmitting other convicts to this Colony, after having undergone a probationary 
term of their punishment, as a means of supplying the existing deficiency of labour; 
“That your Petitioners beg to express their thanks for the opportunity afforded them, according 
to their wishes as contained in the Memorial they had the honour to address to Your Majesty on 
a similar occasion of expressing their views upon so important a matter of domestic policy, 
affecting the interests and well-being of the community at large, and which Memorial was in the 
following terms: 
 
That the Colony of the Cape of Good Hope has never at any time, from its first settlement, 
received from Europe or elsewhere, any portion of its population out of prisons or penal 
establishments, but that, on the contrary, certain forms and provisions as evidences of good 
character and securities of good behaviour, were required of all strangers permitted to enter or 
reside in it; 
 
That the labouring population of the Cape consists chiefly of Emancipated slaves and their 
children, between thirty and forty thousand in number; of Natives of Southern Africa, 
Hottentots, Bushmen, Fingoes and others generally in low states of civilisation; and of Prize 
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Negroes and Liberated Africans, found in vessels unlawfully employed in the African Slave Trade, 
and captured by British cruisers; 
 
That amidst this assemblage of poor ignorant people, drawn suddenly and forcibly from all the 
barbarous and savage tribes of the African Continent and Islands, Memorialists have seen with 
much satisfaction the progress of knowledge and good conduct springing evidently from the 
influences of regular government, the impartial administration of justice, the example of the 
Christian churches, the labours of the Missionaries, our excellent Public and Charitable 
Institutions for the Education of all classes, without distinction of rank or colour, and from the 
efforts of individuals in their families, to instruct and enlighten their simpleminded domestics in 
moral and religious duty; 
 
That although these efforts have been for many years general, and these influences almost 
universal, yet Memorialists are persuaded that they would have been unavailing and that Cape 
Society, instead of the promising appearance it at present exhibits, would have sunk into a 
depth of vice and misery more appalling than recent investigations have unveiled in Colonies 
supplied with criminals as labourers from their foundation, had this heterogeneous and 
impressible mass of ignorance and simplicity been exposed to the teaching and example of 
depraved associates from the jails of corrupt cities in Europe; 
 
That Memorialists having maturely weighed this question, and having taken everything into 
consideration that could affect their judgment, are of opinion that dangerous and fatal to the 
morals, industry, civil obedience, and very existence of the native population of southern Africa 
as would be the introduction of adult convicts from Great Britain – yet would this destruction be 
as certain and more rapid by exposing them and their families to the corrupting association of 
Juvenile Delinquents from the same sources, this last class of criminals, though equally 
ingenious and not less hardened, exciting less suspicion and mingling more familiarly in the 
domestic circle, and joining naturally in closer intimacy with the members of the rising 
generation; 
 
That while thus endeavouring to protect the labouring classes of this community from so great 
an injury, Memorialists desire also to express to Your Majesty their regret that the Right 
Honourable the Secretary for the Colonies should have thus dealt with the most vital domestic 
and personal interests of the Colonists, without communicating his designs to the Executive 
Council of Government, or to the Legislative Council of the Cape of Good Hope, and in direct 
opposition to the official report and written opinion of his Excellency the Governor; 
 
Your Majesty's Memorialists therefore humbly pray that this Colony of the Cape of Good Hope 
and its dependencies may not be made a depot penitentiary, or place of confinement or of 
punishment, or of refuge, for criminals of any description whom they at the same time pledge 
themselves not to employ or to receive into their establishments on any terms; 
 
And that your Majesty would be graciously pleased to direct, that when questions of purely 
domestic policy, affecting the inhabitants of this Colony, are under consideration, they shall be 
communicated to your Majesty's loyal subjects here, through the constitutional channels, 
before being finally resolved on. 
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That your Petitioners are still, however, of opinion, for the reasons set forth in the last 
mentioned Memorial, that the introduction of the class of persons therein as alluded to – be 
they juveniles or adults – would be highly injurious to the interests and welfare of the 
community at large; and they beg further to state, that the grounds which then existed for 
opposing the measure have received additional weight, in consequence of the recent 
incorporation, as part and parcel of this Colony, of a vast extent of territory occupied by 
barbarous tribes, and upon whom every evil influence would have the most pernicious effect. 
 
That your Petitioners cannot, however, refrain from giving expression to their deep regret and 
sorrow that, after admitting, as above, the justice of conferring with the inhabitants of this 
Colony, upon a question of this description, it should have pleased Your Majesty's Government 
in part to deviate from that principle, by attempting to force upon this Colony, and without 
reference to its wishes, a set of persons, convicted of offences exceeding in selfishness and 
meanness, in atrociousness and deliberate cruelty, every class of felonies known to the law, and 
who have proved, by their proceedings in the Mother Country, to have exercised the most 
baneful influence over the minds of the lower orders of the people. 
 
That your petitioners strongly and energetically protest against this proceeding on the part of 
your Majesty's Government, as calculated to destroy that moral influence, which now so happily 
pervades the Colony, and to create dissatisfaction in the minds of those whose attachment to 
Her Majesty and Government has hitherto continued unimpaired. 
 
Your Petitioners, therefore, pray, should any order to the effect as last above as alluded to, have 
been issued, that your Majesty may be pleased to revoke the same, and not to sanction the 
introduction of offenders of whatsoever denomination, into this Colony or its dependencies. 
 
And your Petitioners, as in duty bound, etc., 
 
Town Hall, City of Cape Town, 20 November 1848 
 
(Signed) Hercules C. Jarvis, Chairman. 

 
It was at this time, when public meetings of protest were being held throughout the Colony, that J.C. 
Molteno at Beaufort West at one such gathering made his first public speech.51 He became Jarvis's son-
in-law two years later. 
 
 

Convict ships on their way, 1849 
 
A blow to their hopes came when, on 21 March 1849, the Commercial Advertiser published an extract 
from an English paper reporting that a ship with convicts was already on its way to the Cape. The 
criminals were persons convicted of agrarian offences in Ireland and were consequently not a very bad 
type, but the principle at stake was great. In spite of the serious issues involved, everyone almost 
without exception was resolved to oppose the action of the Colonial Secretary, at the same time 
however protesting the loyalty of the Colonists to England. A pledge was drawn up by John Fairbairn, 
Editor of the Commercial Advertiser, and placed for signature in the Commercial Exchange building in 
the Heerengracht. In this pledge the Colonists promised not to employ in any capacity whatever such 
convicts as were landed at the Cape, and called upon the Governor to exercise his discretionary powers 
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to refuse to receive the convicts on shore when they arrived. A boycott of all those who employed 
convicts was resolved upon. 
 
Shortly afterwards news was received that Earl Grey, the Colonial Secretary, was adhering to his 
determination to dispatch convicts to the Cape. A number of prominent citizens thereupon put their 
names to a press announcement52 of their unshakeable resolve to put into effect their solemn 
undertaking to combat these measures in every way within their power. At the end of this document 
the name of Jarvis appeared among those leading citizens: 
 
 

People power? Or, at least, employers’ power! 
 

Cape Town, April 5, 1849 
 
The undersigned inhabitants of the Cape of Good Hope, having learned that, in violation of the 
pledge given by Lord Grey, Secretary of State for the Colonies, conveyed to the Colonists 
through His Excellency the Governor, his Lordship has resolved to convert this colony into penal 
settlement, on the worst and most dangerous principles, in defiance of the petitions of Her 
Majesty's faithful subjects, presented to Her Majesty in 1842 – and said to have been graciously 
received, and also to both Houses of Parliament:- 
 
We hereby declare and solemnly promise to each other, and to all our fellow Colonists that we 
will not employ in any capacity, or receive on any terms into our establishments, any one of the 
convicted felons, whom the Secretary of State for the Colonies has ordered to be transported to 
our shores and turned loose among us, under the designation of "Exiles", or Convicts holding 
Tickets of Leave. 
 
And we hereby call upon his Excellency the Governor, in the exercise of that discretionary power 
with which the Governor of every distant Colony is virtually vested, for the protection of his 
province against sudden or unforeseen dangers – to prohibit and prevent the landing at any port 
or place within the Colony of any such convicted Felons, and to convey to Her Majesty, by the 
first opportunity, this expression of the grief, shame, and indignation with which this breach of 
faith, on the part of the Secretary for the Colonies, has filled every loyal heart. 

 
A few days later there appeared in the press, over the signature of Jarvis, a summary of further action 
taken by him, at the request of the Commissioners of which he now made public for general 
information, to indicate that their Municipal representatives were acting as leaders in translating into 
action the prevailing state of public opinion. The document appeared in a column entitled "Exiles":53 
 

Exiles 
 
“The following documents are published for the information of the Commissioners and Wardmasters of 
the Cape Town Municipality.” 
 
 

Town House, April 11, 1849 
 
Sir, 
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As chairman to the joint meeting of Commissioners and Wardmasters, held in the Town Hall 
yesterday evening, I have the honour to transmit to your Excellency the accompanying 
Memorial, embodying the resolutions adopted at that meeting, and to request your Excellency's 
favourable consideration of the same. I beg further to state that at the same meeting it was 
resolved to suggest to your Excellency, that the Exiles alluded to in the Memorial be forwarded 
to Fort Philip, as it appears from the dispatch of Earl Grey, published in the Government Gazette 
of 16 November 1848, that they would be very acceptable at that place. 
 
I have the honour to be, 
 
Your Excellency's most obdt. servant, 
 
(Signed) H.C. Jarvis   Chairman 

 
 

To his Excellency Lieutenant-General Sir Henry G.W. Smith, Bart., G.C.B., Governor and 
Commander in Chief of the Colony, Cape of Good Hope, etc., 
 
The Memorial of the Commissioners and Wardmasters of the Cape Town Municipality, in 
common Council assembled, humbly sheweth: 
 
That it is evident from the reply of your Excellency to the letter of the Commissioners to the 
Cape Town Municipality, that convicted criminals may shortly be expected to arrive in this 
Colony. 
 
That the memorialists deeply regret that the general feeling of the Cape community against 
converting the Colony into a Penal Settlement, so fully expressed in the month of November last 
year, should not have reached the Home Government in time before steps were taken for 
carrying out such a measure, or if it had, that the Home Government should have so utterly 
disregarded that feeling and the interests of the Community. 
 
That the idea of importing to this Colony convicted felons has filled the minds of your 
Memorialists with the utmost horror and indignation, anticipating the worst results from the 
pernicious influence which these parties are likely to exercise, and your Memorialists therefore 
respectfully but earnestly pray that it may please your Excellency not to permit any exiles or 
other convicted criminals to be landed, but to return them to the place from whence they 
embarked, or to some acknowledged Penal Settlement, your Memorialists resting assured that 
the Colonists generally will most readily come forward to guarantee any expense which your 
Excellency's Government may be put to in the event of her Majesty's Government disapproving 
of your having complied with the prayer of your Memorialists. 
 
And your Memorialists as in duty-bound will ever pray, 
 
(Signed) H.C. Jarvis, Chairman. 
 
(Acknowledged on 12 April, and assurance given of mature consideration) 
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Anti-convict protest meeting in Cape Town, 1849 (T.Bowler painting) 

 

The Anti-Convict Association 
 
The Commercial Exchange was the scene of a momentous meeting on 31 May 1849 when "38 of the 
leading commercial men and prominent citizens of Cape Town . . .  established the Anti-Convict 
Association".54  Among them were Hercules C. Jarvis, J.B. Ebden, Hamilton Ross and John Fairbairn: 55the 
campaign to obtain support, as well as adoption of the pledge, was intensified throughout the Colony.  
“From June 1849 to February 1850 the Association wielded almost dictatorial powers in Cape Town; no 
one could venture to offend it, for fear of being completely ostracised."56 
 
In the meantime C.B. Adderley,  M.P. took up the cudgels in the British Parliament on behalf of the Cape 
Colony, to induce the Colonial Secretary to revoke his decision about making it a penal settlement. 
 
On Saturday 4 July 1849, a public meeting was convened to be held in the Commercial Exchange or, if 
fine, in front of it, in the Heerengracht, to protest against the introduction of convicts into the Colony. 

Between 5,000 and 7,000 persons were present, 57of whom not more than 100 or 150 were women or 
boys under 15 years of age. This was the biggest public gathering ever held in the Colony. J.B. Ebden 
presided, and various resolutions were proposed and seconded. The fourth resolution proposed by 
Wicht, was seconded by Jarvis. It read as follows: 
 

“That after the customary recognition of their right to be consulted on measures of this 
description; and after the customary deference paid to their wishes by Her Majesty's 
Government, the people of this Colony promptly responded last year to His Excellency's 
invitation to express their wishes and opinions on this new project of sending convicted felons 
under the name of Exiles to the Cape, and in addresses to himself, to both Houses of Parliament, 
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and to the Queen, they unanimously declined to accept the measure, and that, not doubting for 
the moment that Her Majesty's reply, as on former occasions, will be favourable and worthy of a 
constitutional Sovereign reigning over a free people, faithful to her engagements and promises, 
they have learnt with astonishment and indignation that Lord Grey has in the meantime ordered 
the measure to be forced, with a perfect knowledge that it had been rejected by the Colonists, 
and in direct violation of his instructions to the Governor, in direct violation of his Excellency's 
pledge to the people, and an open violation of the right of the Colonists to be consulted in such 
cases, as recognised by the Queen, thereby bringing  the local Government into contempt and 
tarnishing the honour of the British Crown." 
 
“In seconding this motion, H.C. Jarvis read again the latter part of the resolution – "remarking 
that it had been said that our Governor would have a difficulty in complying even with the 
unanimous wish of the inhabitants. As a Christian, where could the delicacy be in at once 
refusing Lord Grey the contamination and eternal disgrace which would attend the introduction 
of his felons? To the Hero of Aliwal58 nothing should be difficult. He has earned himself a name 
which could scarcely be affected by Lord Grey's imbecile anger. If His Excellency were present at 
that meeting, he would appeal to him, as the representative of her Majesty, who had pledged 
her royal word, and as a Christian who knows his duties, if he would consent to become the 
organ of a bad minister who wishes to work our disgrace. No! He could not believe this. He had 
too high an opinion of Sir Harry Smith for a moment to think that he would accede to such a 
dishonour.” 

 
 
The resolutions having been put and adopted within only one dissentient voice, the meeting adjourned. 
Most of the shops in Cape Town closed in order to allow persons to attend the meeting. Hercules Jarvis, 
in an advertisement, informed his customers that his place of business too would be closed during the 
meeting. 
 
A deputation thereafter waited on the Governor and Council with a copy of the resolutions and also a 
further addition. The Governor was, however, obdurate in adhering to his previously announced course 
of action. Towards the end of June 1849, Jarvis presided at a joint meeting of Wardmasters and 
Commissioners for the purpose of taking various resolutions, and primarily to see about presenting to C. 
B. Adderley, MP some token of gratitude for his able support of the Colony in the debate in the House of 
Commons about the introduction of the convicts to South Africa. He it was too  who moved that the 
name of the principal thoroughfare of Cape Town should be changed from Heerengracht to Adderley 
Street as a permanent expression of the indebtedness of that gentleman's assistance. 
 
 

The Neptune arrives: the final stand off 
 
The Neptune, with the convicts on board, anchored off Simonstown on 20 September 1849. The 
following letter59 was immediately dispatched to the Governor: 
 

Town Hall, 20 September 1849 
 
Sir, 
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The Neptune anchored at Simon’s Bay  on 
19 September 1849 with 288 prisoners 

on board, having left England the 
previous February 

The Neptune, with her cargo of "Convicted 
Felons" having arrived in Simon's Bay, the 
Commissioners and Wardmasters of the 
Municipality of Cape Town, now in the 
Town Hall assembled, once more address 
your Excellency, praying, as the people have 
determined that the convicts must not, 
cannot, and shall not be landed or kept in 
any of the Ports of the Colony, and as the 
Board rely upon your Excellency’s often 
expressed desire to promote the well-being 
of the Colonists, that the Neptune may be 
ordered after revictualling to leave our 
shores. Thus to remove the cause of anxiety 
now prevailing, and to obviate the evil 
consequences which may result therefrom, 
and for which your Excellency would be 
responsible. 

 
And as the people are anxiously waiting for your decision, your Excellency is respectfully 
requested to communicate the same as early as possible. 
 
(Signed)  H.C. Jarvis 

Chairman of the Commissioners 
 

W. Maskew 
Chairman of the Wardmasters 

 
The following reply was received from the Governor's private secretary:60 
 

Gentlemen, 
 
I have the honour by desire of the Governor to acknowledge his receipt of your letter of this 
day's date. 
 
His Excellency has already apprized you, and all interested in the subject, that it is his intention, 
in the exercise of the discretion which His Excellency finds, as he anticipated, is by law reposed 
in him, not to relieve the Surgeon Superintendent of his charge of the Neptune, pending the 
receipt of the replies to the several Despatches upon the subject which had been addressed to 
the Secretary of State and which may reasonably be expected in a month or six weeks; in the 
meantime the Neptune will ride at anchor in Simon's Bay, as is the case of any other ship. 
 
His Excellency desires me to express his deep regret at the tone and style of your 
communication which circumstances may in some degree excuse, but which they certainly do 
not justify. 

 
The Governor remained firm in his decision not to send away the Neptune until orders were received by 
him from England. The inhabitants of the Colony were however unanimous and firm in their resolution 
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not to weaken in their resistance to what they regarded an injustice. It is easy to understand the feeling 
which actuated the situation, and perhaps it is as well that feeling ran so high, since as a result the 
Governor was able to urge strongly upon the British authorities the inadvisability of pursuing this course 
of action. From the Governor's despatch, it is plain that government and business were practically at a 
standstill, until the dispatch from England arrived authorising the Governor to send the ship Neptune to 
another destination. It has sometimes been suggested that, coupled with opposition to the idea of 
letting loose a criminal class in the colony with its variety of races, that many of the inhabitants desired 
to get rid of some of the leading officials. The Government Secretary, John Montagu, had incurred the 
dislike and distrust of the community in general, and of certain prominent citizens, like H.C. Jarvis and J. 
Fairbairn, in particular. They thought that in addition to securing immunity to the Colony from penal 
settlement, they might at the same time rid the country of some officials – such as the Secretary – who 
were tactless and autocratic. The Governor assured the British Government that he was a capable man, 
however, and his services were not dispensed with at the conclusion of the convict incident. 
 
In a despatch dated 18 October, Sir Harry Smith, the Governor, referred to the cowardly scheme afoot 
to send the convict ship away, destination unknown, and leave the miserable men to the mercy of those 
in charge of them. About this time the Governor stated clearly to a deputation from the Anti-Convict 
Association that under no circumstances did he intend landing the convicts, whatever instructions he 
received. Upon this the moderate section agreed that wholesale boycott of Government was both 
unwise and unnecessary, as the danger they feared had been removed by the attitude of the Governor. 
But some of the leaders continued to be rigidly determined to conduct the campaign with a firm and 
strict observance of the pledge. 
 
Jarvis appears to have been one of these although, as far as can be ascertained from official documents, 
newspapers and contemporary accounts, he did not take a leading part, beyond what has already been 
indicated and that had been sufficient to bring him prominently to public attention. He attended 
regularly at the meetings of the Anti-Convict Association, and consequently concurred in the resolutions, 
frequently quite fiery in tone, adopted by that body. A compensation board was established by the 
Association to collect funds for those who, in order to carry out the terms of the Pledge, lost through 
refusing to adhere to their contracts with the Government. The Pledge, contained in an enormous 
volume, with thousands of signatures, included Hercules Jarvis’s name, which appeared in the first 
column of signatures. 
 
The upshot of the whole Anti-Convict Agitation is well-known. The Neptune remained at anchor in 
Simon's Bay until early in 1850 despatches were received that the Colonial Secretary had capitulated 
and sent instructions for the ship to proceed to Australia; the citizens had stood together as one man in 
their opposition to autocracy and had emerged victorious from their trial of strength. They rejoiced 
exceedingly. 
 
It is quite evident that during the period 1848–1850, the name of Hercules Crosse Jarvis was 
prominently before the public and that in his capacity of Mayor of Cape Town – the modern equivalent 
of the post he held of Chairman of the Board of Commissioners – he won the respect and had the 
confidence of his fellow citizens. He lived up to their expectations as First Citizen of the Mother City. 
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Chapter 8: And Who Shall Serve?  The Frontier War of 1846 
 
In 1846 there was a great deal of trouble with the natives on the Eastern Frontier. It was felt necessary 
to call up troops from all over the Colony. The men were chosen by drawing lots, and were taken from 
those who were on the registers as being liable for military service. The citizens of Cape Town were not 
at all willing to go. Jarvis, as Chairman of the Commissioners, pointed out to Government the feeling of 
the citizens, and was requested by his colleagues to forward to the Government a resolution (dated 25 
May 1846) passed at a meeting of the Board, to the effect that as the newspapers from the Eastern 
province stated that there were thousands of Fingoes,61 who knew the cunning of the Kaffir and were 
only too ready to fall upon him, they felt these Fingoes, and not volunteers from the Cape, should be 
employed to keep back the  Kaffirs. 
 
The Government Secretary replied the same day, stating that the efficiency and number of the Fingoes 
were not at all known, pointing out that the Commissioners and Wardmasters were not in a position to 
dictate to the Governor what was necessary, nor was Cape Town entitled to any more consideration 
than any other municipality or district, and emphasising the urgency of the case. 
 
The Magistrate, who attended at the Town House for the purpose of drawing lots for the men who were 
to join the contingent, was obstructed by the crowd which was very noisy. John Montagu, the Colonial 
Secretary, thereupon wrote to Jarvis, as Chairman of the Commissioners. 
 
 [Note: p. 45 of original typescript is regrettably missing. Editor: Robert Molteno] 
 
A full account is published of the various interviews held between the deputations from the Municipality 
and the Secretary to the Government, in which there is considerable discrepancy between the versions 
of the deputations and that of Montagu, who appears to have been at loggerheads with the local 
authorities on several occasions. From the long explanations published in the press by both parties, it 
would appear that most of the trouble was due to misunderstanding possibly not at all wilful. But each 
accuses the other of wilful misinterpretation, and each blames the other for the tumult occasioned by 
the raising of a levy in Cape Town. That public feeling was against the Commissioners for a long time is 
apparent. 
 
It should be borne in mind that it was during this 1846 Frontier War that Sir John Molteno first came to 
the fore as a leader of men and that he gained first-hand experience of the differences in method in 
carrying on frontier warfare between the burgher commandoes and the Imperial Military leaders. These 
were the circumstances which convinced him at an early stage of the need for self-government and 
opinions which [30 years later] caused his clash with Sir Bartle Frere in 1878, followed by the fall of his 
Cabinet. At the same time his future father-in-law and close friend, Hercules Jarvis, was also repeatedly 
clashing with the authorities and under very different circumstances, also as a result of his experiences, 
beginning to be convinced of the need for self-government. 
 
The above events were still fresh in everybody's memory, when the whole chain of events leading to the 
anti-convict agitation occurred and served to convince most people of the urgent need for being able to 
have control of their own affairs. 
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Chapter 9: The Struggle for Representative Government 
 

A reluctant Imperial Government? 
 
For many years the Colonists had petitioned the British Government at frequent intervals for a voice in 
their own government, but in vain. It was argued that a large proportion of the population was on a low 
scale of intelligence, that the Colonists were not unanimous in the form of government they desired, 
and that the many nationalities would clash. 
 
By July 1846 there was an inclination to grant this boon, so that by March 1848 reports and a draft 
constitution were drawn up for consideration. Most of the prominent men were in favour of a 
Legislative Council, with members appointed by the Crown, and a House of Assembly elected by the 
people. Only one suggested that some of the members of the Legislative Council should be elected.  
"Towards the close of 1848, before the convict troubles began, Sir Harry Smith transmitted to Earl Grey 
a petition from the Commissioners of Municipalities of Cape Town signed ‘Hercules Jarvis, Chairman, 
and Dennyssen, Secretary’ praying for a voice in the management of their own affairs."62 
 
William Porter63 framed his draft constitution based on these reports for the approval of the 
government in England. 
 
In January 1850 a committee from the House of Lords reported favourably on granting a very liberal 
constitution with an elected Legislative Council.  Letters patent for the above constitution were signed in 
May 1850. The Legislative Council of the Cape met in September 1850 to consider the constitution. As, 
after the Anti-Convict Agitation, five unofficial seats were vacant, the country was appealed to by the 
Governor to nominate members. Unfortunately differences arose. In the end, the people sent 
representatives to London with a copy of the constitution which they had drafted and with numerous 
petitions in its favour. This was towards the end of 1850. The commencement of the 1850 Frontier War 
made it an inauspicious hour for proceeding with the constitution ordinances, as so many persons would 
be on commando. During 1852, the new ministry in England, however, continued to delay the carrying 
into effect of the constitution. On 8 October 1852 a public meeting was held in Cape Town at which a 
committee, of which Jarvis was a member, was appointed to draw up a petition with reference to the 
constitution. A general agitation followed, while petitions flowed in from all over the country. The 
Eastern districts, however, harassed by the Kaffir Wars,64 were not anxious for the immediate 
introduction of the Ordinance, and hence the delay. But in December 1852 another change of ministry 
in Britain hastened the granting of the constitution.  On 11 March 1853 the constitution was ratified, to 
come into effect from 1 July 1853. The news reached Cape Town on April 21. The elections took place in 
1854, and caused great excitement. H.C.  Jarvis was elected to the House of Assembly for the 
constituency of Cape Town. 
 
The succeeding paragraphs of this chapter give in rather more detail the part Hercules played at each 
successive stage in the struggle for self-government and show what a leading part he took at this time, 
as Mayor of Cape Town, in public affairs. 
 
 

Issues at stake -- Jarvis leads the Cape Town Municipal Commissioners 
 
A nominated or elected upper house?  
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At a meeting of the Cape Town Municipal Commissioners on Wednesday, 6 October 1852,65 a letter 
from the Imperial Government was read in reply to a petition from the Commissioners of Cape Town 
Municipality, signed by 650 local inhabitants. This letter expressed a refusal on the part of the Imperial 
Government to accede to their request, as it did not see any "reason to suppose that the continuance of 
Mr.  Montagu in the office which he has so long filled with advantage to the Colony, will in any way be 
judicial to its interests." 
 
The Chairman, H.C. Jarvis, thought "this letter a downright insult to the Colonists . . . and that the 
proposal of Mr.  Montagu for a nominated Upper House was sufficient in itself to justify the petition." 
 
The following is the Memorial: 
 

To the Queen's most Excellent Majesty 
 
The petition of the Commissioners of the Municipality of the City of Cape Town, Cape of Good 
Hope,  
 
Humbly Sheweth: 
 
That your petitioners respectfully referred to the several petitions laid before your Majesty's 
throne containing an expression of sincere gratitude on the part of the Colonists generally for 
the boon which your Majesty has been pleased to grant in the liberal form of Government 
embodied in the Draft Constitutional Ordinances, which your petitioners have on former 
occasions prayed might be passed without any material changes in its leading principles, and 
without any delay, 
 
That your petitioners were grieved, however, to observe that, notwithstanding this gracious 
grant of your Majesty, and the almost unanimous adoption of the same by the Colonists, every 
means was resorted to on the part of the Honourable Secretary to Government, for delaying the 
execution of the same, and when delay was found no longer practicable, for frustrating, by 
countenancing the most mistaken and dangerous alteration, the gracious views contemplated 
by Your Majesty. 
 
 

“The Coloured portion of Your Majesty’s subjects” and the “privileges of free representation” 
 
That your petitioners beg leave to refer to the alterations effected in the franchise and the 
qualification for the seat in the Legislative Council, which renders the Draft Ordinance, as 
amended, wholly unsuitable for this Colony inasmuch as it excludes from the privileges of free 
representation the Coloured portion of your Majesty's subjects, notwithstanding the promises 
held out, and the services rendered by them, during the present and previous Kaffir Wars, while 
it reduces the number of persons qualified to sit in the Legislative Council to a very few 
individuals only, thereby obviating the advantages which that body would otherwise afford. 
 
Your petitioners beg also to refer to the civil list, by which a sum that has been reserved much 
exceeding that appropriated for the public service of the present and former years, and which 
has been done in violation of your Majesty's desire, and for the purpose of withdrawing, as far 
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A significant section of Cape Town’s  ‘Coloured’ population were Malay 
fishermen – seen here at work in Table Bay, c. 1844 

as practicable, from the future Parliament, its legitimate control over the public expenditure of 
this settlement. 
 
Your petitioners therefore humbly but earnestly pray that Your Majesty may be pleased not to 
sanction the above alterations and the civil list proposed to be reserved, but that the Draft 
Ordinances embodying the Constitution for this Colony may be passed as near as possible in 
their original shape, in terms of the wishes of the inhabitants generally, and that no civil list be 
reserved exceeding the sum now appropriated for the service of this colony; and as the 
Honourable Mr.  Montagu has been chiefly instrumental in counteracting Your Majesty's 
gracious intentions and the views and wishes of the inhabitants at large, they further pray that 
Your Majesty may be pleased to relieve him from the office he now holds in the colony, in order 
that he may be replaced by some officer more calculated to carry into effect Your Majesty's 
gracious views, and to secure the good will of the inhabitants at large. 
 
And Your Majesty's petitioners, as in duty-bound, will ever pray. 
 
(Signed) H.C.  Jarvis, Chairman 
(Signed)  P.J. Denyssen, Secretary 
 
By order of the Board of Commissioners 
 
Town Hall 
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City of Cape Town  
Cape of Good Hope, 
 
21 March 1852. 

 
 

On the suggestion of a further petition being sent, the Chairman thought that it was no use to 
petition, it had already been done, and with what result? 
 
It was suggested that Montagu's appointment be held over, and the main issue – i.e. 
representative government – be treated. 
 
Having given notice of motion, the Chairman said that he had been in hopes that on the arrival 
of the Propontis (the mail vessel), he should have been able to congratulate them on the receipt 
of the constitution and that it should not be his painful duty to propose the resolution which he 
was about to submit to the board. "It was an awful position for the people to be placed in to 
have to come forward to censure and condemn the conduct of her Majesty's advisers, men who 
ought to be of the highest honour and integrity. But this is the way in which the Colonists had 
been deceived since 1850, when Her Majesty graciously granted the Letters Patent, and they are 
now further off from getting the constitution than they were at that time." 
 
He believed the object of the present Ministers to be to get the Letters Patent repealed, and to 
introduce a Bill into the ensuing Parliament, by which they may secure a nominated Upper 
House. He hoped that the resolution would not be necessary, but he felt convinced that the 
present Ministers would not grant them what the Queen had so graciously conferred. Lord 
Derby had said, when he was not in office, that he did not concur in what the then Ministry had 
done, but that the principles having been once conceded to the Colonists, the Government was 
in honour bound to grant it. In his present position he (Lord Derby) will perhaps forget this. He 
was sure the constitution granted by the Letters Patent would not be sent out, and he would ask 
"are they to remain quiet and be satisfied? (No, no!) Would the public be satisfied? Will the 
whole Colony be satisfied? (No, no!) It was therefore with this conviction on his mind that he 
now brought this motion forward" – and moved – that viewing with grief and alarm the conduct 
of Her Majesty's present advisers in delaying the fulfilment of her Majesty's gracious intentions 
towards this Colony, with respect to the introduction of Representative Institutions, solemnly 
granted by Letters Patent dated May 1850: 

 
They, considering the delay and apparent disposition of the present end of the Colonial 
Department to distrust the Colonial voice and to listen only to official representation, or 
the opinions and wishes of individuals in the service of Government, as highly injurious 
to this community, and pregnant with danger to the best interests of the Colony, and to 
the honour of Her Majesty's government: 
 
And having reason to believe that it is the intention of the Right Honourable the 
Secretary for the Colonies to bring a Bill into Parliament for the purpose of annulling the 
said Letters Patent of May 1850, and substituting in the place of the said Constitution 
therein granted and guaranteed, a scheme of Government wholly repugnant to the 
feelings and wishes of the Inhabitants: 
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This Board resolves by all lawful means in their power to promote such measures as may 
seem best calculated to protect the Colony against so great an injury and insult, to 
obviate the entire fulfilment of Her Majesty's gracious grant in the letter and spirit of 
the promises which those Letters implied." 

 
After some discussion, the resolution was unanimously adopted. 
 
The Constitution: A Nominated Council 
 
Under this heading it was reported66 that at a meeting of the inhabitants of Cape Town, held on October 
8 in the Town House, it was determined to repudiate any amendment of the Letters Patent of May 
1850, and that "for the purpose of duly representing all the circumstances in reference to this matter by 
means of a Petition to be prepared, a Committee be appointed."  Twelve members were appointed, one 
of whom was H.C. Jarvis. 
 
The Chairman (H. C. Jarvis) stated67 that he was requested to accompany a deputation of Field Cornets, 
appointed at a meeting of that body and others in the Division of Clanwilliam, for the purpose of 
presenting an address to His Honour the Lieutenant-Governor of the subject of the Constitution, and 
that they were kindly received by His Honour, who stated he would send them a written reply the day 
following. 
 
 

Cape Town Municipality's Meeting on 3 November 185268 
 

Yesterday, Friday, a special meeting of the Municipal Commissioners took place, in consequence 
of the despatch on the subject of the Constitution, which was read at the meeting of Council on 
Thursday, and the following resolution was unanimously adopted, and it was further resolved to 
transmit it at once to the Government, with a request that his Honourable the Lieutenant-
Governor may be pleased to forward it to England by the Queen of the South: 
 
Resolved, that this Board has observed with indignation and surprise, that notwithstanding the 
long and treacherous delay which has already occurred, a course has now been adopted by Her 
Majesty's present advisers which evidently contemplates an indefinite postponement of the 
Constitution granted by her Majesty's Letters Patent of May 1850. 
 
That this Board considers such a course and the alleged grounds for adopting the same, 
extremely injudicious and pregnant with the most serious consequences, as calculated to cause 
a great irritation amongst the Coloured classes, and to create discontent, excitement, and alarm 
in the minds of Her Majesty's other well -disposed subjects. 
 
That this Board also anticipates with much concern and pain the probable effect which this 
unwise and impolitic step will cause amongst the inhabitants, particularly of the more exposed 
portions of this Colony, who are fully sensible of the advantages which the enjoyment of the 
liberal institutions has secured to their expatriated countrymen, and considering in common 
with the Colonists generally, that the grant of similar privileges will be the only means of 
restoring harmony and good faith, and of establishing a permanent peace on the frontier of this 
settlement may now be induced, while all their prayers and entreaties are wholly disregarded, 
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to carry into effect an intention so often expressed of following their countrymen beyond the 
frontier. 
 
That this Board finally considers any further attempt on the part of the Nominee Legislative 
Council to interfere with the rights, liberties and privileges of the Colonial Parliament, granted 
by Her Majesty's Letters Patent of May 1850, as unconstitutional, and protests against the same, 
pledging itself to adopt and promote all such constitutional means as may prevent any measures 
detrimental to the public interests from being carried into effect, and holding Her Majesty's 
present advisers responsible for all the consequences which may ensue. 

 
 

Resistance Stiffens 
 

At the usual meeting of the Commissioners on Wednesday,69 after the ordinary business had 
been disposed of, the Chairman gave the following notice: 
 
‘Gentlemen – the unprecedented proceedings of her Majesty's Ministers, with regard to their so 
unceremoniously shelving our Constitution, granted by Letters Patent, and that can only be 
revoked by Act of Parliament, has suggested to me the propriety and necessity of the public 
being informed and enlightened on several points affecting the present administration of the 
Government here. Therefore, for the purpose of eliciting that information, I give notice of 
motion for a subsequent meeting, and in the meantime I doubt not but the press, as well as all 
interested, will favour us with their opinions thereon. The question I shall propose is simply this: 
"Is taxation without representation lawful? Is it in the spirit of or in accordance with the 
principles of the British Commonwealth? Or is it in terms of the capitulation of the 10 January 
1806?"70 Should this point be answered, as I expect it will, at a subsequent meeting, I shall be 
further prepared to propose such queries and resolutions as the nature and importance of the 
subject may require. I trust that we shall all devote our attention to this important subject, of 
such vital consequence to the present and future welfare of our country.’ 

 
 

Mayor Hercules Jarvis moves 
 
Jarvis put his motion, of which he had given notice, to the vote at the next meeting of the 
Commissioners, the report of which reads as follows: 
 

The following spirited Resolutions, in reference to the misstatements by Sir John Pakington, in 
the British Parliament, on the subject of the promised constitution for this Colony, were passed 
unanimously by the Commissioners of the Municipality of Cape Town, at their ordinary meeting, 
on Wednesday last.71 Copies of these Resolutions72 have also been transmitted to His Honour 
the Lieutenant Governor, with a view to an official enquiry being made into the subjects 
referred to, for the information of Her Majesty's Government, and the Imperial Parliament: 
 
RESOLVED: that while this Board continues to condemn, and to repudiate, generally, the 
measures adopted for withholding from this colony the constitution granted under Her 
Majesty's Letters Patent of 1850 – it has just observed with renewed disappointment and deep 
regret, that after the many but fruitless attempts on the part of Mr.  Secretary Montagu to stir 
up mutual jealousies and to excite national antipathies among the colonists of South Africa, the 
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Right Honourable the Secretary of State for the Colonies, in his place in the British Parliament, 
on 19 November last, should have made a statement unsupported by any official or other 
document whatever, contrary to fact, calculated to wound the feelings of Her Majesty's loyal 
subjects in this Colony, and solely for the purpose of delaying the constitution, so graciously 
granted by Her Majesty. 
 
That this Board wholly repudiates any distinction for political purposes, as between the British, 
Dutch, and Coloured portions of her Majesty's loyal subjects; and emphatically denies the 
numerical proportion alleged by Sir John Pakington to exist between the same. 
 
That this board finds, from the Returns published by authority of the local Government, that in 
the Colony Proper, excluding British Kaffraria Victoria, Tambookie country, there were in 1850 
about 77,000 Coloured inhabitants, of whom at least 49,000 were Residents in the Western 
Districts, a large comparative proportion of whom had fought and bled for their Sovereign 
during the present war, and whose loyalty remains unimpeached, in defiance of the 
disreputable means which were resorted to for shaking the same. 
 
That this Board is also satisfied, notwithstanding the assertions of a small but malicious faction, 
opposed to the Coloured classes generally, and to the improvement of the colony at large, that 
at no time during this wicked rebellion on the frontier, did the rebels, out of a Coloured 
population of 28,000 persons, scattered along a wide border, and in daily contact with the 
Kaffirs, much exceed 1000 in number (which had been reduced accordingly to General 
Cathcart’s Circular of 28 July 1852 of the Cape Mounted Rifles, whose reasons for adopting that 
course, as well as those of the other rebels, still remain a mystery, which only the future will 
probably solve. 
 
And as it is of the utmost importance that a document be obtained by authority of the local 
Government respecting the abovementioned facts and statements, this Board respectfully apply 
to His Honour the Lieutenant-Governor, requesting that he may be pleased to order an enquiry 
into the same, for the information of Her Majesty's Government and the Parliament of Great 
Britain. 

 
 

The final stage 
 

On April 25, a meeting73  was held in the Town House, for the purpose of electing a Committee, 
for watching the publication of the Order in Council establishing the constitution whenever that 
shall take place, of consulting within itself as to the public measures to be adopted on the 
occasion: - and generally, of course, for taking care that the provisions of the new law reforming 
the Government, be carried out to the best advantage of the colony. 

 
At the meeting it was recorded unanimously: 
 

That in reference to the expected Proclamation of the Constitutional Ordinance, a Committee 
be appointed and keep themselves in readiness to suggest such preliminary measures as may 
appear to them necessary to forward the carrying out of the constitution, and that the 
Committee consist of the following gentlemen, with power to add to their number. . . 
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Then follow the names of 32 leading citizens, including H.C. Jarvis. 
 
 

Celebrations at last 
 
Under the heading "Cape Town Municipality”, a report appeared of a meeting74 of the Board of 
Commissioners: 
 

There is a long discussion on the form to be taken to the celebration jointly of Her Majesty's 
birthday on 24 May and also of the granting of the constitution. Various suggestions made, from 
an illumination, bonfire on Lion’s Rump, fire works, a dinner, a ball, a regatta or roasting an ox 
whole on the Parade. Decided to call a special meeting of the Commissioners to decide on the 
form which the celebrations would take. 

 
A letter appeared in the same issue of the paper, signed by H. E. Rutherfoord,75 referring to the fact that 
he had been expressly invited to attend the meeting held in the Town Hall by H.C. Jarvis, the Chairman 
of the Board of Commissioners. He very plainly stated that he would have been proud to serve on the 
Committee formed for introducing the constitution, were it not for the fact that he was about to 
proceed to Europe.  Rutherfoord had been accused of condemning the meeting. Evidently there was a 
feeling among certain people that the meeting was somewhat premature.  
 
A number of letters from superintendents of schools were printed,76 in which a number declined the 
invitation for the pupils to join in the festivities on the grounds that it was a political celebration. Also a 
letter from a shopkeeper was printed, who declared he did not intend to illuminate his premises on the 
24th and would hold the Municipality responsible if, on that account, any harm was done to his shop. 
However, it appeared that he thought better of his decision, for on the 24th he set up an illumination 
"England expects every man to do his Duty”! These two incidents give some idea of the work of the 
Entertainments Committee – on which Jarvis served – in dealing with prejudiced, unenthusiastic and un-
progressing persons. 
 
Representative Government having been definitely achieved, the Cape Town Commissioners wished to 
acknowledge assistance received and met77 to consider the following motion which had been proposed: 
 

That this board records with much satisfaction, the high sense it entertains of the valuable 
services rendered by His Honour the Lieutenant-Governor,78 in carrying out the provisions of the 
Constitution Ordinances for establishing a Parliament in this Colony. It duly appreciates the 
honesty and independence which characterises his proceedings in this and other respects, and 
the forbearance shown by him under very trying circumstances. 

 
Mr.  Jarvis: "Gentlemen, I second this motion with great pleasure, and fully respond to every 
word which has fallen from Mr.  Maynard. I think it is not only our duty, but the duty of every 
inhabitant of this Colony, to express these sentiments, for we must feel that the Lieutenant-
Governor has been most shamefully traduced and slandered by the publication79 referred to." 

 
The rest of the speech was along the same lines. It is of interest as showing the attitude of the Western 
Colonists towards the Lieutenant Governor. 
 
 



46 
 

Jarvis is elected to the first Legislative Council, 1854 
 
The press80 stated that there was no doubt but that certain persons would soon be proposed for the 
Legislative Council, and among those names was quoted that of H.C. Jarvis. 
 
A week later his name was given as being on requisition for the Western Province, with 12 other names. 
 
An advertisement appeared in the press,81 similar to many others at the time, headed: 
 

Legislative Council – H.C. Jarvis, Esq.  
 
The following gentlemen were duly appointed a Committee for the purpose of securing the 
Election of Mr.  H.C. Jarvis as a member of the Legislative Council. 
 
F.S. Berning Esq., A. J. Louw Esq., W. L. Blore Esq., L. J. de Jongh Esq., B.R. H. Daneel  Esq., D.G. 
van Breda Esq., P. H. Woutersen Esq., Secretary.  
 
The committee will meet in the ‘Reading Room’, Town Hall, on every Saturday morning, at 9:30 
o'clock. 
 
P. H. Woutersen, Secretary to the Committee. 

 
This was followed by a personal appeal from Hercules in an advertisement:82 
 

Mr.  H.C. Jarvis 
 
Begs to return his grateful thanks for the support he has this day received from his friends, and 
trusts that a little further exertion on their part will place him in the position they are anxious to 
see him occupy. 
 
January 11, 1854 

 
A report elsewhere in the same paper stated: 
 

We were sorry to observe that one of the candidates, Mr.  Jarvis was suffering from 
indisposition, which detained him from appearing in public for the first two days of Polling." 
 
Unfortunately, Jarvis by a few votes failed to be elected to the Legislative Council, but he 
subsequently83 became a candidate for the House of Assembly: 
 
The following Gentlemen form the Committee for securing the Election of Mr.  H.C. Jarvis as one 
of the Members for Cape Town and a Green Point in the House of Assembly. 

 
 
This Committee consisted of over 50 persons, most of whom were well-known names in Cape Town at 
that time. This Committee was just about five times as large as those of most candidates. In the same 
issue there appeared the following requisition inviting him to stand for Parliament, signed by over 100 
persons, most of them dominant Cape Town citizens. The requisition read, in translation: 
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Cape Town, 10 April 1854 
 
To .H.C Jarvis Esq, Cape Town. 
 
Dear Sir 
 
As the election of the members of Cape Town and Green Point in the House of Assembly is 
approaching, the following undersigned registered voters of this division take the liberty to 
express their desire to nominate and to support you as a Candidate, should you be inclined to 
favour them with your services in that House. For a long time we have witnessed your zeal and 
energy in promulgating useful measures towards improving this city and harbour, and your 
constant readiness to lend your time and personal services to public affairs, with a most liberal 
spirit. We have also appreciated your independent and fearless attitude, first, at a time when 
the Colony itself, and later the Constitution, now safe, were imperilled, and we believe that you 
will evince the same zeal, tempered by experience, the same public spirit, assisted by personal 
knowledge of the particulars, gained during your many years’ service in a post which you have 
so honourably filled – we therefore request permission to propose you as a Candidate for a seat 
in the Assembly as one of the ‘Representatives in this Division’. 

 
The reply from Hercules Jarvis followed: 
 

Cape Town, 13 April 1854 
 
Dear Sirs, 
 
I feel myself highly honoured by the manner in which you have been pleased to address me in 
order to invite me to attend as a candidate for the Legislative Assembly in this Colony as your 
representative. 
 
It is well known to you all that upon a most well represented requisition I agreed to be 
nominated as a candidate for a seat in the Legislative Council and, having acceded to the wishes 
of those gentlemen, I considered it my duty to use my best endeavours to attain that position in 
which they were so eager to place me; that I was not successful I attribute mainly to that clause 
of the Constitutional Ordinance which gives the elector the right to register all is votes in favour 
of one candidate (plumpers). 
 
It was not my intention to appear before the public once more so soon, in order again to contest 
a seat at an election; I felt that, in my present position, I could be of equal use to my fellow 
countrymen, and this conviction I have expressed freely to my friends; but since I find that you 
are determined to nominate and to support me as a candidate, I feel (and this is the advice I 
have given to others) that I have no right to withhold my services from my adopted motherland. 
 
The most flattering manner in which you have made reference to what I consider was merely 
my duty, and your belief that I am still prepared to evince the same zeal, and to be inspired by 
the same public spirit, which I have hitherto displayed, will, as I believe, not be disappointed, 
should it come about that, through your influence and activity, I succeed in gaining this position, 
which you are so desirous I should fill. 
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I have the honour to be, Dear Sir, 
 
Your most obedient servant 
 
H.C. Jarvis 
To the gentlemen who signed the Requisition. 

 
The nomination of Jarvis as candidate for the House of Assembly is described in a report headed "Cape 
Town Election – Nomination of members".84 The proceedings took place in the Old Supreme Court. The 
account reads as follows:  
 

Mr.  C.J. Brand85 said – Mr. Chairman, I beg you to rise to propose one of the candidates, whose 
name I have seen in the list that has been published. Several gentlemen have been named who, 
I have no doubt, are all competent to represent the interest of the community in the future 
Parliament, but as all must be moved and seconded, I have readily consented, at the request of 
the committee of Mr. Jarvis, to move that he be elected as the representative of this city. 
[Cheers.] Gentlemen, I have no intention to make a speech, or intrude upon your time with any 
lengthened observations; but I shall briefly state the reasons which induce me to propose Mr. 
Jarvis. For the last 10 years, he has been connected with the business of the Municipality, and 
the public know with what energy and zeal he has applied himself to promote the welfare of the 
inhabitants in that capacity. He is a merchant, and a member of a mercantile house that has 
been long engaged in the trade of the Colony to a large amount. He has shown his warm 
interest in everything that tends to the improvement of the port, and the exertions he has made 
for this object, point him out as a gentleman who, in Parliament, will certainly be serviceable to 
the commerce of the Colony. In our various local institutions, we have always found him ready 
to afford his services for the public benefit. And finally, I find him a director of the college, 
where his efforts are directed to support the education of the Colony. For these reasons I am 
bold enough to propose Mr. Jarvis as a fit and proper person to represent this district in the 
House of Assembly. [Cheers.] 
 
Mr. J Fairbairn86 – I have great pleasure in seconding the motion made by my friend Mr. Brand. 
It is unnecessary, as he justly observed, to detain you by dwelling on the character and 
qualifications of the gentleman whom he has proposed as a fit and proper person to represent 
you in the House of Assembly. By his long residence among you, and by the public offices he has 
filled, by the election of his fellow citizens, often repeated, he is sufficiently known to all. He has 
been many times weighed and never found wanting. We submit him with confidence to your 
judgement. I may, however, take leave to congratulate you, sir, on the occasion which brings us 
together this day . . . In the course of your long and most honourable public life, you have seen 
many changes, some for the better, and some, apparently for the worse . . . In supporting one 
candidate, I would not be understood as disparaging the merits of the rest. I hope nothing of 
this sort will occur today. They are all before you. They can speak for themselves. If you want 
further information, ‘they are of age, ask them’. I will not detain you longer, but merely repeat 
that I second the nomination of Mr. Hercules Jarvis with pleasure and confidence. [Cheers] . . .  
 
Mr. Jarvis said – Gentlemen, it is difficult for me to find words to express what I feel at the very 
flattering manner in which you have been pleased to propose and support my nomination to a 
seat in the Legislative Assembly, for the allusions which have been made to the trifling services I 
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had considered it my duty to perform in times past; for your confidence in my future efforts to 
advocate the interests and well-being of this community; and for your intention to secure me in 
that position, where, under your guidance and with your support and counsel, my humble 
expectations may be used towards our attaining that great end, the future government of 
ourselves on liberal and enlightened principles, under a free constitution such as no other 
colony under the Crown can boast of, and which has been so graciously conceded to us by our 
beloved sovereign. [Cheers.] 
 
Gentleman, to all of you I am more or less known; we are in daily contact in one or other of the 
public institutions of which we are members, you have had opportunities of judging of my past 
conduct, and I trust from what you have seen of me, you have a guarantee for the future. Were I 
a stranger, it might be thought necessary that I should enter fully into my political opinions, but 
from my position of continued intercourse, I feel that it would be an unnecessary intrusion on 
the time of this meeting. There are, however, one or two points on which I think you would 
expect that I should express an opinion. 

 
 

Jarvis’s political platform 
 

Gentlemen, in times past we have heard and read much, which emanated from the Eastern 
Districts, on the subject of the removal of the Seat of Government, as well as of separation of 
the two Provinces. When Parliament meets, I have little doubt but that these matters will then 
be brought prominently forward, and will meet with that attention the importance of the 
subjects require.  As to the removal of the seat of Government, to it I should ever be strenuously 
opposed, considering that it would be an act of the greatest injustice towards the inhabitants of 
the Western districts; but as regards separation, if, upon due enquiry and deliberation, it be 
found that the interest of both provinces would be benefited by it, and it were the unmistakable 
wish of our Eastern friends to have it carried out, I would not be one to oppose it.  
 
Gentlemen, I hold that every class of our community should be fairly and equally represented; 
87that proper provision should be made for the extension of, and due support of Religion and 
Education – not omitting Immigration; that our Harbour Roads and Public Works should meet 
with due attention; that the Electric Telegraph and Railroads should be encouraged; that 
extended powers should be conceded to Municipal Institutions; that proper attention be paid 
towards the due development of our mineral and other resources; and that further search for 
coal should be prosecuted.  
 
Gentlemen, these are a few of the many subjects which will be brought to the attention of 
Parliament. Again allow me to thank you for your kind intentions. Should I be successful in 
obtaining a seat in the Assembly, you will find that it will be my study to deserve the honour 
which would be conferred on me by this city and neighbourhood. I cannot conclude, however, 
without thus publicly expressing my thanks to some of my fellow citizens, who do not generally 
take part in our proceedings, and of whom I am happy to see so many in our midst. I allude to 
the imposing array of Malay priests, who have so much influence among their adherents, and 
who I feel assured are here today to give me their support.88 I will only say that it will ever be my 
wish to support them in anything they may wish to bring forward in the future Parliament, 
should I have an opportunity of doing so. [Cheers and murmurs.] 
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The results of the first poll 
 
A fortnight later the elections were held and the results were described in the press report89 in the 
following words: 
 

Elections. Close of the poll, Cape Town. 
 
The polling for the members for Cape Town closed on Saturday afternoon at five o'clock. Long 
previous to the result being declared, not only was the court room crowded to excess, but the 
upper part of Adderley and Bureau streets leading to it, were filled by hundreds of those who 
could not obtain admittance. 
 
Immediately after the hour had struck, Mr. Lynar announced the result of the poll as follows: 
 
Jarvis  1,848 
Solomon  1,803 
Abercrombie  1,792 
Biccard   1,700 
Norden  1,276 
Chiappini       29 (withdrew) 
 
The first four named gentlemen were thus declared duly elected members for the division of 
Cape Town, which was received with loud and long continued cheers. On their subsiding, Mr. 
Jarvis came forward and addressed a few words to those present, thanking them for the honour 
they had done him in returning him at the end of the poll, since he would do at greater length 
on Wednesday next, when the state of the poll would be officially declared. 

 
Correspondence and discussion in the papers of the day would make it appear that some of the 
candidates stood over the electors as they recorded their votes, thus intimidating them. Accordingly the 
candidates suggested that they would remain outside the courtroom where the votes were recorded. 
Jarvis, however, was reported not to have done so, but continued to attend in the courthouse, though 
he no longer went to the table where the electors voted. 
 
At the official declaration of the poll on 17 May, Jarvis was reported as being too unwell to address the 
electors and consequently sent word asking to be excused.90 A few days later he thanked his 
constituents by a letter91 published in the newspapers: 
 

To the Electors of Cape Town and Green Point: 
 
Gentleman – it was with much regret that I felt myself so indisposed on Wednesday last, when 
our worthy Civil Commissioner declared the State of the Poll; it was quite impossible for me 
then to thank you in the manner I wished, the fact was that on the preceding day, at noon, one 
of my large coal yards ignited by spontaneous combustion, and until within a very short time of 
my entering the Court Room, I had not been able to leave the spot. The previous night had been 
cold and wet, and through the whole of it my exertions had been used to quench the fire which, 
I am happy to say, I fully succeeded in. I, however, caught a severe cold, and that, together with 
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the coal dust which had settled on my chest, made it very difficult for me to breathe, and quite 
impossible to address you. 
 
Allow me, then, gentlemen, to address you on the highly satisfactory manner in which the whole 
of the proceedings during the past week were conducted. It reflects the highest credit on all 
who were concerned in it, and is further proof of what unanimity, when tested, can accomplish. 
You have honoured me by electing me one of your representatives to our first Parliament. That 
honour I duly appreciate, and I trust, that with the cooperative [sic] and support of my 
colleagues, I should be able fully to satisfy your expectations. There is, however, much, very 
much, to be done. You must not be too sanguine, but, as has already been shown, willing hearts 
in a good cause can perform what they desire to carry out. 

 
He concluded by thanking his committee to whom he felt indebted for the position to which he had 
been elected; the polling officers for their efficient manner of conducting the poll; and once again asked 
for the support and advice of his electors. The letter was signed H. C. Jarvis and dated 19 May 1854. 
 
In the Municipal Council meetings, Jarvis had met with a certain amount of heated opposition from a 
section of the members. In fact, on glancing through some of the minutes, it becomes plain that his 
work on it was by no means as pleasant as it might have been. The popularity of his candidature for 
Parliament was from the papers quite evident, though none of the Cape Town newspapers appeared to 
be at all partisan in a definite manner, as would be the case today. 
 
 

Postscript – Jarvis’s reaction to Lord Carnarvon’s Federation plans, 1877 
 
As an old veteran in the fight for freedom, Hercules expressed the feelings of those who had fought for 
and won the free self-governing institutions which the Colony possessed by 1877, when he wrote92 
concerning Lord Carnarvon’s Federation proposals: 
 

Does the Earl of Carnarvon for one moment suppose that the inhabitants of British South Africa 
will endorse, or submit to be beguiled into sanctioning, his scheme of federation in the spirit and 
on the terms he proposes? Does he forget our present position, and the struggle it has cost us to 
obtain it? . . .  
 
It is plain, therefore, what all  this means. Too many concessions have been granted us, and it is 
proposed by this plan to bring us back again to the position we were in in the days of Lord 
Charles Somerset – a nominee Executive, a nominee Legislative Council chosen by the Governor-
General, subject to dismissal at pleasure, whenever disobedient to his mandate. Can anything 
be more tyrannical? Many of the details of this "Permissive Bill" are equally objectionable, 
disenfranchising at least one half of existing voters etc. 
 
Sufficient has been shown to open the eyes and satisfy my fellow countrymen that we must be 
firm in resisting this measure if we wish to retain our present independent position and, if 
necessary, remind Earl Carnarvon of the defeat of his predecessor in office (Earl Grey) when he 
attempted to make this Colony a penal settlement. 

 
Here he wrote in the light of nearly 60 years experience of successive types of government and proved 
that in old age he had not lost his keen interest in public affairs and his clear grasp of basic principles. 
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Chapter 10  –  Hercules Jarvis and the Development of Railways 
 

A director of the very first railways at the Cape, 1859 
 
Hercules was a director of the Cape Town‒ Wellington Railway Company93 and also of the Salt River–
Wynberg Railway Company from the beginning in 1858-59 until the Cape Government took over the 
private railways in 1873. He was keen on every measure which would contribute to the development of 
Cape Colony and therefore too of railways to provide better communication with the interior as well as 
opening it up. 
 
 

Expansion into the Platteland – Hercules’ views, 1865 
 
A letter from him which appeared in the Cape Argus, 29 August 1865, affords some idea of what part he 
played in the provision of railways in the early days. The paragraph is headed "railways" and reads: 
 

Sirs, as the subject of railroads is engaging the attention of the government, the Parliament, and 
the public, perhaps you would kindly find room for a few observations which might be useful, 
and assist to prevent further errors and mistakes. 
 
In 1854 a select committee of the House of Assembly reported as follows: "That railroads were 
both desirable and expedient in certain localities of extensive and increasing traffic, and likely to 
benefit the Colony by the introduction of such improved means of communication." 
 
The favourable report of that committee, assisted by the urgent representations of the public, 
induced the Government and Parliament to endeavour to obtain all the necessary information, 
and ultimately agreeing to the first Railway Bill passed in this Colony. At the time I was 
requested by the Governor, through the then acting Colonial Secretary, to give my ideas in 
regard to the line I should propose, and generally to favour him with such observations as might 
suggest themselves to me. 
 
It then appeared to me, and subsequent experience has confirmed it, that in carrying out 
railroads in this Colony the chief object to be obtained should be the construction of main trunk 
lines to those parts of the country from whence our products are derived,94 and to be branched 
onto, either by lighter rail or horse traction, until such time as the Colony was rich enough and 
its products so much increased as to require greater means of transport. With these objects in 
view I recommended, in the first instance, instead of the present Wellington line, a main trunk 
in as straight a line as could be found from Cape Town, extending along the bank of the Paarl 
mountain; thence to cross the Berg River opposite such place where the mountains could be 
pierced, leading into the Worcester valley, and eventually to be branched onto from Eerste 
River, Malmesbury, Stellenbosch, Paarl, Wellington etc. Had this proposition been adopted, 
instead of a main trunk line (partially constructed) as now proposed, to Worcester. 
 

Say via Tulbagh Kloof  118 miles 
proposed by Sebastiaan's kloof    
Marcus Smith's plan   94 miles 
It would have only been about 75 miles 
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However the mischief is now done. My object is to prevent further errors. I consider it desirable 
that Parliament should pause, and well consider the several lines which have now been 
proposed; in addition to which I would also draw its attention to one very much shorter, say to 
pierce the Bain’s mountain just above the farm of Mr. Johannes Retief, where the present road 
crosses the “Neck”. This spot  I have examined and found as practicable as Sebastiaan’s Kloof. 
The tunnel would be a mile in length. I should consider this line more desirable, as it would run 
through the upper and lower Wagonmakers Valleys – the distance from Wellington would be 
much shortened to Darling Bridge, as the proposed ones through Sebastiaan's Kloof would 
require to make a detour  round the Groeneberg mountain. In advocating works of this 
description, from the experience we have had of convict labour, I feel satisfied that with the 
assistance of that labour, the government would pierce the range of mountains at whatever 
spot might be found desirable at a trifling expense compared to what it could be done for by 
free labour; and with such assistance this and similar works in the East, should they be needed, 
might be undertaken at a very great saving in the Convict Department, as regards supervision 
and maintenance, and as a proof of which I will only instance the works at the Breakwater. 
 
In the East no railway works have as yet been commenced.95 Therefore with the experience we 
have had in the West, similar errors may be avoided. There is now a Bill before Parliament to 
grant a further sum of £20,000 for the completion of the Kowie Harbour. Should that be opened 
as a port of export and import, Port Elizabeth wants no railway to Graham’s Town, but it does 
require a main trunk line towards the interior. 
 
I would, therefore, humbly suggest that Parliament should pause before sanctioning any further 
outlay for railways. Ascertain the most practicable and direct line for extending the main trunk 
line in the West, as well as a similar one in the East, and when sufficient and reliable data have 
been obtained, then proceed with these trunk lines. The works at the Tulbagh Kloof should be 
discontinued, as it will most probably be found that they will not be required, and when 
Parliament meets next session, it will, I trust, be in a position successfully to grapple with the 
subject, and energetically carry out whatever measures it may then determine upon. 
 
Cape Town, 27 August 1865, Hercules C. Jarvis. 

 
In the later 60s he was a director too of the Malmesbury Steam Transport Co. A memorandum in his 
own hand lists expenses incurred in England and later (1871-73), as regards postages, on behalf of that 
body. He seems to have been authorised to negotiate in London on their behalf, as there are frequent 
references to people interviewed or something he has seen and considers may be useful, about which 
he would then report back to the officials concerned. On 13 July 1868 he noted in his journal: 
"submitting in writing to the Board my views on further railway extension at the Cape and sent  . . .  a 
plan for a Graaff Reinet railway . . . " 
 
 

“Road steamers”? 
 
Frequent references occur to a so-called Road Steamer. 96In his journal on 28 February 1870, his entry 
reads: "Observed in The Times of today an account of R. W. Thompson's ‘Road Steamer’ or traction 
engine. To bring it to the notice of the Colonial public, as it would be admirably adopted for use on the 
roads of the Colony, and could supersede or be used in connection with the existing railway 
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A Thomson “road steamer” for 
passengers, c. 1870s 

communication."  On 19 March 1870 he noted: "In 
today's Illustrated London News is a plan of the Road 
Steamer." He wrote on 29 June 1870: "I'm glad to see 
that they have started a road steamer company from  
Bellville to Malmesbury and hope it will succeed." He 
made arrangements with the agents for the trial run 
on 1 October 1870 of the road steamer at Woolwich 
Arsenal, to which he invited various people including 
Sir Henry Barkly and Sir John Coode. He mentioned 
that it was 8 horse power. On 26 October 1870 he 
supplied detailed estimates for running a road 

steamer service between Wellington and Beaufort 
West, also the continuing of the service "to the 

Goldfields, Beaufort being halfway". He probably is referring to the Tati goldfields. The statement of 
estimated capital outlay, running expenses and receipts, concluded with the remark: "I hope that the 
foregoing will convince the shareholders and the public that the road transport company will be a 
paying success!" 
 
A year later in a letter to Sir John Molteno (19 September 1871) he refers to "sketches of the latest 
improvements of Thomson's road steamer carriages", which he had forwarded to the Governor "with an 
urgent request that he would, before committing the Colony to a heavy debt for extensions in the West 
and new lines in the East, give the road steamer a fair trial on the public roads here." 
 
In connection with railways, therefore, as with harbours, Jarvis was always working for development 
which would not only be the most economical and sound, but in the best interests of the Colony as a 
whole. As Emmie Jarvis said of her father: "with what heart and soul he entered into everything." 
 
The Cape Parliament in 1857 passed legislation enabling a railway from Cape Town to Wellington to be 
built. Thereupon the Cape Town Railway and Dock Company was formed,97 among the directors of 
which were H .C. Jarvis, J.B.  Ebden, Col. J.T. Eustace and Thomas Watson, with W.G. Brounger as 
engineer.  In 1858 railway surveyors were brought out from England and Sir George Grey on 31 March 
1859 turned the first sod of the Cape Town–Wellington Railway. The line to Stellenbosch was completed 
on 3 March 1862, while at the same time the Salt River–Wynberg line was under construction, being 
finally opened on 2 May 1864. Jarvis was a director of this railway company also. He maintained his 
connection with both bodies until the Government bought both lines in 1873. 
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Chapter 11: The Wine Export Trade – from prosperity to poverty 
 
On the export trade in wine from the Cape to London between the years 1815 to 1865,98 the Cape 
depended in large measure for its economic stability, as it was the one commodity produced in some 
quantity for which there was a market overseas. The Cape built up a considerable wine trade which was 
then again lost, as a result of a higher duty on wine being levied by Britain. The Cape suffered severely 
from this factor, as well as other conditions, so that the 1860s really could with justice be termed  "the 
dismal sixties". 
 
Hercules Jarvis was engaged in the export trade in wine from the time he settled permanently at the 
Cape about 1820 until the middle 1860s. As we have seen, he was connected with the firm of wine 
merchants, Hudson, Donaldson and Dixon, for all those years, later becoming its Manager. Dr.C. L. 
Leipoldt calls Jarvis "one of the largest wine shippers in Cape Town" and mentions that he gave evidence 
before a Select Committee of the Cape Parliament in 1860, as well as in 1873, when he "again testified 
before a Select Committee that the Colony had lost its wine market in Great Britain".99 John Molteno too 
had been engaged, when he entered business in Cape Town, in shipping wine. 
 
A Select Committee of the Cape Parliament was set up in 1888 to consider means of establishing the 
regulation of the export of Cape wines, with John X. Merriman as chairman. Jarvis, in a Memorandum100 
to the Committee, written when he was 84 years of age, stated: "I had a long experience of what was 
required for the London market, and its greatest requisite was a wine of sound and uniform quality." 
 
In order to show how Hercules at all times tried to do what he could to further the interests of the Cape, 
the following news item conveys some idea of his efforts while he was in England (1868-71), in the 
interests of the Cape’s wine export trade: 
 
 

The wine duties in England101 
 
The following is an extract of a letter from from Mr. H.C. Jarvis in 1869 to a gentleman in Cape Town, 
just received by the Asia: 
 

With regard to the subject of the wine duties, on the 24th ultimo I forwarded to the Chancellor 
of the Exchequer the following letter: ‘On the 11th instant, I had the honour to address Mr. 
Gladstone on the subject of the reduction of the duty on wine, and he has kindly informed me 
that he has referred my communications to you. I trust I shall not be trespassing when I say that 
I am deeply interested in the measure. The alcoholic test limiting the duty to one shilling on 
wines under 26° of strength, and all other above that strength to two shillings and sixpence, had 
the effect of ruining the Cape wine trade with the Mother Country, and causing great distress to 
the wine-growers of the Colony. At the time I predicted to Mr. Gladstone, through Sir C.B. 
Adderley, what its effect would have on us, and which, I am sorry to say, has been too fully 
verified. We have lost the only market we had for our wines. But should you be in favour of the 
one shilling duty on all wines up to 40° of strength, we could again be able to ship a good, 
sound, pure wine, which could be sold to the consumer at the moderate price of one shilling a 
bottle, thereby enabling all classes of the community to participate in obtaining a good glass of 
wine at a price within their means; the result of which would be the extension of its 
consumption, which has already reached 16,000,000 gallons annually, and which would provide 
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for any anticipated efficiency in the revenue. Indeed, the reverse would be the effect – you 
would soon have an increase. The objections to the equalisation of the duty by the 
Commissioners of Customs, on the ground or fear of illicit distillation, I have been informed they 
have now waived. Other considerations and arguments, physical and moral, in favour of the 
reduction I think might be adduced, should you feel yourself at liberty to recommend the 
measure which, I am assured, would confer so great a benefit on this community, and save the 
wine trade of the Cape of Good Hope from ruin, and enable it still further to extend its 
mercantile transactions, and which would be equally beneficial to both countries. This is a 
matter of paramount importance to us, and could I be able to give my friends of the Cape a 
hope of a favourable change, it would be instilling new vigour into them, and they would be too 
happy to prepare themselves for so favourable a change, and will duly appreciate the kindness 
of the act. I have, etc. – H.C. Jarvis. 

 
The following reply I received yesterday: 
 

Downing Street, 30 August 1869 
 
Sir – in reply to your letter of the 24th instant, I am desired by the Chancellor of the Exchequer 
to acquaint you that he is not prepared to risk the responsibility of recommending the adoption 
of an uniform duty of one shilling a gallon upon all wines irrespective of the amount of alcohol 
contained in them, in opposition to the decided opinions expressed by the practical advisers of 
the government as to the risk which such a measure would occasion to the important revenue 
to be derived from spirits. 
 
C. Rivers Wilson. 

 
I [ie Hercules Jarvis] have forwarded a copy of this letter to Mr. Shaw, our friends in London, for their 
information. It appears to me that the Chancellor wishes to leave it an open question. He will not 
recommend the one shilling; but would he accept something higher? I think he would, as we know from 
the correspondence with the Portuguese Government that they are prepared to reduce the duty from 2 
shillings and sixpence to 2 shillings, and also to one shilling and sixpence, but this shows the necessity of 
the Colony exerting itself to strengthen our hands here, in the representations to be made next session. 
 
Concerning his activities in England and the condition of the wine trade at that time, his daughter Emmie 
wrote:102 
 

In 1868 we came to England and you will see by the many letters how much Papa tried to make 
it easier for things at the Cape . . .  In ‘64 Grandpapa failed in business. His business troubles he 
attributed to Mr. Gladstone raising the duty to two shillings and sixpence, for he said that the 
wines had to be a certain strength to cross the Line and so the cheaper duty on French and 
Continental wines made our Cape wine nowhere, with regard to trade, impossible to compete 
with the Continental ones. I think the duty on French wines was only one shilling, if I remember 
rightly. I see by today's paper,103 in a speech made by Mr. Rhodes, in reply to some questions 
asked in Parliament in reference to the Ottawa Conference,104 among other remarks he says: ‘He 
referred to the fact that prior to 1869 the imports of cheap wine into the United Kingdom was 
12,000,000 gallons per annum, whereas now the amount so imported did not exceed 10,000 
gallons per year, the reduction being due to treaties made by Great Britain with other 
countries.’ 



57 
 

 
That shows you how ruinous these treaties were to wine merchants. 

 
His journal contains many entries relative to the wine trade, as, for example, for 17 July 1869: 
 

Received  letter from Mr. Thompson with enclosures about the wine trade, answered it – and 
wrote a letter to Editor of The Times on wine trade." Again on 13 September 1869: "Wrote to 
Mr. Thompson in reply to his of the 11th and sent in copy of my letter to Mr. Gladstone and the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer and their replies.   
 

Once more on 5 May 1870, he noted:   
 

. . . to Mr. G. Thompson. Talked over all the matters in abeyance, and agreed to make up an 
influential deputation to Mr. Lowe on the subject of the wine duties, and which Dr.Eddy strongly 
advised, in a letter he showed me from him. On 23rd of the same month, his record states 
briefly: ‘Went with the deputation.’ 

 
Some months later on 21 January 1871, his journal reads:  
 

Had an interview with Viset due Prat who told me that in consequence of my letter which he 
had forwarded to his Government105 he had been associated with the Marquess of Saldana to 
demand a conference with the Foreign Secretary on the subject of the wine duties and which 
had been accorded to them. They had not yet met, but he would let me know privately the 
result of their proceedings. He said they had been instructed to offer large concessions in the 
event of this government altering the tariff, so as to admit of competition with France. 

 
There can be little doubt that Hercules Jarvis possessed a very wide and detailed knowledge of the 
Cape’s wine export trade, which he endeavoured to use for the benefit of the Colony and at a time 
when he personally no longer stood to derive any benefit from such action. 
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Chapter 12: Jarvis at his peak 
 
Hercules Jarvis was at the zenith of his career about 1854. At the age of 50 he had been Mayor of Cape 
Town for some six years and had recently been elected to Parliament with more votes than any other 
Cape Town member of the House of Assembly. Two struggles into which he had thrown himself heart 
and soul and in which he had, by virtue of his chairmanship of the Board of Commissioners of the 
Municipality, taken a leading part, had not long before been brought to a successful conclusion: the two 
struggles in question were the Anti-convict Agitation and that for Self-government. His prominent and 
energetic championship of the citizen’s cause in these movements were still fresh in the public memory. 
 
As he walked up Adderley Street – recently so named at his suggestion – he would in very truth, as his 
fellow Capetonians greeted him, had been looked at as their First Citizen. They respected him and felt 
pride that among them dwelt such a man. Dignified, dressed in sober black frock coat and tophat, the 
very epitome of a successful businessman and man of affairs, he would raise his hat to the men he 
knew, similarly attired, and to the women in crinolines who accompanied them. Proceeding from his 
own business premises, he had called in at the Town House to attend to some details of Municipal 
affairs and was now proceeding to the Good Hope Lodge on Stal Plein to be present at a sitting of the 
House of Assembly. He looked what he was, a man who had started from poverty and worked himself 
up until he achieved prosperity. Thereafter he could afford to devote some time to public affairs, where 
his sound common-sense, practical grasp of affairs, experience, vigour, energy and integrity soon caused 
men to trust him and to respect his opinions. Undoubtedly in a small community, such as Cape Town 
was at the mid-century, there were men who disliked his progressive ideas and cavilled at his 
predominance in the city's council chamber. 
 
At this time, too, he was living in his Somerset Road property surrounded by the comforts and the solid 
articles of a prosperous mid-Victorian gentleman's home. A few of the articles of that home which have 
survived afford us a glimpse of its well-ordered and hospitable mode of life: for example, a tall solid 
silver 3-branched candelabra and a silver punch bowl on an elaborate base. Then too, at this time, he 
was an elder of the Groote Kerk of the Dutch Reformed Church, a member of the Council of the South 
African college, and a director of the South African Mutual Life Assurance Society. Other institutions and 
organisations too, he served to the best of his ability, altruistically and devotedly. 
 
Three of his five daughters were married by this time and he was connected by marriage to such 
affluent Dutch families of long standing as Vos, de Jongh and Jurgens. Such a man then was Hercules 
Crosse Jarvis in his 50th year, at a period when he counted for much in the Mother City. 
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Hercules Jarvis in his last years, 1880s 

Chapter 13: His last years 
 
Of his later life, the best outline may be found in his daughter's account:106 

 
I am at last going to try to give you my 
recollections of your grandpa's life, but . . 
. I was only 17 when his active or 
business and political life were brought 
to a close by his failure in business. At 
the time worry had brought on such a 
serious illness (the effect of which he 
never quite lost and from which he died 
eventually) that your father and others 
thought he must not take up business 
again . . . I think a great mistake. At the 
time I was too young and grandpa too ill 
for me to question it . . .  I think he was 
quite able afterwards to do work again 
for we have an instance of that when he 
undertook the management of the 
Manganese mine  . . . 107 
 
We were three years in England and then 
returned to the Cape, and at first lived at 
Claremont for about 18 months. We 
then went to Wynberg and lived there 6 
years. During that time . . .  (occurred) 
your dear Mother's and Bazett’s deaths . 
. . It was also at that time that he went to 
du Toit’s Kloof and saw about the 
working of the Manganese mine. We left 
Wynberg to come and nurse Aunt 
Sophy108 and we have been here over 15 
years [Beaufort Villa, Kenilworth]. Your 
dear grandpapa died on 8 February 1889 
in his 86th year and is buried in St 
Saviours Churchyard, Claremont. 

 
At the time of Hercules Jarvis’ death, the recollection of his services was becoming dim owing to the 
lapse of time. Charles A Fairbridge,109 however, wrote of him:  
 

For more than half a century he was perhaps the best known and most energetic citizen of Cape 
Town. He was a zealous supporter of municipal institutions and for many years in succession a 
most efficient Chairman of the Municipality of Cape Town. Mr. Jarvis was also an ardent 
supporter of measures adopted to make Table Bay a safe harbour, to opening our mountain 
passes and introducing railways and tramways. And finally he was strenuous in his endeavours 
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to secure parliamentary institutions to the Colony. He was a director of many public institutions 
and in those, a man of general and useful activity.   

 
Some years later a well-known citizen of Cape Town, J. C. Silberbauer, who had been a personal friend of 
Hercules Jarvis, wrote that he had hoped to "command at the time to jot down something about the life 
and labours of your late respected Grandfather . . .  in memoriam of my late friend."110 Owing to the 
"infirmity of old age", however, he had finally to abandon the intention, but went on to say: 
 

His services to the Cape Colony for many years before the grant of representative institutions 
were great indeed . . . In all public events, Mr. Jarvis took a leading and important part. 
 
“None may know, except those who were his associates, what years of labour he devoted for 
the cause of the people of this land. When tyranny was still strong and military law often 
superseding the legal tribunals, his life and liberty were often in great peril. Few are now alive to 
know this. New generations have sprung up, with other ‘fish to fry’ and care little about ‘ancient 
history’ or how ‘the rights they now enjoy were fought out by their predecessors.’ 

 
Hercules Crosse Jarvis was one of that group of stalwarts of the 19th century, pioneers in many fields of 
activity, who made Cape Town and the Cape Province what it is today. 
 
 
                                                           
Notes 

 
1
 Note what is said at the end of the Introduction. There is no genealogical evidence (despite very recent 

investigations), or documentation in the possession of the family, to support this assumption that Hercules was 

related to this particular Jarvis family whose descendant, Admiral Sir John Jarvis, was ennobled during the 

Napoleonic Wars. 
2
 These were regiments, usually temporary, raised from volunteers to defend England (or the colonies) during 

times of threatened invasion, most notably during the Napoleonic Wars. They were led by Regular Army 

officers, of whom John Jarvis was one. Being for defence, they were not posted overseas. 
3
 This was where officers were trained who were going into the employ of the British East India Company that 

ruled British India with the assistance of its own private armed forces until the Indian Mutiny of 1857.  Lil 

Sandeman’s father, Colonel Sandeman, apparently also trained at Addiscombe House (Lil married Wallace 

Molteno in 1907). 
4
 Hercules and Elizabeth Magdalena’s home in Somerset Road in the 1850s was open house. They made 

Hercules’s two sisters, Aunts Sophia and Georgina, welcome when they came from Hong Kong to live with their 

brother at the Cape, Sophia’s husband, Mr. Duus, having recently died.  Sophia’s two sons, John and Edward, 

were part of the family before being sent to school in distant Copenhagen, and again for six months as young 
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