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Before I start, thank you for having me here again.  

Thanks to SAARP and Pam Harvey for allowing me to gate-crash their meeting earlier this month (I was 

too young) and to Glynis Millett-Clay for her informative talk on Benoni then and now (also on 

Facebook). Condolences to Pam on the loss of her father – she let me know she wouldn’t be here today 

as she’s had to travel to England.  

 

Was Sir George Farrar a traitor or a loyalist? If so, to whom? And why even ask this 

question? 

Sir George Herbert Farrar, 1st Baronet, DSO 

(17 June 1859 Chatteris, Cambridgeshire – 20 

May 1915 Kuibis, South West Africa. He was 

awarded his DSO in 1900 and created a 

Baronet on 2 February 1911. On 3 June 1893, 

he married Ella Mabel Waylen and had 6 

daughters. Both George and Ella’s fathers 

had been doctors. 

 

After attending Bedford Modern School, Farrar joined first his grandfather’s British steel 

company and then his uncle’s engineering firm – Howard, Farrar and Company. At the 

age of 20 he travelled to South Africa to represent the firm and in 1886 moved to the 

goldfields to set up a branch of Howard, Farrar & Co supplying mining equipment.1 In 

1895 he established East Rand Proprietary Mines (ERPM) after realising that a water 

drilling machine manufactured by his grandfather’s company could be used to discover 

gold reefs. This is what he used to drill on the East Rand at ERPM and Kleinfontein. He 

was described as ‘Foxy’ for two recorded reasons: firstly he would turn up where he was 

not expected and secondly because he apparently went out on Boksburg Lake at night in 

a rowing boat to lay claims under the lake.2  

                                                           
1 The Melbourne Argus, ‘The Pretoria sentences’, 30 April 1896 
2 https://issuu.com/tametimes3/docs/boksburg_040815 



In December 1895, the Jameson Raid took 

place. This was an attempt to overthrow the 

Kruger government which had been refusing 

political representation in the Transvaal for 

the ‘uitlanders’ (foreigners) who were 

mainly English. Farrar was a leading member 

of the Reform Committee. The author of My 

Joburg3 claims that the details of the raid 

were planned in a small building near Farrar’s house, Beford. I’m not going to go into 

the reasons why the raid took place and who was in the right or not, but we know Farrar 

participated and was found to be one of the main instigators being one of five 

sentenced to death. This was later commuted to a £25,000 fine (paid for by his brother 

Sydney) and a three-year ban on political involvement. What I find interesting is why 

Farrar felt strongly enough to participate in signing the letter which led to the raid – 

politics aside, look at his personal circumstances: he’s a man married for nearly 3 years, 

has a young daughter with another possibly already on the way and is in the process of 

forming ERPM. The Poverty Bay Herald referred to Farrar as ‘member of the firm 

Howard, Farrar & Co, the principal engineers on the rand, and one of the wealthiest 

men in Johannesburg’.4 The raiders were either extremely confident of succeeding or 

Farrar was so fed up with what he’d had to go through to form his company that in 

either event he was prepared to sacrifice his young family and all he had built up. 

For his involvement in the Jameson Raid, Farrar was seen by the country he resided in, 

the Transvaal, as a traitor. He had been prepared to overthrow the legitimate 

government for personal gain. However, his countrymen likely saw him as a loyalist – 

prepared to defend their political rights and stand up to someone they perceived to be a 

tyrant. 

                                                           
3 http://myjoburg.com/my-bedfordview/ 
4 Poverty Bay Herald, ‘The Pretoria Prisoners’, 15 May 1896 
(https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/PBH18960515.2.31) 



When the Anglo-Boer War broke out in 

1899, Boksburg voted against going to 

war.5 This was not too surprising given 

that half of the town’s inhabitants were 

employed by ERPM which meant 

colleagues would likely oppose each other 

and their livelihoods would be affected. 

Many supported the Boers, Boksburg 

contributing a force of 1,050 men some of whom were involved in the capture of 

Winston Churchill. In contrast, their employer, Farrar, joined the Colonial Division under 

General Brabant and raised two cavalry battalions, mainly paid for by his firm. He was 

appointed Major and served on the Staff as Chief of Intelligence. He was at the relief of 

Wepener and the surrender of General Prinsloo in the Brandwater Basin. He was 

mentioned in Despatches receiving the medal with three clasps and the DSO.6  

Although the British won, Farrar lost a fair amount as the mines came to a standstill. In 

late 1900, the Boers attacked New Kleinfontein mine north of Benoni, Chimes and van 

Rhyn mines as well as houses at Driefontein. This led to the formation of the Rand Rifles, 

paid for by the mines, to protect mine property (not the same as the World War 1 Rand 

Rifles). When Lord Roberts marched on Pretoria and the nature of the war changed to 

more mobile fighting, the Commandant of Boksburg Adriaan Dercksen surrendered. 

From June 1900 to the end of the war, Boksburg was occupied by the British who set up 

a concentration camp in the town for blacks near Boksburg Station, later renamed 

Boksburg East Station (is perhaps the old Cinderella prison the location?).7 

Again, we can ask the question ‘was Farrar a traitor or a loyalist?’ A traitor because he 

took up arms against the government of the country in which he was residing and 

working, or a loyalist for arranging to protect the mines against attack to safeguard his 

own interests but also those of his employees. 

                                                           
5 Bodleian Library: Farrar papers: Box 21/1 
6 Walter H Willis, Anglo-African Who’s Who and Biographical Sketchbook, 1907, pp122-123 
7 Peter Wood, http://samilitaryhistory.org/vol152pw.html; http://benonicitytimes.co.za/wp-
content/uploads/sites/26/2013/10/Benoni-History-23.pdf?9187d3 



After the war, in 1902 Farrar was elected 
President of the Transvaal Chamber of 
Mines, though he resigned the presidency 
in 1904 to return to a career in politics 
serving on Milner’s unofficial legislative 
council. The same year, Milner laid the 
foundation stone for Farrar’s house in 
Bedford. In his role on the legislative 
council, Farrar supported the importation 

of Chinese Labour to work on the mines. During this time too, Farrar was involved in the 
development of Benoni and Boksburg. He took a direct interest in the layout of the 
town, having lakes built stocked with trout and trees planted (suburbs of Plantation, 
Forest Town) – for both mine and recreational use. The ERPM golf course was started, 
and regular sporting events were held. Farrar himself had a hunting lodge near the 
Homestead Dam, now in Bill Davey street and he would ride from his house at Bedford 
to ERPM and Benoni every day on horse-back before he purchased a car. To give some 
idea of what changes he had seen, in 1895 the foundation stone was laid of the Masonic 
Temple and meetings were set to the Tuesday of the month closest to the full moon – 
this would allow members to avoid lions and ambushes. Farrar was a Mason himself. 

In 1905 he was elected first president of the Transvaal Progressive Association and won 
the seat for Boksburg East in the Transvaal's first general election in 1907. It was said of 
Farrar at the time of the election that he ‘is perhaps the best trusted man among the 
British community in South Africa, with a really keen insight into the requirements of 
the Transvaal, and a sound all-round record’.8  

In 1907, the Transvaal obtained representative government which allowed them to 
control their own internal affairs. With Farrar having been elected for Boksburg East he 
sat in the parliament headed by Louis Botha of the South African Party. Farrar was 
appointed Leader of the Opposition. Also, in 1907, Farrar had to deal with a miners’ 
strike ostensibly started at Kleinfontein although some sources claim it started in 
Germiston. The cause was the extension of supervision for drilling rock from two to 
three people, job replacement by black labour and miners’ phthisis.9 

The years until Union in 1910 saw him continue to develop the two towns he was 
closely associated with but also having to mediate between the two. Benoni, as it was 
younger, complained that it had to rely on Boksburg for too much and wanted its own 
status symbols. At that stage, Boksburg-Benoni hospital was the main hospital for the 

                                                           
8 Walter H Willis, Anglo-African Who’s Who and Biographical Sketchbook, 1907, pp122-123  
9 http://benonicitytimes.co.za/wp-content/uploads/sites/26/2013/10/Benoni-History-23.pdf?9187d3 



area, joint-funded by ERPM and the government. It had been opened in 1905 by Lord 
Selbourne, the High Commissioner and had 75 beds, a year after the Kleinfontein mine 
hospital had been opened. Only in 1914 was Kleinfontein expanded to include facilities 
for women and children.10 The magistrates’ court for the area was also based in 
Boksburg as was the Landrost, Police Head Quarters, Native Departments and the 
Offices of the Mining Commissioner. Kleinfontein mine was to be responsible for 
bringing electricity to Benoni in 1911, Boksburg having become electrified in 1904/5. 

The question now changes to whether Farrar was a traitor to his employees when he 
fought for Chinese labour to be brought in or, again a loyalist to capitalism as a means to 
protect the towns he was responsible for as well as his own income. 

He was a firm supporter of Union and was a member of the Union negotiating team. 
When the Union was formed, he merged the Progressive Party with Jameson’s Cape 
Unionists to form the Unionist Party. In 1910 he was elected Member for Parliament for 
Georgetown (Germiston). Farrar and his wife continued to be involved in the 
development of Benoni and Boksburg. From the East Rand Express we learn that in 
February 1910 Farrar was organising social events at Bendigo Hall and in March of that 
year he opened the ERPM hall to improve the lot of workers. He encouraged the Cornish 
Association to take a broad outlook and not be little Transvaalers, Englanders or 
Afrikanders. Lady Farrar too played her part in entertaining the Guild of Loyal Women.  
1910 was also to see three fire stations in the region, two of which were government 
owned and one ERPM. In 1911, Farrar laid the foundation stone of the Anglican Church 
in Boksburg which had been designed by Herbert Baker and the same year Reiger Park 
was established as a ‘native location’. Lady Farrar had done the same for St Dunstan’s in 
1909, another Herbert Baker building. 

In 1911 Farrar retired from politics to focus on ERPM which was experiencing 
management problems highlighted by the Government Mining Engineer. After a 
struggle with shareholders, Farrar remained chairman but no longer supervising 
engineer, a role taken over by WT Anderson. 

Two years later, in June 1913, miners in Benoni 
went on strike after five mechanics were 
retrenched at New Kleinfontein Mine. They had 
refused to work an extra three hours 
underground on a Saturday.  With the growing 
strength of the Labour party and trade unions, 
this local incident eventually spread to cover 

                                                           
10 Glynis Millett-Clay talk, 2 August 2016, Hecker’s Nursery, Boksburg. 



most of the Witwatersrand as the Unions fought for recognition, an eight-hour day and 
the reinstatement of the five men.  

When the mob threatened to shoot Farrar, Lionel Phillips and Drumond Chaplin, a 
civilian defence force was formed under the command of Dr Billy Davies.11 The East 
Rand Gazette noted that during the strike, Farrar had regularly visited Benoni to hear 
what was being said.12 Jan Smuts as Minister for Defence and the Police, called the 
police, mounted rifles of the UDF and the Imperial Garrison into action. At this stage, 
18,000 mineworkers from 63 mines were on strike.  

A striker committee meeting was held in Benoni on Sunday 29 June whilst on 4 July a 
gathering of 10,000 miners was broken up in Market Square which led to martial law 
being declared. Buildings were attacked including the Rand Club. A bystander, who had 
served in the Anglo-Boer war, said he had ‘never seen such a sight as the indiscriminate 
shooting of men, women and children’. Sidney Bunting, one of the strike committee, 
said it was ‘the most indescribable scene of cold-blooded brutality ever perpetrated in 
an industrial conflict’.13 More than 20 people were killed. On Friday 5 July, Botha and 
Smuts met with the miners at the Carlton Hotel in Johannesburg. Smuts felt forced to 
sign a document agreeing to the demands of the miners stating, ‘We made peace 
because the Imperial forces informed us that the mob was beyond their control’.14 

However, workers did not want to go back to work as the mine owners had not been 
involved in the discussions and felt they would find a way around reinstating the men 
and meeting the other demands. Although the mine owners had not been involved in 
the discussions with the mineworkers, Botha and Smuts, there had been a meeting 
between Smuts, Botha, Farrar, Chaplin and Phillips on the Saturday at The Orange Grove 
Hotel. According to Christopher Stone writing to C Hely Hutchinson on 14 July, the 
meeting with the mineworkers took place ‘subsequently to that with the mine owners, 
which dates the meeting to 28 June or challenges the 5 July meeting date. Despite the 
mine owners not being present at the meeting with the strike leaders, more moderate 
voices prevailed and the mineworkers did return to work. On the Monday and Tuesday, 
some black miners attempted to join their white colleagues on strike with their own 
demands. Their attempts were unsuccessful but it is regarded as raising the awareness 
of black trade unions and the SANNC as to what action could achieve.15 

                                                           
11 Brenthurst: Stone Collection, MS 245/7/1/1 
12 East Rand Gazette, 22 May 1915, p21 
13 http://www.sahistory.org.za/article/1913-mineworkers%e2%80%99-strike 
14 http://www.sahistory.org.za/article/1913-mineworkers%e2%80%99-strike 
15 http://www.sahistory.org.za/article/1913-mineworkers%e2%80%99-strike’, Brenthurst: Stone collection 



On 6 November 1913, the London Times reported on the 29th day of the Reef Trial. It 

noted that Mr WT Madley, Labour member for Springs, had said in a speech to the Salt 

River railwaymen ‘that it was Sir George Farrar’s orders that their brothers were shot 

down on July 4’. We get the detail from the Farrar vs Madley case in a 2009 Namibian 

court case:  Madley said ‘The mineowners are not British subjects, but we are. Yes, we 

are the country, and soldiers are not going to shoot down you and me at the behest of 

Sir George Farrar. You may ask, why Sir George Farrar? But I heard from a reliable 

source that the great Sir George was in the Market-square instructing Colonel Truter 

what to do with the troops. If that were true then no greater crime had ever been 

committed in this country...’ In summing up, the Court gave more detail: the ‘Defendant 

has further expressly pleaded that he did not intend to convey the impression that he 

personally believed that the plaintiff was guilty of causing murder to be committed by 

others, but it cannot for a moment be presumed that when he spoke the defamatory 

words complained of by the plaintiff, he did not wish those whom he had addressed to 

think otherwise than that Sir George Farrar had been guilty of committing and procuring 

the shooting down of defenceless men, women and children, without any lawful cause 

or excuse. That is the natural conclusion to which any person, an ordinary man, would 

naturally come upon hearing these words or reading them in a newspaper; and that was 

the intention of the defendant’. Farrar was awarded £400 damages and costs.16 

On a lighter note, Farrar won a gold medal for the champion boar at the annual 
Witwatersrand Agricultural Society Show. He was an all-rounder, for 20 years he held 
the Mile record, played golf, tennis and was a keen horserider. 

Up till and including the events of 1913, Farrar 
was not completely trusting of the SAP 
government headed by Smuts and Botha. The 
outbreak of World War One was to see a 
complete change in relationship between the 
men.  

When World War One broke out, Farrar was in 
England although one source mentions America. About to enlist with General Sir Hubert 
Hamilton’s force in Belgium, Farrar was seemingly asked by officials in London to return 
to South Africa. He arrived back in time for the arrival of the new Governor General, 
Sydney Buxton and the opening of Parliament in mid-September 1914. Before this 
happened though, according to chief of Police, Colonel Trew, Farrar’s farm was used as 

                                                           
16 https://www.newspapers.com/newspage/33245688/; http://www.saflii.org/na/cases/NAHC/2009/16.pdf 



a base against the Foster Gang who had gone into hiding in the area and as we 
discussed last year had a role to play in the outbreak of the rebellion.17 

Parliament met between 11 and 13 September and voted to invade German South West 
Africa by 92 votes to 12 following an incident at Nakob on the German South 
West/Union border. Farrar assessed the session as follows: 

I must say that I think that if ever a man has played the game for the 
British Empire this time it has been Botha, and he has fairly burnt his 
boats with his own people. They expected the usual opposition from 
Hertzog, but I really think he had great trouble with his own people. 
Hertzog’s attitude was what we expected – a kind of friendly neutrality, 
that is, they would be quite prepared to defend their own homes, but 
why attack the Germans in German S.West, since if the Germans had the 
better of the Allies they would be in an awkward position. Hertzog 
argued that the people of England were divided on the question of the 
War as three Ministers had resigned, and all this rubbish. At the bottom 
of it all was personal hatred of Botha. What he [Hertzog] wished to 
convey was if only Botha would consult him all would go well. Anyhow, 
on the division he only got 12 supporters and it went through.’18 

Whilst everyone was in Cape Town for the parliamentary session, Botha and Smuts met 
with Sir George to ask him to help with organising the railway system in German South 
West Africa. In particular, he was asked to work with General Duncan MacKenzie whom 
Botha and Smuts were concerned was not up to the task of organising his men. This was 
the first time Boer and Briton would be fighting alongside each other and there was 
uncertainty of how their different styles would affect the other. In particular, Botha was 
concerned that McKenzie would not move fast enough. Farrar was approached because 
of his organisation skills and his knowledge of railways. Having first sorted out the Cape 
Town docks which was in absolute chaos due to war pressures, Farrar went to German 
South West Africa with General Beve’s forces on 18 September 1914. If Farrar could sort 
the one area as part of MacKenzie’s force that would greatly help the Union’s forces in 
their occupation of German South West Africa. They found Luderitz Bay empty, the 
Germans having evacuated in line with instructions from the German colonial office. 
However, as part of their evacuation, they destroyed the railway line.19 Using men of his 
old regiment, the Kaffrarian Rifles, Farrar commenced repairing the line which he 
described to Lady Farrar back in the United Kingdom:  

                                                           
17 H Trew, Botha Treks, 1936, p9  
18 Rhodes House: MSS Afr s. 2175 George Farrar Box 12/1, 20 Sep 1914  
19 G Pool, Pionerspoorwee in Duits-Suidwest Afrika 1897-1915, (Butterworth, Durban, 1982) p256 



Generally speaking, there is no organization – everything has been 
pushed together without any idea of the magnitude of the job. [...] It is 
a very difficult job and it almost requires the same organization as 
Kitchener’s expedition to Khartoum as we have in German S.W. also to 
fight the desert.’20 

From South West Africa, in another weekly update, he wrote that 'one morning,’ a 
German plane dropped two bombs on the camp – he was fifty yards away. ‘One good 
thing was they put a parachute on, and you could see the bomb drop.’ It killed one man 
and injured another nine. The following day another came and then not again. ‘I don’t 
think they will worry us much more, because they have only two aeroplanes and they 
can’t afford to lose one.’21  

Soon after this incident, the German South West Africa campaign started in earnest in 
January 1915, and Farrar was able to see the benefit of the planning and preparation he 
had undertaken whilst he had the chance – the rebellion had meant that military action 
in South West had been put on hold. 

Meanwhile, back on the East Rand, ERPM’s Cinderella Dam was being built by prisoners 
of war brought back from South West Africa. 

According to accounts, Farrar worked 16-18 hours a day for eight months in German 

South West to ensure things flowed for the Union Defence Force. Captain Valentine who 

served with him recalled: ‘His headquarters were in a caboose (a closed-in box truck in 

which temperatures reached well over 100 degrees F). Sir George slept on the floor and 

dined on the usual officers’ camp furniture. I say he slept and ate in this caboose, but 

although I repeatedly looked in on him, in the early hours of the morning and late at 

night, he seemed to always be awake and alert, and never once did I find him having a 

meal. He used – not smoked – hundreds of cigarettes a day, that is to say he would ask 

for a cigarette, light it, blow out a few puffs of smoke, then throw it away. [Was this why 

he was asked to judge the Benoni Smoking Competition in 1910?] He was the terror of 

the lax and indolent, and was known as ‘Foxy’ because he was always turning up at 

unexpected places and moments and asking inconvenient questions.’22 

 

                                                           
20 RH: MSS Afr s. 2175 George Farrar Box 12/1, 20 Sep 1914  
21 RH: MSS Afr s. 2175 George Farrar, Box 12/1, 3 Jan 1915 to Lady Farrar; S Monick, ‘The third man: Willy Trick and 
the German Air Force in South West Africa in World War One’ in South African Military History Journal 5:3 (1988) 
dates the attack as 17 Dec 1914; V Alhadeff, South Africa in two World Wars: A newspaper history (1979) p20  
22 Rhodes House MSS Afr s 2175 Farrar, Box 13/3 P Digby appreciation 



Alas, Farrar died on 20 May 1915 from a 
punctured rib when, on 19 May, following a 
freak accident in which the trolley he was 
travelling on to check lines collided with 
another. His chauffer was killed instantly whilst 
the third passenger survived with minor injuries. 
Farrar died days after his nephew John Harold 
Farrar, DSO, who was killed at Aubergs Ridge on 

9 May 1915. His words of comfort to his brother seem to have been fitting for himself 
‘Always remember he played the game right through.’23 On 25 May 1915, Jan Smuts 
wrote to Patrick Duncan of the Unionist Party and executor of Farrar’s estate that:  

We owe him a debt for the work he did, which could only have been 
accomplished by a man of great capacity and forceful character, and it 
was largely due to his own example in meeting the various difficulties 
without complaint that we heard so few complaints, because from 
what I have seen of the country from Luderitzbucht to Aus it is indeed 
most forbidding and I saw it when it was supposed to be not nearly its 
worst!!24 

In Boksburg, the shops closed early, 3pm, as a mark of respect. The East Rand Gazette 
recalled on 22 May 1915: ‘Sir George has always been exceedingly popular with all 
classes of the community on the Reef and the way he played a man’s part in the 
campaign in South West Africa had raised him to the highest pinnacle of public favour. It 
is no exaggeration to say that he held premier place amongst our public men in the 
regard of the British Section of the sub-continent.’25 

Lady Farrar left for South Africa on 22 May and remained for the rest of the war. The 
Boksburg ladies of the Revolver Club ‘regretted that Lady Farrar was denied a happy 
reunion with her late gallant husband.’26 At Farrar’s funeral, Colonel Charles Crewe and 
Colonel Byron were pall bearers. According to Wikipedia (!) several thousand people 
attended a memorial service at Boksburg Lake. The ERPM band led the cortege when 
Farrar was later buried at Bedford.27 

So, was he a traitor or was he a loyalist? Here is what some of his contemporaries 
thought: 

                                                           
23 Barry Imeson, Playing the man: a biography of the mountaineer Captain John Percy Farrar, DSO (Loose Scree, 
2010) 
24 UCT: Duncan BC294, D1.34.14 letter 25 May 1915 Smuts to Duncan 
25 East Rand Gazette, ‘South Africa’s irreparable loss – Death of Sir George Farrar: killed in a railway accident’, 22 
May 1915, p21 
26 East Rand Gazette, 29 May 1915 
27 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boksburg 



In 1910, ‘Out of the Depths’ wrote to the East Rand Gazette: ‘Now I have not a word to 
say against Sir George Farrar. I think he is a very good man as far as capitalists go; in 
fact, about the best of the whole bunch of Rand Magnates.’28 

His going to South West Africa in 1914 must have really annoyed ‘One of the Old Crowd’ 
who wrote into the Leader29 as follows: Dear Sir George, Having awaited your arrival 
back, we are anxiously expecting a lead from you as being one of the very few proved 
sportsmen controlling the Reef. What we want from you is to raise an overseas 
contingent – irrespective of anything the government may be doing. We do not ask you 
to finance it, which we can surely do ourselves, but just to get us going and remove a 
possible slur from South Africa. Come along right away and hustle things, or we may 
possibly have to fall back on ______’ [sic] The views expressed in the above represent 
the opinions of many hundreds of East Randits.’ 

I think the final assessment though belongs to Lord De Villiers, later Attorney General, 
who noted Farrar’s zeal for the welfare of South Africa. ‘You may not have agreed with 
his policy in the past, but, you may take it from me that the interests of South Africa as a 
whole were as dear to him as any other delegate at the convention.’ Although this was 
written in 1909/10, for me it sums up Farrar – he was loyal to the welfare of a greater 
South Africa and if that required him to be a traitor along the way, so he was. I can only 
wonder what the future of South Africa would have been had he not died at the young 
age of 56 and Botha lived past 1919 given the change in attitude the three men had 
towards each other. 

 

Other references 

(Mpumalanga Historical Interest Group newsletter No 173, 5/8/2015 http://lowvelder.co.za/wp-
content/uploads/sites/44/2015/08/NEWSLETTER-173.pdf) 

                                                           
28 East Rand Gazette, 26 March 1910, ‘Out of the Depths’ on the opening of the ERPM Hall 
29 Reproduced East Rand Gazette, 12 September 1914, p21 


