I was en route for this particular segment of the universe, with
five men I had engaged to re-staff the Litho Dept of the Cape
Times, on which my Bro. J. D. Stokoe was head artist ...
—Thomas Pearson Stokoe, 1958

T

HE EDINBURGH CASTLE DOCKED IN CAPE TOWN on a
cold, clear morning in late August, 1911. The wharf was
in the old Victoria and Alfred Basin—there was no Duncan
Dock yet. Today the ‘V & A’ is the Waterfront playground
for locals and visitors; then it was a working harbour, with
clanking steam engines, coaling berths, horse-drawn carts
and plenty of shouting, sweating men. Behind the harbour
Table Mountain soared—TP’s first sight of the world’s most
famous natural landmark, rising more than a thousand
metres above the dockside. His thoughts are not recorded; he
could not have imagined that he’d still be climbing that
mountain at the age of eighty-nine.
Perhaps Joseph Stokoe was waiting on the quay to meet
them. The Cape Times Limited would certainly have sent a
cart or a wagon to convey their new staff’s trunks to their
lodgings. The men might have wondered at the brilliant sunshine of the late-winter day as they followed the cart on foot
though the cobbled streets of the town. The rattling trams
would have seemed familiar, but the many flat-roofed
houses—an enduring legacy from the days of the
Dutch—might have surprised them. The dark faces and
snatches of unknown languages on the street would have
added to their sense of strangeness, of having reached an
exotic destination that was so utterly different from Gateshead-on-Tyne. And whenever they looked up from the faces
on the street and the flat-topped houses, the mountain
soared, craggy and blue, always framing the view.
TP lost very little time in getting to know the Cape countryside.
My first sight of the Cape flora was within a few days of my
arrival in Cape Town in 1911, when my brother suggested a
tramp along the coast to Hout Bay for a short weekend.
Crossing the tram lines near Camps Bay I

hesitated to trespass over what I
thought was a private garden. Eventually I ventured forward and was
thrilled at the sight of the prodigal
wealth of so much floral beauty, and
the realisation that it was really wild
and indigenous. One could scarcely
see the ground for flowers; gladioli,
oxalias, iridaceae, adenandra and proteas flourished exceedingly, and the
bright breasted malachite sunbirds
were another thrill.

Joseph Stokoe’s watercolour of his
walk with TP is dated October 1911. A
few years later TP’s version of this outing had significantly changed; brother
Joseph is no longer mentioned.
... on a springtime weekend tramp
along the foreshore from Camps Bay
... I hesitated to trespass over what I
thought was a private garden. Every
flower was new to me, and I had to be
persuaded to walk over them. Coming
from a land where every flower, however humble, has at least one common
name, I was keen to know the names
of the bewildering variety of flowers
surrounding me. My companion was
not very helpful: Bloublom,
Rooiblom, Geelblom and quite a number of Ek-weet-nies, the latter predominating.

An opportunity beckoned almost at his
doorstep that he could not let pass. He
had left England a frustrated man, 43
years old and approaching middle age
with little to show for his life.
In a new country with a new pursuit,
botany, and a new recreation, climbing, he began life anew at an age
when the normal man is easing off.
—Russel Anson-Cook

Whether he’d reached the end of his tether designing jamtin labels for his printing firm, or he simply needed to
break away from a soured relationship with his wife
Lilian, there is no doubt that his first few weeks at the
Cape offered all the promise that he could have dreamed
of. He was a fit and active walker, and everywhere were
mountains begging to be explored. Not only that, but the
mountains were clothed in an astonishing array of exotic
floral beauty that, as he notes above, thrilled him.
‘Why don’t you make a collection? Take them to an herbarium and make a nuisance of yourself there!’ I followed
the advice and soon became known as a persistent
inquirer.
It was advice that was to change his life. When TP arrived
at Cape Town in 1911 the herbarium at Kirstenbosch did
not exist, because there was no Kirstenbosch Garden yet.
However, the South African Museum—with its active herbarium—was just down the road from TP’s rented cottage,
at No. 48, Kloof Road, Cape Town.
From home TP walked down the hill every day to the
printing works of the Cape Times Limited, and on the way
he passed the Museum and its helpful, encouraging staff.
He was soon spending most of his spare time in the veld
and learning as much as he could of the “prodigal wealth”
that surrounded him.
By 1913 TP had joined the Mountain Club of South
Africa (MCSA), and soon he was leading some extremely
difficult climbs on Table Mountain. Contemporary mountaineers have pointed out that TP’s seasoned peers were
unlikely to have trusted their lives to a novice. To have had
the competency to lead such climbs TP must have had considerable climbing experience in England. We know that
even in his earliest childhood he enjoyed physical exertion; he lived close enough to the Pennines and the Yorkshire Moors to have found plenty of crags to climb upon.
Climbing was not, as Anson-Cook had it, a “new recreation” for TP Stokoe.
Nevertheless, nowhere in any of the letters or writings
that we’ve collected does TP mention climbing in England; perhaps it was something else he did alone, to give
“full vent to my week’s acquired spleen” ...
TPS

In those early mountaineering days TP
teamed up with climbers W. T. Cobern,
George Londt and A. P. Stanford,
famously leading part of the first ascent of
Protea Buttress, above Newlands. From
the top of the screes below Fernwood
Peak to the summit of the mountain, this
mighty mass of rock is a nearly-sheer 500
m. It’s certainly no climb for a novice,
leader or not. In his description of the
climb, published in the MCSA JOURNAL in
1914, Cobern advises the use of a rope
“not less than one hundred feet in length,”
and comments that the whole climb took
nearly six hours.
Stanford photographed TP leading the
‘F’-grade climb; TP later used the photo
to paint himself leading on one of the
pitches, roped up to Londt and Cobern.
It’s alarming to note that there seem to
be no belays in the picture; if the leader
had fallen, he would certainly have taken
his companions tumbling hundreds of feet
down the sheer rock face with him. However, as one seasoned old mountaineer
commented, “in those days, the leader just
did not fall!”
Another well-known climb opened by
TP with his friends was the ‘D’-graded
Stepover Route on Spring Buttress in
1913, a climb he repeated thirty-nine
years later at the age of eighty-four; and in
1914 he opened the ‘F’-grade Left Frontal
Route on the daunting Porcupine Buttress
that towers above Camps Bay.
His membership of the Mountain Club
opened new doors for TP.. There was not
only companionship and local knowledge,
but also shared transport and occasional
opportunities to spend weekends on mountains outside the Peninsula. With each
expedition his knowledge of the Cape
flora deepened.

Several of those whom TP met in his early years in the
MCSA became his firmest friends, and we’ve quoted many
of their memories of him. Perhaps his best friend, the man
who was to write TP’s obituary in the Mountain Club Journal of 1959, was Dr Keppel Harcourt Barnard. Barnard was
born in London in 1887, the son of a solicitor. Not only was
he nineteen years younger than TP, but he also had a very
different English upbringing and education. In 1908 he
obtained his BA in Natural Sciences at Cambridge University and went on to study law, but science was his first love
and in 1911—the same year that TP came to Cape
Town—he joined the staff of the South African Museum. In
1921 he was appointed as Assistant Director, and he
assumed the full Directorship in 1946. Marine biology,
fresh water insects and Colophon stag beetles were his speciality.
Barnard was Hon. Secretary of the Mountain Club from
1918 to 1945, and presumably met TP during his earliest
days in the club. There was apparently none of the reserve
that later characterised TP’s relationship with Professor
Compton—also a Cambridge man. Barnard and TP seem to
have been friends from the start; when the friendship began
they were both active single men—Barnard married Alice
Watkins in 1915—in a new country, with a common love of
climbing. In 1924 Barnard was awarded the Mountain
Club’s Gold Badge, for “significantly furthering the cause
of mountaineering, over a significant period of time”.
We’ve illustrated this tale with TP’s carefully-painted cartoons that he posted to Keppel Barnard over many years.
Barnard had succeeded Dr Edwin Percy Phillips as secretary to the Mountain Club. Phillips—TP’s junior by sixteen years—was appointed as Curator of the S. A. Museum
Herbarium, also in 1911—a curious coincidence. Phillips
encouraged TP’s plant collecting and exploration, but in
1918 he became Curator of the National Herbarium and
moved to Pretoria. He and TP remained in touch into the
1950s.
Another Mountain Club friend was Nella Rainier. Nella
joined the club as a young woman in 1920 and she and TP
shared many expeditions. She recalled his penchant for producing pancakes in unlikely places, as well as his
botanizing. Nella wrote of a 1940s expedition with TP:

I organised a riding tour in the Maluti Mountains in
Basutoland without knowing that he had never been on a
horse in his life. After the first long morning’s ride he went
off carrying a circular rubber cushion on which he slept, but
returned saying sadly, ‘I thought this might be worn inside
my breeches, but it won’t do!’
Fortunately for TP, one of the ponies was missing next
morning, giving him a day’s rest from the saddle.

One of TP’s few older friends from his Mountain Club
acquaintance was the famous Dr Hermann Wilhelm Rudolf
Marloth, who according to TP lived near him, and who also
encouraged him in his botanizing on far-flung mountain
tops. Marloth was thirteen years older than TP;
he was a founder member of the Mountain Club in 1891, and
Club Chairman from 1901 to 1906; in the latter year he was
awarded the Club’s Gold Badge.
Marloth and TP do not appear to have been on many
expeditions together, but TP did some important collecting
on his behalf. Rudolf Marloth was a famous collector of
plants, with a private herbarium of some fifteen thousand
specimens; he is also the author of a classic, FLORA OF
SOUTH AFRICA, a magnificently illustrated set of six volumes
which were published between 1913 and 1932.
Russel Anson-Cook was another friend from early in
TP’s mountaineering days. A prominent member of the
MCSA, he too achieved the Gold Badge for furthering the
cause, in 1945. In 1968 he wrote an appreciation of TP’s life
for the MOUNTAIN CLUB JOURNAL; he submitted it to Professor Brian Rycroft, then Director of the Kirstenbosch Garden,
for comment, but it was apparently never published.
It was from this article, retrieved from the Compton Herbarium archives, that we’ve been able to glean so many of
Anson-Cook’s observations about TP. When Rycroft had
read his article, Anson-Cook replied:
I am gratified to learn that you consider it a just tribute to
a man whom everyone liked and respected ... as one who
was a close friend of his, I greatly value your opinion.
“A man whom everyone liked and respected ...” surely says
all that needs to be said about TP’s relationships with his
mountaineering and botanically-minded colleagues.
In 1918 came the next milestone in TP’s journey. The
Cape Peninsula flora was well-collected, and everything

An unknown traverse on Table Mountain in 1913 or 1914.
From left to right: Mrs Florence Humphries and her husband Fred
(both frequently climbed with TP); A. P. Stanford, who was killed at the
Battle of the Somme in the First World War; Mr John Levyns, who later
married the botanist, Margaret Levyns; and TP (with moustache),
here aged about forty-six. Note that no one is roped up!

that TP asked the museum to identify was already known. In
1918 the Great War finally whimpered to an end, and the Cape
Times Limited was contracted by George Irvin to design
printed material for his new fishery at Gansbaai, and his sawmill at Bot River.
TP seized the moment and found himself in Stanford, with
the poorly-known Klein River Mountains at his back door. He
was far from Cape Town and, if he wanted herbarium identifications, he had to send pressed flowers. It was in the same year
that the herbarium recorded the first accession of a specimen
from Thomas P.. Stokoe: Erica utriculosa, from the Klein River
Mountains, at Stanford.
As an active member of the Mountain Club of South
Africa, of which Dr E. P. Phillips was then Hon. Secretary, I soon had the opportunity [to find ‘new’ species],
in my dual role of mountaineer and collector, when stationed for a long spell within a few miles of the Klein
River Mountains near Stanford, Caledon District. My
first contribution was a bit surprising; a new
Leucadendron, two long-lost Ericas and a rare Mimetes.

