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James Stevenson-Hamilton's South African Eden, a classic of ecology, is a memoir of over four
decades of service as warden of what became the world renowned Kruger National Park. With a
new concept in preserving the indigenous wilds, Stevenson-Hamilton ensured South Africa's
heritage for the future.

About the AuthorBill Johnstone spent 52 years in the mining industry. After his retirement, he
wrote many articles on mining as well as this book. He reached his 100th birthday in 2008. --This
text refers to the paperback edition.
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SOUTH AFRICAN EDENJames Stevenson-Hamilton (1867-1957) was born on the family estate
near Glasgow and educated at Rugby and Sandhurst. At a loose end after participating in the
South African War as an officer in the Inniskilling Dragoons, in June 1902 he was appointed as
warden of the Sabi Game Reserve in the Lowveld, along the Eastern Transvaal border with
Mozambique. This was later to emerge, thanks to two decades of epic determination on his part,
as the world famous Kruger National Park. A controversial and pioneer wildlife conservationist,
he was also a prolific propagandist and fine storyteller. His cause was turning his corner of Africa
from a depleted hunter’s paradise into an unsullied refuge where the indigenous wildlife might be
preserved in its natural order as an inheritance for future generations. He is noted as one of
Britain and South Africa’s first ecologists.His frequent and stylish articles on the topic of
environment management were published in journals such as The Field, Blackwood’s, The
Times and The Outspan. These were expanded into books, including Animal Life in Africa
(1912), The Lowveld: Its Wild Life and Its People (1929) and Wild Life in South Africa (1947). But
it is his passionate memoir – South African Eden of 1937 – which has achieved classic status.
Subtitled From Sabi Game Reserve to Kruger National Park, it was issued in a second edition in
1952, then included in 1956 in George Cansdale’s Wild Life Series for Panther. This latter text,
with its updating and epilogue, is followed here.In 1930 he married the artist Hilda
Cholmondeley, who became well known as an illustrator, particularly of her husband’s work.
Three children were born of the union, two of them brought up at their Sabi Bridge encampment,
or at Skukuza, as it is named after him today. In 2001 the eminent historian, Jane Carruthers of
the University of South Africa, published her biography, Wildlife and Warfare: The Life of James
Stevenson-Hamilton, and here she has acted as consulting editor.Strat Caldecott in The South
African Nation (30 July 1927):‘In the Sabie the Warden, Col. Hamilton, has established an
understanding between his staff and his lions so perfect that the latter never attack humans at
all, and cattle very rarely, and then with a cunning that proclaims a guilty conscience. Also, they
seldom do it more than once.’Harry Wolhuter in Memories of a Game Ranger (1948):‘One could
have had no better chief than J Stevenson-Hamilton, and no superior officer was more loyal,
kind and considerate to his subordinates. To a very great extent the world we lived in was a
secluded one of our own, so we had to depend much upon one another.’Alan Cattrick in Spoor of
Blood (1959):‘I never see a Western film in which the tenderfoot walks somewhat timorously into
the saloon where the cowhands are gathered without having in my mind’s eye a picture of James
Stevenson-Hamilton’s first visit to the Eastern Transvaal.’A P Cartwright in Better than They



Knew (1972):‘He had the inspiration for which South Africa owes him a debt of gratitude that it
can never repay. In 1926 he lifted the reserve above local jealousies, and all demands for its
abolition, by seeking to have it made a national park – the property of not one province, but of all
the people of South Africa.’Mary Morison Webster in The Sunday Times (14 April 1974):‘When
Colonel Stevenson-Hamilton retired in 1946, he left South Africans a rich heritage in the Kruger
National Park, which he had been largely instrumental in establishing and developing. This
book, first published in 1937, is his own account of what became at once an adventure and a
challenge.’James Clarke in The Star (5 June 1974):‘South African Eden is worth reading again.
In fact, if you know the Park, I can vouch that you’ll not put the book down. It is, of course,
splendidly written.’Brian Keet in Weekend Post (2 October 1993):‘The writing is elegant and
colourful and the anecdotes conjure up exciting, rewarding and often humorous times in the
formative days of the world’s most famous wildlife park.’

The author in 1899 and after retirement in 1946

PrefaceIn the following pages I have endeavoured to set forth the story of the Kruger National
Park or, as it was known for more than twenty-five years, the Sabi Game Reserve, from the date I
was placed in charge of it on 1 July 1902, until my retirement on 30 April 1946.It must therefore
be understood that what I have written refers only to persons, events, and system of
administration, embraced within that period. Of subsequent history I know little, and that at
second hand: consequently I do not touch upon it.My desire is merely to record how the great
wildlife sanctuary, as the public know it today, came into being; how it for long struggled for
existence against heavy odds, and how at last it came successfully to maturity.

Sabi and Shingwedsi Game Reserve

1First ImpressionsIt is the afternoon of 25 July 1902. On the edge of the last escarpment of the
Drakensberg, overlooking the huddled welter of bush-clad ravines and rocky terraces which
compose the foothills, my little caravan has come to a halt that I may for a while absorb the
wonderful panorama of mountain and forest which has just disclosed itself.The sun, low in the
west, is gilding the bare pinnacle of Legogote and is lending fleeting shades of delicate pink to
the three peaks of Pretoriuskop – border beacons of the land of mystery beyond. Eastward, far
as the eye can see, stretches a rolling expanse of tree-tops; in the foreground a medley of green,
yellow and russet brown, but with increasing distance merging into a carpet of blue-grey, which,
as it recedes, assumes an ever fainter hue, until at last it blends with the dim haze of the horizon.
Far away down the slope of the mountain lies the lonely homestead of which I have been told:
Sanderson’s farm, in its complete solitude and abandonment, a component part of the
surrounding wilderness.Wildlife is just awakening from its afternoon siesta. Francolins are calling
all around, and from a nearby donga comes the sudden clatter of guineafowl. Bush babblers are



chattering among the trees, their cheerful din serving to render yet less definable the vague
sounds which here and there are beginning to rise from the distant forest. It is the voice of Africa,
and with it comes to me a sense of boundless peace and contentment.But it is getting late, so I
unwillingly come back to earth, mount and give the order to proceed. The tired oxen seem to
sense this to be the last stage of their long day’s trek, and the waggon jolts rapidly down the
rough road, corrugated with deep ruts and dotted with large stones. Finally, amid the appropriate
shouting and creaking of brakes, we draw up before it is yet dark in front of Sanderson’s
farmhouse. Except for a few guineafowl (remnants of a tame flock) the place is quite deserted,
and the house thoroughly cleared of everything movable; but its walls and roof remaining intact,
it provides a welcome shelter of which we gladly avail ourselves.The caravan was not an
imposing one under the circumstances. A light waggon, drawn by six emaciated oxen weakened
by long and exhausting transport work under active service conditions; three good ponies, all of
them old campaigners, but ‘unsalted’ – that is, not immune from that curse of Africa, horse
sickness; a Cape ‘boy’, named Nicholas, as general factotum; a Sotho youth from the Orange
Free State as horse attendant; a driver and leader for the waggon. Finally, a quaint old native
known as ‘Toothless Jack’, attired in a few nondescript and indescribably filthy garments, who on
the strength of his having formerly been one of Mr Henry Glynn’s hunting boys and so
presumably knowing something about the country we were bound for, had joined my retinue at
Graskop.During the night I reflected seriously on the circumstances hinted at above. In brief, a
complete stranger to everyone living there, white or black, I was on the point of entering a
country of which I knew practically nothing, with instructions to convert it as soon as possible
from its time-honoured status of a hunter’s paradise into an inviolable game sanctuary. My
mandate had been vague, general, and verbally conveyed to me by people who were nearly as
ignorant of the conditions prevailing as I was myself. Except for a brief notice in the Government
Gazette – unlikely to have been seen by any of the local inhabitants – I had no visible authority
behind me. No special regulations for the game reserve had been drafted and even the new
game laws were not yet in being. Linguistically the party was badly equipped to make the
desired impression among the natives, who, I had been informed, were still completely tribal and
spoke no language but their own. I could hardly regard a few words of ‘kitchen kaffir’, and a
smattering of Sesotho picked up in Barotseland, as likely to be very helpful among the
Shangane, and my native followers were in this respect nearly in as bad a case as myself. In
fact, Toothless Jack seemed to shine as the sole asset of the party so far as rational intercourse
with the local inhabitants was concerned.It seemed clear, therefore, that before making my
official debut into the game reserve it would be expedient to gather a little more knowledge of
local conditions than it had so far been possible to acquire. Information had hitherto been rather
nebulous. On the journey by road from Machadodorp via Lydenburg and Graskop, while
everyone had been eager to show how much he knew of the low country, most statements
appeared mutually contradictory. Some had said that the reserve was full of game, others that
Steinacker’s Horse and the natives had killed everything. In fact, no one I met seemed to have



any but a very vague second-hand acquaintance with the country. Only on one point were all
agreed, namely, that it was a malarial death trap, a veritable ‘white man’s grave’ habitable only
for about three months in each year. I was warned that I must on no account remain there later
than the end of August, and that I ought at once to make suitable arrangements for the
acquisition of some foothold on the top of the Berg, to afford myself and my animals refuge until
the following June. Having, however, had some years’ experience of the upper Zambesi valley, I
reflected that the Lowveld could not, after all, be so very much worse, and that anyhow a game
reserve could not well be supervised by anyone living the best part of a hundred miles away and
visiting it only during three months of each year. So, on the whole, I thought (recalling a school-
days’ tag) fiat experimentum in corpore vili (let the experiment be made upon a worthless body)
so far as residence was in question. Meantime I decided that my first move had better be to
Barberton. This was the capital of the district wherein lay the game reserve, and was the
residence of the magistrate with whom I should no doubt have many official dealings and with
whom it was therefore important that I should be personally acquainted, and – if possible – on
good terms. A certain Major McInerney had just been appointed to the position, and I had been
warned that he was not altogether an easy man to get on with.The next day, however, was spent
in taking it easy and looking about. Sanderson’s farm homestead was sited on a small plateau
halfway down the hill, and the property so extended in both directions that it embraced parts of
both Low- and Middlevelds. It was easy to see that in normal times it must have been a pleasant
spot. There was a considerable plantation of orange and lemon trees, the remains of a corn-mill,
a small store and many outbuildings. The view to the east was a magnificent one, and when the
atmosphere was clear, it was possible to make out the outline of the Lebombo hills about
seventy miles distant. One or two local natives turned up and I gathered that Sanderson was in
camp somewhere near the Portuguese border, but that his return was expected shortly.On the
27th I rode into Nelspruit station on the main line from Pretoria to Delagoa Bay on the
Mozambique coast, about twenty-five miles along a fairly good waggon road, meeting on the
way a number of local burghers returning to their farms, equipped with cattle, sheep and horses,
provided through the Repatriation Department. In this part of the world the men had been
allowed to retain their rifles as a ‘defence against the kaffirs’, though rumour had it that the
weapons were more likely to be required for use against any game that might have survived.The
waggon road led across bare-looking country, the only signs of habitation being an occasional
corrugated iron shack; there were hardly any trees. This veld, in fact, had a bad reputation; it was
said to be ‘sour’ and the only white inhabitants before the war had been people of the bywoner
class. Today the same area is covered by the citrus plantations and the pleasant homesteads
surrounding the White River township, with its sorting sheds, up to date hotel, railway station,
clubhouse and other social amenities.Nelspruit is now a rapidly growing town, the centre of a
district of the same name and of the citrus industry of the Middleveld. It possesses a good hotel,
many stores, half a dozen garages and a full complement of officials, including a magistrate. But
in 1902, apart from the railway station, there existed only two buildings, both of corrugated iron;



to wit, a so-called hotel, the property of one Hansing, a German, and a store belonging to Mr
Tom Lawrence, who there imparted to me my first reliable information about Lowveld conditions.
Prospects of adding to the transport did not seem particularly rosy. Cattle locally were dying of
rinderpest and apparently all donkeys had been bought up by the Repatriation Department.
Kaffirs, too, had been so well paid in the transport service of the British army that at present they
could not be induced to do any work at all.I met a Mr Grandy, recently demobilised from the
Intelligence, who seemed to be the type of man I was seeking as assistant. Unfortunately, he
had at the time some other and, to his mind, better opening in prospect. In those days, just after
the conclusion of peace, the Transvaal was affected by one of the waves of deceptive prosperity
which seem inseparable from such periods. Repatriation of the Boers was in full swing.
Government money was flowing like water, and jobs were to be obtained everywhere. Few of
them were, of course, anything but temporary, and the present boom was to be followed by a
long and severe interval of depression, while the ruined colonies slowly struggled to their feet
again. However, the meeting with Mr Grandy proved to be a fortunate one for me. In declining my
offer of work, he remarked, ‘I know the very man for you – Harry Wolhuter – no one knows the
game reserve better, or more about the game; but he is sure to have got another job; you may
find him at Komatipoort.’It was already clear that Komatipoort must be the next objective after
Barberton. It was the only township actually abutting on the game reserve, and was also at
present the headquarters of the mounted body of irregulars, concerning whose doings rumour
had been so busy and about whom I was beginning to be rather curious.The train dragged
slowly along, up steep gradients and round the bases of mountains to Barberton, a journey of
nearly four hours. Even then the town bore a depressing air of vanished prosperity. It had sprung
into sudden life and fame as the scene of the first really big gold strike in South Africa. During a
few short years people flocked to it from all parts of the world, and the new town was the centre
of a vast, busy and prosperous mining camp. Then came the discovery of the Witwatersrand
goldfields and those of the Kaap paled into insignificance. The crowds of speculators, brokers
and others drifted away. The mines themselves – with few exceptions – did not fulfil early
expectations and, at the commencement of the South African War, practically only the Sheba
was working profitably. Yet throughout its decline there was some factor in the atmosphere or the
surroundings which nurtured optimism, and to this day there are old Barbertonians who still
pathetically cherish the faith that some day their town will once more take a leading position
among the prosperous cities of South Africa.It is a picturesque place tucked sleepily under the
hills and facing the great expanse of the Kaap valley. The railway station a mile or so from the
town was then quite isolated in the veld, following in this the general custom in the early days of
railways in the Transvaal when they were considered to be not entirely respectable institutions.
On the occasion of this visit, the town was crowded with mining and business people returning
to their homes in the neighbourhood, with farmers being repatriated and with the officials of the
scores of new departments just initiated by the civil government. Accommodation was difficult to
find, and no bedroom at the Phoenix Hotel was tenanted by less than four people.The



magistrate, Major McInerney, proved to be a formidable-looking Australian, about six feet three
inches high, clean shaven, and the possessor of what is known as ‘a cold grey eye’. However, he
proved kind, helpful and sympathetic, and promised to do all he could to assist me in my coming
task. As he pointed out, everybody was likely to be much too busy settling down during the next
year or two to have time to think about shooting. The transport question was still unsolved. The
British army, it was true, had 250 donkeys standing idle, of which the officer in charge was only
too anxious to be quit, but the authorities at Middelburg so far had refused permission to sell any
of them.Komatipoort, which I was to know well in the years to come, was reached after a
wearisome train journey of over six hours, solaced, however, by the comfortable feeling that at
least one would not be blown up, the constant possibility of which was the drawback to the full
enjoyment of a railway journey during the South African War. This is one of the hottest places in
South Africa, a fact due partly to its low site – only 620 feet above sea level – and partly to its
lying close under the Lebombo hills which shut it in from the south and east. It has always borne
an evil reputation for malaria, and the cemetery, filled with largely unnamed graves, testifies to
the mortality of the early days when men drank whisky ‘to keep off the fever’. It is the border
township with Portuguese East Africa, and originated in 1892, when a branch line to link up the
Selati goldfields with the Pretoria-Delagoa Bay railway was commenced from a point just west of
where the bridge crosses the Komati River.A tin town quickly sprang into being, peopled by a
miscellaneous crowd of subcontractors and employees, traders and canteen-keepers, job
seekers and loafers, with all the other nondescripts invariably found collected in former days on
the scene of any new enterprise of this description. Whisky flowed like water. Some thousands of
natives were employed on the construction and were paid mainly in game meat. The game, in
fact, at that time numerous in the vicinity of the line, was exploited to the utmost. Many white
men and natives made a living solely by killing buck to keep the working gangs supplied with
meat, and trucks filled to the brim with carcasses of animals came down by every construction
train returning to Komatipoort. These were the good old days of free hunting and no tiresome
game laws. Wild animals existed to be killed with as much profit as was possible to the killer, and
biltong – then as now – commanded a good price and a ready sale. There were no hunting
ethics whatever. If a man did not succeed in killing an animal he had fired at, the next best thing
for his own glorification was to have wounded it. ‘Well, I did not actually get anything today but I
wounded a lot of them’, was quite an ordinary remark to hear in a bar, even in 1902. One of the
few hunters of the early Selati days who possessed the true sportsman’s instinct was Mr F
Francis, a Natalian, who also shone as one of the very few who ventured in pursuit of the lion as
a hobby, and on foot.The spacious days of the Selati railway construction, however, came to an
abrupt close with the bankruptcy of the contractors and the prosecution of the promoters for
being unable to account for about three-quarters of a million of the money put up by the public.
The subcontractors, and of course the natives, got no pay, so the latter philosophically threw
down their picks and shovels and went home, and where they had left it, there the material was
yet lying ten years later. A few of the ‘old hands’ still hung about Komatipoort, buoyed up by the



hope that some day and somehow the good days would return. Meantime they led a dolce far
niente existence, much of it spent at the bar of the local canteen, where they always seemed to
be able to get sufficient whisky on credit or otherwise. Despite the collapse of the branch railway
which was to have converted it into a first-class junction, the place was still the last station in the
Transvaal of the main line to Delagoa Bay and therefore remained the headquarters of the
border customs. It also boasted a police station, the sergeant in charge of which was, after its
proclamation in 1898, supposed to control the Sabi Game Reserve. Not that any practical
supervision of the latter existed, and so long as he did not act too blatantly, the local sportsman
suffered no annoying curtailment of his activities.In 1902 Komatipoort was enjoying a second
period of temporary prosperity. On a high bare ridge of the Lebombo overlooking the gorge
where the Crocodile and Komati Rivers, just united as the Inkomati, flow through into Portuguese
territory, a thoughtful British army administration had caused to be erected groups of wood-and-
iron cantonments, which, glaring white in the sun, were the first objects to strike the eye of the
traveller as he left the train. There, perched high above the reach of malaria – or so it was fondly
hoped – and far removed from all external cares and worries, lay the greater part of a battalion of
British infantry. A guardhouse faced that of the Portuguese across the frontier, and as the sentry
of each ‘Ancient Ally’ met his opposite number at the end of his beat, it is said that, before
turning smartly about, he expectorated contemptuously on the ground! Considerable expense
must have been incurred in the erection of so many buildings in so inaccessible a spot and they
remained there in fact for less than two years. The troops were all withdrawn before the end of
1902, and not long afterwards the huts were sold by auction for what they could fetch – not a
great sum.The commanding officer of the battalion was also the local commandant with an
office in Komatipoort, and between him and the great Colonel Steinacker there raged an
unending warfare. There was, for instance, the matter of the hippos. An almost tame herd of
these animals had for long been preserved close to Komatipoort, and the commandant issued
an order that they were on no account to be interfered with. Colonel Steinacker, not because he
had any grudge against the hippos, but because he felt he should not be dictated to, at once
issued a counter regimental order that his men were to shoot the lot immediately, an instruction
which to their credit the corps decided to disregard.Colonel Steinacker himself deserves
passing notice. Whether he held the name he had been born to or not, he was at least rather a
remarkable character, one of a type seldom to the fore except during periods of trouble and
confusion, such as had recently afflicted South Africa. At the time of my first visit to Komatipoort
he was absent overseas, attending with a detachment of his regiment the coronation of King
Edward the Seventh, so that I did not then have the privilege of meeting him. According to his
own account a Bavarian by nationality and professing to have been at one time an officer of the
Prussian Guard, he was reputed to have come originally to South Africa in 1889 in connection
with a German filibustering attempt to obtain a footing in Pondoland. Later he gravitated to Natal,
and on the outbreak of the South African War in 1899 is said to have enlisted in a corps known
as the Imperial Guides. While with it he apparently carried out the duties of chief cook but,



whether because the fare he provided was unsatisfactory to his clients or for some other reason,
he soon severed his connection with the unit. Perhaps he felt that his genius and ambitions
received inadequate expression in the stewing of potatoes and bully beef.Be that as it may, he
had a sudden inspiration and, seeking out army headquarters, placed before the Great Ones a
plan for the raising of a small force, which, marching up from Natal via Swaziland, might haply
blow up the Komati Bridge in front of the retreating Boer army, and thus hinder them from saving
their guns, stores and other equipment, which might thus more easily fall into the hands of the
pursuing British.The scheme was one that appealed to the Staff, and Steinacker was given the
rank of temporary major with authority to raise a small band of picked men, who were to receive
£1 per day and their rations. Accordingly, the newly appointed major, leading a little force known
– no doubt most undeservedly – as the forty thieves, in due course set out on his adventurous
journey. Unfortunately, this took longer than anticipated and by the time the railway line was
approached, the Boer army was already at Komatipoort and therefore any attempt on the bridge
at that place was not likely to prove a healthy operation for the adventurers. Obviously, however,
something had to be done to save face. There was still no sign of the British advanced guard.
The culvert at Malelane, twenty-five miles west of Komatipoort, the vicinity of which was clear
alike of friend and foe, appeared to offer a solution and at least gave an opportunity of getting rid
of a load of tiresome and dangerous explosives. It was true that Malelane lay now behind the
Boer army and directly in front of the now closely approaching British, but the leader was one of
those people who felt that any kind of action is better than none at all. So, having first climbed up
a telegraph pole and cut the line, he then proceeded well and truly to demolish the culvert, after
which the party faded away into the dim background of the limitless veld. When some time on
the following day the first British made their appearance, they reported that the enemy had
blown up the culvert on the main line of advance, and that it would have to be repaired before
any transport would be able to cross. The army was held up about two days in consequence, not
that this made any real difference to the operations since the Boers had already thrown the
heavy guns into the Komati River, and the commandos, with light transport, had marched away
up the Selati line to the north.Almost as soon as the British were established at Komatipoort,
Major Steinacker and his followers appeared on the scene. Duly reticent about the affair of the
culvert, Steinacker lost no time in approaching the general in command, when, with the
eloquence and dignity which was his best stock-in-trade, he explained that he alone knew this
part of the country ‘as the back of my hand’. Therefore, since it was obviously necessary to raise
and maintain a mounted force for the due guarding of the Portuguese frontier, he felt he was
clearly the one and only person to be entrusted with this important duty. The vitally important
nature of the work, and the hazards connected with it – the wild and trackless country, unknown
(except to himself); the deadly nature of the climate, rendering it impossible as a campaigning
area for any but a few selected stalwarts under a determined leader – all received their due
emphasis.
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Francis Eliot, “The man who gave birth to Kruger Park. Written in terse, Victorian prose this is a
beautiful little book of one man's passionate love affair with what eventually became the Kruger
Park. Despite the anachronisms common to writing of the time, the story engrosses with it's self-
effacing portrayal of the author's (almost single-handed) fight to save South Africa's last
wilderness.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Kruger lovers must read!!. For anyone who has a love of the African bush
and the low lowveld area of the old eastern Transvaal, this book is a must read. Full of
captivating and interesting anecdotes of the beginnings of the Kruger National Park.”

The book by James Stevenson-Hamilton has a rating of 5 out of 4.2. 10 people have provided
feedback.
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