CHAPTER FOUR

VIALS OF EVIL 1891-1893

WITH INCREASING frequency and force, the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune struck man
and beast. The tragedy of individuals became common to the whole of Africa South. Against
mounting menace from rampant ‘Nature’, resources were marshalled to promote the develop-
ment of all the territories in the sub-continent. Railways were rapidly being built to exploit
the land and for strategic reasons. The Cape, deep in depression through diminishing revenue
and failing banks, pressed on. Kruger fished in foreign waters for the capital to build his track from
Pretoria to Delagoa Bay and cease his subservience to Colonial ports. Animal transport was
proving both precarious and inadequate.

Successful cattle farming depended on the whim of ‘Nature’. Pests, diseases and develop-
mental problems could to some extent be combatted mechanically; but basic animal losses had
to be faced. On the 20th June 1891, the Natal Government instituted a Sheep and Cattle De-
partment and increased Wiltshire’s staff by one inspector. The Orange Free State did nothing;
but at the Cape at least, the men in charge knew that if ‘Nature’ were to be subdued, ‘Science’
must be sponsored.

As Theiler at last received his microscope and equipment at Irene, Edington landed in Cape
Town with materials for the most modern and complete laboratory in the southern hemisphere.
Leaving almost immediately by train, he met Hutcheon at De Aar in mid-Karroo and together
they made a short local survey of sheep disease before travelling to the Eastern Province.
Edington then met Borthwick, his previous pupil, and the energetic knowledgeable Soga,
appraising their heavy duties among multifarious diseases. Hutcheon had now to decide on the
site of the Laboratory. Edington, attracted by the English Graham’s Town and its central
position in a stock-raising area, found in the ‘Royal Engineers Yard’ (a solid double-storeyed
building constructed by the British Army in 1838 of local stone with a surmounting observation
tower) very suitable premises with various adjustments and alterations for his purposes. He made
his report, was authorised to proceed and spent the next six months in re-building, laying on water
and gas, engaging staff, buying experimental animals and generally establishing an efficient re-
searchinstitute. His instructions were, the moment it was in operation, to investigate Horse Sickness.

Every kind of individual was investigating Horse Sickness or propounding ‘cures’ or ‘reme-
dies’. The Boers had been employing monstrous expedients for generations. The medical doc-
tors of Pretoria, particularly G. W. S. Lingbeek (a Hollander), J. B. Knobel (a South African
fi 1 Colesberg) J. W. Stroud (an English dental surgeon qualified in America) and G. B. Mes-
sum (a Scot) had been theorising and experimenting for years. Toward the middle of 1891, Dr
Knobel had a chat with Kruger about it, emphasising the need for a Commission to investigate
the disease. On the 6th May, he confirmed his request to the President in writing asking that
he, as Superintendent of the Hospital and Dr Messum as District Surgeon, be appointed to
serve on it, particularly, as he Knobel, had long worked on Horse Sickness. The President
turned a deaf ear. On the 19th June 1891 (the eve of Theiler’s accident), the maverick G. C.
Baker actually took out an ‘Octrooi’ or Patent in the South African Republic for a ‘middel
tot voorbehoeding tegen paardenziekte’ (a means of preventing Horse Sickness). Mr Pieter
Roux of Ceres, Cape travelled the country administering his unspecified treatment at a price.
Among all his pre-occupations, Hutcheon was preparing a homely and helpful brochure. In
Pietermaritzburg and other places, the British Army veterinary surgeons attached to various
regiments, discussed their own surmises.
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“heiler rattled on — about the inertia of the Swiss in Pretoria whereas in Johannesburg they
. grandly celebrated the 600th Anniversary of the Swiss Federal Republic, about the veld
s lit to burn off the dried grass for the coming Spring, about this and that trifle to divert
people. He did not tell them that five days before his accident, the Volksraad had vetoed yet
ither petition (from 75 Zoutpansberg farmers) for an Agricultural Department. Replying
L question, the State President had blandly stated that nothing had been done about drafting
ilations and publishing them in the Staatscourant as previously resolved. Kruger did not
1t to prejudice his election prospects with an unpopular innovation.

'he educated invalid in the Volkshospitaal interested several of the local cognoscenti, particu-
y his physician Dr Messum. They had common ground. Theiler also had common ground
1 a young German chemist Jacques Schlesinger, then successfully conducting an analytical
»ratory in Pretoria (he had certified the quality of the beer produced by a local brewery)
_acting as locum tenens for a more distinguished German colleague in Johannesburg, Dr
us Loevy. It was Loevy who had written an excited article on Koch’s discovery of tuberculin
ch, translated into English by the then Government lithographer, Leo Weinthal, had been
lished in the Cape Agricultural Journal as Theiler made his way through Johannesburg to
toria. Koch’s name had since suffered locally. His tuberculin, alleged to cure Leprosy, had
n injected by Dr Messum into a willing sufferer and later into other patients in the in-
quate Leper Asylum which he supervised. He must have discussed with Theiler that it was
ing no effect.

retoria held further surprises for him. A Natural History Society had been formed with
Imapius and Weinthal (now the manager of The Press owned by Nellmapius) as members.
he bitter cold of July that afflicted Theiler’s wounded arm, they had visited the caves at
intains. It was dubious whether, in the class-structure of Pretoria, they would condescend
now the stocky, maimed gutteral-voiced Swiss who now had no purpose in their midst. A
rrinary surgeon — ‘a horse doctor’! — had no status in the community.

lellmapius was good to him and promised support. The Swiss (numbering about 30, ex-
ive of women and children) were with him to a man, feeding, housing and cherishing him.
hout them, he would have starved. When he was better, Constangon, steadily decreasingin
lic favour, took him to his farm for two weeks (he earned his keep ‘by word and deed on
farm’, he wrote lest his parents think him a sponger), bringing him frequently to town to
erve conditions. He noted the “Veterinary Farriers’ — J. G. Wood who ran a Veterinary
eing Forge in Market Street and F. S. McKittrick who had a business in Pretorius Street.
rre were others who had Livery Stables and baited horses for visiting farmers and travellers.
ry met a real need. Would he, a handicapped man purveying qualified veterinary services, be
> to prove such a need for his own talents?

Ie had discussed his position thoroughly with Constangon who knew the farmers and was
iself a farmer while moving in exalted circles through his consular status. Constangon en-
raged him. He made elaborate plans. He was sure that his knowledge of Horse Sickness
.ose season would soon start) and his suspicion that it was due to some form of septicaemia,
ild serve to establish him. He was beginning to know influential people and WNellmapius
1ld help him. He would put up his plate as Veterinary Surgeon and work like a demon to
ify himself to his father — and Emma.

n the middle of September 1891 on borrowed money since he had none of his own, Theiler
up a notice in the Grand Hotel International in Church Square, Pretoria where he rented
yom and a stable in the yard for £8.10s.0d. a month, all found. ‘I live like a prince’, he wrote.
: proprietor was a Swiss, F. Heretier, soon to become the catering manager of the Rand Club
‘ohannesburg. His wife cooked traditional Swiss dishes in affecting style. Nellmapius was as
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munster but he failed in his hope to send £10 home every month. He had to be dressed
a gentleman’, he said and it cost much. Money drained away from him. Constangon took
‘0 several farms to drum up business and slowly he acquired a small clientéle, charging 10s.
1e first visit and 7s.6d. for the next. His heart was rejoiced by the arrival of his electrician
1 Ernst Lauber bringing news from home and sundry of his small requests. Lauber expected
oyment in the street lighting of Pretoria but, none offering after two weeks, he left for
nnesburg where he was quickly employed on the mines at £26 a month.

* * *

‘garden city’ of Pretoria was at its loveliest with hedges of roses, pomegranates and oleander
water-furrows running beneath them (the State Secretary W. J. Leyds, caught a 5-foot eel
de his house). The great Government Building in Church Square whose construction mater-
had been dragged up by oxen’ from the coast, was fully equipped with telephones and all
omplete. In November, the State President and entourage inspected and approved it prior
rmal opening. There was no public transport of any kind, not even horse-trams.
nong the citizens, horses abounded en masse. The Boers came to town in wagons drawn
! or more oxen. Neither, Theiler pronounced, knew how to care for their animals. Soon the
season would start with tremendous thunder storms and deluges in tropic heat, bringing
readed Horse Sickness. He had prepared a pamphlet in English and Dutch (translated for
oy his friend H. J. L. Roarda, a student from Zurich, though he had himself now mastered
inguage with the help of attractive and nubile nurses). When it was printed, he would send
the Government to support an application for employment and financial help in devising
thod of inoculation. Tt was the recognised procedure. Dr Knobel himself used it on the
December 1891, asking the Government for £100 for his researches into Horse Sickness,
: spent on buying horses, shooting them and removing the carcases. Neither succeeded.
r three months, Theiler’s advertisement also ran expensively in De Volksstem edited by the
inder Dr F. V. Engelenburg who regarded him favourably and published his articles in
h; but the Boers were hard to convince. No one could tell them anything about animals.
arious and ingratiating as always, Theiler persevered. At his ‘clinic” in the hotel yard, he
he could be expected in one hour to speak German, English, Dutch and ‘Kaffir’. In his
month, he claimed to have taken £20 in visits only and expected it to rise to £30 the next.
slients were mostly English, Hollanders and Germans. He tried again to convince Lyss
a partnership with him would be the road to fortune. He foresaw that when the Horse
1ess started, he would be unable to manage his ‘growing practice’. If his researches suc-
:d and he found a cure, they would be able to charge £5 or £6 per horse (a recovered horse
supposedly immune or ‘salted’ and greatly increased in value though some alleged that,
itated by the disease, they were feeble and unwilling). Lyss must come at once, bringing all
astruments for treatment and materials for prescriptions that they would need.
eiler put up a brave front but was failing. Sandoz, the Swiss brewer, offered to subsidise
:searches but, one-handed, he could not pursue them. Lacking a horse, a cart and a “‘Kaffir’
:lp him, he could not extend his practice to the surrounding farms where he might be
>d. Worse, Heretier had left for the Rand Club and his protégé no longer found favour in
otel. In a black period, he considered going to the deeply depressed Johannesburg to find
oyment with the Tramway Company. He had no money and his pride was infinitely morti-
sy failing to send some to his family at Christmas. Word had reached him that in Frick,
as considered a failure. His father, stung by the humiliation, wrote only in bitterly critical

5.

47






his tailor’s bill and there were many other clamant creditors in Pretoria and Switzerland. It
was no time for Emma to come. Indomitably hopeful, he told her that sooner or later, his plan
must fructify and early in 1892, when success during the Horse Sickness season might justify it,
he would send her word.

In a desperate negligence of professional ethics, he advertised in newspapers:

H-O-R-S-E S§-I-C-K-N-E-S-S
AN INFALLIBLE CURE FOR HORSE SICKNESS
if applied in time
is now available for the sum of

TEN SHILLINGS
from A. Theiler, Veterinary Surgeon, P.O. Box 296 or
Grand Hotel International, Church Street East, Pretoria
N.B. Instructions as to how it must be used enclosed with

each remedy

A. THEILER

He had no cure, much less an ‘infallible’ one. Throughout Africa South early in 1892, thousands
of horses and mules were dying. Edington, now securely entrenched in his magnificent laboratory
at Graham’s Town, had begun his research by issuing a careful questionnaire on 23 points to
Cape farmers. Captain M. Horace Hayes F.R.C.V.S., the best known and most popular veterin-
ary authority of his own and later times (his ‘Veterinary Notes for Horse Owners’, first published
in 1877. was still steadily and regularly reprinted a century later) called on him there in January
1892 and sympathised with his problems. 13,979 horses were to die in the Cape Colony alone
in that year. Theiler with his speculative observations had nothing to contribute to a solution
which every year evoked quackish cries from every kind of person.

The dentist Dr J. W. Stroud expressed his views on inoculation in The Press, calling on the
Republican Government or the Agricultural Society or a society of breeders to subsidise re-
search. Cammack joined issue a month later, writing knowledgeably and well after 14 years
experience, and deploring the Transvaal Government’s failure to assist research. A private
association of horse-breeders would have to undertake it, he said. Then, as fatalities increased,
he invaded Theiler’s territory with an advertisement in 74e Press running in March 1892:

VETERINARY NOTICE
The undersigned, having had the medical management of
Thirty One Thousand Horses and Mules in South Africa
since 1878, feels justified in guaranteeing the
PREVENTION OF HORSE SICKNESS
J. CAMMACK
Medallist, Highland and Agricultural Society of Scotland
The Veterinary Hospital
Johannesburg

At the same time at the Cape, Hutcheon (whose miserably inadequate staff was about to be
ncreased by a German veterinarian Otto Henning) published his brochure on Horse Sickness
ind sent Borthwick to Ceres to investigate Pieter Roux’s loud claims. Borthwick then rejoined
Sdington in Graham’s Town to assist in thorough scientific investigation of the disease.
Combative to a degree, Theiler was undismayed and fought for his position in the Transvaal.
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recently conquered by a vaccine devised in Europe. In April 1892, he begged Lyss to send him as

much as 1,000 doses in addition to instruments and other material he had ordered. If the

inoculations succeeded, he could easily afford to send Lyss his fare to come to join him. Then
5 7] he became a member of the Agricultural Society as a pressure group likely to favour his future.
General Joubert was its president.

No love was lost between Kruger and Joubert. A woolly-minded, quasi-liberal, Joubert
exhibited no particular hates and was sedulously cultivated by the Uitlanders. In contrast,
Kruger was a resolute politician of firm principle and concerned with the best possible ad-
ministration of his fractious charge. He could not entrust it to his compatriots, rooted in their
farms and incapable of bureaucracy, and was compelled to employ such Europesans as were
qualified for various duties of State. They came from every country, even England, but the
majority in high places were Hollanders, a position accentuated when the Netherlands Railway
Company contracted to build the line to Delagoa Bay. At a time of severe economic stress and
unemployment, a wave of hate long reserved for the English, began to rise among the burghers
against all foreigners, particularly the Dutch. It militated only slightly against Theiler (who care-
fully noted the trend of affairs); but several official heads rolled including that of W. E. Bok,
temporarily State Secretary and then member and minute clerk of the Executive Council from
which he was now removed. In a new capacity, he was to influence Theiler’s future.

It was a turbulent time complicated by vicious influenza which levelled the old President, now
fighting for his political life against a popular adversary. As a candidate, Joubert was compelled
to resign as Commandant-General. Theiler hoped that he would be elected and his Staats-
artillerie friend, H. P. H. Pretorius, become Commandant-General. Things were going hardly
with him but with customary optimism, he passed it off as the inevitable lot of a pioneer. In

(% time, public opinion might slowly turn in his favour. Captain Hayes and his remarkable wife

had been a feature of the Second Pretoria Agricultural Show opened in May. The world-famous
authority had greatly impressed horse-owners with his published statements and his uncanny
skill in subjugating wild horses. Mischievous sceptics provided an untameable bucking broncho
for Mrs Hayes to ride but, a brilliant equestrienne, she kept her seat. ‘As such a fine riding feat
by any man, let alone a lady, had never before been seen by the assembled Boers’, her proud
husband wrote, ‘their habitual stolidity gave way to enthusiasm and they warmly praised and
cheered the Englishwoman. So pleased were they that the men of the Boer artillery which was
the only corps that wore uniform, always saluted my wife in military style whenever they saw
her.’

Theiler was there, ‘dressed like a gentleman’, chatting to everyone likely to prosper his cause,
even appearing in a photograph of the official party at the Grand Stand. Both Dutch and
English newspapers used the occasion to press the Government to establish a Department of

G2 Agriculture. A little later, the Volksraad rejected yet another petition from 135 Zoutpansberg

“" farmers. Month after month, Theiler wrote urgently to Lyss asking for instruments, glass

receptacles, syringes, vaccines, everything that would aid him in coming epidemics. It was all

on credit — he had little money and could send only a few pounds very rarely. His friend Zboril,

(:% he wrote Marie, was now ill unto death and though he still had clients in the Staatsartillerie,
his papers remained in the maw of bureaucracy.

Depression deepened during 1892. Unemployment became a dire problem, particularly in
Johannesburg where as many as 20 or 30 workless men a day would knock on the doors of

_clergymen (there were no welfare agencies). Casting around for cheaper accommeodation in
S July, Theiler joined a young Government-employed Swiss draughtsman, Max Schniter of
Zurich, in renting for £4 a month two first-floor unfurnished rooms from the German owning
Madeira House on the corner of Vermeulen and St Andries Streets — one as a bedroom and the
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forecasted the early fabrication of a substance deriving from the ‘microbe’ which, possibly in
attenuated form, could be inoculated protectively, as in Lung Sickness and Smallpox. The
Cape Agricultural Journal of the 11th August 1892 informed the world at large of his feat.
Borthwick would continue to help him in devising the magic substance.

Theiler struggled on, earning, he alleged, a regular £30 a month but paid most irregularly.
He was not above treating ‘Kaffirs’ for the interest of their cases. The Smallpox, rampant in
Swaziland, seemed to have been kept at bay by the quarantining of the Transvaal. In the middle
of October, Veldcornet Louis Botha of Vi "eid (then part of the Republic) reported that it
was rapidly increasing in his district with some fatalities. The President, campaigning in his area
announced that he would see for himself and, duly saluted by a commando with a feu de joie,
bravely visited the dorp on the 22nd October, The old man scored an electioneering success
but no word was spoken to him by Louis Botha, newly elected to the Volksraad. He was a
Joubert man.

Both Kruger and Joubert were ceremonially welcomed back to Pretoria with triumphal
arches, commandos and decorated streets at the end of their electioneering tours, closely
watched by the unoccupied Theiler, now at the end of his patience with the Government.
Glanders had broken out at the Artillery Camp and upon his pronouncing that it was incurable,
the Commandant H. P. N. Pretorius had said that if he could not treat it, he was no use to the
Rijdende Artillerie as a horse doctor. Glanders had then become as common among the cavalry
horses as fleas on a dog, Theiler wrote bitterly and he was still summoned to deal with their
miscellaneous diseases. He hoped and prayed that Joubert would be elected and Pretorius
appointed Commandant-General. Zboril had recovered. Soon after, he had a fit in the Pretoria
Club and ceased to be a force, ultimately resigning from the Staatsartillerie in suspicious cir-
cumstances despite a plea to remain signed by 800 citizens. Theiler circumspectly remained on
good terms with Pretorius.

Very slowly, he was making his way. The Boers’ care of their cattle appalled him. They left
it mostly to their ‘Kaffirs’ with instructions to pour down the beasts’ throats all sorts of
concoctions from linseed oil to paraffin and gunpowder. With Lung Sickness (causing thousands
of deaths every year), the ‘boys’ would filter through muslin the fluid found in a dead beast’s
thoracic cavity and soak strips of linen in it, then cut two slits in the skin near the base of the
tail of a healthy ox and thread a strip through them. The ‘serum’ entered the system of the ox,
rendering some degree of immunity, but produced an abscess on the site, causing the tail to
drop off - a disaster in a fly-infested country. Sometimes healthy oxen were forced to drink
the pleural fluid of a dead comrade. Edington, working happily in his new laboratory, was
manufacturing vast quantities of Lung Sickness vaccine at 1s. a tube, supplied to and gladly used
by Cape farmers while Soga inoculated thousands of cattle volunteered by real Kaffirs and sent
specimens of other diseases back to Edington for ‘micro-examination’.

In the Transvaal, the farm ‘boys’ were cattle-midwives and castrators paying scant heed to
infection. The Boers might keep a particularly watchful eye on their horses and, for any irre-
gularity, take them to the blacksmith or some local wiseacre. With the help of some ‘Afrikaner-
freunde’, Theiler at length succeeded in persuading the extensive cattle-owner D. J. E. Erasmus
to allow him to inoculate about 4,000 of his beasts against Sponsziekte. He did so fearfully.
If the vaccine Lyss had sent him were impotent or his one-handed technique clumsy and the
animals not successfully immunised, he would be ruined. Erasmus was a very influential man
and, Theiler wrote apprehensively, ‘the Boers would consider it no joke’. He had however had
several successes toward the end of the year, especially in operating on horses and castrations,
in difficult births, damaged hooves, wounds and sores. Sending only £10 a time against his
massive debts, he implored Lyss to supply to him a host of bacteriological requirements, urging
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brutish refusal of the Boers to utilise his skill, ‘I now marvel that he did not become completely
discouraged’, how he had at last made a start and in summer, might improve his position. They
should marry at once of course but could not afford it. Emma had already heard of a job at £4
a month and would enquire further. The cost of living in Pretoria was much higher than in
Switzerland. She made no mention of his hand.

Arnold trod on air. The love of his life was with him — competent, resolute, assured. No longer
would he face the future alone. Less than a month after her arrival — on the morning of Thursday
the 19th July 1893 - a telegram was delivered to him. It came from the District Surgeon of
Johannesburg, Dr Cecil Schulz asking him to come to Johannesburg for an interview with the
chairman of the Smallpox Committee, J. L. van der Merwe, Mining Commissioner. He left by
the next morning’s train.
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