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Happy birthday to the oldest Scout Group in South A frica! 
 

In March 2008, 1st Claremont Scout Group celebrated its centenary as the oldest Scout Group in South 
Africa, and probably one of the oldest surviving Scout Groups in the world.  Over the past 100 years 
we have collected an enormous number of log books, photos, flags and other memorabilia.  I’ve tried 
to include the most interesting and most important material in this publication, using primary sources 
as much as possible, rather than rewriting it in summary form. Of course there will be lots of gaps.  
Anyone who is interested in seeing more is very welcome to contact us to arrange a visit to the hall to 
see more, and plenty of this material is available electronically too, including all past issues of our 
newsletter Smoke Signals from 1958 onwards. Please get in touch! 
 

1st Claremont has been putting Scouting into practice for 100 years, and I hope this publication gives 
you some idea of the Scout spirit and some of the people who have made it happen for all that time! 
 

Ian Webb 1st Claremont Scouts, 17 Bowwood Road, PO Box 44277, Claremont, 7735 
Group Scouter www.scouting.org.za/groups/1stclaremont 
 

 

 
 

The 1st Claremont certificate of registration, dated 31st July 1909. 1st Observatory also claimed to be the oldest group, 
and their certificate has the same date. This was more than a year after the first Scout groups started meeting in 1908.  
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George French – the first Scoutmaster in South Afri ca 
 

The first Scoutmaster of the First Scout Troop in South Africa was George French, who was headmaster at the 
Claremont Public School in Cape Town. Here two schoolboys, Fred and Julius Stern, read Scouting for Boys 
and persuaded their headmaster to start a Scout Troop. First Claremont was founded on 3 March 1908. 
 

 

George French was born in London on 17 October 1855. 
Shortly afterwards his father entered the army and his regiment 
was sent to India. Both his parents and two younger sisters died 
in 1860 during a cholera epidemic, and George was an orphan at 
age 5. He was sent back to England to his grandparents. 

In 1864 his grandfather died, and he spent two years chopping 
wood and making bundles in a workhouse, just like Oliver Twist. 
Eventually he was placed in King Edwards Orphan School, 
Witley, where he received a good education and began 
organising boys to stage various plays. 

At age 15 he enlisted as a drummer boy in the army, and in 1873 
his regiment was sent to India, where he became a schoolmaster, 
and developed a love for animals: he had a pet bear, and 
narrowly escaped death when he took home two cheetah cubs 
and was followed by the mother. 

After the British disaster against the Zulus at Isandhlwana in 
1879, George volunteered for the army, and he was in the 
medical corps at the battle of Ulundi. 

In 1880 he left the army and obtained a teachers certificate at the 
Cape Education Department that October. He became 
headmaster at Constantia School in Wynberg, at a church school 
in George Town where he married Bessie, and later at Graff-
Reinet. He conducted dramatic societies, museums and 
gymnastics. In Cape Town he began to capture and study snakes, 
and also took schoolboys on treks around Table Mountain. 

In 1894 he became principal of Claremont Public School, which 
then met in a small room and an old stable at the town hall. Here 
he led a cadet corps, sponsored by the Cape government, and 
numerous youth camps, outings and treks inland, up mountains 
and along the coast. For many years Claremont Public School was known as French's School. 

In 1908 Fred and Julius Stern showed him Baden-Powell's Scouting for Boys and asked him to form a Scout 
Troop. 1st Claremont was formed on 3 March 19081. The first camp was in March on Bolton's Farm, 
Lansdowne Road, and many other camps and outings were held on the beaches of the Cape Flats, and one 300-
mile trek through the Cape mountains, using mules and a cart during 3 weeks of travelling. 

George French took to Scouting with a passion and in addition to running 1st Claremont with his son Cyril, he 
was part of the Executive Committee of the Cape Colony, edited the South African Scout, and invented many 
Scout games.  He was awarded the Silver Wolf by Baden-Powell in 1913. 

In 1919 he retired from teaching aged 64, and also from 1st Claremont Scout Troop. His wife died in 1920 and 
he remarried, moving around the country teaching and assisting with many Scout Troops. He kept up a strong 
                                                 
1 There is lots of evidence of the date 3 March 1908. George French wrote it into the Troop record book as the date of the first 
meeting , and gave 17 March as the date that Fred Sterne became Patrol Leader (the record book dates from about 1910). He also 
wrote 3 March on the envelope in which he stored the first flag, and in an article in the Cape Times on 6 March 1915 at the Troop’s 
7th birthday. Fred Sterne, the first Scout, gave the same date in his letter in 1968. For many years the group celebrated its birthday on 
17 March (St Patrick’s Day), but 3 March was definitely the first meeting. 
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interest in nature, collecting flora and fauna, including snakes which he collected and milked for the snake park 
in Port Elizabeth. He was a thin, agile man who played the Penny Whistle very well, read a great deal, loved 
Shakespeare, and gave many Punch and Judy shows for charity. 

In 1955 George French celebrated his hundredth birthday with family and friends in Durban. He lived another 4 
months and died on 16 February 1956. 

References 
·  note by Naureen Auerbach, second wife of George 

French, 1985 
·  The South African Scout, 1909 
·  Headquarters Gazette (London), October 1913 
·  various newspaper articles from the Star, Rand Daily 

Mail, 17-19 October 1955 
·  correspondence from Fred Sterne and J. Charles Stern, 

1968 
·  article in Smoke Signals Magazine, 1st Claremont 

Scout Troop, March 1983, from a note c. 1968, author 
unknown 

·  Register of Certificated Scoutmasters 1908-1914, The 
Scout Association archives 

 

 

 

 
Headquarters Gazette, London, October 1913 

 
George French and his son Cyril French held two of the 
very first South African warrants. William Baker’s name also 
appears – he formed the 2nd Claremont Troop. 

The original 1st Claremont flag  
In the Scouters Den, we still have the original 
flag flown by 1st Claremont, donated to 1st  
Claremont Troop by the daughter of the first 
Scoutmaster, George French, on 3rd March 1985. 
These are George French’s notes from the 
envelope which contained the flag: 
 
 

White Ensign   
1st Flag flown by S.M. Scouts in March 1908 
and at all subsequent standing camps and Trek 
Camps of 1st Claremont Troop.  1st Claremont 
Troop formed 3rd March 1908. 
 

Some of the camps: 
·  1st Weekend Camp - 20th March 1908, 

the weekend we passed the Tenderfoot 
tests 

·  Cooking Tests in Cottons Farm 20th 
March 1908 

·  1st Standing Holiday Camp – Harringay, 
Cape Flats, June & July 1908 

·  Muizenberg 
·  Hout Bay 
·  South West Farms 250 miles 
·  Karroo Tour 300 miles 

 

More than 40 camps, besides service (war 
time) at Wynberg Camp during the Great 
War. 1st Claremont Troop marched more 
than 1000 miles during these years. 

 
‘Wolf’  G French, Scoutmaster at 1st 
Claremont Troop 3rd March 1908 
(registered 1909) to 1919. 
Cyril J. French, Asst. SM 1908-1913 
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The first Scouts – Fred and Julius Stern 
The two boys who started Scouting at 1st Claremont in 1908 were Fred and Julius Stern, and many years later 
they wrote to us to tell us their story. 
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Fred Stern (left) and Julius Stern 
(right), the first two Scouts at 1st 
Claremont. The photos are from 
around 1932 and 1968. 
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Troop camp in 1908 
This detailed story of a Scout trip across the Cape Flats is the best record of the early days at 1st Claremont.  
 

 
THE CAPE ARGUS, THURSDAY, JULY 30, 1908 
 

“Boy Scouts.” 
 

Claremont Patrols in 
the Field 

 

This scheme is fully set forth 
and explained in “Scouting for 
Boys” by General Baden-Powell, 
and, if carried out in the spirit 
there shown, it can hardly fail to 
be of great value in the 
development of the ordinary lad. 
By it are taught and fostered 
habits of self-reliance and of self-
control, thoughtfulness for others, 
kindness to animals, presence of 
mind, helpfulness, manliness, and 
courtesy. Healthful, invigorating 
and educational games and 
interspersed with, and overlap, 
practical usefulness and stuffy in 
an interesting and attractive form. 
The movement is not intended to 
supersede or to clash with existing 
organizations, but rather to 
strengthen them. 

We are glad to see that the idea 
has begun to develop out here. 
We hear of “Patrols” being 
formed in various places, and 
one of the earliest, if not the 
first in the Colony to be formed, 
was the “Owl” Patrol, formed at 
the Claremont Public School, 
with Fred Stern as Patrol leader 
and Mr. Geo. French as 
instructor. This was soon 
followed by the formation of a 
second patrol, the “Wolves,” and 
in April these patrols had a short 
outing. The number of patrols has 
now grown to four, and the 
following is a brief account of 
their second outing. The lads 
seem to have enjoyed their 
holiday very much, and are 

looking forward with pleasure to 
the time when they will be able to 
camp out for a longer period, in 
more favourable weather, and, 
possibly, with a larger gathering 
of patrols from other parts of the 
Peninsula. The following 
contribution is mostly from the 
lads’ own description of their 
doings. 

On Tuesday, 23rd June, our 
three patrols met to discuss the 
possibilities of having a four 
days’ outing during the vacation. 
The weather was very unsettled 
and as we were expecting fairly 
heavy rain many of the lads’ 
parents would not consent to their 
taking part unless some 
arrangement were made for 
shelter in case of rain. However, 
this difficulty was got over easily, 
and we found that there would be 
four of the “Owls,” six of the 
“Wolves,” and four others, and 
thus were able to make two 
patrols up to seven each. It was 
arranged that each scout should 
bring his own bread and 2s. 6. 
This amount proved sufficient for 
all purposes, as the expenses for 
the fifteen totalled up to 1s less 
than £2.  

At 9.50 a.m. on Tuesday, the 
30th, we mustered at the school, 
and, after a few words of advice 
and direction from our 
Scoutmaster, commenced 
proceedings with prayer, Bible 
reading, and the hoisting and 
saluting of the Union Jack, these 
proceedings always forming part 
of our meetings. At 10.30 we 
formed in “road patrol” order and 
started off in high spirits. The 
march for the first three miles was 
easy, as on the hard road the 

baggage did not feel heavy, but 
when the hard road was 
exchanged for the sand-track at 
Turff-hall corner, our feet became 
much heavier, and well-stored 
haversacks and blankets more so, 
and to add to this we had to take 
turns at pulling along the hand-
cart which bore along our 
commissariat and extra blankets. 
This was no easy task, as the 
wheels sank far down into the 
yielding sand to very nearly a 
spoke’s length.  

After more than a mile of this 
we crossed to another, and worse, 
sandy track. This track was 
flooded, and for the rest of the 
way we went barefoot, 
scoutmaster, patrol leaders, 
corporals and scouts all pulling at 
the cart cheerily in turn.  

Well, at last, within half a mile 
of the halting place the off-wheel 
sank into the wet sand and over 
went the cart. We worked at it 
sharply enough though to prevent 
the blankets and food being 
wetted, and then, finding it 
impractical to go on further with 
the same load on the cart, we 
carried half of the stuff forward to 
camp, and then returned for the 
other half, while the scoutmaster 
and one scout made the fire and 
prepared the dinner, and then as 
soon as we all arrived, the staff 
was fixed and the Union Jack run 
up and saluted for the first time in 
camp. 

We found the place so very wet 
that we all agreed to go barefoot, 
so as to lessen the chances of 
taking cold. Between camp and 
the open veld the land was 
flooded knee-deep. 
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Our first dinner was Irish stew, 
and, due either to the cooking, our 
strenuous exertions of the 
morning, or the cold and wet 
combined, we thoroughly enjoyed 
it, and then went off to cut reeds 
for our bedding, and made 
ourselves as comfortable as 
possible. We then had our alarm 
stations given us, and were 
exercised therein, as well as the 
various signals, calls, etc. At 5.30 
we had tea, and soon after 
assembled around the camp-fire 
for a jolly evening. At 9 came 
“cocoa,” and then prayers, and 
very soon after that we went to a 
well-earned sleep; several of us 
were, however, too excited to go 
to sleep at once, and kept up 
chatting and recounting to each 
other our varied experiences of 
the day. 

On the following day, owing to 
heavy rain, we had to give up the 
idea of scouting far across the 
veld. We began this day’s work 
with self-measurements and 
general instructions, and then, 
during a stretch of fine weather, 
we went out in four groups, N., S., 
E. and W., from a central point, 
and did some sketch-mapping, 
coming back in time to cook our 
own dinners. On this day each 
pair of scouts had to cook dinner 
separately. At a given signal one 
of each pair had to go and forage 
for wood, while the other 
prepared the meat and potatoes 
ready for cooking. Four of the 
seven pairs of scouts used only 
one match each, and so obtained 
an extra mark. Very soon the fires 
were burning well, the meat 
frying splendidly, and everything 
went on merrily. As soon as each 
pair had finished, the food was 
carefully inspected by the 
scoutmaster, and passed when 
considered by him to be properly 
cooked. Marks were awarded all 
through this important part of the 
scouts’ work. In the afternoon we 
learned some more of the 

principles of signalling, and had 
some practice in semaphore work. 
Within a few minutes of being 
dismissed from this our 
scoutmaster blew the “rally” for 
alarm posts in case of fire, and in 
what he said was remarkably short 
time, the patrol leaders had 
reported “ready,” and away went 
the buckets to and from along the 
lines of scouts set to work as if 
carrying property and carefully 
placing it out of harm’s reach. We 
then practices differently, using 
sand instead of water for 
extinguishing the supposed fire. 

Next, we had one of our original 
scouting games, which we have 
named “The Cypher Dispatch,” 
and then, in spite of the wet bush 
and veld, some fine scouting fun 
fell to our share, the patrol which 
had to intercept the dispatch 
winning by every point. Then we 
strolled about, taking as much 
notice as possible of everything 
around until tea, after which we 
thoroughly enjoyed an evening of 
impromptu sketches from fairy 
tales, etc., Vincent making a fine 
stage-manager and coach. 

Thursday dawned, after a rainy 
night, with clouds and drizzle. 
This day having been set apart for 
a ten-mile exercise in scouting 
right away to Strandfontein, on 
the shores of False Bay, we had to 
smile and whistle through our 
disappointment, so we substituted 
some stretcher-bearing work, 
attending to and carrying a scout 
who was supposed to have fallen 
from a branch and to have broken 
and arm and a leg. Then came 
dinner preparation, during which 
the murky clouds lifted, the 
drizzle stopped, and out came our 
glad sunshine, making us glad 
too. “Oh, sir, can’t we go to 
Strandfontein now?” was asked, 
and although we had now dined, it 
was decided that the trip should 
be taken after all. Well, off we 
went, and didn’t we find the veld 
wet after the rain. Fortunately it 

was that we wore shorts instead of 
being heavily clad, for the way, 
supposed to be a sand track, lay 
well under water for a 
considerable stretch at a time. Of 
course we had left our boots and 
stockings at the kitchen, and wet 
sand or dry sand, white sand or 
grey sand, it was all alike to us. A 
shout went up as soon as we came 
in sight of the sea, and many of us 
thought that the journey was over, 
but we had some very heavy sand-
tramping to do. However, we got 
there within an hour and a half 
after starting. The scoutmaster 
then dismissed us for half an hour, 
and we rushed down to the sea 
and bathed. We did not practise 
the “aid to the drowning” as we 
had intended, because the time 
was so very short, and we had to 
get across the swamp and veld 
before sunset. All too soon the 
“rally,” then back at the trot to the 
sand-dune near a peculiar outcrop 
terrace of limestone formation, 
and then a start for the homeward 
journey.  

Now, in going out, our attention 
had been drawn by the 
scoutmaster to many points for 
observation, and we had had to 
turn about several times to notice 
landmarks that would guide us on 
the way back. Then during our 
return, as we came across the 
veld, we were asked to look out 
for these points again. We reached 
camp just before dusk, and found 
that the scouts whom we had left 
at home to look after our effects 
had a jolly fire burning and the 
water merrily boiling away for 
tea. Well, just as the tea was about 
to be made, one of the scouts trod 
on part of the cooking 
apparatus—over went the boiling 
water and out went the fire. Just 
for a moment we looked at him, 
when one chap says, “Now, lads, 
a scout must whistle and smile.” 
So to smile they began, and in full 
spirits set to work to pass the time 
pleasantly while some made up 
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another fire, and very soon fresh 
water was boiling and tea was 
made without further mishap.  

After tea a large fire was 
lighted, and we danced around it. 
As the fire died out we learned 
something of interest about the 
stars which were now shining so 
brightly, and we were shown how 
to tell the general direction form 
them; then came coca and 
impromptu plays and games until 
a late hour, as this was to be the 
last evening of the outing. 
Gradually, as tired nature willed, 
the sound of talking and fun died 
away in the stillness of night, and 
the need for rest after a long day’s 
work claimed us for sleep—sleep, 
sweet and sound. 

Friday! The last day had come, 
and come all too soon: a day that 
we shall remember as being full 
of pleasant remembrances. First, 
we had to collect and burn in a 
heap all the reeds that we had 
used for bedding and all the litter, 
and to thoroughly clean up the 
place. Then sections were told off 
for pulling the cart along.  More 
signalling was practised, and at 
12.30 p.m. we saluted and 
lowered the Union Jack, which 
had flown over us in rain and in 
sunshine, and then came the 
homeward march. At 12.45 we 
halted, made separate fires, and, 
in pairs, as on Wednesday, cooked 
our own food. This time we 
understood better how to go about 
it. We were strictly timed, and it 
was of no use going to the 
scoutmaster with partially-cooked 
meat and potatoes. He tasted each 
one, and would not pass it until 
properly ready for eating. After 
dinner we had to show our knife, 
fork, and spoon properly scoured 

and cleaned, and had then to 
obliterate all trace of any fire 
having been made. This was to 
prevent any scout being able to 
track us by our halting and 
cooking place. Marks were given 
during the whole of the cooking, 
cleaning and clearing process. 

In the meantime two scouts had 
been quietly sent on ahead with 
instructions to hide anywhere 
within 30 yards of the road and 
within the next mile of road. 
Shortly before two o’clock the 
patrols fell in, and were directed 
to track and, if possible, find the 
two scouts who had been sent 
ahead. The two were successfully 
tracked to within a few feet of 
their hiding place nearly a mile 
from the start, but the “rally” was 
sounded before they were 
discovered, and the victory thus 
lay with the two scouts. As we 
had now arrived at the junction of 
the Wetton and Lansdowne-roads, 
we started our last game. The 
“Owls” went up the Wetton-road, 
having five minutes’ start, as their 
way was longer. The “Wolves” 
took the Lansdowne-road, and 
each tried to arrive first at the 
granite outcrop behind the 
Kenilworth Race-course. It was a 
fine finish, the two patrols 
sighting each other when within a 
few hundred yards of the 
rendezvous. The leading scout of 
the “Owls” was nearing the place 
when he had to slow down as a 
big dog was at his heels, and 
eventually the forward scout of 
the “Wolves” got in just ten 
seconds before he did.  

A few words were then 
addressed to the lads; 
arrangements were made for a 
business meeting the next day, 

and at about five o’clock in the 
evening the patrols dismissed at 
the corner of the Belvedere-road 
and dispersed, the lads returning 
to their homes after having spent a 
very delightful holiday. 

“Owl” Patrol: Patrol Leader, F. 
Stern; corporal, P. Crosby; scouts, 
J. Stern, V. Theunissen, with A. 
Wainwright, J. Villet, and patrol 
leader E. Londt (attached). 

“Wolf” Patrol: Patrol leader, A. 
van Eyssen; corporal, C. Hogg; 
scouts, E. Wainwright, W. Sewell, 
W. Blatherwick, D. Willmore, and 
W. Hogg (attached).  

Scoutmaster, Geo. French; 
adjutant, Cyril J. French. 

Owing to the state of the 
weather the camp-routine was 
slightly different from what had 
been intended, and was, in the 
main, thus:— 

7.30, Rouse, bathe, put out 
bedding, sweep up, etc. 

8, Bible-reading, hoist and 
salute Union Jack. 

8.30 to 9, Breakfast. 

9.30 to 12.30, Signs, Calls, 
Signalling, Scouting Games,  

Observation, Notes, or Map-
sketching, Cross-country Work. 

12.30 to 2, Dinner and Off-time. 

2 to 4.30, as in morning. 

5, Tea. 

6, Chat and Observation, 
Saluting and Lowering Union 
Jack. 

7, Round the Camp-fire, Cocoa, 
Games, Impromptu Performances, 
etc. 

9, Bible, Prayers and Lights-out 
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George “Rama” Peake and Claremont Troop 
 

There were three early Troops in Claremont, and 1st Claremont is the result of a merger between two of them. 
This is the story told by George Peake in 1961. He was Scoutmaster at 1st Claremont in the 1920s, and later 
started the 2nd Claremont group. His story includes the origin of our green scarf with the blue stripe. 
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Cyril French – Assistant Scoutmaster  
Cyril French was the first Assistant Scoutmaster at 1st Claremont.  
 

Cyril French  was born in 1886 in George Town, Southern Cape (now George). He was the second son of 
George and Bessie French.  

In March 1908, his father, George French, founded the 1st Claremont Scout Troop, the first Scout Troop in 
South Africa. Cyril took on the role of Assistant Scoutmaster.  

He was warranted as Scoutmaster in 1913, taking over from his father and running the Troop for several years. 
Later he went on to found the 3rd Cape Town Troop, and the two Troops held many joint activities in those 
early days.  

He followed in his father's footsteps in other ways, becoming a schoolmaster, and taught for a time at Wynberg 
Boys’ High School in Cape Town. He also inherited his father's interest in nature, and spent much time 
searching the Fish Hoek mountains and sand dunes for snakes.  

In 1927 he went to Australia to take over the Adelaide Snake Park. After only a few months he was bitten by a 
deadly tiger snake. He died the next day on 12 April 1927.  
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The South African Scout – July 1909.  
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Scout Robert McKenzie wins the Silver Cross for Gal lantry 
 

In the Scouters Den we have a photo of Robert McKenzie, a Claremont Scout who was presented with a medal 
in 1910 after rescuing a swimmer from drowning. This account is from the March 1910 Headquarters Gazette: 
 

 
Scoutmaster W. Baker, the Hon. Secretary of the Central Council for Cape Colony, writes:- 

“I have the honour to thank you on behalf of Corporal H.Wickins, Scout McKenzie, Birkenberg and 
Seaton, for having awarded Life-Saving Medals to them, which were ceremoniously presented to them 
by His Excellency the Governor and Acting High Commissioner, on Sunday August 27th, at 
Government House.  The four boys and myself, as their Scoutmaster, were presented to His Excellency 
by Captain Hanna, R.A. the President of the Council. 

The Movement is making good headway now.  As a matter of fact I have just heard news from East 
London, where a Troop is being formed in the Junior Section, Y.M.C.A. and at Robin Island, where 
another is being formed.  I intend going over there with some of my boys, to give them a start. 

Those boys to whom Medals were presented belonged to the Claremont Division. 

At a successful gymnastic Display and entertainment which took place at a later date, Captain Hanna, 
R.A. referred to the pleasure he had had in presenting these four Scouts to the Governor. 

He read a letter thanking the Patrols of the Claremont Division for their prompt turning out in force and 
scouring of the District in search of a little child who had strayed from home and could not be found.  

The extreme left of this search party came in touch with the child at Kenilworth, where a friendly hand 
had taken him up.  The parents' anxiety was removed and the child brought home.” 

             
Above:  Robert McKenzie with the Silver Cross for Gallantry 
 
Right:  William “'Umhlanga” Baker started the 2nd Claremont Troop in 1908, soon after 1st Claremont. When 
he tried to register his Troop with Imperial HQ, he was asked “Why 2nd Claremont? There is no 1st 
Claremont.” George French hadn't bothered to register, and Umhlanga had to persuade him into doing so. In 
the mean time 1st Observatory, not far from 1st Claremont, had already registered, hence their claim to be 
“Primus in Africa”. (1st Observatory closed in about 1995). Umhlanga Baker was awarded the Silver Wolf in 
April, 1911, and remained active in Scouting for more than 40 years. This photo is from around 1948.  
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A poem for Baden-Powell by the first Scout in South  Africa 
Fred Stern (the first Scout at 1st Claremont) wrote this poem to Baden-Powell for his visit to South Africa in 
1912. Baden-Powell wrote back to thank him on the ship’s letterhead. 
  

 
 
 
 

 



100 years of Scouting at 1 st Claremont 20 The Oldest Scout Troop in South Afric a 

 
 

The Chief Scout, Robert Baden-Powell, visited the 1st Claremont Troop 
at the Rosebank Show Grounds in 1926. 

 

 
The Troop in 1928, with Scoutmaster George Peake in front of the flag.  The word “Claremont” is  

slightly offset on the flag, because “1st” was removed after the merger between 1st and 3rd Claremont. 
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1st Claremont Scout Halls over the years 
1st Claremont had several different halls in the early days, but we have been at our current location in Bowwood 
Road for more than 90 of the past 100 years.  
 
 

 
In 1908 1st Claremont started meeting in a room at 
Claremont Public School (“French’s School) in 
Palmyra Road. The school is now called Claremont 
Primary School. 

 
In 1917, vacant land in Bowwood Road was leased 
from the Council as a campsite, training ground and 
shooting range. This picture shows the Scouts meeting 
in a garage on Main Road Claremont in 1924. 

 
In 1925, a new Scout Hall was opened in Bowwood 
Road by the Local Association. This hall was made of 
corrugated iron and stood where the top green of the 
former Claremont Bowling Club is now. 

 
 

 

 
In 1926, 17 patrols from the Cape Western Division 
camped in our grounds for the Gordon’s Shield. 1st 
Claremont came third, 2 points behind the winners. 

 
Inside the new Scout Hall in 1925. The first Gilwell 
Training Course for the Scout Wood Badge was also 
held in the grounds in 1926. 
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A fete at the 1st Claremont Scout Hall in 1928 

 

 
Celebrating the 21st birthday of the Cub Pack in 1935.  

At the back right you can see the Gordon’s Shield, which 1st Claremont won for the first time in 1934. 
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Inside the hall in 1950. The hall was built in 1940 and the stage and 
basement were added in 1952, at a cost of 900 pounds. The stage 
originally had a wooden shingle roof, and in 1964 it caught fire, probably 
because of sparks from a fire in refuse nearby. Fortunately the fire was 
not too severe, and the Hall survived.  
 

 
Gordon Shield team outside the hall, going to Maynardville in 1950. 
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The Gordon’s Shield 
The Gordon’s Shield is the premier camping competition for Scouts in the Western Cape, and 1st Claremont has 
won it seven times, including 6 out of 8 years from 1965 to 1972. (We don’t have a 1972 photo.)  John Clarke 
“Eland” was part of the team that won it for the first time in 1934. Eland was active at 1st Claremont until 1981. 
 

 

1934

 
 

1965 

 

1966 

 
 

1967 

 

1970 

 

1971 
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George “Leeu” Towler and the Kommetje campsite 
George “Leeu” Towler was Group Scoutmaster in the 1940s and 50s. Leeu and his campsite in Kommetje were 
legends among 1st Claremont Scouts between 1940 and 1960. Quotes are from the camp newspaper. 
 

 

 
George “Leeu” Towler: “There 
stands a structure of majestic 
frame” 

 
Between 1940 and 1960, the Scouts and 
Rovers camped on George Towler’s land 
in Kommetje. They dug a well (which 
produced brak water that turned the camp 
tea blue), did PT on the beach, caught 
crayfish, produced a camp newspaper, and 
formed a village cricket club. 

 
Camp gateway 

“HQ and Stores. No entry. No parking. No nothing. 
Beware of the Scouters.” 
 

 
“Dassie helps prepare the grub and also has to wake 
everybody up in the morning and lead the race down to 
the beach for exercises and the plunge.” 

 
“True to Kommetje tradition it has not rained, hailed, 
snowed or thundered for the few days we have been 
in camp.” 

 
“If all the sausages in the camp kitchen were placed in a 
circle they would not stay that way for long.” 
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Jamboree! 
1st Claremont has sent many Scouts and Scouters to World Jamborees. Here are some of our Jamboree boards… 
 

 

 
1929 London 

G. M. Peake G.S.M. 
C.W. Fudge C.M. 
S. Hodgkiss R.S.L. 
C. Maag A.S.M. 

R.G. Towler A.S.M. 
A.Scott P.L. 

 
1933 Hungary 
T.L. D. Cotton  
P.L. N. Ross 

 
1937 Holland 
E. Herringer 

A. Scott 

 
1971 Japan 

P.L. A. Mason 

 
1975 Norway 
P.L. M. Begley 
P.L. R. Dixon 
Sec. C. Dixon 

 
1983 Canada 

S.M. M. Lowther 
G. Da Silva 

M. Berkovitch 
J. Marks 

 
1999 Chile 

G.S. Ian Webb G.S. 

 
2007 England 

T.S. Ross McDonald 
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Scout Shows 
In the 1950s and 1960s, the Scouts made full use of the stage by putting on plenty of Scout Shows, many of 
them written by Doug Jearey. They even performed in SACS school hall and in the Claremont Civic Centre In 
1983 the Scouts performed in the Western Cape Scout Tattoo in the Good Hope Centre and in 1984 and 1986, 
Supertroupe performances were held at our hall.  
 

 

 
 

 
“Hello Mudda, hello Fadda, Here I am, at Camp Grenada.  

Life is very entertaining, and they say we’ll have some fun when it stops raining!”  

 
Unforgettable performance of Swan Lake… 

 
An opportunity to get the Guides and Scout sisters involved! 

 

 

 
 

 
 
Scout:  What’s up, Keith? Scoutmaster are supposed to be with it. You’re acting like an old man of thirty-five! 
GSM: Well, I am a bit nervous. I’ve come to the hall for the parents committee. I feel like Daniel going into the lion’s den. 
Scout  (impersonating mother): “Well, Mister Scoutmaster, all I’m thinking of is the welfare of my boy!” 
Scout 2:  “My son bruises so easily!”  [Two Scout mothers enter.]  
Mrs W: Mrs C, what a gorgeous dress you have on. Just the thing for our meeting to discuss the jumble sale… 
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Kon Tiki 
The annual raft building event began around 1980, and 1st Claremont has taken part many times since then. 
 

 

 
1980? The earliest photo of our Kon Tiki raft. 

Jonathan Marks on the right. The cabin is a tent. 

 
1986 – Bokkie the mascot was there. That sail is still 
being used in 2008 (and the big yellow box of ropes). 

 
1987 – the raft cabin was really small (and not at 

all windproof). Ian Webb in the middle. 

 
1995 – poles and decking from the John Clarke memorial 

fund (still in use in 2008). Ben Herr in the middle. 

 
1992 – we’re still using this 

double-A-frame raft design, but 
with a much bigger raft. Jonathan 

Webb up on the roof. 

 
1997 – note the new South African 
flag. We went back to a box-shaped 

cabin that year. The paraffin 
navigation lanterns never worked.. 

 
1998 – Scout Show totem pole and 

Supertroupe costumes. Ross 
McDonald in the headdress and 

Adrian Spencer-Jones with Bokkie. 
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1999 – more Supertroupe costumes came out of 

their black bag storage in the stage rafters. 

 
2000 – A tepee shaped design. Ian says this is the only 1st 

Claremont Kon Tiki raft since 1986 which he missed, 
because he was overseas that year. 

 
2001 – judging by the pictures, this may have been our 

best raft so far! 

 
2005 – we bought new heavy-duty poles for the 

masts. 

 
2004 – being towed into position.  The same  

southeaster gale blows at Sandvlei every year. 

 
2007 – Centenary of World Scouting,  

and the year before 1st Claremont’s centenary. 
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Achievements and Awards 
These are most of the Scouts and Scouters who have achieved awards. Early records are not always available. 
 
Queens Scout 
1958 Keith Laskey  
1960 D J Curtayne  
1960 David Cole   
? William Henry Morris 

 
Springbok Scout 
1965 De Paauw Eugene  
1966 Adrian Bethray  
1966 Eugene Evans 
1966 James Franklin  
1966 Michael Freedberg   
1966 Louis Freedberg 
1969 Brian Stones 
1970 Henry Cole 
1971 Anthony Clausen 
1972 Arthur Mason 
1972 Henry Pahl 
1972 David Meintjes 
1973 Anthony Mason  
1973 Keith Long 
1978 Christopher Dixon 
1978 Roger Dixon 
1976 Mark Begley  
1978 Roger Gordon 
1982 David Marks 
1983 Jonathan Marks 
1983 Mark Berkovitch 
1983 Gabriel Da Silva 
1991 Ian Webb 
2002 Ross McDonald 

 
Silver Cross for Gallantry 
1911 Robert McKenzie, Scout 
 

 
Long Service Medal 
1940 Robert George Towler, 

Scoutmaster 
1973 Peter Irving, Asst Div Comm  
1977 Spencer Stones. Scoutmaster 
2003 Ian Webb, Group Scoutmaster 
 
Long Service Medal, 30 year bar 
1981 Douglas Jearey, Asst Group 

Scoutmaster 
1965 Denis Jones, Rover 
 
Long Service Medal, 50 year bar 
1981 John Clarke, Group Scoutmaster 
 

 
Certificate of Merit 
1971 Peter Irving, Scoutmaster 
1973 Douglas Jearey, Asst Group 

Scoutmaster 
1985 Vivien Marks, Akela 
1971 Spencer Stones, Scoutmaster 
2002 Ian Webb, Troop Scouter 

 
Medal of Merit 
1940 Robert George Towler, 

Scoutmaster 
1966 John Clarke, Group Scoutmaster 
1974 Mrs Connolly, Lay Member 
1950 Henry  J Hodgkiss 
1979 Norma Christopher, Local 

Association Secretary, CW8 

 
Order of the Silver Acorn 
For specially distinguished services 
1953 Henry Hodgkiss, Asst Div Comm 

 
Order of the Silver Protea 
For specially distinguished services 
1970 Henry J Hodgkiss, Asst Div Commissioner 
 
1976 John Clarke 
In recognition of his 
specially distinguished 
services to the Scout 
Movement and the 
youth of his 
community; the willing 
assistance given to 
Division and District; 
and his outstanding 
loyalty to his Group 
and District in a 
uniformed capacity for 
a period of over 40 years. 
 

 
Order of the Silver Wolf 
1914 George French, Scoutmaster 
Presented by Baden-Powell to “the 1st Scout 
Master in South Africa” 

 
1st Claremont won the Upton Shield in 1994. 
(We came third in 2008, our centenary year.) 

Right:  Richard Knight was a 
Scout and then Scoutmaster at 
1st Claremont in the 1940s and 
1950s. He was one of the 
founders of the Cederberg 
Adventure in 1969, and went 
on to hold the important 
national post of Chairman of 
the National Scout Council in 
the 1980s and 1990s. Even in 
his national role, he still wore 
the 1st Claremont name tape 
on his uniform.  
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1st Claremont centenary celebration 
1st Claremont celebrated its centenary as the Oldest Scout Group in South Africa in style on 1 March 2008. 
 

 
At the reunion we unveiled the new “Centenary Room” on 
the stage, renovated with funds raised from former Scouts. 
The committee and Scouts served dinner for our guests, 
and Andre Bredenkamp, Chief Scout’s Commissioner, 
spoke about his “Seven Summits” adventures in climbing 
the highest peaks on all 7the continents. 

 
The Scouts camped at the hall over the centenary weekend 
and built this pioneering gateway. 

 
The new Centenary Room – formerly known as The Stage! 

We tracked down around 200 former Scouts and 
families, who we invited to an open day and 
reunion at the hall on 1 March 2008.  

 
We had visitors from all over the country, and 
filled the hall with memorabilia including photos 
and logbooks from the past 100 years. 

 
The hall the biggest spring clean in a generation. 
We renovated the stage as a “Centenary room”, 
repainted the exterior, and landscaped the front 
garden, including laying a new slate path and a 
new mosaic logo on the wall. 

 
The open day ended with a campfire in the 
grounds, where Scouts have been camping for 
most of the past 100 years. 
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Centenary trip 
At the end of March 2008, the Troop hired a bus and set off for a 10-day centenary expedition to the Northern 
Cape. With sponsorship we were able to make sure that almost every Scout was there to enjoy the celebration. 
 

 
The intrepid team of adventurers at the first stop on 
our trip, the Roodebergkloof Conservancy near Garies, 
where we camped for 2 days and did a hiking trail. 

 
A team from Garies hosted us – the men guided us in 
the mountains, the women served a ‘kookskerm’ meal 
and the children performed traditional Nama dances. 

 
After Roodebergskloof, we carried on to Augrabies 
Falls National Park and camped for 2 days. 

 
Absence of gravity at Moon Rock, near Augrabies 
Falls… 

 
4 days canoeing down the Orange River with Bundi 
Adventures. 

 
Miles of sky on the road from Springbok to Kakamas. 
The bus broke down; it always does! 
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RUPE, TROOP SNOOP 
 
Hello folks 
 
Yes it’s me, Rupe, Troop Snoop.  
I have been infesting the pages of 
1st Claremont  magazines like the 
beetles in the stage floorboards 
since time immemorial. With my 
snoopers, I like to ferret out all the 
most interesting news items, and 
for this centenary edition we 
fished out a hotch-potch from the 
pages from the past, to show that 
the more things change, the more 
1st Claremont remains the 
same… 
 
In 1958 we asked “what would 
happen if the Scout Hall was 
found to be older than the Castle? 
The Rover Den was declared a 
national monument? The Cubs 
ate Wheaties for breakfast?”  The 
answers, sadly, are lost in the 
midst of time, or perhaps filed on 
the back shelf in the basement. 
We also reported on camp PT: 
“Left leg raise. Now right raise. 
Peter, you’re supposed to put 
your left leg down before you 
raise your right one. Now get up 
and try again.”  
 
In 1960: at least two ASMs are 
able to recite the Scout Law 
backwards and sideways, and yet 
another can tie a round turn and 
two half sheepshanks with his 
toes… It is noted with displeasure 
that belts (Scout) are being used 
for purposes other than 
suspending trousers vertically 
above knees. Belts (Scout) shall 
no longer be used for (i) bicycle 
spanners, (ii) tourniquets, (iii) 
diagonal lashings, (iv) instruments 
of torture. Belts may still be used 
as bottle-openers. 
 
In 1965, our 1st Aid snooper 
helpfully reported on “what to do 
until a doctor comes, what to do if 
a nurse comes, and how to 
perform an emergency 
appendectomy using only a 
bicycle pump. 

In 1982, Snooper No. 2 reported 
that the squad are still looking for 
the mysterious radio station in the 
Cedarberg with the call sign “do 
you copy, do you copy.” They are 
believed to be the Bushman 
words for “man with large radio 
and small brain”. NK has been 
practicing his kicking skills and 
will soon be out of plaster. 
 
In 1983: after an introductory 
wide game entitled “Let’s all jump 
on Andy,” a foofy slide was 
constructed and Conno Jollity, 
one of the non-lightweights, sent 
down to test it. It is estimated that 
the swathe cut through the 
vegetation will have grown over 
by next year. 
 
In 1984: on the way home, the 
great yellow truck came to a great 
yellow standstill halfway up Du 
Toit’s Kloof Pass… 
 
In 1985: Troop camp was at 
Delheim, and one night the 
farmer brought his unattached 
daughters around for a braai. The 
scouts retired in confusion leaving 
the ladies to discuss pigs and 
manure with the elderly Scouters. 
 
In 1986: It’s been kloofing time. 
One or two didn’t make it, such as 
Bruth Lithter and Knickerless K 
whose mishaps should be self-
evident. 
 
In 1988: The committee has 
decided not to fix the holes in the 
roof as the excess daffodils and 
other bulbs from our fundraising 
campaign will be planted in those 
nice wet spots in the floor. Then 
there was the dutch oven cooking 
evening, which ended in a dough 
fight, one piece of which still 
adheres to the main notice board.  
 
At the 1991 Kon Tiki, Little 
Michael kept up his aquatic 
record with two more 
unscheduled swims, and was 
joined by Doubtless Lister after a 
gangplank went on strike 
underneath him and two full water 
barrels. 

In 1994, from Snooper #3 came 
the report that, after some 
plastering, the rain no longer 
comes through the north wall of 
the hall. However, TG solved that 
problem with a well-placed drop-
kick during a game of benchball, 
and now the rain can come in 
through the window. On the 
fundraising side, we do not collect 
the boxes used by Kentucky Fried 
Chicken, but eggboxes are fine. 
Which of course answers the age-
old question of which came first. 
Snooper #4 assigns awards, and 
the Neil Lister Injury of the Term 
award named (as is traditional) 
after the owner of the limb most 
recently broken during a Scout 
activity, goes to Nathanoj Bbew, 
for attempting to insert a flagpole 
through his skull. Clearly, he was 
just trying to keep his thoughts 
straight. 
 
In 2007, our very own Trooper, 
"Big Mac" Ronald, flew all the way 
to England with 40 000 other 
Scouts for the centenary 
Jamboree, to present a workshop 
on the influence of excessive air 
travel on climate change. 
 
Well, that leaves little space to 
report on 2008, except to say that 
Nathanoj Bbew (still in harness) 
has again received the Injury of 
the Term award, named this time 
after an unrelated but equally 
injury-prone Lister, victim of a 
2007 foofey slide incident. Also, 
the big white bus came to a big 
white oily standstill on the way to 
the Orange River. Finally, the roof 
still leaks (in places), and the 
great 1st Claremont ship 
continues sailing into its second 
century.  
 
But Rupe will be back, so 
remember, whatever you do, 
wherever you go…  
 
YOU ARE BEING WATCHED! 
 
Yours centenarily,  
 
Rupe 
Troop Snoop 
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Acknowledgements 
1st Claremont is fortunate to have excellent archives which not only support our claim to be the  
oldest Scout Group in South Africa, but also provide a detailed record of the past 100 years of  
Scouting. Many people have helped in collecting the material for this centenary publication over  
the years: 
 

·  Scoutmaster George Peake kept excellent records and also started the research into the  
Troop’s history. In 1928, he wrote to Imperial Scout Headquarters asking for details of  
1st Claremont’s registration, saying that all our records had been mislaid or destroyed.  
The reply from London was that they had no official registration of groups prior to 1919. 

 
·  Ronald Gibbs contacted the first Scouts (Fred and Julius Stern) in 1968. 

 
·  Group Chairman Barry Berkovitch collected a vast amount of material for the group’s  

75th birthday in 1983, publishing it in Smoke Signals. He made contact with the family  
of George French, who donated much of the original material from the first few years of  
the group. 

 
·  In 1997, I contacted the descendents of Fred and Julius Stern who supplied more  

information. Lew Orans of the Pine Tree Web website helped in tracking them down  
via Beverly Carlson of the American Baptist Historical Society. 

 
·  For the centenary, I have been working to scan some of our archives, so that they can  

be shared electronically via the Troop website, via the Western Cape Scout Heritage  
Centre, and with Scout historians who request them. The material in this publication is  
only a small part of what we have available. 

 
Scouting publications are welcome to use the material in this publication with acknowledgement. 

 
Ian Webb 
Editor / Group Scouter 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Front cover picture: 1 st Claremont Troop on 1 March 2008 
 

Back: James Helman, PL Jason Lee, Aidan de Nobrega, Matthew Bishop, Daniel Fine, Thando Gugwini 
Second row: Joshua D’Alton, Jeremy Bingham, PL James Lister, PL Daniel Smith,  

Tal Hartuv, Thando Mkwela 
Seated: TL Michael Kerr, TS Ross McDonald, GS Ian Webb, ATS Benjamin Herr, ATS Jonathan Webb 
Front:  Luke Neville, Sam Burditt, Skye de Nobrega, Lebo Miya, Sipho Johnson, Dylan Williams, Byron 

Donaldson, Benjamin Bingham 
Not in picture:  ATS Andrew Kerr, ATS Adrian Spencer-Jones, Declan McFarland 
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