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We have come to the end of 2017 and I 
wish to thank all members and espe-

cially my Management Committee for their 
unselfish work and dedications towards our 
esteemed organization.

It has taken us a far too long to promote 
our association and 2017 has been another 
full year of events, and in this regard a lot of 
accolades needs to be extended to our ever 
hard working Events sub-committee. Well 
done guys!

All that remains for me is to wish all our 
Christian members and Friends of the Asso-
ciation a Blessed Christmas. May you find 
peace and goodwill with your families and 
close ones.

I also wish all our members a Happy 
New Year. May 2018 be good and prosper-
ous for our members and Associate Friends 
and loved ones. May you all be blessed with 
good health.

Lets all make 2018 the best year for our 
Association. I call upon each one of you 
to support all or most of the events to be 
planned for the year ahead.

Certa Cito (Signals) greetings from 
Chairman Robbie Roberts
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Silent 
Night

The First World War had 
been raging for nine 

months and countless lives 
had already been lost. 

Yet on 24 December 1914 
the guns along the Western 
Front fell silent. It was the 
first Christmas of the war 
and the opposing soldiers 

were determined to 
celebrate the fact.

It was called the ‘Great War’ or 
‘The War to end all Wars’. It had 
begun in April 1914 and by the 

time it ended in November 1918 more 
than 10 million lives would be lost. 
Yet in 1939, a mere 21 years later, 
the world was at war once again. This 
new conflict would become known 
as World War II and the ‘Great War’ 
of 1914-18 would be renamed World 
War I.

By December 1914 the war had  
become static. An elaborate trench  
system had been constructed by both 
the Germans and the Allies. In some 
places troops faced each other with 

less than 100m of ‘no-man’s land’ 
between  them. December 1914 

would also see the first Christmas of 
the war.

A few months earlier Pope  
Benedict XV had begged the warring  
governments to declare a truce for 
Christmas, “that the guns may fall  
silent at least upon the night the angels 
sang.” The Germans gave it serious  
consideration but the British angrily 
denounced the Pope.

On 24 December 1914, Christmas 
Eve, German troops in the region 
of Ypres, Belgium, began decorat-
ing the area around their trenches by 
placing candles on trees. The Brit-
ish troops watched with a mixture of  
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confusion and more than a  
little suspicion. Then the Germans 
began to sing Stille Nacht. While the 
words may have been unfamiliar the  
British troops could recognise the tune of  
Silent Night. The British troops  
responded by singing English carols.

The two sides began shouting  
Christmas greetings to each other. 
Many of the Germans had worked or  
studied in Britain and 
could speak English  
fluently. There were calls for the 
two sides to meet in no-man’s land.  
Tentatively, in ones and twos, troops  
began leaving the trenches on both 
sides. Normally if you showed the 
slightest part of your body above a 
trench it would be hit by a bullet with-
in seconds. Now people were climb-
ing out of trenches, exposing them-
selves to the other side.

It must have been a strange feeling 
for those involved. Earlier that day 
they had been trying to kill each other, 
as they had for the past nine months. 
Now they were standing face to face 
with the enemy, shaking hands and 
greeting one another. Troops began to  
exchange small gifts such as whisky,  
jam, cigarettes, cigars and chocolate. 
The artillery in the region fell silent 
that night and, for the rest of the night, 
an eerie silence fell over the Western 
Front.

Mourning the dead
Early on Christmas morning troops 

began meeting in no-man’s land again. 

FIRE: British guns fire at a German position. During the Battle of the Somme 
1,738,000 shells were fired at the Germans. During this battle the British took 
over 60,000 casualties on the first day of the battle.

Both sides took the opportunity to bury 
the many dead that lay in no-man’s 
land. Proper burials were held and 
in many instances soldiers from both 
sides mourned the dead together and 
paid their respects. In more than one  
sector informal football matches 
were arranged in no-man’s land. In 
many sectors, the truce lasted through  
Christmas night, but in some areas, it 
continued until New Year’s Day.

While the troops at the front may 
have been enjoying the break, the 
higher commands on both sides, 
especially the British, were furi-
ous. They ordered the artillery to 
open fire and gave orders for attacks 
to take place. After all, this was a 
war. British commanders Sir John 
French and Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien 
vowed that no such truce would be  
allowed again, although both had left 
command before Christmas 1915. In 
all of the following years of the war,  
artillery bombardments were ordered 
on Christmas Eve to ensure that there 
were no further lulls in the combat. 
Troops were also rotated through  
various sectors of the front to prevent 
them from becoming overly familiar 
with the enemy.

Celebrated and retold
The Christmas truce of 1914 has 

been celebrated and retold in songs  
(such as Christmas 1914 by Mike  
Harding; Christmas in the Trenches by 
John McCutcheon; Belleau Wood by 
Garth Brooks; Pipes of Peace by Paul  

McCartney) film (Joyeux Noel and Oh 
What a Lovely War) and has also been 
the subject of a number of books.

In the final episode of Blackadder 
Goes Forth, the protagonists discuss 
events of the past that led them to 
their current situation, including the  
Christmas Truce. Captain Edmund 
Blackadder (Rowan Atkinson) was  
apparently still sore over being ruled 
offside during a football game with 
the Germans. He also cynically muses 
that “Both sides advanced further dur-
ing one Christmas piss-up than they 
did in the next two-and-a half years of 
war.”

On 7 November 2006, Irish  
singer Chris de Burgh paid £14,400 at  
Bonham’s auction house for an  

original 10 page letter from an  
unknown British soldier that re-
cords events and incidents 
with the Germans on that night  
describing “the most memorable  
Christmas I’ve ever spent”.

The letter begins:

This will be the most memorable 
Christmas I’ve ever spent or likely to 
spend: since about tea time yesterday 
I don’t think there’s been a shot fired 
on either side up to now. Last night 
turned a very clear frost moonlight 
night, so soon after dusk we had some 
decent fires going and had a few carols 
and songs. The Germans commenced 
by placing lights all along the edge of 
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HELLO: Descendants of Great War 
veterans, in contemporary uniform, 
shake hands at the 2008 unveiling of 
a memorial to the truce.

their trenches and coming over to us-
wishing us a Happy Christmas etc.

They also gave us a few songs etc. so 
we had quite a social party. Several of 
them can speak English very well so we 
had a few conversations. Some of our 
chaps went to over to their lines. I think 
they’ve all come back bar one from 
‘E’ Co. They no doubt kept him as a  
souvenir. In spite of our fires etc. it 
was terribly cold and a job to sleep 
between look out duties, which are 
two hours in every six.

First thing this morning it was very 
foggy. So we stood to arms a little  
longer than usual. A few of us 
that were lucky could go to Holy  
Communion early this morning. It 
was celebrated in a ruined farm about  
500 yds behind us.

I unfortunately couldn’t go. There 
must be something in the spirit of  
Christmas as to day we are all on top of  
our trenches running about. Where-
as other days we have to keep our 
heads well down. We had breakfast 
about 8.0 which went down alright  
especially some cocoa we made. We 
also had some of the post this morn-
ing.

I had a parcel from B. G’s Lace Dept 
containing a sweater, smokes, under 
clothes etc. We also had a card from 
the Queen, which I am sending back to 
you to look after please. After breakfast 
we had a game of football at the back 
of our trenches! We’ve had a few Ger-
mans over to see us this morning. They 
also sent a party over to bury a sniper 

we shot in the week. He was about a 
100 yds from our trench. A few of our  
fellows went out and helped to bury 
him.

About 10.30 we had a short church 
parade the morning service etc. held in 
the trench. How we did sing. ‘O come 
all ye faithful. And While shepherds 
watched their flocks by night’ were 
the hymns we had. At present we are  
cooking our Christmas Dinner! so will 
finish this letter later.

Dinner is over! and well we enjoyed 
it. Our dinner party started off with 
fried bacon and dip-bread: followed 
by hot Xmas Pudding. I had a mascot 
in my piece. Next item on the menu 
was muscatels and almonds, oranges,  
bananas, chocolate etc followed by 
cocoa and smokes. You can guess we 
thought of the dinners at home. Just  
before dinner I had the pleasure of 
shaking hands with several Germans: 
a party of them came 1/2 way over to 
us so several of us went out to them. I  
exchanged one of my balaclavas for 
a hat. I’ve also got a button off one 
of their tunics. We also exchanged 
smokes etc. and had a decent chat. 
They say they won’t fire tomorrow if 
we don’t so I suppose we shall get a bit 
of a holiday-perhaps. After exchang-
ing autographs and them wishing us 
a Happy New Year we departed and 
came back and had our dinner.

We can hardly believe that we’ve 
been firing at them for the last week 
or two-it all seems so strange. At pres-
ent its freezing hard and everything is 

covered with ice…
There are plenty of huge shell holes 

in front of our trenches, also pieces of 
shrapnel to be found. I never expected 
to shake hands with Germans between 
the firing lines on Christmas Day and 
I don’t suppose you thought of us do-
ing so. So after a fashion we’ve en-
joyed? our Christmas. Hoping you 
spend a happy time also George Boy 
as well. How we thought of England 
during the day. Kind regards to all the 
neighbours. 

With much love from Boy.

On 11 November 2008, the first  
official Truce memorial was unveiled 
in Frelinghein, France, the site of a  
Christmas Truce football game in 
1914. On 21 November 2005, the last  
remaining Allied veteran of the truce, 
Alfred Anderson died in Newtyle,  
Scotland at the age of 109.

Counting the cost
Nearly 8.5 million soldiers lost their 

lives during World War I. Germany  
suffered the highest loss with  
1,773,700 followed by Russia 
with 1,700,000. France suffered 
1,357,800 casualties and the Brit-
ish Empire, which included Aus-
tralia, Canada, India, New Zealand 
and South Africa, suffered 908,371. 
The United States of America, who  
entered the war in 1916, lost 116,516 
men.

During World War II the casualty  
figures were even higher. More than 
30 million soldiers died, as did  mil-
lions of civilians. The Russians alone 
lost more than 13 million troops. 

Let us remember the spirit of the 
Christmas Truce and pray that our  
generation and generations to come 
never have to experience a war and 
that we never have to calculate the 
cost of World War III.



The Association held an important 
conference/Workshop to determine 
the way forward for the association 
at a Conference Venue in Bellville on 
Saturday, 21 August 2017.

The entire Management Committee 
(MANCO) and its Accounting Officer 
got together and it was clear that the 
Association was blessed with having 
such a wide spectrum of experienced 
individuals to manage the affairs of 
the Association. the Manco consists 
of all ranks being represented, com-
mencing from corporal through every 
rank thereafter to Lt Col, the latter of 
whom four formerly served as Offi-
cers Commanding of 71 Signal Unit, 
out of which the Association was born 
in the year 2000.

Col (Ret’d) Adriaan Theron, an In-
dependant Veteran Support Co-ordi-
nator, having been invited, facilitated 
the workshop.

The workshop commenced at 09:00 

sharp with a photo session followed 
by Adriaan briefly explaining the mili-
tary veteran organisational set-up in 
South Africa.

With the active participation of all 
present, a SWOT analysis was done 
which provided much insight into the 
individual thinking of each member of 
management.

Following an informal working 
lunch, the afternoon was spent in 
drafting Value, Mission and Vision 
Statements, which process still needs 
to be formalised once each member 
of Manco have individually drafted 
his/her personal statements and then 
getting together to select the best, or 
a combination of drafted Statements, 
for official adoption by the Associa-
tion. 

The workshop ended at 16:30 re-
sulting in a full day’s hard work thanks 
to the professional input of Adriaan 
Theron.

2017 in Pictures
This important event was held on Saturday, 21 August 2017
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Signals Association Conference/Workshop

Remembrance Day - Major Charles 
Holloway (99) in wheelchair, Sgt Syd 
Ireland (97), Pierre Fourie of the Signals 
Association and Syd’s daughter Jenny 
Portman.

In October members of the Association 
broke away for a ‘Spanbou’ weekend at 
Oewerzicht Farm in Greyton.

The Association once again laid a wreath 
at the El Alamein Memorial Parade that 
took place at the Castle in Cape Town on 
Sunday, 29 October 2017.

The Association participated for the 
second time in the Bomb Alley Moth 
shellhole Border Boys Memorial Parade 
held at the Bellville Civic Centre.

1st Annual Luncheon at the Parow Golf 
Club on 7 May 2017.

Members of the Association laid wreaths 
at the Delville Wood Wood Memorial 
Parade in the Cape Town.
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By Brian Austin

The South African Corps of Sig-
nals (SACS) was formed in 
1923. It was an amalgamation 

of the various signalling troops scat-
tered across the country that owed 
their existence to the Boer War that 
had ended just more than twenty years 
before. 

The Boer’s contribution was sig-
nificant. It was based on an extensive 
telegraph system that had linked their 
front-line trenches to their capital in 
Pretoria, and also to their attempt to 
obtain wireless equipment from Ger-
many that was only thwarted by an 
eagle-eyed customs officer in Cape 
Town.  After the war the various Brit-
ish-supporting units and regiments 
in Natal and the Cape had begun to 
equip themselves with whatever post-
war technology was becoming avail-
able from England. But budgets were 
tight and it was only the outbreak of 
the First World War that caused some-
thing of a surge in the supply signal-
ling equipment to South Africa.

Once the Union Defence Force 
(UDF) came into being in 1912, the 
now united country began to develop 
its military structures but army signal-
ling, as it was in England, was still the 
preserve of the Engineers and what-
ever local civilian  assets, such as the 

Colonel Bert Howes

Post Office, could provide. The struc-
ture of the SACS, when it came into 
being, was modelled very closely on 
the Royal Corps of Signals. The Jim-
my became its emblem with light blue, 
dark blue and green its colours and, 
naturally, Certa Cito was the Corps 
motto. The army thus went to war in 
1939 as one of Britain’s staunchest al-
lies despite some lingering divisions 
between Boer and Brit. But things 
were soon to change. 

In 1948 a Nationalist government 
came to power in South Africa and 
immediately there was a concerted 
move to make the army less British 
in customs, tradition and even in uni-
forms. Officers were no longer to be 
called “Sir” (their rank titles would 
suffice), while some ranks were even 
changed to those used by the Boer 
forces of years before.  And, of course, 
out went the crowns on badges and 
emblems. Suddenly, though not sur-
prisingly given the political slant of 
the government, the military began 
to change as Afrikanerisation came to 
the fore. English, previously the lan-
guage of the army, now took second 
place to Afrikaans while many senior 
officers found themselves “bowler 
hatted” while their younger counter-
parts, who weren’t nationalistically-

inclined, found promotion both diffi-
cult and much delayed.

One man who did survive the cull, 
despite being called Herbert Louis 
Lockwood by his father, was “Bert” 
Howes, the most technically compe-
tent man in the SACS. Bert had been 
an avid radio amateur before the war 
when he lived in Cape Town. There, as 
ZS1AL, he had climbed Table Moun-
tain in 1934 with his home-brewed 
6-metre equipment and had effective-
ly put VHF on the South African map. 
He and that equipment were soon air-
borne too when, as a passenger in a 
Puss Moth biplane, Bert acted as the 
relay station for two widely-separated 
fellow amateurs who were provid-
ing communications during the South 
African motor racing Grand Prix. 

Though this activity was strictly ille-
gal in the eyes of the Post Office, that 
airborne exploit brought the young 
Howes to the attention of the South 
African Air Force – then without radio 
communications to its aircraft – and 
Bert assisted them in equipping an 
aeroplane with VHF gear for the first 
time. By the outbreak of WW2, Lieu-
tenant Howes was the radio specialist 
in the SACS and he was soon involved 
in training its signallers for service 
“up north”, first in Abyssinia and then 
in the Western Desert. Howes him-
self served throughout the campaign 
to defeat Rommel in north Africa and 
then, when the 6th South African Ar-
moured Division sailed for Italy as 
part of the American 5th Army under 
General Mark Clark, he became, as an 
acting major, the OC of 17 Brigade 
Signal Squadron. For his services he 
was Mentioned in Despatches and his 
technical competence marked him out 
as a successful career soldier.

By the 1960s, Bert Howes had risen 
through the ranks of the SACS and 
was commanding its School of Sig-
nals when he became the first Direc-
tor of Signals in the South African 
Army. By now he was living near 
Pretoria and his amateur call sign re-
flected his change of province: he was 
now ZS6HS. In years to come that 
call became famous, both in South Af-
rica and beyond, for the records Bert 
Howes set on the VHF bands. Almost 
all his equipment was homemade, 
as were all his antenna systems, and 

Signals on the Veld
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many pointed skywards when ZS6HS 
turned to satellites following his re-
cord-breaking contacts made using 
both tropo- and meteor-scatter. Colo-
nel Howes brought to army signalling 
a host of experience that he’d gained 
as a radio amateur and the SACS ben-
efited enormously as a result.

One strange occurrence that took 
place sometime after he retired still 
puzzles military historians in South 
Africa. It also causes much surprise 
amongst the worldwide brotherhood 
of Commonwealth signallers when 
they first encounter it. The fact that the 
South African “Jimmy” doesn’t have 
a crown above him is not too surpris-
ing since neither do his counterparts 
in many other Commonwealth Corps 
(though they all do contain some other 
local or national device: a boomerang 
in Australia; a star in India, etc.). But, 
anyone looking closely at the SACS 
colours will see that they’re all mixed 
up. Instead of being light blue (the 
sky), dark blue (the sea) and green 
(the land) – a logical order, one might 

think – the SACS version is green, 
light blue and then dark blue.  There’s 
no logic at all in that! And no one 
knows either when or why this hap-
pened but many theories abound, with 
politics probably underpinning all of 
them. 

As we’ve seen, the post-1948 South 
African government was hell-bent on 
ditching British tradition but even they 
would’ve been hard-pressed to explain 
the thinking behind this scrambling of 
the SACS colours. More plausible is 
the suggestion that the State Herald 
had a hand in it (with, probably, a little 
persuasion from on-high too). 

According to this view, the man 
charged with maintaining heraldic 
standards and protocol in Pretoria 
evidently baulked when he saw two 
“dark” colours (green and dark blue) 
lying alongside each other and called 
for them to be separated by the light 
blue – evidently this being correct in 
the world of heraldry. 

The fact that the College of Arms in 
England seemed happy with that origi-

nal disposition of colours as displayed 
by the Royal Corps of Signals cut no 
ice in Pretoria, especially when the 
new SACS scheme broke with Brit-
ish tradition! And so the SACS has 
the unusual distinction amongst all 
the Commonwealth Corps of Signals 
of having its own unique, if somewhat 
strange, order of colours.

Just to add to the matter of being 
contrary, the SACS Jimmy is also 
different to those others and not just 
because he bears no crown. Look-
ing closely you’ll see that he carries 
in his right hand a flask for whatever 
purpose. Some in the SACS say that’s 
where he put the messages he car-
ried. Maybe? But perhaps the real rea-
son was to buck the British trend yet 
again?  

South Africa seemingly sought a 
version of the famous figure of Mer-
cury that differed ever so slightly from 
that used in Britain. And they found 
theirs in Italy. Evidently the statue 
created by the sculptor Giovanni da 

Bologna provided the ideal model, 
complete with the message flask in his 
out-stretched right hand. One other 
little point of difference is the name 
of the country. South Africa, as two 
words in English, is unwieldy enough 
but obligatory bilingualism required 
two more: “Suid-Afrika” in Afrikaans, 
and that presented real problems. The 
solution was to go for just the letters 
S A, and though a little lacking in el-
egance it probably prevented another 
South African war!

In researching the history of the 
SACS, I had many conversations with 
Bert Howes before he died, at the age 
of 96, in December 2011. He could 
shed no light on the mystery of the 
colours but guessed that either incom-
petence, skulduggery, or both, “at the 
top” may well have had something to 
do with it. 

When he died, Bert was the oldest 
active radio amateur in South Africa 
and the longest-serving member of 
the South African Radio League. My 
thanks, as well, go to Walter Volker 
whose massive three-part history of 
the SACS contains masses of informa-
tion and are well worth reading.

JIMMY BERET: The South African 
Corps of Signals beret with the 
emblem of Mercury and the Signals 
‘balkie’ under it.

SPOT THE DIFFERENCE: The colours of the Royal Corps of Signals (left), 
as opposed to the South African Corps of Signals (right). The light blue repre-
sents air, the dark blue is water, and the green is land.



16 17

Congratulations
to the older generation

Next time your children or 
grandchildren tell you how 
tough it is being a teenager, 15 
year old Shaun Fritz suggests 
that you give them this article 
to read.

Recently I was throwing my toys 
out of the cot again. According 
to my younger sister it’s some-

thing I do often. As if she’s got a lot of 
room to talk. If you look up the word 
tantrum in the dictionary you’ll prob-
ably find a photo of her there.

The reason why I was throwing my 
toys out of the cot was because I want-
ed an iPhone and my parents said no. 
All my friends have decent phones and 
I’m the only one that still uses a phone 
that should be in a museum. It’s hard 
being a 16 year old sometimes.

My dad printed out an e-mail that he 
had received some time ago and told 
me to read it. It was a bit of an eye-
opener. It was called ‘Congratulations 
to the older generation’, and was aimed 
at those born from the 1930’s to the 
early 1970’s.

My dad was born in 1972, so I guess 
he could be considered ‘older genera-
tion’. I read what was in the e-mail and 
have added my own thoughts.

• First, we survived being born to 
mothers who drank while they car-
ried us and lived in houses made of 
asbestos.

Although my mom didn’t drink 
when she was pregnant, my gran said 
she used to have two glasses of wine 

right up until the day before she gave 
birth to my dad. These days you hear 
all these horror stories about foetal al-
cohol syndrome.
• We took aspirin, ate blue cheese, 

raw egg products, loads of bacon 
and processed meat, tuna from a 
can, and didn’t get tested for diabe-
tes or cervical cancer.

I don’t think I’ve ever had aspirin 
in my life. My mom, and I hope she 
doesn’t read this, is a bit of a green 
freak and health nut. Everything is nat-
ural this and organic that.
• Then after that trauma, our baby 

cots were covered with bright co-
loured lead-based paints.

I’ve read that lead-based paints are 
killers.
• We had no childproof lids on medi-

cine bottles, doors or cabinets and 
when we rode our bikes, we had no 
helmets or shoes, not to mention, 
the risks we took hitchhiking.

My dad told me that when he was at 
university he and his best friend would 
often hitchkike down to Jeffrey’s Bay 
during the holidays. My mom would 
freak (and so would I).
• As children, we would ride in cars 

with no seat belts or air bags.
I have to put my seat belt on before 

we’re even out of the driveway.
• We drank water from the garden 

hose and not from a bottle.
My mom won’t even let us drink wa-

ter from the tap.
• Take away food was limited to fish 

and chips. There were no pizza 

shops, McDonalds, KFC, Steers or 
Nandos.

How did they survive? We’ve got all 
of the above at our local mall.
• All the shops closed at 6.00 pm 

during the week and at 1.00 pm on 
Saturdays. None of them were open 
on a Sunday. And we didn’t starve.

No ways. How did the shops manage 
to survive?
• We shared one soft drink with four 

friends, from one bottle and no-one 
actually died from this.

Yuck. I’m not drinking from a bottle 
that someone else has had their mouth 
on. Gross.
• We ate cupcakes, white bread and 

real butter and drank soft drinks 
with sugar in it, but we weren’t 
overweight because we were al-
ways outside playing!

Okay, I guess we do spend a bit too 
much time indoors. And I know a lot 
of guys, and girls, my age that are a bit 
overweight.
• We would leave home in the morn-

ing and play all day, as long as we 
were back when the streetlights 
came on.

If I go out I have to give my mom a 
full itinerary of where I’m going, what 
I’m doing, and who I will be with. And 
she’ll phone me at least five times to 
check up.
• We would spend hours building our 

soapbox go-carts out of old prams 
and then ride down the hill, only 
to find out we forgot the brakes. 
We built tree houses and dens and 
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played in river beds with Matchbox 
cars.

I don’t think I’ve ever seen a soap-
box cart, let alone built one. It’s like a 
home-made go-cart.
• We did not have Playstations, Nin-

tendo Wii , X-boxes, no video games 
at all, no DStv, no video, no DVD’s, 
no iPods, no mobile phones, no 
personal computers, no Internet or 
Internet chat rooms...........we had 
friends and we went outside and 
found them!

Say what! No PC for games, no cell-
phone, no Internet. I would die.
• We fell out of trees, got cut, broke 

bones and teeth and there were no 
lawsuits from these accidents. We 
ate worms and mud pies made from 
dirt, and the worms did not live in 
us forever.

If I fell out of a tree and broke a bone 
my mom would ground me until I was 
at least 30.
• We were given air guns and cata-

pults for our 10th birthdays and 
none of us became serial killers, 
hijackers or psychos.

I’ve shot just about every weapon 
possible - but only in video games. 
I’ve never shot anything for real. These 
days you need a licence for an air gun 
and I think catapults are illegal.
• Mum didn’t have to go to work to 

help dad make ends meet!
I’m lucky because my mom doesn’t 

work. But most of my friends have 
both parents that work.
• Rugby and cricket had tryouts and 

not everyone made the team. Those 
who didn’t had to learn to deal with 
disappointment. Imagine that!! 
Getting into the team was based on 
merit.

That’s something to think about.
• Only girls had pierced ears and 

only sailors had tattoos.
Okay, I know quite a few guys that 

have pierced ears. They just don’t wear 
a stud to school. And I also know quite 
a few girls that have tattoos. My dad 
said that if I wanted to get my ears 
pierced or have a tattoo I would have to 
wait until I was 21 and no longer lived 
at home.
• The idea of a parent bailing us out 

if we broke the law was unheard of. 
They actually sided with the law!

One of the guys in matric at my 
school was bust for stealing a motor-
bike. His parents freaked. Not at him, 
mind you, but at the police because 
they arrested him and he had to spend 
a night in jail.
• Our parents didn’t invent stupid 

names for their kids like ‘Kiora’ 
and ‘Blade’ and ‘Ridge’ and ‘Va-
nilla’.

That’s actually quite funny. I have a 
guy called Blade in my class and a girl 
called Storm.

Okay, after reading that I’ve got a 
lot more respect for my mom and dad. 
Maybe being a teenager these days is 
not as bad as I think. In fact I somehow 
doubt if I would have even survived 
being a teen back then. n

Yes Virginia, there is a Santa Claus
Following is a reprint of what is probably one of the most famous 
letters ever written to a Newspaper.

EDITORIAL PAGE, 
NEW YORK SUN, 1897

We take pleasure in answering thus 
prominently the communication be-
low, expressing at the same time our 
great gratification that its faithful au-
thor is numbered among the friends of 
The Sun:

I am 8 years old. Some of my little 
friends say there is no Santa Claus. 
Papa says, “If you see it in The Sun, 
it’s so.” Please tell me the truth, is 
there a Santa Claus?

Virginia O’ Hanlon

Virginia, your little friends are 
wrong. They have been affected by the  
scepticism of a sceptical age. They 
do not believe except they see. They 
think that nothing can be which is not  
comprehensible by their little minds. 
All minds, Virginia, whether they be 
men’s or children’s, are little.

In this great universe of ours, 
man is a mere insect, an ant, in his  
intellect as compared with the bound-
less world about him, as measured by the  
intelligence capable of grasping the 
whole of truth and knowledge.

Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus.
He exists as certainly as love and 

generosity and devotion exist, and 

you know that they abound and give 
to your life its highest beauty and joy. 
Alas! How dreary would be the world 
if there were no Santa Claus! It would 
be as dreary as if there were no Virgi-
nias. There would be no childlike faith 
then, no poetry, no romance to make  
tolerable this existence. We should 
have no enjoyment, except in sense 
and sight.

The external light with which  
childhood fills the world would be  
extinguished.

Not believe in Santa Claus! You 
might as well not believe in fairies. 
You might get your papa to hire men 
to watch in all the chimneys on Christ-
mas eve to catch Santa Claus, but even 
if you did not see Santa Claus coming 
down, what would that prove?

Nobody sees Santa Claus, but that is 
no sign that there is no Santa Claus. The 
most real things in the world are those 
that neither children nor men can see. 
Did you ever see fairies dancing on the 
lawn? Of course not, but that’s no proof 
that they are not there. Nobody can  
conceive or imagine all the wonders 
there are unseen and unseeable in  
the world.

You tear apart the baby’s rattle and 
see what makes the noise inside, but 
there is a veil covering the unseen 
world which not the strongest man, 
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nor even the united strength of all 
the strongest men that ever lived could 
tear apart. Only faith, poetry, love, ro-
mance, can push aside that curtain and 
view and picture the supernal beauty 
and glory beyond. Is it all real? Ah, 
Virginia, in all this world there is noth-
ing else real and abiding.

No Santa Claus? Thank God he 
lives and lives forever. A thousand 
years from now, Virginia, nay 10 
times 10,000 years from now, he will  
continue to make glad the heart of 
childhood.

Merry Christmas and a Happy New 
Year!!!! 

FROM THE PEOPLE’S ALMA-
NAC, PP. 1358-9.

Francis P. Church’s editorial, “Yes 
Virginia, There is a Santa Claus” was 
an immediate sensation, and became 
one of the most famous editorials ever 
written.

It first appeared in the The New York 
Sun in 1897, over a hundred years ago, 
and was reprinted annually until 1949 
when the paper went out of business.

Thirty-six years after her letter was 
printed, Virginia O’ Hanlon recalled 
the events that prompted her letter:

“Quite naturally I believed in Santa 
Claus, for he had never disappointed 
me. But when less fortunate little boys 
and girls said there wasn’t any Santa 
Claus, I was filled with doubts. I asked 
my father, and he was a little evasive 
on the subject.

“It was a habit in our family that  
whenever any doubts came up as to 
how to pronounce a word or some 
question of historical fact was in 
doubt, we wrote to the Question and 
Answer column in The Sun. Father 
would always say, ‘If you see it in the 
The Sun, it’s so,’ and that settled the 
matter.

“Well, I’m just going to write The 
Sun and find out the real truth, I said 
to father.

He said, “Go ahead, Virginia. I’m 
sure The Sun will give you the right 
answer, as it always does.”

And so Virginia sat down and wrote  
to her parents’ favourite newspaper. 

VIRGINIA O’ HANLON

Her letter found its way into the 
hands of a veteran editor, Francis P. 
Church. Son of a Baptist minister, 
Church had covered the Civil War for 
The New York Times and had worked 
on the The New York Sun for 20 years, 
more recently as an anonymous edito-
rial writer. Church, a sardonic man, 
had for his personal motto, “Endeav-
our to clear your mind of cant.”

When controversial subjects had 
to be tackled on the editorial page,  
especially those dealing with theology,  
the assignments were usually given to 
Church.

Now, he had in his hands a little 
girl’s letter on a most controversial 
matter, and he was burdened with the  
responsibility of answering it.

“Is there a Santa Claus?” the  
childish scrawl in the letter asked. 
At once, Church knew that there was 
no avoiding the question. He must  
answer, and he must answer truthfully. 
And so he turned to his desk, and he 
began his reply which was to become 
one of the most memorable editorials in  
newspaper history.

Church married shortly after the  
editorial appeared. He died in April, 
1906, leaving no children.

Virginia O’ Hanlon went on to  
graduate from Hunter College with a 
Bachelor of Arts degree at age 21.

The following year she received her 
Master’s from Columbia, and in 1912 
she began teaching in the New York 
City school system, later becoming a 
principal.

After 47 years, she retired as an  
educator. Throughout her life she  
received a steady stream of mail about 
her Santa Claus letter, and to each re-
ply she attached an attractive printed 
copy of the Church editorial.

Virginia O’ Hanlon Douglas died on 
May 13, 1971, at the age of 81, in a 
nursing home in Valatie, New York.

Editor Matt Tennyson runs this story 
in Hipe Magazine every Christmas, 
and will probably run it in Jimmy’s 
Own every December. It’s a classic 
that needs to be told and retold for as 
long as there is a Christmas.

FRANCIS P. CHURCH



Upcoming Birthdays

December 2017
4th   Hendrik (HP) van Staden
5th   Dirk (Hakies) Haqgendoorn
11th  Johan Johnson and Pierre  
         Fourie (Pierre is our Public  
         Relations Officer)
20th  Ian Robertson
21st  Netlam Robinson
25th  Irvin Musket-Yetts (our  
         Christmas Baby)

January 2018
17th  Trevor Moller
24th  Geoffrey Laskey

February 2018
1st     Yolandi Lot
13th   Moloinyana Zikhona
16th   Robbie Roberts (our chairman)
19th   Geruvia Naidoo
22nd  Veon Esau
23rd   Kurt Coetzee
25th   Sabelo Dyantyi
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To all our members, 
associate members, 
friends and readers.

Wishing you peace, 
joy and love over 
this season, and 

a prosperous 
New Year.


