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Foreword

Bookended by those two great queens, Victoria, and Elizabeth II, in a span of nearly 200 
years, this is a rollicking ride of family fortunes stretching from the Industrial Revolution 
in England to a non-racial, black-led republic in South Africa. It is the sprawling saga of the 
Wright family starting in the small village of Westoe on the banks of the River Tyne, northern 
England, with another start in 1896 in South Africa.  Business ventures feature prominently; 
they are many and varied: shipping, milling, baking, farming, agribusiness, poultry, logistics 
and trucking, flying tourism, art galleries, a café, publishing, and a wilderness guest lodge 
in Limpopo.  The managerial challenges are multiple.  It is a tale of considerable success and 
achievements; there are also losses, heartbreaks, and tragedies.  It is life to the very brim.  It 
is also the autobiography of Neil Wright, born in 1943 in the Eastern Cape.

The canvas is large and colourful.  Within the bounds of South Africa, the centrepiece is 
the Eastern Cape and the Highlands District not far from Grahamstown/Makhanda, with a 
century of proud Wright farms – ‘Milburn’, ‘Westoe’ and ‘Ellesmere’.  Then it stretches out to 
the Northern Cape, Namibia’s Diamond Coast, the University of Cape Town, the winelands 
of Stellenbosch, the business district of Montague Gardens to Kloof in KwaZulu Natal, the 
suburbs of Johannesburg and the heights of the Soutpansberg.  The family spawns branches 
Down Under and wider-a-field.  A branch connection relates back to the French Huguenot 
settlers.  Another connection takes in a famous painter of American birds.  There is much 
wider travel.  The canvas is vast.

The political content is never far away – humming quietly but consistently in the 
background. Dutch and British Empires, Colonisation, Afrikaner-nationalism, brutal wars 
including the nasty Border War of the seventies and eighties (in which young Peter Warrener 
lost his life), the horrors of apartheid rule, new-found democracy, the rainbow nation of 
Mandela and Tutu, reconciliation, and hope, only to crash and burn with the misguided 
myopia of Zuma-backed state capture.  Now perhaps shaping towards a greener political 
future.  It is a large tale in and of itself – nor are the pandemics ignored: the 1918-1920 
Spanish flu, poverty un-tackled, AIDs denialism, then the 2020-2022 Covid-19 threat, lost 
lives.  There are more aspects humming almost silently in the background: the operation of 
lawyers – some good, some bad.

This is of course a story from the upper reaches of the social order: white males, elite 
schools, top universities, business success, managing director, owner, boss, leader, wealth, 
and prosperity.  But it has another side; these are ordinary people, farming folk, working 
souls.  There are struggles in life as for all of us.  There is much hard work and effort; there is 
dedication, reliability, and loyalty.  There is an early warning about the danger of too much 
pride and arrogance.

iv
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The writer and creator of this tome (Neil Wright) has two qualities I have always admired.  
One is zeal and its closely related z-word: zest.  Neil brings zeal and zest to everything he 
tackles: business, leadership, family, friendship, projects, writing, publishing.  It is there in 
spades.  It speaks strongly of a solid family background evident throughout these pages.  
There is enthusiasm for life itself.  The second quality is optimism, a positive view of our 
times and possibilities, also evident in

leagues through these pages. Despite hardships, letdowns, setbacks ... we can always have 
another crack at it. The task of clearing alien vegetation requires precisely the quality of 
optimism. These skills and attributes are now being put into action towards the protection of 
a precious wilderness reserve in tandem with his splendid partner. 

There is one persistent theme running throughout the pages to follow: change. We are 
grateful to Neil Wright and his diligence, his sheer hard work to chronicle the unending 
restless changes.  It will form a valuable part of the historical record of our times. Our 
appreciation also to Jenny and Jeanne: their contributions are little gems in themselves.  The 
photographs are marvellous.

Please do read and enjoy From Westoe to Sigurwana.  It is a labour of considerable love, a 
thoroughly stout effort,

Don Foster
Tshwane, October 2021

PS:  More extraordinary and far-reaching changes will be required of all of us very soon 
if our planet is to survive.

Foreword
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Preface
Once I had written my first book “Carrier Value” in 2005 I was determined to write a book 
on my family.  In 2007 I took my first step; my son Ross and I visited the birthplace of my 
grandfather and his brothers at South Shields in County Durham in the north of England.  
South Shields is on the Tyne River, the more famous city Newcastle is 12 kilometres upriver.  
A brief account of this region is given in the Annexure at the end of this Preface.

The family of Wrights lived in a suburb of South Shields named Westoe. The suburb 
is known for the many large residences belonging to leading businessmen.  Thomas and 
Eleanor Wright lived in this suburb with their five sons.

My book is a combination of the history of the Wrights, starting with the three Wright 
brothers coming to South Africa in 1896.There is the history of the family right up until 2021.  
The second aspect of the book are my memoirs, also up until 2021.  The story of my life, my 
growing up, my schooling, my family, and my business career.  The theme of my memoirs 
is for love of family and country. I hope I am able in my writing to show this and not just to 
tell you.

The book is written through the eyes of a person who loves “business and management” 
– the theory and the practice.  I have had an interesting career in business. Firstly, in the 
poultry industry, chicken moved from being the most expensive meat to being the cheapest. 
It was an interesting development in modern agribusiness. Secondly, I ran my own business 
in a sector of logistics, the road freight industry, in this time deregulation of the industry 
took place. It was a huge boost for free marketers and entrepreneurs, opportunities could be 
pursued without the stranglehold of government permits.

There were many developments in our changing world over the last 125 years, as not to 
make this preface too long, these developments have been summarised in the annexures at 
the end of the book, headed: Annexure 1) Preface: Brief overview of the world the Wrights 
have lived in over the last 125 years.

The book follows the male lineage of the Wrights.  Many Wrights have married well – 
fine partners – starting with Eleanor the mother of the three brothers.  Her maiden name 
was Milburn, a name that comes up time and again in our family history.  She is being 
remembered for her character and legacy in the family.  There are other wifes written about.  
I would have liked to go more into the female lineage in more detail, starting with Eleanor’s 
family, the Milburn’s. I hope another member of our family takes up this challenge.

In the 125 years I have not neglected to write about many historical events, mostly in 
South Africa, we have a rich history, many different cultural groups make up the mosaic of 
South Africa. The great achievement of obtaining political freedom is written about. Our 
leaders in the negotiations for peace set the scene with a democratic constitution giving all, 
the opportunity to progress in peace under the rule of law. 
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Annexure on South Shields mentioned left
South Shields and the region have an interesting history. Until 400 AD there was a Roman 
Garrison stationed in the town. The Garrison built Hadrian’s Wall, so named after Emperor 
Hadrian, who commissioned the Wall. The Wall was the Roman Empire’s most northern 
border. The Romans were unable to conquer the incorrigible Scots. South Shields would later 
from 1768 be part of Britain’s Industrial Revolution. The town became an industrial hub, near 
coal mining, the port included ship building. The area prospered and had rapid growth in 
population during the eighteenth century. Immigrants came from Yemen, Bangladesh, and 
Ireland to work in the mines, in the shipyards and in other allied businesses.  



   Thomas and Eleanor Wright,
the parents of the Wright brothers
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The First Generation
The Wright Brothers leave South Shields County Durham England 

to start a new life in South Africa. 

   he pub at the end of Woods Terrace is not your typical English pub. Ross and I arrived 
   there  in the morning, about 10.30 am. The pub was deserted with only some clatter from 

cleaners preparing for the day. There was a stale smell of beer – good old English beer (like 
soapy water as some have described). We took a seat and ordered two pints of English ale.

Our day started at the South Shields Library; we made our way to the archive section 
specifically dealing with heritage. There was no shortage of “Wrights” in the computer records 
which included the national census taken every 10 years.

Westoe Village was where our family lived, but it was not until I mentioned the names of 
Blagburn and Milburn that progress was made in our search.

Thomas Blagburn Wright, born in 1841, married to Eleanor Milburn. Father and mother 
of three boys: William, Alfred, and Milburn. The family always believed that the Wrights were 
in biscuit manufacturing that included milling for some 150 years. This must have been in an 
earlier generation; the heritage records showed the family was in the business of shipbroking 
(buying and selling ships) and timber merchants. They lived in Westoe village, an upmarket 
suburb of South Shields. Thomas lived with his family at No.4 Woods Terrace and his brother 
James lived at No.5.

We later visited the house and met with the present owner. The house is a semi-detached 
with four floors, including a basement and an attic. The basement is now a garage for two cars 
and storage with a yard at the back of the house. At the time of our ancestors, the horses were 
stabled in the basement which included room for at least one carriage. The census records 
four people staying in the attic. The present owners took pride in the ceilings with their inlaid 
decorations above candelabra light fittings.

The beer was going down well; the 
question on Ross’s mind, I wonder what 
inspired them to go to South Africa? Good 
question. William, the oldest brother (known 
as Skipper Bill) was a shipmate and later a 
ship’s captain. He had certainly been to South 
Africa, and he could well have influenced his 
brothers that South Africa was the place to go.

In 1896, the three Wright brothers left 
Southampton on one of the regular steamships 
that plied between England and South Africa. 
We are not sure if Phoebe and Alfred arrived 
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   The oldest of the three brothers Captain William 
Wright, known as Skipper Bill. 

together, but we do know from their marriage certificate that they were married in 1900 in 
Grahamstown. It could well be that Alfred returned to England to fetch his wife-to-be. We are 
not sure if the younger brother Milburn and Skipper Bill travelled together, but we do know 
that Skipper Bill gave up his career at sea to join his brothers.

Further research and thanks to Jeanne Wright’s attention to detail … an academic objectivity, 
we now believe that Milburn’s mother Eleanor brought Milburn to South Africa when he was 
thirteen years old. The reason? Milburn was sickly and suffered from respiratory problems 
and the South African climate was viewed as good for his health The dry Karoo, including 
the Orange Free State, were ideal. This could well have been one of the reasons why the three 
brothers came to South Africa Skipper Bill bought the first farm in 1887 and registered in his 
name. In the same year, he married Adela Mary Dyer in Port Elizabeth. The brothers would 
have arrived in Port Elizabeth and taken a train to Grahamstown, a journey that took a day and 
a night which would include passing through Alicedale, where they might have had to change 
trains. The boys’ ages in 1896 were: Captain Bill 29, Alfred 23, and Milburn 21.

“What made them turn to farming and start a bone factory of all things?” Ross asked.
“First of all, Ross, we have to know what was happening in the economies of the world at 
that time.”

Farming was where the money was. Sheep farming for exporting wool whereas beef cattle and 
dairy farming were growth industries. There was an entrepreneurial streak in the brothers. 
This quality was most certainly in Alfred. He proved to be a leader and was also a good 
businessperson. Bone meal would have been an essential ingredient for commercial herds of 
animals.

The brothers changed the name of the first farm to Millburn after their mother’s maiden 
name. The farm is situated on the way to Sidbury about eight kilometres from Highlands 
Station. The farm would later be owned by Elaine Rippon. Skipper Bill featured prominently in 
the building up the Jersey herd.

Alfred had set his sights on establishing 
a bone mill. He first had a general dealers 
store, while he built up the bone mill. Alfred 
and Phoebe must have lived near Highlands 
Station. Wright Brothers Bone Mill opened in 
1898.

“So, Ross, a good businessperson finds 
where there is a need, looks at the detail, 
the potential, the requirements, where he 
can get the raw materials, does his sums, 
then makes it happen. And, Ross, you know 
what? There is a small percentage of people 
who can make things happen in this way. 
They are the geese that lay the golden eggs.”
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The bone mill
Why a bone mill? The Wrights had a history in the milling industry in South Shields. They 
produced Ships Biscuits in enormous quantities over many years. The machinery was familiar 
to the brothers.

Regarding the growth of commercial herds of cattle and sheep, to achieve their productive 
capacity, the animals required the minerals found in bone meal: calcium, phosphorus, iron, 
magnesium, and zinc.

Aside from growth, there was an even more compelling reason for bone meal, the prevention 
of lamsiekte (in Afrikaans), botulism (in English). Research showed that feeding bone meal 
was a mitigating measure to help save the animals. Later, a vaccine was found to combat this 
bacterial infection.

Alfred saw the need; it was a business opportunity. Many top professional breeders in the 
regions were on the firm’s books. The bone mill, in time, developed to be the largest in South 
Africa.

Wright’s Bone Mill was the first to place sterilised bone meal on the market. In the year 
1904, the government enacted a law that required bone meal to be sterilised. Alfred was 
visiting England when he received this news. He immediately set about acquiring two, three-
ton digesters and a steam boiler. The boiler and digester were state-of-the-art technology. They 
joined the Ruston Hornby, a single compression engine that was imported. The engine drove a 
large electric generator that powered electric motors used in the mill.

The Ruston Hornby engine had a huge flywheel and ran on heavy furnace oil. A blow torch 
heated the engine to start it. It was placed on a stand and positioned appropriately. My brother 
and I, as small boys, were excited to watch the huge engine start, the smell of heavy furnace oil 
raised our excitement. Four of the factory staff were required to turn the flywheel. At a certain 
number of revolutions, the engine would burst into life with a loud thud, then with successive 
thuds, would increase as the engine gathered speed, until there was a regular rhythm of thuds.

“Halala!” was the shout of approval from the men.
“Halala!”

Ross and I contemplated the 
living conditions in those 
times. Trains pulled by steam 
engines and horse-drawn 
carriages were the main mode 
of transport. There were 
certainly no aeroplanes in 1896. 
The other Wright brothers, 
Wilbur, and Orwell only took 
to the skies briefly in 1903 and 
only 32 years later in 1935 did 
the McDonnell Douglas DC3 
offer commercial flights.

   The Ruston Hornby Oil Engine. 



12 Westoe   to   Sigurwana

  The family tree of the first generation, the Wright brothers with their wives and parents. 

  Thomas Blagburn (1841-1876)                            
 m. 1863

Eleanor Ann Milburn (1846-1927)

William Milburn (1867-1950)        Alfred (1873-1945)        Milburn (1875-1943)
m.1897

Adela Mary
Dyer

(1883 -1935)

m.1900
Phoebe Ann

Mason
(1869-1959)

m1902
Charlotte Louise

Rademeyer
(1874-1965)

Ross and I also reminisced about England, the country the brothers were leaving.
The British Empire was at the height of its influence. The reigning monarch was Queen 

Victoria. The easiest part of English history is to follow the monarchs.

•  Queen Victoria’s reign began in 1837 and lasted until 1901, 64 years. Her reign was 
characterised by a prolonged period of relative peace and prosperity. The peace was 
disturbed by colonial battles and, later the Boer War, from 1899 to 1902.

•  Queen Victoria was married to her first cousin who was German, Prince Albert of Sax
Coburg and Gotha. She reigned over a constitutional monarchy, including the British 
Empire. Countries in the Empire spanned North America, the Middle East, North Africa, 
West Africa, East Africa, Southern Africa, Australia, New Zealand, India, and a host of 
Asian countries.

•  Queen Victoria was succeeded by her eldest son, who became King George V, in 1910. He 
was succeeded by his eldest son, who became King Edward VIII, in May 1936, but 
abdicated the throne in December of that year. His younger brother became King George 
VI, in 1936.

•  King George VI was succeeded by his daughter, Elizabeth Alexandra Mary Windsor, who
 became Queen Elizabeth II in 1952.

•  Queen Elizabeth II has reigned for 69 years (2021). She is the longest-serving female head 
of state in history and the world’s longest-reigning monarch. We cannot imagine England 
without the Queen.

The development of steel using blast furnaces was one of the greatest inventions of the time. 
Adding of heat to steel, allowing oxidation, removing impurities, this then produced the robust 
steel material we know today. Steel became the prime building material, not only in skyscraper 
buildings but for modes of transport, e.g., the steam engine and railway lines. Today, we cannot 
imagine a world without steel.
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The developments in this era of the Empire were phenomenal. The Industrial Revolution 
was boosted by using steam to drive machinery in factories, trains, and ships. Later the 
discovery of electricity would transform the world in a way that the internet is doing today.

“In 1837, the date Queen Victoria started her reign – people lived in villages and mostly 
worked on the land. By 1901 on Queen Victoria’s death, people mostly lived in towns and 
worked in offices, shops, and factories.” 

A quote from a commentary of the times.

This was just the beginning of urbanisation, today we have the emergence of smart city clusters, 
where an even greater percentage of people live in cities.

There was a huge amount of pride in being British. The British Empire spanned at least half 
the world.

“Pride can lead to arrogance,” I told Ross.
Liesel, my good wife who is German had said, “The English wherever they went in the 

world wanted to change people into little English gentlemen and ladies. Instead of accepting 
people for who they are with their own history and culture.”

Blame English arrogance ... and this generalisation needs to be qualified, it is a perception.

South Africa before the arrival of the Europeans, some basic history
In the history we learnt at school, the Europeans came in from the sea from the south, mostly 
from the Cape and Algoa Bay, as well as from the east from Port Natal, this while the Africans 
came down from the North of Africa. We all met in South Africa at much the same time. This was 
not historically correct. Governments around the world tend to write the history that suits them.

The people that occupied this southern region of Africa, were the San people or bushmen. 
Their enduring legacy was rock art found in areas all over the Southern Part of Africa. They 
were somewhat Nomadic and very much hunter-gatherers.

Next are the Khoikhoi. They occupied regions in south-western districts of South Africa. 
They kept herds of domesticated animals, mainly sheep, and later cattle. They moved south 
over the years for new pastures for their stock. Their movement dates between 2 000 to 3 000 
years ago. They, like the San, came down from Botswana and western Zimbabwe. The Khoikhoi 
would later come into conflict with the Dutch Settlers when they arrived in 1652.

The South African Iron Age is said to be between 300 and 900 AD. These African people 
were crop and cattle farmers. They were not nomadic like the San and Khoikhoi because they 
had fixed homes. The people lived under a chiefdom. In a typical household, the man did the 
clearing of the land and tended to the cattle and the women did the domestic work including 
carrying water in clay pots on their heads. The men might also fight wars, certainly in King 
Shaka’s time.

From about 1500 AD onwards, in the interior of Southern Africa were the Sotho-Tswana 
people, further to the North the Venda. The Nguni occupied the eastern region between the 
Indian Ocean and the Drakensburg, with the Xhosa in the Eastern Cape, and the Zulu in 
KwaZulu-Natal.
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The most eastern border of the Cape Colony was the great Fish River. The land to the west 
of this border was supposed to be occupied by the settlers both English and Dutch and the east 
was occupied by the Xhosa chiefdoms. The Cape Colony became part of the British Empire as 
did KwaZulu- Natal, after being taken over from the Dutch.

In this eastern border of the Cape Colony, there were frequent raids by Xhosas and return 
incursions by the British including removing Xhosa cattle as punishment. These skirmishes 
resulted in the so-called seven-year border wars. The Xhosas wanted to force the settlers out of 
the region.

Colonel Graham was appointed to bring an end to these wars. He defeated the Xhosas and 
banished one of the leading chiefs, Makhanda to Robben Island. The town was later named 
after Colonel Graham, namely Grahamstown. Many years later, in 2018, the town would be 
renamed after Chief Makhanda.

The Portuguese, in 1510, tried to occupy the Cape but were chased off by Gorinhaiqua 
warriors (Khoi people). It was the Dutch that first occupied the Cape in 1652. They resisted the 
Gorinhaiqua warriors.

Johan van Riebeek was sent by The Dutch East India Company to create a settlement to 
service the fleet of ships plying between Europe and the East. These ships brought spices and 
other goods from the East, Indonesia, and India, and later from China.

The Huguenots
The Dutch settlement was joined in 1685 by the French Huguenots. The Huguenots left France 
because of the threat of religious persecution. France was predominantly Roman Catholic and 
many reformers, starting with Martin Luther of Germany in 1517, broke away from the Roman 
Catholic Church.

In 1598 Henry IV of France under the Edict of Nantes granted Calvinist Protestants (French 
Huguenots) substantial rights in the predominately Roman Catholic France. However, the 
Edict of Nantes was revoked by Louis IVX in 1685. The Huguenots then fled France and settled 
in Germany, America, and in South Africa. The French Huguenots became assimilated with 
the Dutch; both were Protestant. The Huguenots brought with them many skills, including 
winemaking, cabinetmaking, and building.

The wars in Europe over the years had a profound effect on South Africa. Napoleon, 
the despot from France, set about conquering Europe in the late 1790s. When Holland was 
threatened by France, the British wanted to secure The Cape to prevent a French occupation.

The British first invaded the Cape in 1796 with minimum resistance. Later in 1806 the 
British occupied the Cape again. It was from this date that Britain became serious about 
Southern Africa. In 1814 the Dutch officially ceded the Cape to the British. The British then set 
about developing and occupying more of the Cape, including the Eastern Cape. And so, began 
the Xhosa Wars.
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Entrance to the Battle of Blood River Monument in Kwazulu-Natal. 
The monument is visible in the background. Photo Renier Maritz

The Great Trek
The Great Trek began in 1837 where15 000 Boers, including whole families, left the Cape by 
ox-wagon. The Afrikaners had had enough of being governed by the British. Two major factors 
upset the Afrikaners: the abolishment of slavery in all British colonies (from 1834) and the 
taxes imposed on all citizens. Apart from this, the Afrikaners hated the superior attitude of the 
British. The Afrikaners were a God-fearing people who believed in the destiny of a promised 
land. They found some parallels in the Old Testament with the Jews being led out of Egypt to 
the Promised Land.

The ox-wagons, creaking and grinding set across the veldt and over the mountains into the 
hinterland. Settlements were established in Natal, the Orange Free State, and the Transvaal. 
Two republics were created: the Republic of the Orange Free State and beyond the Vaal River to 
the Limpopo River. The South African Republic.

In the years before the Voortrekkers arrived in this area, which now spans KwaZulu Natal, 
the Orange Free State, Northwest, Gauteng, Mpumalanga and Limpopo provinces, there were 
many upheavals as powerful black kingdoms were establishing themselves. These were known 
as the Difaqane. They were King Shaka (1787-1828), the Tlokwa under Manthatisi (an African 
woman), Mzilikazi (1895-1868) of the Ndebele (a migratory kingdom), Soshangane and Gaza 
Empires (1824-1895), Moshoeshoe, a kingdom based on accommodation (1786-1870).

The Voortrekkers fought two major battles; the first in KwaZulu Natal, the Battle of Blood 
River on the Ncome River in 1838. Piet Retief and a party of 101 men were massacred by the 
Zulu King Dingane when they visited the king at his kraal in Ulundi. Dingane subsequently 
sent his impis to attack the remaining Voortrekkers at their settlement on the banks of the 
Ncome River. The Voortrekkers formed a laager with their wagons. Under Andries Pretorius, 
the Voortrekkers were able to defeat the attacking Zulus. Dingane was the half-brother of King 
Shaka. In a traitorous act, Dingane assassinated Shaka in 1828 and took over the Zulu Kingdom.
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The second significant battle the Voortrekkers had was against Mzilikazi at Vegkop 
(alternatively spelt Vetchkop) in 1836 near the town of Heilbronn. After Mzilikazi was defeated, 
he crossed the Limpopo River into Matabeleland Southern Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe, with his 
supporters. The Matabele are still living in this area near Bulawayo.

The Voortrekkers certainly had other battles, but these two were maybe the most significant. 
The history of this period is very enlightening. The Voortrekkers trekked with a considerable 
number of Africans and ex-slaves. The personalities of the kings and queens, including their 
way of life, are fascinating. In writing this book I must admit how little I know of our history.

The Boer War 1899 to 1902 (Second Boer War)
The first major disturbance the Wright Brothers would experience was the Boer Wars. The 
First Anglo Boer took place 1880 to1881and the second, which was longer and more painful, 
in 1899. The reasons for the Boer war, there were rich takings of diamonds and gold in the 
Boer Republics. The British were also extending the British Empire, they already occupied the 
Cape. Colony and Natal This should have been an easy go, but the Boers held their own against 
the British until Lord Kitchener started the scorched earth policy. A policy that confined the 
families of the Boer Commandos to concentration camps and burnt their farms to the ground. 
This cut off the supply line of provisions to the Commandos. The history of these times is well 
recorded by Richard Steyn in his recent book on Louis Botha and Jan Smuts. Steyn particularity 
incorporated African leaders in the book. Steyn played his part in making this history inclusive; 
we all need to know each other’s history in South Africa.

While the Boer Commandos were able to replenish themselves and their horses and then 
to attack British positions, the Boers could not be defeated. The Scorched Earth policy brought 
an end to this in a most brutal way. The Boer families in the concentration camps succumbed 
to disease where many children and wives died. Many Afrikaners never forgave the British for 
this. (I write more about this history later.)

The biggest influx of British settlers took place in 1820. The history of the 1820 settlers is 
well recorded. This was all long before the Wrights arrived. By the time the Wrights arrived; a 
great deal of the pioneering work had been done. In 2020 at this time of writing, the English in 
South Africa will be celebrating 200 years since the 1820 settlers arrived. The celebration was 
set for May at the annual English festival in Makhanda.

The infrastructure of roads, railways, the layout of Grahamstown with schools, small 
industries, and commercial undertakings were all established. The area benefitted from the 
Victorian era and the onward march of the British Empire. There is a huge amount of Victorian 
architecture in Grahamstown (Makhanda) and the town is famous for its Victorian buildings. 
Missionaries and teachers came to the town. The school the Wright boys went to, St. Andrews 
College, was established in 1855, an Anglican School with Scottish origins. Started by Bishop 
Armstrong, it was one of a few private schools established in the town.

The last thing Ross and I did on our visit to South Shields was to take a walk through the 
town. There was a shopping mall; the road was converted into a pedestrian walkway with a 
variety of shops. There are many retired folks in South Shields, but the mall was bustling with 
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younger folk. So, this is where we came from. I could not help noticing that some of the folk 
looked like my cousins, especially some of those who landed up in Australia. It brought a smile 
to my face. “Hey! Ross, this is where we come from, County Durham, Northeast England, it is 
where our roots are. The countryside is flattish, with no mountains.

The Wrights of South Shields
In this voyage of discovery, I needed to visit my cousin Doug’s wife Jeanne in June 2019. Jeanne 
lives in Helderberg Village near Somerset West in the Western Cape. Helderberg Village is 
one of South Africa’s first retirement villages … followed now by many others. Somerset West 
has now become South Africa’s premier retirement capital, not only for South Africans but for 
overseas retirees mainly from England and Germany.

Jeanne’s apartment is small; two rooms with clever architecture, a bedroom and a lounge 
that could also double as another bedroom. The setting under the Helderberg Mountains and 
near the winelands is one of the beautiful parts of the Cape.

Jeanne is an artist with a Masters in Fine Arts from Rhodes University. She is well known 
for her mini figurine sculptures. She refers to them as “kitsch”. The walls of her apartment are 
festooned with art. You feel as if you are visiting an art gallery. Most of it is contemporary, done 
by artists she knew at Rhodes University. It was here that I spent time unearthing some of the 
history of the Wrights.

I prevailed upon Jeanne to write a chapter on Westoe as she spent 37 years on the farm. To 
my delight, she did so and in the process became enthusiastic about unravelling all the details of 
the three brothers – William (Bill), the sea captain; Alfred, the storekeeper, miller farmer, and 
entrepreneur; the Reverend Milburn, the parish priest; and my grandfather.

Jeanne researched extensively on the internet for all the details, dates of birth, baptisms, 
marriages, children, careers, etc. She made me realise that if I was going to write this book on the 
family, I better get the details right. She set me off on a somewhat different path. I was tending to 
gloss over some details. I spent the best part of two days with her discussing all she had found. 
Apart from the certificates found on the internet, of births, marriages, and death certificates, 
she obtained a fascinating pamphlet on the 
history of St Cyprian’s Church at Highlands. 
At the end of this chapter, I included a 
summary of family members who attended 
the church, including two recent photographs 
of the church. The photographs were very 
encouraging. The current churchgoers have 
revamped the church and restored it so that 
it continues to be a place of worship in the 
lives of the community in the new non-racial 
democratic South Africa – a church for all.

I made a mind-blowing find when I 
arrived home to Parkhurst, Johannesburg.
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Family tree: Issue of Henry Wright and his wife Jean ( formerly Wetherill) married Bauxwell 1734

A brown envelope marked “Wrights” contains 15 pages and on the front page was headed 
Some notes on the Wrights of South Shields.

“Wow!”
The notes cover a period from 1734 until 1947. The brown envelope was in an old carton 

box with many other documents given to me by Bridget Pilsen (my dad’s second wife) when 
my dad died in 1990.

The information was captivating. The Wrights have lived up to the meaning of their name 
‘worker’. There were certainly many that were shipwrights, including owners of ships, suppliers 
to ships, provisions (ships’ chandlers). It was boom time in this region on the Tyne River for 
towns like North and South Shields and New Castle. Famous for the idiom, “don’t take coals 
to New Castle”. There were coal mines, the coal needed ships for transport, the ships needed 
building, the people building the ships needed provisions, etc … all trading, businesses … 
creating wealth, the lifeblood of prosperity.

The family tree below gives our link to one of the large businesses the Wrights owned over 
the years, including Leonard Wright & Sons. The founder, Leonard, was brother to William and 
who married a Miss Ann Blagburn. The present generation of Wrights are direct descendants 
of William. The business manufactured ships biscuits. Apart from local sales, they exported 
these biscuits to other countries. During the Franco-Prussian War, the firm worked day and 
night for 12 months and turned out 50 tons of biscuits per week for the French Government 
and used over 400 sacks of flour.

Business, then, is a common thread amongst the Wrights. There were some vicars (priests), 
there were some scholars, and some went abroad mainly to the USA and New Zealand (This 

  Leonard (1736 - 1809)
m. Hannah Burden (1730 - 1818)

  William (1771-1857)
m. Mary Young (1776 - 1839)

Dorothy
 (1735 - ? )

Leonard
 (1800 - 1864)

m. Jane
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Ann
 (1836 - ? )

Hannah
 (1802 - ?)
m. Gibson

Mary
 (1838 - ?)

Herbert Percy
 (1864 - 1919)

Elizabeth
 (1804 - 1821)

Elizabeth
 (1840)
died in
infancy

William
 (1867-1950)

Mary
 (1807 - 1869)

Thomas
Blagburn

 (1841 - 1876)
m. Eleanor

Milburn

Thomas
Blagburn

 (1869 - 1892)

Willian
 (1810 - 1884)

m. Ann
Blagburn

Elizabeth
 (1843 - ?)

Alfred
 (1873 - 1945)

George Young
 (1812 - 1886)

m. Harriett
Jackson

Charles
 (1847 - ? )

Milburn
 (1875 - 1943 )

Henry
 (1814 - 1886)

m. Eleaner
Branston

James
 (1848 - ? )

Jane
 (1816 - ? )
m. James

Cooper

Alfred
 (1850 - 1945 )

James
 (1818 - 1843)

Henry
 (1738- ? )

Jane
 (1745- ? )
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 Sketch by the young Thomas Blagburn Wright

Self-portrait of Thomas Blagburn (1869 – 1892), 
brother of the three brothers.

was before Norman and Jennifer and family).
I am not going into the detail of all the 

Wrights from 1734. The bottom left table 
gives a summary of the direct line to the three 
brothers who came to South Africa, the oldest 
was William (Skipper Bill), then Alfred (the 
patriarch of Westoe), then Reverend Milburn 
(my grandfather).

There were five brothers (see the family 
tree left), the sons of Thomas Blagburn 
and Eleanor (maiden name Milburn), the 
eldest Herbert Percy, who married Jane 
Foreman. He was a scholar and a vicar in the 
Northumberland; the documents state he 
had a distinguished university career. He also 
reviewed books for the Manchester Guardian. 
We do not have a record of any children.

Thomas Blagburn Wright, named after his 
father, was the third son who died at the age 
of 23. His self-portrait (see right) is included 
below with a sketch he did of a ram’s head. 
He was a talented artist. This artistic streak 
does reoccur in the Wrights, none however 
have risen to great heights. Wrights have also 
married successful artists like Jeanne Wright, 
Doug Wright’s wife.

The most devastating aspect of this family, 
the father Thomas Blagburn died when he 
was only 35 years of age, leaving a widow and 
five sons aged between one and 12 years of 
age. Eleanor had to raise five boys on her own.

The father’s younger brother, James, (see 
family tree left) lived next door to the family. 
He might have come to the assistance of his 
brother’s family. We heard nothing of what 
happened to James; unfortunately, the brown 
envelope gives no detail of what happened to 
him.

In doing this family history, a family 
member will inevitably trace the direct line 
to their own family. We can see how the 
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St Cyprians as it is today, it has been maintained and restored over the years

numbers grow, each one of us is part of a huge growing family tree.
Skipper Bill, as the pieces unfolded, proved to be quite a character. He lived to the ripe old 

age of 82, dying in Durban where he lived out his final days with his daughter Rachel. Skipper 
Bill was born in Champigny Switzerland, adding to the richness of his life. The English, if they 
could afford it, loved to go to Switzerland for health reasons. Eleanor might likely have gone to 
Switzerland to have her baby as a precaution.

Eleanor Ann Milburn also became one of the stars. She came out to visit the three brothers 
and their families in about 1915. The name Milburn comes up repeatedly in the descendants. 
She must have been a strong character and after losing her husband so early, became father 
and mother to her five boys. We, unfortunately, know little of her family background. Another 
member of the family will should the Milburn’s family history – what happened to the family?

The next chapter focuses on the second generation; the lives of the six children. Inevitably, 
we know more about the family that had close ties with Westoe: the children of Alfred and 
Phoebe and of Milburn and Charlotte.
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Baptisms at St Cyprians
Date  Name   Father   Farm/Occupation

05.11.1898 Charles Evelyn Milburn William Milburn Wright      Milburn
  Wright*                           (Skipper Bill)                                                      

* The first son of Captain Bill, the oldest of the three brothers, he farmed on Milburn Farm.
09.06.1901 Thomas Mason Wright Alfred Wright*   Storekeeper
30.11.1902 Alfred Milburn Wright Alfred Wright*   Miller

*Alfred, the second oldest of the three brothers, his occupation is of interest, Alfred’s
occupation is given in 1901 as ‘storekeeper’ and in 1902 as ‘miller’. This rather confirms that 
when Alfred first came to Highlands, he opened a store – a little shop, possibly at Highlands 
Station, and then in 1902 as ‘miller’ he now ran the Wright Brothers’ Bone Factory.

Date  Name   Father   Farm/Occupation

16.10.1932 Norman Milburn Wright Alfred Milburn Wright Westoe
05.03.1936 William Henry Wright Alfred Milburn Wright Westoe
15.05.1938 Douglas Wilfred Wright Alfred Milburn Wright Westoe

*Above the third generation of Wrights’ sons of Milburn and Gwen 

16.021930 Lawrence Seldon  *Frank Garnet Turberville Carl’s RustTurberville  
19.03.1934 Geoffrey Martin  *Frank Garnet Turberville Carl’s Rust Turberville
26.02.1940 Gillian Mildred  *Frank Garnet Turberville Carl’s Rust Turberville

* The three Turbervilles are first cousins of Norman, Billy, and Douglas.

12.11.1943 Neil Roux Bakewell  Thomas Blagburn Wright Ellesmere
10.01.1951 Anne Marjorie Blagburn T B Wright  Ellesmere

(My two older siblings, Jean and Robert, were baptised in the Grahamstown Training College 
chapel.  We are all part of the third generation of Wrights in South Africa.)

09.12.1956 *Janine Eleanor Wright Norman Milburn Wright Westoe
08.04.1962 *Jeremy Milburn Wright Norman Milburn Wright Westoe
12.101958 *Lynette Mary Turberville Lawrence Selden Turberville Carl’s Rust

*Janine and Jeremy Wright including Lynette Turberville are part of the fourth generation of 
Wrights in South Africa. Corinne, the eldest daughter of Norman and Jennifer was baptised 
possibly on Westoe Farm, she was not recorded in this pamphlet on St. Cyprians Church.

Marriages at St Cyprians 
Date   Bridegroom   Bride
15.04.1925  Frank Garnet Turberville  *Winifred Helen Copeland
29.04.1931  Alfred Milburn Wright  *Gweneth Mary Copeland

* The family connection to the Turbervilles, Winifred and Gweneth were sisters; their children
   would be first cousins to Milburn and Gwen’s three sons.

Burials
Date                Name    Where Buried
11.07.1918  Thomas Mason Wright  St. Cyprian’s 
5. 08.1950  Gweneth Mary Wright  Westoe
16.02. 1965  Charlotte Louise Wright    St. Cyprians
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The Brothers Become the
Wrights of Highlands

The first generation of Wrights in South Africa got their act 
together. They made considerable progress with the development 
of the bone mill and farming. All three brothers were married in 

South Africa and started a family. 

Highlands Station
Highlands Station for the three brothers coming to the Cape Colony in 1896 played a huge part 
in their lives. Milburn Farm was registered in Skipper Bill’s name initially. It was about seven 
kilometres away from the Station. There is speculation as to where Alfred and Phoebe lived, at 
or near Highlands Station or stayed on Milburn Farm. They certainly had a shop, also called a 
store, near the Station on the same premise where the bone mill was built. The youngest brother 
Milburn was the commercial traveller purchasing bones. We are not sure where he lived, most 
likely also on Milburn Farm.

The hissing of the engine, the chook chook noise, the shrill whistle, are the sounds of the 
train as it approached Highlands Station. These puffing billies could be heard from miles off. 
There were up to four trains a day that stopped at the station.

The railway line was completed in 1879. It connected Port Alfred to Alicedale via 
Grahamstown. The line was certainly the lifeblood for Highlands. Everyone living in the 
surrounding area needed to use the station. The station doubled as a post office. The station 
gave access not only to the hinterland through the railway junction at Alicedale, but to the 
world. Telegrams by Morse code were received and sent to the world from this small post office.

Not for nothing did Alfred build his bone mill near the station. He received and dispatched 
from the station the raw material for the business (bones) and the milled product (bone meal) 
was dispatched to commercial farmers far and wide. This was all in the railway trucks from a 
railway siding next to the bone mill.

The station was always a hub of activity; farmers were coming and going. At the centre was 
the stationmaster. He always wore a dark navy-blue uniform and a bus conductor type peaked 
cap. Some station masters and their families stayed longer than others; often the wife worked 
part time in the post office section. The couples built up a good relationship with the local 
farmers.

The station and surrounds were kept in good shape, and some station masters and their 
wives were keen gardeners. Encouragement came from entering the station in a national 
competition, South Africa’s Best Station Garden. The railway lines were protected by a fence to 
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keep animals from the danger of being hit by the trains. Between the two fences, the grass and 
the crushed quarry stone under the wooden railway sleepers were kept clean and tidy and the 
grass cut. Anything that was thrown out the train’s windows was collected including bottles, 
cans, and papers. Items also included the South African Railways & Harbours (SAR&Hs) green 
leather pillows; schoolboys returning to school irresponsibly threw the odd one out of the train 
window. There was hell to pay if caught. The SAR&H set a high standard.

Near the station, about 400 metres from the station’s premises was the ganger’s small 
functional cottage where he lived with his wife. He oversaw a team of workmen that maintained 
the station and the railway line, verges, and fences. The team had a small trolley with a platform, 
about two metres square that was propelled manually along the railway lines. Two of the 
younger workmen would push this trolley. When it got up to speed, a movement that required 
some skill, jump, and turn, landed with their bum on the platform of the trolley. The ganger sat 
on a fixed chair in front; he operated a brake. The team could lift the trolley off the line when 
needed. There were stories of near mishaps with these trolleys, for example, coming upon an 
unscheduled train.

Motor-driven vehicles when the Wright brothers started their business at Highlands (1898) 
were not in existence. It was only after Henry Ford established the motor assembly line for 
mass production in 1913 that South Africa would start seeing Model T Fords and later General 
Motors’ cars. Alfred, as a successful industrialist at Highlands, might well have been the first to 
have a motorised car in the 1920s. It took some time before this mass production boom in cars 
reached Highlands.

In these early days, a variety of carts were commonly used. Traps, buggies, or wagons, 
drawn by mules, donkeys, or oxen were seen at the station, including horses with their riders. 
After motorised vehicles came everything speeded up. This was a big change. Change is the one 
thing we can guarantee in life. Gone were the ox-wagons delivering bales of wool or collecting 
cattle feed.

The trains could be heard from miles away. This was useful when you had to catch the train 
or to meet someone, saying goodbye to someone off, or collecting a parcel. They were a regular 
occurrence for our family.

The massive, noisy steam engines were fascinating. The engine-driver and his mate often 
shovelled coal into a glowing, orange-red hatch in the engine’s cockpit. The crew wore dungaree 
overalls with typical black berets. Coal dust settled on their overalls and faces. Despite the harsh 
realities of the job, as a small boy of six I wanted to be an engine driver.

Fritz Borgerson and his wife, only known to us as Mrs Borgerson, built a shop near the 
station. Mr Borgerson was a carpenter and Mrs Borgerson ran the shop: eWenkiler in isiXhosa. 
Mr Borgerson assisted the farmers in their carpentry needs. The couple lived on Westoe until 
they moved to the shop, and it was Fritz Borgerson who taught Millburn (Alfred and Phoebe’s 
son) his carpentry. After Fritz died sometime in the mid-1930s, Mrs Borgerson lived for years 
on her own on premises behind the shop until she died sometime in the 1960s.
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Skipper Bill

The Wright brothers make progress
The three brothers arrived in 1896. They had a farm and named 
it Milburn. Milburn was bought in 1897 and was originally 
registered in Skipper Bill’s name. Later the title deeds stated 
that the three brothers were co-owners. All three brothers were 
partners in the Wright Brothers Bone Mill. This would change. 
The bone mill first opened its doors in 1898. The Jersey Stud 
initially came under Skipper Bill’s care. By 1902 all the brothers 
were married. Milburn was the only one to marry a South 
African. Soon the third generation of South Africans would be 
born, as Branch 2a below shows.

Skipper Bill, the eldest of the three Wright Brothers, 
married Adela Mary Dyer in Port Elizabeth in 1897. We do not 
have a photo of his wife, Adela.

After a short time, Skipper Bill and wife Adela parted company. Adela was pregnant with 
Rachel, and together with her son Charles, they returned to England in 1900. The census taken 
in England in 1911 established Rachel’s birthplace as Kensington. They were still living in 
Kensington, London, at the time of this census.

My Dad once said that Skipper Bill was a heavy drinker. It would not be the first marriage 
to split because of alcohol. Later, Adela and Bill’s daughter, Rachel returned to South Africa and 
settled in Durban. Rachel married and had a daughter. Skipper Bill spent most of his working 
life with his brother Alfred, until he retired and moved to Durban to live out his days with his 
daughter Rachel. He died in 1950.

Alfred and Phoebe
The records on Alfred’s wife Phoebe Mason (her maiden name) showed that Phoebe’s family 
had lived in Westoe, South Shields. Her father, a professor of music, then moved to Lincoln. 
Phoebe studied music as well. The talent for music in this branch of the Wrights comes from 
Phoebe’s family, the Masons.

The two sons born to Phoebe and Alfred were Thomas Mason and Alfred Milburn (known 
as Milburn). In their first years while growing up on Milburn Farm they would have attended 

Milburn
 (1875-1943)

m. 1902
Charlotte Louise Rademeyer (1874 - 1965)

Thomas
Blagburn

 (1904 - 1990)

Martin Milburn
Henderson

 (1906 - 1980)

  William Milburn
 (1867-1950)

m. 1897
Adela Mary Dyer (1863 - 1935)

Charles
Milburn

 (1898 - 1974)

Rachel
Mary

 (1900 - ?)

  Alfred
 (1873-1945)

m. 1900
Phoebe Ann Mason (1869 - 1959)

Thomas
Mason

 (1901 - 1918)

Alfred
Milburn

 (1902 - 1990)

Branch 2a: The three Wright brothers with their wives and children, the third generation of South Africans
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Phoebe Mason became the wife of Alfred 
Wright, the second oldest of the three brothers   

 Milburn Wright and Charlotte Louise Rademeyer    

a farm school, later going to boarding school, first at St. Andrews Preparatory, and then St. 
Andrews College in Grahamstown.

Milburn, the youngest brother, and my grandfather was tasked to procure the raw bones for 
the bone mill. He travelled extensively around the Eastern Cape, visiting mainly butchers’ shops 
and other collectors of bones. He went to many of the small towns, including Bedford. These 
towns were served by the railway network in the Eastern Cape. It was in Bedford that Milburn 
would meet his future wife, Charlotte Louise Rademeyer. At the time, she was a primary school 
teacher in Somerset East. Her father, Pieter Hilgard Rademeyer, was a farmer on Glen Cullen 
Farm in the district of Bedford in the Eastern Cape. Her mother, Charlotte Johanna Ambrosina 
Roux, was a direct descendent of Paul Roux, one of the leaders of the Huguenots who came 
from France in 1672.

Charlotte Louise Rademeyer married Milburn Wright, my grandfather, in 1902 in Cathcart, 
a small-town that was the centre of a prosperous farming community near Hogsback, and 
further east towards East London.
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Bookended by those two great queens, Victoria, and Elizabeth II, in a span of nearly 200 years, 

this book is a rollicking ride of family fortunes stretching from the Industrial Revolution in 

England to a non-racial, black-led republic in South Africa.

It is the sprawling saga of the Wright family starting in the small village of Westoe on the 

banks of the River Tyne, northern England, with another start in 1896 in South Africa.  Business 

ventures feature prominently; they are many and varied: shipping, milling, baking, farming, 

agribusiness, poultry, logistics and trucking, flying tourism, art galleries, a café, publishing, and 

a wilderness guest lodge in Limpopo.

The managerial challenges are multiple.  It is a tale of considerable success

and achievements; there are also losses, heartbreaks, and tragedies.

It is life to the very brim.  It is also the autobiography of

Neil Wright, born in 1943 in the Eastern Cape.

Don Foster

About the Author
Wright’s seventh book started in 2007, most of it written during 

the period of Covid-19 lockdown.  Wright and his wife Liesel spent 
most of the lockdown on Sigurwana, their Wilderness Reserve on 

o n the Soutpansberg in the Limpopo Province.  Wright refers to this 
book as family history and his memoirs; it is autobiographical.

Wright has lived in five of South Africa’s nine provinces, it is 
i s all in this book. His South African roots are in the Eastern Cape. 

Their family farm, where Wright grew up, Ellesmere, is in the 
district of Highlands, near Makhanda, previously Grahamstown.  He was educated at St 
Andrew’s College, his tertiary education included Rhodes University and the University 
of Cape Town where he obtained his B. Com.Hons in Financial Management.

In many of the books Wright has written, they have been followed up after the launch 
by newsletters on his blog. We can look forward to this again. 

Follow the story on his blog: www.wrightpublishing.co.za


