
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

The Memoirs 

of 

"Spatz Sperling" 

 

19 July 2005 



 

 

 

 



 

 

Foreword      ..............................................................................  7 

First Impressions      ................................................................  13 

Family History (World War)      ..............................................  23 

The Early Years (1950s)      ......................................................  37 

Hans and Del Hoheisen      ......................................................  43 

Cellar Stories and other Disasters (1960s)      ..........................  53 

Cape Winelands Pioneer (1960s-1970s)     ..............................  69 

Building Delheim      ................................................................  93 

The Winemakers      ................................................................ 115 

50 Years of Labour Relations      ............................................ 127 

My Travels      ......................................................................... 137 

Friends é      ......................................................................... 155 

é and Family      ................................................................... 175 

And then there is Vera      ....................................................... 188 

Conclusion ð Africa: What did it give me?      ....................... 206 

 ̀

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Foreword 
 

The peaceful atmosphere of this Sunday evening is 
guaranteed by a telephone blackout and enlightened by the 
last bottle of Delheim Riesling 1965.1 

 

The past?  

What shall I say? What to remember, what to discard? 

Did I do the right thing, at the right time?  

Or did I waste those precious young years?  

One of the saddest things in our lives is that we never realise how much 

fun we can have, how fully we should exploit those wonderful years of 

physical and mental supremacy.  

I now have a full 75 years of experience and sadly comprehend that all 

those remarkable years, all those noteworthy moments, will never be in my 

grasp again.  

Those agonising years, when love in all its forms drove us into ecstasy, 

have been replaced by only a flickering flame of sentiment to indicate that we 

are still alive.  

                                                      

1 Excerpt from Delheim newsletter: November 1970. One of the first, if not the first, typed 

newsletter sent to a Cape wine farmôs regular customers, it was usually written, longhand, by 

Spatz himself, late on a Sunday evening. 
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Why did we not recognise that those years of our thirties and forties were 

the years when everything was possible?  

For me personally, the starting gates in South Africa were always so much 

further back than those of my localy born compatriots.  

So many years were spent ï almost wasted ï just learning the command of 

local customs and skills so easily picked up by my peers who had been born 

into this world. Languages, habits, political participation, all were denied to me 

as I had no ancestry here and I often felt as though I did not really fit in.  

No wonder I was known as ñdie bl°rrie Duitserò! I guess that was reason 

enough to keep my German passport; I couldnôt help but remain true to the 

identity I was born with. 

But, my national heritage aside, coming from the more immediate milieu of 

war, where butter on my bread ï when there was even bread ï had become 

the most important part of my life, was perhaps far more significant than 

anything else.  

It took years of adaptation.  

Much later, one realises that the art of success is to sieve out the minor 

points for the sake of issues of importance.  

Only those greater issues should lead one on, provide the seeds of oneôs 

vision. Without an academic base, the ñtrial and errorò factor has one swaying 
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from one loose end to the other, learning along the way how to build 

a foundation upon which to base oneôs life.  

There are many episodes of my life missing here. However, the writings 

and photographs that follow will tell enough of my life.  

The purpose of this exercise was not to tell everything in detail, but to 

enlighten my children and grandchildren ï and anybody else interested ï 

about Pappa Sperlingôs life in Africa! 

In the 50 plus years Iôve spent away from my Heimat, I returned to Europe 

and Germany at least 40 times.  

Every time I left Europe, I would cry and cry, but I would always come back 

and always to Delheim.  

Why?  

I suspect the ñthin golden threadò is to blame! 2   

Something must have made me stay here.  

                                                      

2 See the final chapter on Vera! 
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But it remains an unknown force that told me:  

This is your purpose in life. Do not fight it!  

Thus Africa must have been good for my destiny, otherwise I would not 

have kept returning to it.  

And if I take into account my marginal academic training and my lack of 

financial acumen, then Africa was indeed most forgiving!  

Where else in the world could I have procured such a beautiful estate, 

which now bears all the marks of a lifetimeôs effort?  

If the ñthin golden threadò is to blame for my ñoeuvreò, than let it be!  

It did a good job and let us thank fate that it was so forgiving. 

What does the future hold for us?  

For me, at 75, there is no longer one!  

Gespaar deur die goedheid van die Here, I now live to serve my children.  

And try and give forgiveness and tolerance to those around me.  

I am happy to feel the dedication of all those who continue to keep me 

afloat.  

Africa was good to me, and I sincerely hope my children can one day say 

the same é 
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There were many goals in my life. Many were about exploring, about 

prestige. But none was so fullfilling and all-encompassing as my offsprings, 

growing up in a parent-child togetherness.  

There is always a Pappa, always a child, no matter how old we become ...  

A lot of effort is needed to make the relationship work, but children require 

primarily one thing: TIME, PRECIOUS TIME!    

             

               

 

Michael Rudolf ï ñRudiò - our first grandchild 
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First Impressions 
 

Hundertmal am Tag denke ich an Sie und stelle mir eben in 
Geiste alles vor, wie es bei Ihnen sein wird und hoffe sobald 
wie möglich zu Ihnen kommen zu können.3 

 

My first contact with South Africa came in 1949 during a visit by Hans-Otto 

Hoheisen and his wife Del to Switzerland, from where friends, family and good 

Samaritans were allowed to enter battered post-war Germany for one day to 

visit and bring food parcels for the starving population.  

I was living in the town of my birth, Tettnang, in the south of Germany near 

the Swiss border, with my mother Gabriele Von Malchus/Sperling. I had just 

completed my schooling. 

A refugium after the war for those members of the family who had lost their 

own "Bleibe". 

With Germany, and much of Europe, devastated by World War II, my mother 

did not see a very bright future for her first-born son.  

 

                                                      

3 Copy of letter by Spatz Sperling, Tettnang, Oberhof, Germany, to Hans Hoheisen, Cape 

Town, dated 12 November 1950. 
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Having made contact with her cousin Del Hoheisen who was living on 

a wine and fruit farm in South Africa, she saw an opportunity for me, and set 

to work persuading the Hoheisens to take me on as a farmhand.  

However, before I was admitted as an immigrant to South Africa, I had to 

provide some proof of a specialist qualification, besides my one yearôs course 

at an agricultural college (my only formal qualificat ion). 

My viticulture and oenology "degree" was subsequently obtained in just one 

afternoon! My "practical" was done on the south-facing wall of the main house 

on an apple farm near Tettnang.  

Against that wall grew the only vine. I was handed a pair of secateurs to 

assist the "boss" in pruning the vine. As it was summer and the vine was in full 

bearing, we were, of course, not allowed to prune too much. So after ten 

minutes of instruction on how and what to prune, I was considered a qualified 

viticulturist.  

To earn my degree as an oenologist, I had to accompany the boer down 

into the underground cellar which was home to vegetables and a few bottles 

of wine.  

We selected a flagon, uncorked it and drank. Soon the bottle was finished 

and the farmer sent me on my way with a hearty embrace, declaring me 

a highly qualified oenologist!  

 

 



First Impressions                                                                                                           Ƌ   15 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

For a poor young refugee whose greatest endeavour to date had been to 

steal enough food to help feed the rest of his family during and just after the 

devastation of World War II, such instruction and experience did indeed make 

me feel as though I could tackle any job. 

After that first meeting with the Hoheisens, it took another two years of 

preparation and ongoing correspondence to fulfill my motherôs endeavour. My 

departure from Tettnang had been very emotional. My mother and beloved 

Grossmutter ï we all called her Ami ï had come to bid me farewell at 

Ravensburg Station. I stood in the rear of the last carriage and watched my 

Heimat slowly receed until the train track was just a thin, endless cord trailing 

behind. 

I arrived in London the next day after a ferry trip across the Channel and 

was met by a Thomas Cook Travel agent who was supposed to help this 

naïve young boy find his way around.  

Of course, it was just my luck that he turned out to be Spanish and, as 

I could speak no English, our communication was null und zero. He 

unceremoniously dumped me at a one-star hotel somewhere, leaving me to 

venture out on my own and find something to eat.  

Settling down in some or other restaurant, I embarked upon the laborious 

process of making myself understood to the waiter. In trying to ask for a steak 

(Kann ich bitte ein Steak bekommen) I demanded to ñbecomeò a steak!  

ñI hope you never do, Sir!ò answered the waiter. 
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The following morning, at the offices of Thomas Cook, I was handed a boat 

ticket and £10 in ñpocket moneyò.  

The cabin reservation was for tourist class. My pleas, in broken English, to 

at least be allocated a 2nd class ticket ï to avoid spending the next 14 days in 

steerage ï were not registered. What a pleasant surprise, therefore, when 

I boarded the Winchester Castle the next day, to find myself sharing a cabin 

with just three Navy cadets.  

The voyage to Cape Town was largely uneventful.  

I vividly remember that the fried herring I had for breakfast early on in the 

trip did not quite agree with my stomach during the crossing of the Bay of 

Biscay.  

And I had my first exposure to the ñgayò world.  

When one moonlit night, I was standing on deck at the stern of the boat, 

I was approached by a very smooth, good-looking gentleman, who asked me 

my name.  

"Michael," I growled, suspiciously.  

"Wonderful! Michael ...", he murmured.  

But, after receiving the message that his attention was not welcome, he 

said:  

"Well, Michael, I will never forget your beautiful nose!" 
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I learned a few lessons in dealing with English waiters whilst on board.  

Once, I ordered a Schweppes Sparkling Lemon. It cost twopence and 

I grandly gave the waiter a penny (one cent) as a tip. He gracefully returned it.  

So imagine my disappointment when, to celebrate my last day on the boat, 

I ordered a Schweppes Sparkling Lemon WITH a tot of gin at the great cost of  

sixpence (five cents), and the waiter actually accepted my tip.  

I was made to understand that silver was more valuable than copper. And a 

waiter was worth more than a penny.  

Taking stock of my financial position upon disembarking in Cape Town, 

I discovered that of my £10 pocket money, I had spent £3.3 shillings and 

sixpence.  

My credit balance in relation to my total assets was never again to be so 

good!  

After 50 years in Africa my debts exceed my credit by a million to one as 

per January 2005! 

So I was feeling quite proud of myself when I arrived in Table Bay Harbour, 

only to find no friendly face to greet me.  

My attempts to get the customs officials to help me find a place to store my 

luggage while I explored Cape Town failed.  
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Where can I ñletò my luggage (Wo kann ich meine Tasche lassen)? made 

no sense to the Customs Official. Why does this youngster want to ñletò his 

bags to us?  

So I waited and about two hours later a tall gentleman in a red leather coat 

arrived: my mentor, Hans-Otto Hoheisen. The pounds he handed out opened 

doors and I was allowed to claim my one solitary suitcase ï Customs initially 

refused to return it as I did not have the "right papers"! 

It was raining, cold and miserable. Black people on the street looked 

blacker than I had imagined, especially as they were dressed in dull old army 

issue coats, the post-war uniform of a poor British colonial.  

Mr Hoheisen was not a great conversationalist. Our drive out of the city, 

with its palm tree-lined streets that looked so exotic to me, was spent in 

silence. Except for two questions:  

"Michael, do you understand English?"  

After a few more miles, a second question:  

"Michael, how is your Afrikaans?"  

It was never clear to me how Hans Hoheisen had expected some 

knowledge of the Afrikaans language from a 20-year-old who had seldom 

been outside his German hometown and who had spent the war-torn years of 

his teens fighting to keep hunger at bay.  

Learning Afrikaans was not one of my main priorities back then!  
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It was "Tantchen" or "Tante Del", as Hoheisenôs wife was fondly known, 

who gave me a warm welcome to this beautiful valley after seemingly endless 

miles of rainy roads, including the final stretch which was gravel (a novelty to 

me).  

A second welcome came from a German-speaking lady of advanced age: 

Annemie Canitz, then still owner of Muratie with its charming Cape Dutch farm 

house.4  

"You are now on Hansô neighbouring farm, so it is not far to your new home 

in Africa," were her kind words.  

"Tantchen" was a younger version of Ms Canitz, a woman of the earth with 

her rasperhande, hands roughened from working in the garden and on the 

farm.  

After a motherly reception, she advised me to relax and spend the next 

couple of days looking around.  

                                                      

4 Of course, as now, we had to pass through her property to reach the Hoheisen place. 
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On the Saturday they would be taking me to the local magistrateôs office to 

fill in immigration forms. 

Saturday morning, at 9am on the dot, I was ready, dressed in my best 

clothes: green hunterôs shirt, riding breeches and riding boots ï only the SS 

cap was missing!  

Tante Del was advised by Hans to point out to me that this was not quite 

the correct attire for a young German to make his debut in an English colony 

post Second World War!  

Some days later the local farmhands were to be seen sporting beautifully 

cut breeches and a very expensive pair of Prussian riding boots: special items 

of clothing that I had once been so proud of. 

With the realisation that there was little room for sentiment, came a feeling 

that the embryonic chord with my Heimatland had been severely tested. 

 

 

Der ñOberhofò ï 

birthplace of  

mine ï 19/7/1930 ï   

a country castle 

belonging to the von 

Malchus family.  
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Family History (World War) 
 

Now here I am in Africa and the winds of change are upon 
us; I certainly hope the tragedy of Ludwigsruh will never be 
repeated é 5 

 

First let me explain my link to the Hoheisens.  

Del Hoheisen (n®e von Maidel) was my motherôs cousin, a niece of my 

maternal grandmother Nora von Malchus.  

The von Malchus clan were of noble descent, but had been left penniless 

during the First World War after being deported to Germany from German 

Estonia on the Baltic Sea ï later to become a Russian Republic in the now-

defunct Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).  

My fatherôs family was of West Prussian extraction and had found 

themselves similarly impoverished after the First World War when Germans in 

what became the Polish Republic in 1918 were discriminated against as being 

"foreign" elements.  

                                                      

5 Spatz recalling the destruction of the Sperling estate in Germany during World War II. 
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The Prussian minority never knew to which ñsuper powerò they belonged ï 

Russia or Germany ï a schizophrenic situation that was vividly reflected in the 

national character.  

The Sperling family belonged to an elite Prussian ñtribeò that had settled in 

the Posen region some 150 years earlier at the command of the Prussian king 

who wanted to turn this agricultural jewel into an outpost of his empire.  

 
                        Gabi   Hans                        Friends & Colleagues 
 

 
 

As seen from today (2005) the scene depicts an era only seen in the bioscope. 

Christening of my sister Annette, Dresden 1938. 
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Posen was the provincial capital and the main regional towns were 

Hohensalza and Bromberg near the Weichsel River.  

The Sperling Estate ï a "Rittergut" 6 called Ludwigsruh ï near the city of 

Thorn, had been in the familyôs possession for nearly two centuries. 

In 1939 my paternal family consisted of the matriarch Käthe and her five 

children ï two sons and three daughters.  

Heinz and Hilde were assisting her with the running of Ludwigsruh.  

Daughter Edith had married a doctor and settled in Aue.  

My father Hans, the younger brother, had to leave for an alternative 

position as the Rittergut could only support one male on the farm. Due to lack 

of finance he could only consider a millitary career and subsequently left in 

1923 to join the German permanent force, the  "100 000 Mann Heer".  

All went well until 9 September 1939 when the German Reich declared war 

on Poland, setting World War II in motion. 

The Germans steamrollered the Polish army into oblivion.  During the 

latterôs chaotic retreat, they killed any German they encountered, and burned 

their properties.  

Uncle Heinz, Tante Hilde and Omi (my grandmother) fled into the forest to 

hide, but were trapped in a barn.  

                                                      

6 A settler farm granted to those of noble descent. 
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My uncle and his male friends were executed on the fourth day of the 

German occupation of Poland.  

My father, who was by then a colonel in the German army, was just a day 

too late to save his brother.  

Everything on the farm, except the main house and the cow stable, was 

burnt to the ground, twice in two decades. 

In typical Ameisen (ant) fashion, the women of the Sperling family set about 

rebuilding Ludwigsruh, reassured by Hitlerôs promise of German rule for the 

next 1000 years, the so-called tausendjährige Reich.  

Ami [Grandmother Käthe Sperling] and Tante Hilde, both tough ladies, ran 

Ludwigsruh in super-Prussian fashion, driven by a deadly hatred of the Polish, 

whom they regarded as Untermenschen (sub-human).  

They believed that the Germans in Poland owed allegiance to Hitler for 

freeing us from our Polish oppressors.  

Apparently, my mother, with characteristic presence of mind, tried to 

persuade her mother-in-law to leave Eastern Europe and start anew in the 

west. However, my grandmother refused to give up her heritage. 

I was then nine years old, living with my mother, my brother Thomas (5) 

and my little sister Annette (1) in Dresden where my father was stationed at 

the military barracks.  
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I had been born in Tettnang, 10km from Friedrichshafen on the shores of 

Lake Constance (Bodensee), on July 19, 1930.  

My earliest recollections of my life in Europe date back to September 1939 

and life on Ludwigsruh.  

We spent summer and winter holidays from 1939 to 1945 on Ludwigsruh in 

an unforgettable childrenôs ñWonderlandò in a surrounding only to be seen in 

romantic soapies.  

With the Polish state gone, the Germans were in charge: we called the 

shots because we were the conquerors and the tausendjährige Reich, as 

promised by the countryôs new leader, was our future! 

I have fond memories of the romantic Christmases we shared, with horse-

drawn sleigh rides through snow-covered Tannenwälder (pine forests).  

During summer break we would take the donkey cart down to the lake.  

I would also drive the Hunger Harke during harvest time. It was basically 

a horse-drawn rake, which collected the remains of the harvested wheat.  

I was the oldest of the children bearing the Sperling name and thus was 

nominated as the next heir to the "throne".  

I was presented with my very own pony. I never enjoyed riding it, because 

I was scared to hell of falling off.  

I could never call myself a good rider, shot or skier; I was born too clumsy. 
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Farming operations were carried out without a tractor or bakkie. Everything 

was done with animal horsepower.  

Each morning the horses and oxen would line up and be divided into four 

per team of horses and six per team of oxen. We had a cart and donkeys all 

to ourselves though often we were unable to get the donkeys to co-operate!  

Weôd saddle them up quite easily, but as soon as we mounted them theyôd 

make a beeline for the stable wall to rub us off. It was pretty painful, so weôd 

invariably jump off as soon as a wall got too close.  

The victorious donkeys would then retire to the stables, from where no 

amount of sweet talk would entice them to come out to fulfill their duty.  

I remember learning about a donkeyôs endurance when, one day, we 

overworked the poor animals until the sweat was pouring off them. The farm 

manager noticed this and we were given a stern warning and a hiding for 

mistreating them.  Next time we were more considerate. 

Hunting hares was another, even more agonising experience for me, the 

clumsy one, who found little enjoyment in shooting rabbits in the woods on icy 

cold, twilight winter days.  

My father would position me on one of the horse-drawn wagons to lie in 

and wait for a rabbit. Iôd pray that none would show up, often making enough 

noise to frighten them away before I was forced to train a .22 rifle on the poor-

innocent animal. 
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Here I am including excerpts from a diary on life on Ludwigsruh in the year 

1855, seen through the eyes of a young agricultural student.7 

 

Dear Friend! 

The circumstances and conditions which brought me ï a matriculant of 

not even 17 years of age ï all of a sudden in spring 1857 from my home 

town in the South of the province of Posen8 to the Northeast of the same, 

to a manor in Kujawien9, close to the Russian border.    

My agricultural knowledge at the time hadn't much improved beyond 

Grade 610. I still remember an argument among us sixth graders whether 

groats was made from grain or directly sown and harvested. [ ... ] 

On my first morning of my being introduced into the mysteries of 

agriculture, I found myself speechless and without any understanding in 

the middle of circumstances totally alien to a grade 12 high school leaver. 

 The manor complex consisted of the main manor ("Ludwigsruh") and 

two outlying estates [Großendorf und Kreuzkrug]. I got to know the Polish 

Inspector first with whom the conctract "without mutual compensation" 

had been negotiated. He was a great amateur in my German mother 

tongue and a man without any knowledge of the extinct civilizations of the 

Egyptians, Greeks, Romans etc. and he knew nothing of the textbooks 

which created so many unpleasant hours for us with their tricky 

mathematical, physical and chemical tasks. 

 He nevertheless impressed me. Because he made such a fine figure 

on horseback and appeared to find his way with unbelievable ease 

through the industrious hurly-burly which to me was a sheer chaos. 

 He spoke Polish with such a speed that I as a German felt sorry for 

his tongue and he appeared to me as a commander-in-chief over so 

many people to be of a higher rank than the old Major commanding 

a battalion in our hometown. 

                                                      

7 "Ländlich-Kujavisches aus den Jahren 1857-1862". A report of the Offical von Grotke-

Tremessen in Ludwigsruh to a friend. Typed script. - Translated from the German. 
8 Posen: Province of Prussia from 1793 to 1919 and capital city of that province (pol. Poznán). 

90% of the territory was lost in 1919/1920 to Poland as part of the treaty of Versailles. 
9 Kujawien - Province northeast of Posen/Poznán. 
10 "Quinta" - second High School grade in the pre-war German system, beginning with Sexta = 

Grade 5, counting reversely up to grade 13: "Sexta-Quinta-Quarta-Tertia-Untersekunda-

Obersekunda- Unterprima-Oberprima".   
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At 5.30 a.m.  ï in the month of May ï the entire manpower had to 

assemble, like the order being issued by the inspector, after it had from 

sunrise up to this time been kept busy near the manor or on the manor 

itself. 

 When all workers had received their instructions as to the dayôs work, 

the whole workforce turned around for breakfast which had to be taken by 

at 6 o'clock whereafter everyone had to go to his appointed task. 

 I was appointed to oversee a group of women and girls who had with 

the help of a small spade to remove weeds from among the wheat, 

especially one called "Ackerrade".      

 The breakfast, quickly taken, consisted of a kind of coffee which was, 

forgoing the use of a cup, drunk straight from a small iron pitcher. The 

sugar was replaced by plum jam spread on two slices of bread added. 

A slice of bread covered with lard lay ready to be  taken into the field as 

second breakfast. [...]  

 The women and girls chattered most animatedly. I didn't understand 

a word. Only now did I regret that Polish had been offered at our school 

as an optional subject only. [...]  

 At lunch table I also got to know my boss, the Major [Albert Sperling]. 

He was a tall and well-built man of about 50 years of age with an 

impressive moustache and an ever wagging head.  

A permanent guest in the house, especially at the lunch table, was the 

district commissioner, a former captain, somewhat worn-out. He was a 

bachelor, same as our chef and the object of his ridicule. 

 I also got to know the house-keeper-in-charge, a mature, not 

unattractive, full-figured unmarried Polish woman.  

 Further I got to know the accountant who is also the storehouse 

manager, the farmyard manager, the field official, one of the trainees and 

a real character of a servant called "Johann". The latter one the boss had 

brought with him from his time in the military. This servant had already 

been employed in a variety of jobs. He had been an omnibus conductor in 

Hamburg, a post conductor in Baden and somewhere in the West he had 

been a constable. Within shorter or longer periods, he had either been 

fired by the boss or had quit himself. But he always came back or was 

called back by the boss. This servant could deal best with the ranting and 

raving boss and his many idiosyncrasies which a new servant would find 

hard to get aquainted with. 

 At table the boss enquired after my name and origin just in passing. 

Starting off, I was just "thin air" to all. [...] 
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Our last day on Ludwigsruh was 25 January 1945.  

That was the day the Russian army invaded our little town of Argenau. 

It was quite a shock as Tante Hilde had just the previous day delivered her 

weekly quota of eggs to the command depot of our apparently "victorious" 

German army!  

It had taken a mere six years for a ñ1000-year Reichò to evaporate.  
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Amiôs eldest son, Heinz had been murdered and the owners of an estate 

that had been built up over nearly two centuries, were dispossessed in half an 

hour.  

My mother and the three of us children were at Ludwigsruh on holiday at 

that time.  

We fled back to our home in the city of Dresden. Followed by Ami and 

Tante Hilde a few days later with 16 horses and whatever they could grab and 

preserve.   

Weeks later, in February 1945, Dresden became the target of an Allied Air 

Raid which reduced this beautiful city to dust and rubble.  

Some 30 000 people were reportedly killed during one nightôs raid.  

German youngsters who had not been eligible for the army had been 

required to join the Hitler Jugend as back-up to the armed forces, trained to 

give civilians assistance as the armed forces defended themselves.  

We speculated that the suburbs and Dresden's airport would be the Allied 

Forcesô target. But, instead, the bombing was directed directly onto the inner-

city where hundreds of thousands of refugees were crammed into the railway 

stations, trying to head West.  

As Klotzsche, the suburb in which we lived, was not hit, we rushed into the 

city to try and help. But Dresden had turned into a fiery hell.  
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As our school in the center of Dresden had been destroyed, all classes 

were cancelled until further notice.  

Mama had anticipated this state of affairs and had already dispatched my 

younger brother and sister to safe havens with grandmother von Malchus in 

Ravensburg.  

The family was re-united three months later when we moved on to Aue, 

a medium-sized mining town in the Erzgebirge in East Germany to stay with 

Tante Edith. Except for my father who was still in the German Army fighting on 

the eastern front on the border with Russia.  

We were then still hoping for his safe return, but were soon to learn that he 

had been executed by the Russian army in the northern part of 

Czechoslovakia ï just one day after World War II had ended. 

During those last months of the war, our worst enemy was hunger. As the  

Nazis faced defeat, their once efficient food distribution system collapsed.  

Shop shelves and market tables were empty.  

We relied on stolen fruit and potatoes randomly unearthed in the fields of 

nearby farmers.  

Winter was, of course, the hardest.  

I remember the day that Tante Hilde took me ñby the handò and we walked 

from farm to farm, begging to take me on as a farmhand, even offering to 
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supply my own linen in the hopes that this would persuade them to take me 

on.  

After a few weeks, a farmer finally agreed to employ me.  

During that following summer of 1945 I worked from 5am to 8pm; in winter 

the hours were "shortened" to between 7am and 5pm. This was seven days 

a week, with Sunday afternoons off, but only after I had milked the cows.  

I was paid the equivalent of about R12 a month.  

I remember sometimes crying from sheer exhaustion.  

I was 15 years old.  

My mother found work in a nursery about 30km away.  

What kept me going was that I knew she would be deprived of stolen eggs, 

potatoes and apples, which I managed to filch and hoard until I visited her on 

my weekends off, travelling "home" on a milk truck twenty kilometers away.  

After serving a yearôs "apprenticeship" with the farmer, we finally escaped 

to the West.  

It was 1946.  

My mother did not see a future in the new East Germany under Russian 

command, especially after the resident Russian officer bothered us about my 

fatherôs whereabouts.  
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I remember him once mentioning a "General Sperling", but my father had 

only been a Colonel in the regular German Army, which made us suspect that 

he was keen to just arrest any Sperling he could lay his hands on. 

As the border between East and West Germany became demarcated by 

the Soviet military and free travel between East and West became more 

strictly controlled, in part to stem the tide of people ï those trying to flee to the 

West ï we arrived at Lake Constance on the border with Switzerland, hoping 

to re-settle in Tettnang, where I had been born.  

Initially, we were informed by the mayor of Tettnang who had the 

impudence to call us ñthe family of a Nazi officerò, that we were not welcome 

there ï but he eventually permitted us to stay.  

I couldnôt help but wonder how this could be the thanks my father received 

for serving his country as a soldier and an officer for five murderous years. 

Some time later we made it back to Tettnang where the family finally 

settled.  

In 1947 I returned to high school, an ou man because of the two years lost 

during the bombing of Dresden and my "enslavement" on the farm in Lausitz.  

And in just another two years later my whole life was to change after my 

first meeting with the Hoheisens. 

Once during this post-war period, a neighbour in Tettnang, who had also 

lost everything in the war, mentioned to me that it would have been wiser for 

the Sperlings to have "speculated" a little bit more on their future!  
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Now here I am in Africa and the winds of change are upon us.  

I certainly hope the tragedy of Ludwigsruh will never be repeated.  

But what are the odds?  

The human race will insist on burning its past, its history, rebuilding a future 

on the rubble of the past!  

Should I now "speculate" on the presumption that maybe the future of my 

new Heimat is also no longer assured? 

 



 

 

The Early Years (1950s) 
 

The only way in which to describe my working experiences 
during those first days, weeks even, was: absurd!11 

 

Monday first thing, three days after arriving in the Cape, I ventured forth to 

inspect the inner parts of Driesprong.  

When I returned to the house for breakfast, I enquired of Tantchen what my 

duties would be and was told:  

"On this farm, everyone must look for work himself."  

How I was to do this without a word of Afrikaans and very meagre English 

which no-one understood anyway, was a mystery.  

The only word I used to communicate in those early days, was the word 

ñkomò, luckily the same in Afrikaans and English.  

It became my nickname. 

Hans Hoheisen was nowhere to be seen.  

In fact, I was soon to learn that he spent very little time on the farm, leaving 

it all to Del.  

Hans spent his days at his home in Cape Town, playing "man about town" 

with his close friend Solly Dorfman. 

                                                      

11 Spatz recalling his lack of language skills and farming experience during his first years on 

Driesprong. 
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He only entered the cellar two or three times a month. 

Half the grape crop was sold as distilling wine and the little made into 

drinking wine was of no issue to him.  

In fact, I think it was quite comfortable for him, having Del settled on the 

farm with someone like me: a young Ignoramus, left to sink or swim, who 

would be sure to work hard, especially as a return to Germany was out of the 

question for financial reasons.  

I was soon helping Tante Del enlarge the vegetable garden. Luckily, she 

had green fingers and we sold enough fresh produce (vegetables and 

chrysanthemums) at the Mowbray farm market every week to give us 

a meagre income. This was supplemented by an irregular allocation from 

Hoheisen of about £300 every six months.  

The market was on Friday mornings next to the Mowbray Station where 

about six farms offered their home-grown produce for sale.  

The arithmetic was fairly simple. If we earned less than £15, it was back to 

the farm to improve the vegetable patch. Anything over £17 and we could pay 

wages, visit "town", have lunch at Mrs Schmidtôs (a friend of Delôs in Sea 

Point) and possibly go to the "bioscope", where two tickets cost £1.  

A key person to our outings to the Mobray Farm stalls was Abraham Jephta 

who assisted in preparing and sorting the vegetables and who did not mind 

waiting in the delivery van until Tantchen & Spatz had partied enough. His 

patience was rewarded by the fact that he helped himself to some petty cash.   



 

Of the viticultural side there were about 10ha of vines: Gamay Noir, Pinot 

Noir, SA Riesling (Crouchen Blanc) and White French.  

My first harvest, in February 1952, consisted of about 18 tons of grapes 

from which we made some 13 000 litres of wine. About 60% was distilling 

wine and dispatched to the KWV.  

We also sold wine in one gallon (4,5l) glass jugs ï the traditional Demi-

Johns with two "ears" ï on the Mowbray market. We probably "bottled" about 

150 of them.  

Driesprongôs cellar had 25 concrete tanks, each holding about 4 500 litres.  

The wine produced on Driesprong was enough to fill just one tank.  

By the late 1950s we were bottling a Cape Riesling, a Muscat Dessert 

(made from Muscat dôAlexandrie, colloquially known as Hanepoot), 

a Cabernet Sauvignon and a "Burgundy Type" wine (a blend of Hermitage, 

now known as Cinsaut, and Cabernet). The label carried the HOH designation 

(for Hans Otto Hoheisen). We were operating under a "farmerôs licence" which 

stipulated that one could not sell less than one case (12 bottles) of wine to 

one person.   

We were selling about 10 cases of wine a month off the farm.  

We bottled a HOH Muscat, a Riesling and what we called a Burgundy-type 

blend of Hermitage (Cinsaut) and Cabernet Sauvignon.  

It was in the 1950s that we first started experimenting with Pinotage.  



 

Dirkie Morkel of Bellevue was the pioneer promoting Pinotage, a novelty in 

those days.  

Mistakes in my first few years were plentiful.  

One "horror" story involved Hans Hoheisen, on one of his monthly visits to 

the cellar during the 1954 vintage.  

He was standing in the passage between the concrete tanks, directing the 

tapping of tank 14 with tank 13, presumably both holding Cabernet Sauvignon. 

This procedure involved two cellar assistants passing two buckets between 

them. While the man on the ground filled up his bucket from tank 14, his 

compatriot was emptying the contents of his container into the porthole on top 

of tank 13.  

No pumps!  

As Hans started getting impatient that tank 13 was not filling up, he asked 

the "elevated" cellar assistant which tank he was actually filling up.  

"Boss, this one on the left Number 12"  

Oh God! It was a tank holding Riesling and it was being topped up with 

Cabernet Sauvignon! The result: a pink Riesling, the only ever to be sold in 

South Africa! 

 

 



 

Shortly after this particular fiasco, Hans Hoheisen all but gave up any 

further plans of farming on Driesprong. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Accepted socially was the most important fact to make me feel one with the locals. ï 

Dinner Dance. 

 

 

 

 
 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Hans and Del Hoheisen 
 

Before you sell the farm and break our hearts, please give us 
another chance.12  

 

In 1957, no longer able to endure the precariousness of my position amid the 

increasing threats by Hoheisen to sell the farm ï "because it does not pay" ï 

I set up a meeting with Hans to discuss a "grand proposal".  

Backing me up were Tantchen and Sydney Hey, the Stellenbosch 

postmaster and a friend of Hoheisenôs.  

The ñconfrontationò took place on a miserable winterôs evening in front of 

the fireplace.  

On a scrap of paper, I had scribbled my "speech":  

Hans, we fully understand your frustration. For the  past six 

years, you have given me [with all my non -existent 

"expertise and training"!] a wonderful opportunity to try 

and make this farm a paying proposition. We ð Tante Del 

and I ð have put all our energy and love into Driesprong , 

but financially it is n ot a proposition, or rather, not YET. 

Before you sell the farm and break our hearts, please give 

us another chance. We will no longer ask you for any 

money. We will live off and manage the operation out of 

income generated!  

Fortunately, Hoheisen did not bother to analyse the feasibility of this 

euphoric proposal, this suicidal pipe-dream.  

                                                      

12 Spatz, with Del Hoheisen at a 1957 meeting with Hans who was on the verge of selling 

Driesprong 
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He simply agreed.  

We received his final bi-annual £300 contribution, plus a £1 500 lump sum 

to be kept in the kitty to tide us over.  

The agreement was that we pay him 50% of any profits we made. With 

that, Del and I were on our own. 

As I sit and recall these events, Hans is being laid to rest after a long 

struggle with his health.  

He was 98 when he died in 2003: a taai ou omie.  

Fortunately a good friend of 40 yearsô standing looked after him on this last 

leg of his eventful life. 

My relationship with Hans was strained for all the 50 years we worked 

together, probably due to the eternal "dispute" over who should be thankful to 

whom over what Delheim has become today.  

Hansô version was, of course, that he brought me to South Africa, helped 

me with a fresh start and "gave" me the farm.13  

This is all true, but what he has always neglected to admit is that I gave all 

the time, invested my life, reinvested all the farmôs profits, took all the risks to 

make Delheim succeed.  

I have to believe that, had it not been for the enterprise, the determination, 

the initiative, the leadership in helping transform the Cape wine industry, the 

                                                      

13 Always retaining a half share of the farm, though. 
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farm Driesprong would still be asleep in the Knorhoek valley, known to no-

one.  

Ask yourself, what is more important: die hoender of die eier? A question 

as old as mankind, which can never be answered.  

Itôs therefore best to refrain from any evaluation and to accept that each 

needed the other. Like Hans and I. 

His position was not easy. He saw what I was capable of and could not 

have failed to see the close partnership between me and his wife Deli.  

He was an introvert by nature, which didnôt help; he swallowed all his anger 

and frustration.  

His background may explain why he became what he was.  

His mother was a bitter woman, his father flamboyant.  

In his motherôs eyes, Hans was a "good-for-nothing". His sister was the 

achiever, the star of the family. Her husband, Hansô brother-in-law, was far 

more involved in the Hoheisen family construction business than Hans, which 

made him very bitter.  

He seemed to vent that anger on the people around him. Until 1957 we did 

not dare to stand up to him, because Hans was always quick to threaten to 

sell the farm.  

But he was always a gentleman.  
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He would never double-cross anyone and allowed friends and associates to 

take advantage of his wealth.  

Hans Hoheisen was born in Potgietersrus, but as a child moved up to the 

then-Transvaal with his family.  

He returned to Cape Town in 1924, forecasting that the building business 

would boom down here. He worked on the University of Cape Town, among 

other projects.  

In 1938 he bought Driesprong for £5 000 and carried out mixed farming for 

the next few years, but quickly became enthralled by the idea of making wine.  

With typical determination, he set about planting vines and building a cellar, 

bottling his first wine in 1948.  

But he equally quickly began to lose interest and was threatening to sell the 

farm when his wife Del, passionate about Driesprong, began agitating to have 

someone brought on board to help her make a go of it.  

Of course, that someone was Spatz Sperling! 

When Del and I eventually took over the farmôs finances in 1957, we 

inherited a few pounds and were given power of attorney right away.  
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In all of the 50 years following, 

Hans never questioned a penny we 

spent and I always appreciated that 

trust.  

He had a practical mind and 

continued to be available ï and was 

invariably able to come up with 

simple solutions ï when we went to 

him with problems we were having 

on the farm. 

                                                   

                                                         

Del Hoheisen ± 1960 

 

 

Del married Hans-Otto Hoheisen in 1939, with the idea that they would 

make the perfect farmer-couple. She was born in Tanganyika in East Africa 

and emigrated to South Africa with her parents shortly after the First World 

War. She trained as a nurse, though even then always expressed a great love 

for farming. 

By 1950, a year before I arrived, Hans had apparently already lost all 

interest in the farm. He was not a born farmer.  


