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AN INTRODUCTION TO OU AR DE VRIES A MONTAGU RESIDENT WITH A STORY 
 

The story of Ou Ar de Vries was brought to the attention of Montagu Stories by Baden farmer Abraham 
Joubert. This lead to a discussion with son Ar de Vries who is retired and lives in Montagu. The story 
focuses on Ou Ar’s passion for GEOLOGY and his hobby when he retired. The undated document 
below (retyped) was found in the Montagu Museum and summarizes both contributions made by Ou 
Ar. 
 
Mnr.  Abraham Hermanus de Vries, 14 van Riebeeck Street, Montagu South,6710, a retired farmer 

from the Warmwaterberg area (near Barrydale) and an amateur paleo botanist and geologist whose 

researches into fossilized flora, fishes,etc attracted the attention of experts, resulting in a local 

example of fossilized plants being re-named in his honour.(vide Plumstead, Edna – A Now 

Phytontratigraphical Devonian Zone in Southern Africa which includes the first record of 

Zosterophyllum: Transactions of the Geological Society of South Africa No.80 (1977) Pages 267 & 

277; also Annals of the South African Museum Vol. 81 Part 3 – Devonian Fish and Plants from the 

Bokkeveld Series of South Africa – page 157) 

Mr. de Vries handcrafts a variety of kieries from the TabakhoutBush/Tree (officially declared a 

noxious plant) and makes them available to the Montagu Museum for sale to assist in raising funds 

for the Museum 

The document below is a short autobiography written by Ou Ar. himself and cannot better describe a 
large portion of his life. Ou Ar was an Afrikaner and it is somewhat unusual that he chose to write his 
story in English. His son Ar made the document available to Montagu Stories.  
 
A SHORT BIOGRAPHICAL ACCOUNT OF THE PERSON ABRAHAM HERMANUS DE VRIES, 
 

Undated 
 

(14 Van Riebeeck Street, Montagu, 6720. Telephone: 661.) 
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14 Van Riebeeck Street Montagu 
 

 
 
 
 
I was born on that part of the original farm Lemoenshoek, which bordered on Poortfontein and Uitvlug, 
and called "Die Poort That was on 15th November 1909. It was in the district of Barrydale. 
 
I was the eldest of eight children and my parents were poor. Since my early boyhood, I had to do work 
around the house and on the farm and I liked it, especially when I could work with adults, and I enjoyed 
their conversations. Most people around there, were regarded as poor, and have now drifted away 
from the platteland 
 
I entered the Lemoenshoek Primary school in 1919, when I had just passed the age of 9. The distance 
to the school was 7 miles and the authorities inaugurated a conveyance service for those living down 
the Doorn River a "skoolkar" drawn by horses, and I had to wait till some younger children, including 
my younger brother, had reached the age of 7, so that there could be at least 6 children, for whom to 
start the "skoolkar". 
 
In 1925 I passed my Std.VI and then entered the Barrydale Secondary school, for stds. 7 and 8, which 
I passed in 1927. 
 
I was then also a well-seasoned farm hand, who could handle all farm implements, could work with 
horses, oxen and donkeys, partook in transport riding, delivering, produce to buyers, etc. 
I and another man once took 8 or 9 casks of neatly distilled brandy for my uncle, Mr. H.de Vries, from 
the farm "Kent" in the Tradouw to the K.W.V. in Montagu. That trip took us a full week, from Doorn 
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River and back. That was in 1924 or 1925. 
 
I was also well groomed in herding sheep and goats. I was once put in charge of a herd of goats, for 
a full month, while the regular shepherd attended to the lambing ewes. For this purpose I had to live 
out in the veld at Dassiesfontein, with the shepherd and his family, where there was only one room in 
the house for all souls. The whole family had to sleep there. I was fortunate to have a little bed to 
myself. 
 
Every day I cut out a mark on my "kierie", so that I could know the day and week of the month. What 
a pity, I have not kept that “kierie” for a remembrance. 
 
In 1928 I went to the Montagu High School for further study, and matriculated there in December 
1929. 
 
In January 1930 I entered the employ of Van Zyl & Hofmeyr a firm of Solicitors, in Montagu, as an 
articled clerk. 
 
When my contract of Articles was submitted for registration, it was noticed that one of my matriculation 
subjects, Afrikaans literature, was not recognised by the Matriculation Board as a prescribed subject. 
For that purpose I had chosen bookkeeping and commercial arithmetic. 
As an articled law student with the firm, they were allowed to pay me £3 per month, for pocket money 
only. My parents were too poor to assist me financial and I had to make other provisions. 
 
I was allowed to stay in the school hostel, free of charge, on condition that I did supervision work. So 
I managed for some months, at £3 per month. 
 
Some months later the position of secretary at the local Hospital Board became vacant and I was 
allowed to apply for same, which I did with success. The salary was £5 per month, and I could pull 
through with £8 per month, and free boarding. 
 
After a year or so, Mr. De Villiers the Secretary of the local School Board, suddenly died, and 
applications were invited for the post of Secretary. 
 
I discussed the matter with my principal, Mr. Andrew Hofmeyr, who was always very kind-hearted 
towards me. His attitude was that they would be sorry to lose me, but he could understand my 
predicament and left it to me to decide about my future. 
 
I applied and was successful. 
 
The other partner, Mr. Danie van Zyl, was an intimate friend of mine and I admired his wit and humour, 
but I cannot remember whether I had spoken to him about the matter. He however told a mutual 
friend, Mr. Joubert, that he was glad I got the appointment, for now I would not leave Montagu soon. 
 
In 1938 I married Miss. Dorothea van der Merwe, of Montagu and we had 5 children. 
 
In 1942 my cousin, Mrs. F. du Plessis, (born Le Grange), visited us, and stayed for the night. She told 
us, inter alia, that her husband was now spending most of his time on his own farm, in the Riversdale 
district, and that her inherited farm, near the Warmwaterberg Baths, where they lived, was now going 
to the dogs. 
 
For this reason she had now given Attorney Brink of Barrydale, instructions to sell her farm for a 
certain amount. I thought the amount reasonable from a purchaser's point of view and asked her a 
few questions. She confirmed that she had signed; a paper (Power of Attorney), Mr. Brink had 
prepared. 
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The said farm was well known to me and that night I could not sleep well. It was my chance to buy 
the farm, if only I could raise the money, without delay.  
 
Early next morning I approached Van Zyl & Hofmeyr. Yes they will advance me the money on a 
mortgage bond. Thereafter I went to Barrydale and signed a Deed of Sale, as buyer. Little had I known 
how much trouble was in store for me.  
 
The seller's husband was very dissatisfied and upset. A few days later, when we went there to make 
a rough inspection of the property, the seller's husband was not at home, but somewhere on the farm. 
So we went on our way, in the direction of the cultivated lands, etc. Then a man was approaching us, 
with a rifle in his hands. He started cursing and swearing. 
 
Fortunately we kept calm and sort of ignored him. I told him I had bought the farm from Mr. Mike Brink 
and we are now inspecting the property to see whether it is worth the money. If he wants to interfere, 
we shall call in the Police. Then we proceeded with our inspection and ignored him. 
 
The money was advanced by Van Zyl & Hofmeyr. The purchase price was paid and transfer was 
passed in my name in January 1943 but this was only for a nine-tenth share in the property, belonging 
to Mrs. F.M. du Plessis. 
 
There was still a one-tenth undivided share bequeathed to a minor heir, with the name of Naomi de 
Villiers. She promised to sell her share to me at an appropriate amount, as soon as she become of 
age. 
 
The seller, with her family, moved to her husband's farm and we moved in, early in 1943; and we 
found everything in a neglected and dilapidated condition. 
 
The farm had a fairly good water supply, but there were no orchards or vineyards, or anything that 
could provide a permanent income. Only cash crops were cultivated, in which there was little money, 
and we were in need of money right from the start. 
 
Fortunately old friends were willing to assist. I needed money to buy a flock of sheep from Mr. P. 
Cilliers. Mr. P.A.Euvrard of the firm of Van Zyl & Hofmeyr, advanced me the money on a promissory 
note. 
 
Then Miss. N. de Villiers got married and became of age, as a result of her marriage, and her one-
tenth share in the farm, was now on the market. I soon learned that my two adjoining neighbours were 
each on his own and secretly negotiating with the lady, with a view to buying her one-tenth undivided 
share in my farm. 
 
It was now clear that I must act quickly. So I went to Mr.J.A. Crafford, a man I knew, and told him of 
my predicament. He said we must go and see the lady's father-in-law, Mr. Jacs. la Grange, who 
indicated that he will accompany us to his children's house. The lady and her husband, Mr. Corrie le 
Grange, immediately agreed to our proposals. 
 
A writing pad was brought in and I wrote out a Deed of Sale which was duly signed. 
 
The purchase price was advanced to me by Mr. M. Hofmeyr, a junior partner of the firm of Van Zyl 
and Hofmeyr on a mortgage bond. Transfer was registered in my name on 29/5/1944. 
 
I was now the proud owner of a farm, but my wife and I had it to work very hard to make ends meet 
and to pay our debts. Fortunately most things turned out successfully. 
 
Under pressure of the local public, we opened a small, farm store. This brought extra work and trouble 
for us both, but the venture was successful. 
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Later a Mr. H. Fourie came to live on the farm as "bywoner”. He was experienced in stock farming 
and had a flock of sheep of his own. We leased veld, which was lying idle, from a Mr. I.L. Willemse 
and from a Mr. L.J. le Grange. The rent had to be paid in advance, but we did well and the venture 
was successful. 
 
In 1944 I also bought the properties, Lot. G3, (on which I was born as well as lot D3 and De Brak, 
from a Mr. P.A. Cooke.)  
 

A GREAT EVENT IN MY LIFE WAS WHEN I MET LESLIE KENT, MSc. FROM THE 
GEOLOGICAL SURVEY OFFICE, IN 1947. HE WAS AN EXPERT IN GROUND WATER AND 
WAS DOING WORK IN MY AREA, FOR THE GEOLOGICAL SURVEY OFFICE, PRETORIA. 

 
To put it mildly, this man brought a change in my life, 'by creating an interest in geology, which 
remained with me to this day, and is the inducement of the biographical note of myself, I am now 
preparing. 
 
We discussed numerous points concerning geology, while I accompanied him and sort of assisted 
him in his work and he was always ready to reply. After he had left, we kept up a correspondence, 
which lasted for many years. 
 
He afterwards obtained his doctorate in geology and later became Director of the Geological Survey 
of S.A. 
 
Through his inspiration I started studying geology. At first I obtained some of the Memoirs of the 
Geological Survey from the Government Printer Pretoria. Thereafter I obtained lists of books on 
geology from the University Printers and Publishers of the University of Stellenbosch, and I ordered 
those I liked. 
 
Over many years I read Geology during the long winter nights on the farm. Later I came in contact 
with other geologists and even assisted students who had come to the area to prepare examination 
thesis’s. In this way I came in contact, inter alia, with Prof. G. Söhnge, Principal of the Department of 
Geology of Stellenbosch University, at that time he was a member of the Council of the Geology 
Society of S.A., and he advised me to fill in an application form to become a member of the Society. 
All I needed he said, was the signature of two members of the Society on the form, for 
recommendation. He promised to be one. So I had to look for the other. I did not feel inclined to apply 
at the time, as I feared it would interfere too much with my farming activities. Later I changed my mind 
however, and asked for an application form. 
 
For sentimental reasons I thought of asking Dr. Kent to sign my form for membership, with Prof. 
Söhnge, who had sent the signed form back to me. So I sent it to Dr. Kent with a request for his 
signature. 
  
When after some weeks I got no reply from Dr. Kent, I made enquiries about his whereabouts and 
learned that he was away in Australia. So I had to wait. 
 
Then at last I received a letter dated October 30th 1973 which starts as follows: "I received your very 
welcome letter of 13th August only last week when I returned to Pretoria....... 
 
"Last Saturday morning we had a meeting of the Council of the Geol. Soc. of S.A. and I was 
thus able to personally lay your application before the Council. I am pleased to say you’re you 
were accepted as a member unanimously…….."  
 
And so, another mile-stone in my life had been reached. 
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Having in mind that the late Dr. A.L. du Toit, South Africa's greatest geologist of the past, was also 
interested in fossils I also thought it fit to examine rocks for fossils, while walking in the veld. 
 
Dr. Hannes Theron of Bellville, Cape, who obtained his doctorate with a thesis on the Bokkeveld 
Beds, told me that he had great hopes of finding fish in the Bokkeveld, where other marine fossils 
were plentiful, but without success. So ho encouraged me to look for "fishes”. 
 
As he was stationed in Bellville, as chief of the office of the Geological Survey of the Western Cape, 
contact with him was easy. He often visited me on the farm. So we arranged that should I find anything 
new in the line of fossils, he will arrange to have same identified by experts. 
 
The trouble is that one does not know how these fishes that lived over 300 million years ago, had 
looked like. However, my hunting and searching went on unabated. Strange little impressions were 
found by me, but no fish. Many letters were exchanged between Dr. Theron and me, and then at last 
there was fish. 
 
I also discovered a new plant, under the auspices of Dr. Edna Plumstead, of Wits. 
 
The fish and plant fossils were described by some London expert in ANNALS of the South African 
Museum, Cape Town, in Volume e 81, Part 3 of February 1980. But the plant was already described 
by Dr. Plumstead in the Transactions of the Geological Society, No.80, of 1977, and she named it 
Zosterophyllum de -vriesii, after me the finder. 
 
Then the S.A.Museum came in I980 and in its publication said the plant was named after Dr Edna 
Plumstead and the fish after Dr Theron, my two collaborators. 
 

 
 

Ou Ar in a reflective mood 
 

Photo: Ar de Vries jnr. 
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In reply to invitations by the Editor of PAL MEWS, the Editor wrote a note on a report I made in Volume 
3(1), of June 1982, which reads as follows: 
 
"The South African Museum was asked to comment on Mr. de Vries 3 report. Their reply is: 
 
"The South African Museum administered the loan of a collection "of fossil fishes and plants donated 
to us by Mr. de Vries, to "specialists at the University of London and British Museum for study "and 
description. Although the resulting paper, dealing with both "fishes and plants, appeared in the 
ANNALS OP THE SOUTH AFRICAN MUSEUM” (I980: vol.81, part 3), Museum staff were in no way 
involved in its "preparation. The authors of the publication were for their "part entirely dependent on 
South African sources for locality and "collection data, and cannot be held responsible for any 
omissions, "or the nomenclatural duplication that occurred. The South African "Museum was from the 
start led to believe (incorrectly, it now seems) "that the original collector wished to remain 
anonymous). 
 
The only thing I can think of that could have led the S.A.Museum to believe that I wanted to remain 
anonymous, was the following: When the fossil was identified as fish, the Director, Dr. Barry, wanted 
to make a statement to the press. So he rang me up on the telephone, he, inter/alia read out to me a 
script he had already prepared for handing over to the press. Therein my name was mentioned as 
the discoverer. I objected to the mentioning of my name, as I did not want to be pestered by lime light 
Lizzies or souvenir hunters, etc. I would not have objected to being mentioned in scientific papers. 
The public at large do not read such papers. 
 
It was also strange to me that the S.A.Museum had no knowledge of the paper published by Dr. Edna 
Plumstead, in 1977, in the Transaction of the Geologic Society, in which the new plant was called 
after me. So they named it after Dr. Plumstead herself "who has contributed so much to our knowledge 
of South African Palaezoic plants"! 
 
 

--oOo-- 

 

ŉ Ou Familie vriend Paul Fouche onthou (2023) 

Ek onthou oom Ar baie goed. In 1968 was ek een Saterdagmiddag saam met Ar junior op oom Ar 

se plaas. Ons het gaan soek na 'n silinderkop vir 'n VW-kewer tussen Ar se onderdele wat nog in 

die waenhuis agtergebly het. Oom Ar het met 'n steeks masjien van 'n waterpomp gesukkel, maar 

selfs Ar, reeds 'n gekwalifiseerde motorwerktuigkundige, se pogings om die masjien aan die gang te 

kry, was dié middag onsuksesvol. Ons is darem met 'n bruikbare silinderkop daar weg en Merien 

Stipp, Robertson se KJV-voorsitster, later mev. ds. Ackerman, se Kewer het minder aamborstig 

geklink. Ar junior se vaardigheid het my ou tjorre jare lank aan die gang gehou. Sy uitsonderlike 

talent mis ek daagliks! 
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Document: Montagu Museum 
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A typical article written by Ou Ar for the local Montagu news sheet of the day in 1983 
 
 
 
Document: Montagu Museum 
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Document: Montagu Museum 
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Blackie Badenhorst with her kierie 
 

Picture: Taken 2020 

Esther Hofmeyr with her kierie 
 

Picture: Amanda Haasbroek taken 2020  

Two VIP Montagu customers 
with their Ou Ar kieries 
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Articles: All above articles were found in the Montagu Museum 
 
Contributors: Blackie Badenhorst, Ar de Vries jnr en Paul Fouche 
 
 

 

 

--oOo-- 

Good News  

(05/06/2023) 

This information came to light after the Ou Ar Storie was posted 

 

Mr Abraham de Vries and his ancient fish from the Warmwaterberg  

receive new recognition 
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Mr Abraham de Vries was a remarkable man who lived a 

simple and traditional farming life in the dry valleys of 

the Farm Warmwaterberg near Barrydale. During the 

1970s he enjoyed spending time alone in the valley at the 

back of his farm, from which he would return with 

impressions of strange plants and other curious things, 

embedded in the hard brown rocks that weathered out at 

the foot of the hills. 

Later he showed some of them to visiting geologist 

Hannes Theron who was very excited, for these fossils 

dated back about 385 million years to the mid-Devonian 

Period, when the rocks making up the hills of the 

Warmwaterberg were accumulating as mud on the floor 

of an ancient, now gone, sea called the Agulhas Sea. Not 

much was known about life during these times in what is 

now South Africa, which then was close to the South 

Pole. Abraham de Vries donated some of his specimens 

to the South African Museum in Cape Town. From there 

some of them were loaned to scientists overseas, who 

recognised that they were previously unknown to 

science. In the early 1980s a strange new armour plated 

fish was named Barrydalaspis, based on one of the specimens. A new kind of plant, 

Archaeosigillaria devriesi, was also named in his honour.  

 

Abraham de Vries subsequently collected 

more interesting fossils and when he 

retired to Montagu in the 1980s he donated 

them to the Montagu Museum for safe 

keeping. As there was nobody, at the time, 

studying Devonian fish and plant fossils in 

South Africa they were packed in peach 

boxes in a store room and almost forgotten. 

A group of palaeontologists including Dr 

John Almond examined them in the mid 

1990s, and made latex peals of some of 

them, but they didn’t publish any scientific 

information, and the fossils resumed their 

long rest. 

One of the biggest challenges regarding the 

fossils is that, in a sense, they are not so 

much fossils as air spaces, or moulds left 

in the rock where fossils used to be. They 

cannot therefore be prepared out of the 

rock for study. 

Type specimen of Barrydalaspis, collected by de Vries on his 

farm Warmwaterberg - impression of the belly of an armour 

plated (phlyctaeniid, placoderm) fish. 
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When South African Dr 

Rob Gess was studying 

for his doctorate on 

Devonian fish, in 2007, 

he became aware of the 

collection when Dr 

Almond showed him 

latex casts of some of 

the specimens. He was 

particularly interested 

in what appeared to be 

the outside of a shark 

jaw, similar to a slightly 

younger one that he was 

studying from near 

Grahamstown. He then 

visited Montagu and 

was delighted to locate the specimen in a box deep in the depths of a former wine vat in the KWV 

building. Still, the means to properly study the fossil was years in the future. When years later Wits 

University obtained a micro-CT scanner that could peer inside rocks his mind immediately turned to 

the jaw in Montagu Museum. He borrowed the specimen and had it scanned. After many days had 

been spent by a colleague translating the digital slices into a 3 dimensional model of the space inside 

the stone, he could hardly believe his eyes. The image showed almost the entire jaw of an ancient 

shark with all its teeth in place. When it is published by him and his international colleagues he plans 

to name the new species after Abraham de Vries.  

By now Dr Rob Gess is a world-renowned expert on Devonian fish and plants and directs a lab 

called the Devonian Ecosystems Project in Grahamstown. There he has assembled South Africa’s 

largest collection of Devonian Plant and fish fossils which he actively researches with post graduate 

students and top international colleagues. At last South Africa has the expertise and technology to 

decipher the clues to Devonian life, locked in stones like those collected by the inquisitive Abraham 

de Vries.  

 

The Montagu Museum is 

delighted to loan the 

Devonian Ecosystems 

Project the collection so 

that it can finally be 

properly scientifically 

studied, and Abraham de 

Vries’ and his collection 

can receive the 

recognition and renown 

that they deserve.  

Early in June Dr Rob 

Gess came to Montagu 

to carefully pack the 

specimens currently in 

the old KWV building, 

for safe transport to his 

Artist’s reconstruction of a fish related to Barrydalaspis 

 

High tech digital image of the specimen obtained by Dr Gess by 

scanning the air spaces inside the stone, showing an ancient shark jaw 

with all the teeth in place. 

 

Stone with a fossil impression collected by the observant Abraham de Vries. 

 



 

 

 
18 

 

lab for careful and meticulous study. Watch this space over the coming years for news of their 

discoveries. 

 

--oOo-- 

The Contract 

 

                                                                                                            

                                                                                               
 

Loan Agreement for De Vries collection, between Montagu Museum  and the Devonian Ecosystems 

Project, Albany Museum 

This Loan Agreement is made and entered into on 7 June 2023 between The Montagu Museum, 

Montagu, Western Cape and The Devonian Ecosystems Project, Albany Museum, 87 Beaufort 

Street, Makhanda, Eastern Cape. 

In consideration that the Devonian Ecosystems Project is the South African centre for the study of 

Devonian plants, fish and associated invertebrates, and that it is also the largest repository thereof, 

the Montagu Museum agrees to loan the De Vries collection to the Devonian Ecosystems Project for 

curation and research purposes.  

The Devonian Ecosystems Project undertakes to sort and curate the material, as long as is feasible 

for the Albany Museum and/or until such time as the Montagu Museum may have adequate facilities 

to provide the collection with collection facilities in line with accepted guidelines. At such point in 

time the collection (or agreed upon portions thereof), will be returned to the Montagu Museum in the 

condition in which the material was loaned. 

The Project agrees to use the Collection with the utmost care and diligence and to preserve it in the 

same condition as it was received from the Montagu Museum. 

The Project will acknowledge the Montagu Museum and the late Mr A. de Vries in all publications 

or research findings that result from research using the Collection. They will furthermore provide the 

Montagu Museum with copies of all publications or research findings. Published specimens will, be 

provided with Albany Museum numbers for reference purposes and safeguarded within the Project’s 

type store until such time as the Montagu Museum has type material storage facilities in line with 

NSCF guidelines. 

 

On behalf of the Montagu Museum, Montagu 

 

 _______________________________ 

 

On behalf of The Devonian Ecosystems Project 

 

 _______________________________ 

Dr Robert W. Gess 

 

 

 

--oOo-- 

 
 

Montagu Museum  

Montagu 

7 June 2023 


