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Sylvia (Blumberg) Ezer & Louis Blumberg

One of the many South African countly hotels that u,ere orvned and run by Jervs in the first
half of the last century was the Commercial Hotel in Robertson in the South-Western Cape.
Proprietors were Meyer and Sd"e.F_lUlqg&9, u,ho rebuilt the lrotel during the 1930s. The
follorving reminiscences of grorving up in the lrotel rvere rvritten by theirchildren, Sylvia

(B h,unberg-) Ezer ilnd-"toui.s B I urnber€.

SYLVTAF,ZER LOOKS BACK

I well recall the large Hotel kitchen - the heat of the
huge hotel stove, the big, sharp knives for cutting and
chopping and the enormous fridges housed in a

courtyard behind the kitchen. From the coufiyard
there was also access to the Bar, the WHITE Bar, that
is, and the WHITE bottle Store. There was a separate
place for the black customers where cheap bottles
were sold and they all had their "doppies".

Sylvia (Blunrberg) F;zer wa:; boru ancl g,rew uyt irt
Robertso,t ond .studiecl drumo at the University $'
Cupe Town" After lrcr nutrriage, she emigrctted to
ktnclon, where she still sings untl muintains ott
active interest in Tlteulre Jor Youth.
I-,ouis Blurnberg is tt retirecl surgeon who wus bont
in Swe llendum uncl sl uclied Meclicine ut lhe univarsih,
r$'Capa Tov{tt He lives in Pretrtriu.
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There \\'ils Chef. He rvas of mediuur height, slirn
as a reecl ancl rzery black. His tall, white cook's hat
and white apron could have featured in an
advertisenrent forsoap powder; it was a most amazing
contrast to his polished black skin. Eva, his wife. was

the complete opposite, being light-skinned, rather
slovenly and very fat and large; everything about lrer
wobbled. I loved eating the little chunks of raw meat,
sprinkled rvith raw salt, that Chef would cut for me

and the fislres heads that were fried in the hot,

splattering oil .

I remember the seething crowds on Saturdays, the

noise and drunkenness and fights that took place.

Chef was otien tipsy and at tintes beyorrd it all so that

Eva had to take over. He and Eva had many
disagreenrents and would hurl insults and curses at

each other, rnaking threatening gestures with kltives.
No-one was ever harrned, however. Kitty and Dora,
both of whom waited at the dining rootn tables, I
rcntentber with great aff'ection. Dora had conle to the

lirnrilv nranv vears earlier :ts :t "rnother's help" attd
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lrlrtl lookctl rrI'tcr ntc ll"orrt [rlrllyltootl or]\\/lrr"tls. Slic
Irlrtl rr ltlrrtl lilc rrtttl lttt ttttltill)py tturt'l'iilgc.

l'hc ,\ rrrlrc I I rrgrtcnct &.lohun Ncl totu'ins thcutrc
cotltl)lltticrs lrlu,it)'s stltyccl ilt our hotcl. It u,lrs llrrough
.sccirlg thc.sc nrilr'\'cllous itctors fl'orn the tclrtlcr ilge of
.si.r ;rcr-lirntring sortre ol'thcir nrlny cla.ssical plrrys irr

tlrc Iltllrcrlsort'fotvrt Hall lltat provirletl the sct'tls ol'
a lilclorrs irrtct'cst irr the theatre. Tlren llrere r,vel'c llre
CrllnlnL-t'ciarl Tr"ar cllers who alwavs gave rnc .srveets

lurrtl irr pnr-ticular i\4r Alhert, who \\'ils always knou,n
Lry his nickrranre "An_eel Altrert".

Footllallcrs alu,ay.s stayed at the Conrnrercialand
would eat and drirrk endlessly afier nratclres. One
everring sprinss to rtrind rvhen there was a special
diltner f or the footballers, for which occasion a very
lon_e table lrad been set up. They were all rather rip.sy

and one heavily-built player was enjoying plate afier
plate of nry nrotller's Special Cun-ied Fish (and it
cemainly was special. I recall the flavour to this
day!). His cornpanion suddenly rose, strode into the
kitclren and picked up the gigantic nretgl bowl that
housed all that pickled kabeljou.He then set it down
with a flourish in front of his friend, making some
appropriate remark in Afrikaans as he did so.

As u little girl, I adored all of the l5 to 20 cats that
roame(l in the grounds and the garden of our house
next door and kept the mice in the storerooms at bay.
I would feed them, play with them and even dress up
the kitteni and push them about in my doll's pram.

Antonie was the outside cleaner. A coloured man,
he was ageless and could have been a hundred ! He
was always in the same tattered garments, includin_t
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storeroonrs. I think he had only one seeing eye and
pernranently su,ept around the Hotel with an ancient
broonr. I have suclr a clear picture of this Antonie and
thirrk that Leipolclt could have been describing thi.s

vel'y clraracter in ntany a nostalgic poent.
-Horv all these*menlories conte so clearly to rninc{.

not only the pleasurable and hurnorous ones, but also
the problents artd rvon-ies. It was not an easy, relaxed
life tor my parents, and as the baby of the farnily who
grew up in their hotel period, I was very much aware
of it. Still, I think they enjoyed great parts of it and
could always see their carin.-g sincerity and how they
would give of their best service to all who can'le to
stay.

LOUIS BLUMBERG'S REMINISCENCES

Those were the days when 'Bed and Breakfast'cost
the princely sum of two shillings and sixpence;
'Dinner, Bed and Breakfast' must have been five
shillings. Mondays and Thursdoys, when the dining
room was crowded with commercial travellers, were
always the busiest evenings. Kitty and Dora served
the tables at break-neck speed Hors d'ouevres,
soup, entree, roasts, veges, sweets, fruit, coffee,
cheese and biscuits. The menu was fit for a gourmet.
Sunday midday dinners were very special; people
came sometimes from as far awav as Cape Town to

14eyet', Lertitt ttttd Lotri.s
Hotel. lrtte 1930'.s.

ottt.side the Commercial

enjoy the delicious fare. Lenie, nry mother, would
type the nrenu and preside in tlre big kitchen during
the dinner hour. Not only was she the virtuoso cook,
but she also had to calm down Chef rvhen he was
tipsy and L'rrandishing his big carvin.-9 knife.

Dick, u,ho came out frornZanzibar (or so he told
nre), did indoor and outdoor wort. He was a _great
wonraniser and held me spellbound with tales of his
amorous exploits, alvrays ending his story with
"Chrise Massa L,ouis!". Every afternoon by about
five the firrnace had to be stoked up to provide hot
rvater for tlre bathrooms. If both Antonie and Dick
were drunk, there was a rnajor crisis, especially in
winter.

Visitors lefi their shoes outside their bedroorns
and retrieved them tlre next nrorning br-ightly polished,
They were ne\rer stolen and, ntiraculously, seldom
got mixed up.

For Rosh Haslrana and Yonr Kipptrr, the hotel
would bulge at the seants u,itlr Jervi.sh people frorn the
nearby to\\:tls of Montague. Borrnievale, Swellendam
and Heidelberg ancl the Buftelsiagtsrivier Blurnbergs.

- Tllel,ottns-sir'ls looked-lorely irr their-new Yonr Tov
dresses. Evervbody canle into the kitchen to break the
fast, nry nrother dispensin.-u delicious buns, coffee,
soda water and rnilk. In the bar and lounge, people
enjoyed a schnapps before making their way to the
dining roonl and a feast to relt'rember. Later, everybody
in town turned up for ntore jollity and the AGM of the
Robertson Hebr ew Con.-gregation.

In those far-off days, l\'Itrsic Examiners from the
Royal Academy and Trinity College were sent from
England to examine candidates and survey the South
African music scene. They stayed at the Commercial
Hotel when visiting Robertson and were treated with
awe and reverence by my mother, who regarded '

these 'professors' from across the seas as the elite of
the music world, only slightly below Royalty in
social status (besides, her's was a musical household
and one or more of her children would be appearing
as candidates). She made sure that there was chopped
liver and gefilte fish on the menu for dinner, over and
above the usual generous fare.

There was a large store-roonl, wittr groceries of
every kind, the necessary items being brought into
the kitchen and pantry as required. Stocks were
renlenished ever)l mcrrr.h. The .eryltnercial traveller
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The hotel lounge.

who took the order was a certain Mr Ball, a neat,
brisk and efficient man. He and my mother would
inspect the stocks together and decide what needed
to be ordered. He also took orders on the side for his
wife's home-made chutney, which was to become
famous as "Mrs Ball's Chutney'i and is a household
name to this day.

My father, Meyer's, office opened off the entrance
hall. He welcomed guests, had them sign the visitor's
book and directed the porter to escort them to their
; oorr. He kept a tareful finger on every aspect of the
business and hirnself served in the bar and lounge-
bar at busy times. My father was a very well-liked
mine host and was fluent in English, Afrikaans,
Yiddish, German and Swedish. He knew everyone
on the road and was someone people 'liked to do
business with'.

IvIy sister Sylvia has referred to Andre Huguenet
and his group of actors. They were pioneers of
Afrikaans theatre. Stalwarts of the Huguenet group
were Siegfried Mynhardt, Johan Nel, Wena Naude
and Lydia Lindeque. These were very hard times for
them and they could hardly make ends meet. They
would travel from one platteland dorp to another,
hiri n g rh e-To rvn Ha I I s to pu t on- their strs ws refte-n+o
a meagre audience. They had good reason to be
grateful to my father as he would allow them to use
some pieces of furniture for props.

I have vivid recollections of the Salvation Army
brass band playing at the corner of our street, the

thunrping of the big drum and the tinkle of the
tambourines. I would regularly be sent to put a

shilling into the collection box.
There was a piano in the big hotel lounge ancl

inforrnal dances took place there some Saturday
nights. One of the commercial travellers, who had a
fine baritone voice and carried his sheet music with
him, would always be trappy to give a short recital
when an accompanist could be found. Sometimes it
might be my sister Naomi. In the far opposite corner
stood a large radiogram of the cabinet sort with a fine
collection of 78s - jazz records of the hits of the day.
As a teenage boxing fan, I would from time to time
pick up the Big Fight broadcast commentaries - Joe
Louis vs Max Schmelling - frorn Madison Square
Gardens at four in the morning, although the
background static and crackle rather marred the
reception.

My father liked to sit on the stoep at the entrance
of the hotel during a quiet mornent where passer-by
would greet him with a cordial "Good day, Mr
Blumberg". After the pub had closed at l0 o'clock
and he had cashed up for the day, he would do a round
of the premises and sit for a while, enjoying the
'frische luft' before switching on the night bell and
night light and retiring to bed.

I looked forward to Friday evenings when I
walked to shul with my father, arm in arm (he was the
Gabbai of the congregation for many years). It was
a peaceful interlude for him and for me. I envied
other families who could sit down together at
mealtimes every duy, whereas our parents were
busiest at the dinner hour and would often have their
evening meal quite late, when we children were
doing our homework or practising our music.

Running a country hotel was a busy, demanding
and at times hectic experience. A sense of humour
and the ability to deal with all sorts of people, often
in unusual and unexpected circumstances, was a

- great asset; but being at the beck and call of the public
most of the time could be extremely trying. However,
my mother and father accepted it as part of a day"
work and soldiered on. They never lost their interest
in people and both old friends and new were always
assured of a warm welcome.


