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Elim is a town in the Strandveld coastal region, near Cape Agulhas
and Bredasdorp. It was established by the Moravian Mission Church
as a mission settlement. A mission settlement is a small rural
settlement on a defined piece of land, which was developed by and is
or was controlled by a church as a centre for an existing or potential
Christian community. These settlements generally consist of houses
grouped around a centre, or "mission nucleus", which contains a
number of buildings with a variety of functions. (Japha et al1993'.3)

The architecture of Elim represents a very valuable collection of
vernacular buildings. In 1975 the mission nucleus, including the
church, parsonage, shop, mill, original farmhouse and houses of the
shop manager, minister and deacons, was declared a National
Monument.

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF ELIM

The Moravian Missionary Society was the first to start missionary
work outside the Cape Peninsula. In 1737 Georg Schmidt settled
among the Khoi inhabitants of Baviaanskloof (now called



Genadendal) and started a small settlement. (Japha et al 1993.13)
He stayed there for just under seven years before returning to Europe.
Due to conflict with the Dutch Reformed church, Moravian
missionaries resumed their work at Genadendal when they returned
to the Cape in 1792. (Iapha et al 1993:15)

During the 1820's, Genadendal and Mamre grew significantly and
the church leaders started to look for a suitable place to establish
another mission settlement. The church bought the farm
vogelstruyskraal next to the Nieuwejaarsrivier in 1824. This was the
first time that the church had bought the land upon which they were
to establish a settlement. Hans Peter Hallbeck set up the regulations
which were to order mission life in Elim. (Ulster 1974.9) The first
inhabitants of Elim arived in July 1824 (Ulster 1974:10). The
settlement was named after the oasis at which the Israelites stopped
on their way to the promised land (Fransen and Cook 1980.351).

By 1826 there were 16 houses in what is now Kerkstraat. Erven had
been laid out and strict rules controlled construction: houses had to
have "proper" walls and measure l0' by 20'. Those who built
according to these rules were given the wood for construction and a
subsidy in addition to that. Each inhabitant received a piece of
garden land which had to first be cleared. (Lllster 1974.10)

ELIM AND THE ABOLITION OF SLAVERY

The Elim community held a commemorative service in 1934, when
slaves began their apprenticeship, and in 1838, when slaves were
emancipated. After emancipation, a number of freed slaves moved to
the settlement, (ulster 1974.14) As in other Moravian settlements,
these newcomers were required to pledge their willingness to abide
by the existing community regulations.



WHAT IS A MORAVIAN MISSION STATION?

Moravian mission settlements exist all over the world and all share
certain characteristics. The first Moravian settlement was at Herrnhut
in Saxony, which was established by Count von Zinzendorf as a
centre where the teachings of the Moravian Church could be put into
practice (Ulster 1974.21). The Herrnhut model established a self-
sufficient Christian community where each household head in the
village had access to a garden plot to grow food for his or her family.
Missionaries in Africa, though they adapted this model to suit local
circumstances, based local settlements on what they had known in
Herrnhut (Ulster 1974:21\. As in the Herrnhut community, local
Moravian settlements were conceived as both physical and spiritual
communities, governed and guided by the Christian faith of the
Moravian church (Ulster 1974.22). Life in the mission settlement
was ordered by religious activity and inhabitants were divided into
"choirs" according to their marital status, age and gender. Trades
were practised in the village. In Elim these included a sausage
factory renowned for its salami and fishing. In addition, inhabitants
worked in both their own gardens and the communal farmlands.
(Ulster T974:23)

THE PHYSICAL FORMS OF THE MISSION SETTLEMENTS
OF THE SOUTH-WESTERN AND SOUTHERN CAPE

The mission settlements of the this area, in general, have evolved in
response to the religious order and intent of the mission, the local
topography and climate and the nature of the agriculture practised by
the inhabitants (Japha et al 1993:33).

Mission settlements often display similar spatial features. The centre
of the settlement is generally the church nucleus, often (as in the
cases of Elim and Mamre) on what was the werf of the farm before
the mission was established. Main streets run alone the contours.



while cross-streets (or paths) link the houses with the garden
allotments. These are grouped together near the water source, which,
in the case of Elim, is the Nieuwejaarsrivier.

THE SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT OF ELIM

When the church council bought the farm in 1824, there was already
a mill (not the present one) and a house on the land. The old
homestead is now a children's home. The present mill was built in
1828 and enlarged in 1879. The church was consecrated on 18
October 1835 and enlarged by the addition of the wing in 1865.
(Ulster 1974,27-33)

The first houses were built in Kerkstraat. The view along this road
has as its focal point the church, the spiritual centre of the settlement.
This has not changed during the course of the twentieth century.

After the emancipation of slaves in 1838, the population of the
settlement grew and more streets were laid out. By 1970 there were
354 houses in the village. (Le Grange 1995:6)

The relationship between house and street in Elim is subtlely
articulated. The transition from the private space of the house to the
public space of the street is marked by the use of garden walls and
stoeps. Many homes have fig trees planted outside them.



THE ARCIIITECTURE OF ELIM

The mission nucleus or werf

The werf (Fransen
and Cook 1980:351)

The original homestead (number I on the
diagram) is T-shaped. It has early straight-
end gables and a simple holbol front gable
dated 1796. (Fransen and Cook 1980:352)

The church (number 2 on the diagram) was
built in 1835. It is presently a T-shape in
plan, with the wing added in 1879. The
advice of an architect was sought for the
original building, but the extent to which the
missionary of the time, Teutsch, used this
advice is unclear. The low lean-to rooms
date from c.1900. The small dormer
windows in the roof are a feature typical of
the Overberg. (Fransen and Cook 1980:352)

The water-mill (number 8 on the diagram)
dates from 1828 and was enlarged in 1879 (Ulster 1974:29).

Residential architecture
The homes of the residents of Elim exhibit a "wide variety of detail: a
veritable open-air museum of vernacular architecture" (walton
1995:79).

Le Grange (1995) has isolated four house types in Elim, which differ
in size, but display similar characteristics. Originally, the houses in
Elim had thatched roofs, some with wolf-end gables and a leg of
mutton gable above the front door. Ridge lines were plastered and
brandsolders were also used. Later nineteenth century houses had
comrgated iron roofs. (Le Grange 1995:8-10)
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Original windows were nine-paned casements, while sliding sash
windows were used later in the nineteenth century. Simple shutters
were used in conjunction with the casement windows.

A number of door types can be seen in the village. Originally, doors
would have either been single-panelled, "top and bottom" or four -

panelled doors. Some had fanlights. (Le Grange 19958;14) The
four-panelled doors date from the later nineteenth century.

Walls are plastered, often with a characteristic moulding detail,
examples of which can also be found elsewhere in the Bredasdorp
area. Bakoonde can either be inside the gable wall or external.

Type 1: One-roomed house, with an asymmetrical
appearance. Few survive.

Type 2: Large two-roomed house, mostly with a
symmetrical appearance. Maly survive.
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Type 3: Large three-roomed house mostly rvith a
symrnetrical appearance. Quite a ferv survive.

Type 4: This a house from a later period. It has a
corrugated iron roof and no bakoond or chinmey.

(Le Grarge 1995:9)
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Elim (Le Grange in Japha et al  1993:29)


