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VASSA NEWSLETTER, JULY 2020 

 
During lockdown a few people have continued to work on projects. 
 
RECCE TO THE SWARTLAND 
 
Antonia Malan, Alex Dodge and Pat Kramer took advantage of a glorious day to undertake a recce 
to the farm Hartebeestefontein between Malmesbury and Riebeek West.  Alex had located this ruin 
on her wanderings and we thought it might make a suitable measuring up project for next year. The 
setting is stunning, and some ewes with lambs and blue cranes provided non-human interest. 
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ANTON ROUX’S DRAWINGS OF THE ALABAMA CINEMA 
 
Anton Roux has been using his time to draw up the facade of the old Alabama Theatre which stood 
on the corner of Loop and Pepper streets.  He took the measurements as part of a student project. 
 
Below are the front façade and the side façade in Pepper Street, at one time the Glass Theatre. 
 

 
 
Here is a bit of information taken from the website Cinematreasures.org. 
 
The Alabama Cinema was situated on the corner of Loop Street and Pepper Street in central Cape Town and 
opened during the mid-1940’s. It was previously known as the “De Wicht” Hall. This cinema served Cape Town’s 
Bo-Kaap community with convenient and affordable cinema entertainment, however it was to be closed in 
controversial circumstances.  
 
The owners of the building which housed the Alabama Cinema had decided demolish the 112-year old building 
and build a commercial building on the site. Although the Alabama Cinema had been advised to close no later 
than 30th June 1984, the cinema continued to screen films to the Bo-Kaap communities. The manager/owner 
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of the Alabama Cinema then handed a 14,000 strong petition opposing the demolition of the building to the 
Mayor’s secretary. In spite of a court order, she (the manager) refused entry to demolition crews until she had 
received a formal notice from the City Council asking her to vacate the premises. 
 
A last-ditch appeal to save the Alabama Cinema was considered by the City Council’s Executive Committee, 
but it found that it was not feasible. On 10th July 1984, the sheriff/clerk of the court enforced the court order 
immediately evicting her from the premises. This happened during a film performance, and the feature being 
the film “Firepower”. After the court order was served, the film was stopped and patrons were ordered to leave 
before builders started stripping the roof. Reels of film and other equipment were dumped on the street and the 
manager was detained as a “judgement debtor”. 
 
Unfortunately, after a courageous last stand the Alabama Cinema was demolished. The above incident was 
widely reported in the Cape Town newspapers at the time. 
 

The two photos, below, of the Alabama Cinema (original source unknown) were copied from a 
‘Pumflet’ produced by Ilze Wolff to celebrate the building.  The bottom photo is from GoogleEarth 
street view and shows the Vlaeberg Post Office with a token nod to the original architecture. 
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SHOCKING NEWS FROM CARNARVON 
 
We have recently been informed that the SKA astronomical setup in the Carnarvon area, which 
recently expropriated / bought 30 farms surrounding the satellite dishes, has announced a plan to 
demolish all the buildings on these farms to prevent “squatting”.  Our Karoo expert, Judy Maguire, 
has been informed and is keeping an eye on things for us. 
 
 
ARTICLE FROM DIRKIE NEETHLING 
 
Dirkie has sent a wonderful article on air vents for us to publish in the newsletter. Thanks, Dirkie, for 
this fantastic contribution.  

 

Air Vents 
 

Because of the intense summer heat in the North-West, the need for ventilation was important, 

especially in the stables and chaff barns. Grain was kept in leather bags and was stored either in the 

house, the barn or in the loft, depending on the amount harvested.  Lofts were not generally found in 

this area, as wood for ceilings was scarce and a ceiling of reeds made a loft for storage impossible.  

Where a prosperous farmer was able to install one, the loft would have required several vents. They 

were not large and always had to have a type of grille to keep out the birds.  In the Koebee valley, 

where the heat was an even greater problem, the farmers resorted to building two-storey houses with 

vents in the upper section. The ceilings in these houses were of reed with no storage loft above; this 

space was merely to keep the dwelling area below at a tolerable temperature. 

 

The barn and stable vents were large and square shaped, with a frame, usually of poplar, and thin 

perpendicular poles of hard Olienhout. Nearer to the Cedarberg, the vents were not quite so primitive 

but were well made by a craftsman in criss-cross designs of cedarwood. We have also found a 

handmade vent of iron installed in a kitchen, where it provided both air and light.  In Victorian times 

vents of cast-iron became available, becoming especially popular in the Paarl and Wellington 

districts, as well as in towns further north such as Van Rhynsdorp and Calvinia. They were not so 

prevalent on farms, because of the cost and availability.   

 

The earliest pictorial records we have of vents are to be found in the sketches of Le Vaillant1. Some 

researchers and architects question the round windows or vents as sketched by Le Vaillant, 

maintaining that this was a European feature not found at the Cape. Examples are to be seen on plate 

19, the homestead of Josias Engelbrecht and plate 18, the homestead of Hans Liebenberg at Four and 

Twenty Rivers.  The barn depicted on plate 19 still exists but has been plastered over. However, 

careful examination of the walls of the old and now dilapidated 18th century barn at Vondeling, 

Porterville [Twenty-Four Rivers], where the plaster had come off, clearly reveals the existence of 

round openings that had later been filled in with bricks. We believe they were round plastered 

openings surrounded by a plain moulding. There is no evidence of any wooden lining, but it had a 

center column, probably of either wood, brick or even a stone to act as a support for the top structure 

and to keep birds out. 

 

Both the farms depicted by Le Vaillant belonged to the explorer / farmer Hendrik Hop in the second 

quarter of the 18th century and there is a similarity as to design and the proportions of them both, 

making one wonder whether they were erected around the same time during his tenure. According to 

                                                 
1  Francois Le Vaillant. 1973. Traveller in South Africa 1781–1784, vol.1. Cape Town: Library of Parliament. 
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his inventory2, Hop made wine at Vondeling.  Fragments of 18th century Chinese porcelain were also 

found around the barn, which gives credence to its age. Two of the pear trees sketched by Le 

Vaillant, or their offspring, also survive. The dwelling and the mill on the right of the sketch no 

longer exist but were replaced by a T-shaped house in the early 19th century, now seen behind trees 

on the far left of the barn. In Victorian times the gables were removed and the thatch was replaced 

with corrugated iron.  At the time the eaves were raised, round cast iron vents were inserted.  One 

wonders if these were to match the round vents that already existed in the barn? 

 

  
Sketch by Le Vaillant of the homestead of the prosperous Hans Liebenberg.  The barn is the building on the left. 

 

 
 
Vondeling in 2014, with the barn in the centre and, behind the tree on the left, a T-shaped dwelling of c.1800 which replaced the older 

house on the right of the top sketch. The river flowing in the foreground is now overgrown. 
 

                                                 
2
  Cape Archives: MOOC8/8.4 dated 24 August 1749. 
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There was a single room at the northwest end of the barn, where the wall has now collapsed.  The arrow points to the layer of clay 

plaster with which the round vents were lined. Note the difference of the texture of the bricks in the wall and of those that were used to 

fill in the vents. The rectangular vent at the top was installed later, when the thatched roof was replaced with corrugated iron. 

 

 

                
 
Three barn vents of poplar and Olienhout: a) Klawervlei, Olifants River, b) Koebee, and c) Rietkloof, Namaqualand. 
 

 

   
 

Double-storey house at Daggafontein in the Koebee, showing 

one of two small vents high up between the front door and 

window. (Inset:enlargement of the vent.) 

 

Side view with a vent on the right of the chimney. Parts of 

the back wall have collapsed, but would also have had 

similar vents. 
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Three cedarwood barn vents:  

a) Groenrivier, Namaqualand. 
b)  Bokkeveld.                                        c) Vicinity Garies, Namaqualand.  

 

    
Hand-made iron vent in a hearth wall. 

Rietkloof, Namaqualand 
Unusually shaped Victorian cast iron vent. 

Gelukwaarts, Porterville. 
 

 
 

Round Victorian cast iron vents in the T-shaped dwelling at Vondeling, Porterville. 
 

Ventilating doors 

 

Vents in doors served the same purpose as vents in the walls, and were found in barns, stables, lofts 

and horse mills.  The early types were made of several vertical poles of available hard wood tied with 

leather thongs to three horizontal poles. The doorposts also consisted of round poles, sometimes still 

with their bark. The hinges on which they swung were also just made of strips of leather.  Later 

versions were made entirely of wooden boards and could be quite decorative in their designs. From 

the second quarter of the 19th century, doors such as those featured below were made of cedarwood 
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with sturdy blacksmith hinges, to be followed in the early 20th century with the use of deal and 

machine-made hinges. 

 

       
Drillrivier, Agter Pakhuis. 

Note the clover pattern. 
A fine example from 

Nieuwoudtville. The hinges 

are replacements. 

From the Hantam. In the mill house at 

Kookfontein, Bokkeveld. 

Lined with wire mesh to keep 

out the birds. 

     
A well made cedarwood loft 

door with original hinges. From 

Klawervlei, Oliphants River. 

A replaced cedarwood loft 

door with new internal 

hinges. Hartebeestfontein, 

Roggeveld. 

Well weathered cedarwood 

loft door from Brandenburg, 

Sandveld. Note the rough 

poplar pole serving as lintel. 

Now demolished. 

Attractively designed 

cedarwood loft door, 

with original blacksmith 

hinges.  Driefontein, 

Voor Hantam. Now 

demolished. 
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BAKER IN CALIFORNIA 
 
Alex Dodge discovered this interesting Baker house in California! 

 
Alex writes:  Do you recognise this house?  Nor did I when I saw it, unnamed, in a fascinating 1947 
Life magazine story, ‘Wealth on the Peninsula', while I'd been browsing Filoli outside San Francisco. 
I asked the California Garden & Landscape History Soc. and Filoli to identify this familiar but 
unknown house. 
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'Mein House' Canada Rd, Woodside outside San Francisco, California, designed by Sir Herbert 
Baker and built by William Wallace Mein Sr. (1873–1964). Mining engineer and financier. Director of 
Bank of America. Early in his career he was Metallurgic Engineer at the Robinson Mine, the largest 
goldmine in world and later managed SA mines for a decade. 
 
He married Frances Williams the daughter of Gardner Williams another American mining pioneer 
influential on the Reef. it seems it was always known as Mein House. The area was full of lavish 
Estates such as Filoli, Strawberry Hill and Why Worry farm, with wine and horse breeding. 
It was sold to Malcomb Mcnaughton and then to the Texas oil Bass family who have a compound 
there and are very private. No current pics.  
 
The original Life story is jaw dropping for the lifestyles: 
https://www.sfgate.com/realestate/article/Wealth-on-the-Peninsula-A-1947-LIFE-photo-essay-
7249479.php#photo-9804735 
Obituary of William Wallace Mein: https://www.nytimes.com/1964/05/07/archives/william-w-mein-is-
dead-at-90-mining-engineer-and-financier.html 
Wikipedia on super wealthy Woodside is also fascinating: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woodside%2C_California 
And the book Woodside by Thalia Lubin for pics of the other estates. 
 

VASSA PUBLICATIONS – available now 

Contact publications@vassa.org.za to place your order 

 

NEW Report – digital version – R50 

Woesteheuvel lives up to its name of being a desolate or 

remote hill, as even today it lies at the end of a long gravel 

road. The farm was in the Brink family for 166 years until 

being sold recently. It is evident from the photographs 

taken by the Cape Town Photographic Society in 1964, that 

the condition of the house (built c.1813) deteriorated 

substantially since then. The new owners wish to restore 

the house and use it as a guest house, but the costs may be 

too high. It thus became essential to document the 

property history and the building as a record for future 

generations. A team of VASSA members, led by Nigel 

Amschwand, set out for the task. Based on detailed 

measurements and photographs, Anton Roux produced 

meticulous drawings of the house in its current condition, 

allowing the team to puzzle out its secrets. 

 

 

https://www.sfgate.com/realestate/article/Wealth-on-the-Peninsula-A-1947-LIFE-photo-essay-7249479.php#photo-9804735
https://www.sfgate.com/realestate/article/Wealth-on-the-Peninsula-A-1947-LIFE-photo-essay-7249479.php#photo-9804735
https://www.nytimes.com/1964/05/07/archives/william-w-mein-is-dead-at-90-mining-engineer-and-financier.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1964/05/07/archives/william-w-mein-is-dead-at-90-mining-engineer-and-financier.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woodside%2C_California
mailto:publications@vassa.org.za
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Recent Report – printed version – R130  
(+ postage) 

From the Preface by Dr Keith Meintjes:  

I first read Frontier Family by the artist Johannes Meintjes 

before I was a teenager, in the late 1950s. This is Johannes’ 

story of his family and the place where he grew up, 

Grootzeekoegat, a farm near Molteno in the Eastern Cape. 

This book, and his later semi-autobiographical novel, 

Manor House are not only first-hand descriptions, but also 

evoke the fascination and affection Johannes and others 

had for the place. He died in 1980 and his wife, Ronell, 

moved to Graaff-Reinet. They had no children. The house 

at Grootzeekoegat was abandoned and fell into disrepair 

and ruin. I believe this report will prove to be a significant 

contribution to South African micro-history that would 

otherwise have been lost. We are indeed fortunate to have 

not only VASSA’s documentation of the buildings, but also 

the many contemporaneous accounts and images of these 

places created by Johannes and others. 

 
 
AND, FINALLY, SOME INTERESTING TITBITS FROM EARLY NEWSPAPERS 
 
From Cape and Natal News 
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LAST WORD 
 
I hope that you have enjoyed this newsletter. Thanks to Antonia Malan for editing and knocking a 
rather chaotic document into shape. If you have any information, interesting photos, links to 
websites, which I can add to the next newsletter, please let me know: studio@iafrica.com. 
 
Meanwhile, from your Committee, keep well, keep yourself safe and sit tight until we can see what 
the future brings. 
 
Pat Kramer 

mailto:studio@iafrica.com

