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REPORT BACK: March Outing to Deer Park
The March talk was presented by Jim Hislop at the AGM and reported in the March Newsletter. Jim
led an outing on 26th March to the ruins of De Grendel at the confluence of the Platteklip and
Silverstroom streams in upper Deer Park, Vredehoek. Due to the terrain, our numbers were relatively
few but determined. (Photographers’ names in brackets.)

The suitably-dressed and hatted group gathers before the ascent (Stewart Harris). Crossing the first
weir (John Kramer). Catchments and filter beds were built by the municipality to harness water for a
growing city in the later 19th century, as well as supplying two wash-houses to replace the washerwomens’ pools.
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A magnificent stone stairway (Jim Hislop) leads from the lower terrace to the homestead’s paved
front stoep and provided a perfect podium for Jim to explain his findings (John Kramer).

The site was excavated in 1959/60 by Mr Crump and his Mountain Club friends (Jim Hislop). Since then
there has been considerable degradation of the fabric, and trees and undergrowth have grown on the
site. These also obscure the spectacular views back towards Table Mountain and across the city to
Table Bay (John Kramer).
While the fruits of Jim’s compilation of previous work and extensive new research will be published in
a forthcoming book, we unanimously proposed that a thorough record of the surviving structures and
environs should become a VASSA measuring-up project. SANParks and the City of Cape Town will
hopefully agree to collaborate. Watch this space!
UPCOMING EVENTS
TALK on 19th April 2022
Pat Kramer will talk about her book, Hidden Karoo.
Pat graduated with an BA (Hons) from UCT many years ago, and after a long career in publishing
returned to archaeology when her interest was piqued by corbelled buildings in the Karoo. She went
on to complete a Masters thesis on these buildings and subsequently published a book Corbelled
Buildings of the Great Karoo. As a result of her extensive knowledge of the Karoo, she was asked to
assist the photographer Alain Proust in his quest for “hidden” places and to write the accompanying
text for the book, Hidden Karoo. A limited number of copies will be for sale for R350 (R490 in
bookshops).
OUTING on 30 April 2022
We will be visiting the Malmesbury area. More information to come.

WAVY PARAPETS IN THE BO-KAAP
Most of us are familiar with the restored façade of the Bo-Kaap Museum in Upper Wale Street, but
perhaps you were not aware that a very old house with a wavy parapet survives almost unchanged.
Number 148 Buitengracht has been nominated as a Provincial Heritage Site by Dr Stephen Townsend,
on behalf of the Bo-Kaap Civic & Ratepayers Association. Steve’s interest in the Bo-Kaap goes back
several decades (see S. & L. Townsend, Bokaap Faces and Façades, Howard B. Timmins, 1977).
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In 1760 the sexton of the Groote Kerk, a Jan De Waal, was able to purchase, and over the next few
years to develop, a number of houses for rent between Wale (derived from De Waal) and Dorp Streets
beyond the limits of the Buitengracht, effectively out of town or “bo die Kaap”. Over time this
particular house was engulfed in developments and became almost invisible in the middle of an urban
block.

148 Buitengracht with the minaret of the Auwal Mosque, and one of the four original internal doors (SST, Aug 2020).

A correction with regard to the “Hot off the Press” news of Mostert’s Mill, De Meule and
Welgelegen – as collated and published in the March Newsletter:
Mostert’s Mill, De Meule, the barn, etc. are owned by the Department of Public Works (DPW). The
restoration / reconstruction of the Mill is being driven by Friends of Mostert’s Mill, presumably in
terms of an agreement with DPW, and funded by the Rupert Foundation, with John Wilson-Harris/
Gabriel Fagan Architects providing heritage architectural services. Welgelegen is however owned by
UCT, and Thorold Architects were appointed by UCT to provide heritage architectural services.
Our apologies to Trevor, and thanks for clarifying a complicated situation. Good luck with the
project!
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THE VERNACULAR ART OF ERICH MAYER – THEN AND NOW1
During research in the Northern Cape, Nigel Amschwand found that Erich Mayer’s name often
cropped up in conversations. However, it was only during the research carried out into the farm
history of Grasberg/Avontuur in the Onder-Bokkeveld (Amschwand 2013) that a strong connection
appeared. See Vassa Journal
Erich Mayer was a prolific artist; the National Cultural History Museum in Pretoria has 850 of his works,
others are in Museum Africa in Johannesburg, museums in Bloemfontein and Kimberley and many in
private collections. The illustrations used in this article all come from the collection at the National
Cultural History Museum in Pretoria (unless otherwise stated), for whose assistance Nigel is very
grateful.
Biography
Ernst Karl Mayer was born in Karlsruhe, Germany in 1876.2 In 1894 he was awarded a bursary to study
architecture at Charlottenburg Technische Hochschule in Berlin but had to discontinue his studies due
to ill health in 1896. Mayer moved to South Africa in 1898, seeking a better climate for his health. He
took up employment as Assistant Land-Surveyor in the Orange Free State and a year later joined the
Boer side in the Anglo-Boer War. During his time on commando with the Boer forces, he would often
sketch portraits of farmers he encountered: “Boer figures, seen in their everyday sphere and
environment, have always been of particular interest to him”, writes Van der Westhuysen (1952: 11).
In 1900 Mayer was captured by the British forces and interned at St. Helena, where he continued
dedicating his free time to painting and sketching.

Figure 1. Erich Meyer 1930 A Winter Plaas in the Onder-Bokkeveld. (Private Collection).

During his “Potchefstroom period” Mayer befriended Pierneef and Wenning, who he regarded as close
friends. By 1914 he had his first successful exhibition; however, later that year the First World War
broke out and Mayer was interned for 21 months in Pietermaritzburg, which took a heavy toll on his

1
2

First published in the VASSA Journal, vol.28, in December 2013.
This short biography is reproduced courtesy of Johans Borman Fine Art. www.johansborman.co.za.

4

health and affected his work for several years (Van der Westhuysen 1952). In 1920 Mayer had an
important exhibition in Stellenbosch. He decided to move to Johannesburg in 1921.
Erich Mayer died in Pretoria in 1960. In 1962 his work was included in an exhibition titled ‘Art in SouthWest Africa’ at the South African National Gallery in Cape Town and in 1972 at the Prestige
Retrospective Exhibition at the Pretoria Art Museum.
Connections to the Onder-Bokkeveld
Mayer visited the area on at least two occasions, in 1920 and 1930. The first may have been prompted
by meeting Herman Buhr during their internment at Fort Napier near Pietermaritzburg. Buhr owned
half of the farm Avontuur and although a naturalised British subject fell afoul of the authorities by
being in partnership with his German brother. It is known that Mayer stayed at both Avontuur and
Perdekraal further up the mountain.
The artworks
The attractiveness of Mayer’s works to those interested in vernacular architecture is that the images
of buildings almost all depict the simpler structures of farmers living in the hinterland rather than the
grander buildings near to the major cities. This also means that the depictions of almost 100 years ago
probably do not differ markedly from conditions 100 years earlier.
Comparisons
Doorn Rivier is situated NNW of Nieuwoudtville and straddles the road to Loeriesfontein. Brandkop
is a hamlet to the east of the road, once apparently a busy community that is now deserted.

Figure 2. NCHM HC 4017 272.

Figure 3. Brandkop 2014.
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Willemsivier, directly north of Nieuwoudtville, was originally known as Klipperivier. It was also the subject of a VASSA report. Due to the extensive growth of
bushes a present-day perspective could not be found.

Figure 4. NCHM HC 4017 269.

Figure 5. Old photograph taken from a similar perspective.

Figure 6. NCHM HC 7014 258.

Figure 7. Building 8 at Bokkefontein.

Bokkefontein
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The rock outcrop in the centre at Brabazon is identical in the picture and photograph. The shed to the left is built on the walls of the small house and the
remains of the outside oven remain.

Figure 7. NCHM HC 4017 289.

Figure 8. Brabazon today.

A plaas naby Nieuwoudtville

Figure 9. NCHM HC 7014 256.

Figure 10. Plaas naby Nieuwoudtville.
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Of all the buildings seen this plaas was the most interesting. Although it cannot be said to be definitely the same place in the photograph, as the changes are
extensive, it is extremely probable. It is in the limited area where Mayer worked while in the Onder-Bokkeveld. The building alterations since 1921 can be
read in the structure and no other building in the vicinity matches the basic layout.
Tabaktuin

Figure 11. NCHM HC7014 340a.

Figure 12. Only the building on the right remains. The thatched house has been completely removed.

Conclusion
Artworks, paintings, drawings and photographs can be used as a guide to vernacular buildings at an earlier age. Comparing these earlier depictions with
present day views can indicate how long vernacular building traditions were maintained or how buildings were adapted using modern materials or for
different purposes. Furthermore, using Mayer’s works some of which are very detailed, a good idea of lifestyles in the 1920s can be seen which could not
have been much different from a hundred years earlier.
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THE (CONTINUING) ADVENTURES OF ALEX DODGE
This month, Alex has selected a range of burial grounds and grave markers for us to consider. They are to be
found in sad and sublime places, some remembered and others forsaken. The Genealogical Society of SA has
mapped thousands of graves from pictures donated by the public. If you are interested, go to: https://gravesat-eggsa.org/main.php?g2_itemId=43, or https://genza.org.za/index.php/en/projects/cemetery-recordingproject-begraafplaasprojek/google-earth-cemetery-initiative.

Some informal and family graveyards on the back roads of the Cape. Extremely varied, they can be
beautiful vaults, rough enclosures or hand carved but each one is a secret garden. I do not focus on
the names and mean no disrespect in photographing them. They are quiet gems and a privilege to see.

Meerlust in Faure has an elegant Myburgh family plot on the road to the Manor house. / Dal Josaphat, Paarl. Non Pareille
graveyard overlooks the historic Manor house that burnt out in 2019. This large graveyard is no longer safe to visit.

A family plot on a Bottelary hillside overlooking miles of vineyards. / Paardeberg. A stately farmland graveyard looks
towards the Wellington mountains.

Outside Rust, Swartland. A rambling farmyard with simple graves next to a yew tree. / Koringberg area.
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Gravestone forms of great vitality along a road in a web of farms outside Koringberg. / A hilltop farm outside Mooreesberg
with wooden grave markers of great charm that are over 100 years old and in good condition. Note the tin coping.

A lovely plot on derelict sheep farm outside Mooreesberg. / Koringberg, the sweet dignity of marble children, doves and
garlands.

A graveyard of grand proportions in a Swartland field. \ Bereaville near Genadendal and Greyton.

Neetlingshof, Stellenbosch. The walls are fortified with broken glass. / The family graveyard on a farm outside Piketberg at
the foot of old track across mountains.
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Remembrance of Cape slavery at Leeuwenhof
The Leeuwenhof Slave Quarters (situated
on the grounds of the official residence of
the Premier of the Western Cape) has
been reimagined as a site of
remembrance and as an art gallery to
reflect on the legacy of slavery at the
Cape. The curators of the exhibitions on
this site – the Cape Town Museum and
the Association for Visual Arts (AVA) – are
co-hosting open days on the first Saturday
of each month. To book, please send your
name and ID number to
capetownmuseum@westerncape.gov.za.

THIS MONTH’S PHOTOGRAPHS
(Courtesy of the Drakenstein Heritage Foundation, Decker Collection AD00070/74/75/78/182.)
These photographs were taken by the Paarl photographer A. Decker. Nigel Amschwand and Ralph
Malan were asked to track down the bridge and tell a story. After a long while they came up with two
stories, one about a railway bridge over the Berg River at Paarl (these pictures) and another about a
road bridge over the Berg River between Malmesbury and Piketberg (see next month’s Newsletter).
The railway line from Cape Town to Wellington was inaugurated in 1863.

The first stage was to build piers for the iron framework. This photograph of a Paarl quarry shows
stones being cut and shaped.
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Ropes and pulleys (to the left) were used for lifting. The steam engine is pumping water. How did it
get there?

This picture shows the stone piers - and the rails on which the steam engine was brought to the site.
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Pieces of heavy metal are being manoevered with ropes and pulleys by more than 14 workmen. The
notices warn foot passengers to keep away from the dangers of the construction site. However, it
must have been tempting to nip across the new bridge.

While the engineers and workmen were busy with their giant Meccano set, the washerwomen were
doing the laundry in the timeless way. It took another century for the domestic washing machine to
become affordable for most families.
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“The Netherlands was once a byword for
architecture that was cool, calm and collected.
Not any more. Jonathan Glancey is thrilled by
a madcap new hotel.” (The Guardian 31 March
2010.)
“This is the Hotel Inntel Zaandam, a madcap
fairytale of a building. In fact, this 12-storey
structure is, for a while, hard to take in. It looks
like a trick, a conjuring act, as if some maverick
architect ran off to join the circus, and learned
how to balance one building on top of another,
possibly while riding a bike. It's a stupefying,
funny, delightful building – a quirky addition to
the skyline of Zaandam, capital of the Zaanstad
region and a town best known (until now) for
its cocoa, biscuits and Europe's first
McDonald's.”
Architect: Wilfried van Winden, chief architect
of WAM, the Delft-based practice.

(https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2010/mar/31/hotel-inntel-zaandam)

Compiled by Pat Kramer & edited by Antonia Malan - publications@vassa.org.za.
The Vernacular Architecture Society is not responsible for errors or opinions in this Newsletter.
Please do not reproduce the images without permission.
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