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LAST MONTH’S EVENTS 

There was no Talk at the Athenaeum in August. Instead, Calvin wan Wijk presented a talk to 

members who joined the outing to Tulbagh and Saron on Saturday 3 September. Calvin is the son 

and grandson of mission families. His talk focused on the Steinthal mission village outside Tulbagh. 

It was damaged during the earthquake of 1969 but, unlike the famous Church Street restoration 

project, the dwellings and business premises were demolished completely. As with many Cape 

dorpies, the complicated relationships between authorities, inhabitants, personalities and historical-

environmental events create compelling and sometimes tragic stories. This was also true for the 

surviving mission settlement of Saron near Porterville.  

   

Steinthal after the earthquake in 1969.  Calvin van Wijk. 

Calvin has worked for the National Monuments Council, Heritage Western Cape and as a museum 

curator. He has been collecting memorabilia and photographs and researching the missions and 

social history of the region for decades. The Van Wijk Rhenish Mission Collection is lodged in the 

Africana section of the Stellenbosch University Library. Calvin recently published the fruits of his 

work as a series of illustrated volumes. The books can be purchased in Tulbagh or acquired by 

contacting the author on vanwijkcalvin@gmail.com or 082 493 5475.  

The route from Tulbagh to Saron took us through the Obiqua moutains via the Nieuwekloof Pass 

that follows the path cut by the Klein Berg River. It has a long history dating back to the early 1700s 

and is also known in its various forms as the Roodezand Pass or the Tulbaghkloof Pass. (See article by 

Joanna Marx in VASSA Journal 22, 2009.) The old road was built by Thomas Bain in 1860 and can still 
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be clearly seen from the new road (R46) which is on the northern side of the kloof. The dry-stone 

packed supporting walls of the old pass still support the original road, which was tarred in the 1930s, 

as well as acting as support base for the railway line, slightly higher up the slope. It is still usable to 

this day and was originally built by Bain. 

We were welcomed in Saron by the custodians of the old gabled homestead of the farm De 

Leeuwenklip dating back to the 1770s and the c.1850 mission church. They kindly took time from 

their weekend rest to open up the buildings and answer our questions. As usual, we ended up in the 

burial ground discussing life, death and dilapidation.  

*** 

A reflection from Jim Hislop: “I was thinking, when looking through my pics from the Tulbagh outing, 

that there were a few nice shots of Vernacks doing Vernacky things. It also struck me how a person 

in the frame can really make a photo, adding a human element to the architectural elements, which 

is something Arthur Elliott understood well. Lastly, Vernacks like Alex Dodge have shown how 

engaging with the resident/s of a house or area being visited can really produce either a great photo 

or enlighten us about the living memory of a place, such as Saron.” 

Tulbagh 
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Saron 

     

     

     

 

NEW PUBLICATIONS 

VASSA Journal 36 (May 2022) will shortly be uploaded onto the VASSA website so that you can read 

it for free and/or download and print your own copy. See 

https://www.vassa.org.za/publications/journals/.  In this issue you will find: 

• Jim Hislop – Schoonekloof, the forgotten homestead and market garden above a Bo-Kaap quarry. 

• Lita Webley and others – A rescue survey in Chiappini Street, Bo-Kaap. 

• Nigel Amschwand – On the other side of the back of beyond, and Woesteheuvel, an isolated 
grave on a West Coast farm. 

https://www.vassa.org.za/publications/journals/
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The Early History of Loeriesfontein by Nigel Amschwand. “A sad story of a self-sufficient community 

being forced off their land.” Available from the author at nigel.amschwand@hantam.co.za. 

 

SEPTEMBER IS HERITAGE MONTH 

For dorpie residents, don’t forget that the Proceedings of the VASSA Workshop in McGregor (2019) 

is available from publications@vassa.org.za.  

“Although the workshop was conducted in McGregor, the lessons learnt from revisiting the 

McGregor heritage context can also be applied to inform development strategies elsewhere. The 

principles that apply to McGregor would be applicable to other Boland, Overberg and Karoo towns 

(or any other place in the world) where a historic context has been identified.” Elize Mendelsohn 

wrote: “I have been contemplating what made this workshop so special. And I realised, as the 

articles were coming in, that the common thread was the passion and emotion that emerged. …. 

Therefore, this workshop was special because it was about putting that passion into practice”. 

Welcome Cottage, a PHS in Glencairn 

In November 2021 People’s Post reported that: “With concerns raised over the dilapidated state of 

the historical Welcome Cottage in Glencairn, residents will be relieved to know that a contract to 

repair the provincial heritage site has been put out for tender by the South African Heritage 

Resources Agency (SAHRA)”. Does anybody know whether the restoration of Welcome Cottage is 

taking place? 

   

   

Welcome Cottage, Glencairn (Roger Fisher). 

mailto:nigel.amschwand@hantam.co.za
mailto:publications@vassa.org.za
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According to Artefacts, the history of the property goes back to 1810 when H.E. Brand, Deputy Fiscal 

at Simon's Town petitioned the Cape Government for the lease of a piece of land in what is known 

today as the Glencairn Valley. This was granted to him. In 1822 a new grant was issued Brand for 15 

years. In 1928 this quitrent grant was transferred to the Harbour Master at Simon's Town, T.B. 

Woolls. On the death of the insolvent Woolls in 1942 the property was put up for public auction, the 

advertisement including a description of the property as: "A Substantial Cottage containing 4 Rooms 

and kitchen, besides a Store Room, Cow House, Stabling and Servants’ Room…". 

The property was acquired by F.B. Pinney, then Sub-Collector of Customs at Simon's Town. In 1871 it 

was bought by Mrs N. Albertyn (nee De Villiers). It was passed down through the De Villiers family 

until the property was acquired by the Ministry of Defence in 1974 or 1975. The transfer of the 

property to the NMC was agreed to in 1979. 

Ganzekraal, West Coast 

We have been following the slow erosion of Ganzekraal over the years. This photograph was taken 

on 5 September 2022 by Jean Tresfon, Marine Conservation Photographer. He wrote on his FB page: 

“The flowers are just starting to bloom around the ruins of the original Ganzekraal homestead”. 

 

 

MOVING WATER:EARTH SCHOOL IN SENEGAL 

A story to raise our spirits again. This school in Kafoutine, Senegal, was designed in 2022 by Jeanne 

Schultz Design Studio and Adeyemo Shokunbi. 
 [https://amazingarchitecture.com/visualization/moving-water-earth-school-in-senegal-by-jeanne-schultz-

design-studio-and-adeyemo-shokunbi] 

Water is at the centre of this proposal for a secondary school built with and in response to the earth 

around it. Harnessing the energy and utility of natural earth elements, the design employs various 

strategies to create a continuous, closed loop of sustainable systems. A tall earthen brick structure 

containing a well and fog catcher anchor and identify the site, while also providing a still water pond 

for all to enjoy. The classroom pods are proposed in clusters of 2, yet the modular footprint yields the 

possibility for infinite configurations to adapt to the needs of this community and potential future 

ones like it. Between each of the 2 classrooms are ponds which serve to both collect and feed water 

https://amazingarchitecture.com/tags/secondary-school
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into channels which dance along circulation paths. Ultimately these channels function as a steady flow 

of water throughout the site and supply a pond, septic tank, and landscape irrigation. 

 

   

These images show how traditional construction materials and methods are to be used. 
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GROOTE KERK, CAPE TOWN: Part 1 - Three generations of researchers explore Groote Kerk and 

look for remnants of the previous Dutch Reformed Church 

Jim Hislop 

At the invitation of Paul van der Linde, who is currently researching the old tombs and funeral 

hatchments relating to the old Dutch Reformed Church (inaugurated in 1704 and initially thatched 

and gabled and built in the shape of a cross much like Amsterdam’s Noorderkerk) that stood on the 

site of the current Groote Kerk (enlarged and rebuilt in 1836-1841 by Herman Schutte), Stewart 

Harris and myself did some sleuthing at Groote Kerk with two aims in mind. One was to see how the 

old 1704 tower may have been constructed (bearing in mind that it was a massive structure that 

loomed over early Cape Town, being its tallest building), as well as trying to determine if there are 

still any burials remaining from the original church, under the floor of the newer Schutte church 

(Fransen 2004). 

   

Left: Three generations of researchers trade ideas and theories about the old church: Paul van der Linde, Jim Hislop and 

Stewart Harris.  Right: E.V. Stade’s view of the DR Church in 1710, when the tower was relatively new and approximately 

three storeys high. Here we see a building with a cross-shaped ground plan and thatched roof with simple straight-end 

gables. Does the tower have a thatched roof? (Nederlandsche Topografische Dienst, Delft: 15.86). 

After an initial observation recce, just enjoying the opportunity of exploring the church and 

specifically the tower, which truly is massive (and fascinating to view from the inside, reminiscent of 

an old sailing ship with rustic timbers, ropes and pulleys), we returned some time later to relook at 

the tower and certain elements of the church (mainly to see what was salvaged from the original 

church, and what remains in situ). 

The following observations aren’t just my own, but joint thoughts and observations by Paul and 

Stewart too. As we observed, the tower appears to have been constructed using an initial framework 

of huge timbers (mostly pine, rather surprisingly, rather than Burmese teak), which were probably 

both used as scaffolding to reach the desired multi-storey height and then reinforcing of the 

structure itself, then filled in with what appears to be stone and brick to a thickness of around one 

metre. The usual klompje bricks were used to create arches for the windows above the stonework. 
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A peek under the floorboards of the ‘new’ church reveals that the floor is only slightly elevated 

above what seems to be bare soil strewn with rubble. Is this rubble part of the discarded material 

from the original church? It’s tantalising to think so. 

   

Left: Looking under the floor reveals bare earth, bits of rubble and some stone foundations, possibly remnants from the 

original church. Any bodies lying under here? It would be nice to find out for sure.  Right: The numbered grave markers 

from the old church have been re-laid randomly in the new church. Oloff Bergh would not be pleased that his grave 

marker has now been separated from his actual grave. 

What is more certain is that the flagstones that once covered the original church floor have been re-

used in the Schutte building. These include numbered or named tomb markers, where people of 

note (or those who could afford it) were buried, often with family members, under the floor of the 

church. It’s not clear if there was ever a traditional crypt, and if so, if any of it still exists, but there 

have been times both in the old and the current church where parts of the floor have collapsed, 

uncovering a void underneath. None of these events appear to have revealed any actual buried 

bodies, so one wonders if the burials were of cremated remains or if the bodies were disinterred 

when the old church was demolished. 

Human remains have been found in the lane (now gated off) that leads to the tower between 

Adderley Street and Church Square, during building works, but these would probably be from 

outdoor burials that flanked the church. There were more burials in Parliament Street (formerly 

known as Grave Street, for this reason). 

   

Left: A beautifully detailed rendering of the early church in c.1730 (artist unknown), where is stands relatively close to the 

old shoreline and dominates the skyline as intended (showing the DR Church’s power over the people?). (Nationaal Archief, 

The Hague, Netherlands: AANW 1420).  Right: By the 1820s the church was square, with more elaborate, neo-classical 

gables replacing the simpler old ones. Note the fine entrance gates facing Church Square. (WCARS / Hopkins 1965). 
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Some of the things we discovered on our recces with Stewart, have included various items that 

appear to have been recycled and reused in parts of the church tower. These include what appears 

to be part of an old painted funeral hatchment, a painted board with Latin writing on it, and some 

closed-up window openings in the tower, as well as various large timbers, mostly pine, which have 

grooves worn in them from ropes that once pulled a bell. Some of the old flagstones from the 

original pre-Schutte church have also been reused outside the church on the paved area facing 

Church Square, and these include some grave markers, as well as what seem to be pavers that once 

lay below the original church doors (they have grooves in them from years of being worn by heavy 

doors). This disregard for the buried dead seems to have been a continuing trend in the building, 

with bodies tossed out after some time (such as Fiscal Joan Blesius, d.1711), their grave markers or 

tombstones erased and new bodies interred with new grave markers! Many of the old church’s 

tombs, memorials, shields and other items were unfortunately destroyed, lost or moved elsewhere 

when the Schutte church was built (Pama 1973).     

The two church bells are huge, and objects of beauty, one dated 1726 and the other early 19th 

century (Paul relates how the earliest bell fell through the floor at the top of the tower and crashed 

to the ground). The tower clock was installed in 1829 (Fransen 2004). It’s a mystery what roofing 

material the spire had before this, as the E.V. Stade artwork of 1710 appears to show a thatched cap, 

but the pitch was probably too steep to stop the thatch from falling out. Perhaps wooden shingles or 

lead? As Stewart suggests, it is possible the thatched cap was just a temporary measure to cover the 

tower until funds could be raised to add a more suitable spire with a clock. 

   

Left: Rare early interior view of the old DR Church before Schutte rebuilt it. Note the large pillars supporting the roof, the 

many memorials and funeral hatchments, and the flagstones (with grave markers) on the floor. Only some of the 

hatchments and the flagstones were kept for the Schutte church, along with the Anreith pulpit. Many priceless memorials 

and artworks were lost or destroyed. (Unknown artist, displayed in the Groote Kerk Consistory). Right: View of the church 

looking from the organ loft to the Anreith pulpit. 

Apart from the well-known relics from the old church, such as the elaborate Baron Pieter van 

R(h)eede van Oudtshoorn tombstone on the tower wall (he died on board the ship Asia, en route to 

the Cape and his body was preserved in a barrel of brandy,) the remaining hatchments (beautiful 

works of heraldic art, though some naively ‘restored’ by an artist, who fudged some of the dates and 

coats of arms), as well as some religious-themed 17th-century Dutch paintings, Schutte’s grave 

marker is embedded in one of the walls, and some beautiful old Bibles are also kept in the 

consistory. Some worn-out church chairs are also kept in the tower, gathering dust. They appear 

very similar to those seen in an old painting of the original church, though don’t seem old enough. 
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Left: The Joan Blesius hatchment (left) in the church and his partially erased tombstone, now in the Slave Lodge courtyard. 

He died in 1717, but the hatchment restorer changed the date to 1771 as well as adding an extra spade instead of a sword!  

Right: The Anton Anreith pulpit (1778) with its baroque and neo-classical elements, replaced the old church’s original one, 

and was luckily saved as part of the Schutte Church. It is a masculine, rather brash but beautiful sculptural masterwork. 

Anreith’s intended nude female figures were vetoed by the conservative kerkraad, so roaring lions replaced them! 

What is still unclear to us is if any of the standing walls of the old, smaller church were retained, such 

as the wall in which the tower is built, and parts of the vestry behind Anreith’s pulpit, which seems 

likely, because a wall would have been needed to help keep the huge pulpit structure standing (it 

attaches to the wall with a metal brace, but may originally have been supported from the old church 

roof). Paul is also requesting permission to investigate properly if there are still burials under the 

1841 church. He is also trying to confirm if a massive portion of boundary wall embedded in the 

Bureau Street façade of the Slave Lodge (which once abutted the churchyard) is part of the old 

churchyard wall from the original DR church. We’ll see what transpires… 

Many people aren’t aware that the church is open to visitors every weekday from 10am to 2pm. If 

you haven’t visited yet, do yourself a favour and go and explore, while remembering that this is a 

place of worship. 

References: Hans Fransen, The Old Buildings of the Cape (Jonathan Ball Publishers, 2004); C.Pama, 

Vintage Cape Town (Tafelberg, 1973); A.C. Hopkins, Moeder van Ons Almal (1965). 

Part 2 will be about the tower.  

 

 

 

 

 

Even in the relatively late Victorian era, the 

church tower was one of Cape Town’s 

highest structure. [Ed. The competing dark 

tower is the old St George’s (Anglican) 

Cathedral] (WCARS: J7882)  

 

 
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. 


