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Barlow, and to Pamela. In their love for the 

Valley of the Simonsberg they treasured and 

restored it. It was beautiful when they first 

viewed it in 1940, and everything they gave to the 

Valley made it lovelier and more productive. 



  



Contents 

 

 
1. The Enchanted Valley 11 

2. Farming Systems through the Ages 25 

3. Strife in the Valley over Water 34 

4. The Development of Farming 38 

5. A New Dimension in Farming 46 

6. Rustenberg 58 

7. Schoongezicht 62 

8. Rustenberg and Schoongezicht reunited 68 

9. Conservation of Water 78 

10. The Vines and Wines 82 

11. Prestige Wines a tradition at Schoongezicht 91 

12. Livestock in the Valley 97 

13. Jersey Cattle 104 

14. Forestry and Fish 111 

15. The f1oral heritage of the Simonsberg 117 

16. Wild Life 125 

17. Animals 132 

18. The Birds of the Valley 139 

19. Labour in a World of Change 147 

20. Terror in the Enchanted Valley 152 

Epilogue 161 

Appendices 163 



  



Introduction  

 

 
Without the understanding, knowledge, and support of many people 

this record of the Valley could not have been written. My special 

appreciation to Nola, my wife, who has lived all her life on 

Schoongezicht and was forced to spend many days and nights 

"incommunicado" while I worked on the text; to Reg Nicholson, her 

brother, and to their parents, Alfred and Grace who provided me 

with a mine of information and much motivation, and who had 

cherished and nourished Schoongezicht in times of world-wide 

depressions. To the memory of John X. Merriman who bought a 

derelict and bankrupt Schoongezicht in the 1890's to prove to the 

Western Cape wine farmers that the scourge of phylloxera could be 

beaten; and to the Old-Timers for whom I worked fifty years ago - 

Rodbard and Beatrice Malleson and Percy and Adelheid - Lord and 

Lady de Villiers. Appreciation too to Prof. Dirk Kotze without whose 

wise advice the declaration of the Valley as a National Protected 

Environment could not have been achieved; to Professor Frans Smuts 

who encouraged and advised me; and to Cynthia who did so much 

more than just type the story. 



  



I 

 

The Enchanted Valley 

 

 

 
The Valley of the Simonsberg is one of the loveliest in South Africa. 

At all seasons it is beautiful. Spring is a haze of blossoms and promise. 

In the heat and productivity of summer, the glory of autumn, and even 

in the rain and occasional snows of winter and the stark oaks, there is 

a never ending magic. A visitor from the Transvaal who had spent a 

day in the Valley, remarked on leaving: "I am sorry for you people. 

You may be disappointed with heaven when you die!" Surely most 

visitors to this Valley would agree that the Creator must have taken 

great joy in the Simonsberg. 

 

 

THE HISTORY 

 

The town of Stellenbosch was established by Simon van der Stel in 

1679 and soon after this, small farms in the floor of the Simonsberg 

Valley were allocated to burghers, as the main object of the 

settlement on the banks of the Eerste River was to provide fresh 

produce, grain and meat, for the garrison at Table Bay, and for visiting 

ships on their journeys to and from the Far East. The farms allocated 

in the Simonsberg Valley were on the banks of the Kromme River 

which flowed into the Plankenbrug River in Stellenbosch, and from 

there to join the Eerste River. 

 

 

IDAS VALLEY  

 

ldas Valley was occupied very soon after the founding of Stellen­ 

bosch. The story is told that the first owner, possibly granted without 

registered title deeds, was Ida van der Merwe - hence the name. It 

was rumoured that Ida was Simon van der Stel's girlfriend! There is 

no documentary proof of the presence of Ida, but two facts are clear 

from a study of the early documents. Firstly, a free translation of the 

original grant, in Nederlands, in favour of Francois Viljon signed by 

II 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Viljoen Memorial 

Tablet on original 

Viljocn home on Idas 

Valley 

 

Simon van der Stel on 2nd September 1692, states: "How in the year 

1682, a free property was granted to Francois Viljon being a certain 

piece of land adjacent to Stellenbosch in Idas Valley" so it seems 

significant that, as early as 1682, part of the Valley, at least, was named 

after a girl called Ida. Secondly, in describing the geographical position 

of the property being granted to Viljon, the "certain portion of land" 

was described as stretching "eastwards from the land of Gerrit Cloete, 

and southwards from 'Merwe Boodesreij'." This word "Boodesreij" is 

difficult to decipher in the old fashioned script but the "Merwe" is clear. 

Could this have been Ida van der Merwe's home in the Valley of the 

Simonsberg? 
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A study of the genealogies of the old Cape families provides no 

history of an Ida van der Merwe, though, if there was some scandal 

attached to Simon van der Stel and Ida, such references could have 

been suppressed. In those days pages were occasionally torn out of 

official records! The only Van der Merwe who emigrated to the Cape 

at about that time was Willem Schalk who joined the service of the 

East Indian Company in 1663. He was married in 1668 and his eldest 

daughter Sophia married Rudolf (Roelof) Pasman, the original owner 

of Rustenberg. 

Viljon, a Frenchman, founded the Viljoen family in South Africa. 

Old documents refer to "Groote en Klein Idas Vallei zoomede 

Nazaret". "Zoomede" is an interesting Dutch term which does not seem 

to have persisted in Afrikaans. The term has played a part in many 

lawsuits over water due to the fact that, in spite of Nazareth being 

"together with" or "coupled with" ldas Valley, Nazareth had  

lost its identity. 

Subsequent owners of ldas Valley during the 18th century left little 

imprint in the history of the Valley, but in a judgment of the Court of 

Justice in Cape Town dated 14th July, 1819, prescribing certain water 

rights between the owners of Rustenberg/Schoongezicht and "Groote 

en Klein Idas Valley and Nazareth", the owner of the Idas Valley 

section was named Jacobus Daniel de Villiers, Jan's son. Certain water 

rights on the Kromme River were guaranteed, proving that at that time 

a system of irrigation farming was practised. The wine cellar at Idas 

Valley, still standing, carries the date 1817, but remnants of an older 

wine cellar seem to indicate that wine was made there as early as 1713. 

The whole farm covered a very large area - Klein Idas Valley extending 

over the foothills of Bothmas Kop, but most of this was very steep 

terrain and little of it has been cultivated except for forestry. 

In the late nineteenth century ldas Valley would have been mainly 

a wine farm with the vineyards devastated by phylloxera, as were 

most of the Cape vineyards. By 1908, when the Mallesons took 

transfer of a rather derelict Idas Valley, the fertile lands on the South 

bank of the Kromme River would have been once more under grapes. 

Rodbard Malleson was an Oxford graduate and had managed a large 

fruit farm in England before emigrating to the Cape Colony to establish 

the Cape Orchard Company in the Hex River Valley. Here he married 

Beatrice Struben, daughter of W.H. Struben, one of the first 

developers of the Witwatersrand Gold Reef. 

Rodbard is an unusual name. The old man told me that the name is 

derived from "red beard". Apparently males in the Malleson family 

almost invariably had dark hair and red beards. 
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The Old Wine Cellar 
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Though the farm was in reasonable shape, the old and lovely home, 

built by Catz between 1787 and 1789, had degenerated and required 

extensive restoration. The thatched roof had been replaced with 

corrugated iron, and the upper floor was just a loft - as is the case with 

most of the Cape's "Old Dutch" houses. Of course there was no 

electricity in those far-off days, and mains supply only reached the 

Valley in the late 1930's. The large family consisting of Marye, the 

twins Una and Enid, and son Charles Rodbard Struben Malleson, 

required more bedrooms than the old formal H-Plan could 

accommodate, so the loft was converted into bedrooms. Fire was a risk 

in those early days so the corrugated iron roof was retained. In spite of 

suflering the fate of most farmhouses in the phylloxera era when many 

farmers were bankrupt, Idas Valley was structurally sound and under 

Beatrice Malleson's tender care became one of the loveliest homes in 

the Cape. 

Rodbard played one of the key roles in the development of an export 

market for Cape Fruit. The "Ida" brand - a picture of a young girl 

in a kappie - was soon a famous mark in the London fruit shops until 

World War II  halted all exports. 

On Rodbard Malleson's death the Stellenbosch Municipality 

purchased all but the old homestead, wine cellar and farm buildings 

and a few hectares of the land. 

 

 

RESTORATION OF IDAS VALLEY  

 

Since the end of the Second World War an enormous store of 

knowledge on the restoration - as opposed to the repairing - of Old 

Dutch houses has been accumulated. Perhaps the earthquake in 

Tulbagh taught us more in terms of true restoration than any other 

factor. 

When Philip and Fiona Erskine bought Idas Valley and the 

outbuildings in 1972, they wisely engaged Gabriel Fagan to advise 

them on the restoration of the whole complex. As the main house could 

be the oldest surviving typical Old Dutch homestead in the Valley, 

though not the oldest building, it was essential that nothing 

incongruous should be allowed to creep into the restoration pattern. 

The history of most of the Valley farms invariably fails to pin-point the 

date of the completion of the homesteads and farm buildings. It is 

generally accepted that the dates on the gables indicate the year in 

which these status symbols were completed. In some cases the gables 

were completed many years after the buildings were occupied. Only 

Schoongezicht front gable, of the old homesteads of the Valley, 
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carries a date. Idas Valley had no dates on the gables when the 

Mallesons took transfer, but the dates 1787 and 1789 were inscribed 

on the brass escutcheons attached to the back and front door handles. 

Yet while the land had been farmed since 1682, Catz only built the big 

homestead a hundred years later. Where, then, did the Viljons live? 

Fagan made a thorough study of the buildings and was convinced 

that the building used as a stable for the draught horses and mules, on 

the North bank of the Idas Valley branch of the Krommerivier, was the 

original Viljon homestead. This building was faithfully restored by the 

Erskines, and in due course, was declared a National Monument, and 

honoured by the Viljoen family at its Three Hundredth Anniversary 

with a plaque. 

When the Malleson family moved to Idas Valley they added a wing 

to provide two bedrooms and a bathroom. Fagan decided that in the 

interests of authentic restoration this section would have to be 

demolished. Secondly, the corrugated iron roof should be replaced 

by thatch. For all practical purposes these were the only outward 

changes. Fortunately the Erskines were able to find sufficient wide 

Yellowwood flooring planks to replace the old pine floors, and some 

of the inside walls were removed to create the glorious Great Hall 

running from the front gable to the back. 

Part of the old stables, apart from Viljoen House, have been restored 

and converted to guest apartments. The old Wine Cellar - fruit packing 

shed in the Malleson's day - has been converted into a large reception 

and conference hall. 

Stellenbosch and Idas Valley owe the Erskines and the Fagans a debt 

of gratitude for their contribution to the renewal of this enchanted 

valley. 

 

NAZARETH  

 
The first document on the complicated story of Nazareth is a map of 

several small blocks of land on the east bank of the Kromme River - 

Nazareth 158 - and a larger block on the west bank - Nazareth 159. The 

title deed, Old S.F. 1-55, is dated 7 September 1692 and the total 

area allocated is described as "Groot 55 morgen en 521 Roden met zyn 

Principaal accordeerende bevonden". It appears that H. Cornelis was 

the original owner. 

Section 159 on the east bank seems to have been broken up into 

several small properties and allocated to various Hammans. In the 

1890's the Faures owned a section which had been named Helder­ 

fontein and subsequent owners of the sections included the Micklem's 
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and Marnham's. The Food and Fruit Technology Research Institute 

now occupies Helderfontein. 

In 1716 a Jan Botma took transfer of the larger block on the west 

bank of the Krommerivier (Section 158 Ref. T 1076) in extent 45 

morgen and 253 sq. roods. Jan Botma donated his section of Nazareth 

to Jan Stevense Botma on 14.6.1723 Ref. T 1518, and seven years later, 

on 5.5.1730, the property, still the same area, was sold to Johannes 

Groenewald. Nazareth was bounded on the East by the road which ran 

through Rustenberg to Banhoek and Bethlehem, the home of Ds 

Simond in Simondium. 

An interesting sidelight on this road is that, at that time, it provided 

the only link between Stellenbosch and Groot Drakenstein. It passed 

through Rustenberg, over the highland known as Die Helling, and on 

to Simondium. Because of the steepness of the slope in the days of ox 

wagons and Cape Carts, Die Helling was abbreviated to "Die Hell". 

The story is told that Dominee Simond protested that no traveller 

should be asked to travel from Bethlehem to Nazareth through the Hell! 

So the name was changed to Rust-en­Vrede. However, it was not so 

easy to dispose of Die Hell, as the pass over the mountain ridge had 

been known as Helshoogte, and even the new pass, designed by Bain 

and completed in the early l 900's, still carries that name. 

Before we leave the Botma's, mention should be made of the various 

names given to the pinnacle crowning the northern end of the ridge 

which divides Jonkershoek from Banhoek. The earliest record 

available - the document transferring Groote en Klein Idas Valley and 

Nazareth to Jan Petrus de Villiers in 1837 - refers to the peak as 

"Bootmanskop". It does resemble a "boatman's cap", but the Botmas 

had lived at the foot of the ridge a hundred years before this! Other 

authorities refer to it as Bosmanskop, and Bushmen possibly did live 

there in the early days. An alternative commonly used is Bothmaskop. 

Groenewald transferred his portion of Nazareth to his grandson, 

Samuel Johannes Catz on 15.2.1775 (Ref. 2496). At this time 

Groenewald owned Idas Valley, acquired by him on 27.3.1760 (T 

3484), but five years later Catz took transfer of Groote en Klein Idas 

Valley from Groenewald - Transfer T 5247 dated 14.4.1780. This was 

the first major consolidation and thereafter the southern portion of the 

Valley was known as Groote en Klein Idas Valley zoomede (together 

with) Nazareth. 

Catz was the man who built the Idas Valley homestead in 1787/89. 

He sold to Jan Pieter de Villiers on 29.5.1812 - Ref. T 7 - and in the 

document the properties in the consolidation are listed as: 
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Klein Idas Valley Groot 

Idas Valley Remainder 

Nazareth 

Additional quitrent adjacent 

37 morgen 358 roods 

45 morgen 253 roods 

42 morgen 215 roods 

63 morgen 263 roods 

Jan Pieter de Villiers transferred the property to Jacob Daniel de 

Villiers on 2.8.1822 - Ref. T 206 - who in turn transferred to Jan Pieter 

de Villiers on 17.2.1837 Ref. T 134. At this stage the areas of the 

consolidated property were listed as: 

Klein Idas Valley remainder 

Groot Idas Valley Remainder 

Nazareth 

Area of old quitrent (Bootmanskop) 

Perpetual quitrent (Dasjieskop) 

34 morgen  46 roods 

45 morgen 253 roods 

42 morgen 215 roods 

124 morgen 508 roods 

757 morgen 65 roods 

In total approximately 1 000 morgen, and this would include most of 

the Helshoogte/Botmaskop area. 

The first major break in the consolidated property was in 1867 when 

Anna Johanna (de Villiers) Stevens, married to Ferdinand Henry 

Stevens, inherited the "remainder" of Nazareth - 48 morgen 577 roods 

- from her father and moved across to the old Nazareth homestead and 

renamed the property Sailors Home. This could indicate that 

Ferdinand Henry Stevens had been a sailor! 

In the Will there is reference to a house situated in "Die Kom", 

which is probably the original "Nazareth". The house is still there but 

most of the Kom - amphitheatre - is now a large irrigation dam. It would 

appear that Stevens died, as the records show that Anna Johanna later 

married Phillip Wouter Adriaan Haupt, one of the Haupts of 

Rustenberg. Anna eventually sold the property - Nazareth, now 

"Sailors Home", in 1877 to Jan Jurgen de Villiers, who had married 

Anna's daughter Jacoba Petronella Christina Cauzius Haupt. The name 

Sailors Home remained through several owners, until 1910 when 

Thomas Smartt renamed the farm Glenban - now known as Glenbawn 

- after his home in Ireland. The name can be translated as "Glen of the 

Fairies". Smartt built a new mansion close to the old homestead with 

a glorinus view of the Valley. 

 

KLEIN IDAS VALLEY  - IDA MINOR 

 

It has been difficult to identify, exactly, where Klein Idas Valley fits 

into the overall plan of the Valley. At the time Catz transferred Groote 

en Klein Idas Valley zoomede Nazareth to Jan Pieter de Villiers in 

1812, the area of Klein Idas Valley was shown as 37 
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morgen and 358 roods, but, ten years later, on transfer to Jacob Daniel 

de Villiers, it was shown as 34 morgen and 46 roods. 

Malleson felt that Klein Idas Valley was the section between the old 

Helshoogte road through Idas Valley and Rustenberg, and the 

Krommerivicr. Most of this section is now part of Glenbawn. However, 

when Jack Dendy married Marye Malleson, they built an attractive 

cottage on a "remainder" of Klein Idas Valley and named it Ida Minor. 

This lovely wooded property is now owned by Dr. Maree who has 

played a major part in the campaign to preserve the beauty and peace 

of the Valley of the Simonsberg. Perhaps the gem of Ida Minor is a 

great Wild Olive standing near the front door of the thatched cottage - 

surely one of the biggest and oldest Wild Olives in the Western Cape. 

 

 

RUSTENBERG 

 

Rustenburg, later named Rustenberg, was originally owned by Roelof 

Pasman in 1682. Seventeen years later Pieter Robbertze, who had 

married Pasman's widow, was officially  granted title of the farm, 

measuring 92 morgen, by Willem Adriaan van der Stel, in February 

1699. Incidentally, Pasman's widow was born Sophia van der Merwe, 

and she and Ida may have been related, though certainly not sisters. 

Robbertze was one or the supporters of Willem Adriaan who became 

Governor of the Cape, and it is interesting to note that the original Title 

Deed granting Rustenberg to Robbertse was signed on the very day 

Willem Adriaan took office at the Castle. 

Robbertze eventually became Landdrost of Stellenbosch and he and 

his wife were not exactly popular, according to Adam Tas in his 

Dagboek. He wrote "die gewese Landdros Robbertze, 'n Noor en sy 

onbeschofte wyf: die vent zag en zeer raar uit, en geleek niet qualyk 

een ezel die wywater geslobbert heeft." The nearest translation of this 

statement could be - "The ex-Magistrate Robbertze, a Norwegian, and 

his boorish wife, this laggard was a sight for sore eyes and appeared no 

better than a donkey which had gulped down the holy water." In fact 

Robbertze and his wife were Germans - not Norwegians. 

Robbertze died in 1740 and Rustenberg was transferred from his  

Estate to Pieter Laubser in 1742, and stayed with the Laubser family 

until 1786, when the farm was transferred to Jacob Eksteen. 

The original farm Rustenburg covered the floor of the upper 

Simonsberg valley. The foothills and centre part of the Simonsberg 

mountain itself were added later in the form of redeemed quitrent 
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Old Slave quarter 

Rustcnberg, 1900. 
grants. The first major sub-division was in 1810 when Jacob Eksteen 

transferred the portion now known as Schoongezicht to his son-in­law, 

Brink. 

Eksteen sold R ustenberg in the same year - 1810 ï to J. A. van der 

Byl who, during his ownership was able to persuade the State to grant 

him a large tract of valuable land 406 morgen in extent. As the original 

grant to Robbertze was only 92 morgen, this was an extremely 

important milestone in the Valley. 

On the death of van der Byl, Rustenberg was transferred to G. H. 

de Wet on 28.10.1825. On 7.4.1831 de Wet was granted a further 323 

morgen of mountain land on the steep slopes of Simonsberg - 

obviously for grazing li vestock. On the same day he was granted a 

section on the boundary of Groote en Klein Idas Valley, and 

included in this grant was the whole area now known as Heather Hill. 

De Wet's insolvent estate transferred Rustenberg to Philip Wouter A. 

Haupt in 1845. The Haupt family owned the farm for many years and 

on P. W. A. Haupt's death Rustenberg was transferred to P. W. and G. 

N. M. Haupt, probably his sons. Philip Wouter Adrian Haupt married 

the widow Anna Johanna Stevens who had inherited Nazareth - the 

Sailors Home and now Glenbawn. 
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Rustenberg, back of 

Homestead in the Barry 

days about 1906/7. 

 

 

In 1893 H. van der Graaf Haupt transferred the farm to a Maria 

Welch. Maria sold Rustenberg as a wine farm a year and a half later 

to the Barry's, who were responsible for the conversion of the derelict 

vineyards to fruit orchards. 

Percy de Villiers, later Lord de Villiers, bought Rustenberg from the 

Barry brothers in 1912, and during his term of ownership sold various 

small areas in the "corners" of the farm - Kelsey Farm to D'Urban 

Cloete, Wedge Farm to Ronald Glennie and Hymettus to the "Bee" 

man Hugh Cooper. All  in all perhaps 60 morgen. 

Kelsey Farm was originally a section of hill side veld, covered with 

fynbos. Some hectares may have been used for growing oats for the 

Rustenberg horses and mules, and for grazing for the sheep. The whole 

area was reasonably steep, but workable, and the soil was the glorious 

red decomposed granite of the Simonsberg and ideal for fruit and vines. 

All it required was a dedicated horticulturist to make it fruitful. 

D'Urban and Freda Cloete took it over and developed it into one of the 

loveliest and most productive fruit and table grape farms in the Western 

Cape. Their packing and quality control was of the highest standard 

and their trade mark in the early days was 2LO - named after the radio 

forerunner of the BBC - "London Calling" - and the London market 

did call for Kelsey Farm grapes. 

On the death of D'Urban Cloete, son Nigel took over and the old 

Afrikaans proverb, "die appel val nie ver van die boom af nie" was 

never so accurate as in this succession. Nigel's farm today is a model 

for any young fruit farmer to follow. 
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Peter Barlow bought Rustenberg from the Dowager Lady de Villiers 

in 1940. At this stage all the buildings - the homestead, wine cellar and 

old slave quarters built between 1800 and 1812, and the old horse 

stables in the werf - needed extensive repairs. 

 

 

SCHOONGEZICHT 

 

As Schoongezicht was originally part of Rustenberg, the history of the 

two farms is closely interwoven. A daughter of Jacob Eksteen married 

Arend Brink in 1788 and the couple moved to the north­ western side 

of the Valley where there were already some farm buildings. 

Schoongezicht was eventually transferred to Brink by Eksteen in 1810, 

who also transferred Rustenberg to Johannes Albertus van der Byl in 

the same year. 

Apparently, at that time, a portion of the present Schoongezicht farm 

house was standing. The wine cellar gable bears the date 1800 but part 

of it was built before this - possibly 1770. In 1811 Brink transferred 

Schoongezicht to Hendrik Cloete of Constantia who completed the 

main house and added the gables in 1814. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Signature of' P. G. 

de Villiers 1870, 

Schoongezicht window 

pane. 

22 



In later history we find that John X. Merriman, the last Prime 

Minister of the old Cape Colony, bought Schoongezicht in 1892 and 

was joined by his partner Alfred Nicholson. On Alfred Nicholson's 

death, Schoongezicht was transferred to Peter Barlow and after a lapse 

of over 100 years, Rustenberg and Schoongezicht were reunited. 

 

 

NATIONAL  MONUMENT  

 
From the very beginning the owners of the farms in the Valley have 

never wavered from the "Farmer's Prayer" - "Lord, may I do nothing 

to destroy the beauty of this place and may I leave it in a better state 

than that in which it came under my care". 

They built beautiful buildings, decorated them with lovely gables 

and kept them in such a state that they have survived for centuries. 

They planted groves and avenues of oaks and other forests. They 

developed great vineyards and orchards and built dams and waterways 

to increase the productiveness of this superlative Valley. The earliest 

soil conservation measures and contour farming practised in the whole 

of the land can be traced in the Valley and soil erosion is minimal - 

there are no scars in the environment. 

But, above all, these many generations of good farmers, who loved 

the land and the Valley, preserved the heritage of the veld in a most 

praiseworthy fashion. The Simonsberg Valley, packed with a profusion 

of flora and fauna, some of which is reaching extinction in other 

mountain valleys due to fires and the growth of hakea and cluster pine, 

attracts scientists and nature lovers from many parts of the Republic 

and from other continents. 

Wynand Malan, MP for Paarl, and lover of the land, has expressed 

this concern wonderfully well. "You cannot, after all, take anything 

with you (to the other side of the grave), one so often hears said. This 

certainly is only too true but, on the other hand, you can leave so much 

behind you. I am not talking about the size of your inheritance. I am 

referring to your farm and to the accumulated knowledge of a lifetime". 

Unfortunately the "green-eyed monsters" or property developers 

looked at the Valley "and saw that it was good". The Valley property 

owners, alarmed at hints of large scale housing estates, came together 

to try to evolve a strategy for maintaining this unequalled environ­ 

ment. They looked for a Knight in Shining Armour to lead them in 

what was almost a Holy Grail. Their search took them to Dr Dirk 

Kotze, Professor of History at the University of Stellenbosch and 
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Chairman of the National Monuments Council of South Africa. And 

what a champion he turned out to be. 

Professor Kotze, too, looked at the Valley and saw that it was good. 

He proposed a unique strategy. All 21 land owners in the Valley - six 

farms and the remainder small holdings - were called together to 

discuss the pros and cons of the declaration of the whole Valley as a 

National Protected Environment under the National Monuments 

Council. The advantages were easily pinpointed, but what of the 

disadvantages? The main disadvantages were, firstly, that NO further 

subdivision of less than 50 hectares of land within the proclaimed area 

would be permitted by the National Monuments Council, and, 

secondly, that no plans for structural alterations to buildings, nor for 

new buildings, would be passed by the National Monuments Council 

without the written support of an Advisory Committee elected by the 

landowners. So enthusiastic over the preservation of the Valley were 

the land holders that these provisos were accepted unanimously. The 

proclamation of the Valley as a National Monument was promulgated 

in Government Gazette No. 4951/34 of 9th January, 1976. 

The Valley was preserved for future generations. For the first time 

in the history of South Africa a whole valley covering l 500 hectares 

was declared a National Monument. 
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Farming Systems through the Ages 

 

 

 
M. S. Taljaard, at one time Professor of Geology at the University of 

Stellenbosch records in his study of the rock formations of the Western 

Cape A Glimpse of South Africa that, ñthe seas as we know them once 

passed through the Cape Flats region and probably extended inland to 

the base regions of such highlands as Helderberg, Stellenbosch 

Mountain and the Simonsberg. After the retreat of the foreshore the 

mountain streams extended themselves seawards, and with continued 

uplift of the continental margin, out into the fairly even plain left dry 

by the retreating sea". 

Two interesting points arise from this study. Firstly the sea bed 

seems to have left the floor of the valleys in a series of terraces. 

Stellenbosch town itself has three distinct terraces, totalling eighteen 

metres in elevation. Idas Valley, as far as the junction of the two main 

branches of the Krommerivier, is at a higher level, and the Glenbawn 

Valley higher still. The wide valley or terrace of Rustenberg and 

Schoongezicht would be, on average, on the 230 metre contour, and 

it is clear from the masses of water-worn sandstone boulders in all these 

terraces that the floor of the valley was under the sea in the dim and 

distant past. There must be millions of tons of these boulders in the 

valley. After the seas had receded, silt would have been washed down 

from the mountains in the heavy winter rains, forming deep beds of 

rich alluvial soil over the boulders. 

Where does man fit into the pattern of the evolution of the valley 

soils, and when did the first farmers move into the Valley of the 

Simonsberg? To quote Taljaard again - "In Tertiary Times the 

mammals of Europe and Western Asia set out on great travels South, 

and some found Africa a fine place to live in. When the later Icecap 

fringes crept Southwards across the face of Europe the primitive 

Humans thought it a suitable time to follow on the trails of their fast 

disappearing food supply". 

The first South Africans were Stone Age men and must have arrived 

in the Stellenbosch scene before the seas had receded from the valleys 

of the Simonsberg. They were the first farmers, or at least the first 

humans to make use of the bulbs and plants growing on the 
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Stone-Age tools 

from Rustenberg, 

700 000 years old. 

ridges above the beach lines. They left many of their stone age 

implements on the ridges, and these stone axes and diggers can still be 

found on Rustenberg and Idas Valley. They used the sandstone 

boulders for these artifacts. 

Can we apply an accurate date to this occupation? The stone 

implements of Stellenbosch are estimated to be 700 000 years old. So 

farming in the Valley of the Simonsberg is almost as old as time itself. 

Strangely, though we can pinpoint the era of the Stellenbosch 

Stone-age man by the study of his implements, subsequent eras and 

ages left no relics or records. By the time Columbus passed round the 

Cape nearly four hundred years ago the Hottentots appeared to be 

full -time stock farmers. We know that they were nomadic and though 

Van Riebeeck wrote about their methods, they themselves left little 

in the way of historical records. So we must rely on the first Dutch 

farmers of Stellenbosch to provide us with the background of the 

farming systems three centuries ago. 

Let us go back to the beginning and study the trends. 

The first records of farm production in the Stellenbosch district will 

be found in the journal of Adam Tas. Perhaps the notes recorded by Tas 

on 7th January 1706 will give us a picture of the typical production of 

that time. The census return of a Mr. van der Byl is entered as 15 muids 

of wheat sown and 90 muids reaped; 5 muids rye sown and 25 reaped. 

A "Muid" of wheat or rye would have weighed 200 lbs. His livestock 

numbered 135 cattle, large and small, and 1 000 sheep. Van der Byl 

would have been quite a large agriculturist 
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270 years ago and must have had a considerable area of mountain 

grazing for his 1 000 sheep. 

Tas' own return was much more detailed and he records that he 

had 14 "slaaven", 1 "slavinnen", 2 slave "meisjies", 6 horses, 48 

oxen, 36 cows, 40 pigs, 800 sheep. He worked 25 000 vines and 

produced 25 leaguers of wine. A leaguer would be approximately the 

amount of wine extracted from a ton of grapes. He sowed 13 muids of 

wheat and reaped 150; 1 muid of rye and reaped 15; ½ muid barley 

and reaped l 0. 

These returns are probably typical of the valleys around Stellen­ 

bosch and will indicate that agriculture was a relatively thriving 

industry in those far off days. One can picture the slaves at work in the 

vineyards and grain lands, using oxen for ploughing and transport. One 

can picture, too, the frenzied rush in the old ox wagons, piled with 

produce, when the cannon shots echoed through the valleys to 

announce the East India ships had reached Table Bay and needed 

supplies of fresh vegetables, meal, milk, cheese, meat, and, last but 

not least, wine! 

 

FIFTY  YEARS ON 

 
Ds. Meent Borcherds gives us comparative figures of population and 

productivity for the Stellenbosch Valley over the years 1750 and 1825. 

In 1750 the population statistics indicated that there were 3 933 

men, women and children in the Stellenbosch district, plus cattle 13 

893; sheep 71 684; pigs 136 - obviously not very popular livestock. On 

the agricultural side he lists vines 2 309 000; leaguers of wine pressed 

2 541; wheat sown l 162 muids and reaped 5 906 muids; rye sown 54 

muids and reaped 420; barley sown 80 muids and reaped 772. Grain 

farmers of today would be scathing about these low yields per bag 

sown, but there were no selected seeds and no fertilisers to boost crops 

200 years ago. 

 

SEVENTY-FIVE YEARS LATER 

 

Seventy-five years later, in 1825, the picture had changed dramatic­ 

ally. The population, which included slaves, had risen to 16 446; cattle 

25 924; sheep dropped to 25 509; but pigs rose to 2 543. Vines had 

increased tenfold to 23 667 169 but wine production had increased only 

fourfold to 10 507 leaguers in the 75 years. Wheat sown 4 055 muids 

and reaped 34 879; rye 421 sown 3 101 reaped; barley sown 764 

reaped 16 990. 
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Harvesting oats with 

a scythe. 

 

 

About this time it was recorded that Rustenberg carried 300 000 

vines and Schoongezicht 100 000. 

These comparisons are clear indications of trends in agricultural 

systems. Why had cattle totals doubled and sheep dropped to a little 

more than a third of the 1750 total? Why had vines shown such an 

enormous increase in area, with such disappointing production? Cereal 

crops had taken up much more land. At a rough guess of a muid of seed 

sown to a hectare it would seem that approximately 10 000 ha would 

have been sown to cereals in 1825 in the Stellenbosch area. Twenty-

three million vines, at the close planting used in the early days - say 1½ 

m x 1½ m - would cover 5 000 
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Idas Valley back gable completed in 1787 by Samuel Catz who took transfer of 

Groote en Klein Idas Valley in 1780 - Maj. Philip Erskine. 



 
Rustenberg restored, in Autumn Sunlight. 

 

 

 

 

 

Autumn Rustenberg from the air - John Wynne-Edwards. 
 



hectares. Farming had drifted from the intensive - the use of the deep 

alluvial soils close to the rivers and streams - to the extensive - the 

slopes of the hills, lower in fertility and carrying capacity. 

It is highly unlikely that the Stellenbosch district today carries one-

tenth of the livestock population of 1825. Nor does the cereal crop play 

any role in today's farming system. 

 

 

 

THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY ENVIRONMENT 

 

To understand this change of farm production one should try to 

visualise the Stellenbosch valley through the eyes of Van der Stel and 

his party of burghers when they rode across the sand-flats between the 

Cape Peninsula and the foothills of the Hottentots Holland and 

Drakenstein mountains. One must accept the fact that the Hottentots 

were the first farmers. Van Riebeeck points out in his diary, these 

nomadic stockmen were the original trekboere, and in his day 

Hottentots fired the natural bush in summer to allow the grasses to 

grow in autumn and provide grazing for the winter and early summer. 

Van Riebeeck mentions that he had seen twenty thousand head of stock 

grazing on the slopes of Tygerberg. He later records that the burghers 

cut hay for their own stock on these slopes. Where has this grass gone? 

Van der Stel's burghers must have been awestruck by the beauty and 

fertility of the Stellenbosch Valley with the Eerste River running from 

Jonkershoek through it to the sea. Visualise the tree lined banks of the 

river and its tributaries - Yellowwoods, Wit Els, Rooi Els, Amandels 

and Wilde Olienhout. In the floor of the valleys would be Klipkershout 

trees (Mountain Maytenus) up to 2 000 years old; giant wabome, the 

Protea Aborea from which they would later shape the felloes of their 

wagon wheels. Many other proteas, leucospermums and 

leucodendrons including silver trees on the slopes of the hills, and a 

tremendous variety of fynbos such as Slangbos, Rhenosterbos, Taaibos 

and Hottentotsekooigoed covered the land with an almost impenetrable 

barrier two or three metres high when mature. Under this dense cover 

was the latent grass crop, dormant roots and seed. Random burning 

would develop into random burnt and unburnt areas so the hills and 

valleys would resemble a chequerboard of black and green. 

The farmers of the new settlement, being at that stage mainly 

concerned with the production of food for visiting ships, would 

naturally have cleared the bush on the fertile alluvial areas on the 
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banks of the river and tributaries. Here they would have sown their 

wheat, barley, rye and vegetables, and planted their first vines. They 

would have observed the stock farming methods of the Hottentots and 

would have continued with the random veld burning rotation for their 

sheep. Because of the presence of wild animals - certainly Cape 

leopards, as these predators roam the Stellenbosch mountains today 

- the sheep would have been brought at night into the "ringmuur" or 

walled yards which are a feature in the town of Stellenbosch and on 

many farms 300 years after the fir st settlement. Obviously the f1ocks 

would never be allowed to graze too far from the homesteads, and the 

area of veld burned would have been reasonably small. Even in the 

1920's the Jonkershoek shepherds practised this random burning on 

the Stellenbosch mountain. 

One can only visualise the grass cover provided by the burned areas 

in those far-off days by studying the grasses that have persisted on the 

higher and steeper levels of the mountains and foothills. At Rustenberg 

and Schoongezicht, in the heart of the Enchanted Valley, areas of veld 

have been cleared by bush cutters to encourage the indigenous grasses. 

Some quite promising species soon showed up including Plagiochloas, 

Ehrhartas, Hyparrhenias and even patches of the famous Rooigras or 

Themeda. However, these grasses did not give the impression that they 

withstand heavy grazing over long periods. The Hottentot trekboere, 

living with their stock and not anchored to a specific area like the early 

Dutch burghers, moved on when grazing diminished, thus preserving 

grasses for successive years, until the next fire. Possibly the best of 

these grasses was Ehrharta Calycina or African Veld Grass, a strong 

grower and highly palatable but with a shallow root system. For this 

reason sheep tend to drag out this grass by the roots. Two other 

Ehrhartas have strong root systems but lack bulk and palatability. 

Perhaps our grass scientists have missed a trick by not attempting to 

hybridise the Ehrhartas and select a strain with the bulk and palatability 

of Calycina and the root system of Capensis! 

The story is told of a Western Australian pasture man finding seed 

heads of a strange grass in the crate carrying a pair of zebra shipped 

from Groote Schuur Estate in Cape Town to the Perth Zoo. He 

germinated a few seeds in a seed box and was so excited by the growth 

and texture of the grass that he piloted field trials in Western Australian 

sheep country. The grass was Ehrharta Calycina and he named it 

Afri can Veld Grass. When he visited South Africa many years later he 

was surprised to find little interest in this grass in the Western Cape 

though thousands of acres of Veld Grass and Subterranean Clover 

flourished in Australia. 
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However, the Winter Rainfall area without irrigation is not really 

"grass" country, so the stock carrying capacity of natural grasses will 

have been a disappointment to the early settlers. 

The answer to the rapid decline of sheep numbers over the period 

1750 to 1825 may be found partly in the enormous increase in 

vineyards and in grain production on the better soils, and the relegation 

of the sheep to the steeper hillsides where the carrying capacity over a 

period of years, as shown earlier, was inadequate for the large numbers 

involved. 

As most of the cattle would be used as draught animals for the 

wagons and for ploughing the vineyards and the grain lands, grazing 

could no doubt be found for them on the stubble lands, and the burghers 

would make provision for dry fodder. With the increase in the areas 

planted to vines, and sown to cereals, it is clear that the power 

requirements of the Stellenbosch area, albeit only ox-power, increased, 

and the number of cattle would have to be proportionately increased. 

This will explain the doubling of the cattle population in the 75 year 

period during which time the sheep dropped by almost two-thirds. 

Sheep farming would probably have moved away from the higher 

rainfall areas, including Stellenbosch, towards the lower rainfall areas 

such as the Overberg and Swartland. 

 

 

THE IMPACT OF WEATHER ON A FARMING SYSTEM 

 

The early farmers, in Van Riebeeck's day, must have been puzzled by 

the Western Cape weather and rainfall pattern. The cold wet winters 

would not be so surprising but the hot, dry and windy summers surely 

created serious problems in production planning. 

Vegetables require water throughout the growing season and many 

vegetables refuse to grow in our cold, wet winters. Without irrigation 

shallow-rooted crops will not survive our summers, and this limitation 

will exclude almost every crop grown in the summer rainfall areas. So 

the first farmers in Stellenbosch must have been faced with many 

frustrations. 

However, the crop statistics listed by Adam Tas as early as the 

1690's clearly show that the burghers learned their lesson quickly. 

Wheat, barley and rye are sown in late autumn in the Western Cape 

and the seeds germinate with the first rains. With the advent of spring, 

the growth is spectacular and the grain ripens before the heat of 

summer dries up the land. 

Deep-rooted perennials such as vines and fruit trees, oaks, 

indigenous trees and fynbos have adapted themselves to these 
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conditions, though Van Riebeeck's oaks must have been surprised at 

the turnabout of the seasons. 

So without irrigation it was still possible to farm successfully with 

nature. However, water was available. The Eerste, Plankenbrug and 

Kromme rivers were there and it was not long before the ingenuity of 

the farmers enabled them to exploit this valuable factor. Of course, the 

Dutch settlers had learnt to deal with water from their problems with 

surplus water in their homeland, but this was a different problem. 

Without tractors or even animal-drawn scoops, they were unable to 

build large dams and level large tracts of lands for flood irrigation. 

Nevertheless from very early times the Stellenbosch farmers drew 

water from the Eerste River and tributaries for irrigating their gardens, 

orchards and vineyards, and by so doing added a further dimension to 

the stability of their farming enterprise. However, irrigation without 

mechanical power had severe limitations. Flood irrigation can only be 

practised with reasonably small streams of water with reasonably level 

lands. We can assume that the slaves would have had no diffi culty in 

handling the summer f1ow of the rivers for irrigation with little or no 

erosion. Obviously most of the 20 million vines shown in Meent 

Borcherd's census for 1825 would have been on dry land, but the well -

watered valley of the Simonsberg through which the Kromme River 

flowed carried great vineyards and vegetable lands, under irrigation. 

So, inevitably, strife over water "rights" arose between neighbours. As 

usual the basic division 
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would have been between the "haves" and the "have-nots". The upper 

riparian owners would use all the water their slaves could handle in a 

dry season and the lower owners had to be content with the "af1oop" 

or remainder. The seeds of strife were there. 

What contribution did the Stellenbosch farmers make to the  

economy of the Cape in 1825? An analysis does not point to a very 

valuable contribution. With a population of 16 000 people the sheep 

"increase" would hardly account for one sheep per person a year, but 

the cattle could no doubt supply milk and beef for the local demand 

and for passing ships. Cereal crops were adequate and could provide 

bread for the city of Cape Town, and surplus for export. The 10 000 

leaguers of wine, much of which was converted into brandy, would 

have kept the inhabitants in good spirits and even brought in some 

foreign exchange. 
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Strife in the Valley over Water 

 

 

 
The map of the Valley indicates a land of countless streams. In a 

normal winter the Kromme runs strongly and all the tributaries sing 

along happily. The average annual rainfall is approximately 925 mm 

(37 inches) and most of this falls in steady soaking rains spread over 

the winter months. So thousands of cubic metres of water would flow 

down the Kromme River to the Eerste and thence to the sea. South­ 

east and East winds herald the dry season in late spring and early 

summer, while the sun gets hotter and hotter, to reach a peak in January 

and February. The smaller streams are the first to stop flowing and by 

January the main streams are down to a trickle. There were no storage 

dams to impound the surplus winter water, and the dams referred to in 

court cases would only indicate diversion weirs in the rivers. 

   In the early days, before sophisticated earth moving techniques 

made water conservation a purely mechanical problem, every farmer 

who felt he was entitled to a share in the irrigation streams was jealous 

of his rights. However, the old laws indicated that a farmer was entitled 

to use all the water which rose on his land, so the lower riparian owners 

had to be satisfied with whatever the upstream irrigators could not use. 

There were no great problems in the Valley of the Simonsberg in the 

early days as Rustenberg was served by three main streams and Idas 

Valley had sole rights on their branch of the Kromme River. The 

lower riparian owners would have been the original Nazareth as well 

as Helderfontein and Hammanshand. The division of Rustenberg and 

Schoongezicht in 1810 started a feud which ended in a Court Order 

dated 14th July 1819 and sanctioned by the Worshipful the Court of 

Appeal on 7th February, 1821. 

The first feud developed soon after Rustenberg was transferred to 

Van der Byl and Schoongezicht to Cloete. No longer was it a question 

of father-in-law Eksteen sharing water with son-in-law Arend Brink. 

The Rustenberg vineyards on the new boundary had been irrigated 

from one of the streams which now flowed through Schoongezicht. The 

story is told that one of Van der Byl's slaves was sent across the 
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Valley to divert the stream - now on Schoongezicht territory - for the 

first irrigation of the summer. The slave escaped death by a hairline 

and the feud was well and truly launched. 

Of course other landowners were brought into the argument and 

in the end all farmers riparian to the Kromme River were involved. By 

1819 the matter was brought to "The Worshipful the Court of 

Justice". The Court prescribed regulations respecting the watering of 

the farms in the Valley. These regulations, for some unknown reason, 

seem to have received legislative sanction by the Government of that 

time. Chief Justice Solomon, commenting on this in a Water Court in 

1928 involving Glenelly, ldas Valley and Glenbawn, stated: "It is 

certainly a somewhat startling proposition that an order of Court 

embodying certain regulations for the distribution of water amongst 

a number of riparian owners has become part of the law of the land". 

This order clarified the situation by appointing day water to upper 

riparian owners and night water to lower owners. This decision was 

in line with a Notarial Agreement signed between Brink of Schoon­ 

gezicht and Van der Byl of Rustenberg on 15th April, 1811, whereby 

Van der Byl was allowed free use of the disputed stream on 

Schoongezicht on certain days. Unfortunately this Agreement was  Map of Valley Streams. 



never registered against their respective title deeds, and this lapse was 

to cause more trouble later. 

The Notarial Agreement signed on 15th April, 1811 was obviously 

designed to protect Van der Byl as Brink is recorded as having sold 

Schoongezicht the very next day - 16th April, 1811 to H. Cloete. Again 

the Notarial Agreement was omitted when the transfer to Cloete was 

registered. 

The Court of Justice Regulation of 1819 and the Supreme Court 

sanction of 7th February, 1821 both seem to have missed this Notarial 

Agreement and in 1824, when H. Cloete sold Schoongezicht to A. P. 

Cloete, no reference was made to water rights between Schoongezicht 

and Rustenberg. However, A. P. Cloete admitted later that he knew 

of the intake dam on Schoongezicht and the watercourse running to 

Rustenberg and that the owners of Rustenberg, namely, firstly Van der 

Byl, secondly his widow and thirdly De Wet, who acquired 

Rustenberg on 28th December, 1828, always used as much water 

as they pleased from this furrow without their rights being questioned. 

When this problem eventually came to Court, Cloete said he had 

allowed it as a matter of grace - not of right. 

This was not the end of the water squabbles in the Valley as in 1829 

the owners of Rustenberg and Schoongezicht were back in the ring. 

The Board of Landdrost and Heemraden had laid down further 

regulations "to prevent dispute" - respecting the irrigation of 

Schoongezicht and Rustenberg, Groote en Klein Idas Valley, Nazareth 

and Helderfontein. These regulations were framed to supersede all 

previous agreements. 

In the 1829 case between Cloete and De Wet, who had bought 

Rustenberg from Van der Byl, the Court ruled that the Regulations of 

1819 - " ... are sufficient to exclude, and do exclude, the proprietor of 

Rustenberg from any use of the water in the Schoongezicht dam." An 

interesting point which arises from this study of the regulations 

covering the use of the streams for irrigation is the cost of such legal 

investigation seventy years ago. In a letter from the legal firm of Van 

der Byl & de Villiers of Cape Town written to Mr. A. Nicholson of 

Schoongezicht in 1908 covering documents from 1806 onwards, an 

enormous amount of search was condensed into seven pages of 

typescript. The bill  was: 
 

To charges for services rendered and 

documents supplied 

To paid search fees Deeds Office 

To paid search fees Supreme Court 

 

Times, and prices, have changed! 
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Following this there was peace on the water front until 1926, when 

J.M. Garlick of the farm Glenelly, which included a portion of the old 

Nazareth grant, applied to the Court for a redistribution of the water 

rights. Respondents in this case were Sir Thomas Smartt of Glenbawn, 

part of which was orginally Groote en Klein ldas Vallei zoomede 

Nazareth, and Rodbard Malleson, owner of the remainder of Idas 

Valley and Nazareth. This whole case hinged on that little word 

"zoomede" - together with Garlick felt that he owned a portion of the 

orginal Nazareth and was thus entitled to a share of the water allocated 

to Groote en Klein ldas Valley and Nazareth by any previous 

regulations. However, the presiding judge, Solomon C.J., dismissed the 

application on the grounds that the 1821 regulations had received 

legislative sanction and were "intended to settle all and every rights, or 

rights to, and the use of the water therein mentioned". 

This put an end to litigation, but not to the minor squabbles when 

sluice gates were not opened or shut at exactly the right hour. These 

errors involved accusations and counter accusations of water thiev­ 

ing! Quite understandable as water is the life blood of the crops grown 

in the hot, dry summers of the Western Cape. 
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The Development of Farming 

 

 

 
Very little seems to have been recorded on the traditional farming 

practice in the Valley over the years between 1825 and 1884, but from 

then on we have much more evidence at hand and the picture becomes 

clearer. 

All the farms were basically wine farms though it is probable that 

much of the wine was channelled through the brandy stills! 

It is a strange fact of life that "Good cometh from Evil". Practically 

every book in the Bible will  confirm this proverb. The evil that broke 

the wine industry of the Cape was the vine plague, phylloxera, which 

destroyed the Cape vineyards from 1884 onwards. At the time it was 

feared that the wine industry would collapse completely. The 

Government of the day appointed a Frenchman, Louis Peringuey as 

inspector of vineyards. He had seen the devastation of the French 

vineyards and his only term of reference was to eradicate phylloxera. 

His recommendation was that all infected vines be rooted out. 

In Stellenbosch district alone there were twenty-three million vines 

fifty years before this. Peringuey insisted that they should be replaced 

by vines grafted and grown on imported American phylloxera-proof 

root stocks. Phylloxera is an aphis-borne disease which attacks and 

destroys the roots of the Continental vines originally planted in the 

Western Cape. Many farmers, and many local financial houses, were 

bankrupted by the crisis. 

In this crisis Rhodes, Prime Minister of the Cape Colony, decided 

that John X. Merriman was the man to solve agricultural problems, and 

he appointed Merriman as Minister of Agriculture in August 1892. 

(I am indebted to Reg Nicholson, a great-nephew of John X. 

Merriman, for the following notes.) 

"Merriman decided that, in order to know what he was talking about, 

he should himself become a farmer. His biggest problem would be the 

vine crisis and in order to associate himself directly with the plague, he 

bought Schoongezicht, whose vineyards were completely derelict. He 

did not have much capital, but at that time farms were going for a 

song - in 1886, six years before he bought 
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Schoongezicht, he wrote in a letter to J. B. Currey: "By Jove, I wish I 

had a few thousands lying idle or even hundreds. Land at Stellen­ 

bosch and Paarl is just being chucked away. Haupt's place 'Rusten­ 

berg', the finest place in the district, 200 000 vines - first mortgage 

£4 000 - sold on Wednesday for £2 400!" 

Rustenberg was the farm from which Schoongezicht had been 

excised in 1810. Two years after Merriman bought Schoongezicht, his 

sister Charlotte, wife of Sir Jacob Barry, bought Rustenberg. 

Merriman had felt, even before phylloxera had aflected the vines, 

that South Africa was making inferior wine - "Look at our vineyards", 

he wrote to J. B. Currey in 1887, "a mine of wealth at our very doors. 

Yet while Australia is actually making a claret which fetches 80s per 

dozen, we are selling our filth for £4 for 127 gallons, and struggling 

for a protective excise to enable us to do that." 

He was determined to prove that quality wine could be produced, 

and also fruit suitable for export. He was joined by a young eighteen 

year old immigrant, Alfred Nicholson, who later married his niece 

and became his partner in the farming enterprise of Schoongezicht. 

Merriman had seen the possibilities of the fruit export market 

earlier, when the Reverend Philip Legg, who was Anglican rector of 

St. Mary's Church in Stellenbosch from 1875-99, successfully sent 
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peaches to Covent Garden market in London from his rectory garden 

in Dorp Street. 

Merriman and Nicholson then set to at Schoongezicht and rooted out 

all the vineyards. Where vines had been, peaches, plums and pears 

were planted. Land for vines, hand-delved, was prepared on virgin 

bush-covered hillsides and good wine varieties grafted on phylloxera-

proof stocks were obtained. 

To bring in some income from the young orchards until they reached 

the bearing stage, various cash crops were planted, including violets 

which fetched a good price in Johannesburg. Some of these violet 

plants which escaped into the stream banks alongside the orchards are 

still growing there today. 

The foundations of the Schoongezicht Jersey herd were laid at this 

time and descendants of the original animals are still making a notable 

contribution to the herd. Forestry, too, was kept in mind by Merriman 

and he and Alfred Nicholson planted a great variety of trees, 

supplementing the oaks and poplars which were already there. 

Photographs taken around 1892 show that Spanish reeds were already 

established along the river, and these were to come in handy later when 

Turkish Tobacco was added to the list of activities. 
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That all was not plain sailing emerges rrom two letters written to 

J. B. Currey in December 1892: "We leave for Schoongezicht 

tomorrow. My farming operations have already taught me why an 

agriculturalist sometimes grumbles at his Eden." And a few days later 

he wrote: "We shall think of you as we sit beneath the umbrageous 

oaks of Schoongezicht and gaze over False Bay cursing the Spreeuws 

that steal our fruit and doubly cursing all the insect plagues that infest 

our paradise." 

Another of the people Merriman wrote to was Sir Charles Mills, 

the Cape Agent General in London. While many or these letters dealt 

with his efforts, as Treasurer of the Cape Colony, to restore its 

finances, his concern with agriculture as a corollary to the general 

financial position also came out in these letters. In January 1893 he 

told Sir Charles Mill s: "Just now my agricultural duties take up a 

good deal of my time. It is hard to do anything; one's own ignorance 

meets one at every turn and the Department is overloaded with 

passengers. All the rubbish of the service has been shot into it ... The 

(American) vines have arrived as you know. They are all  planted and 

I hope arc now engaged rooting themselves ... Mr MacDonald (the 

fruit expert) has come out. Very full or zeal and information. I wish 

devoutly both for public and for private reasons that the fruit will not 

disappoint us. White and Company of Covent Garden have done 

wonders, they have sent out two men with plenty of funds and they 

pack and ship for growers." In a footnote, by Mrs. Phyllis Lcwsen, to 

this letter, published in the Van Riebeeck Society Publication No: 
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from the Schoongezicht 

packing shed 1910's 

- R. M. Nicholson. 

V.R.S. 44 she says that W. N. White & Co. were fruit brokers from 

Covent Garden who since 1890 had been buying Cape pears, peaches 

and grapes and giving advice on packing. They advised Merriman 

on market prices and varieties to be grown, and showed an almost 

paternal interest in the infant Cape fruit industry. 

It was Merriman who suggested to Rhodes that he should try fruit 

growing, but it was not until he lost the premiership in 1896 that he 

started the Rhodes Fruit Farms, which are today still run as a company 

in the Groot Drakenstein Valley, apart from the farms Bien Donne and 

Watergat, which were sold to the government, and are well known as 

the main experimental farm of the Food & Fruit Technological 

Research Institute. 
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Merriman was also closely connected with H. E. V. Pickstone. The 

"Schoongezicht" peach cultivar was propagated by Pickstone from a 

sport which occurred on a tree which grew just below the old "ring 

muur" at Schoongezicht. This peach seems to have fallen out of favour 

today, but at one time was one of the leading export cultivars. 

 

Reg Nicholson writes: 

"In spite of his multifarious parliamentary duties, Merriman always 

took a keen interest in the activities on the farm. I really only knew him 

in his later years when his eyesight was beginning to fail. We used to 

dread his visits to the packshed then, because he always insisted on 

helping with the sorting and grading of the export fruit, and we had 

to surreptitiously go through his boxes and throw out what he should 

have rejected. My mother, who was allergic to cigar smoke, also 

dreaded his visits to the packshed because he always smoked a 

particular strong cigar, even though the rest of the packshed staff was 

not allowed to smoke at all!"  

 

Comments by the Food & Fruit Technological Research Institute Merriman's 

close connection with Pickstone, referred to by Mr. Nicholson, dates 

back to 1892 and Merriman was also instrumental in arranging a 

meeting between Rhodes and Pickstone. That meeting is of great 

historical significance and we quote from bulletin 32 (Fruit pioneer Cecil 

John Rhodes): "Mere extension work was not sufficient to get the fruit 

industry off the ground and Pickstone was determined to start a nursery 

as soon as possible. Lack of money hampered his plans, but 

fortunately he obtained a letter of introduction to Rudd from Merriman 

whom he met in England on his way to South Africa. Rudd mentioned 

Pickstone's name to Rhodes and he agreed to interview Pickstone. 

The latter himself recorded that 'on putting the matter to Mr. Rhodes, 

he decided to advance money to start a nursery. This was done, and I 

was able to introduce from other countries many varieties of trees 

which appeared necessary for South Africa to establish the industry 

on commercial lines'." Pickstone became a great admirer of Merriman 

and showed his aflection for him by naming his only son Michael 

Xavier. 

Merriman was present when the first successful commercial 

shipment of Cape peaches reached England in February 1892. This was 

recalled as follows on l 0.8.1922 by P. A. Molteno in The Cape Times: 

"I  remember mentioning to Mr. Merriman, then in England, that a 

shipment had arrived, and inviting him to accompany me to see the 

cases opened ... With great delight, we saw case upon case opened up 

in splendid condition. The shipment turned out to be in 
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good order, with not more than five percent of the fruit damaged. 

The public sale of this fruit created a great sensation in the fruit world, 

as it was thought quite impossible to carry fruit such as peaches from 

such a distance as South Africa." 

The great esteem in which Merriman was held by our early fruit 

pioneers was aptly summarised by P. R. Malleson in The Cape Argus 

in 1940: "We fruit growers may be very thankful that we had in the 

Government at that critical time (in the 1890's when phylloxera 

ravaged the vineyards) men with long vision, who were able to tackle 

the situation. Mr. Merriman, as head of the Agricultural Department, 

not only roused the farmers of the Western Province by holding 

meetings and by forming the Horticultural Board, their own body, to 

tackle their difficulties, but in buying a farm on which every vine 

had been killed by phylloxera and in showing how to re-establish 

it." 

These notes have been quoted in full as they paint an accurate picture 

of the devastation caused by a disease in vines which changed the 

whole history of the farming in the Valley of the Simonsberg, and, no 

doubt, in the whole of the Stellenbosch area. 

Note that Rustenberg - "Haupt's place" - was bankrupt - 200 000 

vines - sold for £2 400. As with Schoongezicht, the vines were all on 

the rich alluvial soils on the banks of'the stream, and the vineyards were 

derelict. 

Note Malleson's commendation written fifty years after Merriman 

bought Schoongezicht - "a farm on which every vine had been killed 

by phylloxera, and in showing how to re-establish it." 

Hillside soils, where the new grafted vines were to be planted were 

hand delved. This term would make modern wine farmers, who use 

great Caterpillar tractors drawing huge ploughs which turn over the soil 

to a depth of a metre, shudder at the thought. 

The old method of "trenching" or hand delving was a laborious 

exercise with a pick and shovel, and the depth was described by the old 

hands as "twee spit en 'n skoffel". The trench was thus approximately 

90 cm deep - the top 15 cm was the "skoffel", and this topsoil was 

placed at the bottom of the open ditch. The following "spit" covered the 

topsoil, and the subsoil "spit" ended up as topsoil. Trenching was 

essential as hillside soils, in the days before pumping plants, could not 

be irrigated. Thus the system which placed the best soil at the bottom 

extended the water carrying capacity of the vineyard, and therefore 

the root zone of the vines was greater. 

But what an awe-inspiring and back-breaking job it would be. There 

is no record of the actual numbers of vines resited on the 
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hillsides but it is unlikely that the new vineyards would have covered 

half of the original area. Not being under irrigation the productivity of 

the vines would have been reduced, but the quality of the wine should 

have been greatly improved. 
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5 

 

A New Dimension in Farming 

 

 

 
The good that came out of the phylloxera evil in the wine industry was 

the birth of the multi-million rand deciduous fruit industry of the 

Western Cape. The alluvial soils vacated by the vines were ideal for 

fruit trees. The Rev. Mr. Legg's experimental shipments of peaches, 

probably carried in the stewards' cool rooms on the mail boats to 

Southampton, from the Rectory gardens in Dorp Street in Stellen­ 

bosch had focussed a searchlight on the birth of a farming Elderado. 

Here again, Merriman showed the way, at Schoongezicht, and Barry 

followed suit at Rustenberg. Malleson, the fruit growing expert from 

England, had developed large scale orchards on the Hex River, but he 

soon joined the Valley pioneers when he and Mrs. Malleson 

purchased Idas Valley. 

In order to study the "new dimension" it is perhaps necessary to take 

a look at agricultural methods, training and research in the early part 

of the 20th Century. 

 

 

THOUGHTS ON THE EVOLUTION OF FARMERS AND 

FARMING 

 

I believe that never in the history of agricultural production has there 

been such a revolution as we have witnessed in the last fifty years. We 

have moved from the horse and the ox to the tractor and highly 

sophisticated farm machinery. We have moved from hand milking of 

cows to electronics, and from free range livestock to batteries and 

stockyards. Pests and weeds in orchards and vineyards and field crops 

are controlled by power driven sprayers using a range of un­ 

pronounceable chemicals - and in some cases labourers require gas 

masks! 

Our progress in productivity is calculated by computors. Genetic­ 

ists have bred improved varieties of our well known crops and even 

produced new breeds of livestock. We can now find varieties of maize 

maturing in less than 90 days near the snowline in Canada. By genetic 

selection and progeny testing we can produce more beef or 
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eggs or milk per kilo of feed than ever before. New cultivars of fruit 

trees and vines, bred by the Fruit & Wine Research Institutes, produce 

bigger crops of superior quality. 

But I wonder if  our young farmers are as close to the ground as our 

fathers were? Have we got our hands so deep in the earth that we really 

know soil mechanics and the living organism and organic matter 

without which our soil is barren desert? Or do we spend most of our 

working day on the farm in a bakkie? 

I left Agricultural School in 1925 with a Diploma in my pocket and 

joined my father on his farm in the Natal midlands. He was an old 

Scotsman who had milked cows as a boy in Ayrshire before walking 

six miles to school. After school he walked back in time for evening 

milking. After supper he made cheese. But he had no diploma in 

agriculture. So I was "Superman"! "Not to worry Dad, you have a 

scientist on the farm now and soon we will have everything 

straightened out." 

First morning on the farm I realised I was to learn real farming the 

hard way and the value of that diploma was nil. I was given a hoe and 

sent off with the Zulu labour to hoe mealies. In spite of complaints, 

blisters and sunburn I hoed weeds in the mealie fields for weeks. The 

Old Man's theory was that when I had dug soil for a season I could 

then start learning to be a farmer! 
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Of course he was right. By the time I had done my digging - in hot 

weather, in cold and rain, in wind, in sandy soil or heavy clay, in weeds 

of all shapes and sizes, I had absorbed something of soil mechanism. 

Books and school benches were no substitute for practical experience 

on changes in soil structure after the rain, in drying out, and what 

effect organic content had on my digging. 

All through that first summer I dug the earth. I ploughed it with 

teams of oxen or with a pair of horses. And how quickly did I learn to 

set a plough. A badly set plough is hard, hard labour, as one fights to 

keep it on line - set it correctly, and only experience will teach one this 

story - and the ploughman can control it with two fingers. 

In those far off days there were no tractors, no Japanese vans, so I 

walked to the lands and I had to walk a different way through the field 

each day. This alone was an education on how weeds grow, how 

drought or too much rain affected the crops, where pests or diseases 

were developing. One can never learn these lessons from the 

upholstered seat of a small truck! 

This homily on education is set down to drive home the tremendous 

importance of observation and personal application in efficient farm 

management. The scientists can breed new cultivars of all crops and 

select more efficient livestock, but in the final assessment everything 

depends on the personal application of the individual farmer. Superior 

production depends on experienced and efficient farmers using the 

scientific advice that is available in this modern age. 

 

 

IDAS VALLEY  AS A FRUIT FARM 

 

Little is known of the farming systems practised on Idas Valley before 

the end of the century, except that the large area of flat alluvial soil on 

the west bank of the branch of the Kromme River was certainly under 

vines before 1817 when the wine cellar was built. Phylloxera obviously 

ended this era, but it seems probable that vines were again planted on 

the same land. When the Mallesons purchased Idas Valley, Rodbard's 

early task was to root out all wine grapes as Beatrice Malleson was a 

staunch member of the White Ribbon Temperance Organisation. 

When I joined the Idas Valley staff in 1928 the heavy clay soils on 

both banks of the Kromme River branch were under pear trees. 

Varieties planted were mainly Beurre Bosc, Williams Bon Chretien 

(Bartlett when canned), Keiffer, Glout Morceau and some younger 

orchards of Doyenne du Comice, Josephine de Malines and Winter 
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Nelis were in production. These were planted at a 6 m X 6 m interval 

which allowed - say 280 per hectare in round figures. There would 

have been approximately 40 hectares of pears. 

Unfortunately very little study of the desirability, or necessity, of 

cross pollination had been made. Most of the pear varieties listed were 

planted in variety blocks in the older orchards, and even in the younger 

blocks where Keiffer and Bon Chretien were interplanted, these two 

varieties did not blossom simultaneously. Both Bon Chretien and 

Beurre Bosc were reasonably self-fruitful and crops were generally 

fairly good. The main Beurre Bosc orchard was a solid block of about 

five hectares and cropped regularly. As an indication of the crop, a 

devastating east wind in 1929 removed four thousand bushels of 

immature Bosc pears in one night! 

After the alluvial soils on the banks of the Kromme River had been 

planted, Malleson established large orchards of apricots, peaches and 

nectarines for export, and for drying, on the slopes. The export varieties 

of peaches planted included Duke of York, Peregrine and the yellow 

flesh Elberta. The apricot varieties were Royal and Cape. A small 

block of Peregrine and Elberta peaches on the land next to the old 

Helshoogte Road was under irrigation from the "run-off" from the 

Rustenberg channel. These were magnificent trees and produced fruit 

of good size and outstanding quality. 

Varieties grown for drying were Muir peaches and California Prune 

D'Agen. Unfortunately the hillside soils on Idas Valley were thin and 

there was no water available for irrigation in those days. Consequently 

the trees were stunted and the crops light. Several thousand almond 

trees had been established in this section and, though growth was 

reasonably good as the trees were drought resistant, crops were very 

light, and the competition between squirrels and the pickers was won, 

hands down, by the squirrels as they were prepared to feed on green 

almonds. 

Fruit farmers and packers of the 1980's would consider the picking 

and packing methods in the late 1920's at Idas Valley as nothing short 

of hilarious. Peaches were picked at a stage close to "table ripeness", 

nested in woodwool in the orchard in single layer boxes and carried 

gently to the packshed in rubber tyred, horse-drawn wagons. The 

packshed itself - the old 1817 wine cellar - was a scene of high activity 

with woodwool "teasers", box "liners", and "bolletjie" makers 

chattering happily. They were the wives and daughters of the Coloured 

folk who worked on the farm, plus seasonal "girls" from the nearby 

Idas Valley village. On arrival at the packshed the peaches were 

delivered to the graders who sorted the fruit by eye, on quality, in three 

grades - "Export" where the fruit would be free of 
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rub marks, cuts, bruises and not too ripe or too green; for local markets 

where slight rub marks were permitted; and the "brokers" grade, which 

included all fruit the ubiquitous fruit hawkers would buy for a shilling 

or two a bushel! At the same time the fruit was graded for size using 

cardboard grading plates which indicated the "count" or the number of 

peaches which would be packed in the wooden export tray. The largest 

peaches would be packed 15 to a tray, then 18, 21 and 24 as laid down 

by the old Deciduous Fruit Exchange. The graded boxes of peaches 

were then passed to the wrappers who carefully wrapped each peach 

in a branded sheet of tissue paper. 

Finally these trays of wrapped fruits were passed to Beatrice Malleson, 

who managed the whole operation with great efficiency, for packing 

in the correct size of woodwool-lined boxes. Mrs. Malleson was a 

lovable character with a strong strain of "sergeant major" in her make-

up! She demanded a very high standard from the "girls" and from us 

"assistants". Woe betide anyone guilty of slacking. The result of this, 

however, was that the "Ida" brand peaches - and plums and apricots 

and pears - enjoyed a reputation second to none on the Covent Garden 

market in London. 

In those days all fruit, even plums and pears, were handled in the 

same gentle way. In the early 1930's - the depression years - the Gold 

Standard Exchange crisis reduced the nett return from an 

English £1 to 12s 6d South African currency. Mrs. Malleson was 

persuaded to introduce a grading machine for plums and pears, and 

the use of multiple layer boxes for both. She never really accepted the 

machine and soon decided the packshed was no place for a 

perfectionist and spent her summers in her lovely garden. 

War in 1939 saw the end of ldas Valley as a fruit farm as exports 

were virtually impossible. This was a sad day as Rodbard and Beatrice 

Malleson had played a noble part in the early years of the·industry 

which is now a huge factor in foreign exchange. Charles Malleson, who 

had taken over the farm, was more of a cattle farmer 
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and in the late 1930's had developed a very fine herd of pedigree 

Ayrshire cattle. Many of the orchards were rooted out to make room 

for pastures and fodder lands. 

Rodbard Malleson, although an "old timer", was always ready to 

offer his orchards for scientfic exercises and I believe he has never been 

given acknowledgement for the part Idas Valley played in the 

development of oil sprays for delayed foliation. One of my first 

assignments on arrival on the farm in 1928 was to help that wonderful 

character Dr. C. W. Mally, American entomologist, with some oil 

spraying experiments for the control of red scale in pears. Previously 

the only control measure was spraying the trees with lime sulphur- a 

filthy and smelly operation which made the operator unpopular with 

his friends, and which was not highly effective as a control measure 

either! 

Dr. Mally felt that an oil emulsion would be more effective by way 

of smothering the scale insects. So he started experimenting on 

emulsifiers which could "mix"  various oils with water and hold them in 

emulsion long enough to get branches of scale-infected pear trees 

covered with a thin film of oil. We sprayed small dormant branches in 

late winter with emulsions of linseed oil and later with whale or seal 

oil. Dr. Mally had reservations on mineral oils. 

The experiment was designed to control an insect pest, but the result 

of that small exploratory step was a giant step for fruit farming. I 

wonder how many millions of rands it has meant to the fruit farmer, 

and of course to the pocket of the agricultural spray manufacturers. 
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To return to the experiment, when Dr. Mally and I went back to 

the random sprayed branches in early spring, we found that the scale 

insects were dead but, immeasurably more important, the branches 

which had been sprayed were in full  blossom, while the rest of the tree 

and surrounding trees were struggling and uneven in blossom and leaf. 

The picture was unbelievable, but more was to come. Amazed as we 

were with the quality of the blossom and leaf we were later 

dumbfounded by the quantity and quality of the fruit. An ento­ 

mologist had found a priceless answer to a physiological problem! 

Many varieties of pears, particularly, had been subject to a 

condition known as delayed foliation, where leafing and budding was 

irregular and crops were uneven in quantity, size and quality. Dr. 

Mally sprayed rows and rows of Bon Chretien and Doyenne du 

Comice pears the next year at ldas Valley, still using linseed oil and 

seal oil, and provided the timing of the spray was right, the results were 

astonishingly good - almost miraculous. The answer to delayed 

foliation in fruit trees had been found. 

Over the years Dr. Mally's successors in entomology left the 

research to the plant physiologists. Much work had to be done on the 

timing of the oil sprays - application must not be too early nor too 

late. Today tens of thousands of litres of emulsified oils are sprayed on 

almost every variety of plums, apples and pears in late winter, and 

crops worth millions of Rands are harvested each year - thanks to an 

old-timer from the USA - Dr. Mally - and the co-operation of fruit 

farmers like Rodbard Malleson. 

On the death of Rodbard and Beatrice Malleson and the division 

of the Estate among the heirs, Charles Malleson took his Ayrshire 

cattle to the Transvaal and the farm was sub-divided. 
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The main part of the farm, excluding the homestead, old wine cellar 

and stables and a few hectares of land, were put up for auction and 

bought by the Stellenbosch Municipality with two practical objectives. 

Firstly to increase their considerable stake in forestry in the district, and 

secondly, for the immense possibilities for water storage in the valleys 

near the Helshoogte Road. Two dams have been built, fed by pipeline 

in winter from the Eerste River in Jonkershoek and these will guarantee 

Stellenbosch's water require­ ments for many years. 

In addition, many thousands of Pinus Radiata trees now flourish on 

the Idas Valley hills, on soil unsuitable for crops but ideal for forests. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Ouma Rachel who died 

at Rustenberg at the age 

of 80. She was a 

wonderful person and 

worked until well into the 

70's. Her grandfather 

could well have been a 

slave! 
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Imperial Fruit show London, Gold Medals for Rustenberg 1939. 

 

Much of the land adjacent to the village of Idas Valley was 

converted to sports fields, schools and picnic areas for the Coloured 

people. 

Mary Malleson, who had married Jack Dendy, manager of Idas 

Valley from 1925, inherited the old homestead, wine cellar and stables, 

and the land surrounding the "werf". Here Jack Dendy developed an 

extensive flower farm, and later owned a florist shop in Cape Town. 

He was an expert on lilies and produced some glorious hybrids. Sadly 

anno domini took its toll and Jack Dendy had to give up the property. 

Peter Barlow was able to acquire the section of land known as Undosa 

on the Rustenberg Road. This is now being developed as a fruit 

section, so Idas Valley still carries orchards. 

 

 

GLENBAWN DOWN THE YEARS 

 

There are no records of early farming practice on Nazareth/Sailors 

Home/Glenbawn before Thomas Smartt moved into the Valley. In 

conformity with the general farming systems of that time, Smartt no 

doubt bought a wine farm, though, as his entry was in the post­ 

phylloxera time, it is likely that the low lying clay soils on the river 

banks carried fruit trees, planted by Bennet. With the example of 
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Malleson, Merriman and Barry to follow, he probably expanded the 

fruit plantings for the growing export market. 

Thomas Smartt came to South Africa as a medical doctor, and 

although he had given up practice for politics, and large scale farming 

in the Karoo before he came to Stellenbosch, when diphtheria hit the 

Valley after World War I, "Dr." Smartt, as he was fondly known by the 

Coloured folk of the farms, saved the lives of many, many children 

stricken by this disease. When I arrived at Idas Valley I was regaled 

with gruesome stories of the Doctor ''sucking out the poison" from the 

throats of stricken children! This must have taken courage of the 

highest calibre. Some of these children may still be alive today. Sir 

Thomas died in 1928 and was buried on a koppie in the middle of his 

beloved "Glen of the Fairies". 

When I arrived in the Valley in 1928 Lady Smartt owned Glenbawn 

- a lovely gentle person with the most glorious Irish lilt in her voice. 

Gerald Wright was the manager and in those days Glenbawn exported 

more table grapes than the rest of the Valley together. Other fruits 

packed at Glenbawn included peaches, plums and pears. On Lady 

Smartt's death Glenbawn passed to daughter Lorna Rhodes (Dodie) 

Smartt who was married to Hal Arton, an immigrant from England, 

who had been employed by the Diceys of Cape Orchard Company in 

the Hex River, where he learnt his deciduous fruit farming. Arton had 

seen the value of large scale irrigation in Hex River and soon 

introduced the art of dam building to the Simonsberg Valley. 

Before World War II Caterpillar Tractors were rarely seen in the 

fruit farms, and dam building was a painful exercise using mules and 

hand operated scoops. However, a few small dams had been built in the 

late 1930's, mainly by the horse or mule drawn scoops but later "roll-

over" scoops were operated by budding earthmoving contractors using 

tiny Caterpillar 22 crawler tractors. These spent much of their time 

stuck in the mud in the puddle-core trenches. 

However, Hal Arton called in a rising young earth moving 

entrepreneur Ian McNicol, who arrived with an array of Caterpillar 

diesel tractors and hydraulic scoops, and in a few short weeks 

Glenbawn led the Valley in water conservation. The Valley farmers 

came to watch the roaring machines picking up 4½ tons of clay and, 

scudding along the rising wall, depositing a uniform layer to be 

consolidated by the next trip riding over it. Arton built two dams, each 

with a capacity of about ten million gallons, and the fruit farming at 

Glenbawn took on a completely new dimension. Old dryland orchards 

now under optimum irrigation produce heavy crops of good quality 

fruit. 
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Hal Arton pioneered berry farming in the Valley and at one time had 

five hectares of youngberries and boysenberries under irrigation and 

produced many tons of fruit for the canneries. Unfortunately too many 

farmers in other areas climbed on the berry bandwagon and the 

market was flooded. The berries were removed and new varieties of 

plums were planted with great success. 

Eventually Glenbawn was inherited by Brian Arton, son of Hal 

and Dodie, and he proved to be as efficient a fruit farmer as his father. 

His particular forte was engineering - agricultural and mechanical. He 

became deeply interested in helicopters and formed one of the first 

helicopter services in the Western Cape. Eventually he decided to sell 

the farm and concentrate his energies on his helicopters. Fortunately 

Peter Barlow was able to acquire Glenbawn in 1966 and continued its 

development as a modern and highly productive fruit farm. 

A further dam was built with a capacity of 40 million gallons, and 

every orchard is now under high pressure irrigation. Today's economic 

climate demands maximum productivity from every hectare of land. 

Traditional planting rates of approximately 280 plum trees per hectare 

called for large trees, which in turn were costly to prune, and to thin 

and harvest the fruit. Labourers seemed to spend most of the year on 

long ladders. As one humorist put it: "My labour spends four months 

pruning my trees, four months thinning, and four months picking the 

fruit. The whole year on a ladder and as they hold on to the ladder with 

one hand and to their pipes with the other, I need a lot of labour!" 

Glenbawn is rapidly being converted to trellised orchards and the 

new orchards will  carry from 710 to 2 120 trees per hectare, 

depending on the type of trellis used. The old well known cultivars of 

plums, Santa Rosa, Eldorado, Gaviota, Kelsey, Golden King, are 

being replaced by superior cultivars bred by the Fruit Research 

Station - Harry Pickstone, Songold, Redgold, and others still known 

only by numbers! These cultivars are bred to produce enormous 

crops of uniform sized fruits of outstanding market appeal. Of course 

agricultural practice must be modernised too, and most of these 

high producing orchards will be irrigated by automatic micro-jet 

sprays. When Peter Barlow took over Glenbawn the fruit was 

packed in the farm packshed. Brian Arton had automated most of the 

packing technique and the sorting and sizing of the plums was done on 

a great machine which turned out hundreds of boxes a day. 

There was room for individual pride in one's own pack, but 

unfortunately economic conditions after World War II had elimi­nated 

the use of individual brands of Cape fruit for the export market 
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so brands like Ida, Schoongezicht, Rustenberg and Glenbawn were 

swallowed up in the Deciduous Fruit Board's universal "Cape Fruit" 

brand. Certainly it was easier for the Covent Garden market to handle 

a few thousand boxes of one brand than have this number spread over 

a multitude of different brands. Time was the essential factor and time 

was labour and money. 

So the time was ripe for the fruit farmers of the Stellenbosch region 

to get together and consider the formation of a Co-operative packing 

organisation. The idea was enthusiastically accepted and the Stel­ 

lenbosch Fruit Packers Co-Operative Company was formed. Land was 

purchased on the banks of the Plankenbrug River near Du Toit Station 

and a modest factory building was erected. In 1967 the packshed was 

open for business. All Glenbawn's fruit is now transported the five 

kilometres to the packshed in half-ton bins direct from the orchards to 

the holding cold stores. 

Peter Barlow played a leading part in the launching of the Co­ 

operative as, at that time, Glenbawn was probably the biggest producer 

of export plums in the region. As Malleson, half a century earlier, was 

happy to co-operate with the Fruit Researchers, so today is Glenbawn 

(Sailors' Home/Nazareth/Idas Valley) ready to offer orchards to add to 

the sum of the knowledge of the plum industry on such subjects as 

testing new cultivars, sophisticated irrigation methods, planting rates 

and strange new ideas on trellising. 
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Rustenberg 
 

 

 
Rustenberg was obviously a wine farm from the late 18th century, as 

the wine cellar, on what is now Schoongezicht, was completed in 1800, 

though Elsworth, the architect responsible for the renovations at 

Rustenberg and Schoongezicht, believes that the fermenting section of 

the cellar could date back to 1770. After the division of Rustenberg and 

Schoongezicht in 1810, Rustenberg built a new wine cellar next to the 

old homestead. The wine cellar gable bears the date 1812. Remains of 

some fermenting vats in the wine cellar, and the brick pedestals for the 

oak maturation vats, were in evidence when the building was 

converted to a library and guest wing in 1942. 

When the Barrys took over from Maria Welch in September 1894, 

just seven years after P. W. Haupt had gone insolvent, probably due to 

phylloxera, John X. Merriman had started his rejuvenation of 

Schoongezicht. With this object lesson to guide them, the Barrys 

removed the vineyards from the diseased areas and resited them on the 

"clean" hillsides. They converted the alluvial lands on the banks of the 

streams to orchards, and by the time I arrived on the scene, on my 

appointment as farm manager in 1931, many of these orchards were 

recorded as thirty-five years old. This would agree with the time of 

entry of the Barry family. 

Some fine vineyards were established on the red mountain residual 

soil. However, when Lord Percy de Villiers bought the farm from the 

Barry sons in 1912, Lady de Villiers insisted that the vineyards be 

eliminated as she was strongly opposed to liquor in any form. The last 

vineyard of Hermitage, possibly 5 morgen in extent, was rooted out in 

the late 1920's, much to the sorrow of the "volkies" and their 

clandestine wine making operations. 

When Lord de Villiers bought Rustenberg, the farm carried an 

enormous number of fruit trees. On the basis of the areas of land which 

showed vestiges of root stocks, the farm could have carried 40 000 

trees - peaches, pears, plums, apricots, almonds, apples, citrus, figs and 

prunes. In these early days, without guidance from a Fruit Research 

Institute, many varieties were unsuitable for the district, and were 

possibly on unsuitable root stocks too. An added 
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problem was the use of some of the thin, shallow soils on the slopes, for 

cultivars which required deep fertile soils. 

In dry-land farming in the Western Cape with its summer heat and 

drought, the depth of soil is of vital importance. The root zone is only 

the area of soil above the clay subsoil, and for all practical purposes, 

this zone must contain enough moisture at the end of winter to carry 

the fruit trees or vines right through the hot summer - unless of course 

irrigation is available. Many of the orchards planted by the Barrys were 

on inadequate root zones and consequently were soon discarded. 

Lord de Villiers was forced to eliminate probably 20 000 trees of 

unsuitable cultivars on shallow soils, but by 1930, the farm carried 

approximately 20 000 trees of good quality on the alluvial soils near 

the stream. 

These late maturing cultivars were under irrigation from the streams 

- a rather laborious process in which small dams were constructed 

round each tree trunk to cover the spread of the branches. These dams 

were filled by leading water from furrows. The process sounds as 

primitive as the bow and arrow, but it was efficient in that an 

application equivalent to four inches of rain could be applied to each 

tree, and two such irrigations could be applied in a summer. 

Power was genuine horse power or mule power. All the cultivation 

had to be done by pairs of mules pulling small ploughs and harrows, 

and even the fruit trees had to be pruned to allow the ploughs to get as 

close to the stems of the trees as possible, in order to reduce the 

laborious hand digging of the "bankies". But the Coloured volkies were 

wonderful spade men and we got the work done. 

There was no break in the year's work. In spring we rushed to get 

the ploughing and bankies done, and this was followed by the women 

thinning the fruit to ensure good "export" size in due course when the 

different varieties ripened. The strongest horses and mules had to pull 

the spray tanks. Spraying seemed to go on and on - as many as seven 

sprays in a season for some of the pear and apple varieties for the 

control of codling moth. 

The "Fruit Season" was great fun and there was tremendous 

competition among the volkies in the orchard and in the packshed. 

Much excitement developed among graders and packers each 

afternoon - were they to break the record for a day's pack of Santa 

Rosa plums or whatever cultivar we were working? At first all grading 

was done by hand and wrapping and packing was done by highly 

efficient Coloured women whose fingers worked with lightning speed. 
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The Rustenberg fruit was packed under the Swastika trademark, 

taken from the emblem of the Union Pageant in 1910. Lady de Villiers 

participated in Cape Town as a debutante from Natal, and it was there 

that she met Percy de Villiers. After their marriage they bought 

Rustenberg and moved out to the farm. 

"Swastika" had become a famous trademark on Covent Garden 

when a notorious character named Adolf Hitler decided to use a similar 

emblem for the Nazi flag in the early 1930's. So Rustenberg was forced 

to change its label! The new brand incorporated the De Villiers family 

crest, the Pascal Lamb, and made an attractive label. Rustenberg's fruit 

under this label won several Gold Medals at the Imperial Fruit Show 

in London, where boxes were selected at random from the market floor 

out of commercial consignments. At one show Rustenberg nearly 

swept the board by winning seven gold medals - a tribute to Christina, 

Minnie and Johanna, the girls with the flying fingers. 

Percy de Villiers died in 1933 and South Africa lost one of the 

loveliest characters of his time. He was a great sportsman and had 

played senior cricket in his youth. Tennis was his great love and the 

tennis parties on Sundays at Rustenberg were enjoyed by a wide circle 

of friends, and by his children. 

He was a keen farmer and spent a lot of the fruit season grading and 

packing fruit in the shed. On the farm he wore khaki slacks and shirt 

and an ancient hat that was highly unpopular in the house! He had a 

lovely sense of humour too - I well remember a Salvation Army fund 

collector arriving in the packshed one day during the depression and, 

taking Lord de Villiers to be the foreman, asked him whether he was 

well paid for this job! Lord de Villiers put on a woeful expression and 

admitted he was very badly paid indeed! 

During the period between the two World Wars - the years of the 

great depression - fruit had taken a bad knock and in the early l 930's 

many fruit growers had been bankrupted by the low prices. At 

Rustenberg we had switched some of our energies to vegetables but 

some of the prices we received should make interesting reading in 

comparison with the l 980's. We sold wagon loads of tomatoes on the 

Cape Town Market - First Grade National Mark - at one shilling a 

ten pound box; cauliflowers and cabbages at under 10/- (Rl) a hundred. 

By 1939, when World War II broke out, Rustenberg was on the 

market, though it broke Lady de Villiers' heart to have to sell. Actually 

with State subsidies on fruit canning and drying, in the early part of the 

war, the fruit growers situation improved somewhat, but 
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The gentle Jersey cows leave the milking byre for night pastures - Miss Alice Mertens. 

 

 

 

 

 
"Great new barns arise in place of the old," Cowbyre at Schoongezicht. 






































































































































































































































