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JULY EVENTS 

TALK: Litema- captured in time. The speakers in July were Alex Robertson and Prof. Walter Peters 
who presented an exhibition of Basotho women’s mural art that was photographed in 1978 and only 
recently shown in public. Unlike the well-known Ndebele painted houses, these examples from the 
deep rural middle of nowhere, have probably disappeared by now.   

The photographs are of houses built by SeSotho-speaking farm workers living on farms in the Eastern 

Free State near what was then the Kaallagte General Store. Robertson was riveted by the brightly 

painted houses he saw from a distance across farm fields and three years later returned to the area 

with his camera and only half a day to shoot. 

Men help build the house, but it is women who decorate the walls of their homes – an art known as 

litema, a word derived from the SeSotho verb ho lema to cultivate, and it applies to engraved patterns, 

relief mouldings, mosaics and mural painting. Only the facades of the buildings were painted, and the 

walling at the edge of the stoep. Motifs could be inspired by geometry, nature, farming or objects – 

such as aeroplanes.  

Pigments were locally sourced ochre-coloured clays, black from batteries, Ricketts Blue, and any 

limewash paints that may have reached the local store. Patterns were made from cookie moulds, hub 

caps, table forks, combs, etc. Clay and paint was applied by hand, rags and brushes. The images 

capture the women’s dress that reflected the same artistic designs and colour palette. 

    

Prof. Peters spoke about the way he incorporated South Sotho houses into the vernacular architecture 

component of the History of Architecture courses at UKZN. Ground plans and built elements are fit for 
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purpose. The approach was influenced by the teachings of Prof. Barrie Biermann, whose opening 

lecture to first-year students was to explain how an igloo works so perfectly. He inspired many 

architectural historians some of whom subsequently became VASSA members. 

    

    

The interiors of some houses were also fitted with moulded clay ‘dressers’ and shelves, with motifs 

that were versions of things observed in the kitchens of the farmers’ wives, such as the triangular 

paper shelf linings made from clay.  

  

 

OUTING. Winter weather means finding indoor outings, and this month we visited the refurbished 

Cape Town Club in Queen Victoria Street, Cape Town. The City Club moved to this site in 1898 and was 

designed by Herbert Baker and financed by Ceil Rhodes. Over the last years the three city clubs (Civil 



3 

Service, City and Heeren 17) have had a torrid time and after uniting to try to make one viable club, 

they eventually had to throw in the towel. The Cape Town Club in its new guise has a new manager, 

Phil Thurston and other partners, who have signed a 10-year lease with the new owners of the 

property, who intend to build a hotel in the Club’s carpark in Keerom Street. In a dramatic change, the 

Club has now opened its dining room into a cafe-style eatery for non-members. It is still seeking club 

members and hoping to create a vibrant venue for younger business people. 

We were able to organise a tour of the building - literally from top to bottom - led by a personable and 

knowledgeable chairman, Steve Wardlaw: and what a fun morning it was.  Starting with scones and 

tea or coffee beautifully laid out on the enclosed verandah, we moved to the library for two brief 

lectures, firstly a show-and-tell by James Findley on important posters in his collection, followed by 

Mark Inmann, who many years ago ran a bookshop on the ground floor of the then Trust Bank Building. 

He regaled us with anecdotes from those days and gave a brief talk on the collection of documents 

and photos concerning the early days of the Cape Town harbour construction.  Then straight up 

numerous flights of stairs to John’s amazing bookshop - newly transferred from Johannesburg. We 

slowly wound our way downstairs, floor by floor, admiring Baker features along the way and peering 

into every nook and cranny - billiard rooms, guest rooms, private members’ rooms - until finally we 

ended up in the cellar, now a venue for jazz and other entertainment. 

We presented their library with a copy of Hans Fransen’s book, Baroque. 

If you find yourself in the city and need a place to have a break, keep Victoria’s Cafe in mind. 

Left: The verandah. Centre: Typical Baker fireplace. Right: Gracious spaces. 
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THE PERFECT SWOONABLE ARCHITECT 

Extracts from the article “If Meryl met Herbert: A rom-com fan reads about an architect”, by Rodney 

Ghobril (Mail & Guardian, Friday 29 July 2025). Thanks to Marion Ellis for spotting this! 

Recently, I was listening to a podcast dissecting US writer-director Nancy Meyers’ highly entertaining 

2009 rom-com, It’s Complicated. In the film, Meryl Streep is the apex of a love triangle involving Alec 

Baldwin — at the peak of his powers, portraying the lovable dirtbag lawyer ex-husband — and Steve 

Martin, always hilarious, as the architect Meryl meets while remodelling her impossibly large kitchen. 

… 

I mention this podcast for the following reason — at one point, the hosts enter into a vigorous debate 

about what the best profession is for the Guy Who We Know She’s Going To End Up With. Since people 

in rom-coms seem to live lives only tangentially related to reality, there are a disproportionately high 

number of people who are professionals of some exotic description and/or extraordinarily talented at 

their jobs. And so, when the podcasters started throwing out prospective careers, they initially 

suggested things like “trauma surgeon” or “Pulitzer-winning journalist”. But one profession rose to 

the top of the list very quickly, like cream on Jersey milk: architect. 

Why architect? Well, it’s one of the careers that exists at the intersection of art and science. So, the 

guy’s smart, but also sensitive and creative. And, of course, there’s always the potential for a scene 

where he’s wearing a hard hat on a construction site — very masculine and very take-charge. And let’s 

not forget the money that a successful architect can be in line to make. … 

My proclivity for cheesy “chick flicks” aside, the reason I mention all of this is because a wonderful and 

enlightening new book has been released, covering the life and times of an architect who is 

extraordinarily important in our nation’s history, Sir Herbert Baker (Sir Herbert Baker: A Biography by 

John Stewart). … 

For those who don’t know, Sir Herbert Baker was a renowned and respected English architect who 

lived and worked in the late 19th and early 20th century. While his work was not confined to South 

Africa, he remains one of the dominant forces in our colonial architectural heritage, having loomed 

large in it for almost two decades. So pervasive is his work that, even though you might not have heard 

of him, you almost certainly have driven past or been inside one of his buildings … 

And, typical of a colonial Englishman of his time, Baker lived a 

very interesting and eventful life. From his youth in Britain to 

eventual professional engagements in or with South Africa, 

India, Belgium, France, Kenya, Zimbabwe and even Australia, 

Baker was not a man who failed to live life to its fullest. And 

Stewart has done extraordinarily well to not only capture the 

character of the man, but the spirit of his professional and 

personal adventures. Baker was the proverbial “scholar and a 

gentleman”, possessing a keen intellect and the droll wit of the 

English gentlemen of the time.  

In fact, I do think that, had he lived 100 years later, he would 

have been the perfect Guy Who We Know She’s Going To End 

Up With for Meryl Streep to swoon over. 

Herbert Baker as a young man (Wikipedia). 
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The Vernacular Architecture Society of South Africa 
 

Hands-on Workshop: 1-2 November 2025  

DIY the traditional way 

@ Rust and Vrede (Clay Museum), Wellington Road, Durbanville 
 

Programme includes presentations on: 

• Traditional construction techniques 

• Lime mortars and plasters 

• Thatching methods 

• Joinery restoration 

• Hardware repairs 

• Limewash techniques and modern options 

• Traditional tools and implements 

• Practical hands-on instruction – traditional lime preparation and application methods 
 
Perfect for builders, architects, heritage practitioners, property owners and anyone passionate 
about preserving our built heritage. 
 
The cost of R 1500 includes: - 

• Refreshments on arrival, mid-morning tea/coffee, simple lunch, mid-afternoon tea/coffee 
[Day One dinner (optional extra to be confirmed)] 

• Copy of the proceedings, when published 
 
2 category 1 SACAP CPD points will be awarded.  
 
Contact Elize Mendelsohn at elize.mendelsohn@outlook.com to Book your place and receive a 
Registration Form. 
 

 

HERITAGE ASSOCIATION OF SA (HASA) ANNUAL SYMPOSIUM 13-16 OCTOBER 2025 

A perfect excuse to visit Middelburg in Mpumalanga 

and enjoy heritage-related talks and debates in country 

club ambience – or to present your work as a poster or 

short paper (abstracts by 1 September, registration by 

21 Septemberr). Local heritage resources include 

Anglo-Boer War sites and railway infrastructure (image 

on left).  

Kathy writes: Why Middelburg, Mpumalanga? It’s a 

town with significant history and an active heritage 

society striving to preserve its past. Only two hours 

from Johannesburg, Pretoria and Nelspruit, it is convenient and accessible. Middelburg Heritage sees value in 

promoting the town and show case the best of its history and its people.  The Country Club is a green relaxed 

oasis and a well chosen venue. 

Contacts for more information and registration form: HASA chair Kathy Munro (kathy@zimstone.co.za) or 

Mpumalanga Historic Interest Group secretary Soekie Rossouw (rossouwsonnet@gmail.com).   

mailto:elize.mendelsohn@outlook.com
mailto:kathy@zimstone.co.za
mailto:rossouwsonnet@gmail.com
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CHIMNEYS: Alex Dodge ©  

      

Left: Traditional Simon’s Town houses looking across False Bay towards Muizenberg. Right: Utilitarian chimneys on a 

farmhouse at Sillery, Constantia. This house has been renovated as part of a Security Estate. 

     

Left: The textured roof of the end gable with two plain chimneys, under oaks at Vredenburgh longhouse outside 

Stellenbosch.  Right: The austere beauty of Uitkomst, a strongly built farmhouse outside Ceres that has long stood empty. 

     

Left: This early school in Mooreesberg has adjoining Boy / Girl sections and intriguing roof structures.  

Right: Simple house above a secluded stream outside Botrivier. 

     

Left: The pleasing Inspector General’s Office, Simon’s Town. Right: Powerful roofscape at Schoenstatt in Constantia. 
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Left: Last man standing - the manager’s house on an abandoned farm outside Mooreesberg.  

Right: Groenfontein on the West Coast is a gem. 

    

Left: A slender barley twist chimney at Langrietvlei on the Berg River outside Hopefield.  

Right: Colyn on the edge of Groote Constantia with its steep thatched roof pinned by matching chimneys. 

 

FRANCO FRESCURA, ARCHITECTURAL HISTORIAN, ACADEMIC AND ACTIVIST 

For our members who are new to Southern African architectural history, or only familiar with the 

Western Cape, we have pleasure in introducing you to the research and publications of Franco 

Frescura. Franco is a man of many enthusiasms and skills, who Antonia first encountered at a national 

Southern African Archaeological Association conference back around 1980. In those days the debates 

between verligte and verkrampte attendees could become very robust and Franco entertained and 

educated us with characteristically strong, informed opinions expressed in imaginative language! (As 

a student activist and satirist (cartoons) he attracted the dire attention of those in power: these stories 

can be found at https://sahistory.org.za/people/franco-frescura.)  

 Franco Frescura (Heritage Portal, 28 February 2023). 

https://sahistory.org.za/people/franco-frescura
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Moving to Franco’s architectural career:  

“In 1977, Franco was awarded his B.Arch degree and soon thereafter was invited by Prof Pancho 

Guedes, Head of the School of Architecture at Wits, to read towards an M.Arch, and a few months 

later, to join his teaching staff. 

His Master’s research programme evolved out of an interest, developed as an undergraduate, in the 

field of popular housing, and focused on the processes of self-built architecture in rural South Africa. 

In time, however, this project developed a life of its own, and eventually Franco became more 

engrossed with the archaeological, historical and anthropological aspects of this work that took him 

beyond the narrow bounds of conventional architecture. His M.Arch was awarded cum laude in 1981 

and was published soon after by Ravan Press under the title Rural Shelter in Southern Africa. In 1982, 

he developed this topic further into a Doctoral research programme, substantially funded by the Anglo 

and De Beers Group Chairman’s Fund, and in 1986, he was awarded a PhD by the University of the 

Witwatersrand. His thesis mapped out the history and development of southern African indigenous 

architecture, most particularly since 1822. … His documentation of southern Africa’s rural architecture 

between 1976 and 1989 remains the last concerted attempt to record an indigenous tradition and 

knowledge base which has since largely vanished.”  

During his sojourn at Port Elizabeth, Franco was able to develop many of his ideas on material culture 

and conservation, and while keeping up his forays into the countryside, he and his students also 

managed to conduct surveys of 17 small colonial towns and villages, including King William’s Town, 

Oudtshoorn and the Kat River valley. As a result of this work in 1989, he was given a grant by the 

Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) to develop a strategy for small town conservation. The 

resultant methodology was adopted by the National Monuments Council and has since become 

standard practice in the survey of historical environments.” 

Franco continues with his research into the indigenous architectures of Africa, as well as major 

projects on mission and convict stations and the origins of colonial settlement in southern Africa, the 

nature of sign and symbology in architecture, King William’s Town, Botshabelo and the nomenclature 

of southern African construction. He is a regular contributor to the Heritage Portal: 

https://www.theheritageportal.co.za/article-author/franco-frescura. 

 
A page from Frescura’s PhD thesis, 1985. 

https://www.theheritageportal.co.za/article-author/franco-frescura
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Selected readings: 

Frescura, F. 1985. Major developments in the rural indigenous architecture of Southern Africa of the post-

Difaqane period. PhD thesis, University of the Witwatersrand. 

Frescura, F. 1989. From Brakdak to Bafokona: A study in the geographical adaptation and cultural transmission 

of the South African flat roofed dwelling. Department of Architecture, University of Port Elizabeth. 

Frescura, F. nd. The farmer, the preacher and the land speculator. Village development patterns in the Karoo 

region of the Cape Colony, 1806 to 1920. School of Architecture, University of KwaZulu Natal. 

Frescura, F. & Myeza, J. 2017. Illustrated Glossary of Southern African Architectural Terms; English-isiZulu. 

Pietermaritzburg: UKZN Press. 

 

CAPE GOOSEBERRY’S ARRIVAL ON CAPE SHORES FROM SOUTH AMERICA 

Extract from an article written by John Kramer on Jacob van Reenen III and the role he played in 

introducing the Cape Gooseberry (Physalis peruviana) to the Cape. 

Born into one of the Cape's richest and most powerful families on August 21, 1755, Jacob van Reenen 

III was the eighth child of Jacob van Reenen II, a prominent figure and leader of the 'Kaapse Patriotte'. 

He was named after a brother who had died during a devastating smallpox epidemic that same year. 

His niece was Maria Johanna van Reenen, born 1794, who married John George Muller and related 

tales of the van Reenen brothers to her son also named Jacob about her illustrious ancestors. 

Though not much is known of his early childhood, a significant event occurred in 1772. At the age of 

sixteen or seventeen, Jacob van Reenen III embarked on a journey to Europe with his father, Jacob 

van Reenen II. They departed the Cape on the ship Boselen. Their primary destination was Paris, where 

they spent eighteen months. One of the main reasons for their visit was to attempt to obtain money 

from the French government that had been loaned to French troops who had encountered difficulties 

at the Cape. While the sources do not provide extensive details about their activities in Paris itself, the 

city clearly made an impression on Jacob van Reenen III, as he would later recount the story of his stay 

there to Lady Anne Barnard in 1798.  
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After their time in Paris, their return journey to the Cape took them via Amsterdam. On their way 

back, during a stop in Rio de Janeiro, young Jacob van Reenen III made a notable contribution to South 

African history by gathering seeds of the plant that would later be known as "Cape gooseberry". He is 

credited with introducing this plant to South Africa. Jacob van Reenen III and his father completed 

their journey, arriving back at the Cape in January 1775. 

 

Note 1: The sketch of Jacob standing 

at a (European) gooseberry bush was 

created by AI prompted by John 

Kramer. 

Note 2: The ‘Cape’ of Cape 

Gooseberry refers to the leathery 

cape which surrounds the berry. 

Note 3: It is a member of the 

nightshade family and closely related 

to the tomato. 

Note 4: Soon after its adoption in the 

Cape region seeds were taken to 

Australia where it was one of the few 

fresh fruits for the early settlers in 

New South Wales, and perhaps 

helped address the issue of scurvy (at 

least) as it is high in vitamins. 

 

VARSCHE DRIFT FOOTPRINT DISAPPEARS UNDER DECORATIVE FEATURES 

VASSA member John Cornell is writing another book, this time the title is Forgotten Farms on the 

Liesbeeck - watch this space. John decided to visit the site of Varsche Drift, now in the courtyard of a 

large Black River Park office block in Observatory. The Vernacs visited the site many years ago, led by 

Jim Hislop, at which time the excavations of the homestead had been completed, the office block had 

risen and the outline of the homestead was marked by a trench filled with cobbles. In the next stage 

the trench disappeared and the outline of the building was marked with tiles with gabions at the 

corners. This week John was shocked to discover that the footprint of the homestead has been turned 

into a scene out of Garden and Home.   

        

Left: Cobbles marked the old wall foundations (Jim Hislop). Right: Gabions, planters and fences have been added (JC). 
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FARBER’S BUILDING, CAPE TOWN 

Farber Building on the corner of Bree and Hans Strijdom Streets is a good example of early/mid-20th 

century light industrial building of the Modern Movement in Cape Town which was designed by 

Roberts & Small and built in 1935. It is a very good architectural example and a landmark building. 

After standing vacant for 10 years, plans for the development of the site at No. 1 Bree Street have 

finally been passed. Farber’s has had to be incorporated into the design of a 41-storey mixed use 

building.  

 

 

Top left: Newly built in 1935, the main name 

on the building being Willy’s (Andrew Cusack). 

Bottom left: Farber’s in its heyday (Andrew 

Cusack). 

Right: Architectural rendering of the way in 

which Farber;s will be incorporated into the 

new skyscraper. 

 

HANSOM CABS 

Pat recently rediscovered a little book on her bookshelf titled Under the Tablecloth: Papas looks at the 

Peninsula. William Papas and his friend Aubrey Sussens were new to Cape Town in 1950 and quite 

taken with the city, especially the old “Malay Quarter” now the Bokaap. Together they produced this 

book in 1952, Papas doing the cartoons and sketches and Sussens writing the text.  Papas became a 

well-known cartoonist and artist in Cape Town before he left for England where he was the cartoonist 

for many of the big newspapers of the day. 

Fortunately in 1950 there were still old people about who could tell their stories - here is one which 

accompanied the sketch of a hansom cab. 

“Just off Bloem Street, in New Church Street, Bill found a disused Hansom cab. And he found it just in 

time. A week or so after he sketched it the owner had it taken away to be broken up for scrap, its 

spare parts going to repair hawkers’ carts. The cab was a relic of the prosperous days when alert 

cabbies could earn as much as R2 or R4 a day in peak periods. 
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Hansom cabs in Adderley Street (Harry Valentine, Cape Historical Society). 

The first Hansom cab was landed at the Cape in 1849 and a few years later there were as many as 50 

at a time standing in Adderley Street. A year ago (1949) the Cape Times reported that only one Hansom 

cab was still operating in Cape Town. At the turn of the century motor taxis began easing the horse-

drawn cabs off the streets. Furious protest meetings had no effect and one by one the veterans 

dropped out. Abdurahman, the owner of the old cab gave up some years ago and now uses his horse 

to drag logs for a lumber concern. His cab had anyway already become rickety before he quit the 

trade.” 

Papas, W. & Sussens, A. 1952. Under the Tablecloth: Papas looks at the Peninsula. Cape Town: Maskew 

Miller Ltd. 

 

CANNON BREWERY DEVELOPMENT IN NEWLANDS 

Some of you may remember that in 2017 we visited the Cannon Brewery building which had been 

altered into a home by the artist Gwelo Goodman. At the time the property, with its beautiful garden, 

was facing development - a battle which had already been dragged out over years “largely because 

the developers were unable to persuade Heritage Western Cape that they could protect such a 

significant heritage asset” (https://newlandsresidents.org.za/heritage/). 

Well, years later and the deed is finally done.  

https://newlandsresidents.org.za/heritage/
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According to Hans Fransen the Cannon Brewery was the property of Dr J. Hiddingh and stopped 

operating on his death in 1889. The building is a large, basilica-shaped building from the mid-19th 

century. It was bought by Gwelo Goodman in 1929, “who took great liberties with its exterior”. VASSA 

notes from 2017 explain that the Cannon Brewery in Newlands is remembered both as a relic of the 

numerous breweries that were established in Newlands in the 19th century, as well as its association 

with the artist Gwelo Goodman who altered the derelict brewery building to become his residence in 

the late 1920s. Although the appearance of the building draws on the classical Cape architectural 

traditions of the late 18th and early 19th centuries, its appearance is largely as a result of the 

architectural imagining of Gwelo Goodman. His interest in Cape architecture is well known and 

attested in his many paintings which capture the mood and character of Cape architecture. He also, 

as a result of this interest, was appointed to design a number of Cape Revival-inspired buildings in 

Tongaat in KwaZulu Natal as a settlement for workers at the sugar mill there. 

As Mike Scurr points out in his Heritage Impact Assessment: “The house, originally built in c1874 as 

the Cannon Brewery by Dr Hiddingh retains the structural form of the old Brewery even though it was 

heavily altered and re-conceptualised as a domestic residence and studio in 1929 for the artist Gwelo 

Goodman. The house is interesting from a heritage point of view due to this layering of two very 
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different histories and the potential to uncover and highlight these aspects and in effect enhance the 

heritage significance”. 

 

The Vernacs visited the site in 2017. 

 

THE DEMISE OF THE HIPPO (with tenuous links to Kersefontein) 

Extract from Compton, J.S, 2021. West Coast, A Natural History. Earthspun Books 

(johnscompton.com). 

On 24 April l652, just 18 days after arriving at the Cape, Van Riebeeck describes his men shooting a 

large hippo: It was most violent and fierce and they had their hands full to subdue it in spite of its 

having been hit behind the ears by a few bullets which penetrated the head its skin being a good inch 

thick and so hard that at some places no musket-ball could penetrate it. 

His men found the flesh to taste good, like that of a calf, and they killed another young hippo only a 

month later, on 29 May 1652. So began the demise of the hippo, hunted from the local wetlands as 

far away as the Berg River. Hippo meat, along with rhino, could be bought from the Company butcher 

at the Cape in 1665 for half the price of beef, veal, hartebeest, eland and wild boar (warthog), while 

mutton sold for three times, and pork for four times the price of hippo. The prices reflect the costs of 

production - it is much less expensive to shoot a wild animal than to raise domesticated ones. 

In addition to meat, hippo fat was prized both for eating and for medicinal purposes. Hippo ivory tusks 

were considered superior to elephant tusks, not turning yellow as quickly. Among the false teeth of 

George Washington were some carved from hippo ivory. The tough hide, 3 to 4 cm thick, was 

preferred for making sjamboks (from the Malay word for whip, saňmboq), which were also made from 

rhino and elephant hides. 

Hippos were also considered then, as now, to be one of the most dangerous wild animals. Hippos kill 

more people than any other large wild animal - mostly by trampling as they venture out of the water 

to feed at night. For all these reasons, the number of hippos on the West Coast fell rapidly after 

Europeans arrived. Van Riebeeck wrote to the VOC in January 1653, “As a sample we send you forty-

nine sea-cow [hippo] tusks and ten elephant ditto, perhaps marketable in Japan”, but by April of that 

http://johnscompton.com/
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same year he wrote: “We have this year obtained very little elephant and sea-cow tusks of which we 

sent a few specimens to Batavia”. Clearly the numbers of both animals were in rapid decline. 

However, hippos were still abundant along the Orange River, as Barrow reports in 1798: “In what part 

so ever we approached the river, hippopotami were snorting and playing in vast numbers. Of these 

animals our party killed four in one day. They were all very lean, a circumstance that was attributed 

to the locusts having devoured every green plant for a considerable distance from the banks of the 

river. A young one was taken out of the womb of a female, perfectly formed in every part except the 

teeth and tusks. Though now only seven inches long, the same animal, if not destroyed, would, in the 

course of time, most probably have attained the enormous weight of three or four thousand pounds”. 

South of the Orange River hippos were originally reported from coastal wetlands of Somerset West, 

wetlands that no longer exist, and in the coastal vleis of Muizenberg. Hippos were sighted in 

Verlorenvlei at Eland's Bay by Simon van der Stel's party in 1686 and by Johannes Starrenburg in 1705. 

There are surprisingly few, if any, valid reports of hippo in the Olifants River. Outside the Orange River, 

the largest number were reported from the Berg River, its extensive meandering flood plain ideally 

suited to hippo. But by 1798 Barrow mentions that only a few, shy hippos reside at the lower reaches 

of the Berg River, perhaps because "The Dutch government, in order to preserve this animal in the 

colony, imposed a fine of a thousand guilders on any person that should put one of them to death. 

The fine imposed by Rijk Tulbagh and successive governments prolonged but did not prevent the 

demise of the Berg River hippos. 

The Berg River was home to around a dozen hippos in 1805, and in 1818 the French collector Anton 

Delalande was permitted to shoot one. The exception was perhaps made for science, as the skin and 

bones of this hippo likely serve as the type specimen of the subspecies currently stored in the National 

Museum of Natural History in Paris. By 1829 around 6 hippos remained, with the head of what was 

most probably the penultimate hippo, shot in 1856, hung in the South African Museum. The last Berg 

River hippo was shot on 13 February 1869, but not without a fight. In 1868 it killed a man bathing in 

the river by literally cutting him in two. As reported in the Cape Argus newspaper: “After the fatality 

in 1868 some attempts had been made to pot the brute and preserve its skin for the Cape Museum 

but old Behemoth never entered an appearance, and the worthy curator left with the hope that he 

might fall to the good fortune of our late visitor, the Duke of Edinburgh”. (The Duke was in the country 

in 1867 doing a lot of hunting, most famously of elephants in Knysna.) 

In 1869, the same hippo seized and dragged a man under the water prompting the farm owner, Martin 

Melck, to shoot the hippo. Next day the dead hippo and his victim were found and a team of l6 oxen 

hauled the hippo out. The bull hippo had 23-cm tusks, was 3.4 m from snout to tail, and had a 3.2 m 

girth!! It was 28 years old and weighed 1360 kg. Despite the wanton killing by the likes of Barrow, 

hippos fared better in the rugged and arid terrain of the lower reaches of the Orange River, where 

they survived until sometime between 1925 and 1930. 

Hippos were introduced to Rondevlei to help control the vegetation and a small group lives there quite 

happily - though there was one escape in 2024, a hippo named ‘Scar’ who was quickly caught and 

moved to another park.  Of course the most famous hippo of all was Huberta who travelled for a large 

distance across South Africa. In November 1928, Huberta left her waterhole in the St. Lucia Estuary in 

Zululand and over the next three years, travelled 1,600 kilometres (1,000 miles) to the Eastern Cape. 

In that time, Huberta became a minor celebrity in South Africa and attracted crowds wherever she 

went. She was initially thought to be a male and was nicknamed Hubert by the press. Finally, Huberta 

arrived in East London in March 1931. Despite her having been declared to be protected royal game 

by the Natal Provincial Council, she was shot by farmers a month later. After a public outcry, the 
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farmers were arrested and fined £25. Her taxidermied body is in the King William’s Town (now 

Amathole) Museum. 

 
Hippopotamus amphibious. 

 

The Martin Melck farm, Kersefontein on the lower Berg River. 

     

Left: Scar, the escapee from Rondevlei, foraging at night.  Right: Huberta exhibited in the museum (Morné van Rooyen). 

 

 

Compiled by Pat Kramer & edited by Antonia Malan - publications@vassa.org.za. 
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