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The peninsula from Cape Point Nature Reserve  



 

 

Background  

The primary objective of this project was to prepare a series of ôstory packagesõ providing the 

content for historical interpretive stories of the ôfarõ South Peninsula. Stories cover the 

geographical area of Chapmanõs Peak southwards to include Imhoff, Ocean View, 

Masiphumelele, Kommetjie, Witsand, Misty Cliffs and Scarborough, Plateau Road, Cape 

Point, Smitswinkel Bay to Millerõs Point, Boulders, Simonõs Town, Red Hill, Glencairn and Fish 

Hoek to Muizenberg.  

The purposes for which these stories are to be told are threefold , namely to support tourism 

development; to stimula te local interest; and to promote appropriate and sustainable 

protection of heritage resources through education, stimulation of interest and appropriate 

knowledge.  

To this end, the linking of historical stories and tourism development requires an approach  to 

story-telling that goes beyond the mere recording of historic events. The use of accessible 

language has been a focus. Moreover, it requires an approach that both recognises the 

iconic, picture -postcard image of parts of Cape Town (to which tourists ar e drawn initially), 

but extends it further to address the particular genius loci that is Cape Townõs ôDeep Southõ, 

in all its complexity and coloured by memory, ambivalences and contradictory experiences. 

We believe there is a need to balance the more c onventional approach, which selects 

people or events deemed worthy of commemoration (for example, the Battle of 

Muizenberg) to tell the story of places, by interweaving popular memory and culture into 

these recordings (for example, the rich Muslim culture that existed in Simonõs Town before the 

removal under the Group Areas Act).  

Thus, these are stories, familiar and unfamiliar, that link intangible heritage with (largely) 

material forms and are about real -life characters and events that have shaped our pas t. The 

tone of these stories is conversational in order to engage local residents and tourists alike, 

and can be utilised in story -telling mode (by tour guides for example) or to fulfil on -site 

interpretive requirements.  

Stories have been selected to balan ce historical themes from prehistory, through pre -colonial 

to colonial settlement, apartheid and democratic South Africa. The history of Cape Townõs 

South Peninsula has been very ably and comprehensively recorded by many of its residents, 

and we wish to ac knowledge and give thanks to all those cited as references.  

Referencing  

The stories are intended for popular consumption. Therefore, the traditionally detailed 

referencing that would be expected of historical research was not regarded as appropriate 

in th is instance, although full accuracy in terms of content and referencing has been sought. 

All references utilised have been listed. In respect of images, reference sources have been 

provided, which are o pen -source as far as possible.  



 

 

Copyright  

In respect of those images that are not open -source or in the public domain, permission has 

been sought  from the photographers and/or the source  referenced . The details can be 

found at the end of each chapter.  The images herewith may not be reproduced without the 

relevant permissions.  

Contact details  

Email: heritage.management@capetown.gov.za   

Web:   www.capetown.gov.za/environment   

Environmental & Heritage Managem ent branch  

Environmental Resource Management department  

City of Cape Town  

Good Hope Subcouncil Building  

5th floor, 44 Wale Street  

Cape Town, 8001  
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1. Beauty secrets of the South 

Peninsula  
(C. Postlethwayte ) 

 

 

 

 

òThis c ape is a most stately thing and the fairest cape we saw in the whole circumference of 

the earth .ó 

Attributed  to Sir Francis Drake (or the shipõs chaplain) upon  seeing the Cape on  his 

circumnavigation of the world on the Gol den Hind , 1580 
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The scenic splendour  of the Cape Peninsula has been much talked about  by visitors since the 

Cape was circumnavigated by Sir Francis Drake in 1580. From the spectacular marine drive 

over  Chapman õs Peak to the rugged coastline of Cape Point at the tip of the peninsula , the 

sheltered anchorage at Simonõs Bay to the white beaches of Muizenberg, the peninsulaõs 

astounding beauty is linked to ancient geological processes forming this land.  

The two main ro ck formations are the late -Precambrian  Malmesbury group (metamorphic 

rock) and the peninsula granite, a huge batholith (igneous rock) that was intruded into the 

Malmesbury group ab out 630 million years ago.  The older Malmesbury group was laid down 

in the Adamastor Ocean, an earlier version of the South Atlantic (named after the Greek -

type mythical giant, whose body lies on his back from Cape Town to Cape Point , and w ho 

had t he Cape as his forbidden portal, beyond which neither ship nor sail should pass ). 

Eventually , the ocean began to close  

and  the continents collided , which led  

to the  formation of Cape granite . Most 

of the visible granite has been 

weathered down  to the 

characteristically rounded core  stones 

that we see along the coastline 

between Simonõs Town and Cape 

Point. At Boulders Beach  (Simonõs 

Town) , regarded as one of the ten 

most  unique beaches in the world, the 

eponymous boulders provide a 

seclu ded spot for penguins (standing 

around like òperplexed nuns ó, 

according to Paul Theroux) and 

bathers alike. Froggy Pond, just south 

of Boulders Beach , is regarded as a place of special geological interest , and is a good place 

to stop and see the granite.  It also makes for a sheltered dive site , as long as you have a 

permit . Continuing  on to Cape Point and beyond into the Noordhoek Valley provides the 

traveller with a passion for geology a rich panorama of geological evolution. In some pla ces, 

intense weathering has altered the granite to kaolin clay soils ( or china clay, used to 

manufacture cups and  saucers and glossy paper) , which are  processed and packed n ear 

Fish Hoek and Noordhoek.  

 

An artistõs impression of the giant Adamastor, showing 

the Portuguese fleet rounding the Cape of Good Hope.  
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Over a period of 40 million years, this weathered down to a nearly flat surface, onto which 

the Table Mountain group sediments were deposited.  In a feat of geological engineering, 

the spectacular Chapman õs Peak roadway has  been cleverly construct ed along the 

contact zone between solid and conveniently located Cape granite and the overlying Table 

Mountain sequence. In 1922, soon after it opened, a  travel ler comment ed as follows:  òThe 

road here is cut out of the mou ntainside proper and the slopes and kloofs are thickly 

wooded. Glancing back , one obtained a magnificent panorama of mountain, sea, sky and 

valley. When nearing Chapmanõs Peak, the sun was suddenly shut out. Precipitous cliffs 

towered hundreds of feet abov e; below , a sheer drop of a 1  000 feet, the sea dashed 

against the rocks sending up columns of spray. Our coach seemed a very insignificant thing 

on the streak of roadway between sky and sea.  Without doubt this drive is the most beautiful  

and will be the most popular of all which the Peninsula can boast.ó1 

 

                                                           

1 Ross (2007) pp 128-9. 

Chapman õs Peak 

Regarded as one of the most scenic 

drives in the world, Chapmanõs Peak 

winds its way along the vertica l cliffs rising 

out of the ocean between Hout Bay and 

Noordhoek. Opened in 1922 and built by 

convict labour, it was named after John 

Chapman, the chief  mate of the  ship 

Consent . Upon being becalmed in the 

area of Hout Bay, Chapma n was sent 

ashore to find provisions. The name of the 

bay was recorded as Chapmanõs 

Chaunce  (ôchanceõ). It is reputedly the 

oldest surviving English place name in 

South Africa . 

 

 

Chapmanõs Peak  Drive  

Boulders Beach  Froggy Pond from the road . 

http://web.uct.ac.za/depts/geolsci/images/cp.jpg
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The local sandstone and granite, quarried at outcrops high above the towns of t he South 

Peninsula, was used in many of the historic buildings and walls of the area  (between 

Muizenberg and Cape Point) , as well as the Simonõs Town naval dockyard and Selbourne d ry 

dock, resulting in the  characteristic False Bay architecture.  

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                    

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Muizenberg Station  
Old Magistrates Court, Muizenberg  

Main Road, Muizenberg  
Star of the Sea  

Martello Tower, Simonõs Town, late 1800s.  Saints Simon & Jude Catholic Church,  Simonõs Town, 

with the Jackson quarry visible behind the church  Simonõs Town Museum from which many of the 

local buildings and structur es were constructed   
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Fluctuating sea  levels over millions of years have a lso added to the unique natural 

landscape of the South Peninsula. Between two  million and 15 000 years ago, with changing  

global temperatures and varying amounts of water accumulating at the polar ice  caps, the 

Cape coastline varied considerably. At tim es, the sea covered the Cape Flats  and 

Noordhoek Valley , and the Cape Peninsula was then a group of islands. At others, the sea 

was substantially (up to 130  m)  lower  than toda y, which  turned  False Bay into  a  huge dune -

field.  

From the vantage point of Ou 

Kaapse Weg, one can imagine 

how the flat valley before you , 

between Fish Hoek and Long 

Beach , Noordhoek , was once an 

ocean bed  and the Sou th 

Peninsula an island. As the sea 

retreated, beach sands with shell 

fragments and estuarine muds 

were deposited and later 

overlain by calcrete -cemented 

dune sands.  Some dunes in the 

Dido Valley area possibly date 

from prehistoric times. The sands 

of Fish Hoek were hazardous to travel in the early settlement of the peninsula  and , combined 

with the relentless south easter s, required many a horse, oxen and wagon to brave the 

waterõs edge, even belly-deep, where the sand was firmer . Rudyard Kipling, who knew this 

coast well from several visits between 1891 and 1907, is said to be referring to Glencairn or 

Fish Hoek in his story òMrs Bathurstó when he speaks of òmoulded dunes, whiter than any 

snow, rolled far inland  up a brown and purple valley of splintered rocks and dry scrub ó, and 

described how òthe strong south -easter buffeting under Elsie õs Peak dusted sand into our 

tickey beer ó.2 

 
  

 

 

                                                           

2 Tredgold (1985) p  161. 

Fish Hoek Main Road, 1910.  
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We can also see evidence of the higher stands of the sea in the wave -cut platforms, 

benches, boulder -beach ridges, sea cliffs, caves and undercut ledges  along the peninsulaõs 

rugged coastline . Wave -cut caves , indicating former sea -level stands of between +4 and 

+8 m, are found between Cape Point and Muizenberg at the descriptively named Boiler 

Room , Batsata Cove, Blaasbalkg rot, Slimy Boulder and Hell õs Gate, among st others.  Many 

are difficult to get to and  extremely dangerous, even when the sea is calm, and are  

therefore  not well explored by cavers.  

As the sea levels dropped, False Bay became an area of well -watered grass and bush in 

which animals roamed, including grazing antelope, quagg as, elephants, hippopotamuses , 

rhinoceros, lions , leopards and buffalo . The first colonists recorded these encounters, 

including Simon van der Stel, who, in 1687, searching for safe anchorage in False Bay , came 

across a large ôtigerõ (most likely a leopard) and enthusiastically reported on the abundant 

game (including a marauding lion , which  forced him to sleep in a tent after it had killed on e 

of the partyõs sheep) and fishing. Tragically, communities of yesteryear had little appreciation 

for  the va lue of biodiversity , and wild game was simply meat or sport. In 1689, it wa s 

recorded how two huge elephants caused significant  damage to the young trees that the 

Dutch East India Company ( VOC ) had planted in Hout Bay , following which  the animals 

were shot down with flintlocks, slaughtered and the flesh divided up amongst the company 

slaves. The last recording of a Cape lion being shot  near Cape Town was as recent a s 1850. 

However, the peninsula still provides refuge to fauna, particularly in Table Mountain National 

Park (itself a natural world heritage site and one of the New 7Wonders of  Nature ), where they 

are uniquely adapted to the fynbos ecosystem and where some locally extinct species have 

been re introduced in Cape Point Nature Reserve, amongst others.  

The valley of sand: Fish Hoek valley to Noordhoek pre -development. People remember sailing their 

boats on the  pans that appeared in winter.  
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The human -wildlife conflict that seems inevitabl e is still played out when it comes to our 

evolutionary cousins, the c hacma baboon. In 1851, one Lieutenant John Shipp, in a  memoir  

of his militar y adventures, describe d  several encounters he  had  had with baboons near the 

Cape of Good Hope :  

òOn these hills , whole regiments of baboons assemble, for which this station is particularly 

famous. They stand six feet high, and in features and manners app roach nearer to the 

human species than any other quadruped I have ever seen. These rascals, who are most 

abominable thieves, used to annoy us exceedingly. Our barracks were under the hills, and 

when we went to parade, we were invariably obliged to leave ar med men for the 

protection of our property; and, even in spite of this, they have frequently stolen our blankets 

and greatcoats, or anything else they could lay their claws on. A poor woman, a soldier õs 

wife, had washed her blanket, and hung it out to dry , when some of these miscreants, who 

were ever on the watch, stole it, and ran off with it into the hills, which are high and woody. 

This drew upon them the indignation of the regiment, and we formed a strong party, armed 

with sticks and stones, to attack them, with the view of recovering the property, and inflicting 

such chastisement as might be a warning to them for the future. I was on the advance, with 

about twenty men, and I made a detour to cut them off from caverns, to which they always 

flew for shel ter. They observed my movement, and immediately detached about fifty to 

guard the entrance, while the others kept their post; and we could distinctly see them 

collecting large stones, and other missiles. One old grey -headed one, in particular, who often 

pa id us a visit at the barracks, and was known by the name of Father Murphy, was seen 

distributing his orders, and planning the attack, with the judgment of one of our best 

generals. Finding that my design was defeated, I joined the corps de main, and rushed  on to 

the attack, when a scream from Father Murphy was a signal for a general encounter, and 

the host of baboons under his command rolled down enormous stones upon us, so that we 

were obliged to give up the contest, or some of us must inevitably have been  killed. They 

actually followed us to our very doors, sho uting, in indication of victory ; and, during the 

whole night, we heard dreadful yells and screaming; so much so, that we expected a night 

attack. In the morning, however, we found that all this rioti ng had been created by disputes 

about the division of the blanket; for we saw eight or ten of them with pieces of it on their 

backs, as old women wear their cloaks. Amongst the number strutted Father Murphy. These 

rascals annoyed us day and night, and we d ared not venture out, unless a part y of five or six 

went together.  

One morning, Father Murphy had the consummate impudence to walk straight into the 

grenadier barracks; and he was in the very act of purloining a sergeantõs regimental coat, 

when a corporal' s guard (which had just been relieved) took the liberty of stopping the 

gentleman at the door, and secured him. He was a most powerful brute, and, I am 

persuaded, too much for any single man. Notwithstanding his frequent misdemeanours , we 

did not like to kill the poor creature; so, having first taken the precaution of muzzling him, we 

determined on shaving his head and face, and then turning him loose. To this ceremony, 

strange to  say, he submitted very quietly ; and, when shaved, he was really an exceeding ly 

good -looking fellow, and I have seen many a ôblood õ in Bond Street not half so prepossessing 

in his appearance. We then started him up the hill, though he seemed rather reluctant to 

leave us. Some of his companions ca me down to meet him; but, from th e alteration which 

shaving his head and face had made on him, they did not know him again, and, 

accordingly, pelted him with stones, and beat him with sticks, in so unmerciful a manner, that 

poor Father Murphy actually sought protection from his enemies, a nd he in time became 
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quite domesticated and tame. There are many now alive, in His Majestyõs 22nd  regiment, who 

can vouch for the truth of this anecdote .ó3 

Whilst it seems that humans are still not entirely free of such attitudes, and baboon 

persecution  remains a thorny issue to resolve in urban areas, the authorities are actively 

addressing it . Whe n walking in the mountains of the South Peninsula, you  might be surprised 

to see field rangers appear as if from nowhere, paint ba ll rifle in hand, trac king a baboon 

troop and encouraging them to forage in their natural habitat.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Of course, a discussion abo ut the fauna of the peninsula is not complete without reference 

to the Cape Flor istic Region , one of  the  Capeõs greatest assets. The rich mosaic of the fynbos 

provides a fascinating window onto the complex evolutionary interaction of geology, 

climate, fi re and pollinators that  provide s us with a wealth of floral biodiversity, some of which 

is confined to very small areas, such as the delicate Erica fairii Bolus , which  is currently known 

from a single subpopulation  limited to an area of only 6 km² on  the Red Hill p lateau. For those 

less interested in the botanical or geological minutiae of the flora, the extraordinary scenic 

beauty of fynbos in the peninsulaõs natural areas is well worth the visit (walk it if you can), and 

opportunities to do so abou nd.  Admiration of natural scenery has not always been part of 

human sõ engagement with their environment: Rugged mountains, sand -swept flats and 

hardy vegetation w ere  frequently viewed as an uninviting prospect by early trave llers to the 

Cape ; more of a  hindrance to travel and trying to wrest a living from the elements. However, 

an appreciation for  the peninsulaõs charms grew . In 1822, William Wilberforce Bird, a 

controller of customs in Cape Town, wrote of his journey to Simonõs Town: òFrom that place 

(Muizenberg) to the bay , it skirts the foot of lofty mountains, overhanging the traveler  on his 

right hand, while the ocean rolls majestically through the bay, on his left. The scene is so 

picturesque and beautiful, that it cannot be passed for the fi rst time without feelings of 

delight.ó4 There are many now who would concur in respect of our ôfairest Capeõ. 

                                                           

3 http://www.oldandsold.com/articles11/eveni ng -book -82.shtml . 

4 Tredgold (1985) p  43. 

Baboons at Cape Point  
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2. A graveyard of ships  
(C. Postlethwayte ) 

 

 

 

 

In 1770, a Swede, Jacob Wallenberg, who put into Simonõs Bay claiming to be the first 

Swedish ship to have done so, remarked humorously: òIt is as rare to weather the Cape 

without a storm as it is to get out of Cadiz without a broken heart.ó5 Hard t o believe on a 

sunny, cloudless day at Cape Point, but as a testament to this, the Cape Peninsula is littered 

with the wrecks of ships that fell victim to the treacherous conditions. Stories tell of the drama 

and heroism, mutiny and murde r, avarice and corruption, and sheer incompetence that 

accompanied these wrecking.  

The most ghostly of all is of course the legend of the Flying Dutchman, immortalised by, 

amongst  others, Longfellow, Kipling, Wagner and Sir Walter Scott. The tale fol lows Captain 

Hendrick Van derd ecken  in the employ of the Dutch East India Company, who attempt ed  to 

round the Cape of Good Hope in 1641. A fierce southeaster repeatedly thwart ed  his attempt 

to round the peninsula. Refusing to listen to the pleas of hi s crew, the merciless 

Van der decken strapped himself to the wheel 

and vowed to carry on, swearing that even 

God would not force him to change his mind. 

His blasphemy wa s heard, an angel 

descend ed  and condemn ed  him to sail the 

oceans for all eternity  with a ghostly crew of 

dead men, bringing death to all who s aw  the 

spectral ship, never to make port  nor know a 

momentõs peace. The legend has been kept 

alive by numerous sightings, most famously by 

the p rinces Albert and George (later King 

George V) , who were midshipmen on the 

HMS Baccante  in 1881. The shipõs log records 

the appearance of the Flying Dutchman as a 

strange red light, as of a ship all aglow, but 

upon reaching her, there was no material 

presence. That same day, the seaman who 

                                                           

5 Tredgold  (1985) p  43. 

The Flying Dutchman by Albert Pinkham Ryder 

circa 1887.  
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had reporte d the phantom ship, fell to his death from the top mast. Other sightings include 

dozens of bathers at Glencairn in 1939, a British man -of -wa r cruising between Africa and 

South America , and a German submarine during World War II, a s well as a 1959 sighti ng by 

the captain of the Dutch freighter Straat Megelhaen .  

 

The early sailors struggling to set a safe course around the southern tip of Africa faced a host 

of problems from its treacherous coastline: Poor visibility, storms and lack of recognisable 

landmarks  were the most obvious, particularly before harbours and breakwaters were put in  

place in the second half of the 19 th century . Navigators had to make do with outdated and 

inaccurate charts , which, without lighthouses, were the cause of many a wrecking.  Human 

nature, unchanged  over centuries, also contributed to the littering of our ocean floors: 

overloading of cargo, lack of maintenance due to competition and avarice, corruption 

(bribing the authorities to declare ships seaworthy), piracy, mutiny, huma n error and a 

fondness for drink! Nevertheless, these shipwreck clusters  tell us of the irrevocable 

transformations  that colonisation brought about  on the sub continent, as both  a  catalyst and 

vehicle  for change . The wrecks  also led to the development of harbours , lighthouses  and , 

consequently , settlements. But not all wrecks changed the face of local settlement . There 

are many s tories of un -dramatic wrecking, unremarkable crews, no tales of derring -do . One 

such story is that  of the trawler Rex, which met an ignominious end when, in 1903, loading ice 

in Kalk Bay, it was caught by a south easter, dragged anchor b efore her crew could realise , 

and ran aground opposite Kalk Bay Station. She remained on the rocks for many years, finally 

leaving only the boiler on the beach, evident in postcards of early Kalk Bay. Some remains 

are still visible at low tide  in the harbour.  

 

Note: This map is a generalisation of data avai lable at the time of publishing, and is not exhaustive 

nor t o be used by divers. It is used here for illustrative purposes only.  
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Simonõs Town harbour was developed to provide safe winter anchorage from the northerlies 

that m ade Table Bay harbour itself a locus of many a shipwreck . (A disastrous storm in 1722 , 

for example,  saw the loss of 600 lives in Table Bay ). Whilst explorations were under  way to find 

a suitable harbour site in False Bay, an added incentive arrived in t he form of a pirate ship. In 

1725, a suspicious ship, Great Alexander , was found to have anchored in False Bay. Officers 

and crew had come ashore and tried to make the local fishermen drunk, failing which, they 

asked for food and water , for which they off ered to pay  double the asking price. Armed 

forces were dispatched , who received confirmation  from deserters that the ship was indeed 

a pirate ship. Indecision on the part of the soldiers , however , allowed the ship to disappear in 

the middle of t he night. The deserters and captain , who had been imprisoned , were 

eventually released due to the cost of holding them, most surprising given the harsh penalties 

at the time for mutineers or sailors committing murder, who rather drastically were sentenced  

to death, but not before they were tied to a cross, their limbs broken from below upwards  

between pauses, after which their right hand and head were  cut off and displayed for all 

other seamen who might consider similar action. A lucky esca pe for the pirates, but the 

dangers of an uncontrolled anchorage was brought home to the authorities , and the search 

for an appropriate harbour intensified until 1743 , when what was then called Simonõs Bay was 

established. Although it was initially only in tended to be temporary, it expedited the creation 

of the settlement that was to become Simonõs Town.  

After the Second British Occupation, Simonõs Town became a British naval base in 1814, from 

which base the Navy protected the southern seas for the Brit ish Empire, assuming a very 

significant role for such a small town. The protection of the sea route around the Cape was 

invaluable during the two World Wars. It was also involved in finally bringing to a close the 

scourge of slavery. Slavery was abolished in Britain in 1807 , and later, her coloniesõ naval 

forces were required, in terms of the Webster -Ashburton Treaty of 1842, to actively prevent 

the shipping of slaves along the coast.  Before abolition, a number of slavers had been 

wrecked along the Cape co ast, leading to terrible loss of life , as all the slaves were left in 

chains. To add insult  to injury , those who survived  were sold off again into slavery in Cape 

Town, or put onto the next slave ship to continue their journey. After abolition, those slav es 

ôrescuedõ by the Navy were then indentured as apprentice s for up to 14 years , after which 

they were released, compounding the tragedy of people who never again saw their 

homeland. The slavers were however scuttled in large numbers  after  1842, so much so that 

The trawler Rex lies forlornly on her starboard side, Kalk Bay.  
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the resident magistrate of Simonõs Town complained that the large number of scuttled 

slavers and other wrecks made the beach look like a shipõs graveyard! As late as 1993, 

trainee marine archaeologists found the remains of the Braz ilian slaver Rowvonia , which was  

wrecked (fortunately with no loss of life) in Simonõs Town in 1850. 

The strategic importance of the 

southern tip of Africa, together 

with the establishment of a 

harbour  (and the Navy) at 

Simonõs Town and the many 

wrecks along the coast , gave rise 

to  the need for a lighthouse at 

Cape Point. However, erecting 

much -needed lighthouses in the 

region has always been beset 

with  the inertia of bureaucracy , 

and it took many a tragedy or 

near tragedy to finally force their 

hand. A lighthouse was only built 

at Cape Point in 1860, at the 

peak of the Cape Point  Peak, 

with a wide view across the bay 

and the Atlantic. In 1868, an 

article in Charles Dickensõs weekly 

journal All the Year Round  

featured a journey to the newly 

constructed lighthouse: òThe 

lighthouse keeper was out on the 

rock watching our toilsome 

ascent through a long shipõs glass. 

A strong pull, a final breathless 

desperate struggle, and we 

stand, hot, heaving, panting  and 

perspiring, at the southernmost 

point of Africa; the actual ôCape 

of Stormsõ enchanted ground. For 

is it not the very home,  castle -keep, of the dreaded Flying Dutchman? No longer a solitary 

storm-lashed rock ôfar from humanityõs reachõ, the meddling British engineer has annexed it, 

and supplies it with elliptic lenses, argand  lamps, plate glass, and colza oil.ó6 However, th e 

remote location made it difficult to get the three -monthly supplies of oil and food to the 

lighthouse keeper , who complained of almost starving to death. But an even more 

fundamental problem emerged: At that altitude, the lighthouse was enveloped in fog or 

cloud  for an astonishingly high proportion of the time,  which made the facility useless. This 

was recorded on numerous occasions over many years. Despite numerous wrecks where 

difficulty in seeing the light was cited a s the cause , the authorities still failed to act . It took the 

wreck of the SS Lusitania  in 1911 to force the decision. She had 793 passengers on board 

and , incredibly , only three lost their liv es: the largest ship rescue to that date in South Africa. 

                                                           

6 Young (1999) p  7. 
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Archival image of the slave trade, depicting East African slaves 

taken aboard HMS Daphne.  Archival image of the slave trade, 

depicting East African slaves taken aboard HMS Daphne.  
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Galvanised into action, the authorities finally built a second lighthouse at Cape Point, this 

time at a lower altitude to eliminate the problems of visibility. It was completed in 1919  and 

first lit at sunset by the then light -keeperõs three-year -old daughter. It is the most powerful 

lighthouse in South Africa, with a luminosity of 10 million candlepower helping the passing 

ships avoid the lurking menace of the infamous Albatross and Bellows rock s. 

Soon after the first Cape Point lighthouse was built, the need to provide safe passage for 

ships entering and leaving Simonõs Bay precipitated the building of Roman Rock lighthouse. It 

is, not surprisingly, the only lighthouse in the southern hemisphere built on a rock  in the sea . As 

such, it was very complex to construct , and conditions were terr ibly dangerous . During 

storms, the light house 

vibrated terrifyingly and 

was  engulfed by water , 

making it impossible for 

the light -keeper to 

emerge. The salaries 

were the highest in the 

service! Roman Rock was 

unmanned in 1919 , when  

a new mechanism was 

installed . It is now 

powered by an 

undersea electric cable, 

the only in South Africa.  
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Official reports following the wrecking of the 

Lusitania also highlighted the need for an 

additional lighthouse at Slangkop Point, 

Kommetji e, where the seas are dangerously 

rough and numerous wrecks had occurred. The 

breaking point, so to speak, was probably the 

1905 wreck of the Clan Munro . The iconic  

Slangkop  lighthouse is unique not only because 

it is the tallest lighthouse in So uth Africa , but also  

the only one built of cast iron. One can even 

take a tour of this lighthouse and learn more of 

the fascinating history of lighthouses on the 

peninsula.  

Despite being littered with wrecks, the only 

visible wrecks along the South P eninsula now 

are th ose of the SS Clan Stuart (of which the 

steam engine block is visible off Mackerel 

Beach, Glencairn) , the SS Thomas Tucker (a 

ôLiberty Shipõ that was on her maiden voyage 

carrying military supplies, including five Sherman 

tan ks, only three sections of which remain on 

the rocks off Olifantbos beach, Cape Point) , 

and the Kakapo  (the skeleton  of which  lies on 

Noordhoek beach).  

 

Roman Rock lighthouse . 
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Remains of the Clan Stuart . 
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Of these remaining visible wreck sites, 

the Kakapo õs story is the most colourful . 

This British steamer was on her maiden 

voyage from Swansea to Sydn ey. 

Leaving Table Bay harbour  in stormy 

weather, she ran ashore on Kommetjie 

beach. Although later blaming a faulty 

compass, the c ourt of enquiry was 

disbelieving , and it is more likely that the 

c aptain and second officer mistook 

Chapmanõs Peak for Cape Point  and , 

having thought the ship had run her 

distance, ordered hard -a -port, full -

steam ahead é straight  onto the 

beach. At such speed, she was firmly lodged and her crew were able to disembark without 

getting their feet wet! Winter storms  gradually pushed the vessel inland until she was 

impossible to refloat. The story goes that the captain was so humiliated by the ordeal that he 

refused to leave the ship, living there for three years, communicating via messages in a 

bottle , and passers -by  could see the smoke from his fires rising from the ship õs tunnel. More 

prosaically, others claim it was smoke from the fires of a homeless man who had made a 

temporary shelter of the ship. The wreck enjoyed another brief moment of fame when 

featured in th e Academy Award -winning 1968 film Ryanõs Daughter. Now largely buried, the 

remaining skeleton of the ship lies at the high -tide mark at the southern end of Noordhoek 

beach.  

The ships lost on the shores of the South Peninsula have made diving  in the area  a popular 

pastime , and excavations and explorations by marine archaeologists have contributed to 

our knowledge of i mportant historical, political and social trends. The wreck sites offer a 

variety of representative vessels. However, indiscriminate treasure hunters, salvors and divers 

have meant  that  much of our underwater heritage has been denuded of valuable historica l 

information and context.  In response to these problems, S outh Africa  has developed world -

class protective legislation in the  form of the  National Heritage Resources Act , which protects 

any wrecks older than 60 years. A good alternative ( yet  challengi ng) diving option is the 

Smitswinkel Bay wreck site , where, between 1972 and 1983,  five vessels were scuttled to form 

artificial reefs, which have been very successful in attracting marine life.  

W
E

S
T

E
R

N
 C

A
P

E
 A

R
C

H
IV

E
S

 

Kakapo , 1900, wrecked on Noordhoek beach . 
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3. Sultans and  slaves: The Muslim 

community of the Deep South  
(C. Postlethwayte)  

 

 

 

From the mountains of Simon õs Town to the slopes of Signal Hill , there is a circle of holy places . 

These are  the k ramats , the b urial sites of Muslim holy men in Cape Town. Legend has it that it 

is this circle that protects us from earthquakes and national disasters. Truth , of course , can 

often be more fascinating than fiction , and the complex history of the Muslim community in 

the South Peninsula, as in Cape Town, is also  in part  the history of the descendants of slaves 

and apartheid. The term ôCape Malayõ in the Cape has become synonymous with the term 

ôMuslimõ. Generally , all those of eastern Muslim origins are referred to  as such, despite many 

Muslims not having roots in Malaya. The probable explanation is a linguistic one: Malay or 

Malayo was the trading language  and lingua franca  of a vast geographical area stretching 

from Madagascar to China in the 14th to the 16th century . And the roots of Islam in Cape 

Town lies with slaves brought from those very regions.  
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Simonõs Town is the historical heart of Islam in the South Peninsula. It has been a town of 

many nations and cultures from its inception. At first , the settlement remained tiny, with most 

of its inhabitants resident only in winter  ð mainly offici als of the Dutch East India Company , 

soldiers and slaves. The slavesõ count ries of origin were linked to European coloni sing activities 

in both Asia and Africa , and  they were bought to the 

Cape from China, Indonesia, India, Madagascar, 

Mozambique, Zanzibar, Angola and other parts of 

West Africa (although they also included the 

indigenous Khoisan people). Also included were the 

ôMardykersõ, the Malay servants of Dutch officials on 

their way back to the Netherlands from the east, 

many of whom opted to stay in the Cape. Among 

them  were  many Muslims. Coming mainly against 

their will, removed from their families  and  with 

nothing but the culture inside them, the religion of 

Islam allowed many to survive these harsh and 

inhumane conditions.  

Others who contributed to the establishment and 

development of Islam in the country were Muslim 

exiles from the East Indies. They were political exiles 

sent from Ceylon to the  colony in an attempt to 

break resistance to Dutch rule , and reduce their 

influence on fellow citizens. A number of different 

religious practices emerged as a result of the 

influences of various masters exiled to the Cape , and 

the orders in which they were  operating. In addition, 

Muslim sailors from Zanzibar joined the Royal Navy. 

They were known as ôSeediesõ. Most returned home 

at the end of their contracts, though a few settled in 

Simonõs Town, marrying local women. 

However, practising their religion wa s severely restricted by the Statutes of India , a set of laws 

particularly aimed at restricting the religious practices of the Muslims of the Batavian Empire , 

of which the Cape formed a part. By 1804, the òVryezwarten ó (ôfree b lacksõ), the majority of 

whom were Muslims, had reached such significant numbers  that the Dutch rulers changed 

their policies in order to enlist their support  pending the British invasion of the Cape. The 

Vryezwarten were granted religious freedom . Slaves were not allowed generally to be buried 

in cemeteries , and there is no record of slavesõ graves. However, t he slave  Abdul Ghaliel  

served the Muslim community of Simon õs Town as their imam. In 1823 , a land grant was made 

in his favour to be used as a burial site by the Muslim community there . And so, A bdul Ghaliel 

became  the first slave to be granted a piece of land in Simon õs Town. 

Initially, the Simon õs Town Muslim community probably worshipped in t he various homes of 

the free b lacks , or must have had some sort of langgar (prayer  room) where  congregational 

prayers were conducted. What is known is that there was a langgar in Hospital Lane prior to 

the establishment of the Noor ul Islam Mosque (Light of Peace)  in Thomas Street in 1888. It 

was  originally a private house , and a wooden minaret was added in 1904. The old mosque 
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was demolished in 1924 , and a new building with schoolrooms was erected on th e site in 

1926. It would appear that the mosque also acted as a seat of Islamic learning in the area, 

for , in 1913, there appeared to have been some problem with ôMalayõ children attending a 

local secular school , where they were  discriminated against because they we re Muslim. 

According to records, a religious school for ôMalayõ children was run at the mosque.  

Simonõs Town was declared a White Group Area on 1 September 1967, and the subsequent 

forced removal of most of the people of colour irrevocably dest royed the multi -cultural 

fabric of Simon õs Town society. The school at the mosque had to be closed down in 

compliance with the Group Areas Act. Families were literally split apart , as some were 

removed and some were able to stay in the town  ð all based  on the colour of their skins. The 

removal of the Muslim community from Simonõs Town in terms of the Group Areas Act  was in 

fact a destruction of a community with deep roots in that area. However, two symbols of 

their historical occupancy remained intact ð the mosque and a kramat.  

The kramat on the lower mountain slopes above the naval base in Simon õs Town is one of 

those making up the Holy Circle. Discovered among the trees on a terrace in Goede Gift, 

above Runciman  Drive, it has been di fficult to find evidence as to who is buried there. One 

story indicates that the kramat is where Sultan Mogamat Abdul Kaharuddin is buried with his 

son and other ancestors. The sultan was an important religious leader from the island of 

Sunwaba, Indonesi a , in the mid to late 1700s. He was also an activist against the colonial 

Dutch power , and he and his son , Ismael , were captured in an uprising , and banished to the 

Cape for life. The story goes that he was possibly imprisoned in the cells of the residenc y (now 

the Simonõs Town Museum), given the name ôAntonieõ, and endured terrible conditions. 

Eventually , he and his son managed to escape, got into two boats on the beach below , and 

made a dash for freedom in the direction of Cape Point. Followed by the Dut ch, he hid in a 

cave until they eventually gave up the search. To this day, t he cave  is known as ôAntonieõs 

Gat õ, and he is known as the Tuang of Antonieõs Gat. He lived on Cape Point for  the 

remainder of his life , aided by a farmer. Well known for his intense spirituality and pious life, he 

is considered a saint  by the Muslim community . One may still see Muslim worshippers praying 

on the cliffs of Cape Point in his honour . Later, his son was allowed to  return to Simonõs Town.  

It is said that a distinct spiritual aura also surrounds the kramat. Other stories tell of a raging 

fire in the 1940 s, which spread from Cape Point along the mountain ranges in Simonõs Town . 

However , amazingly, the area of t he kramat remained completely untouched by the fire. 

Muslims still hold the site as 

òmoestajap ó, a word used to denote  

inexplicable spiritual happenings. 

Whilst sometimes the subject of fierce 

debate, stories such as thes e allow 

for the possibility of reconstructing a 

more balanced history of our past. It 

is well known that some of the 

Capeõs Muslim community have  their 

roots  in the slaves, but others may 

possibly find their origins  in sultans, 

exiles and imams .  

The Runciman Drive Kramat . 
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There is another kramat , in 

Muizenberg , but again, very little is 

known about it. It is reported that 

this holy man õs grave was originally 

discovered on the Muizenberg 

beach front  by a woman who was 

directed to it in a dream. The grave 

did not remain there long , 

however , but was relocated  after a 

while . There is no clarity about the  

name and history of the person 

buried here . Was he possibly one of 

the runaway slaves of the 

Steenbergen mine who were 

hunted on the False Bay coast , as 

reported by Simon van der Stel in 

1687? 

Another historical link specifically with the Muslim community of the Cape is their role in the 

development of Afrikaans. The Dutch East India Company, in its early settlement of the 

Cape, established a strict language policy, insisting that all citizens learn and use Dutch. This 

policy also applied to local Khoi groups and slaves imported from Africa and the East. The 

resultant dialect was a kind of inter -language, with Dutch as its target. By the middle of the 

18th c entury , Afrikaans was establ ished as a new language with an identity of its own. 

Research has shown that the Malay slaves contributed certain Malay words such as 

òpiesang ó (banana ), òbaie ó (many/very ) and òbaadjie ó (jacket ) to the Afrikaans language . 

But significantly, Muslims were the first to write Afrikaans as a new language into a literary 

existence. There are 74 known Arabic -Afrikaans texts . The earliest, Hidyat al -Islam, is dated 

1845. One of the most well -known exa mples of this literature was Uiteensetting van die 

Godsdiens  (ôExposition of the Religion õ or ôBayaanud Deen õ), written in 1862 by Sheikh Abu 

Bakr Effendi, who came from the Ottoman Empire. It was written in the language spoken by 

the Cape Malays in their everyday lives, which in itself was unusual. But even more unusual, it 

was written in Arabic script , hence the term Arabic Afrikaans.  

The Muslim community have contributed greatly to the richness of Simonõs Townõs history. The 

dispersal of the community  by the Group Areas  Act  still reverberates painfully today , and we 

should remember this contribution with respect and interest.  

The Kramat at Muizenberg  



28 

 

Acknowledgements and d isclaimer  

The history of Cape Townõs South Peninsula has been very ably and comprehensively 

recorded  by many of its residents , and we wish to acknowledge and give thanks to all those 

quoted as references. These stories are intended for popular consumption , and the 

traditionally detailed referencing that would be expected of historical research was  

therefore  not regarded as appropriate for this purpose. However, all references utilised have 

been listed.  

References  

Amlay House Museum  

Bradlow, F R & Cairns, M. The Early Cape Muslims.  1978. AA Balkema . 

Brock, BB, Brock, BG & Willis, HC (eds) . Historical Simonõs Town. 1976. AA Balkema . 

Simonõs Town Museum 

www.africasacountry.com  

www.iol.co.za  

www.islamicfocus.co.za  

www.kramat.riri.co.za  

www.livingislam.co.za  

www.sahistory.org.za  

www.simonstown.com  

Ima ge references  

www.capemazaarsociety.com  (page 2 4, 26) 

www.constantiajamaah.blogspot.com  (page 2 5) 

http://www.africasacountry.com/
http://www.iol.co.za/
http://www.islamicfocus.co.za/
http://www.kramat.riri.co.za/
http://www.livingislam.co.za/
http://www.sahistory.org.za/
http://www.simonstown.com/
http://www.capemazaarsociety.com/
http://www.constantiajamaah.blogspot.com/


29 

 

 

 

4. The lure of the sea  
(C. Postlethwayte ) 

 

 

 

 

Looking south from the 

Muizenberg mountains or 

Noordhoek Peak, seaside 

villages hug the shores of the 

south ern  Cape Peninsula, 

overlooked by Table 

Mountain National Park . This 

represents a  treasure trove 

of recreational places to 

explore, from t he False Bay 

coastline , Muizenberg to 

Kalk Bay, through Fish Hoek 

to Simonõs Town, Cape Point, 

and then up again along 

the Atlantic coastline 

through Misty Cliffs and 

Kommetjie, to Noordhoek 

and beyond. Here are warm 

waters and sandy beaches , 

secluded c oves and rock 

pools , sun and sea breezes , 

whales and sharks, seals and 

penguins , surfing for the 

beginner or the 

adventurous , harbours and 

historic villages , spectacular 

drives ... a paradise to play 

in. 
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But this was not always the case. As the Cape was colonised  and the winter anchorage of 

Simonõs Town established in the mid-1700s, the shortcomings of this region ð rugged, arduous, 

and rather short on co mfort and amenities  ð were frequently remarked upon by visitors: 

òSimonõs Town is so miserable a place, that a stranger at the first view is tempted to form a 

poor opinion of a colony so often and so highly spoken of in Europe, as being of the first 

importance to England.ó7  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For many years, despite its strategic importance, Simonõs Town remained an isolated 

settlement. Access between it and Cape Town along the coast was very poor , and 

remained so for many years. The only other inhabit ed places at the time were the fishing 

station of Fish Hoek , a Dutch East India  Company post at Muizenberg, and a little later , Kalk 

Bay, which also developed as a fishing and whaling station. Early descriptions of the journey 
                                                           

7 Brock, Brock & Willis  (1976), p  101. 

Dutch map from the 1780s, showing the roads between Cape 

Town, Muizenberg and Cape Point very clearly.  
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along the False Bay coastline to Simonõs Bay show a distinct lack of admiration for natural 

scenery, not awakened probably due to the rigo urs of travel guarded by mountains and 

shifting sands: It truly was a ôroad of adventureõ. The difficulties started at Muizenberg, where 

mountains came down to the sea, and the road was a stony track hacked out of the 

mountain. Wagons had to be hauled over ridges and manoeuvred through streams, sprayed 

by the sea. Then , round the sandy curve of Kalk Bay  to the most dangerous òTrappi esó (ôlittle 

stepsõ), onto the sand of Fish Hoek bay , where sand quickly became waterlogged by the 

Silvermine river and ôman, beasts and wagons could be sucked into the quick sands if they 

were not very carefulõ. There are stories of horse and rider s sucked into the quick sands, never 

to be seen again.  

Andrew Spaarman, who was required to reside in 

Simonõs Town in 1772 over winter ( òthe bad 

seasonó, as he called it) was eloquent in his 

description: òé [T]he south -east wind which 

prevails at every other time of the year makes this 

bay in many respects inconvenient, blowing with 

such violence ... The road between the Cape 

and False Bay is very  heavy and tedious and 

even sometimes dangerous ...  [T]he sea even at 

its lowest ebb at some places rises up to the foot 

of the mountains,  ... so that one is obliged to 

travel for a long way (as it were) below the shore, 

though the breakers as they are called or surf of 

the sea often rises above the nave of the wheels 

and even into the body of the wagon. Nay, it 

sometimes seems as if it would carry out to sea 

wagon, horses and all. ... (P)eople sometimes 

even drive a little below the seashore , as the 

sands there are pressed down and even, 

whereas higher up , they are loose, deep and 

heavy. In a large plain that closes up the north 

side of False Bay, there is a considerable field of 

sand through which this road is carried. This the 

violent rains that fall i n the winter season joined to 

a higher tide than usual are wont sometimes to 

lay entirely under water so that travellers are in 

danger of getting up to the middle in holes and 

pits.ó8  

Our experience today of the South Peninsula  ð 

the ease with which we can access and enjoy our leisure  ð is also then the story of the 

development of roads, rail and the transport industry. The white sands and surfing breaks of 

todayõs play were the sources of yesteryearõs ôdisagreeable and fatiguingõ travel; the 

dramatic  and scenic drop of the mountains to the sea were yesteryear õs rugged, rocky 

ascents and descents, so insurmountable  and  perilous  that wading through the dreadful surf  

was sometimes more preferable. But it is also a reflection of shifting attitu des towards nature, 

                                                           

8 Brock, Brock & Willis  (1976) p  98. 

The terrifying descent at the òTrappiesó 

between Kalk Bay a nd Clovelly. This is the only 

known painting, dated 1898, but the incident 

depicted here ð Midshipman (later Admiral) 

Keppel, the driver, and his colleague, Waley 

Armitage, on the return to their ship in Simonõs 

Bay ð happened in 1828. Now, the hill at the  

base of which the Trappies lay ð Trappieskop ð 

provides both excellent sport climbing routes 

and a wonderful scenic walk that is not 

taxing.  
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the sea and shore in the 19 th c entury (in Europe and the colonies) and the concomitant 

history of tourism. Before then, the seaman often saw land as dangerous to ships, and 

landsmen feared the water. The so-called habits of pleasure  really gained momentum with 

European travellers on the Grand Tour, the idealisation of the sea by Romantic poets at the 

time, the development of a common code of what was considered a picturesque 

landscape, and the growth of the popular seaside r esort in their wake.  

The early sandy track to the southern Cape Peninsula constrained development of the 

almost uninhabited region , until control of the Cape formally passed in to  British hands in 1814. 

With the establishment of the British fleet at Simonõs Town, Governor Lord Charles Somerset 

made construction of the Simonõs Bay road from Muizenberg (then called Military Road) his 

public works priority. Despite a number of improvements, first under the charge of famous 

architect, land surveyor a nd engineer  Louis Michel Thibault, and later under Charles Mitchell, 

first Surveyor General and Civil Engineer at the Cape, road maintenance was insufficient and 

the journey remained a miserable one.  

Nevertheless, Capetonians began to discover the deligh ts of the area , and a few intrepid 

families began to spend camping holidays at Fish Hoek and Kalk Bay. Queen Victoriaõs son, 

Prince Alfred, the Duke of Edinburgh, on his visit in 1867 remark ed  on the scene: òThe morning 

was very lovely. Looking to seawar d was the Cape of Good Hope, Cape Hangklip and the 

high broken shore of Hottentotõs Holland, seen over the clear blue water of the bay. The 

horses, carriages, escort with their drawn swords, all dashing at a rattling pace along the 

sands in the bright suns hine, and the long lines of small breakers on the beach, were one of 

the most exhilarating sights imaginable. In places , the cavalcade emerged from the sands 

up to where the road skirts along a rocky shore, and where, at this season of the year, 

beautiful arum lilies and other bright flowers were growing in the greatest profusion. About 

four miles from Simonõs Bay, we passed a small cove called Fish Hoek Bay  (so spelt ), where a 

few families of Malay fishermen reside. A whale they had killed in the bay the  evening before 

lay anchored, ready for ôcutting in õ. The small flag, called by whalers a ôwhiffõ, was sticking 

up in it. We could see from the road that it was one of the usual southern right whales, which 

occasionally came into Simonõs Bay, and are captured here. After crossing the last of the 

sands, we reached Kalk Bay, a collection of small houses, where the people from Cape Town 

come to stay in the summer éó.9 Among those who went to Kalk Bay and Fish Hoek in those 

days to camp was the late òOumaó (ôgrandmaõ) Smuts, later wife of the prominent 

statesman General Jan Smuts, who is reported to have said that she never went again after 

the railway was built in  1885, as it had spoilt the place.  

                                                           

9 Rosenthal (1968) . 
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Military Road, Kalk Bay. (The harbour is now situated in the bay to the left of the 

photo.)  
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Military (now Main) Road across the sandy flats at Mackerel Bay, Glencairn . 
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The advent of the steam train was to change this area forever. Not only could fish and 

provisions be more easily transpor ted, but people (particularly the less wealthy , who were 

unable to afford a horse and trap) could now more easily take their leisure at the seaside, 

and even beg an to move away from the madding crowds  of the southern suburbs. The 

railway line was extend ed to Muizenberg  in 1882, to Kalk Bay  in 1883, and then to Fish Hoek 

and Simonõs Town in 1890. Day-trippers began to come in their thousands to the beaches of 

False Bay, and the railways offered one -day picnic specials  and put on additiona l trains 

when seaside entertainments were offered.  

 

 

The Kommetjie -Muizenberg bus at St James.  
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The Daimler omnibus struggling through the sands at Fish Hoek.  
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The automobile was introduced to the Cape in 1898 (the first motorists had to import their 

own petrol!) and enthusiasm for th is form of  transport was encouraged by Automobile Club 

runs, including its  inaugural òmerry spin to Kalk Bay ó. The poorly maintained cart track 

beyond Kalk Bay to the sandy wasteland of Fish Hoek prevented the run from going any 

further. But this did not seem to deter Kommetjie Estates Ltd from setting up, in 1902, the 

Cape Pen insulaõs first bus service from Kommetjie to Fish Hoek and, on weekends, to Kalk Bay 

and Muizenberg to cater for visitors to the beautiful, isolated beaches of Kommetjie and 

Noordhoek. Unfortunately , the bus got  stuck in the sand  so often  that passengers g rew  tired 

of pushing themselves out, thus hastening the demise of the service in 1905, when ox -wagon 

and cart once again became the order of the day unti l the roads gradually improved.  

Access to the South Peninsula was given a boost by the 1913 -1923 construction of what was 

then called the ôAll Round the Cape Peninsula Roadõ, a marine drive intended by the 

Administrator of the Cape to promote the outstanding beauty of the area. This is now the 

scenic route  that  takes  one  from Simonõs Town to Cape Point and back to Kommetjie, linking 

then to Chapmanõs Peak. The Cape Peninsula Publicity Association began to promote the 

area as a motoristsõ paradise, and overseas tourists would even bring their ow n cars with 

them on board ship.  

Let us take a quick journe y, then, along the seaside, from Muizenberg on the western arm of 

False Bay to Chapmanõs Bay in Noordhoek, first taking the train  and then the ôAll Round 

Roadõ. 

Muizenberg was initially merely a halt on the long road between Table Bay and Simonõs Bay, 

a t urnpike/toll (the first in the country) and a military watch. The small, rather shambolic, but 

historically pivotal Battle of Muizenberg in 1795 led to the British taking initial control over the 

Cape Peninsula Publicity Association 

postcard circa 1930.  
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Cape from the Dutch (finally cemented at the Battle of Bl aauwberg). The remnants of the 

fort of that battle can still be visited. But it was only in the  1820s that the establishment of an 

inn of rather dubious repute began the transformation of Muizenberg to the holiday resort it 

became. Called Farmer Pecks Inn , it became an important stopover for travellers on their 

way from Cape Town to Simonõs Town, and raised the entertainment profile of  the  area. They 

put up t he first bathing box . Other private bathing boxes began to appear (the stric t social 

codes of bathing were a far cry from the casualness of today) and, with the arrival of the 

railway  by the late 1800s , land was sold for residential development and people were 

thronging to the white sands of Muizenberg , immortalised by regu lar visitor Rudyard Kipling in 

his poem ôThe Flowersõ: òBuy a bunch of weed/ White as the sand of Muizenberg/Spun 

before the galeó.  

Added impetus was provided by Cecil John R hodes, who built a house there and 

encouraged his friends and colleagues to do the same. The arrival of the new mining 

magnates from Kimberl ey and Johannesb urg provided a shimmering seal of approval , and 

many of their mansions can still be viewed along what was then known as Millionaires Row.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After the Anglo -Boer War, the area was considered a good to nic for soldiers , and the town 

began to pay proper attention to its popularity with new bathing boxes, pavilions and a 

handsome new Edwardian railway station befitting it s status. In 1911, the first aeroplane to 

deliver mail in South Africa made its maide n voyage to the postmaster at Muizenberg. The 

village was transformed.  

Now , the sand and sea are as attractive as they were then, although the re sort lost its 

premier status in the 1970s. It retains much of its village charm , and many of the historic 

buildings remain . However,  a major attraction  nowadays  is the surfing : Muizenberg was 

recently voted one of the top 20 surfing towns by Nati onal Geographic. Considered a very 

long , mellow wave , and especially good for those learning to surf a s well as for the long -

boarding fraternity, it follows the traditions of being the birthplace of prone surfing on 
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Muizenberg beach circa 1890, from the station. Farmer Peckõs Bathing House in the 

middle distance.  
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wooden belly -boards in S outh Africa  in 1910, and then the first stand -up surfing in 1919. It 

became so popular that the municipality hired out surf boards for a while . Mystery author 

Agatha Christie visited the beach in 1922, surfing in her green wool bathing suit . Famous Irish 

playwrigh t and author  George Bernard Shaw  was photographed surfing at Muizen berg in 

1932, at the age of 75!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now, the town hosts an annual Earthwave event, an attempt to break the Guinness World 

Record for the most surfers riding one wave simultaneous ly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Earthwave 2009, Muizenberg.  

The white sands of Muizenberg circa 1904.  
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Moving south down the railway track, we pass St James. I nitially , it formed part  of Kalk Bay, 

and was largely uninhabited but for the 1858 erection of the Catholic Church of St Jame s for 

the Filipino fisherm en of the area , who otherwise had to travel all the way to Simonõs Town 

(often by boat to avoid the road) to attend Catholic services. The area gradually became 

fashionable as the wealthy families of Cape Town bought property  the re ð so much so  that , 

by popular request , the railway authorities decided to buil d  a railway station between 

Muizenberg and Kalk Bay. They selected the site upon which the c hurch was built  and , 

somewhat reluctantly, Father Duignan agreed to exchange  the site for another, on condition 

that the station was named St James. And thus , the village gained a new identity. The 

sheltered pools made it popular , and by 1903, bathing boxes and a tidal pool were built at St 

James beach . The rock pools a re now popular places to explore marine life ; the tidal pool  is 

especially popular  among  those with young children , and the bathing boxes are still in use, 

making for a particularly charming beachfront. It is also linked to Muizenberg via a 

magnificen t walkway that is so close to the sea, it is frequently washed over by the waves 

and  offers the perfect spot to  view dolphins, whales and even sharks . The historic houses up 

the steep mountainside provide the backdrop, and include some of t he original whaling 

cottages along Main Road.  
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The picturesque bathing boxes at St James beach.  
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Just down the line, Kalk Bay was 

known as the Brighton of the Cape  

in the mid -1800s. Its origins lie in 

fishing and whaling, with a 

significant Filipino community who 

settled there, joined by 

emancipated slaves. The fishing 

boats were hauled up on the 

sheltered Fishery beach. B ut when 

the railway line was extended to Fish 

Hoek, the railways built a stone 

viaduct straight  through the centre 

of the beach , and many fishing 

boats were smashed against the 

posts at high tide or in stormy 

weather. This motivated the building 

of a breakwater and harbour 

infrastructure in 1919. The harbour 

became attractive in its own right for 

its colourful fish auctions and 

polyglot community , which until  

today form s the basis for harbour 

activity, especially when the snoek 

come in. But, as o ccurred up the 

line, the railways brought prosperity 

and change , and the community 

profile began to change as wealthy 

landowners moved in and leisure 

became a significant part of the 

local economy. Hotels and boarding 

houses became commonplace, sea 

bathing  became popular , and a pavilion (now part of the Brass Bell restaurant) and tidal 

pools  were  built. Kalk Bay  still makes for  an enjoyable  day out: Its historical charm and beauty 

remain largely intact, and fishing and tourism live side by  side. Uniquely for Cape Town, the 

infamous Group Areas Act , which caused the removal of most of Cape Townõs coloured  and 

black  communities to the harsh wasteland of the Cape Flats, never managed to remove the 

fishing community of Kalk Bay throug h local community action , which  gives the area a 

wonderful multi cultural flavour. Perhaps because of its long associations with the local fishing 

community, t he Kalk Bay harbour beach (Fishery beach) has  always been very popular with  

holiday makers from the Cape Flats . It is accessible by rail and was a declared ônon-whiteõ 

beach in terms of the then apartheid legislation  ð one of the very few along this coast. 

Vincent Cloete remembers how, on Boxing Day and N ew Yearõs and Second New Yearõs 

Day , many people would come from the Flats on the last night train at 01:00 to find the best 

spots on the beach. òWhen the first train arrived at 05:00, the stream would continue, and 

what a sight to see ð mothers, fathers, three to five children, each carrying a bag, a tin, a 

paper bag, etc ., all containing food, cool drinks, etc ., also a blanket and some short poles in 

some cases t o put up a shelter from the sun. Those that were early enough would tie up the 

ends of the blanket to the railway fence. Even at first light , the trains would arrive filled to 
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Kalk Bay Fishery beach circa 1875, before the railway line 

bisected it. Note the whale oil vats in th e foreground.  
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Fishery beach circa 1910, with the train passing before the 

breakwater.  
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bursting point and people just spilled out in a mass .ó10 The highlights of the da y were the boat 

rides: The fishing boats would be decked with bunting, the bigger boats would have space 

for musicians who would arrive back from what was then called the Coon Carnival (now the 

Cape Town Carnival), and the singing and dancing passengers w ould be taken out on  short 

sea trips.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Next stop along the line is Fish Hoek, the last along the line to  have  ôgrown upõ. With its origins 

also in fishing and whaling, as its name implies, it was also important in the very early 

provisioning to the Simonõs Town seafarers. The first land grant made included an unusual 

condition that there should be no public wine -house, that fishing should be free , and the 

beach  open to the public. The f irst condition  was to discourage sea men from delaying their 

return to ship by stopping at alehouses on the long journey back to Simonõs Town from Cape 

Town, and from contributing to general lawlessness and possible mutiny. Long afterwards, 

when Fish Hoek had become a small village, the local community invoked this clause to 

prevent the granting of any liquor licences , and even to this day , Fish Hoek remains dry of 

liquor stores, although one can buy in restaurants (the infamous battle of the bottle)! During 

an early lull in the drinks battle, the conditions of the grant were invoked again in 1919, this 

time to protect the shoreline from subdivision. Although the case made by the community 

was not successful , they did ultimately manage to retain the bea utiful long stretch of beach , 

which, together with Jagerõs Walk, makes for a splendid bathing and walking beach. The 

quick sands at Clovelly are still said to exist , but they pose  no risk to travellers.  

Simonõs Town is the last stop along the line, in front of Long Beach, also one of the few 

beaches on the Peninsula designated ônon-whiteõ during the apartheid era and still popular 

amongst òtrek netters ó (seine fishers) when the fish are running. From there, take the All 

Round Road, past Seaforth and the renown ed  Boulders Beach, where the penguins 

compete for beach space ; past Miller õs Point, with its campsite one of the Capeõs best-kept 

secrets ; the diving sites along the coast to Cape Point, and around past the settlements of 

Scarborough and Misty Cl iffs (a great place to surf). And then , round into the Kommetjie -

Noordhoek Valley. With a reputation for an alternative, laid -back lifestyle , this valley, set 

within the magnificent amphitheatre of the surrounding mountains, is the most recent of the 

                                                           

10 Cloete  (2000) p  55. 
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An early Kalk Bay harbour scene when the fish come in.  
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South Peninsula to be developed. The farms of Imhoffs Gift (initially called Slangkop) and 

Noordhoek were granted in the mid -1700s to provide the ships of Simonsõ Town harbour with 

fresh provisions. Unfortunately , with farming no longer viable, its remote, r ural charm is fast 

disappearing. But the bay is fringed by the 8  km stretch of Noordhoek beach  and  offers  the 

best surfing conditions in South Africa, in environmentally pristine conditions. These include 

the world -renown ed  Long Beach and Outer Kom , whe re the surfing competitions are held ; 

Sunset Beach , which provides some of the biggest rideable waves on the planet , and 365s at 

Soetwater, a break that is said to get 5  ̄rounder than 360 !̄ Truly magazine -c over  territory.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And so ends our journey along the beachfronts of the South Peninsula: Go for the ride.  
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Noordhoek beach towards Kommet jie. 

Surfing against the backdrop of Chapmanõs Peak. 
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5. Whaling in False Bay: Then and 

now  
(C. Postlethwayte ) 

 

 

Travel writer Paul Theroux, in his Dark Star Safari , describes a train jou rney he t ook  to Simonõs 

Town one hot, windy Sunday morning. As the train pulls out of Fish Hoek, he s aw  a most 

peculiar sight from the window: close to the shore, an enormous flapping whaleõs tail; so 

near, a swimmer could have reached out to touch it. His fellow travel lers casually ignore d  it 

as an everyday occurrence. There can be few other places in the world where whale -

watching on your daily commute can be expected when the southern right come in to 

calve.  

And people do like a close encounter with whales ð many  feel a deep reverence and awe 

for them. We respond to them more intensely than to many other animal species, and whale -

watching has become a pilgrimage for many. False Bay is a whale -watching mecca , since it 

provides ideal calving conditions between Jun e and November.  The bay teems with these 

giant mammals , mating, calving and rearing their young , and giving spectacular displays of 

power and elegant water acrobatics.  Several species of whale come into the bay , including 

Brydeõs whale , the humpback  whale  (the one that ôsingsõ) and the ôkiller whaleõ or orca . By 

far the most common, however, is the southern right whale . 

But for some  time in Cape Townõs past, hunting rather than observing whales was the order 

of the day. In fact, the south ern right whale is so named because she was the ôright whale to 

catchõ ð she ha d an abundance of baleen and oil, move d  slowly enough for the rowing 

Whales sailing.  
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(rowing !) boats to approach, and her carcass floated. In the early 1800s, whaling was a way 

of li fe for many at the Cape, ranked as the third -highest income -earning industry  (behind 

agriculture and wine -making) in the Cape Colony between 1820 and  1840. The meat was 

consumed and the blubber used to make can dles, soap and as oil in lamps  (including  at the 

then newly constructed lighthouses at Cape Point and Roman Rock) . The baleen was used in 

corsetry. The settlements along the Cape Peninsulaõs False Bay coastline used the enormous 

whalebones for fenc ing and as land survey beacons , since they were hardier than wood. 

Bones could also be used decoratively around the house as well as for furniture. The famous 

astronomer Sir John Herschel (who lived in Cape Town for some time to complete his survey 

of the southern skies, and whose writings on òthat mystery of mysteries ó ð evolution  ð 

influenced Charles Darwinõs The Origin of Species  following the latterõs visit to Herschel in 

Cape Town) , on travelling between Simonõs Town and Muizenberg in 1835, wrote  in his diary 

that on  the sand along the coast were òabundant Ribs, Jaws and vertebrae of whales, 

whitened ... by the weather. It is a desolate scene - Fish Hook (sic) Bay and the road 

between it and Kalk Bay is skirted with houses of the Whale fishers, and a terrific display of 

Skeleton shapes it exhibits - Ribs, Jaws etc. form great fences and Enclosures - nay houses 

Roofs, Walls etc. ó11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Whaling in False Bay began in 1806 and ended in 1935 when southern right whales received 

international protection from commercial whaling , by which time their numbers were terribly 

depleted . It was only as late as 1986 , however,  that South Africa  supported an international 

moratorium on all commercial whaling , and finally fully protected all whales in South African 

waters under the Marine Living Resources Act  of  1998. 

The first whaling station was established at Seaforth in Simonõs Town. However, the Navy 

complained bitterly that the smell of the boiling blubber would have  a  harmful effect  on the 

health of the troops manning the batteries on either side, so it was moved to the less 

populated area of Kalk Bay. Howev er, as Kalk Bay grew, especially after  the  arrival of the 

railway in 1883, so again did the outcry about the stench created from the decomposing 

carcasses. By 1902 , whaling at Kalk Bay and St  James ceased , and the whale carcasses were 

then dragged ashore  along Muizenberg beach east of Sandvlei , where no residents could 

be offended. Whaling stations were also established at Millerõs Point and Fish Hoek. The last 

                                                           

11 Tredgold  (1985) p  158. 
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Whale bones were used to mark boundaries before fences were erected.  
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whale taken in False Bay was in 1927, by which time the industry was in significant decline 

du e to excessive whaling.  

One can still find remnants of these activities  in St James,  where  the historic Villa Capri  at 86 

Main Road  was once a whaling station. Below  it is a long stone -built cellar , running the full 

length of the house, which coul d accommodate a small whaling boat (which were long and 

narrow) , while  the back section has a raised platform with compartments along the back, 

which were  p resumably used 

as slave quarters, but could 

also have been used for 

storing barrels of  oil and 

whaling equipment. There 

used to be a blubber pot on  

the grounds , and the corner 

posts of the fence were of 

whale bone. Pentrich  (1 

Pentrich Road) was the other 

whaling station. Whale 

carcasses were tied to the flat , 

sloping reef of rock calle d The 

Point alongside Danger 

beach , where the eye -bolts 

may still be visible.  

At Miller õs Point, the concrete foundations of the whale blu bber c 47)auldrons remain near 

the tidal pool (a braai has been built on top of it). In Fish Hoek, opposite Skeleton Rock on 

present -day Jagerõs Walk (also known as Cat Walk), at the south end of the beach , one used 

to see the winch and eye -bo lts used to haul the whale carcasses up onto the rocks , while  the 

oldest building in the bay ð ôUitkykõ ð above it was one of the whaling houses wh ere blubber 

pots used to stand.  

Elements of St James whaling. (E.W.Attridge map 1915)  
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Millerõs Point remnants of the whale blubber cauldron. 
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Whaling was an extremely dangerous affair in those days. The men operated  from small, 

narrow rowing boats, pointed at both ends, made from pine and built lightly for 

manoeuvrability  and speed. Local whalers often obtained them from the whale -catcher 

sailing ships of New England on their return journey north once  their hunting expeditions were 

over. They carried a crew 

of six ð the harpooner, 

the helmsman and three 

or four oarsmen. The 

harpoon was attached 

to the boat by a long 

rope. Very often , the 

boats would be dragged 

over  long distances by 

the harpooned wh ale. 

Once it was killed, it had 

to be left in the bay , as 

the boa ts were too small 

to drag the carcass back 

to the station. The crew 

noted the bearings and 

then returned to inform 

the heavier fishing vessels 

where to retrieve the 

carcass.  

Abdullah Moses, who was born in Simonõs Town in 1884, recalls vividly how all the youngsters 

in the community (including him) were look outs: When a whale was spotted , they would light 

a smoke fire and guide the whaler to the w hale : òWhen we saw that the boat was in position 

for striking, we would put the fire out and anxiously wait for the results. On a Saturday 

morning , a whale was sighted in Jafferõs Bay (Cole Point) ... The whale was duly harpooned 

by Mr Abdol Clark. The l ine was allowed to run free and then secured to the bollard in the 

whaler. The whale towed the boat towards the open sea and took its first stop for a rest at a 

point about where the dockyard lighthouse now stands. It then pulled out along the coast in 

one  long haul to Millerõs Point. All the people ran along the coast roads and paths following 

the whale hunt. I ran, and ran, and ran, following the chase as far as Millerõs Point ... From 

Millerõs Point, we watched the whale towing the boat out in the direct ion of Smitswinkel Bay. 

We could go no further , as the going after Millerõs Point was too difficult and, besides, we 

were too tired. We later had news from the boat when they returned empty -handed, that 

the rope had to be cut as the whale was pulling them  out to sea and they had no chance to 

come near to the whale to deal the death -blow with the lance.ó  

Painting òUitkyk Oosó by renowned South African artist Tinus de Jong in 

the Fish Hoek library, donated by long -time owners of Uitkyk, the Mossop 

family . 
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Moses goes on to recount 

another episode near Roman 

Rock (Simonõs Town) on a 

beautiful calm day , when a 

whale boat, manned by the 

same crew, harpooned a  whale , 

which towed them out to sea 

again : òA calf was with the 

whale and every time the 

skipper tried to lance her, the 

calf was always in the way. The 

skipper then lost his head and 

stuck the calf with the lance. The 

calf sank to the bottom and the 

moth er went to lift the calf. 

When she saw that the calf was dead, she went to make a second attempt to lift, came up 

and gave a SCREAM. She jumped out of the water and charged the boat. All the crewmen 

could do was to reverse the boat and try to back away. T he whale swung around and bit 

the bows and forward part of the boat clean off. The crew was thrown into the water and 

had to hang on until help came from a second boat é two hours later. The whale continued 

its charge from the boat right out to sea and w as not seen again.ó12 

                                                           

12 Brock, Brock & Willis (1975). 
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It is a wonder that the whales have returned to False Bay with this terrible history. But return 

they have, left in peace , and we now have the privilege of watching them at close range, 

alth ough there is strict legislation as to how close to them one may  approach (no closer than 

300 m). Where once were whaling stations and blubber pots , are now whale -watching sites. 

At Millerõs Point, for example, there are two deep pools, just to the nor th of the Point, where 

the whales  are able to come in close to the shore and their huge sleek bodies can often be 

seen breaching . So, why not take that marvellously  scenic train ride through Muizenberg, St 

James, Kalk Bay, Fish Hoek and through to Simonõs Town, and perhaps you too will see the 

whales at play!  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Whale -watching in False Bay, Base Plan.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whale
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whale_surfacing_behaviour
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6. An alliance with the sun: 

Randlords and diamond magnates  

(M.  Attwell ) 

 

 

 

 

 

Imperial architect Herbert Baker once wrote that in order to create successful architecture in 

South Africa, architects needed to òenter into an alliance with the sunó. The strong sunlight of 

the local environment, deep shadows, textured and moulded surfaces , and scenic 

landscapes  carried with them challenges for the Cape architect. They also presented unique 

opportunities to design holiday homes of architectural value and interest along the narrow 

coastal strip from Muizenberg to St James, reflectin g the interests of the day, using the 

textures and local materials of the vernacular , and adapting styles and craftsmanship to 

reflect the status of the owner.  

Muizenberg, St James and Kalk Bay were favoured recreational destinations for the 

businessmen an d parliamentarians of Cape Town. Their holiday homes  and the homes and 

businesses of local fishermen and traders existed side by side for many years. The move by 

the wealthy to the South Peninsula to enjoy the bathing and relaxation opportunities 

increase d with the extension of the rail line from Wynberg to Kalk Bay. From the 1880 s, the 

sleepy settlements along the coastline grew  as the successful local merchants and 

businessmen discovered the delightful opportunities of having a weekend home close to th e 

sea. Some 50 years later , the coastline was known on the tourist map, with well -established 

hotels receiving visitors who arrived by mail  ship. 

The really wealthy holiday residents were the randlords and magnates of South Africa, 

international busi nessmen who had made fortunes in gold and diamond mining. Many had 

holiday homes in and around Muizenberg. In establishing their holiday homes here, they 

were following the example of the former Prime Minister of the Cape and a local imperialist, 

Cecil Joh n Rhodes. Always a trend setter , he  had a cottage in Muizenberg , where he came 

on occasion to enjoy the breezes and relax.  

Interestingly , the trend for homes along the South Peninsula coast gained further impetus 

after his death, and Muizenberg  remained a popular choice. Some of the homes of the 

magnates no longer exist or were owned by them for a short time. Most of the holiday homes 

built by the randlords and diamond pioneers remain in private ownership, although 

fortunately, two are open to the public. They are Rhodes Cottage , which is now a museum, 

and the Casa Labia, a restaurant, cultural centre and art gallery. Who were the mining 



54 

 

magnates who followed Rhodesõs example and built holiday homes at Muizenberg , and 

where are their holiday homes?  

Vergenoeg, Royal Road , Muizenberg  

Vergenoeg means òfar enoughó. 

When it was built for the diamond 

magnate, friend and confidant of 

Cecil Rhodes, Sir Alpheus Fuller 

Williams, it was an isolated place, built 

on the dunes beyond Muizenberg , 

near the e stuary of the Sandvlei. It 

faced the sea of False Bay, allowing 

the family of Sir Alpheus and his 

guests complete privacy and 

relaxation. Today, it has lost none of 

its impact  nor  its sense of gazing out 

to sea, despite currently being 

surrounded by high walls and parking 

areas on the landward side.  

Vergenoeg dates back to  1903, when it was designed by Herbert Baker and Francis Masey 

for Alpheus Williams (1874-1953). It was close to Bakerõs own holiday home , which he called 

Sandhills, also at that time ensconced i n the dunes. The design of the house followed Bakerõs 

Cape Revival  ideas ð a white -plastered twin -gabled building linked by a veranda.  

Since Baker left Cape Town after the Anglo -Boer War , in 1902, it is likely that the inspiration for 

the house ð the Cape -style, high , ornate gables with their plaster mouldings, and its powerful 

relationship with the sea  ð was Maseyõs. Baker and Kendall and, later , Baker, Kendall and 

Morris, retained a relationship with the Alpheus Williams family, making a seri es of additions 

and improvements over the years. Like many Baker and Masey houses, it is multi -gabled with 

the tall , ornamental gables and very tall chimneys in the English style  ð a curious and 

attractive mixing of styles best described as Cape Revi val  Arts and Crafts. Walls were 

plastered and white -washed , enhanced by moulded plasterwork, allowing a play of light 

and shadow  ð the òalliance with the sunó that Baker referred to. 

Sir Alpheus Williams was a mining engineer  ð the son of Gardn er Frederick Williams, an 

American mining engineer , who grew up in the mining camps of California  and joined the 

De Beers Diamond Mining Company in Kimberley in 1887. He transferred his vast experience 

and knowledge of his career in gold mining to diamond s. His knowledge of the technical 

side of mining was of inestimable value to the success of De Beers at a crucial period in its 

existence.  

Vergenoeg, Royal Road, Muizenberg  
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Williams succeeded his father as manager of De Beers in 1905 , where he remained until his 

retirement in 1 931. Like his father,  he  was an innovative manager and mining technologist , 

and managed De Beers during a crucial period of growth.  

Although based in Kimberley, he and his wife maintained the Vergenoeg house as a family 

holiday home for more than half a century. They entertained widely with g roups of 

acquaintances , including politicians, visiting diplomats and statesmen. The architect James 

Morris remembers meeting General Jan Smuts at Vergenoeg. Alpheus Williams retained a 

lifelong affection for Vergenoeg , spending much of his retirement the re, and  also died there 

in 1953. 

Private home: Not accessible to the public.  

Sandhills, Beach Road, Muizenberg  

While not one of the mining magnates who lived at Muizenberg, Herbert Baker, from the 

architectural firm Baker and Masey , designed many of their homes and offices. Baker was an 

early confidant of Rhodes , and moved in the same circles as the mining men and financiers  

whose houses he designed and whose custom he sought. He also sought to translate many 

of Rhodesõs ideas about architecture re gionalism and nationalism into the buildings he 

designed  ð some , of course , at Muizenberg.  

Baker had already undertaken a number of commissions for Rhodes b y 1899, including the 

Prime Ministerõs residence at Groote Schuur. He relied on the prestige attached to his role as 

Rhodesõs architect to advance his business. It was therefore probably inevitable that when 

Rhodes acquired a cottage at Muizenberg, Baker w ould follow. As at Vergenoeg, he 

designed a home for himself facing directly on to the beach amongst the dunes , and a short 

ride away from Rhodesõs cottage.  

Alpheus Williams and his family on holiday, 1918.  

Alpheus Fuller Williams as a mining 

executive at De Beers.  
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Sandhills was a variant of the twin -gabled dwelling type linked by a veranda , which allowed 

protec tion from the harsh light of the Muizenberg sunshine. It was more modest than 

Vergenoeg, consisting of a single stor ey and set on a high sandstone plinth. The house was a 

design experiment, and not an entirely successful on e at that. Baker designed it as a  

courtyard house with a central atrium  ð a new version of an òalliance with the sunó and , in 

this case , the wind as well. Baker had not fully considered the south east ers that blew fiercely 

at Muizenberg in the summer months. When the winds blew , the fine white sand from the 

dunes covered not only the veranda , but blew into the atrium, covering the floors. Baker 

retained the house , despite moving away from Cape Town, first to Johannesburg and then 

London. He returned with his family occasionally for  holidays at Sandhills.  

Sandhills is currently one of four contiguous houses in Beach R oad designed by Bakerõs firm in 

the early 20th  century. The other , similarly modest houses are called Rokeby, Crawford Lea 

and Swanbourne. Today , all four carefully restored and adapted buildings  form part of the St 

Ledger Retirement Home.  

The retirement home is not open to the public.  

 

Herbert Baker as a young man.  
Sandhills today . 
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Rust en Vrede, Main Road, Muizenberg  

Considered one of the gems of 

the Main Road strip at 

Muizenberg, Rust en Vrede is 

an impressive , high multi -

gabled building linked by deep 

colonnades and verandas. 

More than any of the homes of 

the mining magnates,  it is a 

statement of entering into a n 

òalliance  with the sunó. The 

plastered surfaces, the textures, 

the moulded parapets  and  the 

deep shadows of the 

colonnades  create an essay in 

sunlight an d shade. There is an 

impressive side entrance also , 

with high , elongated gables.  

Cecil Rhodes intended Rust en Vrede to be his new seaside home , and asked Baker to 

produce sketches to this end. The plan was for a multi -gabled house on a great stone plinth , 

whe re Rhodes could see the sea through òwhite columnsó to the distant mountains in False 

Bay. However, by this time , Rhodes knew he was dying. By 1902 , heart disease was ravaging 

his body , and his kidneys and lungs were beginning to fail. However , work proceeded , and 

at the time of his death, a lone sandstone wall for Rust en Vrede along the Main Road had 

been completed.  

The grand house  was completed in 1903, and was atypical of Rhodes õs love of simplicity. òI 

like teak and white -wash ,ó he told his architect, òmake it big and simpleó. 

The building project was taken over by his loyal friend Abe Bailey , and remained true to the 

original design. No expense was spared. In true Arts and Crafts style , every aspect of the 

house and garden was designed arou nd a series of guiding principles and ideas. Landscape 

design, garden furniture , interior design , including wall hangings and custom -made furniture 

to fit the rooms , all received careful attention.  

Abe Bailey was a local bo y made good, born in Cradock in 1864.  He moved to Barberton 

during the gold rush, moved by stories of great wealth and fabulous opportunities. He had a 

rocky start , but with bold investments and acquisition of farms rich in gold ore, he became 

one of the m ost successful of the mining magnates , and certainly one of the richest.  

During his early gold mining years , he met Cecil Rhodes , whom he tried to persuade to get 

more involved in gold mining ventures. Rhodes oddly failed to capitalise o n the emergent 

go ld industry as Bailey did. Mentored by Rhodes, Bailey  entered politics, taking over Rhodesõs 

old Parliamentary seat of Barkley East.  

Rust en Vrede from Boyes Drive.  
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By the 1890s, Bailey was one of the worldõs richest men, commuting between London and 

South Africa. He married into the  British aristocracy and was active in international affairs.  

 

He was a sportsman, enjoying a good game of cricket ; an avid art collector , and collector of 

mainly Africana ; a gambler ; a farmer , and a lover of the countryside, both in England and 

South Africa. He never forgot his humble beginnings , and was  a  generous philanthropist. He 

retained a great love for the country that  presented him with the enormous opportunities he 

had.  

He also retained a great affection for Rust en Vrede , and entertain ed there frequently. One 

of his guests was the crime 

writer Agatha Christie , who 

visited Cape Town in 1922 , 

and wrote : òLunch with Sir 

Abe Bailey at his house in 

Muizenberg. He is quite an 

old dear é it is a very nice 

house ð also originally built 

fo r Rhodes .ó Sir Abe Bailey 

died at Muizenberg and is 

buried beneath a simple, 

magnificent semi -circular 

memorial high above the 

house , with a panoramic 

view of False Bay.  

Rust en Vrede is a private 

home and is not open to the 

public.

Baileyõs Grave, Boyes Drive, above Rust en Vrede.  Sir Abe Bailey in retirement at Rust en 

Vrede.  

Gate and entrance to Rust en Vrede from Main Road, Muizenberg.  
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Casa Labia, Main Road , Muizenberg  

The Casa Labiaõs link with mining magnates is admittedly a tenuous one. However, since Ida 

Labia was one of the daughters of J oseph Benjamin (JB)  Robinson, it gives us an opportunity 

to link the Casa Labia to the life and career of th is gold  mining magnate . JB Robinson was 

one of the more contentious of the mining magnates , and many of his decisions and actions 

were clouded by controversy, including his will.  

On the discovery of diamonds in South Africa in 1867, JB Robinson moved to the Vaal River 

district, where, by purchasing the stones and , later on, buying diamond -bearing land in 

Kimberley, he made a fortune. Upon the discovery of g old in the Witwatersrand district in 

1886, he moved quickly  and went  into partnership with Alfred Beit  ð a long -time confidant 

and partner of Rhodes. Robinson had the foresight and good fortune to buy the Langlaagte 

and Randfontein farms, both o f which were exceptionally rich in gold -bearing ore. His rather 

forceful business tactics came in for criticism, earning him the title of ôOld Buccaneer õ, and 

even in an industry of hard and driven men, he was considered with caution. Beit cut his ties 

w ith Robinson  because of his concern over  his business methods and ethics.  

 

In 1890, Robinson  established the Randfontein Gold Estate and became one of the richest 

magnates in South Africa. He left the Cape to live in London , but returned  in 1917, settling at 

Hawthornden , Wynberg. His daughter, Ida, married Count Labia (later Prince Labia ), Italian 

p lenipotentiary to South Africa.  Their descendants still own this stately and beautifully situated 

palazzo on Main Road , Muizenberg.  

Casa Labia was built in 1929 on the death of JB Robinson  ð probably with the proceeds of 

Idaõs inheritance ð on the site of the old fort  erected by the British after the Battle of 

Muizenberg. A house , also called  ôThe Fortõ, had been built on the site , but was later 

demolished to make way for Casa Labia , which was , confusingly,  also sometimes called ôThe 

Fortõ. 

Count Labiaõs family was from Venice. Casa Labia, designed by a local architect , Fred 

Glennie, was intended to reflect the Venetian origins of his family. The richly Italianate interior 

Prince Natale Labia, Ida (Robinson)  

Labia and their sons.  Casa Labia today  






























































































































































