


Fish Hoek - The early inhabitants. 

In 1920 when Victor and Bertie Peers uncovered a midden of over one metre 

thick and several thousand years old, at what was later to be known as Peers 

Cave, they did much to help us understand the life of the early inhabitants of 

Fish Hoek. The remains of four adults and four children were found at various 

levels, but it was the lone skull of a male, aged thirty years and reliably dated 

at near to twelve thousand years that brought the world’s attention to their 

work. Known as The Fish Hoek Man the skull at that time, 1929, was 

described as ‘the largest-brained type of man so far discovered’. 

Peers Cave is in fact a rock-shelter, the only one of its kind in the valley. It is 

123 metres above sea-level, with a 30 metre entrance under a projecting rock 

of 3.7 metres from the floor and 13 metres to the back wall. It is south-facing 

and is protected from the prevailing north-west and south-east winds. The 

floor consists of a black powdery soil built up of decayed vegetables and 

animal matter such as sea-shells, wood-ash, bones and rock fragments. 

Materials were always brought in to the shelter, but little was removed. This 

accounted for the great depths of the deposits. Besides the human remains, 

ostrich eggshell beads, shell pendants, remains of small skinbags, pieces of 



mother of pearl and stone tools were found. A separate section of the cave 

was used for the making of tools and spearheads. 

The inhabitants were early Khoisan hunters as against herders. They 

exploited the marine resources of the coast and included in their diet were 

seashells and mussels, as well as fish caught in fish-traps on the receding tide. 

They were tribal and unlike the nomadic herders were more settled in their 

existence. The majority of these chocolate-brown folk were under five foot in 

height and had small black tufts of hair on their scalps.  

The men were astute hunters, very agile and skilled with spears and poisoned 

arrows. They hunted in groups of five to ten and carried skinbags slung over 

their shoulders.  

The bags contained tools for skinning and foraging. Water in the Fish Hoek 

Valley was plentiful, not only in the Silvermine River but also in the many 

lagoons where birdlife abounded and formed part of their diet. The remains 

of large buck in the form of shattered shin bones (for the marrow inside) and 

teeth were unearthed at the cave which indicates the plentiful supply of kudu 

and eland in and around Fish Hoek Valley. The womenfolk cared for children, 

and collected wood as well as shellfish and mussels. 

The burial of the bodies in the cave was in the sheltered area near to where 

the Khoisan slept, and it seemed to have been in their culture to bury the 

dead near the sleeping area where they could maintain custody over the 

departed. Three of the adult skeletons uncovered showed death by violence, 

probably in the plains down below and brought up to the shelter for burial by 

family members and friends. No burial stones were evident in the cave, but 

the custom was to place a flat stone over the head and shoulders of the 

deceased. 

The presence of various artefacts when unearthing the skeletons revealed an 

interesting insight into Khoisan culture. The first skeleton, that of an infant, 

had been rolled in buckskin and placed in a bed of leaves. A string of conus 

shells with cut edges for stringing (a substitute for today’s baby’s rattle) was 



found alongside the skeleton as well as three strings of ostrich eggshell beads 

which were placed around the infant’s neck.  

The second skeleton, that of a young woman aged eighteen to twenty (her 

wisdom teeth had just matured) was accompanied by an outstanding display 

of bead-work. Strings of thousands of beads were wrapped around her limbs 

and waist and below her knees were bands of beautifully-worked patterns of 

ostrich eggshell beads to which were added many strips of wooden beads 

which were fitted 

in long strings against each other in a ball and socket arrangement. Around 

the young woman’s neck and shoulders was another necklace consisting of 

nine prepared skin bags, sausage-shaped, with carefully pleated ends sown 

up. These were strung together on a thick twist of animal sinew at equal 

distances from each other. Other items around the skeleton were three 

pieces of yellow oxide, two pieces of bright red oxide, a flaked stone knife 

and various other pebbles and stones. 

On close examination of the skeleton it was found that the methodical and 

elaborate burial was undoubtedly for a young woman who was born a 

cripple. This was determined where three vertebrae proved defective and the 

supporting arm-projection on the one side of each was missing.  

The result would be a lessening of the leg by 75mm. The young woman 

therefore must have been delicate and was looked upon with reverence and 

sympathy by the rest of the tribe. Her bead-work was different from the 

other womenfolk. This was done hopefully to distract any other repetitions of 

deformancy in the tribe as a cripple must have been a severe handicap to a 

foraging people. 

What does all this tell us of these people? They were superstitious, caring 

(they did not kill the young woman as a child), had family values and were a 

closely knit unit. Life expectancy was between forty to fifty years and this was 

further reduced when European diseases such as tuberculosis and smallpox 

decimated their numbers.  



Their culture excluded the concept of ‘yours’ and ‘mine’ and everything 

belonged to everyone, the earth and its fruits were for all to have. This lead 

to stealing and constant clashes with the new European settlers and resulted 

in their virtual extermination but for those who fled to the inhospitable 

terrain of the Northern Cape. 

Peers Cave gives us an in-depth look at the life of the early inhabitants of Fish 

Hoek, but the sad fact is that it never received the accolades it deserved for it 

was in fact excavated too early by those with little experience. Had it 

remained uncovered until archaeology was more advanced and well 

established in South Africa, it would have probably been a world renowned 

site. 

 

The Village. 

When Hester de Villiers died in 1914 she left instructions in her will that, after 

the death of my husband Jacob Izaak de Villiers the farm Vischhoek near Kalk 

Bay shall be sold. She asked that the sale take the form of individual building 

plots and it was from then on, when the first sale of plots was advertised on 



16 March 1918, that the residential village of Fish Hoek was born. Previously 

the Fish Hoek Valley had been mainly a farming area but now newcomers 

could buy plots and build homes. This resulted in the start of what was later 

to become a vibrant seaside town.  

After the first plots in the Fish Hoek Estate had been sold in 1918 and before 

any control of the structures could be established by the local Village 

Management Board, formed in 1921, many types of buildings were 

constructed. These ranged from permanent well designed brick buildings to 

wooden bungalows and even to corrugated iron weekend shacks.  

Most of these shacks disappeared after being condemned by the Medical 

Officer of Health. He was encouraged by the Board as better houses ensured 

better rates. Railway access now meant that residents could live in the valley 

at the seaside and work ‘up the line’ in Cape Town, and/or the city’s suburbs. 

The progress of development was fast and a Ratepayers’ Association was 

established in 1927. Thirteen years later, in November 1940, full municipal 

status was proclaimed with Mr H.S. Jager being elected Mayor on 20 

Novermber 1940, Mr P. Carmichael as deputy-mayor with four additional 

councillors. 

The Homestead. 

This historic building, destroyed by fire in November 1947, was probably built 

by Thomas Palmer c. 1824. He had bought the land on 3 May 1822 from Isaac 

Lesar. Lesar was a whalerman and during his ownership the brig Waterloo 

had sailed into Fish Hoek Bay in October 1821 to load whale-oil from his 

premises. She dragged anchor, was blown ashore by a strong south-easter 

and wrecked. She was a total loss and was sold, with damaged cargo, by 

auction on Fish Hoek beach on 6 November 1821.  

Palmer took out a mortgage of £3000 from a Cape Town businessman, James 

Richardson, to build The Homestead. Other expenses he had to incur to 

promote his whaling and fishing industry were no doubt also financed from 

this loan. His interest in farming was next to nil. The Homestead was built in 



typical Cape Dutch style in the shape of a ‘U’ with two gables in front of each 

side. Regrettably Richardson went insolvent in 1827, and as Palmer was 

unable to repay the balance of his debt the executors took over the farm.  

The farm was then subdivided into three lots and sold off. The Homestead, 

known as Bellevue, formed part of Lot B as did the fishing rights. It changed 

hands several times but in the mid-1830s was owned by brothers J.H.J. 

Muller and J.M. Muller, who as later owners of Lot A in 1842 became the 

owners of the entire Fish Hoek farm. 

It was during this time that the addition to the farmhouse, Goede Hoop, was 

built, no doubt to enlarge accommodation for the brothers’ family. The coach 

house, Brighton, was also added to the farmhouse. The property changed 

ownership from the Muller brothers to James McLachlan (1871) and to James 

Wilson (1875). 

Hester de Kock (later De Villiers) bought the propery in October 1883. Hester 

was one of the characters of Fish Hoek. She was a spinster, aged 51, at the 

time of her purchase. She concentrated her efforts on developing the farm. 

All previous owners had concentrated solely on whaling and fishing. She laid 

out fields for growing vegetables and wheat and organised piped-water from 

the Silvermine River. The farmhouse was already an extensive building (see 

postcard) and Hester, realising the popularity of Fish Hoek beach for holiday 

makers, let rooms in the farmhouse and converted her barn and the coach-

house to provide holiday accommodation. 

In later years (c. 1920) The Homestead was used for dances and concerts and 

the dividing wall between Bellevue and Goede Hoop was knocked down to 

provide a sizeable hall. The building was later converted into a popular hotel 

with a double storey annex. In 1934 the annex burned down and was rebuilt 

but the next fire, on 17 November 1947, was disastrous and both Bellevue 

and Goede Hoop were razed to the ground. The thatched roof had caught 

alight and it quickly spread throughout the buildings thus ending one 

hundred and twenty-five years of history. 



 



 



 



 



 



 

The Windsor Hotel. 

The Windsor Hotel was built in 1926 by Mr J.L. Golding. Originally it was a 

single storey building but due to its popularity another storey was added 

within two years. Mrs Martha Hobbs, sister of Mr. J.L. Golding, was the 

proprietor. 

 It was while on holiday from Kimberley with his sister in January 1925 that 

Mr Golding decided to build the hotel as a block of excellent beach-facing 

plots had just come on the market. He initially decided to name the building 

Wembley Hotel due to the Empire Exhibition at Wembley being staged at 

that time, but later changed the name to Windsor.  

The Anglican community held many fundraising functions here during Mrs 

Hobbs’ proprietorship especially when they were raising money for the 

building of the St. Margaret’s Church. In April 1938 the Anglican Messenger 

recorded that, a very jolly evening was spent at our last Bridge and Rummy 

Drive at the Hotel Windsor when once again we enjoyed the hospitality of Mr 

and Mrs A. W. Hobbs. The sum of £4-4-0 was raised.  



The hotel was sold in 1945 to Brian Park whose parents had run Thornton 

House in Kenilworth. He ran it until 1970 when, similar to many hotels at this 

time, it was closed as it failed to meet the statutory star-rating standards.  

Another year was to pass before it was demolished. The Windsor Lodge, a 

block of flats, was later built on the site. On the left of the above postcard is a 

block which at one time housed the Fish Hoek Tea Lounge. 

 This was the most patronised shop in Fish Hoek, known to all as Greekies. It 

was run by Costa Pnematicatos and his mother, Mama. A.E. Linley, the first 

local chemist (1928), shared this block with the Fish Hoek Tea Lounge. 

 

The White House Hotel. 

This hotel was originally built in 1920 as a home for Mr E.W. Rice (Chairman 

of the Village Board). He named it Dynevor but it was known locally as Rice’s 

Folly and was built on the highest sand-dune in Fish Hoek. It was here that 

the first inaugural meeting of the Fish Hoek Village Management Board was 

held on 20 September 1921. It became an hotel, known as The White House 



Hotel, in 1940/41. This did not last long for by 1946 it was referred to in the 

Business Directory of Fish Hoek as the Dynevor Estate Guest House. This was 

later converted into flats - The White House Flats and finally demolished in 

1970. A block of flats, De Waal Heights, named after the road alongside, now 

occupies the site. 

The first venture into the hotel business in Fish Hoek was started in 1920 

when a double storey building, known as Milton, was built at the top of 

Second Avenue. 

 Later it was known as The Outspan Hotel. One of the features of this hotel 

was that originally the ground floor was below road level. This occurred 

because the foundation was built according to the rough gravelled 

Kommetjie Road. When the Kommetjie Road was relaid and tarred in the late 

1920s the level was raised to about two feet higher that the old gravel road. 

This meant that residents of The Milton hotel had to go down steps to enter 

the front door. One can only imagine the problems when the heavy winter 

rains occurred and there was no proper storm water drainage. 

 



St Margaret's Anglican Church. 

The foundation stone of this church, which lies on the corner of 5th Avenue 

and the Kommetjie Road, was laid on 4 April 1934. Prior to 1923 Anglicans 

travelled to the Holy Trinity Church, Kalk Bay for worship. This was a major 

undertaking as few, if any, had cars and most depended on the railways for 

transport and trains were few and far between.  

On Sunday 23 February 1923, however, the first officially recorded service for 

Anglicans was held in the basement of Mr J.B. Zoutendyk’s home Delft on the 

Kommetjie Road. Thereafter the congregation worshipped at Mrs Barry’s 

schoolroom at the corner of 4th Avenue and Kommetjie Road. In March 1925 

the church bought the building that housed the schoolroom and the 

adjoining cottage for £700.  

The building was converted into a church hall and served as such until 1965. 

The cottage became the rectory. By 1932 the church council had purchased 

the three erven, the grounds of which now make up the premises of the 

present church. Architect C.P. Walgate was appointed as architect for the 

design of the proposed new church building.  

In April 1934 builder James Gordon was the successful tenderer for what was 

described as ‘a Swiss-style chalet church design.’ The name of the new church 

was to be St Margaret’s of Antioch, and on 19 July 1934, the eve of St 

Margaret’s Day, Bishop Lavis dedicated the new church to the patron saint, St 

Margaret. The next day Sunday 20 July, Holy Communion was first 

celebrated.  

On 20 July, 1945 Archbishop Darbyshire consecrated the church. 



 

The Green Parrot Tea-Room. 

The Green Parrot Tea-room was built in 1924 after the Village Management 

Board had passed plans for a cafe on the corner of Main and Recreation 

Roads. It was built by Albert and Monty Mendelsohn and was originally called 

the Santoy Cafe. The verandah along the Main Road was a very popular place 

for tea. 

The tearoom was taken over in 1925 and the new owner, Cherry Barton-

Smith, changed the name to the The Green Parrot Tea-room after her pet 

parrot which she had brought with her. The original building had a roofed 

verandah on the side facing the Main Road and tea was served there, 

weather permitting. Besides re-renaming the tea-room, Cherry Barton-Smith 

also enclosed the verandah (as per above postcard).  

The whole frontage was then glassed and formed part of the building. The 

tea-room remained very popular and was a regular meeting-place for many 

locals. The Standard Bank opened premises alongside the tea-room in the 

early 1930s and this proved most convenient for all concerned. The glassed 



verandah lasted until the early 1940s when a proper sidewalk pavement was 

built. A land survey inspection showed that the verandah had in fact been 

built on public land. The tea-room was finally demolished in 1964 and was 

replaced with the present building aptly named Green Parrot Place, a name 

which recalls the tea-room days of yesteryear. 

Fish Hoek Station. 

When the railway was extended from Kalk Bay to Fish Hoek in 1890 there 

were problems with building the line across the Fish Hoek Valley. A single 

track concrete bridge had to be built to carry the line across the Silvermine 

River, which tended to spread across the sands as it came down in flood 

during winter.  

To try and prevent this flooding forty-four-gallon drums filled with concrete 

were used to strengthen the river banks. Initially an open wooden platform 

near the south corner of Fish Hoek beach was chosen but this gave little 

shelter to the elements. It was an island platform with a loop in the single 

line which passed each side of the platform. In 1910, after much protest by 



the locals, two small waiting-rooms, one at each end of the platform, were 

provided as shelters. In 1919 a new station, with three platforms connected 

by an overhead bridge, was built on the present station site. The station 

buildings date from 1927. To cater for local commuters a new timetable was 

drawn up which included trains that ran only as far as Fish Hoek and a 

turntable was constructed to turn the steam engines for their return trip to 

Cape Town.  

A water tower then had to be built to supply water for these steam engines 

which had previously been re-watered in Simon’s Town. Shifting sands often 

drifted into the gap between platforms making it impossible for the train to 

pass. The sand-dunes on the beach were then removed at the railways’ 

expense. Special sand-trains collected the sand much of which was used at 

the Salt River Railways Workshops for many of the steam engine sand-boxes. 

Old railway sleepers were also sunk into the sand along the edge of Fish Hoek 

beach to try and keep the line clear of sand. It was a never ending battle that 

lasted until after the 1940s. 

 

Clovelly Country Club. 



Sited on the original farm Klein Tuin, the Cape Estates Ltd. bought the 

property from a widow, Mrs De Kock, in 1920 after she had been forced to 

sell to meet costs after she had lost a court action concerning her water 

rights. Cape Estates had high hopes of developing this farm into a residential 

area. Little interest was, however, shown among potential home-owners on 

account of the relative remoteness of the area as well as the sandy terrain.  

A group of naval men from Simon’s Town heard of their plight and offered to 

lease the ground to build a 9-hole golf course. Their own local 9-hole course, 

on lease from the Simon’s Town Muncipality, lay on the slopes of the 

mountain beyond Simon’s Town where once the Boer Prisoner-of-War camp 

Bellevue had existed.  

There was no chance of expansion and they were experiencing severe water 

shortages. Cape Estates agreed to lease the ground and the Clovelly Golf Club 

was founded in 1922. Records of these early years were lost when the 

original clubhouse was destroyed by fire. 

 A new clubhouse was then built on the site of today’s clubhouse and was 

opened on Union Day, 31 May 1930, by Mr S.F. Waterson, the Member of 

Parliament for Constantia.  

As the site was elevated and the surrounding conditions very sandy, 

members parked their cars near The Old Homestead, a few hundred metres 

away, and walked to the clubhouse.  

This clubhouse was later sold for £700 to the Clovelly Country Club by the 

members of Westlake Golf Club, after they moved in 1932 to found a new 

club on the farm Raapkraal in Lakeside. The 9-hole golf course at Clovelly 

progressed slowly. In 1931, however, the Great Depression set in and Cape 

Estates was forced into liquidation. The entire property (some 200 morgen) 

was offered for sale by liquidators Syfret, Godlonton and Low for £4000. The 

Clovelly Golf Club was unable to raise this amount, eventually reduced to 

£3000, and it was finally bought on the expiry of the option, in equal half 

shares in the individual names of the purchasers, Messrs Gus Ackerman and  



 

Michael Pevsner. These two buyers saw the potential of the area as ideal for 

establishing an 18-hole golf course as well as ample parking facilities. They 

duly formed what is today the Clovelly Country Club - a magnificent piece of 

real estate that has one of the finest golf courses in the Cape Peninsula. By 

the end of 1932 the course was extended to 18 holes and four tennis courts 

had been built. Dr C.M. Murray, regarded as one of the best course architects 

of his day, designed the course. In 1933 the clubhouse was replaced by a 

magnificent new clubhouse (see postcard).  

Features of this new clubhouse were a beautiful baronical dining-hall with 

exposed oak rafters and serviced accommodation for permanent residents. 

The official opening of both clubhouse and course took place on 1 December 

1934 when Judge Gardner drove off the first tee. Fire gutted the clubhouse 

on 25 July 1955. It started at 11am through an electrical fault. Fortunately 

there was no loss of life and many of the valuable trophies were saved. A 

new clubhouse was duly constructed, but the lavish dining-hall and 

accommodation for residents were excluded from the design. 



Kommetjie. 

Kommetjie’s name comes from a natural rock pool on the coast which lies 

next to the launching pad of a local boat club. History has it that the Kom was 

one of many Khoi fish-traps along the Peninsula coastline and was used 

centuries ago by the original inhabitants of these shores for the trapping of 

fish on the receding tide. Translated, Kommetjie means Little basin. 

Kommetjie’s ‘modern’ history started as an indirect result of the north-west 

storms in Table Bay, for it was Baron Gustav Wilhelm van Imhoff, 

Commissioner Extraordinary of the Dutch East India Company who, in 1743, 

granted the farm Slangkop (later named Imhoff’s Gift) to Christina Diemer, 

widow of Frederick Roussouw, owner of Zwaanswyk (Steenberg).  

A major condition of this grant was that vegetables had to be grown and 

supplied to the Dutch East India Company’s ships at anchor in Simon’s Town. 

This was as a result of the Council of Seventeen issuing an instruction in 1742 

to all the D.E.I.C. ships’ captains that it was compulsory for them to anchor in 

Simon’s Town over the period May 15 to August 15. This instruction was 



given in an effort to avoid damage to the fleet as a result of the strong north-

west storms in Table Bay. On 22 May 1737 in a severe storm in Table Bay the 

D.E.I.C. lost eight homeward-bound ships in Table Bay laden with spices and 

goods from the East as well as two hundred and eight lives. This was the final 

‘straw’ in a series of shipwrecks in Table Bay, and after the instruction was 

given to anchor in Simon’s Bay it was essential to find suitable vegetable 

gardens in the South Peninsula to supply the ships.  

The farm Slangkop in Kommetjie was chosen by Baron van Imhoff as one of 

these vegetable gardens. Later owners of Imhoff’s Gift included Rocher, 

Hugo, Kirsten and Heinrich Pieter Hablutzel. It was Hablutzel who sold part of 

the farm to Anton Benning in 1902 on which the town Kommetjie was then 

established. 

 



The Kommetjie - Muizenberg Bus Service (1902 - 1905). 

This was the first ever bus service in the Cape Peninsula and probably also in 

South Africa. The bus was owned by Kommetjie Estates Ltd., which owned 

much of the local area of Kommetjie.  

The bus service operated basically between Fish Hoek and Kommetjie and 

was the essential means of transport and communication. It operated 

weekdays between Fish Hoek and Kommetjie transporting passengers and 

supplies. 

 On the return journey to Fish Hoek it invariably brought back fish caught 

along the coast as far south as Witsands. At weekends the journey was 

extended to Kalk Bay and Muizenberg to cater for day-trippers to enjoy the 

Atlantic coast and the beautiful beaches of Kommetjie and Noordhoek.  

The message on the postcard of the Kommetjie bus reads, The Kommetje’s 

Ltd Motor Bus & Party before leaving St James for the Kommetje where we 

spent a jolly day on the 27.12.04. The journey takes about VU hours. 

The bus was of French make and bore the signboard Kommetjie Estates Ltd. 

It was operated by a driver/mechanic named Mr Seville and was a real 

headache for him. The frequent breakdowns and the endless problems of 

sand-dunes, in which the bus was inevitably stuck, saw the demise of this 

venture.  

The scenes of passengers pushing the bus through the sands of Fish Hoek 

were all too frequent and proved a financial disaster. Not only were the 

passengers reluctant to pay the fare after such effort but the high cost of 

continual repairs proved too much. 

The service was closed in 1905 after a life of a little more than three years 

and transport reverted back to the ox-wagon and the horse-cart until the 

roads improved and regular motor transport was used. 

 



The first Kommetjie Hotel. 

The original building on this site was a modest establishment which consisted 

of a shop, a bakery and the local post office. It was built by Gustav Lund who 

had come to Kommetjie from the Orange Free State after the Anglo-Boer 

War (1899-1902). After a few years Lund converted the premises into a 

boarding-house. 

In 1911 Willem Kirsten took over the boarding house where accommodation 

was provided for a number of the wireless station personnel. Willem and his 

wife Annie successfully ran the boarding house until 1921 when Adolf 

Napparel bought it. Fie had previously owned Wiener Bakery in Cape Town. 

Napparel demolished the old building and with Ernst Seeliger as architect, 

erected a residential hotel, later the Swan Lodge, with a bakery behind it. The 

latter was later taken over by Compass Bakery.  

When Napparel applied for a liquor licence for his residential hotel he found 

that there was a restriction against such a licence being granted on the site. 

On the advice of General Smuts he opted to build a new hotel on the 



opposite side of the road using Ernst Seeliger once again as architect. In the 

1950s the first Kommetjie hotel was still being used as a boarding-house after 

which it became an old-age home for destitute people. It changed hands over 

a number of years and again was turned into a residential hotel run by a Mrs 

Daniels. Pierre Oosthuizen bought the complex in 1971, and in later times it 

consisted of the Kommetjie Superette on the ground floor and seven 

residential flats on the upper floor. 

 

Klein Vishoek - Glencairn. 

On 8 February 1809 Andries Bruins applied for a piece of ground on the other 

side of North Battery of 100 square feet to be used as a fisherman’s hut for 

the better promotion of his fishery. This was granted on 15 February 1823 by 

Lord Charles Somerset.  

The Bruins family carried out a very successful fishing business from these 

premises until the end of the 19th century. Haarders were salted in large 

‘trapbalies’, similar to wine vats, and the fish was taken by ox-wagon to Paarl, 

Wellington and Fransch Hoek where it was either sold outright to farmers or 



bartered for fresh vegetables which they later sold to ships in Simon’s Bay. In 

1896 Mr Dirk van Breda bought the house and the fishing rights from the 

widow Jacoba Bruins for £500. From 1930 to the mid-1940s the house stood 

empty and fell into disrepair.  

It was occupied by local fishing families until 1959 when the house (including 

the fishermens’ huts) was sold together with the Klein Vishoek fishing rights 

to Marine Oil Refineries for £12,000. In 1965 it was owned by Dr Oberholzer 

who was busy renovating the building when a passing steam-train set fire to 

the thatch and caused severe damage to the property.  

Mr & Mrs W. Chaplin then purchased the shell and by the end of 1966 had 

restored the building to its former design. The S.A. Navy took over the 

building in 1982 and Navy News was housed there for ten years, after which 

it was used as a warehouse and storeroom. 

The building was again extensively renovated in 1994 and later used as a 

public relations office for the S.A. Navy. 



 



 

Simons Town - The Dutch East India Company. 

The history of Simon’s Town has always been closely linked with commercial 

and naval shipping. Indeed it was initially, in 1742, that the Dutch East India 

Company’s Council of Seventeen, who headed the largest company in the 

world at that time, issued an instruction that would initiate the development 

of this area. Until then the area was a nondescript piece of barren coastline 

where the mountain touched the sea and where a few freeburghers lived on 

what level ground they could find. The Council of Seventeen’s instruction was 

clear - all captains of D.E.I.C. ships would use Simon’s Bay (then known as 

Ysselsteijn Bay) as a winter anchorage from May 15 to August 15 - with this 

move they hoped would prevent further damage to the fleet through winter 

storms while anchored in Table Bay. Simon’s Town (named after Governor 

Simon van der Stel) slowly developed with all the necessary infrastructure of 

a small port to handle the repairs and victualling of passing D.E.I.C. ships. 

When the British finally took over Simon’s Town for the second time from the 

Dutch in 1806 they realised the importance of the port, and it was not long 

before a long relationship between the Royal Navy and Simon’s Town was 

established. A relationship that lasted one hundred and forty-three years 



until the handover on 2 April 1957 to the South African Navy in terms of the 

Simon’s Town Agreement. 

The Royal Navy in Simon’s Town. 

In 1814 Simon’s Town became a British Naval Base which in time was to 

become the foremost such base in the Southern Hemisphere when the Cape 

of Good Hope Naval Squadron protected the southern seas for the mighty 

British Empire. 

 The influence of the Royal Navy was indeed far-reaching and a large 

percentage of the activity in the town centred on their presence. Hotels, 

shops, boarding-houses, hospitals, recreational facilities, bakeries, cold 

storage depots, schools, churches, butchers, chemists, barbers, naval 

outfitters, farmers, all flourished. In 1898 the 1 Dockyard was ceded to the 

British Admiralty by the Colonial Government.  

This marked the start of the most significant development in Simon’s Town 

when considerable construction work was undertaken. The building of the 

Selborne Dry Dock was undoubtedly the most notable. The constant changing 

complement of disciplined naval men made a valuable contribution to trade 

and the general prosperity of the inhabitants and ensured a powerful backing 

for the civil authorities in the maintenance of law and order.  

A number of undertakings by the Cape of Good Hope Squadron were of 

considerable historical significance. Their ability to monitor and protect the 

sea-route around the Cape played a major role during those years especially 

during the two World Wars. 

 One of their early duties involved the detention of Napoleon Bonaparte 

(1815 - 1821) at St. Helena, and the Naval Commissioner at Simon’s Town, Sir 

Jahleel Brenton, was responsible for organising security communication and 

the supply of provisions. Later in the 1820s the Royal Navy undertook surveys 

and the charting of the South African coastline. It was also involved in 

transporting troops to the Eastern Cape during the Frontier Wars.  



 

 



The Cape of Good Hope Squadron, due to the strategic position between East 

Africa and the Americas, was actively involved  in crushing the slave trade in 

the mid-1800s and in terms of the Webster-Ashburton Treaty of 1842 Britain 

was required to keep a naval squadron in Simon’s Town to prevent the 

shipment of slaves.  

The Naval base played an active role during the Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902) 

when contingents of sailors and marines were sent to the war front. Heavy 

naval guns were removed by Royal Navy personnel from I warship mountings 

and fitted with wheels or mounted on railway trucks and transported inland. 

Boer War prisoners were held at the Bellevue transit camp on the outskirts of 

Simon’s Town until transported by the Royal Navy to St. Helena, Ceylon and 

Bermuda.  

It was, however, during both World Wars that the Simon’s Town Naval Base 

was of prime importance. The southern sea route was crucial to the Allies 

with the closure of the Suez Canal and the many convoys of troops which 

passed this way needed refuelling, victualling and protection. Stringent 

security was necessary and Simon’s Town was in essence cut off from the 

Cape. The Dockyard was a hive of activity during this time and more than 

three hundred ships needed repairing during the two World Wars. 

 

The Royal Naval Hospital and the Naval Sanatorium. 

The last naval hospital to be built in Simon’s Town was the Royal Naval 

Hospital which was constructed on the slopes of Upper Mount Pleasant 

above Cornwall Street. It replaced the unsatisfactory Naval Hospital on the 

Main Road at the southern end of the town which had become overcrowded 

and the fever ward was described as ‘a most unsatisfactory building’.  

Construction on the hospital started in 1899 at an estimate of £7,000. The 

work was initially undertaken departmentally and most buildings were 

completed by 1904. The three wards had a peace time accommodation of 

eighty-seven beds. Her Royal Highness Princess Christian of Schleswig-



Holstein, third daughter of Queen Victoria, officially opened the hospital on 

11 October 1904. All transport of construction material and personnel up the 

mountain slope was done by either ox-wagon or pack-donkeys as the Aerial 

Ropeway was not completed until the end of 1904. An example of the 

problem of building on the side of a mountain was well illustrated in April 

1902 when over two hundred bluejackets from the Royal Navy were engaged 

in hauling two large boilers up the steep slope to the hospital site.  

The construction of the Venereal Disease Ward and the Medical 

Superintendent’s Residence did, however, use the facilities of the Aerial 

Ropeway as these buildings were constructed c. 1906. The Venereal Ward 

had accommodation for eighteen patients. The Medical Stores building was a 

two-storeyed building, which maintained a six month stock. It carried 

sufficient chests and accessories for one cruiser and two small vessels, and 

was available at all times. A senior Sick Berth rating dispensed the medical 

stores. 

The building of the Naval Sanatorium on the Klaver Valley plateau above Red 

Hill also enjoyed the full use of the Aerial Ropeway, since at the end of 1904 

the foundations of the Sanatorium had been completed. Tenders were then 

called for the erection of the buildings. A rough temporary tramway had 

previously been built in May 1903 from the Hospital to the Sanatorium to 

transport materials for the foundations.  

Once the more permanent Aerial Ropeway was in operation materials, 

equipment and labour utilised this innovation. It was of great advantage as 

negotiating the steep slopes and poor roadway had made the going 

extremely time-consuming. Construction of the Sanatorium was completed in 

1905. The complex consisted of five buildings which were constructed near 

the landing stage of the Aerial Ropeway. These buildings were the main block 

itself, the officers’ block, the kitchen block, and two smaller convalescent 

buildings behind the kitchen block. A cottage was built lower down the slope 

for the Warrant Office Gunner in charge of the security of Admiralty 

property. A huge mast was used for the Ensign and to signal ships in the bay. 

The Sanatorium was a convalescent unit for the recuperation of sick and  



 

injured seamen. A long walk up the bridle-path or a steep climb up several 

hundred steps was the only access to the Sanatorium besides the cable-car. 

This was a simple but effective way of keeping the patients away from the 



numerous public houses in the town. Both the Hospital and Sanatorium 

remained in use until 1957, when all the Royal Naval buildings were handed 

over to the South African Navy under the Simon’s Town Agreement. The 

Royal Navy then used the Military Hospital in Wynberg. 

 

The Aerial Ropeway. 

This was a unique feature in the naval port of Simon’s Town. The Aerial 

Ropeway was completed at the end of 1904 and operated without any major 

breakdowns or accidents up to its closure in 1927. The cable ropes were 

finally removed in 1934. The pylons have, however, remained and are a 

reminder of what was once a most effective and economic method of 

transport.  

The first pylons to carry the overhead wires were constructed of wood and 

the starting point was in the West Dockyard alongside the Old Sail Loft and 

Clock Tower. The Engine-house was at the Royal Naval Hospital and was in 

the charge of a qualified marine fitter. Mr Tom Downie was the driver in 

charge of running operations. The original engine was oil-driven and had a 



large 5.45 metre flywheel. It was 

replaced by a 36 h.p. electric motor 

when current became available from 

the Dockyard. In 1913 the old wooden 

pylons were removed piecemeal and 

replaced by the existing steel 

structures. This was to increase the 

strength of the system and make it 

less susceptible to fires. All the 

conversion work, including the 

pulleys, bearings and wheels were 

cast in the Dockyard and finished off 

ready for use by skilled artisans of the 

Naval Engineer’s Department. Two 

landing stages, other than the Lower 

Terminal, were provided, one at the 

Royal Naval Hospital grounds and the 

other at the Naval Sanatorium at the 

top of the hill. Besides taking patients to the Hospital and Sanatorium the 

cableway took up stores, food and naval ratings from the ships to the firing 

range on the Klaver Valley plateau.  

There were two separate cars, one for passengers, patients and staff and one 

for goods, each being unshipped at the Lower Terminal to make way for the 

other. Friday was the day that the passenger-car would be out of action for 

additional goods conveniency. The passenger-car could take six people and 

the attendant, who also accompanied the goods car.  

There were seventeen pylons in all. No. 1 was the Lower Terminal and No. 17 

the Upper Landing Stage. The full complement through which the cable 

passed was a Lower Terminal, an angled pylon above the Lower Terminal, 

two landing stages and twelve pylons, all of the same design and size. Fifteen 

minutes was the time estimate for the up or down journey. It appears that 

economic cutbacks and road improvements were the only reasons for its 



closure. Before the Aerial Ropeway was functional (1904) ox-wagons and 

pack-donkeys battled with the severe incline to reach the plateau. The roads 

were very poor and the time and effort to reach the range was considerable. 

It was only after the introduction of the Aerial Ropeway that the range took 

on any real significance regarding the testing of weaponry and guns. Mr Tom 

Downie had the proud record of operating the Aerial Ropeway through the 

entire period of its existence (1904-1927) without ever having to report any 

serious accident. 

 

The Naval Dockyard and the Selborne Dry Dock. 

The Dockyard in Simon’s Town is the nerve centre of the town, the very 

reason for the town’s existence. Originally Simon’s Bay was a shelter for 

winter anchorage but the town’s naval history flourished after the Second 

British Occupation when, in 1814, it became a British Naval Base (in due 

course, the foremost such Base in the Southern Hemisphere). The town again 

prospered in 1898 when the Dockyard was ceded to the British Admiralty by 

the Colonial Government.  

The Dockyard had to move with the times as more and more ships utilised 

Simon’s Town as a base. Inevitably this involved considerable development 

and construction. The building of the Naval Dockyard and the Selborne Dry 

Dock at the turn of the century was as a result of the increased demand for 

better facilities. The existing Dockyard had become too small to cope and 

only the smaller ships (those under one thousand tons) could be repaired on 

the slip.  

After approval by the Board of Admiralty in London, Treasury sanction was 

obtained and land was purchased in November 1898 for the extensions to 

the existing Dockyard. The Cape Government passed the Simon’s Town 

Defence Act in the same year. This Act provided for better management and 

control of defence structures, and duly authorised the construction of the 

Dockyard extensions for a total cost of £2,500,000, which included £40,000 

for machinery. 



The site selected was at the south-east end of the town. Private property 

along the lower side of the road was expropriated. The designs for the 

scheme were prepared for the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty by 

Major Sir Henry Pilkington, K.C.B., Civil Engineer-in-Chief, who was also 

responsible for the works until his retirement which were then taken over by 

Colonel Sir Edward Raban, K.C.B., R.E., Director of Works, who superintended 

the works until their completion. Mr. D. Macfarlane, M. Inst. C.E., Admiralty 

Superintending Civil Engineer, supervised the execution of the work during 

the whole period of the contract. The main contract was carried out by Sir 

John Jackson, Limited.  

The local resident agent of the firm was Mr. H.R. Stockman, M. Inst. C.E. and 

after his unfortunate death in 1902 on the works Mr. A. Brooks, Assoc. M. 

Inst. C.E., continued as the local resident agent. The tender of Sir John 

Jackson Ltd. was accepted on 27 July 1900. The work included the Selborne 

Dry Dock, the East Breakwater and the West Pier.  

This area enclosed a sheltered tidal basin of twenty-eight and a half acres in 

total, dredged where necessary to give a minimum depth of nine metres at 

low water of an ordinary spring tide within all parts of the basin. An area of 

thirty-five acres was reclaimed on which the workshops, stores, a lighthouse 

and coal sheds on the East Breakwater were built.  

These sheds were of a concrete/steel design. They had a sliding roof of 

curved corrugated iron sheets which worked on a series of flanged rollers. 

The side cladding and sliding doors were also of corrugated iron sheeting. The 

total coal capacity of the sheds was one hundred thousand tons. Two fixed 

cranes, one of twenty tons on the East Breakwater, the other of fifty tons on 

the West Pier, were provided in the estimates.  

These would be used on the breakwater with a further thirty-ton travelling 

crane around the dry dock. The materials used in the construction were 

obtained from a quarry, known as Jackson’s Quarry, on the side of the 

mountain above Seaforth. Many Italian workmen were imported to work the 

quarry. An inclined cableway from the quarry to the dock facilitated the 



transport of the stone. Other material included eighty thousand tons of 

Portland cement, which was imported from England. Granite, however, was 

also imported partly from Cornwall and partly from Norway as, although 

excellent granite was obtainable from Jackson’s Quarry, the cost of labour to 

quarry and dress was so high it was found more economical to import 

dressed granite ready for laying.  

The initial work before the laying of the foundation stone took over five years 

to complete. This involved, among many other constructions, the building of 

a series of coffer-dams. The main coffer-dam was 244 metres long by 9.15 

metres above the seabed. The dam was first built in the sea after which the 

enclosed area of the sea bottom was pumped out.  

The excavation for the Selborne Dry Dock was almost completely blasted out 

of solid granite. The site employed over two thousand workmen. On 3 

November 1910 the work was completed, the rubble cleared and the stage 

set for the opening ceremony which was performed by Field-Marshal H.R.H. 

the Duke of Connaught. A presentation golden casket containing a picture of 

the works was presented to him by Sir John Jackson. 

 

Copy of the Inscription on the Golden Casket  

Presented to  

FIELD-MARSHAL H.R.H. THE DUKE OF CONNAUGHT & 

 STRATHEARN, K.G., etc., by 

SIR JOHN JACKSON, on the occasion of the Opening of the  

NEW ADMIRALTY DOCK, TIDAL BASIN and NAVAL YARD, 

at 

SIMONSTOWN, SOUTH AFRICA, 

3rd November, 1910 



 

This postcard of c.1907 depicts the main coffer-dam, which was 244 metres 

long by 9.15 metres above the sea bed. The dry dock was built free from any 

seawater and lay entirely within the interior of this coffer-dam. The Titan 

crane used in the construction of the outer wall of the East Breakwater is 

clearly visible.  

This crane was used for block setting. These blocks were lowered by the 

crane on to a preformed rubble mound foundation and each block was 

placed in its true position by divers operating from small boats as depicted in 

the postcard. The concrete blocks were cast on site in block-yards. The Titan 

crane was capable of lifting up to forty tons at a radius of twenty-two and a 

half metres. It was supported on the completed part of the breakwater 

without the use of staging.  

The full length of the East Breakwater was seven hundred and sixty metres by 

twenty-six metres wide. Coal sheds, totalling three hundred and twenty 

metres long, were built along the length of the lee of the parapet wall of the 

East Breakwater. On the left in the centre of the postcard is another Titan 

crane. This crane was setting concrete blocks, similar to that on the East 



Breakwater, along the inner 

wall of the West Pier. A 

dredger is visible along the 

outer slope of the West Pier. 

These dredgers were used to 

dredge the tidal basin. 

This 16.8 metre high 

lighthouse is situated on the 

northern extremity of the 

north-east arm of the East 

Breakwater. It was built on the 

parapet which is widened out 

at the base to provide living-

rooms for the keepers and 

store-rooms for the lights. 

Built of local quartzite in 

courses, the outside diameter 

at the base is 5.1 metres and 

at the top 3.75 metres. The 

quartzite stones were bedded 

in cement mortar and were 

secured together with copper dowels. Access to the lantern was by a spiral 

staircase and there were four floors above the wharf level.  

The light was of the Trinity House ‘third order’ (strength of beam), and was 

visible at 15.6 km. The light was occulted for 2 1/2 seconds every ten seconds 

by means of a cylindrical screen raised and lowered over the burner by 

means of an occulting clock driven by a falling weight.  

An 8-cwt fog-bell which was installed at the top of the lower structure was 

struck every ten seconds. The lantern (2.7 metres in diameter) was the usual 

Trinity Maise type with vertical framing glassed with 18mm thick plate glass. 

The whole of the lighting apparatus was constructed by Messrs Chance 

Brothers and Co. Limited, Birmingham. The consulting engineer for the work 



was Sir Thomas Matthews, Engineer-in-Chief to the Honourable Corporation 

of the Trinity House, London. 

 

The Selborne Dry Dock. 

King Edward VI1 graciously assented to the dry dock being named the 

Selborne Dry Dock and the foundation stone was laid on 15 November 1906 

by His Excellency the Right Hon. the Earl of Selborne, G.C.M.G., the then High 

Commissioner for South Africa who had been the First Lord of the Admiralty 

from 1900 to 1905.  

The final measurements of the dry dock were: Length, 225 metres at floor 

level between the centre of the end caisson to the front of the bottom broad 

altar. Width (Entrance), 28.5 metres at coping level. Depth, nine metres at 

low water of ordinary spring tide. Two intermediate grooves and an end 

groove were constructed for two floating caissons (water tight 

compartments).  

The two intermediate grooves could divide the dry dock into three 

compartments (inner seventy-one metres, middle thirty-six metres and outer 

ninety-four metres). This enabled two ships to be docked independently. This 

provided savings in the cost of pumping when a short vessel required 

docking. The total capacity of water when full was twenty-two million gallons 

which could be pumped out by electrically driven pumps, housed in an 

adjacent pump-station, in four hours.  

The floor of the dry dock was constructed entirely of concrete finished with a 

granolithic surface, the only exception being three lines of granite stones at 

the keel-blocks. The crane depicted on the left of the top postcard opposite 

was a thirty-ton steam travelling dockside crane supplied by Messrs Ransome 

and Rapier Ltd., Ipswich.  

It worked on a four-and-a-half metre gauge track and was self-powered to 

travel on either side of the dry dock with a full suspended working load. The  



 

factory building situated on the west of the dry dock was one hundred and 

sixty-six metres long by twenty-six metres wide and comprised of: an engine-

fitting shop, a boiler and blacksmith’s shop, a gun mounting shop, a 



coppersmith’s shop, a foundry, a smithery, a machine shop, a saw-mill and a 

joiner’s shop.  

All these shops were well equipped with electrically driven overhead 

travellers (ten in number) with a capacity of two to twenty tons. At the far 

end of the workshops was the pumping station. The dock was built entirely in 

the dry interior of a coffer-dam, 244 metres long and 9.15 metres high above 

the seabed. The dam was first built in the sea, after which the enclosed area 

of the sea bottom was pumped out.  

The excavation for the dry dock was almost completely blasted out of solid 

granite, which sent a pall of fine dust over the town. This infuriated residents 

into loud but useless protest. At one stage they even petitioned for the 

cessation of the work, but to no avail. In the excavation at the head of the dry 

dock, the remains of an old wooden ship, the Carpentaria, which came to 

grief in 1858, was found in a very good state of preservation. 

 

The completed Naval Dockyard and Selborne Dry Dock as at the end of 1910. 

The electrically driven Fairbairn or ‘Swan-necked’ crane of fifty-ton working 



capacity is clearly visible on the West Pier (left). A similar twenty-ton crane 

erected on the East Breakwater wall is also visible. The East Breakwater is 

completed with a ship alongside the coal sheds. Here two electrically driven 

grab coaling-cranes operated on a specially constructed broad track.  

They were built by Messrs Cowan, Sheldon and Co. and could discharge coal 

from colliers to the coal sheds or from the sheds to battleships alongside at a 

rate not less than fifty-tons per hour.  

The lighthouse lies near the bow of the ship. In the centre of the postcard are 

the dry dock, the workshops and the thirty-ton steam travelling crane, all as 

previously described. The buildings on the East Pier, the seaward side of the 

dry dock, are the Working Sheds (left) and the Dock Gear (right).  

The building with the large chimney behind the dry dock workshops, is the 

Furnace House with the Distributor and Fire Engine House alongside. A small 

oil-stove is also visible here. The Pumping Engine Station lies to the west of 

the dry dock workshops. 

 

 

 



 

The Roman Catholic Church. 

In January 1885, the foundation stone of the current Catholic Church of 

Saints Simon and Jude was laid in Simon’s Town. This building has faithfully 

served the local Catholic community as well as a large, mainly transient, 

Naval population ever since. The new church which replaced the original 

chapel of 1850, was built of stone from a local quarry. The builder was Mr 

Patrick Martin whose face is portrayed in the stained-glass window, 

dedicated to St Patrick, which Mr Martin presented to the church. 

 The church was designed by the parish priest Father John Rooney. To raise 

money, Father Rooney opened a subscription list and funds began to trickle 

in. One entry reads: Captain and men of the flagship Boadicea £5.18.5d; 

another Captain Andoe and men of the Orontes £2.13.6d; the Commander-

in-Chief, Rear - Admiral Nowell Salmon (1882-1885), gave £2. Several 

donations were only two shillings, most no more than five; but it all added up 

to build the church as it stands today.  



The close links between the Church and the Navy were strenghtened by the 

appointment of two Catholic Commanders-in-Chief, Vice-Admiral Sir Edward 

Charlton (1916-1918) and his successor Vice-Admiral the Hon. Edward 

Stafford Fitzherbert (1918-1920). During the former’s command Lady 

Charlton, assisted by her butler, took charge of the Sacristy. In 1869 Bishop 

Leonard had remarked in his diary that Commodore William Dowell (1869-

1871) offered at his disposal ‘The Admiralty House at Simon’s Bay,’ whenever 

he visited the area. 

 

The Wesleyan Chapel (Methodist Church). 

This prominent building is the oldest existing church in Simon’s Town and was 

built on a piece of freehold land granted in 1828 by the Acting Governor of 

the Cape, Major-General Bourke. The chapel was built chiefly through the 

efforts of the Rev. Robert Snowdall who came out to South Africa as assistant 

to the Reverend Barnabas Shaw of Cape Town.  

The ownership of the chapel and grounds was vested in a body of trustees, 

and a condition attached to the construction of the chapel was that stone 



arches were to be built on the chapel grounds to allow ready access to the 

water supply which crossed the property. The foundation stone for the 

chapel was laid on 29 August 1827 on the assumption that the ground would 

be granted at a later date. This was done nearly a year later on 2 August 

1828. The Wesleyan Chapel was formally opened on 9 October 1828. It was 

consecrated by the Anglican Bishop of Calcutta, the Rt. Reverend Daniel 

Wilson, in 1832 as the Anglican community worshipped in the Wesleyan 

Chapel, since they had no church of their own. 

The character of the Wesleyan Chapel was largely destroyed by alterations in 

1905, when the bell-tower was demolished. The pulpit was at that time at 

the west end of the chapel. It was removed and subsequently placed at the 

east end. A Sunday school building was later attached to the main edifice. 

This fine old building still enjoys a distinguished position over the north end 

of Simon’s Town. 

 In 1886 the Methodist minister, the Reverend Ellis J. Williams, felt that there 

was a great need for a building where sailors from ships anchored in the Bay 

and soldiers of the 

 



Garrison could be provided with indoor recreation and, where necessary, 

overnight accommodation. He started collecting funds mainly from friends 

and family in England for a building which was to be known as The Soldiers 

and Sailors Home. He also received a Cape Government grant of £750 for the 

project.  

As a result of his efforts and those of the Rev. J.H. Gathercole who secured 

the ground alongside the chapel, Tully and Waters of Longmarket Street, 

Cape Town, were appointed architects to draw the necessary plans. 

Construction was started in 1898.  

The building, which though separate formed part of the chapel complex, was 

opened by the Commander-in-Chief, Rear-Admiral Sir Robert H. Harris, on 3 

February 1900. In 1915 Mr W.  

Thompson, a local architect who was to remain the architect for many years 

for the Soldiers and Sailors Home, was commissioned to draw up plans for 

proposed additions and alterations. These consisted, among other changes, 

of a double-storeyed building to house a new canteen and a tea-room on the 

ground floor and bedrooms on the upper floor. These additions were situated 

at the back of the building on the westward side.  

A fire in 1919 resulted in Mr Thompson making further changes which 

included the creation of a reading room. All these facilities were clearly 

appreciated by the servicemen especially during the two World Wars.  

Regrettably the facilities closed in 1966 when there was little or no need for 

continuing this type of institution. The building, known as the Methodist 

Annex, was vacant for many years but after 1978 was used as a Methodist 

rehabilitation home for ‘Alcoholics Victorious.’ 

 

 



 

St Francis Church. 

When the Anglican Bishop of Calcutta, the Right Reverend Daniel Wilson, 

consecrated the Wesleyan Chapel in Simon’s Town in 1832 he made a 

forceful plea that a permanent Anglican Church be established as soon as 

possible. 

In 1833 Admiral Warren, Colonel Wade and the Reverend Henry Frazer began 

working to raise funds to build this church. They formed a Trust and opened a 

subscription list to which the Bishop had already donated £25. The Governor, 

Sir Galbraith Lowry Cole, appropriated £450 from a grant of £2,000 which had 

been made available to him for the promotion of Christian knowledge, to add 

to this Trust while his wife, Lady Frances Cole, also raised funds for the 

proposed new church at Simon’s Town.  

When an amount of £850 had been raised, which was considered sufficient, 

plans were drawn by the Government Architect, Mr Skirrew. Work then 

began on the site previously occupied by Isaac Strombom, who had extended 

the Residency Buildings to include living quarters, a granary and stables. 



These buildings were demolished. The design of the church was in the form 

of a simple rectangular building with a low pitched roof and semicircular 

headed windows. The entrance was on the west facade which had fluted 

Doric columns. Her Majesty’s Dockyard and the military establishment 

supplied labourers at a nominal change. However, before the building could 

be completed the money ran out. Owing to the general discontent with the 

running of public affairs, no official aid could be obtained and the Trustees, 

seeing no way to raise more money, offered to hand the ground and the half-

finished building to the Government, if it would take over the responsibility 

of completing the church. 

This offer was declined, but instead the Government gave £200 to the 

building fund which was the equivalent of four years’ rent of the Wesleyan 

Chapel which was still being used by the Anglican community. The Chaplain, 

Rev. Mr Frazer, encouraged and helped by Lady Frances Cole and Lady 

Campbell, continued in the fund-raising efforts until £1,631.5.7d was paid 

into the church accounts. Finally, in 1837, the building was completed at a 

total cost of £1,800 which had mostly been raised by subscription.  

The church was very much smaller than the present building. The opening 

ceremony was performed on 30 July 1837, and the building was named St 

Frances as a compliment to Lady Frances Cole whose help in fund raising was 

instrumental in the building of the church. Rev. Mr Frazer died in 1839, 

before the church was consecrated, The Right Reverend F.R. Nixon, the first 

Bishop of Tasmania, performed this task in 1843 while pausing in Simon’s 

Town en route home. 

St Frances was a parish church under which the Holy Trinity Church, Kalk Bay, 

(erected 1874), originally fell before it received its own rectorship in 1882. 

The size of St Frances had to be enlarged on two occasions to meet the 

increase in congregation. The first was in 1862 and then again more 

extensively in 1875 when the entire interior of the church was turned around 

and a new chancel, organ chamber and vestry were added. During these 

alterations the columns and the pediment on the west side, which was the 

entry side, were removed. This changed the original unique character of the 



church and did not please all the members. In 1866 the Cape Government 

had granted an increase in grounds at St Frances for burial purposes. This 

burial ground was used until 1911 after which a cemetery in Dido Valley was 

opened. In 1912 the corrugated galvanized iron roof that had stood the test 

of time, was replaced.  

The architect, Mr Delbridge, found the rafters still sound, but recommended 

that the old rough ceiling be removed, exposing the original rafters, and that 

the pitch of the roof be raised. This gave the interior more height and 

brought the whole building into conformity with the chancel, which had been 

added earlier. During the alterations the church was closed for six weeks, and 

services were held in the nearby Drill Hall.  

At the same time the old square windows were removed and replaced with 

tall Gothic-shaped stained-glass windows. This added further beauty to the 

church. The Rev. Colin Davies set the wheels in motion in 1959 to have the 

name of the church altered from St Frances to St Francis of Assisi. The name 

was thus changed after one hundred and twenty-one years.  

This did not appeal to all the parishioners but was done, among other 

reasons, because St Frances had no Patronal Festival Day. St Francis is the 

oldest Anglican Church in South Africa and this has been deservedly 

acknowledged with its declaration as a National Monument on 6 March 1970. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The St George’s Dockyard Church. 

After the Anglican places of worship had collapsed in 1824 (the old horse 

stables) and again in 1825 (an old store), the sail-loft was offered as a 

temporary place of worship. This occupancy, however, has lasted until today 

and the sail-loft church of St George’s is universally unique. The building was 

constructed in 1814-15 by the British Naval establishment. It comprised a 

mast house and boat store on the ground floor with a working sail-loft and 

sail-storeroom above, surmounted by a clock-tower, Soon the church was 

given a more definite appearance, but the altar and the pews had to be 

placed against the sidewalls each weekday in order that sailmaking could 

continue unimpeded. 

In 1830 Commodore Schomberg claimed this disrupted sailmaking and 

summarily ordered the Anglicans out of the sail-loft. It was then that they 

had to rely on the goodwill of the Wesleyans for a place of worship. It was 

during this period of banishment (1830-37) that the seeds were sown by the 

Anglican Bishop of Calcutta, the Right Rev. Daniel Wilson, for the creation of 

St Frances Church. The sail-loft returned to favour in 1851 when the spiritual 



welfare of the Navy was deemed essential and was placed in the hands of a 

Naval chaplain. Once more the sail-loft became a place of worship on 

Sundays. With the demise of sailmaking c.1935 the altar and the pews were 

permanently secured and the church was open seven days of the week. This 

Naval church was consecrated in December 1945 by the Archbishop of Cape 

Town, Dr Darbyshire. 

The Nooral Islamic 

Mosque. 

The Muslim Community were 

attracted to Simon’s Town after 

the Second British Occupation in 

1806. They were skilled in their 

work and came as tailors, 

shopkeepers and later as masons 

as the port developed. The 

emancipation of slavery in the 

1830s resulted in many settling in 

Simon’s Town as fishermen, as 

their original life-skills back in 

their homelands of Java, 

Malaysia and Batavia had been 

fishing. They later became boat-

owners as they slowly prospered 

from the abundance of fish in the 

False Bay.  

Their places of worship had been in local houses until the establishment of 

the Nooral Islamic Mosque (Light of Peace). This mosque is situated in 

Thomas Street at the top end of Alfred Lane. Hadjie Bakaar Manuel (1878-

1963) devoted much of his life to the running of this mosque. It was originally 

a private house and the wooden minaret was added in 1904. This is the 

structure from which the muezzin calls the faithful to prayer.  



The Moslems had begun services in this house as far back as 1888 and 

although a minaret had been added in 1904 it was not until 1911 that the 

Moslem community bought the house. The old mosque was demolished in 

1924. An entirely new building with schoolrooms on either side was erected 

on this site in 1926.  

The building on the left is the hall of the Royal Alfred Lodge of Freemasons 

from which the name Alfred House was derived. The Royal Alfred Lodge of 

the Scottish Constitution of Freemasons was established in 1863 and was 

named after Prince Alfred, Queen Victoria’s second son. 

 

 



 

Simon’s Town Secondary School. 

The originations of this school started in St George’s Street in 1893 on the 

site of the old Free School (today Patel Bros.). From there the school moved 

to the site opposite the Dutch Reformed Church. The foundation stone was 

laid by Mayor W. Runciman in August 1896.  

This original site was known as Black Town where freed slaves had been 

allowed to build modest houses on Navy-owned property. Later an exchange 

of land took place in early 1896 between the Navy and the Municipality. John 

Parker was the architect for the design of the school and the builders were 

Messrs Barraball and Squire.  

They did an excellent job as five months later the school opened in January 

1897. This new school was situated on the mountainside and commanded an 

excellent view of Simon’s Bay. It had accommodation for two hundred and 

fifty scholars, and instruction in manual training for boys and domestic 

economy for girls was greatly emphasised. The woodwork benches and 

cooking stoves purchased were of the most modern type and a gymnasium 



was attached to the school building. The school remained here until 1953 

when it moved to the present site above Seaforth. After this move the 

buildings became the premises of Simon’s Town Municipality (now Simon’s 

Town, Administration offices) and the Public Library. 

 

The Dutch Reformed Church. 

On 10 December 1855, the foundation stone was laid by Commodore Henry 

Trotter, the local Commander-in-Chief of Her Majesty’s fleet. The 

inauguration ceremony took place a year later, on 10 December 1856, and 

was conducted by Dr. P. Faure.  

The church was constructed in simple Gothic style with a striking entrance 

porch. The pulpit was made of Spanish mahogany and was built by a Mr Carr 

of Wynberg in fourteen days. For fifteen years no permanent minister was 

appointed and Dr Faure, assisted by different teachers, conducted the 

services. 

 On 19 May 1870, the Rev. G. A. Maeder was ordained by Prof. John Murray 

as the first minister in Simon’s Town. The Rev. M.L. de Villiers when minister 



of the Church (1919-30), composed the music for the National Anthem, Die 

Stem van Suid-Afrika. (The words were by C.J. Langenhoven, the celebrated 

Afrikaans poet and writer.)  

In 1941 the congregation of Kalk Bay and Simon’s Town were amalgamated 

and a new, more central, church was built at Fish Hoek. This church served as 

the main Dutch Reformed Church as from 10 May 1952. The church at 

Simon’s Town was subsequently handed over to the South African Navy. Both 

naval and civilian inembers of the congregation now attend services at this 

Simon’s Town church which are conducted either by a fleet chaplain or the 

Fish Hoek Dutch Reformed Church minister. 

 

The Railway Station. 

The railway line had reached Kalk Bay in 1883 and terminated there for some 

six years, whereafter the extension to Simon’s Town commenced. The 

ceremony of the turning of the first sod for this extension took place at Kalk 

Bay on 7 November 1889. It was officiated by the Minister of Public Works, 

Colonel Schermbrucker.  

A lengthy account of the sod-turning ceremony (where a sod of grass had to 

be “imported” from Newlands for the day as none was available at Kalk Bay!) 

and the speech-making that followed at the Kings Hotel, Kalk Bay, appeared 

in the press the next day. The content of the speeches emphasised the 

military-strategic significance of the line.  

Some thirteen months later, on 1 December 1890, the railway was officially 

opened in Simon’s Town to passengers and goods traffic. The line from Kalk 

Bay to Simon’s Town had been built by three different contractors. The 

contractors for the section Kalk Bay to Fish Hoek were Messrs W. Wilkinson 

and Son. The Government built the rest of the line with the exception of the 

small piece in the middle (near Glencairn) where the contractors were 

Storrier and Wheeler. 



The opening of the railway was a gala day of celebration for the people of 

Simon’s Town. All business closed for the day and the town and the ships in 

the bay were decorated with flags, flowers and bunting. Many visitors joined 

the local inhabitants for the celebration. The bands of the East Yorkshire 

Regiment and H.M.S Raleigh were in attendance.  

Among the dignitaries was the Hon. Cecil Rhodes, Premier of the Cape 

Colony, who officially declared the line open. A celebratory luncheon at the 

British Hotel followed the opening. The festivities included the illumination of 

Her Majesty’s Ships in the bay with coloured lighting. A salute from the 

flagship H.M.S. Raleigh was duly fired and a fireworks display followed. The 

last train of some twenty-five coaches hauled by two engines left Simon’s 

Town at midnight. 

The station buildings, which were completed prior to the opening of the line, 

were built by Messrs W. Wilkinson and Son and were described in the local 

press as solid substantial looking structures well adapted for the purpose for 

which designed. They contain a suite of rooms for the use of the station 

master, waiting-rooms, an airy booking office, porters’ rooms, etc. The gauge 

of the line, similar to that of the other Colonial lines, was three foot six 

inches.  

The only station on this extension from Kalk Bay was the terminal station at 

Simon’s Town, but the possibility of a halt at Fish Hoek to be used by 

passengers was discussed. 

 The timetable consisted of seven down-trains (from Cape Town) per day 

with an extra train on Wednesdays. On Saturdays there were only two trains. 

There were similarly seven up-trains (to Cape Town) with an extra train on 

Wednesday.  

Saturday again had two trains. No trains ran on Sundays. The arrival of the 

railway undoubtedly brought a measure of prosperity to Simon’s Town and in 

the following year no less than thirty-six plots of land were sold for business 

and residential development. 



 

 

 



 

The Palace Barracks. 

Built in the early 1800s this house was originally known as Mount Curtis, but 

was changed in 1813 by wealthy landlord John Osmond to The Palace where 

he lived until his death in 1847. Thereafter the well-known hotelier William 

Cogill owned the property (1849-1879). In 1900 the Palace Barracks entered 

its most poignant period of its history when it was converted into a hospital 

for Boer War prisoners who were dying from enteric fever.  

They were mostly men from Cronje’s force which had surrendered at 

Paardeberg. Many had died en route to Simon’s Town, and when Mary 

Kingsley volunteered to nurse sick Boer prisoners she was sent to Simon’s 

Town. On her arrival The Palace Barracks Hospital was already seriously 

understaffed with only one doctor and two nurses. She soon endeared 

herself to many of the stricken prisoners with her untiring work.  

Many Boer prisoners openly recalled her as an angel and there was hardly a 

dry eye from both friend and foe when she was buried at sea with full 

military honours. After the Boer War the Palace Barracks returned to happier 



days as a military mess. During the Second World War it was the Coastal 

Artillery Headquarters with officers mess, including sleeping quarters in the 

original building.  

After the war the S.A. Corps of Marines occupied the building which was the 

headquarters of the False Bay Defence. After the Simon’s Town Agreement of 

1957 it was the Ward Room for the S.A. Naval Officers not afloat. It was 

transferred in 1972 to the Warrant Officers of the Service and subsequently 

became the Chief Petty Officer’s Mess. The building later fell into disrepair 

but now has been successfully renovated and is a credit to those involved in 

its repair. 

 

Admiralty House. 

A building to the approximate dimensions of the present day Admiralty 

House was depicted on a plan of the fortification of Simon’s Town in 1760. 

This design remained unaltered until storm damage in 1853 resulted in the 

verandah and the north-facing front being extensively rebuilt, with the upper 

storey raised. In 1875 the flat roof was replaced by a low-pitched slate roof 



which remains incorporated in the present-day design. Prior to the Royal 

Navy acquiring Admiralty House in 1814 it had been a large private residence 

and a lodging house, which on many occasions had been let out to sea-weary 

travellers for recuperation after their long journey.  

The Royal Navy had a profound influence on the social life of the Cape, and 

Admiralty House which now became the official residence of the 

Commander-in-Chief, attracted the cream of Cape society. This remained the 

case until the end of the Royal Navy’s occupancy which terminated in 1957.  

It was on the lawns of Admiralty House that many of the local folk of Simon’s 

Town met King George VI and his family when they made their historic visit, 

arriving in Cape Town on H.M.S Vanguard in February 1947. On 20 October 

1972 the building was proclaimed a National Monument. In 31 January 1977 

S.A. Naval Headquarters moved to Pretoria. The building remains a residence 

for the Chief of the S. A. Navy and other senior officers when they visit the 

Cape. A comprehensive book, Admiralty House Simon’s Town, written by 

Boet Dommisse (2005) gives a detailed history of this fascinating building. 

 

The Martello Tower. 

Construction of the Simon’s Town Martello 

Tower began in February 1796 when the 

Commandant of the Cape, Major-General 

James Craig, fearing a French landing, 

decided to upgrade the coastal 

fortifications of Simon’s Bay.  

Besides protecting the powder magazine 

and ammunition stores in Simon’s Town, 

the Martello Tower also accommodated a 

detachment of Royal Marines during the 

19th Century. 



The tower is a simple structure, built of loose stones and boulders with the 

crevices filled with a sand and lime mortar. Only the stones on the outer 

surface are roughly faced. The tower is much smaller and of a much more 

rugged construction than those which were later built on the south-east 

coast of England. The outside diameter is 12.6 metres and the walls are 1.8 

metres thick, measuring an inside diameter of 9.0 metres. 

It is 7.5 high, and the walls have no receding slope and are perpendicular. The 

area around the tower was enclosed with the construction of the East 

Dockyard at the turn of the century, and it eventually began to fall into 

disrepair after being vacated and left derelict. 

 Active interest in the restoration of the tower was started by Mr W. 

Runciman, Mayor of Simon’s Town in the 1920s. During the following twenty 

years various prominent citizens attempted to effect the restoration of the 

tower and in 1960 this movement received a tremendous boost with the 

formation of the Simon’s Town Historical Society. 

 In 1960 the South African Defence Museums Section showed interest in the 

Tower, eventually leading to the restoration with the aim of housing a local 

museum. Restoration work started in 1970, and after completion the Tower 

was declared a National Monument in 1972. 



 

Squire’s Building. 

This apexed-roofed establishment was built by John Squire in 1903. The date 

is depicted on the gable facade of the north building. Originally the property 

was described as westward of the turnpike, and was granted to William 

Anderson in June 1823. He constructed buildings on the site which Squire 

later demolished after he had purchased the property in January 1903 from 

George Budge.  

John Squire was a prominent builder contractor and his firm Barraball and 

Squire built many buildings in Simon’s Town. These included the original 

Simon’s Town High School, the British Hotel and Whyte’s Building. Squire’s 

Building is a typical example of Edwardian architecture with the owner’s 

accommodation on the first floor and shops on the ground floor. An original 

feature of this building was its attractive sliding sash-windows.  

The soft-wood timber for these windows was imported from Scandinavia. At 

the foot of Jubilee Street alongside this building is a plaque on a small stone 

plinth which commemorates the site of the original tollgate, in use from 



15 December 1815 to 15 August 1901, after which all tollgates in the Cape 

Peninsula were abolished. The tollhouse was demolished at the end of 1904. 

An old Queen Victorian post-box with the insignia V.R. (Victoria Regina) also 

stands at the corner of Jubilee Street. 

 

The West Dockyard Gates. 

The West Naval Dockyard gates, as illustrated on the postcard above, were 

erected in March 1887. In the mid-1800s they were situated more 

northwards towards the Wesleyan Chapel.  

Here they gave access to a large coal depot which had been constructed with 

the introduction of steamships whose auxiliary steam engines, as an aid to 

sail, consumed great quantities of coal, and a large vacant piece of ground 

near the jetty had been selected by the navy for coal storage.  

When the Dockyard boundary was moved some distance further south in 

1863 the gates had to be moved in order to conform, and the opportunity 

was taken to have new wrought-iron gates made. They were fabricated in the 



Dockyard blacksmith’s workshop by Mr Charles Algar and were described in 

the press as forming an appropriate and imposing entrance to Her Majesty’s 

Naval Dockyard. The gates remained  

 

here for some twenty-four years until March 1887 when they were again 

moved. This was a result of the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty having 

in 1885 bought the whole of the Simon’s Town Patent Slipway Company’s 

property on its insolvency, as well as a small piece of adjoining ground on 

which a grant was obtained from the Colonial Government. These purchases 

completed the acquisition of all the land between the sea and the Main Road 

from the Residency to Wharf Street.  

The whole area was now owned by the Admiralty and formed the Western 

Dockyard. With the extension of the wall to enclose these new acquisitions 

the gates were moved to conform with the line of the new walls and provide 

a more convenient access. 

In 1942 the centre pillars were removed to create a wider opening to handle 

the increase in traffic due to the War. The gates were destined to remain 



until 1966 when they were moved to their present position some fifty metres 

southwards.  

With this relocation an exact replica of Mr Charles Algar’s gates was 

manufactured in the Dockyard workshop under the supervision of Mr C. 

Randall. These gates were duly installed and used as exit gates alongside the 

original gates which now handle the entry of traffic. The design RSA was 

incorporated in the centre of the main gates and the year, 1966, was 

inscribed in the centre of the smaller pedestrian gates. 

 This replicated the design of Algar’s original gates of 1863 which had Queen 

Victoria’s insignia incorporated in the centre of the main gates, and 1863 

inscribed in the centre of the smaller pedestrian gates. 

The East Dockyard Gates. 

These gates were built in 1909 as part of the East Dockyard project by the 

contractors Sir John Jackson. The left hand gate on entry has a distinctive 

design in the centre of a crown and anchor and the date of installation, 1909.  

The right hand gate’s centre design is the insignia of King Edward VII who was 

on the throne at the time of the building of the East Dockyard. These gates 

were widened during the Second World War by removing the right hand 

pedestrian gate. This was done to accommodate larger military vehicles.  

The original East Dockyard Telephone Depot and Police Station stand a few 

metres within these gates. Built of local quarry stone neither is in use today. 

 



 

The Central Hotel Building (left). 

Built in the 1860s by shop-owner George Huskinson it was here that Vincent 

and Grout’s omnibuses and post-carts collected and delivered the Royal Mail 

to the local postmaster. The building was bought by Ohlsson’s Cape 

Breweries in 1894 from the estate of George Bowern.  

It was converted into The Central Hotel and it formed part of the Breweries’ 

overall drive to own as many hotels as possible in order to promote its beer 

sales.  

Parker designed and re-modelled the frontage in 1902 at the request of 

Anders Ohlsson. The hotel thrived until well after the Second World War 

when, similar to the British Hotel, it failed c.1966 to meet the statutory star-

rating standards. 

Later the first floor was used for Bed and Breakfast apartments while the 

ground floor housed shops and a bottle store. 



Attwell Baking Company 

(ABC) Building (centre). 

The initials ABC are still visible 

on the gable and above the side 

entrance. The building was one 

of a chain of bakeries owned by 

the S.A. Milling Co., whose 

subsidiary Attwell Baking Co. 

operated from these premises 

after obtaining a large contract 

to supply bread to the Royal 

Navy.  

The building was originally a 

dwelling house of some twelve 

rooms and a lodging-house 

which later became a Naval Club 

(1888). It was completely re-

modelled in 1897 by John 

Parker.  

The Navy’s demand for bread was very substantial and this kept the Attwell 

Baking Co. at full production in addition to another two smaller bakeries in 

Simon’s Town. Horses and carts, used for the delivery of flour and the 

collection of the bread, were kept in the courtyard at the back of the 

building. The bakery operated until 1929. Simon’s Town’s first bank was 

established by the Standard Bank on 30 October 1897 and it was housed at 

street- level in the ABC building before moving to The British Hotel and later 

to De Beers Building. SA Milling sold the building in 1942 after which the 

building has been used for shops and offices. 

The British Hotel (right above). 



In 1830 John Osmond owned a building on this site which he let to John 

Clarence who established the first hotel here, known as Clarence Hotel. The 

next owner, Hugh Green, changed the name in 1842 to The British Hotel. 

Subsequent owners never made the hotel pay its way and after demolition in 

1898 a new hotel much as it is today (owner A.L. Blackburn, builders 

Barraball and Squire) graced this site. It was designed by John Parker and it 

featured prominently during the Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902).  

The Mary Kingsley Room recalls her stay here while treating Boer War 

prisoners. In the mid-1960s it fell into disuse as the statutory star-rating 

standards could not be met. It subsequently became a boarding-house and in 

1971 was badly damaged by fire. Partners in the construction company, 

Resnekov and Nielsen, bought the establishment which had by now been 

badly vandalized, and in 1991 commissioned architect Mike Munnik to 

restore the building to its former glory. This has been done most successfully. 

 

St George’s Street. 

It was Councillor Robert S. Whyte who on 8 June 1899 gave notice at the 

regular fortnightly meeting of the Council, that at the next council meeting all 



streets and lanes within the Municipality be named and plates fixed and 

houses numbered. His proposal was adopted at the meeting on 22 June and 

the council chose names for streets and lanes at a special meeting on 26 

June. No mention, however, was made of numbering the houses. St George’s 

Street was one of those streets duly named.  

It was previously known as Main Street. The full length of Main Street from 

the north-end boundary to the south-end boundary was in fact divided into 

three name sections as per the minute of 26 June, With regard to Main Street 

Councillor Whyte proposed that the portion from the Toll Bar to the bottom 

of Cemetery Hill be named St George’s Street, that the latter place 

southwards be named Queens Road, and that from the Toll Bar to the north 

end boundary be called Station Road.  

This was agreed. St George’s Street was named after the first Anglican Church 

building in South Africa. Originally a store in the Main Street, it was converted 

into a church in 1814 and named St George’s by Governor Sir John Cradock.  

Despite the upgrading of the Main Street and naming it St George’s Street, 

the Simon’s Town and District Chronicle of August 1899 (some two months 

after the naming of the street) complained bitterly about the untidy state of 

St George’s Street noting that, the youth, beauty and fashion of Simon’s 

Town deserved something better in which to disport themselves. 



 

Market Square. 

The market square in St George’s Street was the centre of everyday activity in 

the early years of Simon’s Town. Here vendors from suburbs ‘up the line’ and 

farmers from Noordhoek and Cape Point as well as fishermen traded with the 

folk of Simon’s Town. They sold their produce which varied from vegetables, 

meat and fish to household supplies. In the latter half of 1899 a large 

drinking-fountain was imported from England and erected on the widest part 

of St George’s Street opposite the Dockyard clock.  

Here the local cab drivers, traders and farmers let their animals take water, 

while four metal cups were attached to the centre post for use by the public. 

A large lamp which was in a closed glass-fitting above the fountain, burnt 

vaporized paraffin oil and acted as a street light.  

The cylinder containing the oil and the compressed air was housed in the 

circular base beneath the fountain. This outstanding feature in St George’s 

Street was installed to celebrate Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. It was 

moved in the 1930s to the Market Square to make way for road widening. (A 



similar drinking-fountain was erected on the Main Road, Rondebosch.) In 

celebration of the Silver Jubilee of His Majesty King George V (6 May 1935) 

eleven palm trees were planted in Market Square along the length of St 

George’s Street by pupils of the various local schools, the Town Council and 

the cadets of the Training Ship General Botha. The Market Square was then 

formally renamed Jubilee Square. To commemorate this event a plaque was 

attached to the centre post of the fountain. 

The Cosmopolitan Hotel. 

The land on which the hotel stood was originally granted in 1798 to Jan 

Willem Hurter. By 1829 a lodging house occupied the site. William Cogill, a 

well-known hotelier purchased the property in 1840 and it was under Cogill’s 

ownership that the hotel was been established here c.1860.  

On 31 January 1880 William Cogill sold the property to Susanna, widow of 

Daniel Cloete, trading under the firm Daniel Cloete, for the sum of £1000. The 

property was then known as The Cosmopolitan Hotel. On 27 January 1887 

the hotel was transferred together with twenty-six other hotels in Cape Town 

and suburbs to A. Ohlsson and Co.. Ohlsson had bought these hotels in order 



to improve his beer sales. Two years later, on 30 December 1889, he 

transferred The Cosmopolitan Hotel and all the other hotels to Ohlsson’s 

Cape Breweries.  

The hotel apparently ran most successfully and was well supported by the 

Royal Navy personnel. On 23 July 1929 plans for the proposed rebuilding of 

The Cosmopolitan Hotel were submitted by the Architects, Forsyth and 

Parker. These plans were passed on 25 September 1929 by the Town Council 

(Building plan No 89) and the entire hotel was rebuilt and renamed The 

Metropole Hotel.  

This name was short-lived and soon changed to The Lord Nelson Hotel as a 

nautical name in keeping with the Royal Navy seemed more appropriate for 

the naval port of Simon’s Town and for the many naval patrons who 

supported the hotel. The above postcard depicts a 1922 Studebaker Light 6 

with the optional extra of wire-spoke wheels standing in front of the hotel. 

 

 



 

Whyte’s Building. 

In 1852 George Francis Stadler established a grocery store and bakery here 

(date on south gable). The bakery was operated by the renowned firm of D. 

McKay, described as leading suburban bakers, until 1899.  

Later Robert Whyte, a prominent Simon’s Town resident, bought the 

premises and in 1900 demolished Stadler’s block-shaped building and 

erected, with builders Barraball and Squire, an attractive three-storey 

building which included a fully equipped bakery to be operated again by D. 

McKay (the top floor was residential).  

The building was destroyed by fire on 9 February 1910 and by the end of the 

year a new building (date on north gable), designed by John Parker, was 

completed. Behind this building was an entire new separate double storeyed 

bakery which was not visible from the street.  

A cart entrance on the north-west side secured access to this building which 

had on the ground floor a yeast room, a fuel store, a bake-house with three 



large ovens, a flour store and stables. On the upper floor there were two 

large storerooms with an open space above the ground floor ovens. The 

construction of all these buildings was completed by August 1911.  

Robert Whyte successfully operated a grocery store in the front of his 

building while behind was a fully equipped bakery. After his death some ten 

years later, the business was carried on for a time by his son-in-law Mr 

Agnew, who later sold the building and the business. This grocery store was 

operated in the 1940s by Messrs Patel & Kahn and was later followed by a 

hardware store in the 1950s (Mr Fred Leih). Today it is occupied by Lewis 

Stores. 

 

Bellevue Boer War Prison Camp 1900/1902. 

The majority of the prisoners at this camp were part of General Cronje’s 

forces who had surrendered at Paardeberg on 27 February, 1900. They had 

been besieged in the bed of the Riet Rivier for nine days and the scene in 

their laager was one of devastation with enteric fever rife. These Boer 

prisoners arrived in cattle trucks in early March at the Simon’s Town railway 



station and were then marched along the Main Road to this camp on the 

southern outskirts of the town. Camp security measures were not very strict. 

On the road boundary there was nothing more than an ordinary five-strand 

barbed wire fence, such as is used on any farm. On the sea side, in addition 

to a similar fence, there was a six foot wide depression with random strands 

of barbed wire. On the south and north boundaries there was a ten foot high 

screen of corrugated iron, probably intended as a wind screen against the 

prevalent south-easter. At each corner of the camp there was a raised 

platform with a sentry box. A portion of the camp towards Bellevue Road was 

allocated to the British guards and officials of the camp, who were housed in 

tents. Relations between the prisoners and their guards seem to have been 

friendly and cordial.  

The prisoners were housed in standard army bell-tents, eight men per tent 

with circular wooden floors, divided into four sections which could be 

removed for cleaning. Ablution blocks and cook-houses of corrugated iron 

were constructed along the sea-side fence. Many of the prisoners did their 

own cooking on primus stoves and had their meals in their tents. The total 

number of prisoners at any one time was about two hundred. 

 



To supplement their rations the prisoners were allowed to make purchases of 

provisions and other articles from certain traders who were given special 

permission by the authorities to enter the camp. The only other outside 

personnel who had access to the camp were the clergymen and a refuse 

remover who called periodically in a scotch-cart to remove rubbish which had 

been carefully placed in boxes.  

Many of the prisoners were skilled craftsmen who fabricated various toys 

and curios from any material they could acquire. These they sold to provide 

pocket-money. Many trinkets and souvenirs of all kinds were to be found in 

Simon’s Town homes over this period. Jukskei and quoits were popular 

games while various kinds of musical instruments were played. The most 

popular recreation, however, was sea-bathing.  

This took place at what is now known as Windmill Beach, which was 

cordoned off by a stout barbed wire fence. Mail was distributed by a post 

corporal who stood on a rock (where the first fairway of Simon’s Town Golf 

Club now runs) and called the names of the recipients. The letter was then 

handed along to him often partly crumpled and soiled after censorship and 

handling. In late March and early April 1900, an epidemic of enteric fever 

swept through the camp.  

Forty-seven men died and were buried in the Old Cemetery. The first 

prisoners to leave Bellevue after the war departed on 28 June 1902. They 

were mainly Free Staters. The last prisoners departed by the end of June. 

These were ‘political prisoners.’ The camp closed down in early 1903 after it 

was used as a quarantine and rest centre for repatriated prisoners from the 

British Empire camps. 

 

 

 

 



 

Simon’s Town Golf Club. 

A municipal links was established on the site of the Bellevue Camp circa 1903 

by various locals and Royal Naval personnel. The first available records of any 

trophies that were competed for came in 1914 when the Mens’ and Ladies’ 

Fresnaye Cups, which are still played for today, were presented to the 

municipal links by the members of the Fresnaye Golf Club for a stroke 

competition.  

The 9-hole Fresnaye golf course above Sea Point was being dissolved and this 

presentation, as made to all Peninsula golf clubs of that time, was a gesture 

in remembrance of their club. These two cups are today the property of the 

Westlake Golf Club. Westlake evolved from the Clovelly Golf Club, the 

majority of whose members were, until 1921, members at the Simon’s Town 

Golf Club. 

The Simon’s Town Golf Club was formally founded on 1 January 1916 when 

the members agreed to the taking over of the maintenance of the links from 

the Simon’s Town Muncipality. The move to Clovelly Golf Club in 1921 was to 



obtain an 18-hole course, for the Simon’s Town course remains today, as it 

did on its foundation, a 9-hole golf course. These problems plus the many 

others, especially the acquiring of sufficient water for the maintenance of the 

greens and fairways, did not deter the members of 1916 from taking over the 

muncipal links. It is thanks to their efforts and those of the many members 

who followed that the recreational facility of a 9-hole golf course remains in 

Simon’s Town today. 

 

Lighthouses 

Slangkop Lighthouse - the tallest cast-iron tower on the South African Coast. 

In 1906 the Governor of the Cape of Good Hope, Sir Walter Hely Hutchinson, 

appointed a commission to report on the improvement of and additions to 

the existing lighthouse system around the Southern Cape coast. One of the 

recommendations of this commission was the establishment of a lighthouse 

at Slangkop. The report stated that ships sailing from Cape Town lost sight of 

Green Point lighthouse before they 

were half-way down the west coast of 

the Peninsula and it was a long time 

before they sighted Cape Point. 

Several ships had been wrecked on 

this coast, one of which was the Clan 

Monroe in July 1905 which initiated 

the commission. In 1913 tenders were 

called for the structure and 

equipment for a lighthouse at 

Slangkop with the focal plane of the 

light forty-one metres above sea level. 

Although the construction was 

completed in 

1914, the light was only put into 

operation on 4 March 1919, the delay 



being caused by the First World War. The lighthouse is the tallest tower of its 

kind on the South African coast, and measures 30.8 metres from its base to 

the balcony. Each cast-iron segment weighs about 500kg, and is rivetted 

together to make up the tower. It is painted white and the actual light (about 

five million candlepower), is visible for a distance of thirty-three nautical 

miles to seaward. It is electrically revolved with four flashes every thirty 

seconds. It guards a very dangerous stretch of coastline between Cape Town 

and Cape Point. 

Roman Rock Lighthouse - the only rock lighthouse on the South African 

Coast. 

The prefabricated sectional construction of Roman Rock Lighthouse began in 

1857, and due to the difficult conditions, especially the south-easter, it was 

only completed on 16 September 1861. Only ninety-six working days had 

been possible. 

It was manufactured from cast 

iron segments which were bolted 

together, and the lowest rung 

was secured to the rock. The 

external diameter of the base 

was 7.3 metres and the light was 

12.8metres above the highwater 

mark. Section by section the 

tower was ferried across to the 

rock. An inspection of the 

lighthouse a year after its 

opening recommended a new 

tower of stone in substitution for 

these cast-iron prefabricated 

sections.  

The idea was scrapped for the 

more practical plan in 1864 being 



that of the Colonial Railway Engineer, Mr J.E. Bourne, who suggested that a 

granite sheath 1.2 metres thick be installed around the lower part of the 

existing tower, as well as the replacing of the poor quality core of local shell-

lime cement with Portland cement and granite rubble masonry.  

Bourne’s idea went ahead and valuable construction time was saved by 

perfecting the quarry work ashore. Granite blocks for the base of the 

lighthouse were quarried from the boulders near to the present bathing 

cubicles at Seaforth. Here Bourne erected the granite tower and numbered 

each block.  

He ensured everything was easy to re-assemble on the rock. The four-ton 

granite blocks were then ferried to the rock in a specially designed punt. In 

March 1867 the Governor, Sir Philip Wodehouse, handed over the lighthouse 

to the Colonial Government. It was the only lighthouse in the southern 

hemisphere to be built on a rock. Two lighthouse-keepers manned the 

 

lighthouse permanently with one alternating his duty with a third 'keeper 

every seven days. They were rowed to the tower by a boatman. Emergency 



communication with Simon’s Town was by means of flags during the day and 

coloured lights at night. 'Keepers often had to remain inside the tower for 

several days in bad weather. 

During a storm the waves broke with such force that broken water engulfed 

the lighthouse which made it impossible for the men to emerge. The job was 

dangerous and monotonous and the salaries were the highest paid in the 

service. The first 'keeper, Mr J. Williams, earned £110 a year. His assistants 

received £96. 'Keepers complained about the vibrations in stormy weather. 

Their only recreation was fishing and usually the catch fell from the line 

before reaching the platform.  

The first mechanism had a focal plane of 16.5 metres above the highwater 

mark. The light flash occurred very quickly and only one reflector was visible 

at a time. This flash occurred every thirty seconds. There were eight 

reflectors in all, which made a revolution every four minutes.  

In March 1919 the mechanism was replaced and the tower became 

unmanned. In 1992 the Navy requested the lighthouse be electrified as the 

existing light had become overshadowed by the bright lights of Simon’s Town 

and Kalk Bay. A 2.5 kilometre undersea electric cable was laid by the Navy.  

Roman Rock is the only lighthouse in South Africa to be powered in this way. 

A back-up diesel generator ensures the light always operates and it now 

flashes once every six seconds. The rotating optic raised the beam’s power 

from 5,000 to 20,000 candlepower and thereby increased the visibility from 

thirteen to twenty-one nautical miles. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Original Cape Point Lighthouse. 

The strategic importance of the southern tip of the Peninsula had long been 

recognised. With increased shipping to the east and more locally into Simon’s 

Bay the need for a lighthouse became urgent.  

With a view to the future in the granting of perpetual quitrent to John 

Osmond of the Cape Point Farm in 1816 a stipulation was made, on condition 

that the owner or occupier of this land permit either His Majesty’s 

Commissioner for the Naval Department or the Principal Officer having 

charge of that Service the right to erect a Light House on such part of the 

Cape Point as may be judged most convenient for that purpose and also 

permit all necessary access to such Light House when built. Such foresight 

was not matched, however, by action and it was not until 16 March 1859 that 

work began on the lighthouse.  

Sites on the Cape of Good Hope massif and Vasco da Gama Peak were 

considered but the highest and most conspicuous point affording a wide 

sweep over both False Bay and the Atlantic seemed to be the logical choice. 



The result was white-painted cast-iron structure with a red top being erected 

upon the summit of Cape Point Peak, 238 metres above the sea. Designed by 

Alexander Gordon the Cape Point light-house was manufactured in England 

for the Board of Trade by the Victoria Foundry, Greenwich.  

Sections were shipped to Simon’s Town, transferred to a smaller boat and 

thereafter transported to Buffels Bay from where a modified gun carriage 

was used to ferry them to a camp near the Cape of Good Hope. The final leg 

of the journey was up the steep and rough slope to the peak and was 

accomplished using a bullock-drawn sledge.  

 

Once on site, the convex iron plates which formed the base of the lantern 

were bolted together in the form of a drum. On top of this was fitted the 

lantern itself. Engineered by Deville and Company of London it showed a 

twelve-second pulse of light every minute at a strength of about two 

thousand candlepower. 

A report in The Cape of Good Hope Gazette stated, it was visible in clear 

weather from a deck sixteen feet high at a distance of thirty-six nautical 

miles. The lighthouse came into operation on 1 May 1860.  



The lighting equipment comprised of four sets of four one-wick burners 

giving a twelve-second flash every minute. The first lighthouse-keeper was 

James Coe who had previously been stationed at Roman Rock. Conditions for 

the staff were extremely difficult at Cape Point and the remoteness and 

difficult terrain made the transport of supplies and provisions an arduous 

task.  

Deliveries were made once every three months and in 1876 great difficulty 

was experienced in getting oil to the lighthouse. Eventually a new road from 

Simon’s Town was completed in 1882. This did not seem to solve the 

problem as in 1898 the lighthouse-keeper complained bitterly of nearly 

starving to death. Not long into the life of the new light misgivings were 

expressed regarding its position.  

For a disconcertingly high proportion of time, an average of 900 hours a year, 

the peak was enveloped in cloud or fog. Lower down the cliffs, however, the 

air remained clear and the visibility good. Under such conditions the 

frequency of cloud and fog rendered the lighthouse useless.  

This state of affairs, and the recommendation that the light be moved, were 

recorded in the Lighthouse Commission’s reports of 1872, 1890 and 1906. 

 



 

The Wreck of the Lusitania on Bellows Rock. 

The wreck of the Lusitania on 18 April 1911 with its potentially high but 

miraculously low loss of life hastened the authorities to make a final decision 

to move the Cape Point Lighthouse. This Portuguese steamer (5,557 tons) 

which was launched in 1906, hit Bellows Rock, south-west of Cape Point, en 

route from Lourengo Marques (Maputo) to Cape Town at 22h30 on 18 April 

1911.  

It carried a complement of 678 passengers and 122 crew. The lighthouse at 

Cape Point was sighted and a course charted to give it a wide berth. 

Conditions were calm but with a gathering mist. At 23h40 visibility suddenly 

improved and the master, Captain Favia, found to his dismay that he had 

been set-in by the current and was very close to the lighthouse.  

He turned the steamer hard a-port and headed out to the open sea. Given 

the vast expanse of ocean to choose from, and the relatively tiny size of 

Bellows Rock, it was no more than fate that brought the Lusitania to a 

grinding halt on top of the rock just before midnight. Lifeboats were 



immediately lowered and distress rockets fired which attracted the attention 

of the lighthouse-keeper at Cape Point.  

Three fatalities in a lifeboat which tried to make it to the shore did occur, but 

those who stood off beyond the breakers or nearer the ship were safely 

picked up by rescue vessels from Simon’s Town not long after the wreck.  

By lOhOO the following morning, all the remaining ship’s complement of 

passengers and crew had been rescued.  

Thus ended the most successful sea rescues off the South African coast. 



 

 

 



 

The New Cape Point Lighthouse - The engineer behind the task of relocating 

the Cape Point lighthouse was Mr. Harry C. Cooper. He selected a site very 

close to the end of the Peninsula above Dias Rock and eighty-seven metres 

above sea level. This was one hundred and sixty metres lower than the 

original lighthouse and would eliminate the problems of visibility.  

In addition to choosing the location Cooper also designed the lighthouse and 

supervised its construction. His choice of site was received with a certain 

degree of scepticism but he managed to persuade his superiors that his 

proposal was feasible. Work commenced in 1913 and due to the difficult 

nature of the operation and the topography it was only completed in 1919.  

At the outset a large pinnacle of rock, some fifteen metres high and known as 

Dias Point, was blasted away to make room for the foundations. In spite of 

the blasting to remove Diaz Point the area cleared was still too small and 

buttress supporting walls had to be built to support two of the four corners 

of the building.  

The ridge leading to the site was narrow and exposed, and the drop to the 

final ledges, whereon the light was to be sited, almost precipitous. To gain 



access a path was cut along 

the ridge and a 450 mm. 

gauge tramway track was 

laid. Along this a trolley ran 

which raw transported 

materials and equipment.  

At the end of the track a 

crane was installed which 

lowered the trolley to 

almost fifty metres further 

down the cliff. Here a 

second trolley-line ran the 

remaining distance to the 

building site.  

Stone for the building was 

quarried and dressed at or 

just below the site itself. 

Sand was excavated from a 

cave at sea level and carried 

in bags up a winding path 

rising some ninety metres. 

Cement, other building 

material and the light housing apparatus were transported by ox-wagon from 

Simon’s Town and transported to the trolley and crane system. Water was 

piped from the top trolley track to the site. 

Although the nine metre square masonry tower was completed in 1915, it 

was only on 11 March 1919 that the lamp was lit at sunset by Cooper’s three-

year-old daughter. The light was described as a dioptric flashlight of five 

million candlepower with a range of about eighteen nautical miles, giving 

three flashes every twenty seconds. The fuel for the paraffin vapour mantle 

was drawn through a 1.6 kilometre pipe from tanks on Cape Point Peak.  



The light was electrified on 1 September 1936, increasing its luminosity to 

nineteen million candlepower. Subsequently, this was reduced to some ten 

million candlepower, but the Cape Point light remains the most powerful on 

the South African coast. It has a range of thirty-four nautical miles, emits a 

group of three flashes every thirty seconds and is switched on half-an-hour 

before sunset and is extinguished just after sunrise.  

It has shone every night since commissioning with the exception of the War 

years when it was lit only at the request of the port captain to guide some 

particular vessel. Below the main light is positioned a fixed red light with a 

range of ten nautical miles, this covers the particularly hazardous sea area 

around the Point itself and the lurking menace of Anvil and Bellows Rock. 

 

The All Round the Cape Peninsula Road. 

With the advent of the motor car in the early 1900s a compelling idea, 

originated by Sir Frederic de Waal, Administrator of the Cape Province, 

developed. This idea was for the construction of an All Round the Cape 

Peninsula Road (ARCPR). Construction of this ARCPR, which was widely  



 

promoted as an essential development which would bring to the citizens of 

the Union the outstanding beauty of the Cape Peninsula, was adopted as 



Union Government policy in 1913 and money for this construction was duly 

allocated. Money for its construction was one of the compensations made to 

Cape Town for the transfer of the national capital to Pretoria in 1910 

following Union. The Minister of Railways, Mr Sauer, supported the 

construction and made available 750 convicts free of charge for the task.  

 

Late in 1913 work began on the Miller’s Point - Smitswinkel Bay - 

Klaasjagersberg Road as well as a four-mile branch road to Cape Point. The 

Simon’s Town gaol which had been closed as a prison, was reopened as a 

convict station and housed 100 convicts.  

These convicts initially concentrated their work on the building of the new 

Red Hill road from Simon’s Town to the Klaver plateau. Another station of 

wood and iron which accommodated 260 convicts was erected at 

Smitswinkel Bay.  

A further convict station was erected at Slangkop and after completion of the 

Kommetjie - Slangkop link with the Klaasjagersberg Road which lay along the 

north boundary of the Cape of Good Hope Nature Reserve, these convicts 

were moved to the St. James convict station to construct Boyes Drive.  



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

Although De Waal was given considerable credit for the initiation of the 

ARCPR (De Waal Drive is named after him) it was George Boyes, Resident 

Magistrate of Simon’s Town (1904-1916) who must also receive considerable 



credit. It was he who, as Resident Magistrate, was the driving force behind 

the construction of all the South Peninsula scenic roadways.  

It was his dream, as reported in his twenty-five-page typed report to the 

Union Government, that this ARCPR drive will be unsurpassed as a marine 

drive in any part of the world and will attract thousands of people to visit 

Cape Town in order to take this unrivalled drive, and see the marvellous 

beauties of this lovely Cape Peninsula, which for so many years has been 

undeveloped and unappreciated.  

Boyes held the influential position of being representative of the Union 

Government in Simon’s Town. Simon’s Town itself was important as it was 

the Royal Navy’s main base on the African continent and the Southern 

Hemisphere. All the South Peninsula scenic drives, as part of the ARCPR, were 

completed under Boyes’ overall supervision and he was personally 

responsible for the building of the four-mile branch road to the Cape Point 

lighthouse.  

This road was essential for the construction of the new lighthouse, the 

transport of lighthouse inspectors (for whom he was responsible) as well as 

the movement of personnel and provisions. Boyes was also responsible for 

the initiation of Boyes Drive between Kalk Bay and Muizenberg (aptly named 

after him). Sadly he died suddenly in St. James, 1924, aged sixty-one, before 

work on this driveway had begun. 

 

The Fishermen of the Far South. 

Although there was an abundance of fish in the False Bay, the fishermen of 

Simon’s Town and the Far South were recipients of low wages There was 

limited cold storage for fish, which was perishable by nature, and this meant 

instant sales.  



 

The hawkers (the middlemen) knew this and beat the prices down to a bare 

minimum knowing that the fishermen could not withhold their catch and 

were in dire need of money. The wives of the fishermen, however, were able 

to produce a variety of meals such as soup, curries, pickled fish and dried 



snoek from the catch. This invariably saw the family through difficult times 

when, sometimes for weeks on end, no boats could be put to sea on account 

of the weather. Backstrain, ruptures, heart and muscular ailments were 

common among the fishermen due to the physical nature of their work.  

The hauling of sand ballast and the heavy boats up and down the beach slope 

combined with rowing, at times all of seven to ten miles to the fishing 

grounds when sailing was not possible, only added to their problems. The 

hours were long with boats normally leaving between three and five o' clock 

in the morning and only returning at two o' clock in the afternoon. Thereafter 

there was still much hard work to be done. 

All boats were powered by oar or sail, commonly by a combination of both. 

The sailing-boat masts were about 6.5 metres long with a 5 metre mainsail, 

and although sailing was not efficient it was an effective relief for the 

oarsmen who could concentrate their energies on fishing. The mast, 6.5 sprit 

sail and jib could easily be unstepped and stowed along the length of the 

boat while rowing or fishing. The skipper and the crew of the boat all had 

specific tasks.  

All the crew rowed at various times and the responsibility of each crewman 

was clearly defined. Duties varied from ‘turning to’ the crew at 2:00am, 

checking the boat prior to leaving, organising the ballast and anchor, 

collecting fresh water, opening and closing the sails, distributing the fresh 

water once at sea, tying the fish, bailing the water and balancing ballast with 

fish or sand. The skipper, who in many instances owned the boat, steered the 

vessel and was responsible for all the decisions regarding the boat and the 

fishing.  

His task was considerable for not only had he to check the boat prior to 

sailing but he also selected the crew and was responsible for the overall 

decision as to where to fish, the length of time to fish, where to drop and 

raise anchor, and when to return to harbour. Few navigational aids, if any, 

were used but ‘feel’, an inherent experience from generations, was in their 

blood and it was on this that their success depended. On many occasions a 



skipper carried an apprentice on his boat, normally a family member, and 

taught him the skills of fishing. Once ashore the skipper’s duties continued 

with the selling of the catch and the distribution of the earnings. The skipper 

was also ‘looked-to’ by the families of his crew should any of them fall on 

hard times. 

Trek Fishing. 

From time immemorial fish have been a vital source of food for the 

inhabitants of the coast line of the Cape. Simon’s Town, similar to the many 

other fishing villages which were spread along the False Bay Coast, was no 

exception and netting fish from the shore was an age old tradition that had, 

in addition, provided a wide source of employment.  

Trek fishing was the standard method of catch while boat fishing netted 

snoek which was rich in protein and proved a popular meal. At the turn of the 

century, elf, yellowtail and white steenbras were regular fish netted in a trek 

haul. During the mid 1910 - 20 period, haarders, huge mounds of them up to 

50,000 at a time, were netted at Long Beach opposite the railway line.  

Fishing from shore bases was a thriving industry in the early 1900s. Trekking 

was a family business descending from generation to generation with the 

father teaching his son the skills of the trade. This included ‘land skippering’ 

where from a lookout high against the slopes of the mountain signals were 

given by the land skipper to the shore crew as to the whereabouts of the 

shoal of fish and what type of fish they were.  

This was because two types of nets were used. Drift nets were used for 

surface swimming fish, e.g. haarders, or sink nets for deeper swimming fish, 

e.g. elf. It was a hard and dangerous life offering only a precarious existence. 

It involved much heavy labour, rowing out through breakers, followed by the 

tedious hand-hauling of the net on to the beach with the men trudging 

backwards in a tug-of-war exercise until the cod-end of the line emerged out 

of the water and the catch could be landed.  



 

Work did not end there as the boat had to be dragged above the high water 

mark and secured. The area of operation was confined to sandy beaches free 

of rocks which might foul and damage the boats or nets. The boats all had to 

conform to local conditions - be easy to row and of a strong construction but 



light enough to handle up the beach in the strong south-east winds of the 

False Bay. Handling of the boats was accomplished by passing stout poles 

through rope strops at the bow and stem.  

These were then hoisted on to the shoulders of as many as sixteen men. The 

boats had a broad beam for stability; were short-ended with little or no 

overhang at bow or stem so that they could negotiate steep seas and surf; 

they also had a broad transom for load carrying and work space. The length 

varied from 5m to 8m and the beam from 1.6m to 2m. They were pulled by 

four to six oars with rudder steering for off-shore work. The helmsman used a 

steering oar or ‘sweep’ through the surf.  

Once ashore an auction of the catch was conducted by the land skipper. 

Prices varied according to the size of catch and the demand of the hawkers. 

Many hawkers formed syndicates to avoid bidding against each other and the 

trek fishermen were at their mercy.  

When the railway reached Simon’s Town and cold storage became available 

the price received for the fish increased as now country districts and 

especially the Transvaal could receive fish. The bigger companies bought the 

catch from the fishermen and thereby weakened the syndicates the hawkers 

had tried to establish. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Fishing Boats. 

The Cape fishing beach boat as depicted in the above postcard was, by 1906, 

the most popular fishing boat along this coastline. There were four hundred 

and twenty-seven boats operating off the Cape beaches of which forty-eight 

were at Kalk Bay harbour.  

Wardlaw Thompson in an article written in 1913 explains that originally these 

boats were manufactured in Holland and were brought out in halves and put 

together in the Cape. They had to be good for local conditions, i.e. a good 

pulling and a safe sailing boat of a size and weight not too great for carrying 

up the beach every day.  

By the 1890s these boats were being manufactured in the Cape Colony. 

These boats were stoutly built open craft, rigged with a huge spritsail and jib, 

and normally pulling five oars. They required sixteen men to carry them up 

the beach with poles rested on their shoulders. The oars were made of 

spruce and were imported ready-made from Canada where they were mass-

produced.  



They could be stowed across the thwarts in the boat. The spritsail was the 

ultimate in simplicity in setting up and handling. It could be folded back 

against the mast unstepped and stowed across the thwarts. The demise of 

the Cape fishing boat was inevitable once the combustion engine displaced 

sail-and-oar as a means of propulsion.  

The breakwater offered shelter for this ‘new order’ and speeded up the 

change. This change-over, however, brought a certain amount of hardship to 

many of the traditional row- and sailboat skippers as they were unable to 

afford the expense of a combustion engine and crews were reluctant to join 

their boats as now, with motorized engines, the physical strain of rowing was 

gone. 

 

The fishing craft of Simon’s Town. 

This postcard depicts Cape beach boats in the foreground with unique hull 

paintwork. Boats of this design were not only used for fishing but also for 

carrying cargo from the beaches to the ships in the roadsteads where no 

quays or jetties were available. In the centre of this postcard lies a small pram 

dinghy with curved bow. This working boat unlike the gigs, galleys and the 



Cape beach boats is of Dutch or Scandinavian origin and not British. Known in 

Dutch as 'praam', these boats were widely used for inshore handline fishing. 

The large boat in the background is a whaleboat.  

These were mass-produced in New England and were taken on whaling 

expeditions on the whale-catcher sailing ships, often in an unfinished state 

with no fittings. Completion of the manufacture was done on board during 

the voyage. Each whale-catcher carried between twenty and thirty of these 

whaleboats. When hunting, the crew utilised a minimum of six whaleboats.  

Often they were damaged during the hunting expedition (hence the larger 

number that were carried) as they were extremely lightly built of pine for 

speed. Many of the whaleboats which operated from the shores of False Bay 

were sold by the whale-catchers on their return journey north now that the 

hunting expedition had been completed. The whaleboats operated around 

the Cape for many years and were widely used in the collecting of guano 

from the local islands. 

Whaling in False Bay. 

The False Bay whaling stations of the early 1800s were situated near Seaforth 

Beach, Simon’s Town. Complaints, however, from the local naval personnel 

about the unpleasant and often obnoxious smells forced the whaling stations 

to move to less populated areas.  

The coast line between Kalk Bay and St. James was ideal. It was sheltered and 

the beach around Kalk Bay provided good landing facilities for the hauling up 

of whale carcasses. However, as Kalk Bay grew, especially after arrival of the 

railway in 1883, so did the outcry increase once more about the stench 

created from the decomposing carcasses.  

Eventually by 1902 whaling at Kalk Bay and St. James ceased and the whale 

carcasses were dragged ashore along Muizenberg Beach in an easterly 

direction where no residents could be offended. 



The female Southern Right Whale, so named because she was the right whale 

to catch, had three important features which attracted the whalermen. She 

had an abundance of baleen and oil, she moved slow enough for the rowing 

boats to approach, and her carcass floated.  

These whales entered False Bay in search of sandy-bottomed beaches in 

order to calve. During the months of September and October, Fish Hoek and 

more especially the eastern stretches of Muizenberg beach offered ideal 

calving conditions. The average season brought a catch of about thirty whales 

and the oil and baleen were of excellent quality.  

The entire whale carcass was utilised and besides the oil and baleen, the 

meat was readily consumed by the local fisherfolk and their families. It was 

especially popular with Malay families. Fencing from the enormous 

whalebones was a common feature as the inherent strength of the bones 

was more suitable than timber which tended to rot. Whale bones were also 

used as land survey beacons.  

The bones could also be used decoratively around the house as well as for 

furniture. Whaling, however, was very often a dangerous affair, especially as 

the small narrow boats with a crew of six could be dragged for long distances 

along the coast by the harpooned whale.  

Two narrow boats with harpoons always partook in a whale catch, the one 

acting as a standby in case of an accident once the other had harpooned the 

whale. If the whale ventured too far out into the ocean the harpooner 

reluctantly cut the rope. 

Once the whale was finally killed it had to be left in the bay, as the narrow 

boats with their helmsman at the stem, the harpooner at the bow, and the 

four oarsmen could never retrieve the carcass. The crew merely took 

bearings, left the dead mammal to float aimlessly and rowed steadily back to 

base, which at times could be miles away from where they had started out.  

 



 

On returning to shore the heavier fishing vessels then set out, having been 

given the whereabouts of the carcass, which they duly hauled ashore. It was 

thus a crude industry where sheer guts and manpower was essential, but the 



rewards, as with anything when the risk is high, were good, and as few as 

four good whales in a season would mean a break-even in costs for the fleet. 

The killing of the female Right Whale, which came into the False Bay to calve, 

meant that it was only a matter of time before the whale population 

declined. 

 This was followed by depreciation in the maintenance of the boats, storage 

vats and other onshore facilities. Gradually as the number of whales 

decreased so the licence fee for the killing of them was increased. The last 

whale to be killed on a commercial basis alongside Kalk Bay was in 1855.  

Whaling along the Muizenberg coastline east of Sandvlei, however, was still 

active in the 1900s, and on 13 August 1906 an application was granted by the 

Municipality to Messrs Auret and Co. for a site alongside the beach near the 

drainage disposal works, east of Sandvlei, on which to erect a store in which 

to both boil and store whale blubber. 

Whaling was ranked after agriculture and wine-making as the third highest 

income-earning industry in the Cape Colony c. 1820-1840, but this prosperity 

was short-lived. The Southern Right Whale has since 1935 become a 

protected species with strict legislation regarding the proximity at which they 

can be approached.  

Their growth through this protection has ensured their return to False Bay 

and they are increasing in numbers by an average of seven per cent per 

annum, which means an approximate doubling in numbers every ten years. 

These Southern Right Whales have a top speed of seventeen kilometres per 

hour but usually move at a modest rate of between a half and four 

kilometres per hour.  

Their maximum diving depth is about three hundred metres and their 

lifespan is often in excess of fifty years. Callosity-patches of thickend skin on 

their heads is a common feature. In a 1995 survey it was estimated that the 

population along the South African coast was approximately one thousand 



eight hundred. These huge baleen species (up to sixty ton) are the most 

common on our coast. 

The calving in the False Bay is a regular occurrence. A single calf is born after 

a gestation period of eleven to twelve months. The new born calf is large 

(five to six metres in length), but remains very dependant on the mother, 

from whom it suckles for at least six months.  

The whales leave False Bay and make their way slowly southward to the sub-

Antarctic convergence (55 degrees south) where they spend the summer 

months. The Southern Right Whale does not feed in our waters and for the 

mother to suckle a five-metre calf while not feeding herself drains a great 

deal of her energy.  

Recent surveys indicate a whale visits our waters between August and 

October on a three-year cycle. 

Bibliography 

1.   Story of the Fish Hoek Valley - Malcolm Cobern. Published by Author 1984. 

2.   Fish Floek Looking Back - Joy Cobern. 

      Published by Fish Hoek Printing and Publishing c.c. 2003. 

3.   Little White Church hugging the hill - C. & P. Spence. 

      Private Publication 1995. 

4.   Short History of the Clovelly Country Club - Pat Dickson. 

      Private Publication 1994. 

5.   A Century of Kommetjie - Denise Joubert. 

     Published by Fish Hoek Printing and Publishing c.c. 2002. 

6.   Between Two Shores - Michael Fraser. 

      David Philip Publishers (Pty) Ltd. 1994. 

7.   Simon’s Town Historical Society Bulletins. 

8.   Kalk Bay Historical Association Bulletins. 



9.   The Blue Dam is their Harvest Land - Tommy Carse. 

       A 1999 re-publication by Kalk Bay Historical Association. 

     “Die Bloudam is hul Oesland” - Publishers HAUM. 1959. 

10.  Whale Watch - Vic Cockcroft and Peter Joyce. 

       An MTN production by Struik Publishers 1998. 

11.  Simon’s Town and the Anglo-Boer War 1899-1902 - A. E. Read. 

       Published by the Simon’s Town Historical Society 1998. 

12.  The W.S. Gillard postcard collection originated from part of a series of postcards 

produced by Mr Arthur H.C. Miller, the local chemist in Simon’s Town c.1905-1910. 

Thanks for helping me in my research to: 

The Fish Hoek Valley Museum (Ethelmay Gillard, Joy Cobern)  

and The Staff of the Simon’s Town Museum. 

 


