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1. Introduction

The initial work for this project was a photographic survey of the existing wood
and iron buildings in Athlone. | was at the time a volunteer in the Urban
Conservation Unit of the Cape Town City Council (hereafter UCU). My task was to
document the existing wood-and-iron buildings in order to aid later development
control decision-making. To a large extent, it was the results of the fieldwork,
which both uncovered a need for further research and directed later archival and

textual research,

The so-called "wood-and-iron” building technique dates to the 1840's (Herbert
1978:42), when SW Brooke proposed a timber-framed portable cottage, the
external panels of which could be lead, zinc, “marine metal” or corrugated iron.
Brooke's accompanying detail drawings illustrate the corrugated iron option.
Wood-and-iron buildings are generally timber-framed structures clad externally with
corrugated iron sheets as both wall and roof material and internally with timber
floors, walls and ceilings. The later buildings lined the interior with concrete,

brickwork or blockwork.

Work on wood-and-iron buildings in South Africa is scarce. Two important sources
are Rodd (1989) and the work of Radford (1994; 1598), both of whom identify the
need for further work on the subject. Therefore, though this study is an attempt to
add to their body of work, the focus of this work is on the role of the building type
within a social history, rather than the "history” of a building type. The work

leading to this essay has also exposed the lack of a spatial/architectural component

to the history of both Cape Town and the Cape Flats.

A

Athlone is a working class residential area situated on the Cape Flats. Its northern

boundary is the M18 (Klipfontein Road) and it is bounded to the east by Alicedale






and Jamestown, both developed later. Originally, Alicedale, Jamestown,
Gleemoor and Sunnyside were all considered part of Athlone. As in Athlone,
Jamestown has had a number of names. During the 1920’s, it was considered to
be part of Milner Estate (later Athlone). Gleemoor and Jamestown were developed
as part of the Assisted Housing Scheme, which was a housing provision scheme
run by the Cape Town City Council between 1925 and 1930. The progress of this
scheme is documented in the Cape Town City Council Mayor's Minutes annually
from 1925 to 1930. (Mayor's Minutes 1925-1930). Alicedale was built as a
rental scheme by the Cape Town City Council in 1939 (City Council 1993:2).
Spatially and temporally, these later areas, in my view, did not form part of the
original township of Athlone and so are treated as separate areas in this study.

The survey and study area is marked in red on Map 1.

The development of Athlone prior to 1920 was piecemeal and ad hoe, driven, it
would seem from the evidence presently to hand, largely by speculators. It
marked, however, one of the early incursions of housing into the Cape Flats.
Contemporary with its growth was that of Ndabeni. Athlone, unlike Ndabeni, has
not been the subject of much historical study. It would seem that this was a
working class area, which became perceived by Capetonians as being for those
classified “Coloured” by the Population Registration Act (1950), which was, in
fact, inhabited by a mixture of working class Capetonians. A number of owners
listed in the Cape Tewn City Council’s Valuation Rolls as early as 1900 and before
the declaration of the area as a “"Coloured” Group Area in mid-1957 (Kinkead-
Weekes 1992:459) could possibly have been Xhosa-speaking. Kinkead-Weekes
(1985:172) quotes a Health Department letter of 1912 as saying that, by then,
“African” people had set up squatter settlements at “such places as West London,
Ysterplaat and Maitland”. Kinkead-Weekes (1992:460) mentions that, in 1960,
there were about 400 African families in Athlone. As Bickford-Smith (1994; 1995)
has shown, Cape Town was not entirely free of racial segregation in the social,

residential or employment spheres. The growth of a working class suburb in



Athlone in the first quarter of this century is thus a neglected part of the urban

history of Cape Town.

Three themes will be explored in this essay. The first is the historiographical
significance of Athlone in the spatial and social history of Cape Town, with
mention being made of the problems facing the conservation of the built fabric and
cultural landscape which has evolved in Athlone. Working class environments
create quite difficult problems for conservationists to resolve, as experience in both
the National Monuments Council and UCU have shown. The second theme is that
of the spatialisation of socio-political issues. Urban issues around wood-and-iron
buildings centre on the relationship between space and society. They include the
role of the state in the development of Athlone, where else wood-and-iron buildings
occurred in South Africa, the world and what value people ascribed to them and
the social status implied by living in them. Architectural issues relate technology to
society and are chiefly concerned with the construction methods and details used
in wood-and-iron buildings. The third theme is of the Cape Town City Council's
Assisted Housing Scheme, which operated in the 1920Q's. This scheme had its
origins in the critical housing shortage in Cape Town after the 1918 Spanish
influenza epidemic (Shorten 1963:452) and marks the beginning of a municipal
bureaucracy for housing provision. The scheme had two thrusts - the provision of
“brick-built” homes (generally for the wealthier working class) and wood-and-iron
houses for the poorest members of society (Mayor's Minutes 1924-1930). The
way in which the scheme was applied in the provision of wood-and-iron building

will be explored.

Much remains to be done in order to understand fully both the wood-and-iron
building phenomenon and the development of Athlone. In order to limit the study
to one appropriate for an Honours level, much has had to be glossed over or left
out. The study focuses on the period from 1900-1930. In 1930, the nature of

state housing provision changed significantly. After a letter, dated 15 February






2. Methodology

This project started as a photographic survey for the UCU, in order to assess how
many wood-and-iron buildings still stand in Athlone today. It then broadened into
the study that this essay documents. Methodaologically, one can encounter

problems when a project starts in one form, with related research questions and a
particular methodological framework, and later changes its purpose or scope. The
research questions and methodological approach underlying a research project are
crucial. It is imperative that both these be clearly articulated, as then the research

process Is most likely to yield relevant and useful material.

A number of concepts have influenced the methodology of this project. The first is
that | believe that there is a need for architectural historians to examine buildings
as more than material objects, classified in "styles”. Buildings are an expression in
material form of the cultural values and aspirations of both the builder and user.
The environments in which buildings exist are just as important as the individual
buildings, which comprise them. Le Grange (1991) uses this notion as the starting
point in his work on mission stations. It is important to explore the relationships
between, on the one hand, space and society and, on the other, technology and
society in order to begin to understand the complex social and cultural forces
which act upon places and buildings. A study of these forces necessitates an
interdisciplinary study. This is the second concept, which has directed the
methodology of this study. The methodological differences between disciplines
mean that each has its own, valuable contribution to make to an understanding of
a time or place over time - the "cultural landscape”. As each understands and
investigates both “culture” and "landscape” in a different way, each contributes a
different facet to the collective academic understanding of the cultural landscape.

The third concept, which underlies this study, is my belief that an examination of



the role of space in social history has a valuable contribution to make to the
historical understanding of places and cities. Pinnock's (1989) article on the effect
of apartheid planning on the urban form of Cape Town is an example of this. It
raises awareness amongst planners, architects and historians of the interconnected
nature of the relationship between state policy, urban planning and the nature and
quality of the lives of those who inhabit the cities. It is important to re-populate
architectural history with the ordinary people whose lives are most affected by the

space of the city.

Athlone, as an important, well-established working class area, which has not
received the attention that places like District Six has, but which now houses many
displaced people from “the District”, is a good place to start this re-population.

The fact that a building technology, which has not elsewhere been documented as
part of the Cape building tradition, was a dominant feature of early Athlone makes

this study essential as a contribution to architectural history.






3. Research method

The research process has had two thrusts. The first is the fieldwork, which aims
to survey a given area of Athlone in order to determine how many wood-and-iron
buildings are still extant and to photograph them where possible. The second is
the text and image-based research, which is not based in the field, but in
institutions such as libraries, the archives, Deeds Office and Council. These two
processes have been conducted in parallel, resulting in an overall process that has
not been linear. The two directions of research - the fieldwork and the historical
research - complement one another and each has informed the direction of the

other.

An important result of this dual thrust in the research work is that a wide variety of
sources have been used in this work. Different sources were accessed during

different phases of the project.

The Fieldwork

The preliminary photographic survey, undertaken for the Urban Conservation Unit in
February 1996, documented only partially the survey area of this dissertation. This
year, that original study was expanded. The study area for the fieldwork
comprises two areas: firstly, the area bound by Old Klipfontein Road, the railway
line, Kromboom Road and Jan Smuts Drive and secondly, the area bound by

Louisvale, Denchworth, St Athan’s and Thornton Roads. (Refer to Map 2)

The survey involved marking the location of each extant wood-and-iron house on a
City Council 1:2000 area map (Map 2). The occupant was then, where possible,
asked for permission to take a photograph before one was taken. The street
address and the name of the occupant (where the person was prepared to give that

information) were then noted. Though it would have been preferable to fill in the
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The deed diagram of 1865 (Figure 2) shows Lot 59, Lot 60, Lot 298 and Lot 299
consolidated and then subdivided into 56 Lots. The transfer, dated 18686, is in
favour of the SA Land Co. Stuckeris had taken transfer of Lot 60 on 6 April 1847
and of Lots 298 and 299 on 4 December 1857. The subdivision is dated 1865.
On this diagram, seven streets are shown. The township layout locks like that of
present-day Athlone. The position of those streets corresponds to the positions of
St Aden’s Avenue, Carrington Avenue, Newton Avenue, Bamford Avenue,
Lawrence Avenue, Church Street, and Grasmere Street. Of these 56 lots, Lot H
became Lawrence Township and Lot g became Pliny Township. The “9 Doors”
stands on portions 3 and 4 of Lot X (refer No. 13 in Appendix). It is a well-known
landmark in the area, a terrace of nine tiny cottages on two consolidated erven,

where each dwelling has a door and a window onto Lawrence Road.

The large tracts of land into which the area was divided and the subsequent
development of “townships” lead me to believe that speculative development
played a significant role in the development of Athlone. In this context,

“township” is used in its pure town-planning sense, meaning an area of urban
development. The recurrence of a few names as owners of the lots lends credence
to this proposition. Whether those owners were absentee landlords would have to
be verified by other means, such as investigating each lot further and collecting
oral histories from older inhabitants of the area. Why they were not living on their
properties would have to be investigated in order to understand the social
composition of turn of the century Athlone. The crucial question would be whether
landlords owned a number of properties, but lived within Athlone or whether they
owned pieces of land both in Athlone and elsewhere and lived elsewhere. During
the nineteenth century, landlords, like JAH Wicht, occupied what researchers have
called the "rising commercial class” (Warren 1988:45) and often lived in an entirely
different area from their rental properties. Where the landowners lived would
indicate to what extent Athlone reflected the social composition that characterised
other Cape Town suburbs at the turn of the century. After 1875, segregation

“gradually reached down into Cape Town's lower classes and separated Africans,

16






Map 3, dated 1891 (Surveyor General's Office 1891) does not show any
subdivision in the area, which was to become Athlone, while Map 4, from about
1900, shows that Lot 299 and Lot 298 had been consolidated and divided into
Lots 39 to 61. This is consistent with the information on the 1865 deed diagram.
On the 1900 map two strips of land are shown. The one was later to become
Kromboom Road and the other the railway line. Map 4 of 1902 shows the area as,
according to its key, “ground not under cultivation, mostly heavy sand and scrub”
on which there are a few scattered houses. A well is shown next to a “veldt

road”. From its position, this track could have become the site of the present

railway line. This map would tend to indicate that building activity only intensified

after 1802,
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The growth of Athlone is clearly illustrated in a series of aerial photographs. The
earliest (Figure 3) dates to 1926 (refer aerial photograph references). It does not
capture the whole area, but a number of the houses found in the survey can be

identified. These are highlighted in red. The aerial photograph (Figure 4) is from

1935 (refer aerial photograph references).

Unfortunately the photographs discussed here are not all to the same scale. A
comparison between the 1926 and 1935 photographs shows the way existing lots
of land were divided up and developed. First the large tract of land was developed
to become Athlone. The irregularly-shaped piece of land, which borders on
Klipfontein Road remains undeveloped in the 1935 photograph, but the lot of land

immediately below it has been developed. This is Gleemooor. The layout of the
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This history is intentionally brief, as its purpose is to introduce the piece of land,
which became Athlone. The later themes in this essay will add to the material

presented here.

Conservation issues

The issues raised for urban conservationists in areas such as Athlone, Jamestown
and Gleemoaor are complex. The inhabitants generally do not have much money.
The built fabric has generally remained intact because owners or occupants either
do not want to or cannot afford to maintain the buildings. Thus, they are often in
a deteriorated condition, making restoration an expensive option. For most people,
demaolition is the only real alternative, as a new house can often be built far less

than restoration would cost.

The fact that the wealth of wood-and-iron buildings on the Cape Flats and
particularly in Athlone was not known te urban conservationists before this study
began, highlights a problem which has existed in Cape Town conservation circles.
It is one shared by urban conservation authorities and practitioners throughout
South Africa. This is that only the monuments, public buildings and other buildings
associated with the powerful were recognised as being of significance. The Burra
Charter considers that “the places that are likely to be of significance are those
which help an understanding of the past or enrich the present, and which we
believe will be of value to future generations”. As wood-and-iron buildings were an
integral part of the history of Athlone, it is not difficult to argue their significance,
but until now the past that was protected did not include the past of the poorer
members of society. According to Melanie Attwell (pers. comm.), current thinking
on urban conservation is changing, however. There are moves to consider whole
environments, rather than individual buildings, conservatibn-worthy. The problem

of just how to protect impoverished areas without encouraging gentrification and

28



49

the inevitable alienation of the original inhabitants of the area is yet to be solved,

however.

In the absence of any form of protection, wood-and-iron houses continue to be
demolished. Since the fieldwork started in 1996, two houses in the study area
have been demolished. Because they are viewed as inferior to brick houses,
inhabitants want to replace them with brick. This perception of wood-and-iron will

be examined later as part of the relationship between space and society.

The conservation-waorthiness of wood-and-iron buildings is indisputable, but it is
important that the people who live in them and near them believe that they are
worth conserving before authorities implement conservation strategies “from
above"”. Community participation in the conservation process is vital. Without it,
the conservation of people's environments will not be an empowering process, but

yet another instance of others determining what is best for those directly affected.

20
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4. The spatialisation of socio-political issues

Urban issues: space and society

In this section, two parallel themes are explored. Both are urban issues, however,
in that they relate to groups of buildings rather than individual buildings. The first
is comprised of two sections and relates specifically to Athlone, Jamestown and
Gleemoor as places. The second concerns wood-and-iron buildings as a building

type influenced by both local and overseas trends.

From speculation to municipal housing schemes

The early phase of Athlone's development was the product of land speculation. By
1865, the land that comprises the Athlone part of the study area (erf 33305) had
been subdivided into lots and the basis of the primary street grid had been laid.
The existence of “townships” within that matrix was caused by the further
subdivision of larger lots into individual erven. The case of Lawrence Township is
interesting, as the name of the owner at the time of the declaration of the land as a
“township” occurs twice on the 1942 Town Planning map (TPR 840). The lot
contained a variety of housing types. There were a number of individual houses, a
terrace of four cottages and a terrace of eight cottages on the land in 1926. Itis
doubtful that Mrs Mossop lived in any of these buildings, as the fact that her name
occurs twice would suggest that she was a landlord and did not live in her
property. The Haybittel family owned seven pieces of land in Athlone according to
the 1942 map, including the “Nine Doors”. Who these people were, what their
professions were and where they lived would need to be investigated further in
order to ascertain the level of absentee landlordism in Athlone in the early

twentieth century.
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5. The Assisted Housing Scheme, 1920’s

The First World War (1914-1918) and the influenza pandemic of 1918 (Shorten
1963:452) brought to the public attention the conditions under which many
Capetonians lived. In 1919 the Provincial Administration gave the Cape Town City
Council powers to grant housing loans to “people of limited means” (Shorten
1963:452) to enable them to build their own homes. A Housing and Estates
Branch was established in the Cape Town City Council soon after this to deal with
the increased Municipal involvement in housing provision. By 1920 permission had
been granted to private people to build wood-and-iron houses to “approved

designs” (Shorten 1963:452).

The Assisted Housing Scheme, as it is known in the Municipal files housed in the
archives, is first mentioned in the Mayor’'s Minutes in 1924, It was a means of
alleviating the housing shortage, while maintaining Council control over the type
and quality of wood-and-iron dwelling being built and represented a systematisation
of an existing building tradition, which had been practised in an ad hoc manner
until then. Both central and local government was involved in the initiative.
Shorten (1963:453) mentions a loan of £20 000 made by the Central Housing
Board to assist a Council building scheme started at Milner Estate, now known as

Gleemoor in 1926.

In March 1824, the City Council Sub-committee on Assisted Housing (wood-and-
iron) reported on the Cape Flats (CAD 1/3A 1/4/9/1/1/7). Three cottage types are
listed, all three of which can either be “lined” or “unlined”. These ranged in cost
from £152 10s Od (for a lined Type A) to £73 10s 0d (for an unlined Type C). An

“earth closet"” would cost an additional £7 10s Od irrespective of the type bought.

Before applying for assistance, the prospective applicant had to have bought a plot

of land. In Athlone, Jamestown and Gleemoor plots cost on average £10 during

R1



the 1920’s. The Assisted Housing Scheme was a loan system. Once the loan was
approved and the house-type chosen, Council appointed contractors were sent in

to build the house. The new owner could then take occupation of the house.
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survey, which were later shown to be related to the date of construction of the
buildings. Urban conservation in areas such as Athlone face complex problems.
The lack of funds for restoration has both saved and doomed the existing built
fabric, as demolition is often a cheaper option than restoration. At the same time,
conservation initiatives should be driven by a community desire for the protection
of the buildings in order to be successful and gentrifcation (and the alienation of

those historically associated with the area) should be guarded against.

The period 1900-1930 marked a number of changes in Athlone on an urban scale,
The nature of housing provision changed from speculative development to
municipal housing schemes and urban planning was less ad hoc as Municipal
involvement in housing provision increased. Jamestown and Gleemoor display a
regular street grid, while the piecemeal subdivisions of Athlone after 1865 are
apparent in the irregular street grid. Existing work on the history and occurrence of
the wood-and-iron construction method throughout the world emphasises its
origins in mid-nineteenth century Britain as a prefabrication system. Similar work
on the in situ use of the technique is more difficult to chart and is possibly best
done as detailed studies such as this. As no literature or primary evidence could be
found documenting the construction methods employed in Athlone, preliminary

statements based on fieldwork are made.

The Assisted Housing Scheme (1924-1930) represents the rise of a bureaucracy
for housing provision and the systematisation of an existing ad hoc system. The
intervention of local and central government was prompted by the post- World War
One housing shortage. The Cape Town City Council solution was a series of
Council housing schemes, of which Gleemoor and Jamestown represented the
main wood-and-iron scheme. The Assisted Housing Scheme was a loan scheme,
which sought to alleviate the housing shortage for the poor. By the late 1930’s,
however, this scheme had been stopped in favour of rental schemes such as that

at Alicedale.
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In researching and writing the history of Athlone, a number of issues and themes
have arisen. These themes include the role of speculative development,
landlordism, the Assisted Housing Scheme and associated legislation, apartheid
legislation and the Community Development Board in the evolution of the present
cultural landscape of Athlone. As these themes would broaden the scope of this
Honours project beyond one appropriate to an honours project, they have not been
extensively explored in the long essay, but are highlighted here as directions which

further research could take.

Athlone occupies an important place in the history of Cape Town and its working
class. Piecing together the nature of the composition of the original occupation
and ownership of Athlone, in order to attempt an understanding of the composition
of the working class at the turn of the century, would be a valuable contribution to
the history of Cape Town. An appropriate means of piecing this knowledge
together would be to use oral histories in conjunction with the primary sources

cited here.
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12. Appendix

Sample of data sheets from photographic survey
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