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Introduction 

One of the pitfalls of being an historian is the tendency to take the past for granted. It is 

not always appreciated that such an interest is actually a curious preoccupation tolerated 

by society which does not necessarily have access to or is under no obligation to 

underwrite the arcane workings of a profession which often prides itself in wrapping its 

findings in dense and impervious prose, buttressed by numerous footnotes imparting a 

sense of authority. In contrast to this, public history – particularly in the form of heritage – 

is much more open and free ranging, there for everybody to observe. In the words of one 

observer, heritage is the “continuous nourishing tradition” (source unknown, quoted in 

Lowenthal 1998:5).  

In a way, however, this opens up an avenue for descriptions of heritage to abound – as they 

tend to do in Stellenbosch – without interrogating the underlying dynamics of heritage 

production. The aim of this chapter is to outline some of the more salient features of this 

production process and take a tentative look into the future of heritage in the town.              

Stellenbosch and self-representation: normalising heritage?            

Established in 1679, Stellenbosch is the second oldest (white) settlement after Cape Town. 

As such, the town can legitimately lay claim to a right to exude ‘pastness’ as an element 

of its self–representation. In the relevant  literature  Orbasli and Woodward note that “the 

way in which historical towns are presented to tourists and the way in which tourists 

experience them are [...] very different from other types of ‘designated’ heritage 

attractions” (2009:318). On the surface, such towns may assume a certain authenticity 

that stands in contrast to more obviously ‘manufactured’ heritage sites, such as historical 

theme parks. However, it is precisely this projection of normality in historical towns that 

may and should be probed.  

 Stellenbosch has a varied architectural legacy, with numerous colonial Dutch, Georgian 

and Victorian buildings (many of which are protected as historical monuments) bordering 

tree-lined streets (Bulpin 20014). The setting consistently invites comparison with 

European places, which serve as a type of benchmark, as may be seen from the following 

excerpt from a travel guide-cum-public relations text: 

For Stellenbosch has indeed charm and beauty. Not the muted grey 

beauty of Burgos; not the brick-faced charm of Lübeck; nor the 
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terracotta loveliness of Taormina, but the charm of lime-washed gables, 

of green oaks and blue mountains. And Stellenbosch has beautiful lines: 

the lines of undulating old walls, of the curves and hollows of its white 

Cape Dutch gables, of its pediments and turrets, of drip mouldings across 

Georgian facades, of the cast iron lacework decorating Victorian 

verandahs, and of the plump convexity of the barrel vault on the old 

Kruithuis. 

(Van Huyssteen 1993:1) 

The core historical part of the town mainly comprises the area circumscribed by Dorp, 

Plein, Drostdy, Piet Retief and Van Ryneveld Streets – a quarter conspicuous for its old 

buildings. This zone is especially aimed at tourists and is filled with restaurants, bistros, 

curio shops, galleries and other businesses that rely on tourist expenditure. Ironically, 

according to various shop owners and people who work (Visagie 2008; Koopman 2008; 

Barnard 2008; Strydom 2008) along Church Street, the hub of tourism activity, most 

tourists only visit the town en route to the many wine farms surrounding it. Thus, the 

town is not necessarily a destination in its own right, but rather part of an itinerary that 

may also include places such neighbouring Franschhoek. Nevertheless, tourism still 

accounts for almost 25% of the town’s income (Eikestadnuus, 10 September 2010 in Retief 

2011). 

It would not be inappropriate to describe this touristic part of town as an “open-air 

museum of itself” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1988:151), specifically preserved to present the 

town’s history and heritage. Visitors are encouraged to “discover the rich historical and 

cultural heritage of this area, where splendid examples of Cape Dutch architecture have 

been preserved to honour our ancestors” (Stellenbosch Tourism 2008a). The uses these 

buildings are put to generally do not correspond to their original function, as most of the 

houses in this area were used for residential purposes in the past. As the town expanded 

and businesses took over the town centre, it became increasingly unpopular as a place to 

live and residences were adapted to accommodate businesses. The reverse of this process 

has since occurred, with many apartments above shops having been revamped and made 

available for rental. Nonetheless, these buildings remain shells of history, filled with the 

physicality of the past and incorporating the present on their own terms. This has resulted 

in the town becoming a mimesis, or an ‘impression (or imitation) of itself’. Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett comments on this occurrence and notes that once sites, buildings, objects, 

technologies, or ways of life can no longer sustain themselves as they formerly did, they 

“survive” (by being made economically viable) as representations of themselves 

(1998:151). Locations become museums of themselves within the tourism economy. 
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The historical part of town is supposed to represent the ‘essence’ of Stellenbosch – a 

historical, placid and leisurely place. Visitors are promised that they will “experience the 

culture, tradition and true romance of Stellenbosch by strolling through the old town 

centre” (Stellenbosch Tourism 2008b). The term ‘experience’, which has become 

ubiquitous in tourism and museum marketing, signals a self-conscious shift in orientation 

away from artefacts and modern museums toward thee visitors themselves. It indexes an 

engagement of the senses, emotions and imagination (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998). 

Clearly, Stellenbosch is ‘aware’ of itself as a tourist attraction that may be ‘experienced’ – 

and intentionally presents itself in that way. The experiences to be had in the town are of 

a particular nature in that it is controlled and manufactured – a simulated environment. 

This environment is self-consciously constructed from diverse elements from the past 

(different architectural styles) to form a new, contemporary architectural location. The 

sum of the different parts of the town is thus greater than the individual styles and this 

creates a new setting, where the present may be consumed through the refraction of the 

past. Metaphorically speaking, Stellenbosch is a patchwork quilt of history, with an almost 

seamless stitching together of various pieces of history – even if some pieces, such as the 

town’s slave history, are not readily apparent. Equally, this very seamlessness tends to 

obscure the more multifaceted character of the town. As one commentator recently 

explained in response to the question of what Stellenbosch stands for: 

For some, a picturesque and historic student town in the Wineland 

district of the Western Cape; for others, a sharp race and class frontier; 

at times it is a signifier of modernity and its limits; but also a home and 

a destiny. 

(Du Plessis 2010:53) 

Such contradictions, which are inherent to ‘the town-as-a-tourist-attraction’, are evident 

in Stellenbosch. Presented as the preserved heritage of the town, the town centre is the 

only part of the town (except for the university campus) that benefits from diligent 

preservation efforts. Therefore, there is an argument to be made for the town centre as a 

‘heritage synecdoche’ – a small part is made to stand for the whole, with the greater part 

of the town being neither as polished nor as geared towards tourism as its historical core.  

Ashworth and Turnbridge (1990) suggest that the reason why people travel to historic 

towns is that they have a desire to experience the past– to see how people used to live 

and to encounter buildings of a symbolic or historical nature. In the case of Stellenbosch,  

one may say that visitors desire to see ‘old Europe’ as it was transposed to the 

‘uncivilised’ Cape Colony. When they stroll through the historical tourist area, they 

experience a part of their own history filtered back at them and the familiar being 

presented in an unfamiliar setting. In this way, they get to see themselves and their own 
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heritage through the eyes of the past and the lens of Africa, however distorted that lens 

may be at the southernmost tip of the continent. Hall and Zeppel refer to this 

phenomenon as “romanticising the past” (1992:50) and it perhaps especially true of Dutch 

tourists in Stellenbosch, who pick up more than just a whiff of the glory days of the Dutch 

East India Company  when they visit this corner of a former colony.  

Stellenbosch is not a colonial town anymore, but an assimilated urban space with modern 

and older elements existing side by side. But, as far as tourists are concerned, the modern 

may be easily consumed elsewhere and is often all too pervasive in their own day-to-day 

lives; they find the selected past in a tourist setting more appealing. The nature of that 

selected past is determined by those who have the power to direct the tourist gaze and 

the cultural goods they have at their disposal or are able to manufacture. European 

heritage generally dominates the tourist routes of the Western Cape. Very little mention is 

made of Africa or the ‘African’ experience in Stellenbosch. The presence of at least four 

African curio shops in Church Street alone and the Africa-themed Sosati restaurant impart 

a distinctly commodified dimension to the notion of ‘Africa’, where Africa is ‘produced’, 

rather than ‘found’ (compare Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998). Likewise, in close proximity to 

the town on the Spier wine estate, the upmarket Moyo restaurant – replete with ethnic 

accoutrements such as (presumably) Xhosa face painting and tribal dancing – seeks to 

manufacture an African experience under controlled touristic conditions; and for the 

slightly more intrepid visitor, the AmaZinc restaurant in neighbouring Kayamandi offers an 

‘authentic’ black township experience.    

 It is a case of ‘Stellenbosch-in-Africa’ and ‘Africa ‘light’-in-Stellenbosch’. On one level, it 

may even appear as though ‘Africa’ is the foreigner in town, not the tourists from around 

the globe. Stringent influx control during the apartheid years and the dictates of tourism 

are only two of the many factors that have conspired to produce this particular heritage 

set. Yet, it is a heritage that by and large succeeds in the market place – which in turn 

raises further questions about the developments that underpinned this process. 

Material and discursive underpinnings 

It is relatively easy to discern the hand of apartheid in the segregated nature of the town; 

it is somewhat more difficult to trace the dynamics of the less obvious developments that 

shaped the dynamics of conservation. Although the timeframe of historical preservation 

may be spread over several decades, the 1960’s and early 1970’s stand out as periods of 

accelerated heritage production. 

These junctures are not incidental. In a broader analysis, they coincided with the rapid 

rise of an Afrikaner middle-class during a period of unprecedented economic growth (at an 

average of 6%) in the 1960’s. In general, there was a trend away from unskilled or semi-

skilled labour to better remunerated positions with stable career prospects, aided by 
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government policies that promoted Afrikaner education in a variety of ways. As a result of 

the financial upswing and other facilitating factors,  a new class of industrial and 

commercial capitalists emerged at the upper echelons to make their presence felt 

alongside their English-speaking counterparts. Along with the seemingly unassailable 

power of the National Party during the 1960’s, a newfound and assertive confidence 

permeated Afrikaner ranks (Grundlingh 2008). It was a period when they could look back 

at their past with a certain equanimity and serene satisfaction; for a while, their days of 

struggle to gain what they considered a respectful place in the country appeared to be 

over, inviting a seemingly prosperous future with a less pressing need than before for a 

robust past. 

The British historian EP Thompson has accurately observed that there is “no such thing as 

economic growth which is not, at the same time, growth or change of a culture" (1967:97). 

The trajectory of that change, however, is not always predictable. In terms of the cultural 

heritage of Stellenbosch, two conflicting trends emerged. The first reflected the outlook 

of the newly emergent wealthy Afrikaners who embraced modernising impulses with 

almost unthinking vigour. The past, having served its purpose, could now be safely 

jettisoned, and what they regarded as  antiquated buildings in Stellenbosch had to be 

replaced with new and shiny contemporary structures. The second trend, which stood in 

opposition to rampant modernisation, was embodied in people such as Erika Theron, the 

academic and former Mayoress of Stellenbosch who proved particularly vigilant about 

protecting the town’s “image as a site of natural beauty, high culture, learning, and 

historic significance” (Tayler 2010:187). In later years Theron observed that, if 

unreflective modernising inclinations had been allowed to progress unchecked, the town 

would have been a treeless zone of small skyscrapers (Theron 1983). Likewise, the local 

newspaper expressed concern that the greater good of the town was being put at risk by 

the greed of rapacious individuals (Anonymous 1965b). 

The conservationist lobby, though also benefitting from the exceptional economic growth, 

represented a more thoughtful and considered position, imbued with a  finely honed sense 

of aesthetics and the potential of historical heritage. This grouping – in which the 

industrialist Anton Rupert of Rembrandt tobacco fame and certain university staff 

members loomed large – sought to resolve tensions by preserving the old in a way that was 

also financially viable and sustainable over the long term.  

Rupert not only reflected the innovative entrepreneurial spirit of his generation, which 

came to full fruition during the 1960’s; he also had a special feel for historical towns such 

as Stellenbosch (and was also actively involved in heritage conservation in the Karoo town 

of his birth, Graaff-Reinet) and called for ... 
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[... an] alliance between capital and culture: in order to help preserve 

that which has been bequeathed to us, but also to provide favourable 

circumstances for those who follow us to create cultural goods for 

successive generations. History provides proof that material progress 

does not have to be in opposition with cultural growth. 

(Quoted in Dommisse 2005:454; authors’ translation) 

Similarly, the historian and Rector of Stellenbosch University, HB Thom, contended in 1964 

that Afrikaners were now in the privileged position that there could be a healthy 

interaction between economics and culture, and that Stellenbosch might demonstrate that 

symbiosis (Thom 1964). In line with this thinking, Anton Rupert took the lead in 1966 by 

establishing a company (called Historical Homes) with 136 founding members, including 36 

public companies. Restoration went hand in hand with business principles, with buildings 

initially rented out as homes and later as offices, flats, restaurants, shops and antique 

shops. The first financial year showed a profit of R13 143.00 ( a considerable amount at 

the time) and the company consistently maintained this performance over the ensuing 

years, posting reserves of more than R 10 million by 2002 (Dommisse 2005). 

Rupert was also acutely aware of how tourism might contribute to the economic wellbeing 

of the town, arguing in 1975 that more leisure time and higher incomes with more money 

available for discretionary spending would fuel tourism, with potential benefit to 

historical towns (Rupert 1975). The assumption was not unwarranted. By the late 1960’s 

tourists were already flocking to Stellenbosch during the holiday season, as reported in the 

town newspaper: 

[... an] unequalled number of tourists in the town proved that 

Stellenbosch’s beautiful historical buildings and other attractions had 

become more popular. Everywhere during the holidays one could see 

groups of people with cameras capturing buildings and scenes of nature 

on film. 

(Anonymous 1969)                                        

The present-day historical town centre and its touristic appeal are therefore built squarely 

on capitalist foundations, which may thus be seen as central to the town’s heritage 

construction. The same process occurred elsewhere. In Europe and the United Kingdom, 

heritage tourism was also closely linked to the rise of the new middle-class, both as 

shapers and consumers of what was on offer. As in the case of Stellenbosch, cultural goods 

and services came to constitute capitalist assets and were integrated as market 

commodities (Richards 1996).  

However, capitalism was not the only shaping force in heritage production in Stellenbosch. 

Heritage was also embedded in a specific discursive formation, bound up with notions of 

!  6



ownership and a deeply rooted past. The historic and cultural buildings of the town were 

intended to convey to visitors that the inhabitants of this beautifully preserved town were 

“an established ‘volk’ with a rich heritage” of more than three centuries (Anonymous 

1965a). In a similar vein, from 1965 until 2000, Stellenbosch’s colonial past was proudly 

and publicly celebrated with considerable pomp and pageantry in a parade and historical 

re-enactments during an annual festival in honour of Simon van der Stel, the town’s 

founder (Hanekom 2010).  

 Stellenbosch in the 1960’s was of course closely associated with the Afrikaner nationalist 

movement, which to all outward appearances reached its peak during this time. Its 

alignment was of a special kind though. While Rupert, as a far-sighted businessman, was 

anything but a knee-jerk Afrikaner nationalist supporter, he did subscribe to elements of 

white nationalism coupled to a strong sense of place, and such considerations informed his 

conservation drive: 

We must preserve, because buildings from the past are proof that we 

have already been here a long time and belong here. The historical 

buildings are the title deeds to the land which we love. 

(Rupert 1975:18; authors’ translation) 

A more muted and less stridently heroic interpretation of the past than that which was 

prevalent during the nationalist march to power began to surface slowly in the 1960’s. Yet, 

even if economic growth and sufficient self-confidence was starting to dampen the fire 

and brimstone nationalist versions, there was still an underlying need for historical 

legitimisation. Heritage in Stellenbosch represented a softer and  milder form of 

nationalistic expression, as opposed to the febrile nationalism exuded by the overpowering 

structure of the Voortrekker Monument in Pretoria. The apparent ambiguity in 

nationalism’s linking of progressive modernisation to aspects of the past is not uncommon, 

as Mitchell (2001:212) aptly demonstrates: 

One of the odd things about the arrival of the era of the modern nation-

state was that for a state to prove that it was modern, it helped if it 

could also prove it was ancient. A nation that wanted to show that it was 

up to date and deserved a place among the company of modern states 

needed, among other things, to produce a past.   

In the case of Stellenbosch, the modern and the ancient were woven almost imperceptibly 

into one. Indeed, the heritage of the town reach extends beyond its formal boundaries to 

the adjoining countryside with its wine farms located in dramatic natural surroundings, 

which add greatly to the already pleasing milieu by imparting an air of gentle 

sophistication, high culture, serenity, wealth and timelessness. Unlike the harsher 

environments of the Free State and the former Transvaal, which were ravaged by 
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cataclysmic events such as the South African War of 1899 to 1902 and (especially in the 

case of the Transvaal) marred by a process of unrelenting industrialisation and mining 

extraction, the countryside of the Boland is characterised by stability and continuity. This 

sense of rootedness is reflected in T van Huyssteen’s description of a ‘Bolander’:  

[A Bolander is someone who] looks at the world from the vantage point 

of a long past and many generations of experience [...] His admiration is 

for the old families with their farms and old money. Farms and houses 

are not sold easily; a man keeps what has been bestowed on him; he 

cherishes it [...] If an old family farm is sold, it is almost as if a whole 

community is saddened. 

(1983:20; authors’ translation) 

The linkages between town and countryside were consolidated by the development of 

wine tourism and the establishment of a wine route in the early 1970’s, which coincided 

with the almost simultaneous heritage drive in town. The Stellenbosch Wine Route sought 

to combine tradition and landscape, a connection that ensured the wider appeal of the 

region as a whole (see Randle 2004). At the same, it may be argued that, in real terms, 

this linking of tradition and landscape largely precluded other development options (and 

perhaps even contributed to the current evolutionary dead end as far as the landscape is 

concerned).  

Towards a ‘new’ heritage 

It is a commonplace that the heritage projection of Stellenbosch does not do justice to all 

inhabitants of the town, particularly as brown and especially black heritage is either 

woefully under-represented or entirely absent. This is not to deny the  purposeful 

attempts to develop a heritage awareness through, for example, the current historicizing 

of Luckhoff School (which was rezoned under the notorious Group Areas Act during the 

1960’s) and the publication of the memoires of people who were relocated under the Act, 

as well as deliberations to promote Ida’s Valley as a cultural landscape of the Winelands 

(see Biscombe 2006 and Pistorius & Todeschini 2010). Nevertheless, despite these valiant 

efforts, harmonising the dissonant character of Stellenbosch’s heritage should perhaps not 

be seen as simply a process of adding a few new choir members under the baton of a new 

conductor. More intriguing is the question of whether there is not a song, long forgotten, 

that needs to be rediscovered and retuned – one  which sang of a past, albeit  in different 

tones, of a common sense of  place and destiny.  

While the Group Areas Act and forced removals in Stellenbosch gave rise to much 

bitterness (Biscombe 2006), it did not succeed in obliterating a dual awareness that, in 

Stellenbosch, brown people have a joint claim to that which has been projected as white 
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heritage, and that the town’s history cannot be that easily disentangled. On a practical 

level, the historic core of the town owes much to slaves, brown artisans and master 

builders (Giliomee 2007). Even if only subliminal – and notwithstanding the aberrations 

and ravages of apartheid – there was, in terms of identity formation, a persistent strain 

that could not be wholly suppressed: brown and white people had much in common on the 

basis of language, religion and cultural aspirations, though the trajectories of such 

interests had diverged in the past. This line of thinking is evident in what a brown teacher 

told the well-known journalist, Piet Cillie, in 1978 when the teacher was quizzed on the 

‘group history’ of the brown community: 

Sir, my history is your history, my traditions are your traditions – and I 

won’t be surprised if my forefathers were also your forefathers! 

(Cillie 1980:22). 

Even more telling is the remark that  Mr AA Cupido of Stellenbosch made before the Group 

Areas Board in 1956: 

“We have always been here in Stellenbosch. Here we were born and here 

we grew up and worked, and helped to establish what is here today; and 

I cannot see how it can be expected to say farewell to all of this.”  

(Quoted in Giliomee 2007: front page)      

Turning such historical ideas into heritage would be a daunting task, as heritage 

production tends to privilege those aspects of the past that are relatively easy to project 

and commodify. Intangible dimensions are more difficult to showcase and invest with a 

presence in order to convey a message that is subtle rather than strident. Nevertheless, 

the challenge of future heritage production will not only be to foreground and make good 

the arrears that have accumulated in certain disadvantaged geographical areas of 

Stellenbosch, but also to explore joint strands of history that have been deeply  

submerged by the debris of apartheid. Conceptually this calls for alertness to the notion of 

hybridity rather than purity. Inevitably, such developments will over time also have the 

effect of recalibrating that which has up to now passed for white heritage.                 

Conclusion 

This chapter has, in an anthropological sense, sought to make Stellenbosch appear 

‘strange’. It has sought to present the historical core as virtually ‘a museum of 

itself’ and to demonstrate the processes through which such a view is kept intact. 

The process of heritage production per se was also explored by situating it within 

the materialist and discursive formations that prevailed during a period of 

accelerated growth in the 1960’s and early 1970’s in particular, a time during 
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which heritage in the town was related to wider Afrikaner nationalism, but in a 

nuanced fashion, underpinned by influential businessmen such as Anton Rupert, 

who placed the enterprise on a sound financial footing. 

The trajectory of future heritage in the town remains to be debated and raises the 

possibility of exploring hitherto grey areas. 

History never reaches an end. A range of class and cultural interests persist, transform and 

recombine, and new ones emerge from time to time in bursts of energy that both 

challenge and thrive on representations that are frozen in the aesthetics of built form. 

While developers move into heritage areas to reinforce the café culture of an urban elite 

looking for high-density living that is located safely away from the more threatening 

environments of the big cities, the homeless appropriate a place like Enkanini (a short 

walk away from Stellenbosch CBD), where a large number of people now live without 

services, but ever hopeful that Stellenbosch might also be defined one day as a place that 

regards them as full citizens. The gulf between the chattering classes in their cafés and 

these largely illiterate, recently arrived shack dwellers sets the stage for a new set of 

contested outcomes that are impossible to predict.   
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