
 

 

MAY 2016 NEWSLETTER 
 

CHAIRMAN’S CHATTER 
 

Eventually after many, many phone calls by both Jenny Sessions and me and a visit to Mariannhill, we have 
managed to finalize our tour of Mariannhill Monastery, which will be led by Father Lawrence, in the very sad 
absence of Father Henry, who I am informed will be watching over us!  We have invited members of the S. A. 
National Society and the Pietermaritzburg Heritage Society to join us, in reciprocation for them organizing 
previous joint outings, so please book early to ensure your place.  We have very kindly been given a special group 
rate of R25 per person for the tour which will be used towards their renovation fund.  Good news, which has held 
up confirmation of our tour, is that, after refurbishment, their tea garden will re-open on 1 June and you will see 
the cost of the tea below.  When booking, please advise Marie if you are booking for the tour only or if you wish 
to include the visit to the tea garden. 
Some of you will remember our involvement with making a recommendation to AMAFA about three trees in the 
centre island of Old Main Road (or whatever it is now called), Pinetown, in front of the Library/Museum, which 
were in the way of the proposed Integrated Rapid Public Transport Network station.  Sadly one of the protected 
trees, a Ficus Natalensis (Natal Strangler Fig) was damaged during the heavy rain and wind three weeks ago and it 
lost one major limb.  This left the tree very unbalanced and dangerous, leaving us with no alternative but to 
recommend to AMAFA that the rest of the tree should be removed.  In its place we hope that another indigenous 
tree will be planted. 
The talk given to us by Dr Robert Eales, who was visiting from Australia, about his recently launched book “The 
Compassionate English Woman, Emily Hobhouse in the Boer War” was very interesting and we had a record turn-
out with our ‘new’ premises bulging at the seams!  Thank you to everyone for making it such a success. 
The excitement and drama of today’s Comrades Marathon is now over and several new records were achieved.  
Congratulations to David Gatebe and Chane Bosman and commiserations to Caroline Wostman who, although 
she came in second in the womens race, led for most of the way. 
 

OUTING ON 18 JUNE 2016 
 

Subject: Mariannhill Monastery Tour. 
Tour leader: Father Lawrence Mota. 
Date & time: Saturday 18 June 2016 at 14h00 (2.00 p.m.) Please ensure that you arrive at least 15 minutes 
before this time for the collection of meeting fees. 
Venue:   Mariannhill Monastery, Pinetown.  
From Durban: stay on N3 past Pavilion & Paradise Valley/Pinetown and take exit no. 23 to M1/Richmond 
Road/Mariannhill.  At top of exit ramp turn left into M1 for Mariannhill. 
From PMB:  On N3 pass Mariannhill Toll Plaza and take exit no. 23 to M1/Richmond Road/Mariannhill.  At top of 
exit ramp turn right into M1 for Mariannhill. 
From Pinetown:  Take M1 (Richmond Road) under Fields Hill/M13.  Follow M1 over N3. 
ALL: Pass NPA testing ground on right and at first robot turn right into Abbot Francis Road.  Follow road for about 
0.8km and at intersection keep right to Monastery entrance. Go through arch and keep straight for about 200 
metres. Park on left or right near double glass doors ahead of you. 
(If unsure ask Marie for directions) 
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Meeting Fees: Members R25; Visitors R25; (Please bring the correct change).  Tea or coffee and a scone with 
strawberry jam and fresh cream will be available at the tea garden at a (negotiated) price of R30. 
If you know of any friends who may be interested in joining us, please book & invite them to come along. 
R.S.V.P. to Marie Gurr on 031-7053122 (or marinev.gurr@gmail.com) by 20h00 on Wednesday 15 June 2016.  If 
you do book and are unable to attend, please let us know in good time as otherwise you may be requested to 
pay, to cover the Society costs (catering & venue fee). 

 

CHANGE OF PERSONAL PARTICULARS 
 
If you move or change any of your contact details, please let us know.  You may contact us at the above address 
or email Tony Livingstone at tonylivstone@gmail.com or phone him on 031-4631160.  If you receive your 
Newsletter by post and have an email address please inform us, as this helps to keep our costs contained. 

 

TO HELL AND BACK 
 

This is an account of a trip to visit the Hell, Gamkaskloof, sent to us by member Trish Skinner, who, with Marge 
Blake and a group of others embarked on the excursion which is described below:  
We travelled to Prince Albert, in the Cape, by coach and stayed in the Swartberg Hotel. 
As coaches are not permitted to travel on the treacherous road to the Hell, we were loaded into a small Kombi 
bus at the hotel which was to take us on our journey. We proceeded to travel to the Swartberg Pass, which was 
constructed by Thomas Bain, the son of Thomas Geddes Bain. To this day the pass is as it was originally built and, 
apart from tarring, has not been altered or reconstructed in any way.  As we reached the top of the pass and 
neared the turn off to The Hell, our hearts were in our mouths.  A road sign read 50km time 2 hours. 
 

 
 
The road to Hell was extremely narrow, rough and steep, with many concealed hairpin bends and the many 
twists and turns and an horrendous drop on one side were terrifying to say the least.  
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We stopped on an edge about three quarters of the way down, and were allowed to disembark to view the tiny 
farm houses in the valley below.  The main reason for this halt was to check for cars which may be making their 
upward journey along this road.  As the road is a “one way” it is an unwritten rule for vehicles to give way to up-
coming traffic.  Sure enough a little white car was winding its way upwards. 
On finally arrived on the floor of the canyon, we came upon a little farmstead, and were introduced to the 
owner, a hospitable Mrs Mostert who invited us to lunch.  It turned out that she was a direct descendent of an 
original Trek Boer family, and during lunch gave us an interesting and curiously romantic account about  her 
ancestors, who were discovered living there during the Anglo Boer war. 
Evidently, a band of Boer guerillas, to avoid being captured by the British soldiers, who guarded the mountain 
passes, lead their horses directly over the Swartberg range. They struggled up sheer cliffs, sliding down others, 
and were finally amazed to find themselves in a long canyon which was hemmed in by steep precipices.  In this 
eerie place, they found a few primitive mud huts.  As they approached the first hut a shaggy white man emerged 
and addressed them in what was high Dutch.  He was a Mr Cordier who lived there with his wife and a brood of 
wild children.  The Cordier family, after hosting the Boer guerillas for 2 days, finally lead them through secret 
paths out to safety.  It was through this that the secret valley was discovered and the inhabitants became known.  
Approximately 100 years ago, before this occurrence, nobody knew of the inhabitants of the Hell, as no explorers 
had penetrated this valley of isolation. 
Mrs Mostert further explained that around 1799 a party of Trek Boers who were fleeing British rule in the Cape, 
discovered the gorge and settled there. 
The Gamga river flows directly across the concealed valley, and it was the farming possibilities in the alluvial soil 
which attracted them to this spot. 
Paintings in caves, which the Boers found, gave proof of the existence of Bushman who deserted the area to 
follow their nomadic wanderings. 
The Boers settled and became self sufficient, with eventually sixteen small farms occupying the valley. 
Mrs Mostert grows Hanepoort grapes, sun dries them into raisins and transports them by donkey up the 
opposite side of the mountain for sale. 
The donkey trail is known as “the ladder” which drops steeply on either side. Before this trip we anticipated that 
we would have to ascend via this route by donkey!!  As the road on the other side is one way – no mean feat for 
an 80 year old!  We were however grateful to learn this was not to be. 
The construction of the incoming road in 1962, has made it easier for the youth in the valley to leave, attracted 
by the urban areas and big cities. 
Mrs Mostert’s account ended on a rather sad note as she imparted the information that a group of doctors had 
purchased land further down the canyon, near the “Ladder” and closed off their properties, sealing the main 
pathway.  Hikers can no longer walk the full route of the ravine. 
As the sun was setting, after a most enchanting day, we set off back to the hotel, so that we could tackle the 

precarious road upward before dark. 
 

 
We look forward to seeing you at our outing on 18 June 2016.  PLEASE remember, to book early! 


