
 

 

JUNE 2017 NEWSLETTER 
 

CHAIRMAN’S CHATTER 
 

Unbelievably almost half of 2017 has already passed us by and before we know it Christmas will be upon us!  
The date of the outing to Nagle dam has been changed and will now take place on 8 July 2017.  This is a joint 
outing organized by Simon Haw of Pietermaritzburg Heritage Society, for which we are very grateful, and also 
includes members of the SA National Society.  Owing to the distance to the dam it is suggested that we share 
transport so please let us know who is prepared to use their own vehicle and how many passengers you are 
able to take.  The intention is to meet at the dam picnic site at 11h45 so I would suggest that we plan to leave 
Kloof by 10h30 to allow sufficient time to travel and to pay our entrance fees.  Those wishing to attend please 
contact me (on 031 764 4721) or Marie, by the latest on Sunday 2 July 2017 as Simon wishes to have numbers 
so that he can print some reading matter.  If you need a lift, please say so when you book and I would suggest 
that we meet at the Kloof Village Mall parking area.  I would recommend a contribution of R30 per passenger  
to the driver towards his fuel cost. 
 
Milly & I are in the process of the mammoth task of packing up for our move in August after 38 years in our 
present home.  We were very fortunate to find a buyer for our property and we are told that the property 
market is now very flat. 
 
If there are any members who have time on their hands and would like to have another hobby, we are 
desperately short of helpers at the Railway History Society (part of the Railway Society of South Africa, Natal 
branch).  There are so many jobs to do that volunteers can take their pick, but the work is mainly at weekends.  
If you are available please contact me so that we can discuss what is involved and what training is available. 
 
The South African National Society is planning an outing to Byrne Valley for the period 15 to 17 August and has 
kindly invited our members to join them.  Accommodation can be booked at The Oaks in Byrne at a basic cost of 
R725 p.p. per night, sharing, full board.  The trip will start with a visit to Baynesfield before moving on to Byrne 
for lunch on the 15 August.  There will be a guide in Byrne and there will be visits to the Church, cemetery, local 
Museums, etc.  There will be an additional cost of about R100 p.p to cover tour costs and incidentals.  If you 
would like more details, please contact Jenny Sessions on 031 764 3846, 082 294 8383 or at 
welshdragon@mweb.co.za. 
 
Our thanks to Deanne Swainston-Harrison, a past member of our Society, who has kindly supplied us with a 
copy of her article on St. Helier, Gillitts, which was purchased by her father, in the late 1930s, which he believed 
was far enough from  Durban to hopefully be a safe retreat in case of a possible German invasion!. 
 

OUTING TO NAGLE DAM ON 8 JULY 2017 
 

Subject: The history and engineering involved in the building of Nagle Dam 
Speaker: Simon Haw (chairman of the Pietermaritzburg Heritage Society). 

 

 HIGHWAY HERITAGE SOCIETY 

 P.O. Box 1295  

3640 KLOOF 
Tel/Fax 031 7644721 
roweam@telkomsa.net 
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Date & time: Saturday 8 July 2017 at 11h45 (11.45 a.m.).  Own transport or phone to request a lift. 
Venue:   Nagle Dam, near Cato Ridge.  Directions and a map are available on request. 
Meeting Fees: Entrance charges are R20 per person (R10 for seniors).  (N.B. Please try to bring the correct 
money as you may receive no change if you tender R100 & R200 notes!) 
After the talk we will have a leisurely picnic lunch or braai depending upon what you would like to bring with 
you. 
If you know of any friends who may be interested in joining our Society, please invite them to come along. 
R.S.V.P. to Marie Gurr on 031-7053122 (or marinev.gurr@gmail.com) by 18h00 on Sunday 2 July 2017.  
Booking is essential as this has been requested by Simon Haw. 

 

NEW MEMBERS 
 
We extend a welcome no less warm for the delay occasioned by the length of time it has taken the new(ish) 
Membership Secretary to learn the ropes, to Mrs Ann Phipson, who joined our Society recently. 

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 Hugh Glen at hfglen@gmail.com or phone him on 031 7621403.  If you receive your Newsletter by post 
and have an email address please inform us, as this helps to keep our costs contained. 

 

REPORT-BACK FROM OUR LAST MEETING 
 

Perla Siedle Gibson, Durban’s Lady In White – Talk by her niece, Barbara Martin at Thomas More College, 
Saturday, 6 May, 2017 
 
Many folk have heard about Durban’s “Lady In White” who serenaded troops during WW2 as they sailed in and 
out of the harbour and with the aid of an audio visual Barbara was able to give us a very enjoyable, light-
hearted look at her celebrated aunt’s life. 
 
Perla came from a musical family and was not only a professional soprano but also a world renowned artist and 
sculptor.  At the beginning of WW2, as a result of her family hosting in-transit military personnel, Perla 
happened to be on the pier at the harbour in her white Seaman’s Institute canteen uniform when one of the 
sailors on a troopship leaned over and yelled, “Give us a song”! Perla duly cupped her hands and started 
singing one of the popular songs of the day and that’s how it all began. From then on she was a regular sight on 
the pier, sometimes singing up to 250 songs a day, to show support and boost morale whenever troops sailed 
in or out of Durban.  She did this for an incredible six years - quite some dedication! 
(For harbour security reasons Perla was issued with a special permit by the Allied Command, which entitled her 
as a “Dockside Entertainer”). 
 
We saw many happy family photos of the Siedles/Gibsons, also pictures of some of the many ships that passed 
through Durban at this time, heard about those which were sunk, survivors, submarines offshore, troopship 
movements, anecdotes from troops who’d heard Perla singing, learned of the Sutherlands, flying boats, which 
operated from Stamford Hill Airport and the Amra (hospital ship).  
 
After the war Perla was awarded a Civic Citation by the people of Durban.  She was invited to sing at the Burma 
Star Reunion in the Albert Hall in London, to appear as a surprise guest on the Wilfred Pickles TV show (which 
was transmitted to 8 million homes) and in 1947 to meet King George VI when he came to Durban. She lived to 
be 82 and died on 6 April, 1971. 
 
It was in the UK that funds were raised for Perla’s bronze memorial statue, which was created by our multi-
talented speaker, herself a well known sculptor and artist. Barbara showed us photos of this statue being cast 
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and said it stood at T-jetty for 22 years before being put into storage, as a result of the widening of the harbor 
mouth.  It has recently been moved to a site at the Maritime Museum on the Esplanade, so Perla will not be 
forgotten and may hopefully one day return to the north pier close to where she used to stand so many years 
ago. 
 

ST. HELIER’S 
Written & supplied by Deanne Swainston-Harrison 

 
This is the picture of our St Helier weekend country cottage.   
 

 
 
I think my parents bought the home with the main portion built.  They added the front verandah, the sides 
which were filled in between the rondavels …. a little can be seen of this room on the right, and a further 
pantry onto the back kitchen.  I imagine it was thatch on wattle and daub but very comfortable and cool and to 
us five children it was heaven in the weekends.  Two extra rondavels were joined onto the back later. 
 
In the front can be seen the skeleton poles of what would quickly become a rose arch, and sticks along the 
rounded grass edge would likewise become a magic round circle surrounding the big circular lawn in front with 
pink roses …. climbers.  In the middle of this lawn my parents built a summerhouse, and to the right of the 
house, a little apart, a double garage built with the pink stone found on the farmland.  
 
The old road to the home from Hillcrest side can still be discerned lying lower than the new road …. in those 
days there was no bridge and no main road so one went right down into the dip there and up to Hillcrest.  An 
interesting feature of the building was the large size of the main living area. 
 
A couple of rondavels at the back, one of which can be seen top right, served as servants quarters, and there 
was a wash house for them with a water tank on top.  Behind the farmhouse my parents developed a splendid 
vegetable and flower garden and to the right of the picture were fields of Lucerne for the cattle and a road up 
to the cow shed.  Milking time was a great interest to us and all our friends who came to spend weekends here. 
Our favourite moment was riding bicycles around the large front lawn as there was a road right around. Bliss 
for bikers!!  Below this lawn the land slipped down into the valley …. Here we caught tadpoles in the ponds and 
my brother reared them in large water containers to our horror. 
 



To the left of the homestead my parents built a tennis court and further past this was a forest area and if one 
walked a little beyond, one would come to the MacIntosh falls. 
 
I remember my father standing me on the little front wall and showing me our cattle on the hill across the 
valley grazing peacefully and pointing out where he had just had to sell a strip of land to make a new road to 
Pietermaritzburg [national road] one day… but of course these things take time and it would probably not be in 
our time!! … Sadly for once he was wrong.  As a land surveyor he slowly began to cut up that hill when the road 
went through.  The main road to the top is Forbes Drive ... that was our family name. Where the cows grazed, 
there are homes, and where we learned to drive going around and around stakes which he patiently put out for 
practice, there is now a village. 
 
I think the homestead was sold to a family named Jones, who were to live there and keep horses … so the old 
house would have been demolished. 
 
In our childhood years it took a long time to go from Currie and later Essenwood Roads out to Hillcrest ... I think 
a good hour on a small winding road.  No pleasure for the driver on a Sunday night returning home with 
reluctant passengers.  Everyone would come along, dogs, cats, Scottish nannies, domestic help, and our 
favourite Saturday shopping was at the butcher in Hillcrest, who gave us all thin slices of polony to chew on the 
way home… my mother had a large Austin with wide running boards which were filled with children standing 
on them, once out of the village, sitting on the large headlamps as well as standing on the seats with heads out 
of the sunroof…. all singing loudly!  The three hundred acres were named St. Helier because my mother’s 
family came from St Helier in Jersey, Channel Islands. 
 
(added by Adrian) 

It should be noted that the St. Helier dam, with which many of us are familiar, was only built after the new 
National Road, to which Deanne refers above, was built, starting in the early 1950s. 
 

 
       St Helier dam c.1960 (note the tiny road to the right of the dam which was the access to their house) 

 
 
 
We look forward to seeing you at our Outing on 8 July 2017.  PLEASE remember to book early! 


