
 

 

SEPTEMBER 2017 NEWSLETTER 
 

CHAIRMAN’S CHATTER 
 

It is Heritage Month and we have been very fortunate to obtain good coverage in The Independent on Saturday 
entitled A History of Durban Animals about the talk which Prof. Donal McCracken will be giving us on 30 
September.  Donal’s subject should be fascinating and I expect that it will be very popular as he is a very 
eloquent speaker and some of our members will remember Nellie.  Make sure to book early as we will limit 
numbers if the need arises. 
 A few weeks ago someone was looking for information about a family member who had died in South Africa as 
a child and she was given a link to The Heritage Portal.  I am very grateful to Naomi Dinur who wrote the article 
and took the photos below, in 2014, for giving permission for us to include it in our Newsletter and also to 
TheHeritagePortal for their permission. From all accounts it would appear that the cemetery adjacent to the 
hospital is very difficult to locate today, but some grave markers do still exist but sadly many have been 
vandalized. In 2015 there was talk that the hospital would be closed and low-cost housing was to be built on the 
site.  It lies just south of Edenvale Hospital, north east of Johannesburg, and plans to develop the property 
began at Provincial level 5 years ago.  The hospital is still operational but with many empty beds. 
The History & Heritage panel of South African Institution of Civil Engineers has decided to award Historic Civil 
Engineering Landmark status to the old main railway line between Durban & Pietermaritzburg and a plaque will 
be unveiled at Inchanga station on 18 October 2017. 
 

TALK ON 30 SEPTEMBER 2017 
 

Subject: Nellie the elephant and other Durban animals of History. 
Speakers: presented by Professor Donal McCracken 
Date & time: Saturday 30 September 2017 at 14h00 (2.00 p.m.).  Please ensure that you arrive at least 15 
minutes before this time in case you have to sign-in at the gate and for the collection of meeting fees. 
Venue:   High School Staff Lounge, Thomas More College, Sykes Road, KLOOF. (directions, if needed, may 
be obtained from Marie) 
Meeting Fees: Members R15; Visitors R20; which, as usual, includes refreshments and eats.  (N.B. Please try to 
bring the correct money as no change will be given for R100 & R200 notes!) 
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 Thursday 28 September 
2017, to facilitate catering.  Booking is essential as we will only put out seats for those who have given us 
their names.  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 & speaker honorarium). 

 

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 
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and have an email address please inform us, as this helps to keep our costs contained. 
 

REPORT-BACK FROM OUR LAST MEETING 
 

KZN Crane Foundation Talk, Saturday 19 August, 2017 
Jon Bates , fund-raiser, gave an introduction to the KZN Crane Foundation in Nottingham Road, set up in 1989 in 
response to the dramatic decline of the crane population in this province. Cranes are “ambassadors” for two of 
South Africa’s most important ecosystems: the wetlands and grasslands that make up our water catchment 
areas. 
KZN Crane Foundation is the only non-profit organization in KZN dedicated solely to the conservation of South 
Africa’s three threatened crane species, creating awareness and supporting their habitat and growing the gene 
pool.  The crane species are: Wattled (critically endangered), Blue and Crowned. (The Wattled Crane is the 
largest, growing up to 6ft in height with a wingspan of 8ft. They mate for life, breed in June/July and usually lay 
two eggs only one of which will be incubated. Their life expectancy in the wild is 30/40 years and the current 
KZN population stands at 310.)  
 
Jon  then handed over to Daniel Dolpire, a talented, seasoned wildlife photographer who has devoted the last 
three years, many hours and much patience to taking over 30 000 photos of cranes!! Some of these will be 
published in a coffee-table book aimed at creating further corporate boardroom awareness/fund-
raising/sponsorship in addition to the current landowner engagement and educational programmes run in both 
rural and urban communities in KZN.  
Daniel presented his stunning DVD, The Sentinels, featuring shots of cranes taken not only in KZN but also in 
The Overberg and The Swartland, breeding in sometimes misty wetlands and feeding on farmlands.  Both Jon 
and Daniel are passionate about cranes and quoted many fascinating details and figures and it was a most 
impressive and enjoyable afternoon. 
To support this very worthwhile initiative or find further information please visit www.kzncrane.co.za, also 
www.ddwildlife.com. 
 
 

THE GRAVE STORY OF RIETFONTEIN HOSPITAL 
 

 
The graves of Dr JM Mehliss, Matron Mary Middler and Nurse Emily Blake 

 
Emily Blake was an experienced, caring nurse. One evening, while tending to a sick child, he began crying for his 
mother, so she kissed him gently and tucked him into his bed. Soon after that, Nurse Emily contracted Bubonic 



Plague.  She died at the tender age of 27 years. Her grave is one of about 7000 graves of people of all creeds 
who were buried in the grounds of the Rietfontein Hospital between 1895 and 1957. This hospital, known as 
Sizwe since 1995, still operates today. 
Sizwe Hospital stands opposite Linksfield Golf Course and Sandringham High school; but when it was first built 
in 1895, as Rietfontein Lazaretto, it stood alone in a remote location, a full-day's cart-ride from the centre of 
the town, established that far away as a safety measure against the smallpox epidemic sweeping 
Johannesburg. 
One of South Africa's unsung heroes is the late Dr. John Max Mehliss, who for 32 years, was the hospital's 
superintendent and was responsible for treating some 160,000 patients. After only 2 years of formal high 
school study in King William's Town, during which he proved to have an exceptional ability, he completed his 
courses at the Universities of Munich and Guttenburg, gaining recognition as one of Germany's top students. 
 He caught the eye of Otto von Bismarck, Germany's "Iron Chancellor", who asked of him, "Who are you, an 
unknown from an unknown land, to come here and beat all our best men?" Together with German physician 
Ehrlich, John Mehliss helped develop Salvarsan, a cure for Syphilis. 
The fame of the hospital, called "Mealies Hospital" by patients who corrupted the unusual name Mehliss, 
spread far and wide and it was inundated with patients from all over Africa coming to be treated there. In one 
instance a young black woman brought two old patients, both crippled and unable to walk, to the hospital. She 
had carried one of the old people 100 meters, set him down and returned to fetch his wife. It took them three 
months to arrive at their destination. 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu spent two years as a patient in the Rietfontein Hospital, undergoing treatment for 
and eventually being cured of his TB. 
Although this (Rietfontein) Sizwe hospital will celebrate its 120th anniversary in 2015, it remains generally 
unfamiliar to the South African populace. This is despite its history and the invaluable medical contributions it 
made to health in the country.  Its treatments for plague, for communicable diseases like Spanish flu, Bubonic 
Plague and smallpox, as well as its successes with Veneral Disease, TB, leprosy, typhoid, anthrax, Ebola, and 
Marburg fever among others were groundbreaking. 
While many of the hundreds of thousands of patients survived their illnesses and lived long years, about 7000 
diverse people - including Chinese mine workers in the 1900s, Indians, Malawians, some  Irish, English, 
Germans, Poles and of course some South Africans of all creeds are buried there. Three of the original five 
cemeteries have been found, but to date there is no sign of either the Jewish or the Leprosy Cemeteries. 
Metal markers rather than tombstones identified most of these burial sites.  In 2004 the Department of Water 
Affairs destroyed the Bluegum trees separating the cemeteries, because they were "foreign trees".  The 
Department promised to replace the trees with indigenous ones more suited to the environment, but to date - 
10 years later - nothing has happened. 
At the same time as the trees were uprooted, the metal markers on the graves began to disappear. Mr Eben 
De-Villiers, manager of the nursery in the grounds of the Sizwe Hospital, which is opposite Saheti School, for 
many years, remembers, some years back, huge heaps of metal markers with numbers on them, as well as 
markers with crosses on them commemorating soldiers who died in the Boer War.  All this metal, he said, was 
collected from the graves and sold as scrap metal. 
In the last year tombstones have begun to be stolen. The Guthrie family lost three family members in 2 days: 
their huge tombstone is one of those that has disappeared. 
Because of the presence of the graveyards and the danger of diseases coming from the graves, the area has for 
many years been secluded and protected from damaging development. Today it is home to troops of monkeys, 
to mongoose, owls, rodents of sort and a type of a small duiker.  In addition, orange and red data plants within 
the grasslands are also present. Part of the area is a wetland; and three rivers run through the property, the 
largest being the Jukskei River.  Sadly today, more and more trees are being cut down, thus destroying wildlife 
habitat. 
 
Heritage Structures 
Most of the hospital buildings and those surrounding it are about 100 years old.  One of the most noteworthy 
buildings is the "Superintendent's House", a beautiful Victorian building erected in 1900, with wooden 



floors. The house was lovingly refurbished for more than R1m in 1995 during the centenary celebrations; 
however today it stands empty. The ghost of Granny Mehliss, who is rumored to live in the basement, is 
forgotten and neglected, as is her own grave near the river. 
 

 
Wards One and Two are also interesting historically, as they were used as far back in time as the Boer War. 
 There are two crematoriums which have heaps of ash piled up behind them.  Other heritage buildings include 
other wards; and in addition there are the silo and stables, and the old bridges over the rivers etc. 
 

 
One of the Historic Wards 

 
As I walked among the graves I was fascinated by the inscription on the grave of ISIKUMBUZA SIKA MARIA. She 
was born in 1907 and passed away on 25 April 1945. Her loved ones put her address 27 Dennett St. 
SOPHIATOWN - on her grave. This is another interesting historical twist as we remember the racism that 
defined the history of Sophiatown history. 



Dr Mehliss passed away in 1927 and requested to be buried amongst his patients. That was done, but in 1995 
his grave and those of Matron Mary Middler and Nurse Emily Blake were moved nearer to the administration 
building for better protection. 
Dr. Mehliss treated every patient who came to him, irrespective of race or religion. His battles against smallpox 
and VD earned him international honour and recognition; but there is no monument to honour him as a true 
South African hero. In addition to that, the hospital in which he worked so hard for humanity is to be 
demolished; while the 7000 patients who died of dreadful terrible plagues will be left, forgotten and 
abandoned beneath the structures of the new proposed development. Should this happen, it will be not only 
an abomination but a destruction of a valuable part of South Africa’s history. 
 

 
Grave of Maria 

 

 
 
 

We look forward to seeing you at our Meeting on 30 September 2017.  PLEASE remember to book early! 
 


