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Introduction
This book is part of a body of work that also includes an exhibition of photographs which
present the remains of the Groote Schuur zoo. This book contains much of the information I have found on the zoo’s history, and as such it forms an archive of sorts. This
research was conducted as my final project towards my undergraduate degree.
I came across the site inadvertently and was confused and intrigued by its obscurity. My
curiosity was only increased when I could not immediately find any information on the
site. I began by photographing the current state of the space, as well as undertaking research in archives and libraries. Over the course of the year this evolved into also making
and documenting temporary interventions in the site, and unearthing and recording the
zoo’s oral history.
Although the zoo was founded as an opulent display of colonial ideas (Shepherd in Brennen, 2010: online), and researching its past might be read as a nostalgic undertaking, the
project is not based in either of these concerns. I am interested in the stories related to
this space because they illustrate how layers of meaning bound to the site have shifted
over time. The act of archiving, compiling, and presenting these stories was of further
interest to me. Due to the fragmented nature of the details about the zoo, the search for
them became an extension of the initial act of discovery of the site.
Fig. 1: Plan of the zoo. Date and designer unknown. (Harris, 2012:
online)

3

Sarah Ommanney, Lion’s Den II, 2012

4

Background
In 1657 Jan van Riebeeck had a granary built in the Cape at Groote Schuur to store locally grown grain (Groote Schuur: residence of South Africa’s Prime Miniester, 1970: 2,
6). In the late 1700s the Dutch East India Company sold it to ensure their finances, and
the new owner had it changed to a residential house (Groote Schuur: residence of South
Africa’s Prime Minister, 1970: 3). Cecil Rhodes bought the house in 1893 (Cape Peninsula National Parks, 2002: online) and, disliking the name given to it by its new owner,
The Grange, changed it back to its original, Groote Schuur (Groote Schuur: residence
of South Africa’s Prime Minister, 1970: 6). His architect, Sir Herbert Baker redesigned
the house, and Rhodes bought up all the land around that now forms the Groote Schuur
Estate (Cape Peninsula National Parks, 2002: online).
Rhodes had a herbivorious menagerie established on his estate (Groote Schuur: residence of the right. hon. Cecil J. Rhodes, 1896: 6).When he was given a pair of lions and a
leopard, a house was built for them as an extension of the menagerie (Simons, 1996: 41).
According to Baker, Rhodes had envisaged “a spacious and beautiful building: a Paestum
temple was in his mind where the king of beasts would be admired in his natural strength
and dignity. The old Roman in him pictured the beauty of lions moving through great
columns, and he was quite unperturbed, when warned of the sanguinary fights which
would ensue. The plans did not go far. The lion-house idea receded into the background
of his mind, or took shape only as a smaller cage-building.” (Baker, 1934: 46-47)
Upon his death he bequeathed his estate to the state (Cape Peninsula National Park,
2002: online). Different areas of the estate were managed by different organising bodies, but since Rhodes had specified that the zoo was to be kept open to the public free of
charge, it came to be managed by the Public Works Department (Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview). In 1930, after the lion house was torn down, and new
enclosures built, this area came to be known as Groote Schuur Zoo (Cape Peninsula National Park, 2002: online). It would open every day at 9 and close again at 5 to the sound
of a whistle (Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview). In 1975 it closed
for the last time (Cape Peninsula National Parks, 2002: online). At the time of the zoo’s
closure, animal welfare was coming into public awareness, as living conditions improved
in other zoos around the world (Radiolab 2007: podcast). This zoo was furthermore
expensive to run and with the apartheid government needing the money elsewhere,
keeping it open was not

Fig. 2: Herbert Baker’s plans for the lion’s house.These were never used. Original available at UCT
Archives. (Hill, 2008: online)
financially viable (Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview).
In 1999, the part of Groote Schuur Estate that includes the zoo, was incorporated into
Cape Peninsula National Park, with the aim of managing and making it accessible to all
South Africans (Cape Peninsula National Parks, 2002: online).
Apart from this, the information available on the zoo is minimal. Any mention of it is
usually a brief afterthought to a thorough history of the general estate. Therefore the
stories I have collected here by no means provide an exhaustive chronology of the zoo.
Furthermore I cannot verify them. Consequently, accuracy has not been my main concern in my gathering. The stories in and of themselves are of value inasmuch as they are
tied to the space.
As it stands today in 2012, the lower zoo area is fenced off from the rest of the estate.
Anyone who wishes, can simply walk in, and since its closure many have done just that.
The space has therefore been utilised in numerous different ways. This book attempts to
shed light on some of these.
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Fig. 3: Herbert Baker’s plans for the lion’s house.These were never used. Original available at UCT Archives. (Hill, 2008: online)
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Fig.’s 4 and 5: Plan of the lion enclosures that were constructed in 1931. Designer unknown. (Hill, 2008: online)
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Letters
Frequently on a Saturday afternoon my mom would take my sister and I to visit the zoo. We would
set off excitedly on foot and, in those days, there were no security guards restricting access at the
Main Road entrance to Groote Schuur Estate.We reached the top road by walking to the side of the
buildings through the magnificent grounds of Groote Schuur, with its oaks and hundreds of beautiful hydrangea plants; such a peaceful setting through which to pass.
At the entrance to the zoo we would find the peanut vendors who sold small brown paper
packets of the unshelled ‘monkey nuts’, probably at a nominal price of a penny or maybe a ‘tickey’
(5c) for a larger packet. Our first port of call was always the monkey enclosure where many different
types of monkeys, local and from other parts of the world, would perform various swinging tricks and
sit as close to the bars as they could, waiting for visitors to shower them with the nuts.The end cage
in the row housed a huge animal which I should imagine would have been a chimpanzee and we were
very wary of this creature.We both remember one particular large monkey which frequently threw
the contents of his water bowl at the visitors, treating us to a most unexpected shower and, no doubt,
having a quiet chuckle himself! A handrail kept visitors well clear of the actual cages, although there
would always be that one mischievous child who crawled underneath to get a closer view.
The absolute highlight would be when one of the large lions raised his head and gave an
almighty roar. Depending on the direction of the wind, we were often woken in our flat to the sound
of a lion’s roar early in the morning and my mother would say that rain would be on its way.
Another memory is of the huge aviaries with many birds of different sizes and colours.The aviaries
offered a very pretty setting with rock pools and many trees and natural perches for the birds.There
were also peacocks strutting among us as we walked in the grounds and such excitement when one
of them fanned his tail feathers in their magnificent display – fallen feathers were quite a prize and
proudly taken home to adorn our bedrooms.
When we had seen all we wanted of the animals we exited through a little gate in the
upper fence of the zoo and took a short cut along a gravel path to Rhodes Memorial to climb the
stairs and play among those stone lions.
I remember not quite understanding why this zoo had to be closed.To my young eyes, the
animals always looked well fed and perfectly contented, protected and safe from predators. I cannot
remember whether there was an entrance fee to the zoo; if there was, it could not have been very much
as my Mom would not have been able to have taken us there so often.
(Burnie, 2012: personal email)

In August 2012, I placed advertisements in the Cape Argus, Daily News, Pretoria News,
and The Star newspapers, as well as online at www.i-notice.co.za. This call was in order
to gather more information on the zoo. The following letters are some of the emails I
received in response.

9

I can quite clearly remember being taken some Sunday mornings to that zoo with my Dad. I would
guess these particular visits probably took place when I was aged between 3 and 4 – 1951/52.
I am sorry to tell you it was really not much of a zoo. There was a row of cages, typical
of zoos of the time, with wire fenced fronts and very small.There were several with little monkeys and
there were a few rather moth-eaten, very elderly and inactive lions. My mother used to joke that they
were retired Boswell circus lions and that she recognised them from the shows. I seem to think there
were some large tortoises as well.
And that was it. I can see it quite clearly in my mind’s eye and it would have taken only
a few minutes to walk from one end to the other.
The truth is that it was actually a poor excuse for a zoo. I don’t think we were interested
in the poor, old Rhodes Memorial Zoo after we were taken to the Johannesburg Zoo when I was 7.
We might have just walked through on the way to Rhodes Memorial on a Sunday and compared it
rather unfavourably to what we had since seen.
(Bulkin, 2012: personal email)

My parents used to take my sister and I to visit the zoo fairly often.We were fascinated especially by
the lions, the various species of monkeys, the colourful birds and other small animals.We found even
at that tender age their small cages were inadequate.The poor lions used to walk endless and aimlessly up and down within the confines of their cages.We were also horrified to learn that the donkeys kept in a fairly large enclosure behind the zoo and adjacent to the road leading up to Rhodes
Memorial, were there to be fed to the lions! The peacocks that strutted around the zoo were also of
great interest to us as kids.There were many other caged animals, but the ones mentioned caught our
attention the most. I also clearly remember the thick, sturdy curved wrought iron bars on the cages
that protected visitors from the animals.
When my parents moved to Johannesburg in 1959, I continued at Bishops Preparatory
School in Rondebosch as a boarder. I was in a boarding house called Stanmore, and my bed was on
the west facing side of the building, next to a window. In the winter months in particular when the
wind was blowing from that direction, I could hear the lions roaring for their food in the early mornings.This was often repeated in the evenings, but we were usually doing our homework elsewhere in
the building, and so did not hear the lions so easily then.
It was a highly evocative memory to hear the call of wild animals such as lions in the
middle of a city suburb. The combination of a fresh westerly breeze coming through the open sash
window of this old building, and hearing the lions roaring, is as vivid today as it was 52 years ago.
(Brett, 2012: personal email)

Fig. 6: Undated postcard depicting zoo cages. (du Plessis, 2008: online)
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Laurie and Louie
Among the people who responded to the advertisement were Louise Fraenkl’s daughterin-law and Albetha Bredenkamp. Louise grew up in a house on the estate next to the
zoo, as her father was employed as estate manager (Fraenkl, 2012: personal interview).
Albetha spent a lot of time there as a child, as her grandfather was the zookeeper (Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview). Both agreed to meet with me and
allowed me to interview them and record their stories. These are dispersed throughout
the book. I have condensed the interviews below.
“And the lions used to roar at night.When we first moved there we were so frightened. My father said,
‘No, they’re all locked up, they won’t come out.’”
Louise Fraenkl (nee Wiffen) moved with her family to Groote Schuur Estate at
the age of nine, when her father was appointed manager of the estate.World War II broke
out shortly after, and her father joined the army. He was taken prisoner of war almost
immediately, and was held in Germany for four years. His employers allowed Louise’s
family to stay on the estate for free, and gave his salary to her mother for the duration of
his imprisonment. He returned after the war ended and continued his work there, until
Louise turned 17. Every day Louise and her siblings would walk through the zoo on their
way to and from school. They were also good friends with the Booker family, and would
often play at the zoo with the zookeeper’s children and grandchildren (Fraenkl, 2012:
personal interview).

Fig. 7: Painting of the house Louise grew up in, painted by her cousin. From Fraenkl collection.

Fig. 8: Louise’s mother with a lion cub. From Fraenkl family album.
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“We never heard the lions roar, but people in Rondebosch used to. It’s like living next to the railway
line, you don’t hear it.”
When I met Albetha she had asked her cousin, Laurie Albertyn, to join us, as
he lived with his grandparents growing up, and so had spent more time at the zoo than
she had. Along with his mother, Laurie moved in when he was four years old. Their
grandfather, George Alfred Booker, was the zookeeper at Groote Schuur Estate, and
lived in a stone house just above the zoo. The family agreed that the house was haunted
and assumed this was due, in part, to it having been built on the ruins of a slave colony.
Laurie’s aunt Joan was the only one to ever see a ghost and described him as a young
person, in grey flannels and a white shirt. When Laurie moved to Zimbabwe at the age
of 12, the haunting ceased, and the family did not experience another incident while
they lived there. After Booker retired, the family relocated, and his successor (Laurie
remembers only his surname, van der Merwe) moved in to the old stone house. The
Bookers warned him about the earlier unexplained occurrences, but he did not report
similar experiences. One night, his sister phoned. Her husband was drunk and abusive,
and had thrown her and the children out. Van der Merwe immediately took them in. As
soon as the children entered the house, the haunting began again, worse than it had ever
been before. They eventually fled the house, and it was later demolished. Laurie clearly
remembered Louise and her siblings, and consistently referred to her as Louie during
our conversation, as he had done during their childhood
(Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview).

Fig. 9: Shirley and Laurie were George Booker’s eldest grandchildren and he named these cubs
after them. Newspaper clipping from Bredenkamp family album, possibly The Cape Argus.
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The zookeepers: Wheeler and Booker
A straight path runs through the middle of the zoo, which begins by some of the few remaining structures near the M3, and ends in front of the lion’s den. At each end is a large
rock, and architectural plans indicate that there used to be a third rock between them
(see fig. 5). According to Nick Shepherd, head of department at the Centre for African
Studies, the layout of the zoo illustrated an evolutionary story by presenting the animals
in ascending order of superiority, with the creatures viewed as more advanced at the top
(Shepherd in Brennan, 2010: online). The zoo therefore also functioned as a demonstration of Rhodes’ imperial ideology: he wanted it to contain animals from the entire British
Empire (Shepherd in Brennan, 2010: online).
“On the stone in front of the lion’s pit was a plaque,” Shepherd explained. “It described a map of
the British Empire with names of prominent cities with distances in miles and arrows. In conjunction
with the sundial at the bottom of the zoo, it was meant to locate you, as an outsider, a settler, in space
and time.” (Shepherd, 2012: personal interview).
Laurie also spoke about these rocks: “There used to be a big stone by the pit in front of the
lion’s cages, and there was a brass sundial on there, and on that rock was a brass plaque which is
probably now in some scrapheap somewhere. ‘To Wheeler’ it said, giving his date of death and that
sort of thing. He was the caretaker of the zoo before my grandfather.” (Albertyn and Bredenkamp,
2012: personal interview).
Wheeler was said to be fearless with the lions: he would enter their cages to feed them,
and once he retrieved an old lioness, Sally, who had escaped her unlocked cage (Simons,
1996: 41). He died from tetanus from a lion bite on his finger (Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview).
“During the late ‘20s and ‘30s, concern for both the free running and the caged animals reached
phenomenal proportions. A learned doctor wrote from a South American country that he was just
the man to take over this menagerie as he had constructed and managed many others ‘all over the
world’. He stated further that political conditions in his own country were such that things ‘were
rather unsettled,’ and asked whether Groote Schuur could make use of his services.” (Groote Schuur:
residence of South Africa’s Prime Minister, 1970: 126).
Instead of hiring the South American doctor, Booker, who had been trained by Wheeler,
took over his duties as zookeeper. (Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview).

Sarah Ommanney, Missing plaques, 2012
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George Alfred Booker grew up on Groote Schuur estate, as his father, George Alfred
Booker Sr., was an employee there. Booker Jr. remembered seeing Rhodes arriving in
his horse buggy. When Booker was young he had rheumatic fever, which Laurie believes
stunted his growth and gave him heart troubles. Booker worked on the estate for 53
years: first as a ranger. The whole mountain was full of deer, duiker, eland, and zebra,
so poachers were abundant. His job was to keep the poachers out, which he did by using his horse to squash them against trees when he came across them. He lived with his
family on the estate but they never had electricity. Later they moved to a house behind
Mostert’s Mill. He was appointed zookeeper in 1937 and in 1960 he retired. (Albertyn
and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview).
Louise remembers the Bookers fondly:
“They were very nice people. His wife was Afrikaans and a wonderful cook. She had five children
and we were great friends. They were very kind to us, always sent up ostrich and emu eggs that my
mother used to bake with.
We used to climb over the fence to take a shortcut to go visit them, even though we would always be
chased by an ostrich when we did.
And they had a pet lemur as well. It used to imitate all sorts of things; roosters crowing and such,
he’d sit there on his perch. Sometimes he would imitate the sound a hen makes after laying an egg
and Mrs. Booker would come out and think,‘Oh, the fowl has laid an egg,’ meanwhile it was just the
lemur.” (Fraenkl, 2012: personal interview).

Fig. 11: George Alfred Booker and owl. From Bredenkamp family album, photographer possibly
Pieter van der Byl.

Fig. 10: George Alfred Booker and wife, Anna Katerina Booker. From Bredenkamp family album.
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Fig. 12: George Alfred Booker and lion cub. Newspaper clipping from
Bredenkamp family album, possibly Die Burger. Caption:
“Die omgekrapte leeuwelpie het gistermiddag by die Kaapstadse dieretuin
aangekom. Hy kom van die Pretoriase diertuin en is maar vier maande
oud. Hy het nog nie ‘n naam nie. Hy wys hier sy “slagtande” aan mnr. G.
Booker, opsigter van die dieretuin. Daar is nog vier volwasse leeu in die
diertuin,‘n Ou leeu is onlangs van kant gemaak.”

Fig. 13: Newspaper clipping from Bredenkamp family album, possibly The Cape Argus,
07/03/1959.
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Fig. 14 and 15: George Booker with young lion. From Bredenkamp family album, photographer possibly Pieter van der Byl.
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Fig. 16, 17, and 18:“Fanny, the political lion” (Malherbe, 1999: 27-29)
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Fig. 19 and 20:“Fanny, the political lion” (Malherbe, 1999: 30-31)
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The lions

Fig. 21 and 22: Lions with cubs in enclosure. From Bredenkamp family album, photographer possibly Pieter van der Byl.
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Fig. 23, 25, and 26: Lion cubs. Fig. 24: George Booker with lion cub. From Bredenkamp family
album, photographer possibly Pieter van der Byl.
Often, when a new litter of cubs were born, the mother would become frustrated due to
the cramped conditions. In order to avoid her killing them, Booker would take the cubs
home, keep them there, and bottle-feed them. As they grew older, they would eventually
start destroying the garden, and would be moved back to the cages when they were no
longer at risk of being killed. (Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview).
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A lion on the roof
One year it was decided that some of the young lions were to be moved to Pretoria Zoo.
Once the arrangements had been made, the lions had to be herded into portable cages.
The entrance to the building opens up from the cage side onto a narrow path. This runs
between two cages and leads to the entrance to the dens. The portable cage was placed
in front of the entry gate, and when the door of the den opened, the lion was let into
this tunnel of sorts. From there, the lion could only walk straight ahead, into the portable cage. Straight ahead, or up. As animals were not originally intended to enter that
particular area, the wire mesh that covered the top of the cages did not extend across the
path. One lion took advantage of this and leapt from the path onto the top of the cages.
The wire held his weight but he was not steady on his feet. To avoid him escaping the
zoo grounds Booker climbed up the cage bars and onto the wire as well. “Give me the
hosepipe!” he yelled, and tried to douse the lion back off the mesh. The water pressure,
however, was inadequate in this regard and instead he sprayed a decisive trickle of water
into the young lion’s mouth while encroaching on it. The lion could not get its footing,
and decided to reverse. He fell back into the passage, but the skin between his claws
hooked on the peg of one of the bars. Booker cut it free with a penknife. After this, the
lion willingly entered the portable cage.
(Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview)

Fig. 27: Lion in outdoor part of cages. From Bredenkamp family album, photographer possibly
Pieter van der Byl.
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The dead lion’s roar
Tielman was getting old and rickety when it was decided he must be destroyed. As there
were no euthanising injections, he had to be shot.The foreman arrived with his .38 Smith
and Weston. “You can’t kill a lion with that,” Booker objected. “You must get a .303,
otherwise you’re just going to wound this animal, it will tear out this cage and it’s going
to be a disaster.” When the foreman returned with the .303, he handed it to Booker. He
pointed the barrel through the bars and, bang, one shot: it pulled its head back and died.
In those days, short-term prisoners convicted of minor crimes, such as petty theft or
drinking in public, used to be brought out in groups with a warder to clean up around
the city. This is what they were expecting when they arrived at the zoo that morning, and
so were taken aback when, instead, they were instructed to dispose of the corpse of a
400 pound lion. Booker had to jump on Tielman’s head, saying “Look, he’s dead, you can
come in,” to persuade them to enter the cage. Once inside, they rolled Tielman on his
side, tied his front and hind legs together, and fastened them to a pole they ran between
them. They carried him out backside first, past the cages and up the hill, across the little road that led to Booker’s house, and through another gate. As they reached the final
paddock, rigor mortis was no longer capable of supporting Tielman’s neck. His head fell
back, and the air that had been trapped in his lungs was forced across his vocal chords
and was released as a furious roar.
(Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview).
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The student prank injury
In 1974, three friends arrived at Dave Zietsman’s flat after a party. Anthony suggested
they all go to the zoo to fetch a lion cub. They arrived at the zoo at about 3.30 in the
morning. “The pit had a vertical concrete wall and two meters into the pit was a high, metal,
vertical cage-like fence containing the lions and separating them from the wall at the top of which
the spectators would stand.” Anthony and Dave leapt over the wall and the fence, and found
themselves at the bottom of the pit. As they searched for lion cubs, three lionesses appeared from the dens and ran towards them. Anthony and Dave ran back to the fence,
and managed to climb up it, before the lionesses reached them. Anthony teased them
from above, calling “Kitty, kitty, kitty!” One lioness responded by attacking him. “There
was a grunt as the lioness leapt over me, and I heard Anthony saying, ‘Dawie, Dawie, help me, this
thing’s got me!’The lioness had her teeth and claws in Anthony’s calf muscle, and with her back paws
against the metal fence she was trying to pull him into the cage.” Dave and Barbara, Anthony’s
girlfriend, began kicking the lioness in the face, until eventually she let go of Anthony’s
leg. His shinbone was exposed with his flesh dangling from it. Barbara and Dave pulled
him off the fence. Dave carried him to the car, and Barbara drove them to the hospital. “I
remember Anthony shouting ‘Drive, drive, drive, look at my leg!’ and then ‘Not so fast, do you want
to kill us all!” When they arrived at the hospital and declared their friend had been bitten
by a lion, the doctor’s response was, simply, ‘You are drunk,’ to which Dave replied, ‘Yes,
but look at his leg!’
“Anthony fought infection for 6 months in hospital and recovered, even playing rugby again afterwards.There were press reports, threats of expulsion from the university (overcome by Dr. PorkyWells
from the rugby club) and this irresponsible, unusual event became part of the UCT folklore. 28 years
later, I was at our family cottage when I bought a newspaper in Simonstown to start a braai. As I was
tearing up the paper I came across this article:‘They don’t make Ikey Lion tamers like they used to.’”
(Zietsman, 2012: personal email).

Fig. 28: from Albetha Bredenkamp’s photo album, photographer possibly Pieter van der Byl.
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Fig. 29: Anthony Theron and scars. (Granger, 2002: 38)
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Fig. 30, 31, and 32: Lions in cages and pit. From Bredenkamp family album, photographer possibly Pieter van der Byl.
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Laurie remembers the day a body was found in the pit: “Some guy decided, no, these lions
are tame. He came in the zoo at night and he fell in there and the lions killed him.They found his
body the next day. It was very hush-hush as well.” (Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal
interview).
The lions were fed on donkeys and horses kept in the fields behind the den (Burns, 2012:
personal interview). Louise remembers hearing a horse or donkey being shot every day
(Fraenkl, 2012: personal interview), while Laurie remembers it being every Wednesday
(Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview). Anna Booker, George’s wife,
would make boer seep from the fat of the dead horses. Feeding time was at about 4
o’clock, and the lions would start roaring to indicate their anticipation. Two employees
at the zoo, Jakob and Richard, would feed the lions by chucking the meat through the
top of the bars. Often legs would hook on a shorter bar by the powerful sinew near the
ankle. The lion would then grab the flesh and pull till the bar bent and the leg came off.
Then, Richard or Jakob would have to straighten the bar again with a five pound hammer
(Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview).

Fig. 33: George Booker with young lion. Bredenkamp family album, photographer possibly Pieter
van der Byl.
31

Fig. 34: Emus. From Bredenkamp family album, photographer possibly Pieter van der Byl.			

Fig. 35: Ostrich. (Groote Schuur: residence of the right hon. Cecil J. Rhodes, 1896)
“I have an older sister and she vaguely recalls how in the 1960s the UCT students stole an ostrich
and put it in the dean’s office.”
(Hammond-Tooke, 14/09/12: email)
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The donkey derby and a dead emu

Diana: [Laughs]

Derrick and Diana Burns’ daughter responded to my advertisement, and put me in touch
with her parents. They agreed to meet with me, and told me the story of a student prank
that resulted in the untimely death of an emu.

Derrick:That was just so out of character with what he became. Anyhow, we used to have those lovely
days, and I can’t remember whether when the emu died, whether it was when they were getting
donkeys for the donkey derby or not. I’ve got a feeling it probably wasn’t coinciding… But those
donkeys, we used to borrow them for the donkey derby. But linked to that, the students one night
suddenly got in their heads to go and catch an emu, and I think that the thing was to put the emu
in the races. I’m not sure, I don’t think you should quite quote that, it might have been, but anyhow.
They went in the middle of the night and broke into the, uhm-

Derrick: It was the 1950s and I was in Smuts Hall from ’54 to ’59, I was a medical student so I
was there five years. There were a lot of things that used to go on in those days which don’t go on
anymore, because it was a very different type of environment, it wasn’t the type of environment the
university currently has. Smuts Hall had a lot of ceremonies, you know, way out student ceremonies,
you probably think they’re stupid but we students enjoyed them. And the one was the donkey derby.
We held that on the rugby field below the residences. It was a great social occasion and we all got
dressed up in smart clothes; students set up booking stalls, we had jockeys, and women from Fuller
Hall used to come and join us, and they got all dressed up.We’ve got some wonderful photographs
which we can’t find, but-

Diana:The aviaries-

Diana:We wore sack dresses shaped like a sack, made out of hessian.

Derrick: The emu wasn’t with the donkeys. The emu’s a very rare Australian animal, which was in
the zoo in its own pen. And they chased this emu around and the emu died of fright. Now, at about
2 o’clock in the morning I got a knock on my door; students said, “We’re terribly sorry, we think we
have an emu that’s dead, can you come have a look at it for us?” So I went with my friend to see what
was going on.We took our stethoscopes with us, listened to the emu’s heart and we decided with the
wisdom of fifth-year medical students that this animal was dead.Then I had to notify the authorities, ‘cause now it was my fault, ‘cause I was head of the students’ residence. So we knocked on the
door of the… the person who lived in the house up there, I don’t know, whatever they called him-

Derrick:Yes, made out of hessian.

Diana:The zookeeper.

Diana: And we had lampshades on our heads. [Laughs]

Diana:That’s got nothing to do with the story.

Derrick: He was furious with us! He didn’t want to know our problems, so he suggested we go to the
head office in Cape Town the next day; that’s why I don’t think it was for the donkey derby ‘cause
the donkey derby was the next day.We had to go to Wale Street to the offices of the zoo [laughs]…
Bizarre.We had to see the proper man there who really tore a strip off us. He was very cross with us
and said he wanted some compensation, so I had to levy a fine from the entire residence, which was
donated to the zoo.That kept them all quiet a bit after that episode. But that’s the, [laughs], that’s
the one episode I think is worth remembering!
I think it’s been forgotten in the mist of time ‘cause this would have been 1958. It used to be recounted regularly at the dinners and so on and I haven’t been for years-

Derrick: No but I just-

Diana: I think it’s become almost like an urban legend.

Diana:We can’t find them, yeah.
Derrick:We’re still looking for them… Of Diana and Julie with their sack.

Derrick: And my great friend, Derrick Harwood Nash, who’s now dead, was a Rhodesian, a Zimbabwean, and he had a great sense of colonial style, having been brought up by a very colonialist
mother and stepfather. And he used to arrive with white gloves and beautiful waistcoat and we have
a photograph of him too. He became professor of neurology in Canada and almost won a Nobel Prize,
but then he died in ’95 of a stroke-

(Burns, 2012: personal interview).
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Sarah Ommanney, Rondavel II, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Sleeping house and seat with Devil’s Peak, 2012
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Monkeys, birds, and other animals

Margaret Hammond-Tooke also remembers the monkeys:
“When I was in my teens a much older Mountain Club man, Dick Charlton, told me how, when he
was a young boy, he used to tease this baboon regularly, giving him empty peanut shells and such.
He was sent to school in the UK and when he came back, five or so years later, he went to visit the
baboon. Seeing him coming up the path the baboon collected a pile of turds, and as soon as he was
in firing distance, the animal screeched and pelted him. He was impressed that the animal recognised him after so long, and also by how good his aim was.” (Hammond-Tooke, 2012: personal
email).

Louise recalled how Sunday was the best day to go to the zoo:
“It was like an outing, you know, like the waterfront is today.We never had anything like that and
people used to come on a bus from Cape Town to the zoo.You could buy ice cream there and we used
to love watching the lions.We’d just wait and wait for them to roar.They had baboons and monkeys
and everybody used to go and watch the monkeys perform and throw things in for them.They weren’t
allowed to feed them but everybody used to. They even used to throw in cigarette butts. Mr. Booker
would take us around, and he had names for all the monkeys as well, and he always had peanuts in
his pockets. And he’d say,‘Who wants a peanut?’ and take them out, in the shells, and then he’d fling
them in, and oh! They’d go mad.”
(Fraenkl, 2012: personal interview).

As a child the many birds in the aviaries particularly fascinated Louise:
“It was beautiful because there were peacocks, lots of peacocks, and they’d scream all day long, you
know the noise they make.There were lots of beautiful birds there in big, big bird cages.Those bird
cages were beautiful because they would fly and everything, and there were all types of birds there
from all over the world. And I think there was a penguin, some penguins as well, in a pond.”
(Fraenkl, 2012: personal interview).
Laurie remembers the birds differently: “We used to eat the odd peacock for Christmas.”
(Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012: personal interview).

Fig. 36, 37, 38, and 39: Monkeys, zebra, a llama, and a peacock. From Bredenkamp family album,
photographer possibly Pieter van der Byl.
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Fig. 40: Blue wildebeeste. (Groote Schuur: residence of the right hon. Cecil J. Rhodes, 1896)

Fig. 41: Crested crane. (Groote Schuur: residence of the right hon. Cecil J. Rhodes, 1896)

Because of the zoo’s short lifespan, the limited documentation, and the unreliability of
childhood memories, I cannot verify what species were kept at the zoo. For instance,
Louise told me they had an elephant once, but was not sure about the details: “People
used to go for rides on it, but then it just disappeared. It used to come there at certain times, school
holidays and things like that. Quite a big one. I think they were worried it might hurt someone, they
had all that security, so it didn’t come back again.There was talk that they had a salamander but we
never saw it, you know, we’d be so scared. It was in a little pool and was a kind of crocodile thing, a
salamander, I don’t know. And then they had goldfish as well. Not in the same pool as the penguins,
they would have eaten them.” (Fraenkl, 2012: personal interview).
When Rhodes first established the menagerie it only contained non-carnivorious animals
(Groote Schuur: residence of the right. hon. Cecil J. Rhodes, 1896: 6), and they were
kept in large paddocks (Simons, 1996: 40) behind what later became the zoo (Cape
Peninsula National Parks, 2002: online). Over the years a large variety of creatures were
added, but of course some were also removed from the collection: once, a lion cub was
exchanged for a camel from a circus (Simons, 1996: 40). The original leopard given to
Rhodes with the two lions did not last long: the lions injured its tail through the bars

and it died from infection (Simons, 1996: 41). A kudu bull that repeatedly got into, and
damaged, the garden at Rudyard Kipling’s home on the estate, was eventually given away
(Simons, 1996: 41). Another time a kangaroo managed to escape, only to be caught in
a leopard trap and shot by a farmer (Simons, 1996: 41). A giraffe, sent down from the
Transvaal by train, never made it to the zoo: railway officers forgot to take its height into
consideration when they put it in an open truck, and its neck was broken when the train
entered a tunnel (Simons, 1996: 41).
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Sarah Ommanney,Waterfowl enclosure I, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney,Waterfowl enclosure II, 2012
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The zoo’s closure
“After [Booker] left, when he retired, it just deteriorated, you know, nobody really had that passion
for looking after the animals and things like that. It broke his heart when he retired, he missed them
so. And every day he used to walk up to the zoo from his house, just to go and see the animals.
It’s just a pity that the zoo went into dilapidation. It was too small and people used to complain,
the SPCA as well, because the lion’s pen wasn’t big enough. And then it was costing a lot of money
to feed them, and I don’t know who actually owned the zoo. I suppose the government did or it
belonged to the estate. But the university they would like that ground, you know.” (Fraenkl, 2012:
personal interview).
When Rhodes left the zoo to the state, it came under the control of the Public Works
Department. “But he said that they were never allowed to charge an entry fee to the public; the
public had to have free access. So because of that, it became a burden to the department in financing the whole thing. It was costing the Public Works Department a hell of a lot of money.Veterinary
fees and feeding the lions and the monkeys and everything.” (Albertyn and Bredenkamp, 2012:
personal interview).

Fig. 42: George Booker with animal. From Bredenkamp family album, photographer possibly Pieter
van der Byl.
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Fig. 43, 44, and 45: Proposed development of Groote Schuur Zoo: minutes of a meeting held 13 August 1973. (van Wyk, du Preez, Engelbrecht, et. al., 1973)
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Fig. 46 and 47: Letters calling for the closure of the zoo. (Cleenwerck, 1978: letter)
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Sarah Ommanney, Structure, use unknown, 2012
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After the zoo
After the zoo closed and the animals were moved, homeless people would sleep in the
empty structures (Shepherd in Brennen, 2010: online), originally designed to house
sleeping fowl (see fig. 37). To prevent this, the department in charge of managing the zoo
had the buildings bricked up (Shepherd in Brennen, 2010: online).

Sarah Ommanney, Sleeping house and seat: bricks, 2012

Fig. 48: Plan of sleeping house and seat. Date and designer unknown. (Hill, 2008: online)
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Fig. 49: Plan of waterfowl enclosure. Date and designer unknown. (Hill, 2008: online)
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Raves and rituals
“I remember a couple of rave parties being held here in the 1990s, using the hill and surrounds as
a dance floor with the inside den being used as a chill out room.” (Hayn, 2012: personal email)
Ray: In the early ‘90s, counterculture in Cape Town was sort of nowhere. I mean, we’d party in clubs
in town and then drive back to the ‘burbs, and that area - Rhodes Memorial and the zoo and the
reservoir - was a legendary “halfway home, stop, smoke a joint, try and kiss the girl that you’ve taken
out”-spot.We would go there often. And at the same time, also early ‘90s, raves and outdoor parties
started happening, and every now and then we would hear about a party someone had organised at
the zoo. I remember going to one and being wide-eyed and like,‘What the fuck is going on here?’ It
was just hectic, full-on, hard house music, it was crazy. I mean, it was before trance so it was like this
banging, European club music playing in the lion’s den. Friends of mine put on a party there and I
made the flyers.They were great parties. It was proper raving like they were doing in the UK at the
same time, totally illegal, just go there and put up a sound system and people would rock up, and
the police would eventually shut us down, sometimes quite quickly. But I do remember being there
all night and watching the sun rise and being very high.We would make us of the whole area: in the
forest and up on Rhodes Memorial and back down again. It was like a playground, it was amazing.
Swimming in the reservoir… I mean, it was a little bit… It was kind of lame, like playing the bongo
drums.Totally naf, actually.
(du Toit, 2012: personal interview).

Sarah Ommanney, Lion’s den with open gates, 2012
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Ray:There was always a rumour of satanic and cult stuff happening there. And we would find weird
stuff, like animal skulls, arranged in their little way in the forests. And then often… I mean, graffiti
wasn’t really a big thing in those days, but we would find weird shit, like quite dark side stuff there.
Like writing. I can’t remember what it said but it was still creepy.Then again, this could be… I do
remember seeing writing and I remember seeing these things, but whether this actually happened or
whether it’s urban myths that became part of our consciousnes… I don’t know. But I actually am…
I do think there was some weird shit going on there. I do actually think it was a kind of place that
people would go and, I don’t know, have séances.
(du Toit, 2012: personal interview).

In early October as I was leaving the zoo, I saw a young woman standing alone in front of
the rock at the bottom of the path. A lit candle was placed in the center of the rock, and
next to it was half an apple with a brown substance on top of it. The woman was wearing
a necklace, the pendant of which she held between her teeth. She was tying back her hair
when I interrupted, saying “Sorry, but won’t you tell me what you’re doing?” She briefly
removed the pendant from her mouth and replied: “I’m making a pact with my sister. I
can’t really talk now.”
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Theatre
“Because it’s raised you can see a lot of the city, and at the time I was running shows and there were
a lot of powercuts. And one of the great plusses of being part of the Rhodes Trust land is that you’re
on the President’s grid. So we’d watch these grids go off, like where power-shedding was happening around Cape Town, but we never lost power because the President couldn’t lose power at Groote
Schuur. So that was always fun.” (Ellenbogen, 2012: personal interview).

From around 2005, after a lot of negotiating with the Rhodes Trust and SANParks, theatre
productions were organised and held in the zoo (Ellenbogen,2012: personal interview).
The company, Theatre for Africa, had worked with SANParks before and were investigating the opportunity of creating a cultural village where, to develop the zoo space, there
would be events and activity opportunities year-round (Ellenbogen, 2012: personal interview). In order to gauge the public’s response to the space, a pilot performance was
held, which was a joint production with Jazzart Cape Town (Ellenbogen, 2012: personal
interview). They ended up performing for three or four seasons (Ellenbogen, 2012: personal interview). Audiences would park at the bottom, then walk up through the zoo,
have dinner in the cages, and then walk around the front to watch performances in the pit
(Ellenbogen, 2012: personal interview). According to one review, performances would
include “hoisting actors up with ropes, dressing them in oversized costumes, and choreographing a great underwater sequence.” (Meersman, 2006: online).
“The difficulty in that space is obviously access,” Luke Ellenbogen, who was part of the productions, explained. “Then, because there was no infrastructure out there, we needed to create
that, like an electrical board that can take three-phase lighting, and a kitchen, and toilets for
people, so it was a large-scale project which took a lot of planning.The difficulty is: you start from
scratch every year, in the sense that you lock it up for nine months of the year, and you get back and
the DV-board has been stolen and the wires have been cut, and you know what I mean? It was difficult from that point of view. It’s a phenomenal performance space, but in order for it to really take off
it would need to go into the phase of what it was planned for: to be a more permanent space, a more
permanent feature in Cape Town’s cultural calendar, where it could be sustained through restaurants,
through sculpture spaces, through art exhibition spaces. But that went to planning with architects
and the difficulty was raising the money and getting the stakeholders, like the City of Cape Town, the
Rhodes Trust, and SANParks to agree on what should happen in that area. So that’s why we stopped
using it: we could never get the plane off the ground.” (Ellenbogen, 2012: personal interview).

Fig. 50: Danie van der Merwe, 2007. (van der Merwe, 2007: online).
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Art
“All kinds of people moved into the lion’s den. In the middle of last year [2009] a group of students moved in and they used it as an informal exhibition space. The National Parks, which is the
administrator, came at the end of last year and cleared everything out.” (Shepherd in Brennan,
2010: online).
Many people I have spoken to about my project tell me they have heard rumours about
a secret society that used to meet at the zoo, and make and display art there. Leigh Bassingthwaighte remembers chatting to a stranger in 2009 who, upon hearing she was
an art student, encouraged her to come to the zoo and see their exhibition (Bassingthwaighte, 2012: personal communication). Kirby Kruger spent an evening with them in
2009. “We just went to drink wine and watch the sunset. I don’t know much about the society or the
people but I think this image with the zebra is key.” (Kruger, 2012: personal communication)

Fig. 51:The Old Zoo Theatre & Restaurant press release. (Theatre for Africa, 2008: online).

Fig 52: Kirby Kruger, 2009.

48

Fig. 53: Kirby Kruger, 2009.

Sarah Ommanney, Tiger mask, 2012

Fig. 54:The remaining structures have recently functioned as informal party locations. Facebook
event details (van den Berg, 2012: online).
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Sarah Ommanney, Grafitti:‘forgive’, 2012
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Future of the site
Groote Schuur Estate Conservation and Development Framework was a project aimed
at identifying and implementing sustainable ways of managing and using the landscape
at Groote Schuur Estate, and ways of generating income off it (Chittenden Nicks de
Villiers, 2002: ii). The project was divided into three phases. Phase one culminated in
a report in 2000 analysing the historical context of the estate. Phase two consisted of
preparing more specific recommendations and proposals in light of the phase one report.
In March 2002, the Draft Conservation and Development Proposals for Groote Schuur
Estate was presented at an open house, where “various key stakeholders, interested and
affected parties, residents associations and individuals” were given the opportunity to
comment and voice concerns (Chittenden Nicks de Villiers, 2002: ii).
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Fig. 55, 56, and 57: Excerpts from Draft Conservation and Development Proposals for Groote Schuur Estate, detailing responses and
comments from the public on suggested future uses of the zoo space. (Chittenden Nicks de Villiers, 2002: xvii, xviii, xxi)
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Fig. 58 and 59: Plans for proposed Lion’s Den Restaurant. (Groote Schuur Site Redevelopment Proposals, 1991: 19)
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Sarah Ommanney, In the pond, 2012
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Interventions and reperformances

Roar
7 pm Tuesday, October 23, 2012: I met Adam Botha at the parking lot by the gateway
to the mountain. In his car, we drove around to the UCT one-way road running parallel
between the M3 and the zoo, and parked below the ponds. He opened the boot where
his speakers are installed and played a CD of lions roaring at maximum volume for 15
minutes. The continuous stream of cars passing on the highway below drowned out the
sound.

As a way of responding to the stories I gathered, I decided to reperform some of them. I
chose Roar and Of Course because they both highlight fascinating parts of the zoo’s history.
The overwhelming majority of information shared with me about the zoo were memories about hearing the lions roaring in the morning and evening. Derrick Burns mentioned that a standard conversation starter in Smuts Hall was, “did you hear the lions last
night?” (Burns, 2012: personal interview). It came across as the city’s collective memory,
and I wanted to attempt to tap into that with Roar.
Of Course is a collaboration with Casey Driver, and as such is not only concerned specifically with the site of the zoo. It also explores the exchange of stories and sharing of meals
as experiences that facilitate the forging of connections between people. Serving dinner
in the cages where the lions used to be fed, where the audience were served meals before
and after theatre performances, and where development proposals since 1991 have suggested establishing a proper restaurant, further referenced the site’s past as a zoo, as a
cultural venue, and a possible future.
In order to engage more fully with the site I decided to intervene in it. I wanted these
interventions to build on the underlying storytelling theme without becoming too didactic.As a continuation of the space and time subjects pointed out by Shepherd (2012:
personal interview), I cleared grass and weeds from specific parts of the central pathway,
i.e. removed the visible manifestation of time passing. I also placed a symmetry map
where the former map of the British Empire (or sundial) used to be, in order to bring attention to the only part of the space that has not changed drastically over time: the layout
and design of the landscape.

Sarah Ommanney, Roar, 2012

55

Of Course
Casey Driver and I decided to collaborate on this event in order to examine themes and
ideas we were both interested in but were struggling to verbalise. We planned a dinner at
the zoo loosely modelled on the reports we had available on the meals served at theatre
productions there. We invited guests based on their past engagement with the space.
One had attended an informal art exhibition there, one knew about the zoo from his
mother’s stories about students protesting the conditions the animals were kept in, one
had attended a theatre production, one the raves, and one had never been to the space.
We included Daniela Puccini (originally recruited to be our chef for the evening) in the
guest list when two guests cancelled the night before the event. We instructed her to ask
questions about the history of the space when the conversation allowed it.
During preparations on the day of the event, we discovered a young puff adder in the
cage in which we had planned to serve dinner. We decided to move the dinner to a different cage.
When the guests arrived they were led to a laid table in the lion’s cages and served a
three-course meal. Intervals of the evening were filmed from a slight distance. After dessert they were led away in the dark.
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Dear Guest,
You are part of a small group of people who have been
invited to participate in “Of course”: a collaborative
project between Sarah Ommanney and Casey Driver, which
forms part of two otherwise separate bodies of work.
We are two 4th year students at the Michaelis School of
Fine Art in the process of completing our yearlong
graduate projects.
Sarah has been conducting a layered investigation of one
specific site - the Old Groote Schuur Zoo - studying the
different narratives bound to and inspired by it over
time.
Casey is interested in the temporal nature of
interactions, and how these moments become significant to
us. His work has focused more specifically on the idea
and structures around eating and conversation.
Through “Of course” we are attempting to strain out and
examine the similar concerns within our two projects.
Guests who are able to take part will meet at the Old
Groote Schuur Zoo (adjacent to UCT’s Upper Campus) on the
22nd of September from 16h00 for approximately 2 hours.
The event will be very relaxed and guests will be free to
engage with the experience to their own level of comfort.
Refreshments will be served.
We intend to present this project in our final exams; in
order to do so we will document the evening. The
documentation process will be non-invasive and will not
interfere with your experience of the event. If you are
interested in participating in the project, please
respond either via email at sarahdilys@me.com or contact
us on 076 031 2648, as soon as possible. Further
information will be sent to you upon your response.
Kind Regards,
Casey Driver and Sarah Ommanney.

Casey Driver and Sarah Ommanney, Of Course: invitation, 2012
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Casey Driver and Sarah Ommanney, Of Course: still, 2012
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Mosaics
Initially I wanted to clear the weeds from every path in the zoo. I decided against this
after unwittingly picking up a young puff adder while clearing weeds in a cage in preparation for Of Course. Instead, I cleared only the lion and castle mosaics (the only figurative
elements) to minimise the risk of encountering more hidden snakes.

Sarah Ommanney, Lion mosaic, 2012

Sarah Ommanney, Castle mosaic, 2012

59

Plaques
Instead of imitating the original plaques, I had two made that related to the current state
of the zoo while still referencing its past. One simply said “To Wheeler And Booker”, in
reference to the only two zookeepers I could find any information on. The second was
an image visually similar to the design of a sundial. The lines here indicate lines of sight
in relation to one’s location in the zoo space, emphasising the symmetrical layout of the
space.

Exhibition
Sarah Ommanney, Plaques, 2012

The following photographs were displayed as part of this project.
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Sarah Ommanney, Silver pine, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Aviary and men’s lavatory, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Pathway, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Stool, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney,‘She has decided that she no longer loves me’, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Sough, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Swivel chair on the roof of the lion’s den, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Lion’s den II, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney,Women’s lavatory, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Rondavel I, 2012

70

Sarah Ommanney, In the lion’s pit I, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Open gate, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Lion’s den and passage, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Lion’s den with grafitti, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Pulley system, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Passage and Devil’s Peak from the roof of the lion’s den, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Beginning of pathway, 2012
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Sarah Ommanney, Sleeping house and seat (‘free UCT’), 2012
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