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NEWSLETTER No 89

Dear Members, 

This last newsletter of the year sums up the failures of each level of government in dealing with the City of Johannesburg’s precious heritage, starting with the National Department of Public Works which refuses to be interviewed or even to answer written questions on their abandonment of the Marshall Street Police Barracks. The fire was 10 years ago and yet officials have twiddled their thumbs with no thought for how it could be restored and used. They certainly haven’t responded to the one person who has shown an interest, offering to restore the building and use it to accommodate artists and an artists market. 

Obviously unless the Department of Public Works gets a lease agreement which costs millions of Rand it doesn’t consider the matter important. The conservation organizations of Johannesburg have written to the new Minister, Mr. Thembelani Nxesi, about this, so far without a reply. We really want a chance to take him there so he can see just how ineffectual his department is.  This one building is the rotten apple amongst a whole series of newly renovated small buildings all reinvigorated by the private enterprise of Gerald Olitzky.  Thank you, Gerald, for keeping buildings we thought had no chance of surviving their descent into slums. 

The Gauteng Province is no better than the DPW.  In fact it is much worse since it actually EMPLOYED an architect to deal with very fine buildings such as the Rand Water Board building in Fraser Street, who took out the BRASS windows to replace these with cheap aluminum. Then Province abandoned it, leaving several buildings without windows or doors looking like a bombsite. Remember the 10 demolition permits Province wanted for its new precinct? It couldn’t get them the legal route so now it is doing it through demolition by decay. SCANDALOUS! 

The M.E.C. for Sport, Arts and Culture (Heritage comes in somewhere under Culture) Mr. Lebogang Maile, hasn’t answered our letters regarding the inadequacies of PHRAG. The Heritage Authority can afford to send a large government vehicle backwards and forwards every day to Pretoria to provide transport for two members of PHRAG staff, but can’t afford to establish a website for PHRAG and list applications for alterations and demolitions as well as for the permits which are granted. Accountability and Open Government are not things of the Past. Perhaps that explains why PHRAG sees no need to adapt to the new democracy. 

The City is also a culprit because with the Rissik Street Post Office it insisted on handing it back to the very department responsible for its decay – Johannesburg Property Company. Definitely a case of asking the fox to guard the hens. The only funds available for covering the roof to protect the brickwork came from the insurance. We understand that the insurance broker is Alexander Forbes which has refused to budge on releasing the funds needed to finish the roof by sealing off the clock-tower.  Strange that a company which profits so greatly from Johannesburg people is unwilling to protect that central core.  But there is a tiny ray of hope – JPC is considering a public-private partnership which  just MIGHT give us back one of the City’s most important buildings. 

Bad news has just reached us about the sandstone house in Yeoville, corner Kenmere and Minors. Despite repeated appeals from ourselves and a local resident the PHRAG has failed to protect the site and there is now a multi-storey building in the garden overwhelming the house built in 1908.  

So with this avalanche of depression I have just a few good stories to cheer you up.  The Johannesburg Library has always rendered excellent service and when they closed the Local Government Library which was housed in the Metro Centre they very kindly agreed to let us have the Minutes of the Municipality from 1901 onwards. We bought an extra long and extra strong bookcase and now have the minutes up to 1969 which would otherwise have been pulped. A most useful resource when researching a township or a cemetery. 

We have had to move our Activities Room at Holy Family College as the school is expanding and have made room for it in the Music Block under the Research Centre. It will be furnished with the tables and chairs we had made with a grant through BOE from the Cotton Memorial Trust, along with the two folding stands which were used as voting booths in the first democratic election! So we are the guardians in a very small way of a happy bit of history. 

Mary and Nicky Oppenheimer followed the Mackenzie Family Trust with a generous donation towards the restoration of St Alban’s church in Ferreirasdorp.  The water-proofing has been completed. This was the most expensive part involving replacing the box gutter, repairing all flashings, fixing some of the roof slates, installing and painting new gutters and downpipes, adjusting the run-off channel and making good where the water had damaged part of the interior woodwork.  Pigeon-proofing was the next priority and one which set the work back considerably when a foreman had to be admitted to hospital after breathing decades old pigeon poop. The partitions sealing off the south aisle have been painted and the lovely hooded teak pulpit has been re-instated.  So now we hope the Cathedral will respond by repairing the rectory which became Diocesan Offices when Bishop Tutu took over the Diocese of Johannesburg.

PHRAG has invited PWHT and all the residents associations and conservation organizations in Gauteng to submit applications for the declaration of heritage sites. We are a touch wary since the last time we submitted an application it took 8 years to be processed and only after Mike Moriarty who is a Member of the Provincial Legislature as well as being one of our Trustees, asked the MEC how many sites had been declared Provincial Heritage sites since the establishment of PHRAG.  But we live in faith so have commissioned Janet Lee to complete application forms for the Category A buildings in Parktown. We would love to persuade Janet not to emigrate as Westcliff’s buildings are next in the pipe-line.
Meanwhile we will be entering the lists onto LISTJO’BURG so that the basic information we have garnered as well as our grading of the buildings will in time be available on the internet.  It will work in same way as Wikipedia so readers will be able to add information photographs, memories etc. The University of Pretoria developed this system.  

We’ll be moving into 2012 with INCREASED TOUR PRICES!!! Inflation is catching up with us and we haven’t had an increase for two years meanwhile diesel costs have gone up affecting bus hire, staff costs have increased and that essential equipment, the portable microphones which are costing R1 500 each time they go in for repair. Insurance has increased considerably too. Our photocopier collapsed as did the office computer and recently the Cell C dongle saved Eira’s sanity when Telkom’s service failed yet again. If you phone and phone and phone or fax and fax again and again, don’t despair. Try e-mail.

Best wishes for the holiday season.  I hope to see you all in 2012.

Flo Bird    
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