HISTORY OF THE HUGUENOT SOCIETY OF SOUTH AFRICA
From very early on, there was a strong desire to commemorate the arrival of the Huguenots at the Cape in 1688–89 and their
heritage. However, the first tangible moves to erect a memorial was only in 1824. The plan was to build it somewhere in Groot
Drakenstein or Franschhoek “where there are still some traces of the first dwellings of the persecuted Protestant refugees”. A
subscription list was opened, and Huguenot descendants were asked to donate memorabilia that the Huguenots had brought
with them from France, so that they could be preserved.
The erection of Het Sticht [The Foundation] in Simondium
was this first significant event. A meeting held on 29 July 1851
unanimously decided that the “the School about to be erected
on the site where Public Religion was first taught to the French
Refugees at what was then the Groot-Drakenstein Foundation of
Education and Education, should be a pillar of remembrance
erected in their honour”. They also decided “that the school
should be built in the form of a pillar of remembrance, serving to
honour our forefathers, the French Protestant Refugees, and
prepare our young people to be members of the Reformed
Church”.
On December 2, 1872, Dr Andrew Murray from Wellington,
wrote to the principal of the Holyoke Seminary in
Massachusetts, about establishing a training college for
missionaries and young girls. Because the legacy of the
Huguenots in Wellington was dear to his heart, it was decided
that the new institution, would be a living monument that
would be called the Huguenot Seminary. It was officially
opened on 25 October 1873. This later became the Huguenot
College.
In 1876, the Revd S J du Toit of Paarl expressed the view that
very little worthwhile had been done to honour the arrival of
the Huguenots appropriately. The Society of True Afrikaners
had just started their campaign for "our Language, our Nation
and our Country", and Du Toit realized that the
commemoration of their Huguenot ancestors would help to
develop national consciousness among Afrikaners at a time of
denationalization. The deliberate attempts to anglicise the
Afrikaners spurred on Du Toit’s campaign. This realization
prompted him to embark on a huge undertaking that
eventually led to the establishment of the "Memorial School
of the Huguenots" in 1882. He did all he could to persuade his
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readers that it was the duty of the descendants of the Huguenot refugees to honour and commemorate their ancestors. Writing in
the Afrikaans Almanac in 1877, under the pseudonym "True Afrikaner", Du Toit appealed to descendants of the Huguenots to
commemorate the arrival of the Huguenots in South Africa in a worthy manner. He argued that "a dignified memorial" should be
erected, with the surnames of those who came and the dates of their arrival in South Africa inscribed on it. All Huguenot
descendants would have to contribute to the memorial which would need to be completed in time for the bicentenary in 1888 of
the arrival of the Huguenots. His view was that the memorial should be erected in one of the places where a substantial number of
Huguenots had settled, namely Paarl, Wamakersvlei (Wellington), Franschhoek or Groot-Drakenstein.
On 31 July 1885, a meeting chaired by the Chief Justice J H de Villiers was convened to plan a Huguenot festival in 1888 and the
building of a worthy memorial. There were several proposals. The Chief Justice was in favour of erecting a building for the Zuid
Afrikaansche Athenaeum [South African Athenaeum], as a memorial. The Chief Justice felt that whatever form it took it should
command attention and give the impression that no expense had been spared. It should have true artistic merit and be designed
in a way that the allegorical representations in marble or other material vividly capture the event. The meeting ended without
reaching a firm decision on the Huguenot memorial. Despite further meetings, no progress was made on the plans for a Huguenot
festival.
In 1886, the Synod of the Dutch Reformed Church decided to
erect a building in memory of the Huguenots. The building
was intended to house a synod hall, committee rooms and
church offices. In 1897, the Church bought land in Queen
Victoria Street for this purpose, but it was not until 24 August
1899 that the cornerstone was laid by Sir (later Lord) Henry de
Villiers, the Chief Justice of the Cape Colony. The building,
inaugurated on 15 October 1903, was appropriately named the
Huguenot Memorial building. Later a new Synod building was
erected next to it. When this was demolished at a later stage, a
new building was erected. This was aptly named the
Huguenot Chambers.
The first Huguenot Society was founded in 1928. In 1938,
Senator FS Malan spearheaded the arrangements for the
250th anniversary of the arrival of the Huguenots. Because
the celebrations would have coincided with the Voortrekker
Centenary, the decision was taken to hold the Huguenot
Festival a year later, i.e. in 1939. A number of mayors were
invited to support the venture. As a result, Paarl donated
money to set up the Ou Pastorie [Old Parsonage] as a
Huguenot Museum. A fountain was built in Joubert Park,
Wellington, which was officially opened on 18 September 1939.
Stellenbosch commissioned a 9 m by 1,8 m commemorative
wall panel and attached it to the outer wall of the town library.
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(JOUBERTPARK, WELLINGTON)

(ONE OF THE FLOATS IN THE 1939 FESTIVALS )

The panel was unveiled on 6 May 1942.
On 17 April 1948, the Huguenot Monument in
Franschhoek was officially inaugurated.
Five years later, the Huguenot Society of South Africa
was founded. The erection and institution of the
Huguenot Memorial Museum in Saasveld manor house
(MUURPANEEL, STELLENBOSCH BIBLIOTEEK)

was one its first major achievements.

In 1791, Willem Ferdinand, Baron van Reede van Oudtshoorn, built a residence on a piece of ground in Kloof Street in Cape Town
that had formerly belonged to his father. He called the building Saasveld. Louis Michel Thibault, his cousin, was the architect who
designed the house and Anton Anreith was responsible for the embellishments on the outside walls. After it had changed hands
several times, the DR Church bought it in 1913 and used it as Young Ladies’ Residence. However, in 1954, it decided to demolish
the building so it could build a church hall. It could not be dissuaded from doing so, but it did allow the building material to be
preserved so it could be used to build the Huguenot Memorial Museum. The building material was initially stored on the Cape
Flats. Later the Franschhoek Farmers’ Society came to the rescue and transported the building materials, piece by piece, to
Franschhoek, where it was stored at Cabriere until it could be used to rebuild Saasveld as it is today .
The Huguenot Memorial Museum, housed in Saasveld manor house was opened on 11 March 1967. The first event at the Museum
was the unveiling of a bronze plaque at the entrance to the Monument site by the Minister of Public Works, Mr. WA Maree. The
State President, Adv. CR Swart, escorted by the chairman of the Society, Mr. SF du Toit, arrived to pay a short visit to the
Monument. The Vice-Chairman, Mr MA Smuts accompanied the other dignitaries to the Museum. When the State President
arrived at the front door of the Museum and took his place on the veranda, the national flag was hoisted, and the Navy Band
played the National Anthem.
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This was followed by the singing of a hymn, a reading
from the scripture and a prayer by the Moderator, the
Rev. JS Gericke. While the refreshments were being
served, the guests were entertained to a special
programme, featuring the Navy Band, the school choir
sang, and a minuet was danced. After the State
President had delivered his speech, the Administrator
of the Cape, Dr. JN Malan, gave a vote of thanks and
presented a bouquet to Mrs. Swart. Finally, the
architect Brian Mansbergh presented a special key to
the State President so he could open the Museum,
allowing the public to view the exhibitions for the first
(SAASVELD)

time.

The second notable achievement was the 300th commemoration of the arrival of the Huguenots in 1988. Festivals were held in
Saldanha, Stellenbosch, Paarl and Franschhoek.
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The occasion was also celebrated in other parts of the country. The Huguenot Memorial in the Johannesburg Botanic Garden in
Emmerentia was unveiled and, in Graaff-Reinet, an obelisk was unveiled.
The Huguenot Foundation, an offshoot of the festivities, was established on 22 February in 1988 to raise the funds needed to
realise the ideals of the Huguenot Association. The Huguenot Foundation later became known as the Huguenot Trust.
A more recent project of the Huguenot Society was the renewal of the Huguenot Memorial Museum exhibits, which were
officially opened by the Western Cape Minister of Cultural Affairs, Mrs Anroux Marais on 13 April 2019.
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