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HISTORY 
One of the first Europeans to penetrate the Little Karoo basin was the Ensign Izak 
Schrijver, who found a way over the Outeniquas at Attaquaskloof in 1689 during the course 
of an assignment to trade cattle with the Inqua. He followed an old elephant trail up the 
footslopes of the Outeniquas, through the dense fynbos, and then by burning the 
vegetation to facilitate the passage of the wagons, managed to pass over the mountains 
into the valley of the Safraan River.  

Slow settlement of the very inaccessible Little Karoo was from the west progressively 
eastwards, via the Cogman’s Kloof (1725), Plattekloof (1740), and other passes over the 
fold mountain belt. A Drostdy was established at Swellendam in 1745 to control the ever- 
expanding colony, and by the early 1770s most of the small discontinuous well-watered 
valleys at the foot of the Swartberg – the Buffelsdrift, Hoeko, Opsoek, Matjiesvlei and 
Cango valleys had been occupied, if not settled permanently. 

One of the first settlers in the Cango area was a Grobbelaar, after whom the Grobbelaar’s 
River flowing through Boomplaas and Oudtshoorn was named. Boomplaas (Boomplaats), 
originally named Nooitgedagt or Nietgenaamd, was first given out as a loan farm to 
Johannes Lodewicus du Preez on 28.8.1760, (a Heemraad for Swellendam in 1764). It was 
later registered in the name of his widow. The remains of his early house were once to be 
seen in the potato field of Boomplaas. 

Friederich Both (Botha), hailing from Wangenheim near Gotha, Germany had also settled 
in the area by 1760, and his son, Phillip Rudolph Botha, acquired the du Preez widow’s 
lease at the Masters of the Orphan Chamber auction on 1 January 1779, registered on 
11/5/1779 as a loan farm. Charles Somerset later granted Nooitgedagt to P R Botha’s son -  
a young Commandant also named Philip -  as a reward for his services against the 
Khoekhoen and Xhosa raiders in the Cango area. This was on 15/10/1817.  

Until recently, Boomplaas belonged to T. S. Botha, one of his descendants. It was formerly 
right on the old wagon route over the Swartberg Pass, and the grand luncheon held on the 
official opening of the Pass on 10th January 1888 was celebrated at Boomplaas. A Mrs Van 
Der Merwe further west up the Grobbelaars valley, mentioned in an interview that the old 
road joined the existing road up the pass close to ‘Kobus Se Gat’ – it is clearly marked on 
old maps. 

LOCATION 
The rare H-shaped Cape Dutch opstal is built on the floodplain of the Grobbelaars River 
and stands in a narrow arable valley with the huge ramparts of the Swartberg as a 
backdrop. The rocks in the immediate vicinity are Precambrian limestones in which the 
Cango and other cave systems have developed. The famous Boomplaas Cave is a little to 
the east of the homestead on the south-facing flank of the ridge behind the house. The 
permanent stream and mixed soils are a valuable agricultural attraction. 

THE HOUSE 
The house was built by Commandant Philip Botha with the help of about 30 slaves and 
completed in 1810. It is considered to be one of the oldest farmhouses still standing in the 
Oudtshoorn District. It has both a front and a back central gable and end gables on each of 
the two wings: six fully-fledged gables in all. 



The gables are variations (the words ‘transitional’ or ‘unorthodox’ spring to mind) of the 
holbol type with neo-classic decorations. Both front and rear have windows for light and 
air for the loft/brandsolder. The three horizontal plaster bands across the face of the 
gable link them to the so-called ‘Prince Albert Gable’, of which these might be precursors, 
as they are several decades earlier than those of Prince Albert which were all built during 
the 1850s, although there are gables in other styles dating either earlier or later. However, 
the Boomplaas gables have ornate mouldings with dentils below the string courses and 
tassels on the face (front gable). The rear gable has an elaborate flowing vine motif with a 
rose-like centre piece. 

The end gables are also of a holbol design with a pediment, heavy mouldings and eaves-
height string course connecting the capitals of the corner pilasters. The fluted pilasters 
are some 47 cm wide. The western end gable of the front wing has a plaster moulded 
cartouche enclosing the letters ‘I H M’ , with the ‘I’ and ‘H’ topped with a diacritical dot. 
The significance has yet to be deciphered – not the builder’s initials, which are usually 
over the front door or on the gable, and in any case the builder was Botha and his slaves. 
Any ideas? 

The clay walls are at least 75cm thick. 

The kitchen is a most interesting room, with a huge ‘vuurbank’ extending the full width of 
the room, the inside chimney supported on an immense yellowwood beam. Unfortunately, 
this was tiled in modern times. There is an intact interior staircase (inside the kitchen) of 
the wooden ladder type running up to the brandsolder – Mrs Botha told me that the slaves 
used to sleep in the kitchen or up in the loft.  There is a remaining outside oven, older 
ovens have been demolished. 

The original roof has been replaced with corrugated iron, much of the woodwork too. The 
ceilings are of yellowwood but the floors are of ‘greinhout’ i.e., Oregon and/or Baltic 
pine. 
The side courts have been partially filled in in modern times and a bathroom now occupies 
part of the original kitchen, the latter used as a store room. Alterations have defaced the 
rear façade. 

The outer woodwork seems to have been replaced (ca 1880s), but the original front door 
entablature survives. The front door is flanked by fluted pilasters decorated in neo-
classical style with a lintel and framed with a quoined ‘key pattern’, repeated around the 
symmetrically placed windows. The same dentils found on the gables are used as a 
decorative detail and frieze on the lintel. 

There is a six-paned fanlight above the door, rectangular in shape. The front door wood is 
purportedly of djati wood (Javanese teak). In the voorkamer, there are two wall 
cupboards (the wood partially replaced) and in the main bedroom, two wooden wall 
cupboards, one apparently for shoes and the other for chamber pot, etc. 

The house stands on an all-round plinth and there is a ‘long drop’ in the front garden (now 
a pump house)…. All in all, a most interesting house. 
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Back gable at Boomplaas 

                     

  
Prince Albert style ‘holbol’ gable at Grootkraal, showing three plaster bands 


