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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
PGS Heritage was appointed by Impendulo Design Architects to undertake an archival and historical desktop study of
an area known as the Rand Steam Laundries situated on stands 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 180, 181, 182, 183, 184, 185,
186, 187, 188, 189, 190, 225, 246 and 262 located in Richmond, Johannesburg, Gauteng Province.

The aims of the study were as follows:


To compile a complete as possible archival and historical desktop study of the property known as the Rand
Steam Laundries by using available information sources.



To assess the availability of historic and archival information with which the demolished buildings can be
reconstructed.

The archival and historical research undertaken has revealed a long and significant history for the study area and
surrounding landscape starting in the days before the discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand in 1886 until the
demolition of its buildings during January 2008.

After the discovery of gold in 1886 and the growth of Johannesburg, the Zulu washermen known as the AmaWasha
had a significant washing site at Sans Souci, which was only a short distance north-east of the study area. Although
no concrete evidence for the presence of such a washing site within the present study area could be identified, such
activities took place all around the study area and there is a strong likelihood for the study area to have also formed
part of the washing activities of the AmaWasha during the 1890s. In 1896 two steam laundries were established in
what may very likely have been the present study area. These laundries were known as the Crystal Steam Laundry
(also known as the American Laundry) and the Auckland Park Steam Laundry (also known as the French Laundry).
While these laundries were not the very first steam laundries to be founded in Johannesburg, they were some of the
earliest and their establishment represented the start of white-owned commercial enterprise in the lucrative laundry
business of early Johannesburg which eventually resulted in the end of the AmaWasha.

In 1897 the Auckland Park Steam Laundry was refloated as the Palace Steam Laundry. From these early days this
laundry operated on the eastern end of the study area with its more famous and successful neighbour the Rand
Steam Laundries situated on the western end of the study area.

In 1902 the Rand Steam Laundries were established by American entrepreneur and laundryman Frank Oscar Nelson
as an amalgamation of two smaller steam laundries including the Crystal Steam Laundry. From these early days the
Rand Steam Laundries grew into the “...largest establishment of its kind in the whole of the Sub-Continent”
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(Donaldson, 1920) and by 1936 “...the premier laundry and dry cleaning firm of South Africa for the past 34 years”
(Souvenir of the Golden City’s Golden Jubilee, 1936).

In 1946 the study area was acquired by the Amoils family and the laundry business continued under the name Rand
Steam Laundries (1946) (Pty) Ltd. In 1951 the property and laundry business were separated with the property
managed and operated by R.S.L. Properties (Pty) Ltd and the laundry business by Rand Steam Laundries (1951) (Pty)
Ltd. The laundry business was sold in 1962 which meant the end of laundry activities on site after a period of roughly
66 years. After the cessation of laundry activities the buildings were rented to artisans. In 2006 Imperial Properties
bought the study area from the Amoils family and in January 2008 almost all of the buildings were demolished.

Apart from the historic overview of the Rand Steam Laundries and Palace Steam Laundry, this study also provides
information on the people behind the two laundries ranging from the owners to general staff members.
Furthermore, with the use of available historical maps and aerial photographs a chronological layering of the study
area was undertaken. This was augmented with the use of available block plans as a way of reconstructing the
historic layering of the built environment of the study area. In the final chapter all the buildings that could be
identified were individually listed and discussed. The available building plans are provided in this section as well.

The following general observations can be made from this study:


The study area has had a long and significant history which commenced with its possible utilisation during
the 1890s as a washing site by the AmaWasha, the 1896 establishment of two of the earliest steam
laundries in Johannesburg either very close to or within the study area, the establishment of the Rand
Steam Laundries in 1902 and the continuous use of the study area over the course of the next 60 years odd
as one of the largest laundry operations in Johannesburg.



From 1902 until at least 1934 the study area was associated with two laundry companies namely the Rand
Steam Laundries on stands 32, 33, 34, 35 and 36 and the Palace Steam Laundry on stands 183, 184, 185,
186, 187, 188 and 189. The remaining stands were eventually included within the study area after 1934. It
is possible that these relative positions of the two laundries within the study area were the same as what
was the case in terms of the original two steam laundries established in 1896 namely the Crystal Park
Steam Laundry and the Auckland Park Steam Laundry.



The earliest buildings from within the study area appears to have been wood and iron ones located on
Napier Road. These buildings may even have been built in the late 1890s. They were however replaced by
brick structures in later years.



During the early 1900s the north-eastern end of the study area (i.e. stands 35, 180, 181, 182 etc.) was very
wet and even described as a marsh at the time. The wet conditions here may have resulted in the
utilisation of the higher and drier sections closer to Napier Road during the early development and
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utilisation of the study area. Both laundry companies dumped all their ash on the wet sections of the
present study area and over a number of years these sections would have become dry enough to construct
buildings there.


As can be expected from a long period of occupation and utilisation of a relatively small portion of land, a
number of the buildings from within the study area were modified over time. One such an example is the
main laundry buildings of the Rand Steam Laundries that was located mainly on stand 33. The cluster of
buildings located here would originally have comprised one wood and iron building on Napier Road. In
1903 a brick building was attached to its northern end and in 1925 considerable changes and alterations
took place to the original building cluster. Further additions were made during the late 1940s.



Similarly, some buildings were completely demolished and either not replaced or replaced with completely
different structures. One example is the compound that was built on stand 35 for black staff members in c.
1910. Between 1938 and 1952 this compound was replaced with a coal bunker and boiler house.



While the Park Town cottages were owned by Rand Steam Laundries since their construction during the
period between 1908 and 1913, the cottages on Napier Road (situated on stand 190) were owned by
Gershon Lakier. He owned the property until at least 1935 and rented the three semi-detached cottages
situated out to private individuals. After 1946 these cottages were utilised as accommodation by the nightwatchmen and boiler men working at the laundries.

In terms of the historic material identified as part of the study and included in this report, the following general
comments and recommendations can be made:



Although the Plans Department was visited on three different occasions, the same folders with the same
building and block plans were received on each occasion. However, the ‘Site Analysis’ document by A.A.
Papageorgiou Architects & Urban Designers that was supplied by the client contain a number of plans that
were not received. While it is not known how such a discrepancy could have occurred, the authors of the
present study are concerned about this. As a result it is strongly recommended that another visit takes
place to the Plans Department as an control measure to ensure that no relevant plans have remained
excluded from this study.



Although an intensive effort was made to identify and obtain photographs taken of the buildings from
within the study area before their demolition in January 2008, the only photographs that were obtained
include a collection of photographs provided by the client as well as photographs that appeared on various
internet sites. It is recommended that contact be made with individuals who may have had the opportunity
to photograph the buildings including members of the Parktown and Westcliff Heritage Trust, members of
the Amoils family who owned the property between 1946 and 2006 and so forth.



While the scope of work did not include any oral historical research, if possible it would be very useful to
communicate with members of the Amoils family as to their recollection and memories of the property.
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1.

INTRODUCTION

PGS Heritage was appointed by Impendulo Design Architects to undertake an archival and historical desktop study of
the Rand Steam Laundries and the site in Richmond, Johannesburg associated with the company.

Figure 1

Google Earth image depicting the site within its regional context.

Figure 2

Google Earth image depicting the boundaries of the study area.
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2. AIMS OF THE STUDY

The aims of this study are as follows:


To compile a complete as possible archival and historical desktop study of the property known as the Rand
Steam Laundries by using available information sources.



To assess the availability of historic and archival information with which the demolished buildings can be
reconstructed.

3. ASSUMPTIONS AND LIMITATIONS

The following assumptions and limitations exist:


The authors of this report were not on site before the demolition of the buildings during January 2008. As a
result, the identification and description of individual buildings contained within this study are based on
available information desktop sources. The only exceptions are the two buildings which have remained
behind namely the water tank and the laundry building on the Palace Steam Laundry side.



This report comprises an archival and historical desktop study and not a heritage impact assessment or
archaeological impact assessment.



This report is an archival and historical desktop study aimed at providing a history of the study area as well
as the two laundry companies which operated from it. As such, while this report reflects the information
that was identified including data which can be used in the reconstruction of the demolished buildings, this
report does not make any assessment or evaluation as to the quality of the archival and historical
information in relation to their potential use in the reconstruction of any of the demolished buildings.

4. METHODOLOGY

A number of institutions and repositories were visited or accessed for information during the course of this study.
These include the following:


National Archives in Pretoria

The National Archives were visited on six separate occasions during which references relating the Rand
Steam Laundries were accessed. The relevant days are 10 February 2014, 11 February 2014, 14 February
2014, 19 February 2014, 24 March 2014 and 1 April 2014.
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The focus at the National Archives was on any archival references and information relating to the study area,
and more specifically the Rand Steam Laundries as well as the Palace Steam Laundries.

A number of important references were identified at the archives, including the estate papers of the founder
of the Rand Steam Laundries, Frank Oscar Nelson; the estate papers of a director of the company William
Bond Parfitt; the application by the Rand Steam Laundries to close Annie Road off as well as the resulting
enquiry into the matter as well as various correspondence relating to the Johannesburg health department
in relation to the Rand Steam Laundries.


Johannesburg Public Library, Johannesburg

The Johannesburg Public Library was visited on 7 February 2014, 20 February 2014, 8 March 2014 and 27
March 2014.

The focus at the library was to obtain pertinent information from the old Valuation Rolls housed at the
library as well as maps and published books containing relevant information.

Copies of newspaper articles were also obtained at the library.


Museum Africa, Johannesburg

The Images Collection at Museum Africa was accessed on 6 February 2014, 4 March 2014 and 6 March 2014.

While historic photographs depicting some of the original wash sites, one historic image of the AmaWasha
as well as general photographs of the surrounding landscape were identified, no historic images depicting
the Rand Steam Laundries or Palace Steam Laundries in particular could be located here. More significantly,
no historic images of the buildings of the two laundry companies were identified.


National Geo-Spatial Information, Department of Rural Development & Land Reform, Cape Town

The relevant historic aerial photographs as well as early editions of the 2628AA topographical sheets were
obtained from National Geo-Spatial Information at Cape Town.

The available aerial photographs are dated to 1938, 1952, 1968, 1976, 1984, 1991 and 2002. However, only
the 1938, 1952, 1968, 1991 and 2002 images were of high enough resolution for magnification and
assessment as part of this study.
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UNISA Library, Pretoria

The UNISA Library was accessed on 8 April 2014 and 9 April 2014. The aim of these visits was to obtain
published books and journals articles relating to the Rand Steam Laundries and Palace Steam Laundries.


Plans Department, City of Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipality, Johannesburg

The Plans Department was visited on 25 February 2014, 7 March 2014 and 11 March 2014.

On all three occasions the available plans relating to the stand numbers included within the study area were
requested. On all three occasions the same folders with the same building and block plans were received.


Impendulo Design Architects

A report titled ‘Site Analysis’ by A.A. Papageorgiou Architects & Urban Designers were

provided

to

the

authors of this report. Of significance for this report were the inclusion in the ‘Site Analysis’ report of
building plans that were not received from the City of Johannesburg. These plans are included in this report
as black and white images.

Furthermore, a stack of 58 photographs of the study area were also received from Impendulo. It is not
known who the photographer was but these images must have been taken sometime before the demolition
in January 2008.


Internet

A number of internet sites were also accessed for information including amongst others the website of the
Heritage Portal (http://www.heritageporal.co.za), the website of the Parktown and Westcliff Heritage Trust
(http://www.parktownheritage.co.za),

the

website

of

the

Johannesburg

Heritage

Foundation

(http://www.joburgheritage.co.za), the Artefacts website (http://www.artefacts.co.za) as well as the
Facebook page titled ‘Rand Steam Laundries: Watching Brief’.
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5. HISTORIC OVERVIEW

5.1 General Background

5.1.1 The Study Area before 1886

Before the discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand in 1886 the study area would have comprised a section of open
veldt situated on a sloping bank on the western end of a stream. Apart from the study area characterised by a
distinct slope leading down toward the stream, sections of it was also quite wet. Archival evidence indicates that
when the Rand Steam Laundries and Palace Steam Laundries were established within the boundaries of this study
area, the northern portion of Annie Road was a swamp and to overcome this “...both laundries dumped their ashes
[there] and made the road up to its present level” (National Archives, SGJ, 155, 1373). While the stream which
passed the site is today known the Gas Works Spruit (Bodman, 1981), this name would have been derived from the
Johannesburg Gas Works that was only built in 1928. It is not known whether the stream had another name before.
The stream in question does flow into the Braamfontein Spruit a short distance down and may have been referred to
as such before the use of the name Gas Works Spruit.

After the registration of the farm Braamfontein in 1858 the study area fell within this farm. Typical of the time,
Braamfontein extended over a very large area and in relation to features associated with present-day Johannesburg
stretched from Westdene in the west to the border of Houghton in the east and from Newtown in the south to
Linden in the North (Friede, 1978). The study area would have formed part of an active farm at the time where
livestock was grazed and agricultural activities undertaken.

The first registered title holder of Braamfontein was the Voortrekker Gerrit Bezuidenhout who acquired the farm in
1858. It was subsequently subdivided with different owners acquiring different sections over time. The more
relevant of these will be highlighted below.


In 1871 the south-western portion of the farm was transferred from its owner at the time G.P. Bezuidenhout
to F.J. van Dyk. This same portion was transferred from F.J. van Dyk to Johannes Jacobus Lindeque in 1886
and one year later in 1887 was sold by Lindeque to the government of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek for
an amount of ₤6,000. According to Friede (1978) it was within this south-western portion of the farm
Braamfontein that the suburbs of Auckland Park and Cottesloe were later established. It is also known that
the Johannesburg Country Club was located on the portion of the farm which had been owned by J.J.
Lindeque (Meijring et.al., 1986). The country club is situated some 290m west of the present study.
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In 1886 the eastern part of the farm was bought by Lourens Geldenhuys for an amount of ₤4,500 and the
following year a western section of the farm was bought by two of his sons, namely Frans Eduard and
Lourens (Louw) Geldenhuys. After the death of Lourens Geldenhuys and after his estate had been settled in
1891, the two brothers registered their respective subdivisions of the farm by using present-day Orange
Road as the boundary (www.mk.org.za) (Friede, 1978). Both brothers built farmhouses for them and their
families, and the relative positions of these two farmhouses indicate which side of Orange Road each
brother received in 1891. The farmhouse of Frans Eduard Geldenhuys was located west of Orange Road and
has been preserved to this day as the Marks Park Clubhouse. The farmhouse of Louw Geldenhuys was
located east of Orange Road, is preserved as a heritage site and can be viewed at No. 14 Greenhill Road,
Linden. From this it is evident that Frans Eduard Geldenhuys owned the portion west of Orange Road and
Louw Geldenhuys the portion east of it.

Figure 3
Historic portraits of some of the early owners of the farm Braamfontein. The photograph on the left
depicts Louw Cornelius Dirk Geldenhuys, who acquired portions of the farm in 1886. He was the father of Louw and
Frans Eduard Geldenhuys. The photograph on the right depicts Frans Eduard and his wife Judith Geldenhuys, whose
name is still commemorated in Judith Road (National Archives, TAB, Photographs, 32418 & 32416).
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These descriptions of the ownership history of the farm and its subdivided portions do not provide concrete
evidence to show who the landowner or landowners of the study area during these early years were. The suggestion
from Friede (1978) is that the study area fell within the portion which had been owned by J.J. Lindeque and which
was subsequently sold to the government of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek. This is said as the suburbs of Cottesloe
and Auckland Park were indicated to be located within this area. Furthermore, it is known that the Johannesburg
Country Club was also located on Lindeque’s Portion. However, the report of the Parktown and Westcliff Heritage
Trust indicates that Louw Geldenhuys owned property at Richmond (Bird, 2006).

Figure 4
Detail view of the Heidelberg Sheet of the Major Jackson map series. This is the third revised edition of
the particular sheet and dates to June 1902 (National Archives, Maps, 3/1896). The approximate position of the study
area is shown. Although this map indicates the study area and surrounding landscape some time after the discovery of
gold on the Witwatersrand, it does provide one with the position of the study area in relation to the farm Braamfontein
as well as the general characteristics of the study area and surrounding landscape at the time.
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5.1.2 The Period after 1886

After the discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand in 1886, people flocked to the area and before long the town of
Johannesburg was born. The rapid expansion of Johannesburg during the late 1880s continued into the 1890s. As
such, the 1890s saw increasing expansion of residential areas in and around Johannesburg with the landscape
surrounding the present study area being now exception. A number of suburbs were established in proximity to the
study area during this time.

The suburb of Richmond was established in 1893 and laid out on the farm Braamfontein (Richardson, 2001). An
advertisement for the sale of 66 plots that was published in The Star of 14 February 1893 stated that this
“...Charming Property lies between those well-known Sunday and Holiday Retreats, ‘Auckland Park’ and ‘Sanssouci’,
only 2½ miles from Johannesburg Market Square” (Smith, 1971). On 23 October 1896 The Critic published an
advertisement of a sale of a further 150 stands at Richmond (Smith, 1971). Clark (1987) in turn states that the suburb
of Richmond had a total of 227 stands.

Another nearby suburb was Auckland Park that was developed on land which originally formed part of the portion of
the farm owned by Petrus Lindeque. It is not known whether there was any relation between the Petrus Lindeque
referred to here and the Johannes Jacobus Lindeque referred to above. What is known is that a New Zealander by
the name of John Landau with his partner Charles Cohen acquired the land with the intention of mining it. They were
the secretaries of the Auckland Park Gold Mining Company. However, when it was discovered that no payable gold
was to be found on their newly acquired land, residential development was seen as a way of recouping the original
land acquisition expenses (Gaul, n.d.) (Smith, 1971). Incidentally, the property on which the new suburb was to be
established reminded John Landau of the city Auckland in his native New Zealand, therefore the name Auckland
Park. The streets of the new residential area were named after places along the Thames in England such as
Richmond, Twickenham, Ditton, Wargrave, Kingston, Finsbury, Surbiton and so forth (www.joburg.org.za).

The sale of stands at Auckland Park started in May 1888 and by 1890 the original farmhouse had become the
Auckland Park Hotel with a lake constructed nearby (Smith, 1971). This part of the suburb was later incorporated
into the grounds of the Auckland Park Country Club which is now the Johannesburg Country Club. The clubhouse was
built on the site of the Auckland Park Hotel. However, this development only took place in 1906 (Gaul, n.d.). During
February 1893 the Johannesburg and Auckland Park Estates Limited was established for the purposes of acquiring an
interest in the Auckland Park Estate. John Landau took transfer of the township on 30 November 1896. In 1902,
another company, the Auckland Park Real Estates Limited was formed and transfer taken on 24 February 1903. The
suburb of Auckland Park was resurveyed in 1903. Auckland Park became known for its bluegum trees and the first
trees were apparently planted in 1888, at the same time that the first house was built (Smith, 1971).
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5.2 The AmaWasha Zulu Washermen’s Guild
During the early history of Johannesburg its population comprised more men than women. This is a characteristic
typical of early gold mining towns across the globe, with Johannesburg not being any different. In 1896 for example
the men to women ratio in Johannesburg was 1.78 men for every woman (Van Onselen, 2001) whereas the 1904
Transvaal census indicates that there were 33,000 unmarried men to 17,000 unmarried women and 730 married
women to every 1,000 married men living in Johannesburg at the time (Van-Helten & Williams, 1983). This
demographic trait seen coupled with the tradition of the allocation of domestic tasks such as the washing of laundry
to women, created an opportunity for Zulu washermen from Kwazulu-Natal known as the AmaWasha to establish a
lucrative hand laundry business at various sites within present-day Johannesburg. Furthermore, as indicated by
Atkins (1986:42) “...a growing body of literature on the history of nineteenth and early twentieth century household
labour agrees in one essential: housewives universally deplored doing laundry.” This in turn meant that those families
and women who could afford to do so were inclined to employ someone to undertake this task. This demand for
laundry washing services in Johannesburg was amplified by the prohibition of washing of clothing in residential areas
due to the health hazard of dirty water (Van Onselen, 2001) and the need to have laundry washed in localities away
from these residential suburban areas.

The historian and author Professor Charles van Onselen has researched the history of the AmaWasha extensively
and his published work (see for example the book New Babylon New Nineveh: everyday life on the Witwatersrand
1886 - 1914) will be referenced in this report on a continuous basis. Van Onselen (2001) states that the AmaWasha
had learned the trade from Indian members of the Dhobi or washermen’s caste in Kwazulu-Natal and from their
experienced there were aware that an income could be generated from washing clothes in urban areas. The
association of the AmaWasha with the Dhobi can be found in the branded uniform that the AmaWasha all wore,
namely Indian turbans typical of the Dhobi washermen who provided hand laundry services along the banks of the
Umgeni River near Durban (Callinicos, 2012).

By 1890 small groups of Zulu washermen had started washing laundry on the banks of the Braamfontein Spruit near
Sans Souci (Van Onselen, 2001). This locality was a favoured picnic spot for residents of Johannesburg and had such a
reliable source of water in the form of a spring that the Ferreira Gold Mine had a water right at Sans Souci and used
to transport all their ore over a distance of two and a half miles to a steam-driven battery which they had erected at
the water source (Shorten, 1970). While some authors such as Collier (1965) suggest that Sans Souci comprised the
area in the general vicinity of where the Johannesburg Country Club was later developed (i.e. a short distance west
of the present study area), historic place markers such as the Sans Souci Guild Cottage and Sans Souci Hotel were
located on the north-eastern end of the Braamfontein Spruit with the former building still in existence and located
roughly 148m north-east of the present study area. Ms. Flo Bird of the Parktown and Westcliff Heritage Trust
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indicates that the laundry site was located in the area where the German School is currently located, with a second
laundry site located on land owned by Louw Geldenhuys at Richmond (Bird, 2006).

Figure 5

The position of Sans Souci in relation to the present study area (shown in red) is depicted on this
detail view of a 1935 map of Johannesburg (Brink,2010:85).

The AmaWasha were formally organised into a guild which was regulated along the lines of the existing Zulu social
structure, with each site having an ‘induna’ who controlled a corps of washermen and who acted as liaison with the
site-owner and municipal authorities (Van Onselen, 2001). The individual washermen were required to obtain
licenses from the municipality which had to be renewed on a monthly basis. The AmaWasha used to congregate on
Market Square in Johannesburg once a month for the purpose of renewing these licenses.

The average working week of the AmaWasha washermen comprised six days of hard labour which started on a
Monday when they had to walk between five and 12 kilometres to Johannesburg and back where they delivered and
collected bundles and laundry. The washing activities were undertaken from Tuesdays to Saturdays unless in cases
where special deliveries were required on a particular Wednesday. These washing activities would have been
undertaken at the various washing sites used by the AmaWasha. On average most washermen could collect, wash
and deliver 18 large bundles of laundry per week (Callinicos, 1987).

By the end of 1896, there were at least eight washing sites in and around Johannesburg, which were used by 1,200
washermen (Van Onselen, 2001) and by 1898 the operations of the AmaWasha comprised four major locations
spread around Johannesburg. These washing sites consisted of a larger Braamfontein-Auckland Park complex which
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included the original Sans Souci site in the Braamfontein Estate plus three surrounding sites namely Lady Dunbar,
Eastwood and Landau. It seems highly likely that this larger Braamfontein-Auckland Park complex included the site
where the Rand Steam Laundries were later established and which forms the basis of this study. At the
Braamfontein-Auckland Park complex, the owners provided eight wood-and-iron structures to accommodate some
of the washermen and a small laundry to store the laundry overnight (Van Onselen, 2001). These would have been
the earliest structures associated with laundry activities in this wider area. Callinicos (1987) also states that in 1896
the Braamfontein – Auckland Park site was like a small village and comprised 546 Zulu washermen, 14 Hindu dhobis,
64 black women and four Indian women. The laundry service operated from here also had four horses and carts with
which laundry could be collected and dropped off again.

Figure 6
Undated historic image of one of the monthly AmaWasha Guild meetings at Market Square
(Museum Africa, Images Collection: PH2014-547). Note the turbans worn by most of the washermen. While it can
only be suggested speculatively at present, the front row of washermen dressed in western style clothing may
have been the Indunas from each of the individual washing sites.
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Figure 7
Cropped section of a historic photograph which depicts one of the AmaWasha washing sites in
Johannesburg (Callinicos, 2012:11 & 12).The image was also published in Smith (1956). Neither the exact
locality of this washing site nor the date on which this photograph was taken is known.
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Between 1895 and 1902 a combination of events resulted in the removal of most of the washermen from these
central Johannesburg sites and the eventual decline of the AmaWasha guild as a whole. The municipal authorities
were of the view that the washing sites were unhygienic and in many cases not suitable for the laundry of
Johannesburg’s white residents. The indication was that since the washing activities were done in a series of
descending pits along the length of the watercourse used at each site, the water used in the upper pits became the
inflow to the lower pits. Therefore, the water used in most of the lower pits was dirty and discoloured before any
laundry was washed in them. Moreover, since the flow of water in most of the spruits utilised for laundry purposes
were subject to seasonal variations, drought conditions resulted in the pits became filthy. Such a drought occurred in
Johannesburg in 1895 and the Auckland Park-Braamfontein site was ordered by the Johannesburg Sanitary Board to
be closed until the pits had been thoroughly cleaned. At the same time three other washing sites were affected by
recommendations that the number of washermen at those sites be drastically reduced and no new washing licences
issued for those three sites. This drought also motivated the Sanitary Board to undertake an investigation into the
regulation and control of the washing sites, with the view of removing the AmaWasha to a central site with a reliable
supply of water. Their investigation subsequently resulted in the recommendation of a new site located on the farm
Witbank along the Klip River (roughly 25km south of the Auckland Park – Braamfontein washing site) (Zangel, 2004).

According to Zangel (2004:147) the AmaWasha were allowed to return to Johannesburg from the farm Witbank in
1897 and indicates that this was “...mainly as a result of a series of legal battles fought by the owners of the old
sites.” According to the report of the Parktown and Westcliff Heritage Trust (Bird, 2006) at least two of these
previous owners who had a financial interest in the AmaWasha continuing with their laundry activities, were the
Braamfontein Company Limited who owned the Sans Souci site and Louw Geldenhuys at Richmond (Bird, 2006).
Although the Johannesburg City Council attempted to buy the Sans Soucci wash site during 1901 with the intention
of erecting structures to assist the washermen such as a shed, washing tables and large reservoirs, the Braamfontein
Company Limited were not willing to sell (Zangel, 2004).

By the beginning of 1902 the owners of the Sans Souci site did not want the washermen to continue using the
washing site on their property. They initially notified the AmaWasha that they were to leave the site by the end of
January 1902 (with some individuals allowed to continue working until 8 February 1902), as a result of a negotiated
settlement the end of February 1902 was agreed on as the last day that washing activities would take place at Sans
Souci.

With the washing site at Sans Souci closed and with no good alternatives within the city of Johannesburg identified,
the City Council decided to relocate the AmaWasha to a specially built washing site at Klipspruit in 1906 (Zangel,
2004). According to Callinicos (1987) this new washing site was located adjacent to Johannesburg’s sewage system.
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Figure 8

Washermen at the Klipspruit municipal washing site (Callinicos, 1987:54).

These forced relocations of the washing sites during 1896 and 1906 resulted in massive increases in transport and
food costs for the AmaWasha (Van Onselen, 2001). Although the AmaWasha organised a mass meeting to show their
discontent with the new sites, their demands were summarily refused. While a number of the AmaWasha decided to
move back to Kwazulu-Natal rather than be forced to operate in such unfavourable conditions, others stayed behind
and were incorporated into the wage labour force of Johannesburg. Of further interest for the present study is that
some of the former AmaWasha were employed by the myriad of flourishing white-owned laundry companies which
had sprung up to exploit the gap left by the forced disappearance of the AmaWasha. By 1914 only some 100
AmaWasha remained (Callinicos, 2012) symbolising an echo of a time only a short while before when black
entrepreneurs were able to earn their daily bread in the bustling Johannesburg of yesteryear.

The development of white-owned steam driven laundries in Johannesburg began at roughly the same time that the
position of the AmaWasha within the Johannesburg laundry market started to crumble. Authors such as Van Onselen
(2001), Brodie (2008) and Callinicos (2012) indicate that the economic fall of the AmaWasha brought about by the
enforced removal of their washing sites to ones far away from their markets in residential Johannesburg was an
orchestrated move to assist the establishment and expansion of white-owned steam laundries across Johannesburg.

If one compares the forced relocations, stringent regulations and higher costs experienced by the AmaWasha during
this period with the favourable support from authoritarian level enjoyed by the white-owned laundries it becomes
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evident that the competition between the two could only result in the end of the AmaWasha and the growth of the
commercial steam laundries who were now able to exploit the opportunities in the market left behind by an
enforced AmaWasha retraite. The result was the full replacement of the AmaWasha by the new steam laundries.

1893

1894

1895

1896

1897

1898

January

605

500

521

February

556

513

388

March

507

569

458

April

654

923

546

June

939

316

July

1036
683

September

524

October

729

November

635

December

556

511

TOTAL

1920

4631

1904

66

845

May

August

1900

1043

591

429

120

220

120

220

306

869

1222
892

650

821

498

535

821

7398

1582

3414

Table 1 This table provides the number of washing licences that were issued on a monthly basis by the Johannesburg
Sanitary Board (Van Onselen, 2001). The vastly reduced numbers of issued licences during 1895 and 1900 can be
attributed to a severe drought in 1895 and the effects of the South African War in 1900. The table clearly shows that
1896 was the pinnacle of the AmaWasha activities in Johannesburg.
5.3 Early Development of Steam Laundries

The first steam laundry known to have been established in the Johannesburg area was founded in 1894 on the
Fordsburg Spruit. This was followed by the establishment of two steam laundries on the Richmond Estate towards
the end of 1896. The two steam laundries in question were the Crystal Steam Laundry Company (also known as the
‘American Laundry’) as well as the Auckland Park Steam Laundry Company (also known as the ‘French Laundry’). The
decision to establish these two steam laundries at Richmond would in all likelihood have been formulated by the
reliable supply of water from a number of sources in the direct proximity of Richmond namely the Gas Works Spruit,
the Braamfontein Spruit as well as the spring at Sans Souci. While it is not known exactly where these two early
steam laundries were established, a strong likelihood exists for these two early laundries to have been located within
or in close proximity to the present study area.
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Both of these companies were badly affected by the severe recession experienced on the Witwatersrand during
1897. This period followed on the political upheavals of the Jameson Raid of 1896. In order to remain in business the
Crystal Steam Laundry had to secure a loan of £1,500 while the Auckland Park Laundry had to be sold and was then
refloated as the Palace Steam Laundry Limited. As will be indicated below, the Palace Steam Laundry functioned
until 1920 (Van Onselen, 2001) and was located on the section of the study area to the east of Annie Road.

Apart from the problems caused by the Jameson Raid, the threat of full-scale war between the Zuid-Afrikaansche
Republiek and Imperial Britain during the late 1890s was also a significant cause of concern for the steam laundry
owners. In 1899 N.J. Worthington of the Palace Steam Laundry sent a letter to the Commandant General of the
Republic, General Piet Joubert for permission to keep his steam laundry at Auckland Park open should war erupt. In
his letter Worthington notes that he and his brother (Charles Henry Worthington) co-owned the laundry and were
American citizens. He added that they “...have always given employment to a number of poor Dutch girls of
Vrededorp and would continue to do so...” (National Archives, KG, CR7452/99). Unfortunately, no information with
regard to the response of the Commandant General’s Office to the request of the Palace Steam Laundry is known.

No detailed information with regard to the laundries during the South African War (1899-1902) is known. However,
their condition after the war provides some insights in the war years. At the end of the South African War in 1902
the Crystal Steam Laundry was in bad financial straits. However, the increase of white people into Johannesburg
after the War had resulted in a potentially expanded market. The directors and shareholders therefore agreed that
the existing company be amalgamated with a smaller laundry owned by Frank Oscar Nelson, who was also a
shareholder in the Crystal Laundry (Van Onselen, 2001). As will be discussed in more detail below, the association
between Frank Oscar Nelson and the Crystal Steam Laundry goes back to 1895 when he was appointed to build the
this laundry at Richmond. During the war years he owned and successfully ran the Transvaal Steam Laundry in
Pretoria and was given all the laundry business of the British military hospitals in Pretoria (Donaldson, 1909). With
this as background it can be construed that Nelson’s business activities during the war years would have placed him
in a strong financial position by 1902 which would have allowed him to acquire the Crystal Steam Laundry and
another presently unknown steam laundry. His strong financial position at the time would have allowed Nelson to
grow and develop the Rand Steam Laundries from these two smaller laundry businesses.

According to an article which appeared in The Star on 22 July 1902, an ordinary general meeting of the shareholders
of the Crystal Steam Laundry Limited was held on the same day that the directors recommended that the company
be put into liquidation due to the high level of indebtedness. The Chairman reported that there had been keen
competition from other laundries which worked on the credit system which accounted for the small number of
receipts over expenditure. The Chairman also reported that their financial problems could be traced back to the lack
of sufficient capital that was available when the business was established. This article also reported that at the
general meeting the options which remained open to the company were discussed. These identified options were
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for the company to be amalgamated with another company, reconstructed, refloated or dissolved. The first option
was seen as most advisable at the time. This resulted in the Rand Steam Laundries company being established in July
1902 from an amalgamation of the Crystal Steam Laundry with a smaller unknown laundry. It is worthwhile to note
that the South African Who’s Who of 1909 indicates that the second laundry acquired by Nelson was in fact the
Auckland Park Laundry. However, as mentioned above the Auckland Park Laundry was sold and refloated as the
Palace Steam Laundry already in c. 1897.

5.4 The Rand Steam Laundries and Palace Steam Laundry between 1902 and 1946
5.4.1 Arrangement of the Laundry Companies within the Study Area

After the establishment of the Rand Steam Laundries in 1902 the study area contained two steam laundry
companies as well as five private stands. Nelson’s Rand Steam Laundries were situated on stands 32, 33, 34, 35 and
36 whereas the Worthington brothers’ Palace Steam Laundry was located on stands 183, 184, 185, 186, 187, 188 and
189. The valuation rolls which dates to the period between 1913 and 1915 indicate that stand 37 was owned at the
time by Frank Oscar Nelson, stands 180, 181 and 182 were owned by Johannes Reinierus Besseling and stand 190
was owned by Francis B. Lewis.

Figure 9 This sketch appeared in an archival document dated 3 March 1913 dealing with a complaint
by the Melville Ratepayers Association. The letter was written by a Johannesburg city official (National
Archives, SGJ, 155, 1373). While the sketch plan is not absolutely accurate, it does reveal the general
layout of the site at the time as well as the relative positions of the two steam laundries.
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5.4.2 The Rand Steam Laundries

After the establishment of the Rand Steam Laundries, Nelson used his connections in the mining industry of the
Witwatersrand to systematically secure contracts with boarding houses and single-quarters owned and managed by
the mines and by the end of 1902 “...the company employed over 100 white and Malay women workers in the main
plant at Richmond” (Van Onselen, 2001). Within the course of three years the Rand Steam Laundries could be
considered a thriving business. In what appears to be an advertorial that was published in The Star on 26 July 1905, it
is indicated that the Rand Steam Laundries had “...introduced dry cleaning and dyeing processes...” at their plant and
the company has erected “...a large brick building for this purpose... with the latest appliances from Home” at their
Richmond plant. The advertorial also indicated that Nelson had also engaged an expert to advise the company on the
machinery to order for the new building. It seems likely that the brick building which had been erected for dry
cleaning and dyeing activities is the building identified and discussed in this report as Building C.

Figure 10
This advert appeared in the Rand Daily Mail
of 20 September 1907. As can be seen it
stressed the purity of the water available at
Richmond as well as the quality of its dry
cleaning and dyeing service.
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By 1907 the Rand Steam Laundries was one of the largest consumers of water in Richmond and Nelson had spent
between ₤700 and ₤800 on obtaining his supply of water (Rand Daily Mail, 8 January 1907).

The early growth experienced by the company appears to have continued throughout the latter half of the first
decade of the twentieth century. By 1910 the Rand Steam Laundries had expanded to 13 branches on the Rand, with
a fleet of 32 delivery vans and a workforce of 200 white women and 100 black men at its central Auckland Park
works (Van Onselen, 2001). An advertorial in The Star of 15 October 1910 indicates that laundry was collected from
towns as far away as Springs and Benoni on the East Rand and all the way to Potchefstroom on the western end of
its service spectrum. The company also still maintained good contact with its mining clients. In addition the article
reveals that the soap used by the laundry was by this time manufactured on the Richmond property and that 100
black staff workers were living at the laundries. This latter statement indicates that the compound at the Rand Steam
Laundries was by now completed and in use. The compound is identified and discussed in this report as Building I1.
Special departments at the Rand Steam Laundries catered for private individuals and hotels exclusively and
“...something like 55 260 articles of hotel linen and about 12 000 collars are washed daily”. The article continues by
stating that the Rand Steam Laundry “...brought the dyeing of articles to such a state of perfection that it has now
become a permanent South African industry”. Interestingly, a letterhead of the company dated to 9 June 1910 gives
the name of the company as the “Rand Steam Laundries and French Cleaning and Dyeing Works”. This letterhead
also indicates that the company had branches in Pretoria, Krugersdorp, Germiston, Boksburg, Benoni, Denver and
Fordsburg (National Archives, SGJ, 155, 1373). It is not known where the disparity between the seven branches
indicated on this letterhead and the earlier indication of 13 branches is.

The second decade of the twentieth century saw further growth for the company. However, the archival record for
this period also shows that during the period from 1909 to 1913 the Johannesburg Public Health Department had to
deal with a number of complaints and concerns relating to the Rand Steam Laundries and the adjacent Palace Steam
Laundry. During 1909 and 1910 the Johannesburg Public Health Department received complaints regarding the soot
and smoke generated by the boilers of the Rand Steam Laundries and Palace Steam Laundry as well as the bad smell
resulting from the melting of fat and fallow during the production of soap at the Rand Steam Laundries. On 9 June
1910 the Medical Officer of Health for the Johannesburg Public Health Department inspected the Rand Steam
Laundries on account of the smoke nuisance generated by the laundries’ boilers and warned Nelson that if the
situation did not improve some form of prosecution may have to be instituted. During 1913 further complaints were
received from the Melville Ratepayers Association with regard to the number of black people collecting in Richmond
as a result of the presence of the Rand Steam Laundries and Palace Steam Laundry as well as the dumping of ash and
waste water by these companies into Annie Road which at the time had a sluit or trench running along its middle. In
response to the complaints of the Melville Ratepayers Association the installation of pipes was proposed with which
the waste water from the two laundries could be channelled. It is not known whether these pipes were installed
(National Archives, SGJ, 155, 1373).
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Figure 11

The letterhead of Rand Steam Laundries used during 1910 (National Archives, SGJ, 155, 1373).

During 1913 the Johannesburg Public Health Department became aware of a typhoid fever outbreak with strong
links to the Rand Steam Laundries. The Department was informed that on 12 April 1913 an employee of the Rand
Steam Laundries, 21 year old Magdalena van der Merwe had contracted typhoid fever. She passed away in the
Johannesburg Hospital on 22 April 1913. On 23 April 1913 the 32 year old Annie Morton also contracted the disease
while living at Nelson’s Terrace on the premises of the Rand Steam Laundries. On 29 April 1913 the 17 year old
Margaret Soekoe was the third person associated with the Rand Steam Laundries to contract typhoid fever. While
not a resident of the Rand Steam Laundries site (she lived in Vrededorp), Ms. Soekoe was employed there. The
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Johannesburg Public Health Department sent Health Inspector George Christie to the Rand Steam Laundries to
investigate. He established that all the water at the laundries was obtained from one borehole on the premises.
Christie discussed the matter with Frank Oscar Nelson who indicated that the borehole water had been used for a
long time without any previous health concerns. It was agreed that a sample of water from the borehole would be
tested. Inspector Christie also observed that a septic tank, manure bin, stables, ash dump as well as accommodation
for black staff members were located in close proximity to the laundry workrooms. The District Sanitary Inspector
was requested to assess the premises for possible sources of typhoid fever (National Archives, SGJ, 155, 1373).

The second decade of the twentieth century had further concerns for Frank Oscar Nelson. On 4 January 1918
twenty-two black staff members of the Rand Steam Laundries went on strike and refused to work overtime due to
grievances relating to the fact that they were not informed at which time the work would have been completed that
evening. The police were summoned and the strikers agreed to return to work on the condition that their grievances
would be attended to (National Archives, GNLB, 270, 55/17).

Figure 12
This photograph represents one of the few historic images that could be found which depicts the
Rand Steam Laundries. It was taken in c. 1919 – 1920 and shows one of the laundry rooms where the washing was
done using steam driven machinery. Note the rows of steam-driven washing machines along the sides of the room
with what appears to be a wooden cask containing dirty laundry in the middle. It is evident that the centre of the
room was raised creating an angled drainage effect toward the sides (Donaldson, 1919-1920: 231).
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Notwithstanding the problems experienced by the Rand Steam Laundries during the second decade of the twentieth
century, the company experienced further growth and to such an extent that the South African Who’s Who of 19191920 refers to the Rand Steam Laundries as “...the largest establishment of its kind in the whole of the SubContinent”. The business section of this volume contains a short paragraph of information on the company, along
with several photographs which show the employees and the interior of the laundry works. The office address of the
company was given as the Watts Buildings, 60 Kerk Street. The staff complement at the time was 270 people
comprising 100 white and 170 black employees. The Richmond plant of the company also had its own water supply,
employee cottages, blacksmith and farrier for making carts with soap also manufactured on the premises. It had nine
branches at the Premier Mine (Cullinan), Pretoria, Krugersdorp, Roodepoort, Germiston, Benoni, Brakpan, Boksburg
and Springs. The manager of the company was Mr. JL Heilbron (Donaldson, 1919-1920).

Figure 13
This photograph represents another one of the few historic images that could be found which
depicts the Rand Steam Laundries. It was taken in c. 1919 – 1920 and shows almost exclusively female staff
members standing by large tables which may have been used to do ironing. Sections of the ceiling and back wall of
the building can be seen as well. Note the lamps hanging from the ceiling as well as the ropes that were strung
across the room to assist with the task at hand (Donaldson, 1919-1920: 231).
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The company continued to grow and by 1933 the Rand Steam Laundries was claimed to be “... the largest and oldest
undertaking of its kind in South Africa” (Macmillan, 1933). The company now employed more than 300 people of
which roughly 200 were white and 100 black. The total area occupied by the works at Auckland Park was about 2½
acres, and the town office was located at 64 Kerk Street. The company managed seven branches at Pretoria,
Germiston, Benoni, Vereeniging, Krugersdorp, Boksburg and Springs. The listing also states that the principal of the
concern was still Frank Oscar Nelson “...who has spent his career in the trade ... and started it in America”. The 1933
listing also confirms that the Rand Steam Laundries was by this time also “...proprietor of the adjoining Palace Steam
Laundry, which is conducted on similar up-to-date lines” (Macmillan, 1933).

On 30 January 1933 Frank Oscar Nelson passed away at his house “The Willows” in Auckland Park. He had been the
owner of the Rand Steam Laundries for 31 years. It is not clear from the available archival and historical record
exactly who took over the management duties and ownership of the company after Nelson’s death. The stipulations
of his final will provide some indication as to the shareholding of the company after his death. These include:


200 shares to Barbara Nelson, the daughter of Frank Oscar Nelson’s nephew Robert Hatch Nelson



200 shares to Robert Nelson, the son of Nelson’s nephew Robert Hatch Nelson



500 shares to his sister Emma Day



100 shares to his niece Frankie Dickman



200 shares to his friend Nora Sayer of Johannesburg



200 shares to his friend Mabel Manucci of Johannesburg



200 shares to his niece John A. Sarconi of El Paso, Texas



1,000 shares to his son Frank Oliver Bond Nelson.

The remaining shares appear to have been held in trust by the executors of his estate namely Israel Hayman (a
lawyer from Johannesburg) as well as the Manager of the Johannesburg Board of Executors and Trust Company.
Nelson’s will instructs the executors to arrange upon his death that his wife Dora Eileen Nelson (born Sacks) be
appointed as Director of both or either one of the two laundry companies and that she was to receive a director’s
fee for her duties there. The other known director of the Rand Steam Laundries was William Bond Parfitt.

Between 1932 and 1933 the Rand Steam Laundries applied to the Johannesburg City Council to close-off the portion
of Annie Road north of Napier Road. The Rand Steam Laundries intended to buy stands 180 and 181 as well as
Reserve No 2 and by doing so would then own all the properties surrounding this northern section of Annie Road.
The purpose of buying the additional ground was to extend the business and develop additional offices and a boiler
plant on this end of Annie Road. On 1 June 1934 a commission of inquiry was held at the Johannesburg Municipal
Offices to assess the application as well as three objections received to it. The commissioner was S.H. Elliott and the
inquiry was attended by Dr. E.J. Hamlin (Johannesburg City Engineer), I Marks and B. Porter (representing the City
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Council), L. Hall (representing the Rand Steam Laundries), W.B. Parfitt (Director of the Rand Steam Laundries), S.H.
Levene and A.S. Anderson (representing the Richmond Ratepayers Association), J.F. Blake and D. Peyper
(representing certain objectors), R.B. Rossel (objector) and P. Lakier (objector). While the details of the commission
minutes will not be discussed here, it does provide interesting facts about the Rand Steam Laundries and study area
at the time. The minutes of the inquiry indicate that some of the local residents had been using Annie Road as a
short-cut, including a dairyman by the name of G. Lakier who drove his cattle along the road to the common grazing
ground in Milner Park. Lakier was the owner of the semi-detached cottages at stand 190 and also owned stand 182.
Other interesting aspects revealed by the minutes of the inquiry include the fact that the two steam laundries were
still dumping ash on the northern end of Annie Road and that this road ended in a donga on the northern end of the
present study area as well as the fact that the land on the opposite side was owned by the Ohlsson’s Breweries and
leased to J. Farquhar. The land owned by the Sans Soucci Hotel was also indicated to be on the opposite side of the
donga. Furthermore, Reserve No. 2 which was located on the northern end of stand 35 was owned at the time by
E.M. Geldenhuys. This latter property represents the northern outlier section of the present study area (National
Archives, TPB, 1279, TA105/10692).

The proposed closing of the relevant portion of this road was approved during June 1934 and enacted during
December 1934. It can be assumed that after the approval of the road closure in June 1934 the Rand Steam
Laundries would have bought Reserve No. 2 as well as stands 180 and 181. This meant that the only properties from
within the present study area which were not yet owned by the Rand Steam Laundries or Palace Steam Laundry at
the end of 1934 were stands 37, 182 and 190. Stand 37 was originally owned by Frank Oscar Nelson and after his
death would have been acquired either by his wife or daughter. It seems likely that the Rand Steam Laundries
acquired the property from the family of Nelson sometime after his death. It is not known when stands 182 and 190
were acquired, but both stands were owned by G. Lakier up to at least 1935.

By 1936 an advertisement in the Souvenir of the Golden City’s Golden Jubilee (1936) refers to the company as “...the
premier laundry and dry cleaning firm of South Africa for the past 34 years”. This claim is supported by a statement
that the company was now “...launderers by appointment to the overseas caterers at the Golden City’s Jubilee
Exhibition” as well as the leading clubs, hotels and individuals.

5.4.3 The Palace Steam Laundry

Very little information is known about the Palace Steam Laundry. As indicated above the company started out in
1896 as the Auckland Park Steam Laundry Company and when the company experienced financial difficulties during
1897 the Auckland Park Laundry had to be sold and was then refloated as the Palace Steam Laundry Limited. From
available information it is known that the owners of the company were two brothers namely N.J. and C.H. (Charles
Henry) Worthington. No information about the Worthington brothers could be found.
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Figure 14
Advertisement for the Palace Steam Laundry that was published in the Rand Daily Mail on 19 March
1908. Note the use of race as a means to tap into the perception of everyday people at the time.

In the estate papers of Frank Oscar Nelson it is mentioned that the Palace Steam Laundry was owned by Charles
Henry Worthington until 1918. According to an article that was published in The International of 2 August 1918,
strike action took place at the compound of the Palace Steam Laundry during the end of July 1918. During the same
year Worthington ran into financial difficulties and sold the company to another party. The new owners of the
laundry owned it for three years when they also ran into difficulties in 1921. In search of financial aid the new
owners received a loan from Frank Oscar Nelson. However, to save his investment Nelson took over the Palace
Steam Laundry in its entirety a few months later (National Archives, MHG, 80650).

The company was operated by Nelson at a small loss until 1928 when the Wages Determination for the laundry
industry came into force. This Determination resulted in close association between the different laundry companies
which resulted in increased prices as well as less competition. The Palace Laundry was able to make a profit during
the period from 1928 to 1930. However, after 1930 competition between the laundries returned. This resulted in the
closing down of the Palace Laundry in July 1931 with all its existing work and clients channelled through the
operations of the Rand Steam Laundries. By 1933 it was indicated that “...the plant and equipment (are) so old and
worn and out of date that it cannot be run profitably as a separate entity” (National Archives, MHG, 80650).

The closure of the Palace Steam Laundry is mentioned a number of times in the minutes of the commission of
inquiry into the closing of Annie Road that was held on 1 June 1934 (National Archives, TPB, 1279, TA105/10692).

No further information relating to the Palace Steam Laundry during this period was identified.
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5.5 The Rand Steam Laundries and Palace Steam Laundry between 1946 and 2006

In 1946 the entire study area comprising both laundries was sold to the Amoils family. This is reflected in an
advertisement that was published in the Diamond Jubilee Souvenir for Johannesburg in 1946. The advertisement
provides a shortened company name “Rand Steam Laundries (1946) (Pty) Ltd” and states that the company at the
time incorporated two other companies by the name of the “Public Service Laundries” and “20th Century Dry
Cleaners”. It gives the names of the company directors as A. Amoils, E. Amoils and M. Amoils.

Figure 15

The advertisement that appeared in the Diamond Jubilee Souvenir for Johannesburg of 1946.

Information regarding the study area after 1946 was located in an article by Lucille Davie which appeared in the
Saturday Star of 7 December 2013. In an interview undertaken with Stanley Amoils in 2006 he indicated that when
the Amoils family acquired the laundries they had 400 employees making it the largest private laundry business in
South Africa at the time. Mr. Amoils added that their clients included hospitals from Vereeniging and Boksburg,
hotels from Johannesburg as well as nearly 2,000 residential homes in the central and northern suburbs of
Johannesburg. The company had a fleet of 15 vehicles which collected and delivered laundry from their existing
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clients and the laundries were operated day and night (Davie, 2013). In a section dealing with the Rand Steam
Laundries which appeared on the Skyscrapercity website on 16 March 2006 (http://www.skyscrapercity.com), text
also accredited to Lucille Davie indicate that when the Amoils family acquired the site in 1946, all the cottages from
within the study area were already vacant and had been used as offices.

In 1951 the company Rand Steam Laundries (1946) (Pty) Ltd formed a property company to hold the property as well
as a trading company under which the laundry activities could be undertaken. Based on available information it
would appear that the property company was known as R.S.L. Properties (Pty) Ltd whereas the trading company was
Rand Steam Laundries (1951) (Pty) Ltd (National Archives, CDB, 3/202, TAD5/2/25/302).

According to a website of the International Marxist Tendency (www.marxist.com) the owners of the Advance Steam
Laundries and Rand Steam Laundries withdrew the National Union of African Laundering, Cleaning and Dyeing
Works’ stop-order facilities on the salaries of their staff in April 1957. Meetings of union members took place at the
Textile Dry Cleaners, Advance Steam Laundries and Rand Steam Laundries and the workers asked for higher wages.
These events took place at a time when the existing agreement between the Union and the laundry companies was
about to expire with a new agreement being negotiated. At the time some 5,000 laundry and dry cleaning workers
were demanding higher wages, a 40 hour week as well as a Provident Fund (Morning Star, April 1957).

Figure 16
This image appeared in the Morning Star during April 1957 and depicts a meeting at the Rand
Steam Laundries of members of the National Union of African Laundering, Cleaning and Dyeing Workers.
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By the late 1950s the laundry industry was changing with the establishment of centralised laundries and dry cleaning
businesses. The Amoils family realised this and applied for the rezoning of the present study to allow them to
construct a 16-storey block of flats here (Davie, 2013). In 1962 the Amoils family also sold their laundry business to
their main rivals namely Advance Laundries. This meant the end of all laundry activities within the present study area
(http://www.skyscrapercity.com).

In a three page written record by Stanley Amoils of his memories of this period that was found on the Facebook page
titled ‘Rand Steam Laundries: Watching Brief’, Mr. Amoils elaborated on the rezoning application and the delays
caused first by the proposed construction of the A6 roadway followed by the proposed and executed construction of
the A3 roadway. The rezoning application made by the Amoils family is also contained in an archival file located at
the National Archives (CDB, 3/202, TAD5/2/25/302). At a meeting held on 14 March 1969 to discuss the application,
the proposed development was described by P. Reynecke, the Chief Town Planner of the City Council of
Johannesburg, as a 15-storey block of flats with a restaurant covering a section of the ground floor. Reynecke
described the proposed development at the meeting in more detail as follows: “The building complex would consist
of two curved blocks linked to central circulation tower by means of glazed galleries, giving a considerable feeling of
lightness to the whole project. All the flats would face north and would vary in size from one-to three-bedroom units.
The buildings would cover only 8 per cent of the site and would enjoy a spacious garden setting with swimming bath
and tennis courts.”

From the written record of Stanley Amoils that was placed on the Facebook page titled ‘Rand Steam Laundries:
Watching Brief’, it is evident that the application for rezoning was made during the mid 1960s and the rezoning of
the site for “General Residential” was in principle approved between 1966 and 1967. It was however only in 1970
that the rezoning was officially approved with three main provisions namely a 15-storey building height, a bulk factor
of 1.2 and the allowance for a public restaurant on the ground floor of the building. After receiving approval of the
rezoning the family’s town planner was informed by the Johannesburg Town Planning Department not to proceed
with any development as the construction of the A6 Roadway was in concept stage and that the present study area
would have to be expropriated and used for the construction of a diamond interchange on the new roadway. In the
words of Stanley Amoils: “The problem we faced was what to do with the property in the interim.” As a result the
family started leasing various buildings from within the present study area to furniture artisans. At a meeting held
with the Town Planning Department the family received permission to use the buildings for workshops, storage
facilities and general light industrial uses. After the proposed A6 Roadway was eventually scrapped, the Amoils
family proposed the development of an office park at the site but met with opposition from the City Council who
wanted to limit the bulk factor to such an extent that the office park would not have been practical. While
negotiations were still underway, the construction of the A3 Roadway was proposed and the family decided to halt
any attempts at rezoning until such time that the new roadway has been completed and its impact on their property
established. When the roadway was finally completed the family was undecided as to whether they should continue
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with the original rezoning application. The long delay caused by the proposal and construction of the A3 Roadway
meant that the costs of building an office block was significantly higher than what it originally was. In the end the
family decided not to pursue the rezoning of the site and leased the buildings out to tenants instead and during this
period “...many of its buildings were adapted by tenants for their own usage.”

Although not mentioned in the written record of Mr. Amoils, it is important to note for the purposes of this report
that the development of the A3 Roadway led to the demolition of a number of buildings and structures from the fareastern section of the property owned by R.S.L. Properties (Pty) Ltd. These include buildings or sections of buildings
located on the eastern ends of stands 182, 184, 186 and 188. The impact of the development of the A3 Roadway can
clearly be seen on aerial photographs and Google Images from before January 2008.

5.6 The Rand Steam Laundries and Palace Steam Laundry between 2006 and the Present Day

In 2006 Imperial Properties bought the present study area from the Amoils family for an amount of R20 million
(Davie, 2013). The section that follows is the understanding of the authors on the events that followed the
acquisition of the property by Imperial.

After the property was bought by the Imperial Group, the Parktown and Westcliff Heritage Trust (PWHT) applied to
the Provisional Heritage Resources Authority: Gauteng (PHRAG) for the property and existing buildings to be
proclaimed as a provisional provincial heritage site. Subsequently, a notice of provisional protection for the Rand
Steam Laundries property was published in the Gauteng Provincial Government Gazette in September 2006.

Also in 2006 the Parktown and Westcliff Heritage Trust submitted a heritage report to PHRAG which indicated the
following summary of significance that was based on the conclusions of the Joint Plans Committee after their field
visit in October 2005 (this section is provided verbatim from the heritage report):

•

This site is related to early pre-industrial commercial activity on the Witwatersrand: the Zulu washermen;
early Black enterprise. The canalised section of the stream is close to if not the actual site of the
Geldenhuys wash-site.

•

The site includes the original part of the stream at north west end; Three boreholes subsequently
provided water for the washing.

•

The Rand Steam Laundries are the oldest remaining laundry buildings in Johannesburg and probably on
the Witwatersrand, some dating back to 1896.

•

The property boasts a largely intact group of buildings used for a single common purpose;

•

There is an interesting range of buildings and structures including small scale residential, minor
industrial, a water storage and filtration tank and large scale industrial;
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•

Examples of steam driven industrial sites have largely been lost in Johannesburg;

•

Individual buildings within the group clearly demonstrate their original use with large double volume,
clerestory lit spaces, suitable for steam operated laundry machinery;

•

It is a well-known landmark with significant roof-scapes of large serried ranks of sheet metal ventilators.

•

Technically the large industrial buildings have interesting examples of timber roof structures: longitudinal
parallel girder trusses on columns supported smaller transverse roof trusses, thus freeing up the internal
volume and creating a high volume ‘nave’ with lower volume aisles.

•

Socially significant through the contrasting examples of housing provided for workers, both coloured and
white. There may be examples of rooms for black men on the site, but the compound has disappeared.

•

There is an unusual group of row houses at south west corner of the site, stepped to follow the site slope
and carefully articulated to create small private courtyard spaces to the front of each house; the roofscape is carefully articulated with projecting firewalls, corrugated iron roofs and substantial chimneys;

•

The group of row houses at the north east corner with articulated gable fronts, small scale verandas and
projecting fire walls creates a human-scaled street frontage to Napier Road.

This is especially

picturesque together with the oak trees along Napier Road.
•

The site and buildings lend themselves to some potentially very successful adaptive re-use possibilities
without destroying the original character;

•

Demolition should be strenuously resisted.

In early January 2008, most of the existing buildings on the property were demolished by Imperial. Apparently the
Imperial Group had obtained a demolition permit from the City of Johannesburg. However, the representative from
Imperial was informed that a permit from PHRAG was also required as the site was provisionally protected as a
provincial heritage site. With no permit obtained from PHRAG, a stop order was delivered by an official from the
PHRAG. A charge was also laid at the Brixton Police station the following day (Case No 220/01/2008). The demolition
of the buildings continued until only the filtration tower and one shed remained.

In November 2013 the Planning Committee of the City of Johannesburg approved the rezoning of the site including
the requirement to rebuild the laundry buildings along Napier Road and to commemorate the Amawasha site
(http://www.joburgheritage.co.za).

PGS HERITAGE

37

6. THE PEOPLE: THE PEOPLE BEHIND THE RAND STEAM LAUNDRIES AND STUDY AREA

6.1 The AmaWasha

As discussed elsewhere, the AmaWasha were mostly Zulu-speaking men who had learnt their trade from the dhobi
washermen of KwaZulu-Natal who provided laundry services at the Umgeni River to the residents of Durban at the
time. The AmaWasha primarily belonged to the Kanyile, Buthelezi, Mchunu, Vilakazi and Sithole families
(www.sahistory.org.za/organisations/amawasha). One of the few AmaWasha who can be identified is Bhamu
Buthelezi who was a washerman at Johanneburg between 1893 and 1908. Upon his return home he was able to buy
land in the Bergville district. It is also known that his son N.H. Buthelezi joined the South African police. Bhamu
Buthelezi’s granddaughter went to study at an American University (Callinicos, 1987).

6.2 The Rand Steam Laundries

6.2.1 The Period between 1902 and 1946

6.2.1.1 Frank Oscar Nelson

As mentioned elsewhere, Frank Oscar Nelson started the Rand Steam Laundries. Nelson was born at Monmouth,
Illinois in the United Stated of America on 12 September 1866. During 1900 he married Aldwyth Howard Bond and
they had two children (Donaldson, 1909) namely Olive Emily Bond Nelson and Frank Oliver Bond Nelson (National
Archives, MHG, 80650). Nelson moved to the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek in 1895 and at once entered into a
contract to build the Crystal Steam Laundry for a company with a capital of £10,000. He became one of the directors
and promoters of the American Importing and Trading Company that was established in 1896 and in 1897 assisted
with the establishment of the Cape Town based entity, the Woodstock Margarine Company. In September 1898
Nelson he took over the ownership of the Transvaal Steam Laundry in Pretoria. This company obtained permission to
remain in Pretoria during the war and provided all the laundry work for British military hospitals in Pretoria during
the South African War (1899-1902). In July 1902 Nelson sold his interest in the company and subsequently moved to
Johannesburg where he purchased the Crystal Steam Laundry as well as the Auckland Park Laundry and
amalgamated the two companies under the name The Rand Steam Laundries of which he was the sole proprietor
(Donaldson, 1909). Nelson later married Dora Eileen Nelson (born Sacks). He passed away in his house “The Willows”
in Auckland Park on 30 January 1933 (National Archives, MHG, 80650).

It is interesting to note that a slightly different biography is provided by MacMillan (1933). According to this author
Nelson arrived in Johannesburg in 1895 and established “...the first steam laundry in South Africa...” on the property
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of the Robinson Gold Mining company, just before the Boer War. After the close of hostilities he resumed operations
by taking over a French laundry at Auckland Park, which developed into the Rand Steam Laundries.

Figure 17
Frank Oscar Nelson (12 September 1866
– 30 January 1933). Nelson was the sole
proprietor of the Rand Steam Laundries
(Donaldson, 1909: 342).

6.2.1.2 William Bond Parfitt

William Bond Parfitt was a director of the Rand Steam Laundries, shareholder of both the Rand Steam Laundries and
the Palace Steam Laundry as well as a close friend of Frank Oscar Nelson. Parfitt was born in the city of Omaha,
Nebraska, United States of America during September 1881. While it is not known exactly when he came to South
Africa it would appear that after arriving here he first settled in the Karoo region of the Eastern Cape. This can be
said as it is known that Parfitt married Margaret Frances Koekemoer in the present day Eastern Cape town of
Middelburg. The couple had five children namely Gladys Rundle (born Parfitt), Ethel Oscroft (born Parfitt), Amy
Dorothy Knight (born Parfitt), William Edmund Parfitt and George Lindley Parfitt. According to Parfitt’s will that was
drawn up in 1918, he had moved to Johannesburg and was the owner of the Melrose Steam Laundry at Abbotsford,
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Johannesburg by this time. Parfitt started working at the Rand Steam Laundries in 1925 and became a director of the
company. By the time of his death William Bond Parfitt owned one hundred shares in the Palace Steam Laundry and
another one hundred shares in the Rand Steam Laundries. William Bond Parfitt passed away in the Springkell
Sanatorium, Johannesburg on 1 February 1943. He was suffering from Pulmonary Tuberculosis.

6.2.1.3 Joseph Leopold Heilbron

All that is known about Joseph Leopold Heilbron is that he was the manager of the Rand Steam Laundries at the time
of the publication of the Southern African Who’s Who for the period 1919-1920 (Donaldson, 1919-1920).

Figure 18
Joseph Leopold Heilbron, manager of the Rand
Steam Laundries (Donaldson,1919-1920: 231).

6.2.1.4 Other Senior Staff Members

The names of at least some of the secretaries of the Rand Steam Laundries between 1902 and c. 1933 are known. On
a company letterhead which evidently pre-dates 1910, the secretary is indicated to be ‘E. Hjort’ (National Archives,
SGJ, 155, 1373). It is possible that this person was Eric Crispin Hjort, a Swedish immigrant. The next secretary for the
company was F. Comer-Crook. This is evident from a Rand Daily Mail article that was published in December 1910 in
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which the secretary of the company is indicated to be Comer-Crook (Rand Daily Mail, December 1910). The secretary
at the time of the death of F.O. Nelson in 1933 was I. Orsmond (National Archives, MHG, 80650).

Other senior staff members that could be identified include H. Prescus who was the Compound Manager at Rand
Steam Laundries for an unknown period of time until 1 August 1919. His position was filled by F. Coetzee (National
Archives, GNLB, 270, 55/17).

Furthermore, the manager of the Auckland Park works (i.e. the present study area) up to c. 1910 was a person by the
name of A. Plata (National Archives, GNLB, 270, 55/17).

6.2.1.5 General Staff Members

While no details with regard to the staff complement of the Crystal Steam Laundry and Auckland Park Laundry from
the period before July 1902 are known, more information of the staff complement of the Rand Steam Laundries
were obtained. The list below provides one with an idea as to the numbers of people who used to work for the
laundries, and how these numbers steadily increased over the years symbolising the expansion of the laundries and
its operations over time. It must be noted that the staff figures for the period after c. 1918 would in all likelihood
have included the staff of the Palace Steam Laundry, although this cannot be stated as fact.

Date

Description of Staff

Late 1902

The company employed more than 100 white and Malay workers (Van Onselen, 2001)

1910

The company employed 200 white women and 100 black men (Van Onselen, 2001). At the time the
black staff members were all living at the laundries (The Star, 15 October 1910).

1919-1920

The staff complement of the company was 270 individuals comprising 100 white and 170 black
employees (Donaldson 1919-1920).

1933

The staff comprised 60 white employees and some 300 black employees.

1946

The staff comprised 400 individuals.

Very limited information with regard to general staff members of the Rand Steam Laundries before 1933 was found.
In the section that follows the information that could be identified will be provided.

The first information is derived from an article which appeared in the Rand Daily Mail of 4 February 1910 under the
heading ‘Ladies and Alleged Bad Language’. The article deals with a court case in which two former employees of the
Rand Steam Laundries were accused of swearing while talking to their former ‘forelady’. The two employees in
question are identified as Magdalena Koekemoer and Katrina Regina Badenhorst and were dismissed on 22 January
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1910. It is not known for how long they had been employed at the company. The ‘forelady’ who dismissed them is
identified as Annie Grunning and she had been employed at the Rand Steam Laundries since c. 1905. The magistrate
ruled that there was insufficient evidence.

The second source of information was found in a letter written on the letterhead of the Rand Steam Laundries and
French Cleaning and Dyeing Works on 9 June 1910. On this letter a list is provided of black staff members employed
at the laundries who were residing outside the premises of the company. As was the custom at the time, only the
Christian names of these individuals are provided in the letter. Furthermore, only 17 individuals are listed in the
letter compared to the estimated 100 black staff members employed by the company at the time (see above).
Nonetheless, the names of these individuals are Jack, Andries, Isaac, Pete, Petrus, Cornelius, Aaron, Daniel, Gabriel,
Jacob, Michael, Hendrick, Jewuran, Joseph, Charlie, Sam and Charlie (National Archives, SGJ, 155, 1373).

The next bit of information dates to 1913 and deals with typhoid cases associated with the laundries. This archival
record provides the names of three individuals who were working at the Rand Steam Laundries at the time. In a
letter by Inspector George Christie of the Public Health Department dated 17 May 1913, mention is made of Annie
Morton, Margaret Soekoe and Magdalena van der Merwe who contracted typhoid while employed at the laundries
(National Archives, GNLB, 363, 104/25).

The will and testament of Frank Oscar Nelson’s stated that upon his death each white staff member of the Rand
Steam Laundries or Palace Steam Laundry was to receive an amount of ₤1 for each year of uninterrupted work for
either of the two companies. The black staff members were to receive an amount of 5 shillings for each year of
uninterrupted work for the companies. After his death on 30 January 1933, the executors of Nelson’s estate
compiled lists of staff members as well as the dates on which these staff members had been appointed. As was
customary at the time and to adhere to the requirements of Nelson’s will, one list addressed the white employees
and a second list the black and coloured employees.

With this as background these two lists provide some detail on the staff compliment employed by the two laundry
companies at the time. A total of 47 white staff members are indicated, of which five are clearly indicated to be
women. At the time the two longest working employees at the two companies was C. Bosman who started working
at one of the two laundries on 2 June 1903 and M. Venter who had been employed on 8 October 1905. The list
below indicates the white staff members who received bequeaths from Nelson’s estate. The dates on which these
staff members started working at the two companies are provided in brackets:
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K. Olivier (16 October 1924)

M. McNiven (1 September 1929)

G. Osher (1 January 1915)

T. White (1 December 1924)

E. Hitchens (1 July 1930)

W.D. Scott (1 May 1927)

D. Reynders (14 November 1930)

E.C. Bond (1 June 1926)

S. Bauer (1 July 1924)

H. Waisman (16 November 1928)

A Bauer (11 February 1918)

M. Van der Merwe (22 November 1922)

G. Way (20 April 1918)

Mrs. Bauer (30 October 1925)

J.D. Scott (6 March 1922)

C. Bosman (2 June 1903)

A. Bunce (1 July 1919)

M. Soekoe (1 December 1930)

A. Thomson (15 June 1929)

B. Mynhardt (22 January 1929)

B.S. Corti (1 November 1930)

B. Smuts (12 September 1929)

E.V. Williams (1 February 1923)

A. Van der Merwe (10 October 1929)

W.E. Barton (1 May 1909)

Mrs. J. van der Merwe (9 November 1928)

C. Reynders (7 March 1920)

E.F. Cooper (1 May 1926)

C. Loane (1 August 1923)

H. Oscroft (1 March 1923)

H. Abbott (1 August 1925)

G. Voight (1 July 1920)

J. Sacks (25 February 1927)

M.A. Nannucci (1 June 1925)

I. Orsmond (1 February 1919)

H. Hobi (7 August 1927)

M. Verwey (2 December 1923)

M. Millett (15 January 1927)

R. Orsmond ( 10 June 1929)

Mrs. Parfitt (1 July 1925)

G. Parfitt (1 August 1926)

Mrs. Dowd (12 August 1918)

W.B. Parfitt (1 December 1924)

Dora Bennett (1 April 1924)

P. Williams (15 May 1927)

S. Turner (1 August 1930)

M. Venter (8 October 1905)
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Figure 19 A section from the estate papers of F.O. Nelson showing the signatures for two
white staff members of the Rand Steam Laundries and the cross made by a third to
acknowledge receipt of the money from Nelson’s will (National Archives, MHG, 80650). The
signature of Nelson’s friend William Bond Parfitt is depicted in the centre.
The black and coloured staff members are also listed in the estate papers. However, while initials and surnames for
the white and coloured staff members are provided in the estate papers, only the Christian names of the black staff
members are provided. A total of 70 black and coloured staff members are indicated in the estate papers. The two
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black and coloured employees who have been with the two companies the longest could only be identified as Jim
and Fred. They were employed on 15 June 1911 and 18 November 1916 respectively. In the list that follows the
names of these black and coloured staff members will be provided. The respective dates on which these staff
members were employed will be provided in brackets.

Jim (15 June 1911)

Frederick (5 March 1928)

Fred (18 November 1916)

Window (31 March 1928)

Klaas (24 August 1916)

Abram (8 August 1928)

Charlie (1 July 1918)

L. Lutter (13 August 1928)

S. Fredericks (May 1919)

Jamison (5 September 1928)

Khadasami (1 May 1920)

Mishack (8 January 1929)

Jim (1 January 1921)

Lazarus (1 January 1929)

Amatsie (15 February 1921)

Eliam (4 February 1929)

F. Alexander (May 1922)

Abel (11 February 1929)

Lucas (17 October 1923)

Jacob (25 February 1929)

Naphtalie (1 January 1924)

Daniel (16 March 1929)

Willie (27 December 1924)

Anthony (27 March 1929)

Jack (1 October 1924)

Jim (4 May 1929)

Joseph (4 December 1924)

Joe (3 June 1929)

Tom (16 December 1924)

Thomas (1 July 1929)

Mack (1 April 1925)

William (21 January 1929)

Shaddrack (2 September 1925)

Hendrick (8 November 1929)

Junna (15 September 1925)

Levy (4 December 1929)

Major (3 October 1925)

Dick (27 January 1930)

Jaffice (14 October 1925)

Simon (5 May 1930)

Albert (1 November 1925)

Amos (28 July 1930)

Simon (1 December 1925)

Lucas (9 August 1930)

Tom (2 January 1926)

Samuel (14 August 1930)

S. Lezard (21 August 1926)

Jim (26 August 1930)

Piet (1 September 1926)

Solomon (2 September 1930)
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William (1 October 1926)

Johns (1 September 1930)

Kleinbooi (11 July 1927)

Franz (29 September 1930)

Samuel (1 September 1927)

Herbert (7 October 1930)

Malikiah (1 November 1927)

Michael (28 October 1930)

Philemon (30 November 1927)

Samuel (1 November 1930)

Charlie (1 January 1928)

Christoff (15 November 1930)

Piet (1 January 1928)

Jose (17 November 1930)

Daniel (25 January 1928)

Joseph (15 December 1930)

Franz (1 February 1928)

George (29 December 1930)

Bennett (17 February 1928)

Elias (29 January 1931)

Figure 20 A section from the estate papers of F.O. Nelson showing the use of fingerprints
by the black staff members of the Rand Steam Laundries to acknowledge receipt of the
money from Nelson’s will (National Archives, MHG, 80650).
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6.2.2 The Period between 1946 and 1962

6.2.2.1 The Amoils Family

In 1946 the Rand Steam Laundries was acquired by the Amoils family and in the same year the directors were A.
Amoils, E. Amoils and M. Amoils (Diamond Jubilee Souvenir for Johannesburg, 1946). The Amoils family are wellknown landowners in Johannesburg.

6.2.2.2 Mark Shope

Mark Shope was born on 30 November 1918 in Tzaneen, present-day Limpopo Province (www.whoswho.co.za). He
married Gertrude Moeketsi in 1957. Shope was chairman of the National Union of African Laundering, Cleaning and
Dyeing Workers during the late 1950s and was one of the accused in the so-called Treason Trial which lasted from
1957 to 1961. He was also the General Secretary of the South African Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU)
(www.sahistory.org.za) and a commissar in Umkhonto weSizwe. Shope was one of the first Umkhonto weSizwe
soldiers to be trained in the Soviet Union. After returning from exile he was chosen as an honorary president of the
Post and Telecommunications Workers’ Association. He was a recipient of The Order of the Baobab in Gold for
“...exceptional contribution to the struggle against apartheid and the development of the labour movement.”
(www.thepresidency.gov.za). Mark Shope passed away on 2 February 1998 (www.whoswho.co.za).

According to an article that was published in The Thinker (2011), Mark Shope worked at the Rand Steam Laundries in
Croesus during the late 1950s. It is not presently known whether the Croesus premises of the company was a branch
office, collection point or laundry in its own right. His association with the Rand Steam Laundries is also indicated in
the minutes of the National Union of African Laundering, Cleaning and Dyeing Workers (University of the
Witwatersrand, Historical Papers, AD1812).

6.2.2.3 Dan Mekgoe

Dan Mekgoe was a Committee Member of the National Union of African Laundering, Cleaning and Dyeing Workers
during the late 1950s (University of the Witwatersrand, Historical Papers, AD1812) and was banned by the apartheid
government after 1 February 1963 (www.sahistory.org.za). He worked for the Rand Steam Laundries during the late
1950s. This is indicated in the minutes of the National Union of African Laundering, Cleaning and Dyeing Workers
(University of the Witwatersrand, Historical Papers, AD1812).
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Figure 21
Mark Shope, trade unionist and antiapartheid struggle hero
(www.sahistory.org.za). Shope worked
for the Rand Steam Laundries during
the late 1950s.

6.3 The Palace Steam Laundry

Very few people who were exclusively associated with the Palace Steam Laundry could be identified. In this section
the individuals who could be identified will be discussed.

6.3.1 Nicholas James Worthington

Almost no information is known about Nicholas James Worthington apart from the fact that in 1899 he and his
brother C.H. Worthington were the owners of the Palace Steam Laundry. By 1913 he was still indicated to be a coowner of the laundry. It is also known that the Worthington brothers were American citizens.
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6.3.2 Charles Henry Worthington

Again, almost no information is known about Charles Henry Worthington apart from the fact that he co-owned the
Palace Steam Laundry with his brother. By 1913 he was still indicated to be a co-owner of the laundry. It is also
known that the Worthington brothers were American citizens.

6.3.3 John Davies Mulligan

John Davies Mulligan was the manager of the Palace Steam Laundry during at least 1913 (National Archives, WLD,
5/214, 185/1913). All that is known about him is that he was a member of the South African Constabulary during the
South African War (1899-1902) (National Archives, SAC, 164, C198) and that he passed away in Cape Town in 1943.

6.3.4 Frank Baldwin

Frank Baldwin was employed by the Palace Steam Laundry on 2 August 1909 as a ‘Driver or Van-man’. His job
entailed the collection of parcels and laundry work in Germiston. On 15 February 1913 the Palace Steam Laundry
gave notice to Baldwin that his employment contract would come to an end on 22 February 1913. He was
subsequently employed by the Reliance Steam Laundry and during 1913 the Palace Steam Laundry started a court
case as they believed that Baldwin was in breach of the restraint of trade agreement which formed part of his
employment contract with them (National Archives, WLD, 5/214, 185/1913).

6.3.5 John Adriaan Henning

John Adriaan Henning was employed by the Palace Steam Laundry as a ‘Driver or Van-man’ to replace Frank Baldwin
on 22 February 1913 (National Archives, WLD, 5/214, 185/1913). Apart from the fact that after the South African
War he was living in Boksburg (National Archives, CJC, 730, 454) nothing is known about this individual.

6.4 Staff Accommodation

6.4.1 White Staff Members

If one assesses where the white staff members of the Rand Steam Laundries and Palace Steam Laundry were living, it
is evident that especially during the first few decades many must have resided in Vrededorp. In a letter written by
Nicholas James Worthington of the Palace Steam Laundry in 1899 mention is made of the fact that his laundry had
been employing “...a number of poor Dutch girls of Vrededorp...” (National Archives, KG, CR7452/99). By 1913 both
Annie Grunning and Margaret Soekoe who are listed in the abovementioned references were residents of
PGS HERITAGE

49

Vrededorp. It is also implied in the same Rand Daily Mail article that Magdalena Koekemoer and Katrina Regina
Badenhorst were staying there at the time. Vrededorp was established in 1895 by the government of the ZuidAfrikaansche Republiek as a residential area for poor whites and during these early years of its existence Vrededorp’s
population would have primarily comprised Afrikaners (Callinicos, 1987). Vrededorp is also located roughly 1.1km
south of the present study area and would have been within easy walking distanced for these staff members.

The other residential areas that are mentioned include Richmond (where Magdalena van der Merwe was staying
when she contracted typhoid fever) as well as the cottages on Park Road which were completed between 1908 and
1913. Annie Morton was living in the cottages at the time that she contracted typhoid fever on or about 23 April
1913. With the completion of the Park Road cottages during the period between 1908 and 1913 a number of the
staff members of the Rand Steam Laundries would have resided there. Apart from the information provided above
which indicates that at least one white woman by the name of Annie Morton was living at the cottages in 1913, no
further information identifying the residents of the cottages were found.

The cottages on Napier Road were privately owned by Gershon Lakier until c. 1935. During this period he rented the
three semi-detached cottages out to private individuals. After the acquisition of the study area by the Amoils family
in 1946 these cottages were used by night-watchmen and boiler men employed at the laundries.

6.4.2 ‘Coloured’ and Malay Staff Members

As indicated by Van Onselen (2001) the staff of the Rand Steam Laundries at the end of 1902 comprised 100 White
and Malay women. Although no supporting information was found, it can be assumed that at least some of the
Malay staff members would have lived in the so-called ‘Malay Camp’. This area was established in 1894 and the
conditions were very poor. In 1908 the ‘Malay Camp’ was described as ‘the worst slum in Johannesburg.’ (Callinicos,
1987). The ‘Malay Camp’ was located directly south of Vrededorp where Pageview is currently situated. At a distance
of roughly 1.8km from the present study area staff members would have been able to walk between their homes
and the laundries.

6.4.3 Black Staff Members

Before the construction of the compound at the Rand Steam Laundries in 1910 limited accommodation for black
staff members were available at both the Rand Steam Laundries as well as the Palace Steam Laundries in the form of
small rooms. The archival research has also showed that by 1910 some of the black staff members were renting
accommodation in places such as Auckland Park, Brixton, Melville, Park Town West, Braamfontein, Berea, Vrededorp
and Berea. After the replacement of the compound with a coal bunker and boiler house between 1938 and 1952 the
black staff members were in all likelihood forced to live in areas further away such as Klipspruit.
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