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Fish played a vital role in the colonisation of the Cape. When in 1687, Simon van der Stel discovered False 
Bay teeming with fish that could provide the much needed food for the settlers and the company’s slaves, he 
established a base camp  at ‘Kalkhoven’ – as Kalk Bay was known at that time. 

 

Bachelors desirous of mating and spending a sporting weekend could do no better than enjoy the 
comforts of King’s Hotel. [Kalk Bay] 
                                                        Wynberg Times January 13, 1883 

His son Governor Willem Adriaan van der Stel was later denounced and censured for using his position to 
enrich himself through fishing rights and fishing licences. It is incomprehensible that this same practice is still 
repeated to this day. 

The three harbours of Kalk Bay / Simon’s Town, Cape Town and Hout Bay all had a significant impact on 
South African history. 

 

Kalk Bay proclaimed a port 



Because deliveries to Simon’s Town by ox wagon was laboriously difficult, Kalk Bay was used as the most 
suitable point to supply settlers there via boat with essential goods. 

Cape Town also benefited from Kalk Bay’s supply of lime and fresh fish, the staple diet of the slaves. This 
prompted an increase in storage buildings and the establishment of settlements in the region. So important 
was this village that in 1917 it was proclaimed a Port under the jurisdiction of the Railway and Harbour 
Administration. 

In 1828 over 6000 slaves – consisting mainly of descendants of local Khoi, African and Asian people – gained 
their freedom. This led to a tremendous infusion of experience and expertise into Kalk Bay, particularly in 
relation to fishing. 

Die Kaapse Taal 

The area fast became a colourful and vibrant settlement. There were many races, cultures and languages, 
among them Khoi, Dutch, English, German, French, Spanish, Filipino, Javanese, Indonesian and Africans. It 
is believed some of the slang words in “Die Kaapse Taal” originate from this time of cultural intermingling. 

The Muslim and Filipino communities were renowned as experienced first-rate fishers. Many went on to ply 
their trade in Namibia where pay was much more rewarding. 

Kalk Bay neighbourhoods 

Kalk Bay’s three predominant neighbourhoods were loosely divided along class lines. “Die Dam” was home 
to the elite, a diversified prosperous community consisting of both Muslims and Christians who were skippers, 
businesspeople and boat owners. 

“Die Middledorp” could best be described as “middle class” and was where most of the Filipino families lived. 
And “Die Land” was a place of excessive poverty accommodating mainly lowly paid fish workers, where 
many occupants lived in squalor. 

Social problems 

Kalk Bay was not immune to the influence of the politics and social ills that befell Cape Town. Bad behaviour 
within the fishing community caused residents to petition for a police station and the stationing of their own 
dedicated constable. 

Common complaints included squatters, rowdiness, hooliganism, and brawls with the use of the knives. 
Drunkenness was of such a high level that the church leaders had a saying. This was “from the bottle to the 
coffin”, possibly related to the consumption of the rough and highly potent home-made spirit brew known as 
rotgat [witblits]. 

The day for soup, brandy and a prostitute 

Local fishermen had a humorous saying when the weather was bad: “Vandag is die dag vir sop, brandewyn 
en ‘n gentoo” (today is the day for soup, brandy and a prostitute). 

It is a reflection of an environment heavily influenced by hunger, alcoholism and sex. (Gentoo, derives from 
the name of the ship which arrived at Cape Town in the mid-19th century with a group 46 women especially 
recruited to work as prostitutes). 

Not surprisingly with the influx of men and shortage of women, prostitution flourished. The inglorious Irish 
trollop Abigail Diamond and her colleagues were in great demand. 

Unsung heroes 



Kalk Bay produced some excellent skilled fishers, outstanding sportsmen, and remarkable women. There were 
many unsung heroes, notably Charlotte and Harriet Humphreys and Alice Pocklington, known as ‘The Sisters 
of Mercy’. 

There were also less salubrious characters who might have thrived in today’s political environment. One was 
Princess Catherine Maria Radziwell who famously defrauded Cecil Rhodes of large sums of money and was 
sentenced to two years imprisonment. By today’s standards she may be regarded a hero. 

Protecting livelihoods 

Generally speaking, the wealthy at that time regarded the fishing community as persons worthy of sympathy 
and assistance, social inferiors rather than social equals. 

Although Kalk Bay residents were chastised for supporting the Department of Coloured Affairs, it was more 
than likely at attempt to protect their livelihoods – the ‘only way out’. 

By contrast, in the intervening years Kalk Bay has become the centre of fishing activism. 
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