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                                                             ABSTRACT    

                                                        

 

 

This thesis is a critical study of a conservation project on restoration of a Stone Wall at 

Bluestone Quarry on Robben Island, a world heritage site. The Stone Wall was built by the ex-

political prisoners, in the early 1960s, as part of their hard labour. The thesis mainly focuses on 

the contestations that arose during the twelve year period of the project (2002 to 2014) among 

the stakeholders that included the ex-political prisoners, the environmentalists, the heritage 

managers and South African Heritage Resource Agency. Central to this study was the question, 

when a restoration project of a significant heritage site is informed by oral history and memories 

how are the concerns of diverse range of interest groups addressed and resolved? The thesis is 

grounded in the theoretical frameworks of sites of memory, heritage and conservation. The study 

involved both archival research and oral history as its research methodologies. The thesis shows 

that during the restoration project of the Stone Wall, the proposed designs had impacts on 

authenticity and  biodiversity  of the site. The various stakeholders that were involved debated 

and sought ways to influence decisions in resolving these impacts. Where necessary 

compromises were made. The thesis argues that during the project, oral history and memory 

work, and by extension the ex-political prisoners, had a significant role in influencing some of 

the important decisions. Among other things, the thesis seeks to provide a critical understanding 

of issues of heritage and conservation management on sites that are of cultural/historical 

significance. 
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                                                      INTRODUCTION 

 

My passionate interest and enthusiasm in conservation of heritage, particularly heritage sites, can 

be attributed to the year 2013. This was the year when I had enrolled as a student in the African 

Programme in Museum and Heritage Studies (APMHS), a programme sponsored and run by 

Robben Island Museum (RIM) and the History Department of the University of the Western 

Cape (UWC). 

  

One of the modules of the programme, Conservation and Site Management, requires students to 

familiarise themselves with conceptual, theoretical and technical frameworks that are critical in 

conservation and management of intangible and tangible, cultural and natural heritage on a 

national or world heritage site. Our lecturer, Ron Viney, introduced our class to the Bluestone 

Quarry site on Robben Island. More importantly, he explained to us the history of Bluestone 

Quarry as a cultural and historic fabric and how it is understood as a natural heritage site. 

 

During that time, the project of the restoration of the Bluestone Quarry wall was in progress at a 

consultative phase and it was facing challenges from various stakeholders.  To provoke debate 

among the students he invited Sabelo Mdadla, the Environmental Officer of Robben Island 

Museum to share and debate with the students issues of heritage management of the site vis-à-vis 

the Bluestone Quarry wall project that was underway. Sabelo Mdadla‟s arguments leant towards 

the conservation of the natural heritage of the site. Subsequently, the class was confused and 

polarised along those who argued for the natural significance of the site and those who argued 

for the cultural and historic significance of the site. At the core of the debate, was whether the 
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Bluestone Quarry could be defined as a natural heritage site or a cultural heritage site. This 

dilemma was compounded by the fact that the site is rich and inhabited by a diverse range of 

marine life and has some historic relics, for example, the Stone Wall. My argument was that the 

site was a mixed heritage site and should be treated as such. That debate was never resolved to 

the satisfaction of each side. 

 

The experience on that day inspired me to probe and investigate further about issues of heritage 

conservation. More specifically, I was interested in the project of the Stone Wall, with the aim of 

exploring the heritage contestations that were emerging from various stakeholders in the process 

of conserving heritage on a world heritage site. The discussion of the project brought home to us 

students that the conservation of cultural heritage resource can be hugely challenging. In one 

part, this is due to the scale and complexity involved in understanding the philosophy, 

terminology, methodology and techniques of cultural heritage conservation. On the other, it is 

due to involvement of many different professions in cultural heritage management. Consequently 

conservation activities do not follow a simple formula rather they depend on an appropriate 

understanding of the values of the heritage resource. Often this becomes a contested enterprise 

hard to resolve.
1
 In the course of time, I found parallels with Laurajane Smith‟s book on Uses of 

Heritage in which she identified what she calls the Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD), which 

mostly informs heritage decisions in the conservation and management of heritage institutions, 

for instance, museums and sites.  She also identified the subaltern discourse in heritage 

                                                           
1
 B.Feilden and J. Jokilehto,Management Guidelines for World Cultural Heritage Sites (Rome; ICCROM,1998), 

p.64. 
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conservation that often works in resistance to the AHD.
2
  These aspects were evident in the 

Stone Wall project. That was the beginning of my interest in this study. 

This body of work therefore revolves around issues of conservation of heritage resources, more 

specifically heritage sites. Through the Bluestone Quarry Stone Wall project, the thesis theorises 

the conservation and management principles of heritage sites. The study explores some of the 

conservation principles, complexities and challenges involved during conservation of a cultural 

heritage resource. The thesis situates memory and oral history at the core of conservation 

practice in heritage management. This is a departure from the AHD in which heritage is seen as a 

„thing‟ and far removed from meaning making.
3
 

 

Laurajane Smith makes an important argument that „heritage is not a thing, it is not a site, 

building, or other material object and while these things are important they are not in themselves 

heritage.‟ Rather „heritage and its conservation is a social and cultural practice of meaning 

making of the material things that constitute heritage.‟
4
  Thus through the memory of the ex-

political prisoners of Robben Island my study attempts to demonstrate that contrary to AHD,  the 

practice of heritage is not only confined to management and conservation protocols, techniques 

and procedures  that heritage managers, archaeologists, architects, museum curators and other 

experts undertake. However, it is also about memory work and meaning making of the fabric that 

is referred to as heritage.  

 

My work therefore is an attempt to analyse the role of   memory and oral history in conservation 

practice, more specifically in informing interpretation and conservation of a cultural heritage site. 

                                                           
2
 L.Smith, Uses of Heritage (New York: Routledge, 2006),  p.44. 

3
 Smith, Uses of Heritage,  p.11. 

4
 Smith, Uses of Heritage,  p.45. 
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Equally, it seeks to examine the range of interest groups involved and how conflicts are resolved.    

 

I find it instructive at this juncture to clarify that my study has the possibilities to be approached 

from various vantage points. This is because heritage as a discipline and as a concept is 

multidisciplinary with various but related heritage typologies. Thus, heritage draws its existence 

and form from various disciplines for example history, archaeology, architecture, paleontology, 

geography and environmental studies among others. Therefore, as someone who has a strong 

background in history unlike in archaeology and other disciplines my approach to the study is 

arguably relative to a historical perspective. However, the same study could be approached from 

vantage points of other heritage typologies. 

 

Background  

Between 1961 and 1991, Robben Island served as a political prison for anti-apartheid activists. In 

1994 with the birth of the democratic era and the spirit of the Mandela presidency, the island 

became a beacon of reconciliation. It was declared a national museum and heritage site in 

December 1996. The island was officially opened to visitors in January 1997 and work soon 

commenced on various infrastructural upgrades. In December 1999, the site was declared a 

World Heritage Site as a symbol of the „triumph of the human spirit over adversity.‟
5
 

 

On the island there are different sites with different layers of histories. The quarries on the island 

contribute to the history of this island.There are twenty quarries recorded on the site register data 

                                                           
5
 H. Deacon, „Intangible Heritage in Conservation Management Planning; The Case of Robben Island‟, 

International Journal of Heritage Studies, 10, 3, (2004),  p.1. 
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base for the island. Many of these are concealed by vegetation and some have been filled in.
6
 

The oldest quarry is the Jan van Riebeeck Quarry – or Jan se Gat (Jan‟s Hole) – situated to the 

southeast of the Island. It is said that the quarry was opened and extensively mined for slate at 

the time of Jan van Riebeeck from 1652, employing forced labour. The slate was used in 

construction works in the emerging European settlement at the Cape that today is Cape Town. 

This quarry continued to be worked intermittently for 300 years until 1963 when it was closed, 

but not before the early political prisoners kept at the Ou Tronk  had been forced to work there.
7
 

 

Another important quarry is the Limestone Quarry. It is a large excavation located inland, 

southwest of Murray‟s Bay Harbour. Lime was first quarried there during the Dutch colonial 

period. From 1963 political prisoners from the general section were deployed to work on it. 

However, inmates from the isolation cells of B-Section who worked there for many years soon 

replaced them.
8
  Much of the limestone excavated from this quarry was used to surface the roads 

on the island.  The northern side of the Limestone Quarry was partially filled by the prison 

authorities in the late 1980s, as was the practice on the mainland. At the entrance of the quarry 

there is an isivivane (a cairn of stones commemorating the political prisoners of the apartheid era 

on Robben Island). Ex-political prisoners, led by Mandela, during their 1995 reunion, created 

this. 

 

The Bluestone Quarry, which constitutes the focus of this thesis is located in the northern 

western corner and it is the site where both the common law prisoners and the political prisoners 

                                                           
6
 See Robben Island Museum Integrated Conservation Management Plan 2013-2018,RIM (Unpublished, 2013), 

p.34. 
7
 Conservation Management Plan, p.37. 

8
 Conservation Management Plan, p.39. 
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endured hard labour. The Bluestone Quarry was opened and operated by prison labourers in 

1963 for the mining of slate, also called bluestone. This was to meet demand for the stone used 

for cladding buildings on both the island and mainland.
9
  Most of the bluestone for the 

construction of the maximum prison and network of roads on the island was extracted from this 

site from the labouring and suffering of these prisoners. 

 

Before the prisoners started to work on the quarry, they built a Stone Wall or dyke to separate the 

sea from the quarry. This was because sea water, even under moderate tide, easily gained entry 

into the quarry, thereby disrupting operations on the site. The Stone Wall was made from the 

locally available materials on the site, for example, sand, sea shells, and beach pebbles. The 

apartheid government could have built a more permanent dyke but did not. The prison warders 

cynically took pleasure at the prisoners‟ futile task of offloading sand and grit to buttress the 

dyke only for them to find it washed away by the waves.
10

  In 1978 all quarrying activities on the 

island ceased because of the pressure from the International Committee of the Red Cross which 

was advocating for the rights of prisoners. The Bluestone Quarry was consequently closed. 

However, the site was still looked after by the Department of the Correctional Services until they 

finally left the island in 1997.
11

  The Robben Island Museum (RIM) established in 1996 took 

over the responsibility of maintaining the structures on the island. 

 

                                                           
9
  See Ron Viney-RIM Quarries and Robert Sobukwe Final Document (Unpublished 2011),  p.25. 

10
 See Stone Quarry 2, 12 October 2003, Tape 14c RF 0842 , Mayibuye Archives, University of Western Cape, and 

Cape Town.   
11

 Information from  Ron Viney, Conservation Consultant with Ad Festina, 14 July 2014. 
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In September 2001, a maritime storm destroyed a middle section of the Stone Wall resulting in 

the tide breaking into the quarry and creating a wide gap 15 m wide.
12

  The Stone Wall was later 

severely damaged by the actions of sea waves.  A survey of the Stone Wall in 2002 found that it 

exhibited signs of general and progressive collapse. This was chiefly due to the combined effects 

of the application of heterogeneous building materials, variation in size of those building 

materials, building techniques  and the action of the sea. The fragility of the Stone Wall rendered 

it „sensitive heritage‟ from a conservation perspective.
13

 

 

As part of conservation management and in response to the degrading condition of the Stone 

Wall, in 2002 RIM contracted the Department of Public Works (DPW) to restore the Stone Wall. 

Among other plans, DPW recommended the placement of concrete cubes in a line along the 

shore to absorb the force of the sea.
14

  However, an independent survey carried out in May and 

August 2004 by archaeologist, Edward Matenga, concluded that it was necessary to comply with 

international guidelines adopted by the UNESCO World Heritage Convention and affiliated 

organisations, such as the International Committee on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), on the 

treatment of places of heritage significance. Specific reference was made to the Australia  

ICOMOS charter for places of cultural significance, also called the Burra Charter. Article 15 of 

this charter clearly stipulates that „change may be necessary to retain cultural significance, but is 

undesirable where it reduces cultural significance‟. It further provides that „the amount of change 

to a place should be guided by cultural significance and its history.‟
15

 

 

                                                           
12

 E. Matenga, „Proposals for the Conservation of a Dry Stone Wall at the Blue Stone Quarry on Robben Island’, 

File 9/2/018/0004, SAHRA Archives (Unpublished Report, 2004),  p.10. 
13 Matenga, p.11. 
14.Matenga, p.12.  
15.Matenga, p.15. 
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In the light of this, questions were asked from both the South African Heritage Resource Agency 

(SAHRA) and representatives of the ex-political prisoners who constitute the board of RIM on 

whether the new additions would retain the cultural/historical significance of the Stone Wall. The 

Stone Wall project became a contested project as it tried to find a middle ground to satisfy all the 

stakeholders. These stakeholders included environmentalists, heritage managers, engineers, 

SAHRA and the representatives of the ex-political prisoners. The contestations around the Stone 

Wall Project were long drawn. The debates commenced in 2002 and the resolution emerged in 

2014. 

 

Research problems/Aims of study 

This research thesis aims to investigate how the project of the Stone Wall came to be heavily 

contested and how it was resolved. At its core is the question, when a restoration project of a 

significant heritage site is informed by oral history and memories, how are the concerns of a 

diverse range of interest groups and subsequent contestations resolved? The thesis therefore aims 

to provide an account of the Stone Wall project, to examine the role of oral history and memory 

work during the project, to identify the different stakeholders and their arguments, to examine 

how the matter was resolved and, finally, to understand issues of heritage management on a 

world heritage site. In essence, the thesis provides an example of restoration and conservation 

and conflict management. 

 

Rationale for Study 

Robben Island and the Bluestone Quarry, in particular, are significant heritage sites given their 

place in the political struggle against apartheid. Much of the scholarly literature that is available 
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about these spaces focuses mainly on their history. However, there has not been a focus on the 

Bluestone Quarry as heritage and how this heritage is conserved and managed. This research 

project therefore contributes by departing from the seemingly conventional approach of 

historicizing the Bluestone Quarry by studying how its history and its heritage are conserved and 

managed.   

 

Literature Review       

Robben Island, located eleven kilometers from Table Bay has attracted some attention from 

various scholars. Much of what has been written ranges from the general history of the island 

and the memories and experiences of the ex-political prisoners who once served on the island 

during the time when it was a notorious prison from 1961 to 1990. Charlene Smith in her book 

Robben Island detailed the island‟s significant political and social history. She provided 

engrossing accounts of the leper colony once housed on the island, the exile of the Xhosa chiefs, 

the ships wrecked along its shores and the diversity of the island‟s ecosystem.
16

  

 

Harriet Deacon‟s edited book The Island: A History of Robben Island; 1488-1990 has provided a 

genealogy of Robben Island. It comprehensively documented the various functions which the 

island performed through its different historical phases. In chapter two, „Robben Island -1488-

1805‟, Nigel Penn traced the island‟s early European contacts. According to Penn, the 

Portuguese explorer, Bartholomeu Diaz, was possibly the first mariner to land at Robben Island 

in 1488.
17

 The Europeans on sea voyages used the island as a pantry to feed the sailors on 

passing ships. In chapter three, Harriet Deacon discussed the period when the island served as a 

                                                           
16

 C.Smith, Robben Island (Cape Town: Struik Publishers, 1997),  p.8. 
17

 H. Deacon (ed), The Island: A history of Robben Island: 1488-1990 (Cape Town: David Philip, 1996),  p.9. 
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British prison from 1800-1896 for those who resisted colonial rule.
18

  In a further chapter, 

Deacon focused on the time when the island served as a medical institution.
19

  The last two 

chapters by Fran Buntman focused on resistance on Robben Island during the time of the anti-

apartheid political prisoners.
20

  

 

Fran Buntman has provided a more sustained analysis of prisoner memories of the island in a 

subsequent monograph entitled Robben Island and Prisoner Resistance to Apartheid.
21

 She has 

provided a remarkable study of prison lives and resistance among the different groups of political 

prisoners incarcerated on Robben Island. Basing her account on extensive interviews with many 

who had spent considerable parts of their adult lives on the island ,she provided valuable insight 

into prison conditions, collective resistance and responsibility, apartheid struggle, political 

imprisonment more generally and its connections to political transformation. 

  

Buntman argued that „the most brutal aspect of day to day life was the hard labor the prisoners 

performed and the abuse associated with it, especially in the early years.‟
22

  Robben Island‟s 

„serious human rights violations occurred during the working hours. Most prisoners would 

quarry lime or stone, chop wood, crush stone, repair or make roads with a pick and shovel or 

drag seaweed from the beaches and the sea‟.
23

 Buntman pointed out that in the 1990s, much of 

the public focus on the difficult and dangerous conditions of hard labour that the prisoners on 

Robben Island faced was directed to the lime quarry, as this was where Nelson Mandela and the 

                                                           
18

 Deacon (ed), The Island,  p.33. 
19

 Deacon (ed), The Island,  p.57. 
20

 Deacon (ed), The Island,  pp.93-137. 
21

 Buntman, Robben Island and Prisoner Resistance to Apartheid (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2003), 

p.49. 
22

 Buntman, Robben Island,  p.49. 
23

 Buntman, Robben Island,  p.50. 
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single cell prisoners labored. She pointed out that the damage to Nelson Mandela‟s eyes after 

years of work at the quarry without eye protection was perhaps the most common example.
24

 

However, Buntman highlighted the fact that the worst abuses took place in the stone quarries. In  

concentrating on the lime rather than the stone quarries,
25

  the press ignored where the torture 

really was on Robben Island. Buntman‟s work thus points to the significance of the stone quarry. 

 

Apart from these general histories, the democratic era has seen a proliferation of writings by and 

about ex-political prisoners of their lives on the island. These writings have been in the forms of 

memoirs, biographies, autobiographies and published letters of the ex-political prisoners.   

 Ciraj Rassool has described this trend as „the biographic complex‟ in South Africa.
26

  Cases of 

systematic racism and discrimination, brutality of the warders, back- breaking hard labour in the 

quarries and learning are common themes in most Robben Island literature post 1994.
27

 

 

In Island in Chains, Indres Naidoo narrated his ten year prison experience at Robben Island.  

Naidoo‟s memoirs are significant in alerting one to the construction of the Stone Wall/dyke at 

the Bluestone Quarry. They detail his first encounter with the Bluestone Quarry and its 

associated hardships and they provide an account of the construction of the Stone Wall.
28

  In 

Memoirs of a Saboteur, Natoo Babenia shared similar experiences of suffering at the Bluestone 
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Quarry  like those of Naidoo. He vividly described the hard labour and the penalties imposed on 

prisoners by the warders when they failed to meet their required quota of crushed bluestone.
29

 

In Long Walk to Freedom, the autobiography about the epic life of Nelson Mandela right from 

his birth and his political activism through the struggle until the time he became president, 

Mandela shared his experiences of working on the Limestone Quarry. He recounted that „worse 

than the heat at the quarry was the light. Our backs were protected from the sun by our shirts but 

the sun‟s rays would be reflected into our eyes by the lime itself. The glare hurt  our eyes and 

along with the dust made it difficult to see…It would take long after each  day‟s work for our 

eyes to adjust to the diminished light.‟
30

  Attempts to request for sunglasses fell on deaf ears until 

the visit of legislator Helen Suzman who negotiated with the authorities.
31

 This highlights the 

significance of the Limestone Quarry more than the Bluestone Quarry. 

 

In his book, Letters from Robben Island, which  comprises a selection of his prison 

correspondence from 1964 to1989, Ahmed Kathrada wrote about hard labour on Robben Island. 

However, he did not go into details about the quarries apart from mentioning that there were two 

quarries on the island; the stone quarry where the prisoners in the main prison worked and the 

lime quarry where he worked together with others in section B of the prison.
32

  

 

In the biography of  Walter and Albertina Sisulu: In Our Life Time  which is about the political 

activism of Walter and his wife Albetina, Walter Sisulu noted that  hard labour  was the  central 

feature of the island. The prison population was divided into work teams assigned to different 
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tasks, which included digging for stone in the Stone quarry or lime in the Limestone Quarry, 

chopping wood, making or repairing roads, collecting seaweed and cleaning the yards and cells. 

Sisulu recounts that most prisoners worked in the Limestone Quarry. He further recalled that 

political prisoners were generally allocated the most difficult jobs, while the common law 

prisoners were generally assigned the less strenuous staff jobs in the hospital, offices and 

kitchen.
33

  

 

Life for the prisoners was not only about hard labour but also education and studies .Ahmed 

Kathrada in Memoirs asserted that „the single advantage of being sent to Robben Island was the 

education it offered to many of the early in mates in particular.‟
34

 He became the first „islander‟ 

to obtain degree. Much of the teaching was taking place at the quarries and the teachers were the 

prisoners themselves.
35

 

 

There are also articles on Robben Island which focus on issues of heritage, interpretation of this 

heritage and its conservation. Harriet Deacon has provided a significant start to understanding 

conservation management on Robben Island. Her article „Intangible Heritage in Conservation 

Management Planning-The Case of Robben Island‟ centred on the challenges of managing a 

historic fabric whose significance is defined as primarily symbolic. She explored the 

implications for conservation management planning of interpreting and managing the intangible 

heritage of such sites which have symbolic value. She analysed how Robben Island„s symbolic 

significance has been defined in terms of a triumphal narrative and how competing 
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interpretations should be included in the management plan. She called for inclusion of sites like 

Bluestone Quarry in the management plan of the island.
36

 

 

In the paper entitled „Memory and History at Robben Island‟ Harriet Deacon discussed the 

debates and contestations of heritage on Robben Island. She problematised Robben Island 

Museum‟s motto of „triumph of human spirit over adversity‟. She argued that „the very nature of 

Robben Island as a symbolic site creates many opportunities for disagreement over its 

meaning.‟
37

 She further argued that „to describe this triumph simply as moral good over evil is 

however to downplay the political dimension.‟ The anti-apartheid movement was never very 

united with major ideological differences, for example, between the African National Congress 

and the Pan African Congress. For her, the triumphal narrative is politically constructed. She 

further pointed out how the lime quarry, where most of the leadership of ANC worked, is given 

more publicity than the Bluestone Quarry  worked by the rank and file and where much suffering 

occurred. 
38

 

 

In „Shades of Dark  Tourism: Alcatraz and Robben Island‟, Carolyn Strange and Michael Kempa 

have explored how former sites of punishment  and incarceration have become  popular tourist 

destinations as defunct prisons are converted into museums and heritage sites. They drew 

comparisons between Alcatraz in the United States and Robben Island in South Africa. They 

argued that „while some theorists might categorise such practices as “dark tourism” it is 
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important for an analysis that accounts for multiple shades of penal history marketing and 

interpretation.‟
39

  Drawing on policy documents, site observations, tourist surveys and interviews 

with museum staff, their article showed „how multi-hued forms of interpretation have been 

produced, through not only shifting priorities of memory managers but also the expectations of 

tourists and the agendas of external interest groups.‟
40

 

 

Nancy Phwaswana- Mafuya and Norbert Haydam provided an insight into some of the roles and 

activities of RIM as a heritage institution mandated to manage the heritage of the island. Their 

objective was to explore the expectations of tourists visiting Robben Island Museum. They 

identified the following functions of RIM: maintaining the political and universal symbolism of 

its heritage, conserving and managing natural and cultural heritage resources and promoting 

itself as platform for critical debate and lifelong learning among others.
41

 Myra Shackly 

highlighted debates surrounding the future of the island that included its position within the 

multicultural heritage of the Western Cape, whether or not it should be developed as a 

conference centre including residential accommodation, and to what extent its message should be 

politicised.
42

 

 

Almost twelve years since the Stone Wall on Bluestone Quarry was washed away and the project 

on its restoration began nothing has been written about the Stone Wall and how the memories of 

the ex-political prisoners influenced the project. This thesis, therefore, contributes to a better 
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understanding of the Bluestone Quarry by critically analysing the conservation project of the 

restoration of the Stone Wall and the challenges it faced.   

 

Conceptual framework 

Concepts of memory, heritage and conservation manifest themselves at the Bluestone Quarry 

through the Stone Wall Project. This study is influenced by several significant works on memory 

and places, sites of memory and conservation management. 

 

Steven Hoelscher and Derek Alderman have argued that there is an inextricable link between 

memory and place. Thus certain spaces are markers of history and memory. In such a 

relationship, they argued, „memory and place conjoin to produce much of the context of modern   

identities and often rigorous contestations of these identities.‟
43

  This is quite the case with the 

Stone Wall Project on Bluestone Quarry when the ex-political prisoners memorialise their 

experiences embedded on the site. Thus the Bluestone Quarry becomes the „site‟ on which their 

memories are located and any changes to this site, through new developments, affect the ex-

political prisoners and their remembering. Hoelscher and Alderman also noted that „the 

preservation of recollections rests on their anchorage in space.‟
44

  Following on Hoelscher and 

Alderman, this study is concerned with how memories about this space manifested themselves 

during the Stone Wall conservation project and how they influenced the resolution of the project. 

 

The French historian Pierre Nora put forward the notion of „sites‟ of memory- or lieux de 

memoir. He gives prominence to the various ways in which memory is spatially constituted. For 
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Nora memory is attached to „sites‟ that are concrete  and physical: the burial places, cathedrals, 

battlefields, prisons that embody tangible notions of the past as well as the „sites‟ that are non-

material or not physical. Sites of memory, therefore, encompass geographical spaces.
45

  The 

Bluestone Quarry because of its connections with the memories of the ex-political prisoners 

becomes a site of memory in a geographical space. 

 

Sean Field has argued that „the selective character of memory is not a problem but a structuring 

principle of how people temporally and spatially work through their memories of the „then and 

there‟ of the past in the „here and now‟ of the present.‟
46

  He further argued that „these selections 

are both conscious and unconscious, and reveal the agency of people constructing memories to 

meet their needs, wants and desires.‟
47

  Memory thus involves imagination as Field‟s book 

suggests and is not necessarily a resource for retrieval of facts .This provides a basis to examine 

memory making during the Stone Wall Project. In his project on sites of memory  in Langa, Sean 

Field has problematised the  binaries between tangible heritage(e.g. buildings,places,etc.) and 

intangible heritage(e.g. oral histories, performances and rituals) when it comes to heritage 

conservation on sites of memory. He saw no separation between the two when they exist on a 

site. He argued that „heritage conservation cannot only be about the taking care of buildings, 

objects and sites. Heritage practitioners need to conceptually integrate people‟s concerns and 

memories into conservation work.‟
48

  Influenced by this argument my thesis seeks to investigate 

how the Stone Wall Project has responded to issues of memory and oral histories of the ex-
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political prisoners. It further seeks to establish how significant the latter was given that there 

were other stakeholders in the project. 

 

Conservation, particularly that concerned with heritage resources, constitutes one of the major 

concepts in this paper. The Burra Charter which is a document that sets a standard of practice in 

management of cultural resources defines conservation as „all the processes of looking after a 

place so as to retain its cultural significance.‟
49

  F. Benard and J.Jokilehto in their work that deals 

with different guidelines in conservation management have provided a typology of different 

processes of conservation of a heritage site. The most prevalent ones are restoration, 

consolidation, reconstruction, and anastylosis. Restoration is understood as „ means of returning 

the existing fabric of a place to a known earlier state by removing accretions or by reassembling 

existing components without the introduction of new material.‟ On the contrary, reconstruction 

means returning a place to a known earlier state and is distinguished from restoration by the 

introduction of new material into the fabric.
50

  Anastylosis, the Greek word for restoration or re-

erection of columns, has come to mean the „re-assembling of existing but dismembered parts.‟ 

Anastylosis is generally used „when referring to structures consisting of clearly identifiable 

components such as dry masonry or timber, and not monolithic structures such as brick walls 

with mortar.‟
51

  These conservation concepts of restoration, reconstruction and anastylosis are 

critical to the Bluestone Quarry project as they were at the center of debates on whether use of 

new building materials or the old building materials and techniques would enhance or 

compromise authenticity of the site and the wall. 
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Conservation of heritage resources is mostly characterized by contests and complexities. 

Brempong Osei-Tutu in his article provides a case study of a multimillion-dollar project to 

restore and conserve the Cape Coast and Elmina Castles world heritage sites. This was for 

cultural exposition and tourism development. The context of his paper rests with the 

„contradictions between the Ghanaian authorities‟ quest for economic self-determination through 

the restoration and commodification of these world heritage monuments, and African 

American‟s preference for preserving the same monuments as shrines not to be desecrated.‟
52

  

My work draws some parallels with this especially in how different stakeholders held opposing 

views on how the restoration should proceed based on various interests. 

 

Kodzo Gavua noted that in addition to performing their orthodox functions, sites and monuments 

actively feature in contestations and negotiations of power between and within groups, and this is 

key to designations, construction, maintenance, and conservation of monuments.
53

  This has 

relevance for understanding the debates around the Stone Wall. 

 

In their edited work on case studies of conservation and restoration of world heritage sites along 

the Swahili coast in Kenya, Peter Meusburger and Michael Hefferman , have not only shown 

how use of  memory of the communities helps  inform conservation and restoration of the sites,  

but also how use of  memory informs the proper use of some of the cultural heritage resources in 
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the Swahili coast of  Kenya.
54

  This has relevance to my study in assessing how memory of the 

ex-political prisoners of Robben Island informed some of the important decisions during the 

conservation and restoration project of the Stone Wall. 

In summary, the concepts of sites of memory, conservation, and heritage underpin the theoretical 

framework around which my research is formulated and structured. 

   

Research Methodology 

The research involved two historical methods of inquiry, archival research and oral history.  The 

archives I used include the South African Heritage Resource Agency archive (SAHRA) in Cape 

Town, the library on RIM and the Mayibuye Archives at the University of the Western Cape. 

The SAHRA archive has a substantial body of reports on the Stone Wall Project from 2001 to 

2014. In addition, the library of Robben Island Museum based on the island provided a full set of 

minutes of the numerous meetings that were held with stakeholders about the Stone Wall project. 

These minutes are valuable as they reveal how issues manifested themselves and were resolved. 

The Mayibuye archive has a valuable collection of eleven recorded oral history interviews of the 

Bluestone Quarry Reference Groups (ex-political prisoners who worked on the quarry). The 

Heritage Department of RIM itself interviewed these ex-prisoners at the Bluestone Quarry site. I 

transcribed and analysed them.   

 

Academics have employed oral history to provide empirical data that written sources may not 

yield. Paul Thomson has asserted that oral sources give us information of social groups whose 
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written history is either missing or distorted.
55

 For this thesis I have interviewed three officials of 

RIM to provide background information about the entire process of conservation and restoration. 

They also provide their opinions and assessments. These are ; the Chief Heritage Manager on 

Robben Island, the Senior Heritage Manager of Robben Island and the  Environmental Manager 

on Robben Island. The questions revolved around the history of the site, the events leading to the 

project, the conservation challenges and major contestations that emerged and resolution of 

differences. RIM granted me permission to use the full names of the ex-political prisoners in the 

Bluestone Quarry Reference Group. 

 

Yet this thesis also seeks to establish the meanings of the memories of the ex-political prisoners 

in relation to the historical fabric of the site. This was possible through the analysis of oral 

interviews already recorded in the tapes.   Portelli has argued that „oral history tells us less about 

events than about their meaning.‟
56

  This thesis is therefore sensitive to processes of memory 

making during the Stone Wall project. It acknowledges that while memory is an active source 

that is subject to recreation and reconstruction, it can be a source of information and clue to 

understanding meanings. The thesis embraces both these seemingly contradicting uses and 

application of oral memories and show how oral memories were crucial for the interpretation of 

the site during the project. 
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Chapter Outline 

The first chapter locates the Stone Wall project in the wider discussion of the role of oral history 

and use of memory in heritage projects that is aimed at conserving the intangible elements of a 

heritage site. It discusses how Robben Island Museum has used oral history in some of its 

conservation projects and the place of oral history and the memories of ex-political prisoners 

during the Bluestone Quarry and Stone Wall project.  It also demonstrates how the Authorised 

Heritage Discourse in heritage management is challenged by the subaltern discourse as 

manifested by the role of the ex-political prisoners through their memory work. 

 

The second chapter explores conceptually and broadly the debates and contestations on heritage 

that emerged during the project and contextualizes them within the discourses of authenticity and 

integrity in conservation of heritage on a world heritage site.   

 

The third chapter explores the heritage contestations within the context of the conflict between 

the natural and cultural heritage on Bluestone Quarry. It also provides a discussion of the impacts 

and challenges of the project on environmental and cultural heritage on the site. 

 

The fourth chapter provides some of the resolutions that were reached to accommodate all the 

stakeholders that were involved. It calls into question the various conventions, charters ,statutes  

governing the conservation of a heritage sites as dictated by the authorizing institutions of 

heritage .It further looks at  the role of experts and  the position of oral history and memory in 

that discourse.   The conclusion provides the summary of the thesis. It also further shows how 

the thesis reflects some of the theoretical concepts on which it is framed.                                                     
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                                                            CHAPTER 1 

 

MEMORY, ORAL HISTORY AND CONSERVATION AT BLUESTONE QUARRY  

  

INTRODUCTION: 

Conservation of cultural resources in general and heritage sites in particular always involve 

interpretation of the tangible and intangible elements of the site. It has been observed that lack of 

proper methodologies of interpretation during conservation projects on heritage sites often lead 

to regrettable distortion of history of the site. One methodology that is frequently used in 

interpretation of heritage sites during conservation projects is oral history. In 2003, Robben 

Island Museum used this methodology in its project to discuss the restoration of the washed 

away Stone Wall on Bluestone Quarry site. The Heritage Department of RIM  introduced the ex-

political prisoners reference group known as Bluestone Quarry Reference Group. Through 

memory work, the Bluestone Quarry Reference Group was to assist RIM in the interpretation 

and conservation of both the tangible and intangible significance of the Stone Wall and the entire 

quarry site during the restoration project. The question that one may pose therefore is how 

effective and useful was this approach in interpreting the tangible and intangible elements on the 

site for the project?  

 

In response to this question, this chapter  discusses the use of memory via oral history in 

landscape interpretation and heritage management at Bluestone Quarry during the Stone Wall 

project.The chapter therefore takes memory as its overarching concept. The central argument 

which I advance in this chapter is that the use of oral history and memories of ex-political 
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prisoners during the restoration project was influential and had a significant impact on the   

interpretation of the Bluestone Quarry site. This was apparent because without memories of the 

ex-political prisoners the project engineers could not have successfully achieved the appropriate 

designs of the Stone Wall. This was evident when the initial engineering designs had failed to 

meet the test of authenticity and integrity as far as conservation management of heritage sites is 

concerned.   Issues of authenticity and integrity will be articulated more in the next chapter. I 

would also like to argue that the fact that   most ex-political prisoners who served at Bluestone 

Quarry were low ranked and their histories were never recorded played a significant role in the 

way they retold their experiences of the Bluestone Quarry.  

 

In order to put the discussion into the right perspective bordering around issues of memory and 

oral history, I have briefly described the emergence of oral history as a methodology in 

historiography. I have also provided specific case studies of how memory and oral history have 

been used in museums in curating exhibitions and constructing public histories. I have then 

narrowed down the discussion to how memory through oral history work has been used in 

landscape/site management on Robben Island with other projects. 

 

The last section of the chapter then puts the use of oral history and memory during the Stone 

Wall project into spot light.  The section provides the historical context that necessitated the 

project and the use of oral history at Bluestone Quarry. By looking at the Bluestone Quarry 

Reference Group, the section provides a detailed description of the entire process of using oral 

history as methodology during the project. The chapter also highlights how vital the role of ex-
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political prisoners was in informing the decisions of the project as far as the engineering designs 

were concerned. 

 

I conclude the chapter by arguing that even though oral history and memory have been 

problematized, their use during the project was critical as it informed issues of interpretation of 

the site and its significance. 

 

A Brief Background of Emergence of Oral History        

One may reflect on some definitions of oral history. Lynn Abrams defines it as „the process of 

conducting and recording interviews with people in order to elicit information from them about 

the past. But an oral history is also the product of that interview, the narrative account of past 

events.‟
57

  It is also defined and understood as „ “recovery history”; the practice of interviewing 

people to provide evidence about the past events which could not be retrieved from conventional 

historical sources, usually written ones or to uncover the hidden histories of individuals or 

groups which had gone unremarked in main stream accounts.‟
58

  In both these definitions oral 

history is regarded as a source for history but attention is also drawn  for its production  and the 

process of the narration. 

 

The birth of contemporary oral history is usually traced to the resurgence after the Second World 

War  in the use of memory for recovering the past. Paul Thompson  charted  the prehistory  of 

the modern  oral history movement , explaining that „ historians from the ancient times relied 

upon eyewitness accounts of  significant events, until the nineteenth century  development of an 
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academic history  discipline led to the primacy  of archival research  and documentary sources,  

and the marginalization of the oral evidence.‟
59

  He argues, „gradual acceptance of the usefulness 

and validity of oral evidence, and the increasing availability of portable tape recorders, 

underpinned the development of  oral history after the Second World War.‟
60

  

 

Vivian Bickford-Smith, Sean Field, and Clive Glaser note that in South Africa it was from the 

late 1970s that oral history became one of the important methodologies in South Africa‟s 

historiography. They acknowledge that the techniques of oral history were instrumental in 

exploring important areas that had hitherto been unearthed.  Such areas included social history 

inquiries on themes like „migrancy, sharecropping and labour tenancy, urban squatter 

movements and removals, household struggles, youth subcultures and political movements.‟
61

 

Ciraj Rassool, in his doctoral thesis  ,„The individual, Auto/Biography and History in South 

Africa‟,observed that it was post 1994 that saw the  proliferation of memory works through  

biographies  of mostly those involved in liberation struggle  and also those associated  with  such 

prisons like the Robben Island. And these memories works largely involved oral history as its 

methodology.
62

 

 

The methodology of oral history has been subjected to a number of criticisms. Some have 

questioned its subjectivity and unreliability as it relies much on human subjects whose memories 

are liable to forgetting and manipulation. Others still question the logic of regarding one person‟s 

experience or life story as being the whole representative and reflection of the entire community.  
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Thus at the core of criticism of oral history in the early 1970s was the argument that memory is 

vulnerable to manipulation, forgetting and  bias during interviews from both the researcher and  

the interviewee.
63

  For example, the Australian historian Patrick O‟Farrel wrote in 1979 that oral 

history was moving into „the world of image, selective memory, later overlays and utter 

subjectivity ...And where will it lead us? Not into history, but into myth.‟
64

  Portelli  has , 

however,  urged scholars  to embrace  the subjectivity  of oral history work and South African 

scholars like Sean Field have  done much  to explore the nature  of memory making in the 

present and have stressed the process of active imaginings. Rassool and Minkley have been 

crucially influential in urging an attention to narrative construction and the production process 

involved in oral history work.
65

 

 

Oral history has been used to obtain information but oral history work has also interrogated 

memory production. The next section focuses on how memory work through oral history has 

been crucial in making public pasts in museums and spaces of public history. 

 

Making Public Pasts Using  Oral History 

I would like to argue that memory work has been crucial and useful in the construction of 

heritage and public pasts. Further, it has been pivotal in providing meaning as well as 

interpretation of these constructed pasts and heritage. To substantiate this assertion I would like 

to discuss a few projects in the heritage  and public history disciplines that have engaged with  
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oral history work  before  I examine how effective  these concepts and methodologies have been 

in the Stone Wall project.  

 

Chrischene Julius has shown   how oral history and memory work have been   central to the 

museum making and practices of District Six Museum. The District Six Museum works with the 

memories of the former residents of District Six in its curatorial practices.  She has demonstrated 

how the flagship exhibition of District Six Museum relied considerably on oral histories and 

testimonies in museum making and curation. Thus the exhibition „Streets: Retracing  District  

Six‟ which marked  the official opening of the District Six Museum  was  made possible through 

the testimonies  and memories of the former residents of District Six and their descendants. She 

focused on how oral historian made the transition to texts by tracing the oral history processes of 

interviewing, translating, transcribing and exhibiting the text.  She argues that oral history 

texts/transcripts accord authority to the exhibition.
66

  This use of memory and oral history has 

some marked symmetries in how Robben Island Museum, as will be discussed later, has relied 

on orality and memory in curating and „museumising‟ itself as a heritage institution.  

 

Noeleen Murray and Leslie Witz have shown how oral history was central to the whole museum 

project of Hostel 33 at Lwandle Migrant Labour Museum from its inception. Notably they have 

shown how the first project coordinator, Bongani Mgijima, „planned that oral  history –collecting 

would be the moving force of the museum and that exhibitions would … be the mechanism to    
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gather more diverse recollections.‟
67

  Thus, Mgijima had wanted the new museum  to not only 

depend on objects  but  also on stories as part of the exhibition.The museum staff therefore 

embarked on theme identification, oral history interviews with subsequent translations and 

transcriptions for curation and exhibition purposes.
68

  Describing  the restoration and 

rehabilitation processes  particularly in  determining how the rooms should be 

compartmentalized and organized, they  note that „ it was only  when participants were divided 

into two groups to discuss and draw their visions for  Hostel 33 on large sheets of paper that 

memories were sketched into reconstructing the hostel‟s past.‟
69

  The authors note that „one 

group indicated that the hostels had changed over time, showing how initially there had been no 

separation between the compartments, then later how residents had installed self-made curtains 

for privacy, which became more permanent as partitions were hammered together using a variety 

of boarding and wood off-cuts, assembled into timber frame.‟
70

  This approach to restoration by 

relying on memories of former hostel residents has marked similarities with the use of ex-

political prisoners to recount how the Stone Wall was built.  

 

Perhaps to emphasise strongly the relevance of orality and memory in the context of this thesis it 

is proper to demonstrate how it specifically works in management of cultural resources that are 

landscapes or sites in nature as opposed to exhibition collections and making of museums. David 

Harvey and Mark Riley in „Landscape Archaeology, Heritage and the Community in Devon: An 

Oral History Approach‟ have discussed how oral history methodology can engage with the fields 
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of landscape archaeology and heritage studies. Working with the management of the heritage 

sites in Devon, Britain, they have shown how the oral history approach has engaged with aspects 

of landscape heritage. They have further explored the success of such an approach in terms of 

how oral history data can „augment, destabilize and even challenge the existing scientific 

knowledge as well as offering alternative narratives‟.
71

  In the case of the Stone Wall project, this 

chapter and of course the other chapters, will show that the memories of the ex-political 

prisoners provided a competing discourse to the discourse of the „experts‟ and „specialists‟ in 

heritage management.  

 

Harvey and  Riley have further charged that orality and memory  „have considerable potential for 

how we interpret and manage our landscape heritage, through offering a more nuanced and 

dynamic and rich account of the landscape that is seen as being far more than a collection of 

physical attributes and measurable artifacts.‟
72

  What this means, I suggest, is that through orality 

and memories, in terms of site/landscape management, it is the intangibility of the place that is 

more significant than the materiality of the objects. This suggestion finds synergy with Howarth 

who contends that oral history is not only limited and confined to recording information for the 

sake of recording or collecting, it is also aimed at the interpretation of objects and historical 

buildings, providing the meaning and uses of certain objects, educational resources and 

collections research thereby opening links with the publics.
73
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Sean Field has noted how some places become the central point on which memories „crystalise.‟ 

He has observed that in their daily lives, people interact with their spaces in various ways and 

after sometime due to particular events such spaces and their memories become significant. In 

such situations, oral history becomes an invaluable tool.
74

 Sean Field has therefore shown how 

use of oral history is productive in conservation and management of sites of memory and 

heritage. Through oral history, he has described how it was possible for the older people of 

Langa to identify   the sites of historical importance and suggest possible ways on how the 

intangible heritage as embodied in historical accounts could be integrated with the tangible 

heritage as embodied in the physicality of the sites in conservation management of those sites. 

This has synergies in how through oral history work, the Stone Wall project sought to integrate 

the intangible at Bluestone Quarry with its tangible heritage. 

 

Robben Island Museum and the Use of Memory and Oral History in Heritage Conservation 

Guided by its Conservation Management Plan, which is a „manual‟ that helps heritage sites to 

properly implement their conservation activities, RIM has successfully managed various 

conservation projects. Since its opening in January 1997, RIM has relied on memories and 

orality in many of its  exhibitions and restoration  projects. In 1997, oral history was used to 

obtain information about the island under the Memories Project. These were memories drawn 

from life history interviews with ex-political prisoners, ex-warders or people who lived on the 

island for other reasons.
75

 Approximately 300 life history interviews with ex-political prisoners 
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and almost 100 site visits were documented.
76

  Out of these life history interviews the „cell 

stories exhibition‟ was opened on the island in November 1999. The „cell stories exhibition‟ 

relied on the use of an intercom sound system placed inside each cell.  At the press of the button, 

the visitor could listen to the recorded voice and memories of the occupant of that cell. Some 

recordings of military and freedom songs sung in the prison formed part of the exhibition. It was 

a way of giving multiple narratives to prison life on Robben Island. Tongo has argued that the 

„“cell stories exhibition” signified implicit acknowledgement of the need for debate about the 

historical meaning of political imprisonment for South Africa‟s public history.‟
77

  

 

In 2001 a Reference Group Project was initiated .The focus of the project was to look at all 

aspects of recording the holistic picture of imprisonment and how to conserve and interpret 

various historical layers of prison experience. It also aimed at gathering more information about 

different working spans (teams) 
78

  and the possibilities of introducing tours for the visitors. 

Specifically it was meant to establish the intangible significance of imprisonment for keeping 

and passing it on to future generations. The project consisted of groups of ex-political prisoners 

who were invited to the island to share their collective experiences about working together in the 

same section or working together in the same span.  

 

Tongo has provided a concise analysis of the 2001 Reference Group project. She has argued that 

the entire exercise opened up important areas of inquiry and challenged some of the assumptions 

and essentialised narratives about imprisonment on Robben Island. For example, stories told by 
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the ordinary prisoners contributed to the history of Limestone Quarry, which is normally told 

through the narratives of those who were in the leadership of the apartheid struggle. However, 

she lamented that not all prisoners were invited and there was need for RIM to find ways to make 

their voices heard.
79

  Oral history therefore provides new possibilities for interpretation and 

nuanced understanding of Robben Island‟s history. 

 

Oral History, Memory and the Stone Wall Restoration Project 

In 2003, the Heritage Department of RIM  formed the Bluestone Quarry Reference Group which 

was principally composed of the ex-political prisoners who had worked on the Bluestone Quarry 

as part of prison labour.This restoration project, as discussed in the introduction, was initiated 

because of the deteriorating condition of the Stone Wall. Thus in 2001 a 35m breach was created 

in the middle section of Stone Wall during a maritime storm.
80

  Later in 2003, a second section 

of the wall was breached causing an additional 20m opening. The total breached section of the 

Stone Wall continued to deteriorate by more storm activity in subsequent years.  Following the 

breach, water would fill the quarried space thereby covering the whole quarry and visitors could 

no longer see the quarry properly and appreciate the depth of the quarry and its symbolized 

suffering. 

 

In order to protect the quarry and the history it represented from further deterioration, the 

Bluestone Quarry therefore needed to be restored. RIM and the Department of Public Works 

therefore proposed to reinstate the breached section of the  Stone Wall so as  to restore the quarry 

and its surroundings to the state when the political prisoners mined the quarry. In addition, steps 
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were to be taken  to ensure the future protection of the quarry and its associated heritage value.
81

 

For this to be achieved, therefore ,there was need for  the surviving ex-political prisoners  to 

identify ,through their memories, important historic fabric on the site that needed to be protected 

and to  provide a brief account of how the breached wall was constructed  and how it appeared 

during the time of imprisonment . This was to respect issues of integrity and authenticity in 

conservation of the Bluestone Quarry and the Stone Wall.  

 

Fig 1. Bluestone Quarry Reference Group   posing in front of the Stone Wall (Picture by RIM-

2003) 

 

In order to identify and select the ex-political prisoners who had worked on Bluestone Quarry   

the Heritage Department of RIM conducted   a survey in 2002. The survey forms outlined 

different spans in prison and an ex-political prisoner was required to tick the box where he 

served his labour during the time of imprisonment. The prison records of the surviving prisoners 
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after the closure of the maximum prison in 1991were fundamental in tracing the whereabouts of 

the former prisoners.
82

 A total of eighty ex-prisoners was invited to be part of the Bluestone 

Quarry Reference Group and participate in the interviews. Their ages ranged from sixty to ninety 

years old. They were divided into two groups because RIM did not want a scenario where there 

was one clustered group. This was to avoid some individuals dominating the contributions over 

their colleagues.
83

 

 

The questions that the ex-political prisoners were asked were normally open ended and it was the 

facilitator from the Heritage Department who controlled the proceedings.  It is important at this 

moment to point out that there was a marked  difference in terms of the structure of the questions 

especially when compared to the Memory Project of 1997. In the 1997 Memory Project, the 

interview guide sought to capture the life histories of the prisoners.
84

 Thus for that project, the 

interview guide was divided into three sections.  The first section was concerned with potential 

data and family background. Questions in this section dealt with information on date of birth, 

parents and description of social conditions under which they grew up. The second component 

was concerned with the dynamics of the time, for example which organisation did the informant 

belong to, why he joined that organisation, what campaigns  he participated in and what were the 

reasons for his arrest. The third part was about the journey to the Robben Island, life in the prison 

and life after prison.
85
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In contrast, the approach to the Bluestone Quarry Reference Group in 2003 was to focus on life 

stories and not life histories of the prisoners on Bluestone Quarry site. It also focused on 

identification of important features on the site that had profound meaning to the ex-political 

prisoners.
86

 I suggest this was because the Stone Wall project was specific in nature and 

therefore the questions needed to be specifically focused on the site. These interviews were 

conducted on the quarry site where a marque was pitched.
87

  I suggest this was owing to two 

factors. Firstly, it was because the project was about site management and therefore it was proper 

to be on the site. Sean Field has referred to this approach as „on- site interviews.‟
88

  Secondly,   

this was a memory project and drawing from  Pierre Nora‟s work Bluestone Quarry had 

presented itself as a „site of memory‟ on which memories of the prisoners resided. Thus for Nora 

sites of memory are „sites where memory crystalises and secrets itself and where a sense of 

historical continuity persists.‟
89

  This had implications as to how the remembering process 

occurred. 

 

The ex-political prisoners were also allowed to discuss the questions in groups thereby bringing 

individual memories into collective memories. Through  „walk interviews‟ they were  free to 

take a walk along the beach and the quarry surroundings so that they could encounter what Sean 

Field refers to as mnemonic devices and objects  that would trigger their memory  and hence  
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facilitate their remembering.
90

 Those who could not express themselves freely in English had the 

freedom to use   their mother tongues. 

The entire exercise   lasted for four days, between 9 and 12 October 2003. All the interviews 

were recorded on voice recorders and audio-visual tapes.  All these audio-visual recordings have 

been archived at University of the Western Cape and Robben Island Mayibuye archives. Only 

two DVDs with English subtitles were produced and are in the custody of the Heritage 

Department of RIM. 

 

Remembering Experience and Interpreting Memory at Bluestone Quarry
91

  

Drawing on Sean Field‟s approach in analysing the oral histories and memories of Langa I would 

like to analyse some of the memories during the Bluestone Quarry Reference Group interviews 

based on four fundamental questions. „How did imagining memories create and frame the telling 

of the stories within oral history dialogues?‟
92

  What histories were constructed through the 

memories and stories of the ex-political prisoners as individuals and as a collective group?  How 

did the ex-political prisoners construct emotional ties to the Bluestone Quarry site and show a 

sense of connectedness to the site?  Finally, I would like to briefly explain   how the memories 

and histories gathered during the interviews were used for the purposes of the restoration, an 

issue that will also be returned to in subsequent chapters. It is this last question that provides the 

evidence relevant to the argument of this chapter that the   memory work during the project had a 

substantial impact in the interpretation of the site and in establishing the significance of the Stone 

Wall. 
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As stated earlier on, the Bluestone Quarry Reference Group was divided into two groups, each  

constituting of about forty ex-political prisoners. For purposes of focussed discussion, my 

analysis dwells upon The Second Bluestone Quarry Reference Group, as it was called. On the 

first day of the interviews and discussions, Mr Denmark Tungwana from RIM welcomed the 

Bluestone Quarry Reference Group. He briefed the group on the biography of the Robben Island 

Museum and its mandated objectives. Members of the group in turn introduced themselves 

indicating the duration of time incarcerated on the island.
93

  In this group, the average years spent 

on the island was ten years with one, Mr. Fezile Mlanda, being the longest serving member from 

1964 to 1986.
94

  Later Mr. Grant Davis, the senior heritage manager of RIM „lectured‟ the group 

on the importance and use of the conservation management plan on world heritage sites. He 

explained that the conservation management plan provides a professional and expert guide when 

it comes to management of heritage sites. The whole process of the project therefore was part of 

the activities of conserving and managing the site.
95

  Mr. Gobe from RIM briefed the group on 

ethical issues of research. He explained that it was important and crucial they participate with 

full understanding of the scope of the project and with their heartfelt consent.  He discussed 

issues bordering around the use of agreement forms as a symbol and an embodiment of legal 

understanding and agreement between RIM and the ex-political prisoners. The members of the 

group were free to discuss the forms amongst themselves and raise the issues after finishing. The 
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proceedings of that day were concluded when Mr. Grant Davis from RIM took the group through 

the program of the following day. 

 

On 10
 
October, which was the second day for the oral history process, Mr. Shawn presented to 

the Bluestone Quarry Reference Group   the suggested option designs of the Stone Wall by the 

engineers from the Department of Public Works. To put things in graphic and visual language he 

illustrated the designs by drawing them on the flip chart. His brief account of the scope of the 

project could be read in the transcribed text below: 

       

….The first time the water broke through was the storm of September 2001 

and the break in the rest of the wall happened with the winter storm we had 

last year about the same time. Now to tell the story of Robben Island 

correctly the stone quarry is part of that history.  So what we have been in 

discussion for the past six months is how do we do the repairs or 

rehabilitations of the wall well to honour your memories. We are busy 

developing two wall quarries to one bring visitors from prison and back to 

the prison. The wall stood for almost forty years and we would like to make 

sure that if anything is done it will stand for much longer than that.  

 

Now we and the Department of Public Works, a government department 

which maintains some of the buildings on the island appointed 

professionals, now they developed the plans from an engineering point of 

view. Our response to them was we want the wall fixed as you remember it.  

 

There are some of the ideas was to place the concrete structures out to the 

sea to break, reduce some of the force of the waves that crushed on the wall. 

After some discussion in the museum and the professionals we decided 

what we are proposing is an intervention into the wall where we can 

combine modern engineering with the stone masonry because that is what 

the parking of the stones is there. 

 

 Now this new government of ours has put some laws that we as the 

administration persons has to follow. So where we are today?  If we are to 

prepare the wall, what we do in 2013 is not what happened in the early 
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1960s. So what we need to do is prepare the section that has been broken. 

And what is being proposed is to build a concrete wall lower than the wall 

and in the inside we will be fixing the wall to look as it was. So our 

exhibition unit will take memories that you have so that the visitors will be 

seeing how the wall was in the early 1960s. So I don‟t know I will try to 

answer questions you have about what we want to do. But the museums will 

appreciate any comments on what you are proposing.  

Thank you.
96

 

 

These remarks highlighted the major problem that the project was facing: the restoration of the 

Stone Wall, an important feature in the history of the Island, was under threat. This was because 

the proposed engineering designs   did not comply with the principles of conservation practice. 

The only way through which the Stone Wall could be properly restored was through reliance on 

the memories of those who constructed it during the years of apartheid imprisonment. The ex-

political prisoners and their memories therefore could be an important resource in this restoration 

project. The proposed designs will be elaborated on and discussed in further chapters, here the 

focus is on the memory recovery process as Davis emphasized „we want the wall fixed as you 

remember it‟. 

 

After the presentation by  Davis  on the designs of the  proposed Stone Wall, the Bluestone 

Quarry Reference Group  was allowed to take a „site survey‟  around  the quarry so as to 

determine the extent  of the damage  and  be able  to identify and remember other important 

spots and stories  that would add meaning and aid interpretation of the site. While on site, the ex-

political prisoners started to  react  to the presentation.  There were a number of concerns from 

the ex-political prisoners on the proposed designs of the project. The discussions and 
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conversations that followed were never short of acrimony, emotions and anger from the ex-

political prisoners.
97

 

Mazabane Letsoko, an ex-prisoner who had served from 1963 to 1980 expressed his concern, 

„my worry is the concrete wall that are going to build, is it going to be natural as we built the 

wall? My worry is the naturality of the wall.‟
98

  Solomon Magapi Moetsi who served in the 

quarry in the years 1963 to 1973, shared similar sentiments, „I want us to agree on one important 

thing. A solid agreement, a very important, on the question of let us protect the original pattern 

we made over there‟.
99

  Melidin Pistoli, a prisoner from 1963 to 1978, was more vocal but 

instructive when he recalled how they would restore the wall when it was washed away. His 

advice was to reconstruct using the same stones and not introduce other materials. „And the wall 

which we built when we were here must be rebuilt to reflect the exact same way it was. Because 

there are now parts, which are badly, damaged. It should be started there because it was the same 

way even back then. We could keep rebuilding the damaged parts.‟
100

 

 

Other ex-prisoners like Masiza Duru whose imprisonment was from 1964 to 1966, were 

concerned about the proposed design of the new wall how it could affect the setting of the site. 

Duru explained: „My idea is that the concrete wall to be built here should not be as near as all 

that .It should be a little bit far from here because we still want the naturality of this, you see?‟
101
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The use of the phrase „naturality of the wall‟ by the ex- prisoners   was bordering around the 

concept of authenticity or historicity of the wall. Thus, in their view, the proposed engineering 

designs could not preserve the Stone Wall as it was during their time. 

The same concern on maintaining what was „original‟ was vented by two other ex-political 

prisoners Wongamo Ngqondela ,who had been on the island from 1964 to 1973, and Raymond 

Masalo who served his sentence from 1964 to 1966. Wongamo Ngqondela retorted, „Would 

…[it] no… [be] better for you to construct something almost the same as the wall?‟
102

  Raymond 

Masalo provided some suggestions; „There should be a concrete wall built in front of the 

damaged wall to maintain the old one. I would also advise that the opening in the wall should be 

rehabilitated and strive to work it as when we worked on it so that when tourists come [they] 

should see the whole wall.‟
103

 

 

It was therefore clear that during the discussions   much of the concern from the ex-political 

prisoners with regard to the proposed designs by the DPW had to do with the concept of 

authenticity of the wall. More miscellaneous in puts from the ex-political prisoners had to do 

with the need to protect some of the historical fabric on the site during the reconstruction of the 

Stone Wall. Others were appealing for the reinstatement of the road at the top of the quarry. The 

ex-political prisoners also felt that the stones that were part of the washed Stone Wall should be 

the main materials for reconstruction of the new Stone Wall. 
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Many memories flowed about the Stone Wall in the prisoners‟ lives .Stanley Magoba who was 

incarcerated on the island from 1963 to1974 spoke of how he and others in 1964 constructed the 

Stone Wall: 

The stone quarry is the bluestone, is the kind of the stone that we used to 

build the prison. When you see the prison walls with the bluestones it is the 

stone that came out of here. So in recent time this prison was built by us 

here from the stone. We had to quarry that out from special quarry because 

initially we had to build a dyke, to keep the sea out so that we could work 

on the stone. It took us about four to out five months and a good part of 

winter season and rain season. Because we could build up the dyke and 

Monday, Sunday, it rains, then it gets washed away. Then we start filling it 

up again with stone and sand while others are working on the quarry. 

Rebuilding the dyke was partly digging the rock and maintaining the dyke 

itself.
104

 

                   

Magoba‟s comment provided an insight into how the prisoners built the Stone Wall. His mention 

of the duration in which they took to construct the wall, the frustration at the wall being washed 

repeatedly was a way to convey how the wall symbolizes their suffering and torture and 

therefore is a significant historical resource to regard with care during the project. Even though 

he did not mention how his account related to the proposed designs of the Stone Wall, I would 

argue that he wanted to stress the significance of the Stone Wall to the ex-political prisoners in 

the present times.  Sean Field, drawing from Raphael Samuel, has argued that „for the 

interviewee the first purpose is not to describe the past as it was or even as it was experienced 

but to confer to the past experience a certain meaning, a meaning which will contribute the 

meaning of the present‟.
105

 I find this assertion compatible with Stanly Magoba‟s account, which 

I suggest, was meant to stress the meaning of Stone Wall for the ex-political prisoners.This 

meaning, I further suggest, is that   the Stone wall is a special monument of both their suffering 
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and triumph. Therefore because of its historical importance all its conservation work must 

respect aspects of its history and what the Stone Wall symbolizes. 

 

As a way of arguing for the preservation of the building materials, pattern and techniques of the 

previously washed Stone Wall, John Muhapa volunteered to demonstrate how they built the 

Stone Wall with the local materials. His demonstration and description as he was laying, piling 

and interlocking up the stones together was insightful and a spectacle: 

Let me put this way. This place, initially it is a flat land. Stones were 

brought from that corner, one, one, one, one. No foundation was being done 

here. That is how they were placed then. As they keep on coming, the other 

side is the gap. Wheelbarrow comes and offload on the gap. And then, as 

they keep on placing the stones, the first ones are flat like this, the second 

row you slide it up a little bit. Then comes the wheelbarrow to load on top 

of this. You take another stone, you put it next to this one. Put sand, put a 

stone there to cover it up and to balance this one .Next thing you take 

another big piece of stone like this one put it here. Then the soil on top of it. 

Another piece of stone you put it here. It goes up and up just gradually.
106
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Fig 2. John Muhapa Demonstrating the packing of Stones to raise the Stone 

Wall (Picture by RIM-2003). 

 

 

James Ben, a prisoner from 1964 to 1970, described the kind of stones that were specifically 

used for building and maintaining the Stone Wall. 

The stones that were used were the ones considered useless for the 

knyplyn
107

and useless for the bluestone that was desired. But we still dig 

through underneath then to reach the bottom part which is the bluestone, 

which was necessary for building.Which means these were the actual 

stones. Others are good for knyplyn and useless ones taken to the wall, and 

so on with some useless pieces to help elevate the wall to a necessary 

level.
108
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It was emphasized by  Zolire Keke, who had served his sentence from 1964 to 1975, that it was 

their experience and imagination and not  certified engineering skills that made it possible for 

them to build the wall. 

You see what became clear was the fact that  people had observed that on 

previous occasions when they were trying to build the wall they would find 

at time the whole thing had been messed up by the sea. Now using their 

imagination, especially this man and other people, using their imaginations 

they explored the various methods of ensuring that the wall was going to be 

something, which would not be easily blown away by strong winds or by 

the sea waves. That is how the whole thing was imagined. Otherwise, they 

were using their imagination not necessarily the question of being certified 

engineers. There were no engineers, but it was really imagination which 

resulted to success of this.
109

 

 

 

 

In this way the ex-prisoners established their importance and their memories and experiences 

were meant to further contrast with experts who were proposing new designs. 

After a lengthy dialogue and conversation relating to the Stone Wall, the talk switched to other 

memories that were wide in scope. Most of these  memories  that „crystalised and secreted‟ 

themselves  on this „site of memory‟‟ can be categorized and itemised into seven themes. These 

are opening of the Bluestone Quarry, building of the Bluestone Quarry wall, division of labour 

on the Bluestone Quarry, information about   the surrounding of the quarry and the fence from 

the prison, the prison conditions, working conditions at the Bluestone Quarry and personal 

stories both traumatic and comical. 
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On the discussions surrounding the opening of new stone quarry (Bluestone Quarry), the 

common narrative was that they moved from the old stone quarry (Jan van Riebeeck quarry) 

because the  bluestone used for the building of the maximum prison was no longer available. In 

their recollection upon arrival on the new stone quarry, the site was a flat surface sometimes 

covered with water when the tides were high. In order to explore if bluestone was available for 

mining they had to remove the top soil.
110

 Jefta Masemola, who had worked on the quarry in 

1978, recalled that there were no criteria in selecting who was to work on the quarry. According 

to Masemola, people were only selected into groups whilst standing in lines outside their 

sections.
111

 Other prisoners like Peter Magano who had worked the quarry in 1964 when it was 

opened remembered that it was the warder who had discovered that there was blue stone in the 

surface, therefore prisoners had to start working.  Some prisoners who were critically minded 

questioned the logic for the prison officials to open the quarry at the Bluestone Quarry. For 

Mahedera Nkosi, the prison authorities wanted them to die from the biting Benguella cold ocean 

current during winters at the Bluestone Quarry.
112

 

 

Almost all the ex-political prisoners agreed that the new stone quarry, which is the Bluestone 

Quarry, was opened in 1963. The memory work  was thus crucial in providing  information 

about the quarry‟s history and methods of working. On organization of work, the Bluestone 

Quarry was well organized and systematic. This was because the prisoners were 

compartmentalized in various divisions of labour. Jefta Masemola who worked as a blacksmith 
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by sharpening the tools for quarrying described the different divisions on Bluestone Quarry. 

According to his account, the boring spans were responsible for boring stones and most of them 

were the ones who were borers in the old quarry. Klep dressers were responsible for dressing the 

stones. Tou trek span had to pull the stones from the quarry. Those on lorry span rolled the 

dressed stones into the lorry for it to be used for building the prison. The block spans were 

processing stones into blocks. 

Marcus Solomon who had served sentence from 1963 to 1974 described how they woke up in the 

morning all in file to work at the quarry. He vividly described how the bluestone was quarried 

and processed. 

 

I remember we were about hundred fifty prisoners marching, all in one line 

to work early in the morning. We were going to dig up the rocks and some 

sand. That is the rock you see on the walls of our prison of Robben Island. 

We made the cement blocks which were inside of the rocks. We dug that 

rock, dressed that rock and put it into position. First, we started with 

breaking stones, making gravel, breaking stones with fourteen-pound 

hammers to make concrete.
113

 

 

 

But there was more than method being described .The memory work on the site produced many 

accounts of the brutality of the warders and the harsh working environment, especially during 

winter. For those who worked in the 1970s, the warders Delport and the Kleinhans brothers 

loomed large because of their draconian supervision and treatment. Masuku vividly remembered 

the Kleinhans brothers, 
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Those two brothers were devils; they could not allow you,   to go and help 

yourself. I remember someone refused to say baas and he had a running 

stomach, he had to help himself with his trousers on and those devils will be 

laughing saying „kyk hy kaak op sy broek‟ (Look he is shiting himself in his 

trousers).
114

  

 

 

During cold winters Delport, the senior warder on the quarry used to force the prisoners to face 

the direction of the cold wind so that they may catch the cold. Nape Matlala remembered this 

quite vividly. 

As far as Delport is concerned, you see we were wearing short pants no 

underwears. Delport is a very cruel somebody. Now this place the weather 

changes now and again. He would put us up there knyplyn. When cold air 

comes from this side, we must face this side. If cold air comes from that 

side, we must face that side. Now you are sitting on a small stone like this. 

This whole cold air gets into you (pointing inside of the pants) .Then you 

are going to get sick. That is why many people got sick.
115

 

 

 

Torture and hardship at Bluestone Quarry took many forms. For others it took the form of 

chipping stone to gravel and from gravel to dust. Those who were in the wheelbarrow group had 

to transport huge stones from one place to another on sand, which made it difficult for an old 

rusted wheelbarrow to move in the sand.
116

  Buyaphi recalled how brutally Delport the „beast‟, 

because of failure to push the wheelbarrow, beat his fellow prisoner Khumalo: 

We were over there near the wall. Buyaphi told me that he would not push 

the break my heart, because that was what we called the wheelbarrow, you 

know it was squeaky and hard to push in the sand. He showed me the 

blisters in his palms. Delport wanted him to still push the wheelbarrow. The 

devil saw that he could no longer make him push, he said let me give you a 

holiday for tomorrow. Delport crushed the blistered hands with the 
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shambook until Buyaphi cried like a baby. The following day he was on 

holiday he did not come because of the wounds.
117

 

 

 

For some political prisoners, like Zwelonke, the Bluestone Quarry is synonymous with the 

Robben island prison. According to him that is where everything happened, he says, „the island 

was no other place but the quarry, not the cells, not the ugly vegetation, the quarry had become 

symbolical, the graduation center, torture and the island, suffering and the island and that was the 

Bluestone Quarry.‟
118

  Mzube and Roto who worked the quarry in 1967 recalled Van der Berg 

who was a cruel doctor. He would not attend to sick prisoners hence they worked while ill and 

later died. Torture was being executed in collaboration with criminal prisoners.  Indres Naidoo 

could not forget how his colleague Masombo broke his back due to cruelty of the warder as the 

result of beating while carrying a load of stones in a bag.
119

  Many of the ex-prisoners testified 

how they turned their misery into an opportunity. They were able to teach and educate each other 

while on the quarry and some even graduated with bachelors from the education on the quarry. 

Many still pay tribute to the quarry because it is where they learned the masonry skills, which 

helped them when they left the prison.
120

  Thus, they could easily be employed in construction 

works due to experience and skills in dressing stones.  Some were even able to point other 

notable „sons‟ of the quarry who later became prominent in society like the current president 

Jacob Zuma.
121
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Fig 3. RIM recording the memories of one of ex-political prisoners at Bluestone Quarry (Picture 

by RIM-2003). 

 

Apart from the memory work and establishing the significance of the quarry, the ex-prisoners 

were also asked to recall some important surrounding features associated with the Bluestone 

Quarry. Many pointed to the trenches. Thus, in the early 1960s, they were forced to dig a trench 

from the prison to the quarry but it was closed within a short period. During that period, the 

warders used to patrol with dogs on top of the trench.
122

   Some recalled the open shed used for 

eating and were able to identify some of the rocks that they used for sitting and cooking. Others 

identified the holes that were bored into the ground by the chisels and the borers. They requested 
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that these features be protected during the time of construction, as they were part of the story of 

Bluestone Quarry and the Stone Wall.
123

 

 

These discussions and site interviews were never short of laughter and hilarious moments. These 

transformed the moments of  the „then and there‟ of the past which was full of pain and torture to 

the „now and here‟ of the present where they could laugh. For instance, Simuka joked about how 

he was stripped naked during winter and made to lie on the beach. He froze up until he felt 

nothing when he pinched himself! Maphanga was suffering from flu while working on the 

quarry. The warders forced him to stand in the cold waters for long time. According to him, 

when he came out the flu was cured! It is important to consider why stories are told the way they 

are. Uma Dhupelia-Mesthrie has observed in her work on forced removals that interviewees 

often told jokes as a way of relieving some of the stresses and pain when telling stories and to 

retain their dignity in some of those humiliating accounts.
124

  This I suggest could be explained 

as the motive of jokes during the ex-political prisoners during the project. 

 

On the last day of the site interviews, the Bluestone Quarry Reference Group erected a small 

memorial where they demonstrated how they erected the wall, the materials they used and the 

packing and interlocking techniques of the materials.
125

  At this moment, I would like to return to 

the crucial questions posed earlier on at the outset of this section drawing from Sean Field. First 

is, „how did imagining memories create and frame the telling of the stories within oral history 
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dialogues?‟  Philosophical as this question sounds I think in the case of the Bluestone Quarry 

Reference Group it was noted that each person wanted his memories to be heard and this  

produced some sense of competition among them as to who must speak first. Again, everyone 

wanted to tell and make his experiences livelier, touching and more moving than his colleague. 

For me I find this to have worked to the advantage of the project because it made the ex-political 

prisoners   reveal more as far as issues of intangible heritage were concerned in relation to the 

project. Furthermore memories were produced in a group context as opposed to individual one to 

one sessions and this dynamic had an important influence on the production of narratives. 

 

I wish also to draw  on the notion of „willingness to remember‟ that Pierre Nora has put forward 

in his work. He questions who has the „willingness to remember‟ in an oral history interview.
126

 

Is it the oral historian, the institution sponsoring the project or the interviewee? Whoever is 

responsible for „willingness to remember‟ shapes the memory and the narratives.  I would like to 

argue that the „willingness to remember‟ rested in the hands of the former prisoners. This is 

because the ex-political prisoners found the project as the platform on which they could imprint 

their names on the history of Robben Island and more importantly the Bluestone Quarry.  A look 

at David Mmutle‟s response to why he had come for the exercise is telling, „…that we should 

face reality and tell the truth, the history of Robben Island is distorted. It started in 1964 but I 

was the 496
th

 prisoner in 1963. They do not say anything about me. They cannot start our history 

in 1964 with the Rivonia trial. I was here, I was the 496 prisoner.‟
127

 I therefore argue that such 

enthusiasm and motivation   to correct the history had a role to play in how they constructed their 
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memories and framed the narratives during the project. Again, most crucially for the project, the 

„willingness to remember‟ was also sparked off by the possibilities that histories could be erased 

if the proposed designs went ahead. 

 

The second question is what history or histories can be constructed from this oral history 

methodology through the memories and stories of the ex-political prisoners of Bluestone Quarry 

Reference Group? A response to such a question would be that through the oral history research 

and the memories of the ex-political prisoners it was apparent and clear that the Stone Wall was 

built by the prisoners using locally available materials with no engineering instructions. It was 

also understood that the Stone Wall and the Bluestone Quarry were emblematic of the suffering 

and torture that the ex-political prisoners had endured.  Importantly for the project, it was clear 

that the ex-prisoners through their rejection of some proposed interventions to the wall wanted 

the designs of the Stone Wall to be reworked in order to preserve history of the site and what the 

site symbolised.  The ex-prisoners posited themselves as the „experts‟ thus dislodging the role of 

the engineers who lacked history and memory. History was thus restored to the site by the 

memory work. 

 

The third question is how the former prisoners constructed emotional ties to the landscape of the 

Bluestone Quarry and established a sense of connectedness to the site. I would like to refer to the 

emotional expressions of anger, anguish and dismay that the ex-political prisoners displayed on 

some occasions during the interviews. These arose out of their reaction to the proposed 

professional designs. On the expression of these emotional  traits , Sean Field working  with 

memories of  the older residents of  Langa in Cape Town noted  that often interviewees   
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constructed  emotional ties to  a place or  landscape through expressions in various ways of  

emotional connection to certain sites of memory  in Langa.
128

  Drawing  from  Field‟s analysis, I 

would like to argue that the  expressions of anger  and anguish by the ex-political prisoners in 

relation to the Stone Wall  was an apparent signifier of their sense of emotional ties and sense of 

connectedness to the Bluestone Quarry site  and its history which they felt was at stake because 

of the proposed designs. It was this sense of connectedness therefore that conveys   the symbolic 

meaning of Bluestone Quarry and Stone Wall to the former prisoners.   

 

It is important to highlight that confusion and disagreements emerged amongst the ex-political 

prisoners on how they remembered the characteristics, and nature of the earlier Stone Wall as 

each of them gave experiences and memories of the wall in relation to the specific time that they 

worked on the quarry. This was owing to different times that they served on the quarry. Thus, 

different time spaces led to different memories of the wall. 

 

Briefly, I would like to explain the importance and effect of the Bluestone Quarry Reference 

Group to the project.  The memories, which at this stage I would refer to as the intangible 

heritage, proved to be valuable for decision making at various levels of the project.  Firstly, it 

was this intangible heritage gathered through oral history that influenced what designs should be 

adopted for the restoration of the wall (see chapters 2, 3 and 4).  Secondly, it was through this 

knowledge of intangible heritage of the site as provided by the group that allowed the project to 

identify what aspects of historical importance ought to be conserved and protected on the site 

during the project in order to maintain the integrity of the site.  In the next chapters, it will also 

be seen that the subsequent surveys and basic assessments that were conducted on the site as part 
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of the ongoing consultation for the project relied considerably on the oral history evidence from 

the Bluestone Quarry Reference Group. This contributed in making informed decisions on the 

site as far as issues of intangible heritage were concerned.  The Edward Matenga Survey and the 

Ron Viney survey are such examples that relied on the product of Bluestone Quarry Reference 

Group. 

 

While memory is an elusive changing creature, RIM drew on the reference group as experts and 

utilized the process for knowledge generation. Scholars like Joan Scott have pointed to how 

experience is a construct and cannot be regarded as real. Nora too has pointed to memory being 

construct and product of mediation.
129

  As opposed to the propensity of academic historians to 

interrogate oral history and memory production, in heritage and, specifically at Robben Island, 

oral history and memory have a functional use in conservation management. 

 

The Bluestone Quarry Reference Group, therefore, proved to be an essential resource for 

research and memorial processes within the Bluestone Quarry precinct.  The ex-political 

prisoners‟ memories contributed to understanding and interpretation of the tangible and 

intangible cultural heritage on the site and in the long run helped the entire institution to make 

informed interventions on the site.Of significance is the fact the some of the engineering plans 

that were initially proposed were modified to address the concerns as raised by the Bluestone 

Quarry Reference Group (see chapter 4).Thus, the oral histories and the memories had a 

profound bearing on the project. 
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As might have been observed   in this chapter the ex-political prisoners had issues with the 

designs as far as authenticity was concerned. What is authenticity and why was this  an issue 

during the project? The next chapter addresses these questions.                                                        
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                                                             CHAPTER 2 
 

RESTORATION AND THE DISCOURSE ON AUTHENTICITY AND INTEGRITY OF 

THE STONE WALL 

 

INTRODUCTION; 

When the project on the restoration of the Stone Wall at Bluestone Quarry took ground in 2002, 

there had been a series of negotiations, discussions and consultation processes. These 

consultation processes were shaping the project at each turn until matters were resolved in 2014. 

As a process of heritage production on the site, the restoration project involved „disparate 

constituencies, interests, goals and perspectives‟ that produced „debates, tensions, collaborations, 

contests and conflicts of many sorts at many levels....‟ This situation is what Karp and others 

have referred to as „museum frictions.‟
130

  Adapting their line of thinking in the context of this 

thesis, I would like to suggest calling the contests that emerged during the project as 

„conservation frictions‟. 

 

The stakeholders that were involved in these „conservation frictions‟ during consultative 

processes of the project were as diverse as their interests demanded. These stakeholders were 

categorized into primary, internal and external.The primary stakeholders were the ex-political 

prisoners. This is because Robben Island is a place of memory and it was a „beneficiation‟ to 

them that the project was meant to keep their memories alive.
131

 The ex-political prisoners, as 

discussed in the preceding chapter, also contributed in informing, through their memory, how the 
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site used to look like when it came to conceptualization of the project. The internal stakeholders 

of the project comprised of the research unit in the heritage department of RIM and the Built 

Environment Unit. The external stakeholders included SAHRA  but also the Department of 

Environmental Affairs especially the component responsible for integrated coastal management 

and Cape Nature, which is responsible for the conservation of nature within the province of the 

Western Cape together with its affiliates. The latter included Bird Life South Africa, South 

African Foundation for the Conservation of Coastal Birds (SANCCOB) and Earth Watch 

because of their special interest in the African penguin.
132

  

 

 SAHRA was one of the most significant stakeholders. SAHRA‟s involvement was because it is 

a custodian of the site and it is empowered in terms of the South African Heritage Act to ensure 

that there is no development project implemented without an understanding of the conceptual 

document, and it is responsible for issuing   permits as far as heritage is concerned.
133

  The 

Department of Public Works had a role to play because by law, it is responsible for maintenance 

of any government and national asset and therefore it was the implementing agent in terms of the 

site maintenance.
134

  Finally, RIM and the Department of Arts and Culture were the funders of 

the project. 

 

In the course of discussions, the contestations that  emerged prominently were about   issues of 

authenticity, integrity, cultural significance and natural significance of the site. This chapter 
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focuses on  the  issue of   authenticity during the project while tensions around the cultural and 

natural significance of the site  are addressed in the next chapter. This chapter discusses the 

concerns that were raised by the Edward Matenga report, SAHRA, World Heritage Committee, 

ex-political prisoners and the contracted heritage specialist of a heritage consultant group   Ad 

Astra Festina, Ron Viney. These concerns were on how the proposed engineering plans for the 

restoration of the Stone Wall  fell  far  short in addressing the important aspects of authenticity 

and integrity of the site as required in conservation management principles of heritage sites.  

 

The central argument that I advance in this chapter is that in restoration projects of cultural 

heritage resources it is difficult and sometimes impossible to fully meet the demands of 

authenticity of the fabric during the project. As a result, it is the ahistorical authenticity as 

opposed to absolute/objective authenticity that is always achieved. Thus the quest for returning 

to the original historical form of the fabric during restoration projects is an illusion that mostly 

evades heritage practice.  This was evident during the Stone Wall   project when the terms 

restoration, reconstruction, rehabilitation were considered in trying to bring back the fabric to its 

former original form. Through the proposed addition of new materials to the original fabric of 

the Stone Wall, these methodologies betrayed the whole essence of what authenticity is all about. 

 

To put the discussion into focus and perspective the first section of the chapter dwells on the 

discourse of authenticity in conservation of heritage sites. The second section focuses on the 

proposed restoration plans of the Stone Wall and the debates that emerged in relation to 

authenticity. The third section attempts to link the discourse of authenticity and the Stone Wall in 

a critical discussion.  Finally, the chapter concludes with an argument that as far as the project 
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was concerned it was not possible to attain full historical or absolute authenticity if the 

methodologies of rehabilitation, reconstruction or even restoration itself can be evaluated 

critically.  

 

Authenticity and Integrity in Cultural Heritage Resource Management 

The discourses on authenticity and integrity have always been at the center of any project dealing 

with conservation of a cultural heritage resource since the Venice charter of ICOMOS in 1964 

and the UNESCO‟s World Heritage Convention in 1972. Even though these concepts have been 

variously defined, the underlying meanings are the same. Herb Stovel has provided an 

understanding of authenticity as being „the ability of a property to convey significance over 

time.‟
135

  The Nara Document on Authenticity, which was drafted by heritage experts that had 

convened to revise the Venice charter‟s definition of authenticity in Japan‟s ancient city of Nara, 

has a more simplified understanding of what authenticity is. The document construed 

authenticity as „a measure of the degree to which the values of heritage property may be 

understood to be truthfully, genuinely and credibly expressed by the attributes carrying the 

values.‟
136

 

 

At the heart of the concept of authenticity is the essential consideration that there should be no 

doubt as to whether it is the original site or structure and in the case of the structure that it 

represents original material and workmanship. Authenticity is therefore a crucial aspect in the 

assessment of heritage resources and, generally speaking, authenticity is ascribed to a heritage 
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resource that is materially original or genuine as it was constructed and as it has aged and 

weathered in time.
137

 

 

Benard Feilden and Jukka Jokilehto have outlined the different aspects of authenticity that must 

be observed and respected when conducting any form of repair or restoration on the cultural 

heritage resource.  These aspects are authenticity in material, authenticity in workmanship, 

authenticity in design and authenticity in setting. Together they have argued that any treatment 

that is planned for a monument or sites should respect these criteria.
138

 

 

The notion of authenticity in material has to do with „evidence on original building material, 

historical stratigraphy, evidence and marks made by impact of significant phases in history and 

the process of ageing (patina of age).‟
139

  The aim of any treatment to the historic fabric in 

relation to authenticity in material therefore has to be „to respect historic material, to distinguish 

new material from the historic so as not to be fake or to mislead the observer. And „in historic 

areas, the material should be understood as referring to the physical structures and the fabric to 

which the area consists.‟
140

  Feilden and Jokilehto have therefore suggested that   meeting  

authenticity in material, maintenance and conservation of material substance should be related to 

periods of construction. They have further argued that „in historic areas this would entail 

maintaining the historic fabric, and avoiding replacement of even the oldest structures so far as 

these form the historical continuity of the area.‟
141
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The aspect of authenticity in workmanship addresses the retention of the evidence in a fabric that 

reveals signs of original building technology and techniques. Any form of conservation activity 

therefore has to respect the evidence of original building techniques and structural systems. 

Feilden and Jokilehto have asserted that only conservation and maintenance of original materials 

and structures with creation of harmony between repairs and eventual new parts by using 

traditional workmanship and techniques can pass the test on authenticity in workmanship.
142

 

 

Authenticity in design is particularly concerned with „securing the original artistic, architectural 

and engineering design of the heritage resource.‟ All maintenance work therefore must be 

tailored „to retain the design conception as expressed and documented in the historic forms of the 

original structure, architecture, urban or rural complex.‟
143

  The last test of authenticity deals 

with authenticity in setting. This is more focused on the evidence of the setting of the resource in 

relation to the periods of construction.  

 

Another key issue in the identification, definition and conservation of a heritage resource is 

certainly its integrity. According to the world heritage operation guidelines of 2005, integrity is 

„the measure of wholeness and intactness of the natural/cultural heritage‟.
144

  Herb Stovel has 

defined integrity as the ability of a property to secure or sustain its significance over time.
145

 In 

simple terms, integrity addresses the questions; „are all elements necessary to tell fully the story 
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of the site? Is the cultural property of sufficient size to hold all features and processes necessary 

to convey significance?‟
146

 

 

The challenge therefore for heritage practitioners, particularly those preoccupied with      

conservation of cultural heritage resources is how to retain the past  that is embodied by  

buildings ,sites, and monuments while interventions necessary for their preservation require 

material change in the  present? This situation can easily be related to the restoration of the Stone 

Wall in terms of the proposals for restoration that were suggested by DPW and the subsequent  

rejection of such proposals by the ex-political prisoners ( as has been partly seen in the previous 

chapter), SAHRA and the Matenga report. This conundrum has prompted some heritage scholars 

and experts to wage wars of criticism against the conventional thinking behind the discourse of 

authenticity in conservation practice. These criticisms are worth exploring before I move to 

discussion of the proposals of restoration by DPW in the context of authenticity as argued by the 

stakeholders. 

 

S. Jones and T. Yarrow have outlined two approaches to authenticity: the objectivist or absolute 

approach to authenticity and the constructivist approach. They argue that those with  an 

objectivist approach look for the „original‟ or „genuine‟ restoration of the element. This is 

usually associated with the definitions of experts concerning objects or elements as authentic.
147

 

Those who espouse constructivist authenticity argue that what is understood as „real‟ or in this 

case authentic is the result of interpretations and constructions. This means that „authenticity of 
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an object is established within inter-subjective communication, negotiated and projected on the 

object.‟
148

  

 

Ning Wang has shown that, in earlier periods, the objective of restoration was the objective 

recovery of the original condition. However today it is more usual to let a historic building show 

the changes it has undergone and the parts that have been added or altered over the years are left 

intact. For Ning Wang therefore the search for authenticity is not confined to the period in which 

the building or artefact was constructed but involves everything that happened to the building or 

artefact afterwards. This is what he refers to as ahistorical authenticity as opposed to historical 

authenticity. He strongly asserts that „the only complication that is often ignored is that most 

objects, natural species, landscapes and folkways have no clear starting point being original‟. 

Therefore, the only suitable authenticity that must be sought is ahistorical authenticity or 

progressive authenticity and not historical authenticity.
149

 

  

Other scholars have also argued in a similar tone proposing that authenticity analysis is a relative 

concept and due recognition should be given to progressive authenticity.  At the end,   

conservation emerges as an important sphere through which buildings, sites, and cultural heritage 

are actively made and remade. For example, Endsor Wilson similarly highlights „how practices 

of maintenance and repair stabilize St Anne‟s Church in Manchester while simultaneously 

transforming   its original form and fabric.‟
150

  Some still assert that while retention of evidence 

and authenticity is emphasized, policies must balance this overriding ideal with recognition that 
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some changes may be unavoidable or even desirable.
151

  One might draw examples from the case 

of the restoration of Hostel 33  at Lwandle Migrant Labour Museum to illustrate this. 

 

In their ethnographic discussion on the restoration of the hostel 33 to become Hostel 33 as a 

museum site, Murray and Witz have highlighted the challenges to authenticity that the project 

encountered. There was a dilemma as to which time period they should adopt in the history of 

the hostel 33 that would appropriately represent the authentic history of the fabric for museum 

purposes. They commented: 

There were intense debates around the representational possibilities for the 

space among the museum board members. Some proposed a going back to a 

time when the hostels were policed as male only zones; others wanted  to 

depict  the 1980s when women and children defied the influx control laws and 

came to live in the hostels :while a third suggestion was to portray a  more 

comprehensive image  from the 1960s to the present.
152

 

 

Murray and Witz  seem to admit the difficulty in meeting authenticity in its narrow sense (in 

objectivist/historical approach)  when they assert that although in the proposal  for funding that 

was submitted to the United States Ambassadors Fund it was claimed  that careful attention 

would be paid to securing the structure while „preserving a sense of  the very conditions  of 

poverty that it represent‟,  how this would be achieved remained  an immense  worry . „Rather 

than making old, the movement of hostel 33 to a museum involved a process of rehabilitating 

and re-inhabiting the site.‟
153

  Thus the restoration involved removing the historical objects that 

were dilapidated and replacing them with new ones that were strong. The activities comprised 

„masonry work to treat and repair walls that were damp and rebuild sections of a wall that were 
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collapsing, the replacement of broken beams which appeared to be rotten as result of leaks.‟ 

They further argued that the philosophy of rehabilitation that guided them was „the act or process 

of making possible a compatible use for a property through repair, alterations, and additions 

while preserving those portions or features which convey its historical, cultural and architectural 

values.‟ 

 

Murray and Witz expressly admit the difficulty in meeting authenticity when they further add, 

„the aim was not to create an illusion of authenticity but to intervene as little as possible in the 

existing structure, make repairs where necessary and make it completely apparent where there 

had been recent interventions.‟
154

  For them „stabilisation and restoration‟ were key principles of 

the restoration. In the end, what was achieved with Hostel 33 was constructive authenticity as 

opposed to the much-sought objectivist authenticity. It was also progressive/ahistorical 

authenticity and not the much-yearned for historical authenticity. 

 

The foregoing discussion on authenticity therefore demonstrates that even though in 

conventional heritage discourse the concept of authenticity is highly essentialised some have 

attempted to challenge its essentialised notions and have contributed to how this issue should be 

dealt with in specific situations of cultural heritage management. This approach has some 

bearings on the Stone Wall restoration project. I argue that it was not possible as  some 

stakeholders demanded  for  the designs  during  the restoration of the  Stone Wall to fully meet 

authenticity in an objectivist or historical sense . That would have been an illusion, as there was 

need to stabilize and reinforce the wall, which entailed addition of new strong building materials 

and perhaps techniques to protect the Stone Wall from the strong elements of the sea. 
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 Proposed Designs, Public Participation and Issues on Authenticity of the Stone Wall  

As explained earlier in the thesis, the destruction of the middle section of the wall by the sea 

waves in 2001 had rendered the fabric a „sensitive heritage resource‟ that needed urgent 

conservation attention. DPW was therefore contracted by RIM to facilitate the restoration of the 

Stone Wall.  In what appeared to be a quick and hasty response to the situation, in 2001, large 

concrete cubes were placed in line along the shore to absorb the force of the sea waves. However 

according to the sources, this plan was not completed, as the blocks did not span the entire sea 

front of the wall.
155

  In 2002, more plans with options for selection were then suggested. These 

included the placement of offshore dollosse structures, essentially as it was the case with the 

concrete in an earlier plan, except that dollosse are concrete structures of an irregular shape. 
156

 

Another option was to erect a protective concrete wall between the quarry and the sea. An 

alternative to this was the mass concrete integrated with the wall on the side. The final option 

was a cement stabilized sand fill.
157

  These remedial actions, as proposed by the engineers, were 

informed by an understanding of the strength of the materials and proposed structures to 

withstand the harsh impact of the sea. These plans were to be presented to other stakeholders like 

the ex-political prisoners. 

 

However, in 2003, when these plans were first revealed to the ex -political prisoners   who were 

invited as part of the stakeholders in the project, as already described in the preceding chapter, 

there were concerns about authenticity.  
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       Fig.4 showing the position of the proposed Dolosse Structure (Picture by WSP-2013).  

 

As part of ongoing process of public participation and consultations of the project, RIM sought 

the assistance  of Edward Matenga to carry an independent survey on the site in 2004. Matenga‟s 

biography positioned him as an expert in the field.  He is a Zimbabwean archaeologist who 

specializes in conservation and management of archaeological sites and is widely consulted on a 

number of conservation projects to do with restoration of heritage sites that are identified with 

archaeological relics.  Among his credentials, he has worked with the restoration of the dry Stone 

Walls of Great Zimbabwe.  Matenga‟s  task was to provide the Conservation Condition
158

 of the 
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site. Specifically, he was tasked to provide a description of the Stone Wall in terms of its 

materials, technologies and techniques of building by the ex-political prisoners, identify the 

continuous and perceived threats to the Stone Wall and provide remedial actions that would 

assist and inform the restoration project. It is important to mention that Matenga‟s survey drew 

on some of the intangible aspects from the Bluestone Quarry Reference Group to complement 

his archaeological survey and heritage interpretation of the site. 

 

According to Matenga‟s report, the predominant building material was slate, a sedimentary rock. 

The type of slate that was used for the construction of the wall seemed to have come from 

varying degrees of strength and hence durability. „Some blocks were brittle and others of lower 

grade that disintegrated into grains, yet others could weather into brown powder.‟  Some blocks 

split into thin parallel sheets. His report further revealed that „material decomposition was an 

important cause of wall failure and that without careful selection slate was not the suitable 

material for the construction of the dyke against the seawater.‟
159

 

 

The building technique was simply packing sand, slate grit and seashells in the voids between the 

face building blocks.  In his assessment, the loose materials for the most part formed the heart or 

core of the wall. „As no through stones or large-tie stones appeared to have been used as binders, 

the placement of the sand/grit between the two wall faces presented the engineering flaw. The 

two faces of the wall were therefore too independent   to retain a heap of sand /grit and shells 

lodged in between them.‟ If water therefore penetrated the wall due  to tidal action it was likely 

to wash down the sand and other  smaller stones, thus creating  voids in the structure which 
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could cause the wall to „settle‟, sink or sometimes to bulge. He noted that movements of this 

kind would usually result in a collapse.  He observed that „it was not therefore surprising the 

entire north side of the wall facing towards the sea crumbled with the smaller materials being 

washed away and a deposit of medium sized stones remaining along the shore.‟
160

 

 

On identification of specific threats to the wall, he observed   that „the wall was experiencing 

progressive collapse and since the structure of its kind in which no mortar was used a disturbance 

in one area was likely to have a domino effect on adjacent areas.‟ Marine action was identified as 

one major threat to the wall. He observed that even before the September 2001 destruction, the 

Stone Wall had been subjected to intense and violent actions of the sea. He reported that „even 

when the seaside of the Stone Wall was rehabilitated it would continue to be subjected to the 

abrasive action of the sea‟. He advised that long-term observation and evaluation of marine 

action on the wall was therefore required.
161

 

   

Influence of vegetation was reported to be among the threats to the condition of the Stone Wall. 

Matenga found   that an indigenous succulent creeper, Messmbryyanthemum crystallium 

commonly known as the ice plan was growing on the walls. This plant forms a mat or carpet 

cover, „which improves moisture retention in the walls particularly during the wet season. The 

mat cover also presents with obstructed visibility of the walls.‟ He advised that its impact on 

conservation should be studied further. Human intervention was also part of the threat. He found 

that the table of the Stone Wall was used at the time as a walkway. Vehicles also used to drive 
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along the top of the Stone Wall. He advised that it should be considered that the wall was too 

fragile to be used for those purposes. The last threat was that of fauna. He advised that the 

 

 

Fig 5.  The breached middle section of the Stone Wall at Bluestone Quarry (Picture by RIM-

2013). 

 

impact of a large population of gulls that use the quarry for nesting and breeding should be 

assessed. The guano  (droppings) deposited on the walls did not only exude an unpleasant smell, 

it was acidic and the effects of resultant chemical reactions were yet to be determined by 
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scientific research. Again, he reported that the penguins also nest in the area and the rabbits open 

burrows in the sand and into the walls.
162

 

 

What was then the relevance of Matenga‟s report in terms of addressing issues of authenticity 

and integrity of the site, a challenge that was presented by the proposed engineering designs of 

DPW?  After assessing the suggested plans by DPW, he was of the opinion that it was necessary 

to comply with international guidelines adopted by the UNESCO World Heritage Center and 

affiliated organisations such as ICOMOS on the treatment of places of heritage significance.  

Specific reference was made to the The Australia ICOMOS Charter for places of cultural 

significance, also called the Burra Charter (1979). He then argued that in view of the guidelines 

offered in these legal instruments of conservation practice, the proposed designs by DPW if 

considered, would  fundamentally affect the authenticity and integrity of the site.  He therefore 

proposed that there should be an application of local compatible materials in the rehabilitation of 

the wall, on condition that such repair work was „reversible‟.
163

 

 

As to further remedial actions for the Stone Wall, he suggested fourteen recommendations. Six 

of these have some significance for the argument made in this chapter. He suggested the 

construction of a stabilizing seaside façade wall using durable high-grade slate. With this, the 

wall would be integrated with what remained in situ of the original wall so that they would 

become an organic structure. The wall was to be founded on bedrock that will serve as the 

foundation.  Large-sized blocks of slate that could sufficiently resist the action of the waves had 

to be laid in the bottom sections and small sections laid in the upper sections of the wall. The 
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wall had to be constructed with a strong batter to give it stability. The face of the wall should 

resemble as much as possible that of the quarry side façade.  Ex-political prisoners who worked 

in the quarry had to be involved in the rehabilitation programme.
164

 

 

I will return later to the implications of these recommendations and show whether authenticity 

when defined in terms of objectivist approach or historical approach was attainable with these 

recommendations.  The next section will look at the reaction of other stakeholders in the project   

to the engineering plans as far as issues of authenticity and integrity were concerned.  

 

While RIM was consulting with experts like Matenga and the ex-political prisoners on the 

restoration of the Stone Wall, it was also involved in discussion with another significant 

stakeholder of the project, SAHRA.  There had been some correspondence between DPW and 

SAHRA regarding the designs of the Stone Wall. These dealt mostly with the responses of 

SAHRA„s ad hoc permit committee to RIM and DPW. RIM and DPW had applied to SAHRA 

for permission to be granted so that the reconstruction of the Stone Wall should commence. On 9 

June 2004, DPW and RIM   had submitted, as part of the application, the design proposal for the 

restoration.  According to sources, this first design proposal   was to „integrate mass concrete 

with the old Stone Wall.‟
165

  However, SAHRA rejected this submission. The reasons that the 

permit committee raised for the objection were bordering around issues of authenticity, 

significance of the site and respect of memory of the ex-political prisoners. A  letter dated 31 

August 2004, from Beverly Crouts, Provincial Manager of Western Cape signing for  the ad hoc 
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permit committee of SAHRA  to Chief Executive Officer of RIM  rejected  the DPW and RIM 

design proposal, 

 

Thank you for your submission dated 9 June 2004. The SAHRA ad hoc 

Council Permit Committee reviewed your application on 12 August 2004 at the 

meeting held at the SAHRA Cape Town Office.  The committee decided the 

following; 

The most suitable heritage principle in the treatment of this heritage was 

deliberated by the committee. The general feeling was that the document did 

not investigate all the options available in the treatment of this heritage. This is 

whether rebuilding of the wall should be in the form of reconstruction of the 

original wall and, if the structural requirements should be dealt with separately 

from those issues pertaining to memory? In the opinion of the committee, the 

document presented did not distinguish between the various principle issues, 

making it difficult to make an informed decision. 

 

To this end, the Committee advises that the other options, based on differing 

conservation principles, be submitted to SAHRA to enable the committee to 

fully apply their minds to the matter.
166

 

 

From this letter, it is easy for one to comprehend that issues of memory and construction 

of the wall were not fully addressed in the design proposal. And issues of memory have 

implications on originality and authenticity of the fabric when it comes to restoration. 

 

With reference to this letter, I would like to highlight and clarify some important points 

with regard to my argumentation in this thesis before I proceed further in this chapter. 
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This letter and correspondence was in 2004 after the Bluestone Reference Group project 

in 2003. One may therefore be lured to be under the impression that   the memories and 

the wishes of the Bluestone Quarry Reference Group were neglected and totally ignored.  

However as I have argued in the concluding paragraph of the preceding chapter the 

memories of the ex-political prisoners were invaluable in informing the decisions of the 

designs at the later stages in the continued consultations on the project.  

 

Again, the contribution of the ex-political prisoners in the subsequent participatory meetings will 

show how they influenced the choice of the appropriate design for restoration. This letter, for me, 

therefore suggests that there was continuous designing and redesigning in an attempt to meet 

authenticity. 

 

At another meeting of the SAHRA ad hoc permit committee held on 4 November 2005, a similar 

design proposal to integrate mass concrete with the old Stone Wall was rejected. Inter alia, it was 

felt that the hard mass concrete would not be compatible with the softer materials of the wall.  

Furthermore, the committee decided that any intervention should be done through the ceremonial 

repacking of the stones by ex-political prisoners or their descendants and not by permanent 

stabilization techniques. The committee was emphatic that no rebuilding or any other 

rehabilitation should take place other than as a ceremonial act.
167

  Beverly Crouts informed the 

Chief Executive Officer of RIM on 18 January 2006:  

The committee was of the opinion that the proposed rebuilding and the 

strengthening of the wall would result in the central part being stronger than 
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the two outer sections which may cause later collapse of the outer edges. An 

alternative method of breaking the force of the sea needed to be found.  

An environmental impact assessment may be required if „dollosse‟ were used 

to protect the wall from the sea. 

The heritage value of the wall is that it historically symbolized the futility and 

hardship of prisoners having to repack the wall against the elements and there 

in lay the significance of the wall. In this regard the significance of the 

heritage resources is more intangible; any intervention should therefore be 

done through the ceremonial packing of the stones by the ex-political prisoners 

or their descendants and not by the permanent stabilization techniques….After 

careful consideration and much deliberation the committee decided that no 

rebuilding or any other rehabilitation should take place other than as 

ceremonial act by the ex-political prisoners.
168

 

  

At a meeting of the SAHRA Built Environment and Landscape Committee [BELCom] held on 

14 April 2009 it was realized  that the applicant [RIM and DPW] wished to reconsider the 

previous SAHRA decision for RIM/DPW to repack the wall as a ceremonial act. The other 

engineering proposals that were put forward were also questioned by SAHRA, as it was felt that 

„a series of underwater wave energy breakers should be considered in contrast to the more visual 

and intrusive elements proposed.‟ 
169

  RIM, in fact, never proceeded with the repacking option. I 

suggest this was because issues of the stability and strength of the wall against the sea waves 

were the great concern as repacking would make the StoneWall more vulnerable to sea waves.    

 

Because this project was taking place on a world heritage site, the World Heritage Commission 

had a stake in the development of the project especially as far as issues of authenticity were 

                                                           
168

 See letter entitled, „Bluestone Quarry; Application Permit‟, ref 9/2/018/0004, File 13, 18 January 2006, SAHRA 

Archives, CapeTown (Unpublished). 
169

  See letter entitled, „Bluestone Quarry; Application Permit‟, ref 9/2/018/0005, File 13, 12 May, 2009, SAHRA 

Archives, Cape Town (Unpublished). 



78 
  

concerned in conservation. In its report of February 2011, the Commission stressed that the Blue 

Stone quarry must not remain unresolved. The commission was critical of the approach whereby 

structures were brought „to as new standard as an asset rather than conserving evidence of its 

heritage values and history.‟The commission went further to argue that „the practice is seen as 

inappropriate and will cumulatively erode evidence and values of the site, especially in the 

absence of „as found‟ documentation.‟
170

 

 

Ron Viney of Ad Astra Festina, a heritage consultant group, assessed the decisions by the 

SAHRA ad hoc committee in order to inform RIM and DPW on the design proposal as to what is 

and is not acceptable to the World Heritage Centre in Paris and to SAHRA as the permitting 

agency. In his assessment in 2013, he concluded that  the decision of the SAHRA Committee in 

2005 followed international best practice for world heritage sites. According to him, these 

practices demanded that changes that reduce cultural significance should be reversible. The mass 

concrete design proposal integrated into the wall would be permanent and difficult to reverse. He 

also pointed out that the design proposal should not hinder the possibility of later access to all 

evidence incorporated into the wall. Finally, he advised that the decisions by the committee were 

suggestive that authenticity in materials, workmanship, design and setting needed to be respected 

and that any major permanent intervention could jeopardize the authenticity of the heritage 

resource.
171

 

In February 2013, Ron Viney carried out a heritage survey to assess the impacts of the entire 

project on the cultural aspects. The legal frameworks of National Heritage Resources Act, 25 of 

1999 and the National Environmental Management Act, 1999 Act No.107 informed this 
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assessment. In his brief report, Viney stated that „the impacts on most of the heritage elements 

will be temporary and low provided the mitigation measures have been put in place.‟ His report 

further explained, „the highest impact will be on the authenticity and integrity of the wall‟.
172

  

The report suggested „the impact on authenticity and integrity could be mitigated if the 

construction of the concrete wall and reconstruction of the seal wall would be an act of 

memorialization with longer term less maintenance option to secure the intangible form from the 

memory of the prisoners.‟
173

 It was also recommended that „the reconstruction should follow as 

closely the vernacular design, materials and workmanship of extant walling.‟ This was to be 

correlated by historic photographic evidence. The report advised that   other precedents such as 

at Great Zimbabwe where well-hidden concrete slabs were introduced to stabilise slipping walls 

could be emulated. 

 

Viney further observed drawing on evidence from the Bluestone Quarry Reference Group, that 

the reconstruction of the wall by DPW/WSP would re-introduce new features on the site that 

were not present earlier on in the 1960s. These features had the impact on the authenticity in 

setting because they would create new setting of the site quite different from the memory of the 

ex-political prisoners. This was quite evident when the RIM officer during the time of interviews 

responded to a question by the ex-political prisoner in relation to the authenticity in setting. His 

response was „yes I agree that there would be an interference of the modern with the old wall‟.
174

 

This complex dilemma presented DPW/WSP and RIM with a challenge. How could they restore 

the Stone Wall in such a manner that it would be stabilized and stand firm against the forces of  
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the sea and at the same time ensure continuity of memory and history of the fabric by 

maintaining its authenticity?  

 

It must be stated that since the inception of the project in 2001, DPW was at the center stage of 

the engineering designs and plans of the Stone Wall. However, due to rising environmental 

concerns that the designs generated, DPW felt it necessary to seek the services of WSP in 2012. 

WSP is an engineering group of companies, which also has a section that deals with 

environmental issues, WSP Environmental (PTY).WSP had therefore designed new plans in 

addition to the earlier ones by DPW.  In 2012 WSP began conducting focused group meetings 

with the stakeholders.
175

 These included: DEA( Integrated Coastal Management); Earth 

Watch(UCT-ADU); DEA(Oceans and Coasts); DEADP( Land Management);City of Cape 

Town( Environmental and Heritage); Cape Nature; Heritage Western Cape; RIM; SAHRA; 

Bluestone Quarry Reference Group Representatives (ex-political prisoners) and finally Ron 

Viney‟s Ad Astra Festina. Four focused group meetings with these stakeholders are of relevance 

for this thesis. All the meetings were held at RIM‟s Nelson Mandela Gate Way. In these focused 

group meetings there were two dominant themes that, in essence, were the crucial challenges to 

the project. These challenges were concerned with authenticity of the site in relation to the 

proposed designs and conflict of the interpretation of the site as far as tensions between cultural 

and natural heritage were concerned. The focus here will be on the debates with regard to 

authenticity, while the environmental issues will be taken up further in the next chapter.  
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It was at the meetings on 23 August and 25 September 2013 where the issues of authenticity and 

integrity were strongly and intensely contested.
176

  WSP presented its newly developed designs 

along with the modified ones from DPW.  In all there were five designs. Alternative one of the 

design   involved the reinstatement of the original Stone Wall with internal reinforcement and 

aesthetically integrated into the existing sections of the wall. Alternative two was like alternative 

one only that it had an introduction of a new feature for easy movement of birds on the site. 

Alternative three was a mass concrete wall erected on the breached side. Alternative four was a 

freestanding concrete wall positioned on the seaside offshore. Alternative five was a Dolosse 

Structure (See Chapter four for the full discussion on the designs and the final resolution).
177

 

 

It was strongly felt among the stakeholders, particularly the representatives of the ex-political 

prisoners and representatives from SAHRA,   that the extent of addition of new structures and 

features that the engineers were proposing would adversely compromise aspects of authenticity 

and integrity of the historical fabric and site. They requested WSP to scale down the degree of 

new additions. However, the general response from the WSP engineers was that the 

reinstatement of the quarry could not happen without   additional structures. It was apparent from 

these focused group meetings that the kind of authenticity that the ex-political prisoners and the 

representatives of SAHRA were asking for was that of historical and absolute authenticity. This 

was difficult to attain considering some of the additions that the engineers had to incorporate to 
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reinforce the wall so that it would be strong enough and longstanding against the action of the 

sea. This does not mean that memories of the ex-political prisoners were rendered irrelevant as 

far as the design of the wall was concerned. In fact, the engineers continuously considered  the 

wishes of the ex-political prisoners but they had to consider the durability and strength of the 

wall. There had to be a compromise on the authenticity of the wall in absolute /historical terms 

and move towards ahistorical/progressive authenticity. It is from these debates on which I argue 

that in restoration projects of cultural heritage resources it is difficult and sometimes impossible 

to fully meet the demands of authenticity of the fabric during the project in historical or 

objectivist sense.  

 

Impact of the Proposed Designs on Authenticity of the Stone Wall and Bluestone Quarry Site 

The proposed restoration strategies by DPW/WSP had presented challenges to issues of 

authenticity of both the site and the Bluestone Quarry wall itself. Thus, the proposed five designs   

with use of concrete, cement and other new „unhistorical‟ additions all had implications to 

different dimensions and aspects of authenticity and integrity. This was the great concern for the 

stakeholders that were involved, particularly, the ex- political prisoners, SAHRA and Ron Viney 

who was a cultural heritage specialist. Any compromise to authenticity meant misrepresentation 

of memory of the site. Thus, for the ex-political prisoners, the Stone Wall and the entire site held 

the memories of the tortuous history of the island. Its original form presented the surviving 

symbols of the political punishment.  

The modern engineering designs that were mooted by DPW/WSP impacted the authenticity of 

the site. The ex- political prisoners had built the wall by piling the stones in interlocking 

technique without proper engineering instruction. The worry of the ex-political prisoners 
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therefore was that the new designs would not represent the „original‟ building techniques of the 

prisoners.
178

 This was the reason why SAHRA advised against any use of other materials on the 

site and recommended restoration of the wall by anastylosis. Anastylosis „ is the type of 

restoration that aims to make the spatial characters of a ruined structure more comprehensible by 

restating its original form, using the original material that is both in suitable condition and is 

located at the site. It involves the re-assembling of existing but dismembered parts.‟
179

  

The suggestion by SAHRA therefore, for ceremonial packing of stones by either the ex-political 

prisoners or their descendants in order to maintain the symbolic value and significance of the 

Stone Wall in terms of its authenticity in design as well as authenticity in material was informed 

by anastylosis.
180

 

 

It was noted by the ex-political prisoners and SAHRA that use of cement and other reinforcing 

materials as proposed by the DPW/WSP meant a compromise of authenticity in material since 

the Stone Wall was originally constructed from the locally based materials like sand, seashells 

and other locally available materials. Further, the fact that it was the engineers who were to 

construct the wall with their new modern engineering techniques this compromised   the original 

workmanship of the Stone Wall. SAHRA‟s suggestion was to allow the ex-political prisoners 

themselves to pile the stones to keep the spirit of maintaining the workmanship of the Stone 

Wall.
181
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As things were, it was hard and impossible for the restoration project to attain the essentialised 

notions of   authenticity as specifically demanded by the ex-political prisoners and SAHRA. 

Thus, absolute or historical authenticity was far from being attained during the project. This was 

because  in terms of the  strength to withstand the force of water from the ocean the materials 

and techniques that were employed by the ex-political prisoners were weak and not stable. If the 

approach as argued by the ex-political prisoners was to be adopted, it would entail continuous 

repair of the Stone Wall and that would be costly. There was need therefore to have a restored   

Stone Wall that would both be strong and cost effective. In this case, the methods and language 

of restoration had to be rehabilitation and reconstruction whereby a fabric is brought back to its 

former condition by means of adding new materials. What was to happen therefore was the 

situation of restoration at Lwandle Migrant Labour Museum where Murray and Witz commented 

that „rather than making old, the movement of hostel 33 to museum involved a process of 

rehabilitating and re-inhabiting the site.‟
182

 Thus the restoration involved removing the historical 

objects that were dilapidated and replacing them with new ones that were strong. Moreover, in 

the recommendations of the Matenga report in 2004 the approach to restoration was through 

mixing new strong materials with old ones. This meant that  the Stone Wall would not reflect 

authenticity in absolute/objectivist/historical sense. 

             

Because of the fact that it was  rehabilitation/reconstruction, as called for by all the five  designs,  

whereby strong and new building materials as suggested by the engineers were to be blended and 

made compatible with the old features of the Stone Wall as suggested by other stakeholders, as 

opposed to  restoration  which requires no addition of new materials, I argue that the 

reconstructed  Stone Wall would fail to meet the essentialised notions of authenticity in the form 
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of absolute  or historical authenticity.  However the kind of authenticity that would be achieved 

is that of progressive or ahistorical authenticity which reflect all layers of old and new features to 

the fabric and in the end help „narrate‟ the genealogy and biography of the fabric from its time of  

formation to the present .  

 

However, my argument does not necessary intend to negate the role and memory of the ex-

political prisoners during the project.  As I have shown their arguments in the two forum 

meetings, their role was crucial and forced the engineers to respect certain aspects of the wall 

and their history.   

 

The proposed five designs of the Stone Wall had not only presented challenges on authenticity of 

the Wall and integrity of the site, they had also presented other challenges and concerns on the 

environment surrounding the Bluestone quarry. Before one discusses how the final design was 

selected, one has to explore the contestations that emerged between cultural and natural heritage 

in relation to the designs. 
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                                                                 CHAPTER 3                                                                                                                                  

 

RESTORATION AND THE CULTURAL/NATURAL CONFLICT ON BLUESTONE 

QUARRY 

 

INTRODUCTION; 

Bluestone Quarry on the north- west corner of Robben Island forms a coastal boundary with the 

Atlantic Ocean. This proximity to the ocean has made it possible for the site to be easily 

encroached and inhabited by marine creatures like penguins, coastal birds and other creatures 

that are drawn to coastal areas. This ecosystem, which the site sustains, has made Bluestone 

Quarry one of the important ecological and environmental sites on the Island.  However, 

regardless of this environmental aspect or natural characteristics, the site is officially recognized 

as a cultural heritage site. This is coherently articulated in the nomination and inscription of the 

entire island as a world heritage site on 4 December 1999. The World Heritage Committee had 

inscribed the island based on criteria (iii) and (vi) of the Outstanding Universal Value. Criterion 

(iii) states that „the buildings of Robben Island bear eloquent witness to its somber history‟. 

Criterion (vi) stipulates „Robben Island and its prison buildings symbolize the triumph of the 

human spirit, of freedom, and of democracy over oppression.‟
183

 

 

When the Stone Wall restoration project began in 2002, the main objective was only to conserve 

the Stone Wall and the site as a cultural/historical site. However,  because of the biodiversity  

present on the site it was necessary per  the requirements of section 23 and 24 of  the National  
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Environmental  Management Act( NEMA) of  the Republic of  South Africa to carry out surveys 

and basic assessments of the site in order to identify the impact of the project on the ecosystem 

and to suggest possible mitigation measures. When the survey findings were presented to the rest 

of the stakeholders, debates and contests ensued among those who espoused environmental 

protection of the site and those who defended cultural protection of the site. This created a status 

of conflict between the natural heritage on the Bluestone Quarry and its cultural heritage. It is 

this conflict which is the subject of the chapter. 

 

The central argument I would like to advance in this chapter is that when a heritage site 

embodies and exhibits mixed aspects of heritage, cultural and natural heritage, it is inevitable 

that  conflicts  emerge and surface between these two „heritages‟ in the course of conservation  

of the site.  The natural /cultural conflict on Bluestone Quarry is the case in point. The debates 

and counter debates amongst the stakeholders   testify to this argument. Further, I would like to 

argue that nomination and inscription of a site as a world heritage site is essentially a political 

and sometimes arbitrary process. What some may consider as cultural heritage is actually 

considered natural heritage by others and vice versa. 

 

The chapter therefore  explores these debates on cultural and natural conflict. The first section 

provides a discussion on the natural resources and biodiversity on Robben Island and Bluestone 

Quarry. The second section discusses the environmental management report through the 

specialists‟ report on Avifauna and Heritage surveys. The last section, perhaps the zenith of the 

chapter, explores some of the debates and counter debates during the focus group meetings of the 

stakeholders.   
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Nature and Fauna on Robben Island and at the Bluestone Quarry 

Robben Island is not only rich in cultural and political history. It is also endowed with natural 

resources that range from different species of birds like penguins, the tortoises, the antelopes and 

many more. The worth of its natural resources in the past was so immense that an English sailor 

of 1607 was captivated to declare that „in my opinion there is not an Island in the world more 

frequented with fowls and seals than this island.‟
184

  The „records of other sailors who were more 

practically minded estimate that in 1604 there were about 50 tons of penguins on the island.‟ 

„Others remarked that the penguins were in such abundance that one might take them up with 

their hands as many as they would.‟ It was because of this that the English called the island 

„penguin island‟. However, the Dutch knew the island as „seal‟ or „seal dog island‟- 

Robbeneiland- and it was from this Dutch word that Robben Island derived its name.
185

 

 

Presently the island has about 132 bird species.
186

  These include sea birds, water birds and 

terrestrial birds. The island is also rich with two species of amphibians, eight species of lizards 

and geckos, three species of snakes and various species of tortoise. Small herds of bontebok, 

springbok, steenbok, fallow deer and eland, as well as an increasing number of ostriches live on 

the island. Marine life in the surrounding waters of the island complete the whole set of fauna on 

the island. Aquatic animals, for example, large number of seals and whales populate the waters 

around the island.  The Bluestone Quarry itself   is occupied by several bird species. These 

include African Penguins (Spheniscus demersus) which are listed as endangered, Black 
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Oystercatchers (Haematopus bachmani) which are listed as nearly threatened. There is also a 

significant amount of Kelp Gull (Larus dominicanus) present on site.
187

 

 

 

Fig 6.Caspian Tern ( Female) with two chicks at the nesting site at Bluestone Quarry (Picture by 

Arnold van de  Westhuizen,RIM-2013). 

 

Vegetation of different species is scattered on the island. It is believed that „ the original 

indigenous vegetation resembled typically that of the  strandveld type commonly found on the 

mainland of the west coast of the Western Cape, from the Cape Point area to the Olifants River 

several hundred kilometers to the north.‟
188

  Alien plant species such as Rooikrans, Manatoka 
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and Eucalyptus were imported by the settlers and now manifest in the landscape.
189

  However 

much of this more recent vegetation provides sheltering and nesting for the rich variety of bird 

life found on the lsland. This rich biodiversity has colonized the island including the Bluestone 

Quarry. Consequently, the Bluestone Quarry can be identified not only with its cultural history as 

testified by the traumatic experiences of the ex-political prisoners but also as a significant natural 

heritage site on the island.  In the discourse of heritage management, the Bluestone Quarry 

undisputedly qualifies to be a mixed heritage site. Conservation of such sites therefore entails 

consideration of all aspects of heritage on the site. It was on this understanding that when the 

restoration of the project was initiated it was important to consider the impact of the project on 

the surrounding biodiversity of the site and assess if the project was feasible and viable. In order 

to assess the risks and threats on biodiversity, DPW/WSP facilitated assessment surveys to look 

at the impact on avifauna and cultural heritage on the site in relation to the project. The two 

reports from these surveys were then merged to produce the environmental management report 

that was to guide the project activities on the site. 

 

The Environmental Impact Assessments and the Environmental Report on Bluestone Quarry    

As required by section 23 and 24 of National  Environmental Management Act (NEMA) of 

Republic of South Africa,  an investigation of „the potential consequences or impacts of  

reasonable and feasible alternatives to the activity on the environment  must be provided before 

any implementation of a project on  national heritage site.‟
190

 The obligation to undertake such a 

process underscored the calls for the Bluestone Quarry  project to simultaneously respect and 
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recognize the natural and cultural significance of the site irrespective of which significance the 

project was meant to conserve.   

 

In order to identify and assess these environmental impacts that the project would trigger, RIM 

and its partner DPW, contracted the expertise of WSP Environmental (Pty) in 2012.
191

  WSP was 

to undertake the function of Environmental Assessment Practitioner (EAP). In this capacity, it 

was tasked to facilitate the stakeholder engagement process for the application for an 

Environmental Authorisation of the project in accordance with NEMA.
192

  Pre-application 

consultation was conducted with the National Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA) 

during the course of 2012. A site visit was conducted with Mr Tambudzani Malaudzi( a 

representative from DEA), and Mrs Jacqui Fincham,( an associate with WSP Environment and 

Energy South Africa) on the 18 April 2012. According to her resume, Jacqui Fincham has 16 

years working experience as an environmental consultant, undertaking environmental impact 

assessments and basic assessments. She is experienced in developing environmental 

management programs, undertaking site audits (due diligence and environmental control officer), 

sustainability assessments (SAs), strategic environmental assessments (SEAs) and ecological 

foot printing studies. She worked in the United Kingdom for eight years from 2000 to 2008 and 

has been working in South Africa since 2009.
193

 

Following on their site visit, Malaudzi and Fincham met at the Clock Tower, at the waterfront on 

22 June 2012 to discuss the potential triggers and the requirements in terms of environmental 
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authorisation. It was confirmed at this meeting that a basic assessment process must be followed 

and that the DEA was the competent authority to oversee the process. On 31 October 2012, the 

Department of Environmental Affairs and Development Planning (DEADP) confirmed that it 

would be the commenting authority on the application and would provide comment to DEA 

directly. An application was made to DEA which was accepted on 28 November 2012.
194

  

 

Following this application and as required by NEMA (No. 107 of 1998), WSP had to undertake 

the stakeholder engagement process.  The first stage of the stakeholder engagement process 

involved a broad consultation casting the net widely to invite any interested and affected parties   

to register their interest in the project. This stage included press adverts, site notices and formal 

notifications that were sent directly to stakeholders identified by the regulations as statutory 

consultees. To this end, WSP placed an advert in the Cape Times on 9 January 2013, which 

served as a notification of an application and calls for consultation process. Furthermore, WSP 

placed two site notices in order to notify the public of the application for environmental 

consultations. The site notices were placed at Robben Island‟s security offices as well as Robben 

Island‟s local cafeteria on 9 January 2013.
195

  Prior to this, WSP had also initially identified and 

notified possible interested and affected parties  of the application for consultation process on 18 

December 2012.  These parties were given 30 days (until 1 February 2013) to register their 

interest and make representation or request additional information if required.  A number of 

organisations and individuals responded to the notification and wished to be registered as 

interested and affected parties. Once registered, they provided comments on the application.  

These new stakeholders were to be added to the already existing group of stakeholders, which 
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primarily and previously was constituted of RIM, DPW, SAHRA and the Bluestone Quarry 

Reference Group.  A brief look at some of these comments on the application reveals different 

interests of the stakeholders and the ensuing tension and conflict between natural and cultural 

heritage during the project. On 15 January 2013, Chris Wilke of Wilke‟s Eco Solutions 

commented: 

Am currently the appointed service provider to RIM for the problem 

animal control project dealing with the rabbits and feral cats. The area 

in question has been a significant rabbit density area, albeit at a very 

low level now due to the project. I wish to remain informed of the 

changes to the environment in the immediate area surrounding the 

quarry. Eg, the removal of the stockpile of rocks close to the quarry, 

so as to monitor rabbit responses.
196

 

 

Monde Mkungwana, an ex-political prisoner, wrote on his application: 

 

The Blue Stone Quarry was a designated place by the authorities. It is 

here all the iniquities of all sorts were committed by warders, to 

dampen the spirit of our commitment to the revolution. But we all 

rose above the challenges. The quarry also became a school for 

human and intellectual development. This is where every political 

decision was made in relation to the „internal and external‟ political 

activities, the president of SA and others were produced by the 

quarry.
197

 

 

On 1 February 2013, Rhetti Smart of Cape Nature wrote: 

The BID states that the quarry is utilised by several marine bird 

species, including the African Penguin (Spheniscus demersus), listed 

as Endangered. Therefore Cape Nature supports the recommendation 

in the BID that an avifaunal specialist study must be undertaken to 

inform the basic assessment report. Particular attention should be paid 

to the potential impact on African Penguins, as the global population 

of this species is known to be declining. The avifaunal   specialist 

must consult with researchers working on the island. The proposed 

activity [restoration] could also have an impact on the adjacent coastal 

and marine environment. These impacts also need to be assessed, 

preferably by an appropriately qualified specialist, unless it can be 

sufficiently motivated otherwise. Cape Nature reserves the right to 

                                                           
196

„RIBSQ Public Participation Report‟,  p.19.  
197

 ‘RIBSQ Public Participation Report‟,  p.19. 



94 
  

revise initial comments and request further information based on any 

additional information that may be received.
198

  

 

 

From these comments it is therefore clear that the project had drawn interest groups who had 

various and conflicting concerns for the project. From the perspective of the ex-political 

prisoners it was history that was important and from others it was the environment. 

 

Immediately, after the identification and notification of these interested and affected parties, in   

February 2013, WSP Environment facilitated an application  to SAHRA for a permit to 

undertake an avifaunal assessment and cultural heritage assessment on Bluestone Quarry.  The 

avifauna assessment was to be carried out by Anold van der Westhuizen,an ornithologist and 

proprietor  of Arnwart Environ Watch  which specialises on environmental monitoring. He was 

assisted by Professor L.G. Underhill of the Animal Demography Unit of the University of Cape 

Town.
199

 Ronald Viney of Adra Festina was to conduct the cultural heritage assessment 

survey.
200

 The findings from these two basic assessments were to be merged and consolidated to 

come up with one single document, the environmental management report. As already mentioned 

in the previous chapter, it was this report that was presented to the interested and affected 

stakeholders during the four focused group meetings where among other things issues of 

environment and authenticity emerged.  Here the environmental basic assessment and its 

findings will be discussed.  
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The Avifauna Assessment Report and the Stone Wall Project on Bluestone Quarry 

Westhueizen and Underhill, in their introductory section of the report, described the study area. 

They provided the binary status of Bluestone Quarry and therefore set a scene of how     

complicated the site and the project would be in terms of satisfying both the cultural and natural 

heritage of the site. They reported that „the entire proposed construction site is located within the 

Robben Island National Monument and Museum (declared 4 September 1996) and the Robben 

Island World Heritage Site (declared 1 December 1999) ,as well as the Robben Island National 

Historical Monument Important Bird Area (IBA) – a globally important bird area.‟ They further 

went on to point the legal frameworks that should guide the project. They suggested that „the 

area under consideration should therefore be assessed in terms of the approved environmental 

management plan (RIEMP 2002), the World Heritage Convention Act No 44 of 1999, the Sea 

Birds and Seals Protection Act No 46 of 1973 and the draft Biodiversity Management Plan for 

Spheniscus  demersus gazetted on 20 August 2012 (Gazette No 35607) in terms of National 

Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act (NEM: BA) (Act 10 of 2004).‟
201

    

 

According to the report, the avifauna research that was conducted was guided by the National 

Environmental Management Act which among other things demands and stipulates that 

„development must be socially, environmentally, and economically sustainable,‟ and 

„disturbance of ecosystems and loss of biological diversity are avoided, or, where they cannot be 

altogether avoided, are minimised and remedied.‟
202

  The avifauna assessment engaged three 

methodological approaches: desk research, interviews and field surveys. A desktop assessment 
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was undertaken in order to establish which bird species had been recorded in the broader area 

surrounding the study site. This broader area being Robben Island as a whole and the immediate  

 

offshore waters to about 3 km offshore. Data was collected from  the Animal Demography Unit   

(ADU), University of Cape Town and the booklet Wildlife of Robben Island by Bruce Dyer.
203

 

 

Westhuizen and Underhill conducted  the interviews and consultations with institutions and 

individuals that have specialisation in environmental issues. Among these were : Dr R.J.M. 

Crawford (Directorate: Oceans and Coasts – Department of Environmental Affairs) ; Mr B.M. 

Dyer (Directorate: Oceans and Coasts – Department of Environmental Affairs); Mr T.M. 

Leshoro (RIM ); Dr R.B Sherley (Post-doctoral Fellow ADU); Professor Peter Barham 

(University of Bristol, Earthwatch); Professor P. Dee Boersma (University of Washington); K.J 

Robinson (PhD Researcher on African Penguins: Robben Island); E Rueda (MSc University of 

Léon – African Black Oystercatchers Robben Island/Storm Petrel species) and  Mr G.H. le Roux 

(Landplan and Associates).
204

 

 

To complement the desk research and the interviews, field surveys were conducted by doing   „in 

situ observations.‟ These surveys took place during the day. Observations of birds present at and 

around the quarry site and the dry Stone Wall were recorded. A night survey was carried out 

when the phase of the moon was optimal to establish if Leach's Storm Petrel Oceanodroma 

leucorhoa were present on the island. These were conducted at the remnant walls at the quarry as   
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well as the nearby unused shooting range as these areas contained suitable habitat for this species 

to breed.
205

  It was observed that most of the birds nested in cavities in the old Stone Wall. 

At the end of the research, a number of impacts that the project could pose and present to the 

biodiversity on the site were documented. In the report, the possible impacts that were 

anticipated included destruction of habitat, disturbance and displacement of species by   

construction and maintenance activities as well as an influx of tourists.
206

  The most affected 

species of birds were African Penguins, Swift Terns, Kulp Gulls and African Oystercatchers. 

 

The report explained that disturbance would occur during the construction period, which should 

be limited to a period of six weeks. It further reported that the disturbance would consist of 

human movement and noise, movement of equipment and materials, vehicles and construction 

activities. Disturbance could also periodically occur thereafter when maintenance was carried 

out. The report outlined that disturbance of these species would most likely occur on the seaward 

side of the wall where these „birds feed, roost and loaf during the day on the rocky shore and 

during construction on the quarry side where they come to loaf and roost on the „„blue stone 

rocks‟‟ at the waterside.‟
207

  The report noted that the re- construction of the Stone Wall would 

influence the access route for the birds, especially the penguins, to their breeding area, as the 

wall would form a barrier to movement for these species. The birds would have to adapt and 

habituate to the barrier and learn to use a new route to the breeding sites.
208

  If the penguins did 

not adapt they could be severely displaced during construction.   
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Fig 7. A Kelp Gull chick taking shelter from predation by adult Kelp Gulls between dislodged 

stones at the dry Stone Wall (Picture by Arnold van der Westhuizen, RIM-2013). 

 

Disturbance might also happen after construction if penguins could not adapt to the new access 

route created by the ramp over the wall. Thus two of the alternative designs had a ramp to aid the 

movement of the penguins from the sea to the quarry side where they were nesting (See Figures 

11 and 12 in chapter 4, thus for the designs). The report further emphasized that displacement 

could be permanent. Movement of vehicles was also pointed out as another source of impact. It 

was observed that in the area, vehicles could strike, kill penguins, and disturb movement of 
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birds. During construction, the vehicles might maim one of a breeding pair and cause a 

detrimental impact on caring for chicks or future breeding. The report warned that a maimed bird 

had a very slight likelihood of survival.  The avifauna report did not only provide the impact of 

the project on the birds, but, it also suggested   mitigation measures. The report  suggested that a 

„penguin proof‟ fence should be erected around the construction area to keep the penguins out of 

the area and to direct their movement away from the construction site. It also suggested that 

human noise and movement should be kept minimized. The report also recommended that water 

which had filled the quarry should not be drained but continue being used as a habitat for birds 

like the Kelp Gulls.  

 

Fig. 8 Penguins at the flat seaward side of the breached Stone Wall (Picture by Arnold van der 

Westhuizen, RIM-2013). 
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The report concluded emphatically  that „reconstruction of the dry Stone Wall at the Bluestone 

Quarry can be supported if the  necessary measures will be taken to preserve the natural 

resources, minimise damage and remedy damage caused by proposed activities. These measures 

should be in place before, during and after construction.‟
209

  The report thus suggested that 

project had to take care of the biodiversity on the site. Part of minimizing the impact entailed 

construction of features on the site that were not present during the „historical‟ period. And some 

of these features like the penguin ramp would be permanent at the Stone Wall. Introduction of 

these new features on the historical site as a way of protecting the birds would be a compromise 

and distortion to the historical setting of the site. This situation brought cultural heritage and 

natural heritage on the site into a collision path and conflict during the restoration project.  It is, 

against this background, that I argue that when a heritage site exhibits binaries of cultural and 

natural heritage there is always conflict in the conservation and management of heritage on such 

a site. As the next section will show, there were acrimonious debates and contestations when 

these findings were presented to the stakeholders during the focused group meetings. 

 

At the end of the assessments, WSP consolidated the avifaunal report and the heritage report to 

produce the comprehensive environmental management report that was then presented to the 

stakeholders for consideration, further input and suggestions. As discussed in the preceding 

chapter, this was done in four focused group meetings that followed. The following section 

therefore explores some of the pertinent debates, arguments and counter arguments that framed 

the natural versus cultural conflict. 
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The Environmental Report and Contestations on the Significance of Bluestone Quarry     

A statement of significance establishes why a place is important and it examines all the heritage 

values of a place. According to different charters and conventions that guide conservation 

management of heritage resources it is the statement of significance that determines how 

conservation activities should proceed.
210

  Thus, what is significant about a place should help 

determine how to look after it and what changes are appropriate.  

 

The Burra Charter of Australia ICOMOS clearly defines what cultural significance is. The 

charter states that „cultural significance means aesthetic, historic, scientific or social value for the 

past, present or future generations‟.
211

  It further extends this definition by adding that cultural 

significance is the concept that helps in estimating the value of the places.  A place may have a 

historic value because „it has influenced or has been influenced by a historic figure, event, phase, 

or activity.‟
212

  It further stipulates that „the cultural and historical significance of a heritage 

resource is embodied in its fabric, its setting, its contents, in its use and in people‟s memory and 

association with the place.‟ On the other hand, natural significance means „the importance of 

ecosystems, biological diversity and geodiversity for their scientific, social, aesthetic and life 

support value.‟
213

 A place or site can be of either natural significance or cultural significance and 

in some cases a site can portray both significances and this often creates conflict when it comes 

to decide which significance should be prioritized.  This was the case with the Bluestone Quarry.   

Establishing the significance of Bluestone Quarry was therefore one aspect in conservation of the 

site that was both divisive and intensely debated among the stakeholders. Those for the cultural 
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significance of the site, comprising of the ex-political prisoners and SAHRA argued for 

conservation of the cultural heritage of the site. The environmentalists led by the environmental 

management of RIM, the environmental section of WSP and other environmental bodies 

apparently argued for the conservation of the natural heritage of the site .What seemed to be the 

source of conflict was the fact that one side wanted and supported the protection of biodiversity 

by strictly adhering to the provisions in the avifaunal report. In contrast, the other side felt that 

the provisions in the report for protection of the birds relied among other things on introduction 

of new structures and features that would disturb the historical setting and authenticity of the site. 

According to this group, the mitigating measures in the avifauna report were „sanitising the 

site‟.
214

  

 

The stakeholders  who espoused the cultural significance drew their claim from the historical fact 

because the site was a place where the ex-prisoners toiled, laboured, and survived the humiliation 

and torture by the state machinery through the  work of the prison warders.  For them it was a 

site that symbolised „the triumph of human spirit over adversity‟. It was also significant in the 

historical sense because the stones that were used to build the maximum security prison were 

dug, crushed and dressed by the political prisoners on this site. This therefore qualified the site to 

be a cultural and historical site. Consequently, all conservation    activities had to be in the legal 

frame work of cultural conservation.  At the core of these debates was the question whether the 

Bluestone Quarry is natural or cultural heritage site.
215

  

As explained in the previous chapter, on 23 August 2013 WSP Environment presented the 

environmental report at the ex-political prisoners‟ forum. Among other issues on the agenda was 
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to discuss how the engineering designs would be modified in order to avoid or minimise the 

impacts that the report had outlined.  As already pointed out in chapter two, the following were 

in attendance  at that forum:  Michael Limba (Reference Group Representative), Monde 

Mkunqwana (Reference Group Representative), Nolobabalo Tonga-Lewayo , (RIM),Thisibodi 

Madafambane  (Reference Group Representative), (Reference Group Representative)Sabelo 

Madlala(RIM),Gcobani Sypoyo (SAHRA), Greg Ontong ( (SAHRA),Ronald Viney (Ad Astra 

Festina) Jorge Simoes (WSP), Jacqui Fincham (WSP),Surina Brink (WSP),J.F.D. de Kock  

((DPW). When Jacqui Fincham presented the report, the forum opened for comments and 

suggestions. 
216

  The following discussion  is drawn from this meeting of 23 August 2013. 

 

The recommendation in the report that water which had filled the quarry should not be drained in 

order to continue providing a habitat for the birds residing at the quarry was challenged.  

Gcobani Sypoyo of (SAHRA) expressed his disagreement on this matter. He contended that 

water should not remain in the quarry because the main purpose of the project was the 

preservation of the quarry and without the quarry, the story of Robben Island would not be 

complete. He emphasized that the goal was authenticity and that was the reason why people 

visited the quarry in the first place. He further argued that the narrative of the quarry was the 

breakdown of the human spirit and not the birds. Nolubabalo Tonga, a senior heritage officer of 

RIM, questioned what would be the purpose of reinstating the wall if people would not be able to 

see where the work was actually done and how deep the quarry was. She also alerted the forum 

that the quarry could not tell a story if it was filled with water.
217
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On the design of the wall and plight of the birds, Jacqui Fincham commented that health and 

safety should be taken into account when considering the design of the wall since the seagulls 

were aggressive. She argued that birds were an important component of the recent history of the  

quarry. Monde Mkunqwana, a Bluestone Quarry Reference Group member, protested this issue 

of protecting the birds. He recited one of his poems, which described that seagulls were present 

when they were working in the quarry. He explained that the spirit of the poem represented the 

spirit of the prisoners and what the quarry meant to them. He indicated that he spent ten years 

working in the quarry and therefore the heritage issue was more important in the project and 

should be the focus and the object of the design. He therefore requested that the design should 

not take into account the issue of birds since they hated the birds when they worked in the 

quarry. He further noted that they (the ex-prisoners) decimated the population of birds by eating 

the eggs of the birds. Only when the quarry closed in 1974 did the birds re-populate the quarry. 

He further argued that if the quarry could be drained, the birds would not die but would 

systematically adapt and not use the quarry. 

 

Greg Ontong of SAHRA also made a contribution during the meeting. He argued that the ex-

political prisoners (EPPs) are the main clients when it comes down to what the significance of 

the quarry is. He contended that, from the perspective of the ex-prisoners, the natural 

environment was secondary and that the cultural component was the most important aspect of the 

quarry. His conclusion on the matter was that the island is a World and National Heritage site 

and that the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and National Environmental Management 

Act (NEMA) require that the cultural heritage component be central.
218
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However, Sabelo Madlala, the Environmental Management officer with RIM, argued that the site 

was natural because it is a habitat to a wide range of biodiversity that includes rare species of 

penguins and other birds like African Black Oystercatcher, Caspian Tern among others and 

therefore conservation should be in respect to the natural heritage of the site. He cautioned all the 

stakeholders to the project to recognise the fact that if nothing was done for the natural 

environment there would be an adverse impact on the biodiversity.
219

 

 

Differences were also acute on the aspect of the provisional design of a walk way on the Stone 

Wall to ease the movement of the penguins from the sea to the quarry and other nesting sites as 

was evident in alternative design one and alternative design two.
220

  Jacqui Fincham contended 

that it should be acknowledged the penguins would be impacted and therefore  pragmatic action 

was needed.  Gcobani Sypoyo disagreed strongly and stated that the penguin walkway was “a 

non-issue” since the penguins could relocate and move elsewhere. The penguin walkway should 

therefore not be considered as part of the design. 

 

Viney, attempted to adjudicate the debate by defining the significance of Bluestone Quarry. He 

argued that the natural and cultural significance could only be understood when the history of the 

site was properly researched and analysed. He asserted that there was need to reflect on deeper 

frameworks that guide conservation on a world heritage site. He pointed out that the island was 

enlisted as a world heritage site on the basis of its Outstanding Universal Value which is the 

cultural and historical significance of the site. The Outstanding Universal Value of the site was 
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not negotiable and cannot be disputed. Therefore based on this framework one can ably answer 

that the Bluestone Quarry is a cultural heritage site. 

 

Fig.9, Bluestone Quarry pit, a cultural heritage, filled with water and forms habitat for some 

birds (Picture by Arnold Van der Westhuizen, RIM-2013). 

 

However, Viney went further by exploring and interrogating the environment of the site during 

the early times. For example, before the ex-prisoners worked on the site what was it like?  From 

the testimonies of the ex-prisoners through the oral history research (with the Bluestone Quarry 

Reference Group) ,  he was able to demonstrate that the place was a beach and waves could 

come from the sea and wash it. The ex- prisoners also remembered birds on the site before the 

quarrying started. This was therefore natural environment. He then argued that history was then 

made later on the site when the ex- prisoners started quarrying and enduring the harsh 
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experiences of torture and that this  history did not  by any stretch of imagination erode the 

natural state of the site. This was the reason why the area was still rich in biodiversity even in the 

present day. He finally concluded that the Bluestone quarry was still a natural site but it got its 

significance and interpretation through the intangible cultural heritage of the site. However, 

because of the guiding legal frame works of conservation based on the significance on which the 

island was initially nominated, the conservation of its cultural significance would always take 

precedence over the natural significance.
221

  

 

At least seven points were agreed as a way forward during the debates of this 23 August 2013 

meeting. Two of them are relevant for the above discussions.  It was agreed that water would be 

removed from the quarry but not entirely. It was also agreed that the covered walkway and 

penguin ramp on alternative design one and alternative design two should not be further 

considered. The minutes for these meetings do not state clearly why the covered walkway and 

the penguin ramp should not be considered. However, from close reading and analysis of the 

debates, I suggest it was because the penguin ramp and the walk way which would be new 

features   posed problems to issues of authenticity of the Stone Wall. The natural versus cultural 

significance debate thus also had implications for debates about authenticity. 
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Fig. 10, A section of the Stone Wall, a cultural heritage (Picture  by Arnold Van der Westhuizen, 

RIM-2013) 

 

During the second focus group meeting on 25 September 2013, to present the Bluestone Quarry 

project to RIM Executive and Management the issues in the environmental report were also 

raised. Members present at that meeting  were  Pascal Taruvinga  (Chief Heritage Officer - 

RIM), Luyanda Mpahwla  (Councillor: Heritage – RIM), Sibongiseni Mkhize  (Chief Executive 

Officer – RIM), Thisibodi Madafambane(Bluestone Quarry Reference Group)  Margaret Louw 

(Finance – RIM Management Accounts),Ronald Viney  (Ad Astra Festina), Jacqui Fincham  

(WSP) and Michael Limba ( Bluestone Quarry Reference Group).
222

  As had always been the 
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case in the previous meetings,   after presentations of the designs and the report, debates 

followed. The following account  is drawn from this meeting. 

 

Pascal Taruvinga noted that the Bluestone Quarry represented a „cultural landscape‟ that had an 

ongoing  natural habitat on the site and that fact could not be disregarded. However, there was 

need to present a scheme in terms of justification for the height of the wall, the proposed 

construction sequence and future strength of the wall. He further stressed that it was significant 

to focus on developing options that were informed by compliance with national law in order to 

balance restoration of the wall, ecology and heritage matters. 

 

As part of his contribution to these debates, Luyanda Mpahwala ( from RIM‟s Heritage 

Department) advised that RIM needed to manage the relationship between the significance of   

the quarry from the ex-political prisoners‟ point of view versus the habitat that has been created 

on the site over time in order to get a win-win situation. RIM would therefore need to find a way 

to deal with the ex-political prisoners without them feeling that the cultural heritage value of the 

site was being „watered down‟. He cautioned that RIM should prioritise, in terms of heritage, 

what was relevant for the project. He also suggested that the design team needed to look into 

alternative ways to deal with the penguins without resulting in a significant change to the 

character of the wall from a physical and experience point of view.
223

  At least two issues were 

agreed during this meeting. It was agreed that the Stone Wall must be reinstated. However, 

unlike in the previous meeting of 23 August, it was agreed that the penguin walk way had to be 

considered in the design. For this change in decision to reconsider the penguin ramps and walk 
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way the minutes again are not clear. However one could speculate that, clearly, the 

environmental impact of the project could not be ignored. 

 

In an interview that I conducted with Mr Sabelo, the Environmental Manager of RIM, he 

intimated that there was need to understand that cultural heritage which constitutes the built 

fabric on the site „does not hang in the sky but on mother nature and it should be managed as 

such.‟ He argued in emphatic terms that both natural and cultural heritage are intertwined and, in 

fact, natural environment is cultural heritage. On this paradox he alluded to the ex-political 

prisoners recalling how they interacted with the birds on the site by supplementing the  diet 

during the times of hard labour on the quarry and thus what is natural becomes part of the 

narrative of the cultural and hence the need to conserve both aspects of the heritage on the site. 

He also cited the importance of the Burra Charter specifically article 5 section 5.1 which 

stipulates that „conservation of a place should identify and take into consideration all aspects of 

cultural and natural significance without unwarranted emphasis on any one value at the expense 

of the other.‟
224

  From his comments it is easy to understand that while the cultural significance 

was being asserted, the environmental factors were far from being ignored during the project. It 

also illuminates how what is cultural and what is natural can be arbitrary notions or constructs. 

 

I have taken great pains in this section to elaborate these debates, contestations and „conservation 

frictions‟ in order to demonstrate the extent of the conflict of interests between those who called 

for the conservation of cultural heritage and those who felt that natural heritage was part of the 

story of Bluestone Quarry and therefore needed to be conserved as well by mitigating the 
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impacts that the project might bring. It is clear in this chapter that although Robben Island, and 

by extension Bluestone Quarry, was declared a world heritage site because of its history, the site 

itself is habitat to a variety of animal life. This in a way resonates well with critical literature 

against world heritage convention which among other issues argues that in most instances 

declaration of heritage sites is a political and arbitrary process. Thus what could be cultural 

heritage for some could also be natural heritage for others. It is because of the mixed heritage 

that Bluestone Quarry embodies which brought different and conflicting views and perspectives 

on what heritage should be prioritised. It is this situation therefore that informs and frames my 

argument that when heritage sites exhibit characteristics of being natural and cultural, conflicts 

abound and are inevitable during the conservation management of such sites.  

 

The next chapter attempts to discuss how different issues challenging the project were finally 

resolved. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                        

                                                        



112 
  

                                                      CHAPTER 4 

 

RESOLVING THE HERITAGE AND CONSERVATION ISSUES OF THE STONE 

WALL PROJECT 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

As has been indicated in the previous chapters, the project for the reinstatement of the Stone 

Wall at Bluestone Quarry commenced in 2002 and  its consultations  and contestations only got 

resolved in 2014.  According to Nolubabalo Tango, the senior heritage officer with RIM, there 

was no documented official reason for this long duration. However, she suggested that this might 

be  attributed to the complex nature of the project. This complexity was the consequence of two 

crucial factors. First, it might have been because of the imperative need to arrive at the best 

conservation method that would consider balancing the tangible and intangible heritage. A 

corollary of this factor was  the need to devise the best approach to arbitrate and balance the 

environmental and heritage challenges. She also further attributed the protracted time frame of 

the project to changes in RIM management and changes in institutional priorities as well as 

budgetary implications.
225

 

 

The complicated nature of the project, with its diverse interest groups and stakeholders, meant 

that it was not easy to arrive at the middle ground that could satisfy the demands of each. As  

discussed earlier, the major and outstanding problems rocking the project were the issues of 

authenticity of the Stone Wall  in relation to the suggested engineering designs, the conservation 
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of the environment and its protection from the impacts of the project and the conflict that 

emerged between the natural heritage and cultural heritage of the site. In order for the project to 

progress there was need to resolve these issues. Then how were these heritage issues that were 

dragging the project back and forth finally resolved? This chapter therefore attempts to provide 

answers to this key question by exploring some of the crucial decisions that were made. The 

chapter does not merely provide the decisions but discusses the approaches, methodologies and 

legal instruments in conservation practice that were engaged to inform such decisions. 

 

Central to this chapter is an argument that the restoration project of the Stone Wall much as it 

was a cultural heritage project in its scope it was also a natural heritage project in practice. This 

is because in heritage management of sites it is the significance on which the site is nominated 

that guides its conservation practice. In the case of the Bluestone Quarry, it is its cultural heritage 

status that was supposed to determine what heritage should be conserved and what heritage 

should be disregarded. However, as it turned out during the decisions for the project, the 

concerns of natural heritage on the site were not entirely thrown out but were accommodated in 

the implementation of the project. Thus much as the decisions were made and implemented in 

order to realize the cultural heritage gain,  the project at the same time sought to minimize where 

possible the impact on the biodiversity  on the site. Following logically from this assertion, I 

would like to further argue that the case of the Bluestone Quarry project is a model on how best 

conflicts of natural and cultural heritage on a site can be reconciled in management of heritage  

sites that exhibit mixed heritage. This was best demonstrated in how the decisions on the main 

issues of the project were made in such a way to accommodate the needs of the two sides of the 

heritage on the site. 
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The chapter therefore discusses how contestations on significance of the site were resolved, how 

issues on the appropriate design of the Stone Wall were settled and how environmental concerns 

were addressed.  

 

Use of Legal Instruments and Conventions to Evaluate the Suitable Proposed Design 

In chapter two it has been clearly shown that the proposed engineering designs were not 

adequate to meet the test of authenticity as argued by the ex-political prisoners and SAHRA. 

While in chapter three it has also been demonstrated that the same proposed designs posed an 

environmental impact to the biodiversity on the site and raised debates on significance of the site. 

These were the outstanding challenges that had to be resolved if the project was to progress. A 

number of heritage conventions and legal instruments guiding conservation of heritage resources, 

particularly cultural heritage sites, were therefore referred to and consulted. The conventions as 

stipulated by the International Council of Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), and most 

importantly the Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter of 1999, were used. The Burra Charter as it is 

commonly known sets a standard of practice for those who provide advice and manage heritage 

sites.
226

 

 

Important articles in the Burra Charter that were invoked  to guide  some of the decisions and 

methodologies  to the project  included article 3 section 3.1 which stipulates that „conservation is 

based  on respect for existing fabric, use, associations and meanings . It requires a cautious 

approach of changing as much as necessary but as little as possible.‟
227

 This had implications on 

how much should be added during the reconstruction so as not to compromise the authenticity 
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and significance of the site.  Article 3 section 3.2 was also crucial. It specifies that „changes to a 

place should not distort the physical or other evidence it provides, nor be based on conjecture.‟
228

 

This had implications for how the reconstruction should proceed. The important phrase „nor be 

based on conjecture‟ entailed that the restoration must be guided by appropriate knowledge of 

the place and skills. Thus the memory of the ex-political prisoners was crucial in informing how 

the structure and the entire fabric were during the time of imprisonment. This had resonance with 

article 4.1 which emphasizes on making use of all the knowledge, skills and disciplines which 

can contribute to the study and care of the place.
229

  The oral history reference group thus played 

a significant role in providing information but also in emphasizing the site as a place of 

considerable meaning to which memories were attached. In addition, many experts were 

consulted. 

 

Articles 8 and 15 had a profound influence on the designs that were to be accepted by the 

heritage authorities like SAHRA and the primary stakeholders, the ex-political prisoners.  

According to article 15 „change may be necessary to retain cultural significance, but is 

undesirable where it reduces cultural significance.  The amount of change to a place should be 

guided by the cultural significance of the place and its appropriate interpretation.‟ Article 8 was 

emphatic. It provided that „conservation requires the retention of an appropriate visual setting 

and other relationships that contribute to the cultural significance of the place. New construction, 

demolition, intrusions or other changes which would adversely affect the setting or relationships 

are not appropriate.‟
230

  By following some of these guidelines as provided by the Burra Charter 

and other conventions, the stakeholders ably evaluated the various important issues to the project 

                                                           
228

 The Burra Charter,  p.3. 
229

 The Burra Charter,  p.3. 
230

 See The Burra Charter: Australia ICOMOS Charter for Places of Cultural Significance 1999( 2000),  p.4. 



116 
  

such as the significance of Bluestone Quarry site and the appropriate design required for the 

project. 

  

Cultural Significance as the Overarching Significance of the Bluestone Quarry  

As discussed in chapter three, one of the contentious issues in the implementation of the project 

was the determination of the significance of Bluestone Quarry site. It was during the meeting of 

all the stakeholders on 19 September 2013   that the question of the significance of Bluestone 

Quarry seemed to have finally been brought to rest. This was when Viney presented the case 

based on history of Robben Island and the legal instruments and conventions that govern world 

heritage sites, to demonstrate that cultural significance and not natural significance was the 

overarching significance of the site. 

 

As in the previous meetings, Viney first traced the history of   nomination of Robben Island as a 

world heritage site and the reasons for its nomination.  Thus Robben Island was inscribed on the 

World Heritage List of Cultural Properties in 1999 under criterion (iii) and (vi) of the 1972 

World Heritage Convention.
231

  The justification for the  inscription  under  these criteria  was 

that „the buildings  of  Robben Island  bear  eloquent witness to its somber history‟ and  „Robben 

Island  and its prison buildings  symbolize  the triumph of the human spirit , of freedom and of 

democracy over oppression.‟
232

 „The Bluestone Quarry‟, he argued, „was seminal to 

understanding the Outstanding Universal Value of the Island because the maximum security 

prison was built with the stones from it. Without the intangible element of memory, skills, 

workmanship etc. the intangible aspects would have reduced significance. It was therefore the 

                                                           
231

 See World Heritage Nomination Documentation File 916, in File 9/2/018004, SAHRA Archives, Cape Town 

(Unpublished, 2000). 
232

 See „25630  Robben Island  Bluestone Quarry, Draft Basic Assessment Review‟, RIM(Unpublished ,2014),  p.17. 



117 
  

intangible memory of the prisoners that imbued the quarry with its significance hence the 

restoration of the wall was essential to ensure the authenticity and integrity of the intangible.
233

 

 

Viney noted and acknowledged that the presence of a breeding penguin colony within the 

Bluestone Quarry and its surroundings had presented a sensitive ecological challenge to the 

proposed restoration project.  However, it was also instructive to understand that the site had just 

seen the relative recent encroachment of African penguins that were not part of the historic 

cultural landscape. He further argued that due to the unforeseen delays in the restoration of the 

Bluestone Quarry wall, the site had developed a stronger natural or biodiversity importance than 

that which was present when the island was inscribed as a heritage site. He emphasized that it 

was crucial to note that the Island, and by extension the Bluestone Quarry, was nominated and 

inscribed based on the human impact experienced and not the natural values of the site. As such, 

„the predicted impact on the biodiversity, particularly the African penguins, should be balanced 

against the history and the banishment aspects of the site.  Any efforts therefore to protect the 

environment had to take cognizance of the real consequences or outcomes of that protection.‟
234

 

 

He further argued that  „to not implement  the proposed restoration of the Stone Wall  , on the 

grounds of environmental protection would result  in a significant loss of history as well as the 

value of the site which is internationally recognized as the site that  symbolises the triumph of 

the human spirit, of freedom and democracy over oppression.‟
235

  Ron Viney also asserted that 

the African penguins were found across the island and the Bluestone Quarry was not the only site 

the birds occupied.  
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The conventions as stipulated by the International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) 

were also invoked to justify the cultural significance of the site over its natural significance. He 

argued that ICOMOS had agreed that the determination of the Outstanding Universal Value of a 

heritage site was not negotiable. Therefore, any potential impacts on the natural landscape would 

need to be mitigated within the confines of that Outstanding Universal Value. Furthermore, due 

to the status of the island as a word heritage site, „the most logical defensible order of assigning 

precedence would be to consider the international listing as a priority factor and therefore 

prioritise the protection of the site‟s Outstanding Universal Value.‟ 
236

 

 

The final verdict on this case was that since the justification for the Outstanding Universal Value 

stemmed from the site‟s cultural significance and not from the natural environment, it was 

recommended that the project be authorized in respect to the cultural heritage aspects on the site. 

However, „… should the project be authorized, the potential, permanent displacement and impact 

on the biodiversity on the Bluestone Quarry site should be seen and recognized as potential and 

acceptable ecological loss as the result of cultural heritage gain.‟
237

 Thus the overarching 

significance of the site was cultural significance and all the activities of the project had to be 

made in respect to that significance. At this stage, it was clear to everyone that the Bluestone 

Quarry‟s significance lay in its role as cultural heritage site. 

 

However, even though it was understood as a cultural heritage site, the following discussions   

show that the environmental concerns were not totally disregarded.  Hence I argue that the 
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restoration project of the Stone Wall much as it was a cultural heritage project in its scope it was 

also a natural heritage project in practice 

 

The Accepted Design for the Reconstruction of the Stone Wall 

The designs for the reconstruction, as discussed in the previous chapters, were presented to the 

Bluestone Quarry Reference Group in 2003, the SAHRA ad hoc Council Permit Committee in 

2004, 2005, 2009 and at the important meetings with all the stakeholders in 2013 and 2014. It 

was only at the focused group meetings on 25 February 2014, with all stakeholders present, that 

issues of the appropriate design for the project were finalized.
238

  The following discussion 

therefore draws from the group meeting of 25 February 2014. 

 

Alternative one of the design (See Figure11)  involved  the reinstatement of the original  Stone 

Wall  with  internal  reinforcement  which would  be aesthetically integrated into  the existing 

sections of the wall. In addition to restoring the integrity of the Stone Wall this option was meant 

to extend the life span of the wall as well as fulfilling the heritage requirements by visually 

integrating the existing sections of the wall.
239
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   Fig.11 Alternative One, showing a slope as Penguin Ramp (Picture by WSP -2014). 

 

There were a number of advantages for this alternative.  The wall would be returned to its near 

original state and would aesthetically add to the heritage value of the site. Reinforcements were 

designed to maximize its life span. The design would not affect the long term movement of the 

African penguin which was one of the concerns for the project, as discussed in chapter three.  

The penguin walk way was to be a subtle gradient. Of significance, the surface treatment to the 

wall on the seaward side would not be on the quarry side, thereby not disturbing the setting. This 

design held only two disadvantages. The   loose rock and boulders on the seaward side of the  

wall could over time or from  a stormy event, expose  the mass concrete  reinforcement  and 
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internal structure  of the wall .However that would not  affect the aesthetic value of the site  from 

the quarry   side and it  could  easily  be repaired and maintained.  A second disadvantage was 

that movement of rocks for the rehabilitation of the wall could have an effect on the avifauna 

which used the stockpile of scattered rocks as their nesting site.
240

 

 

Alternative two ( See Figure 12) also involved the reinstatement of the original Stone Wall with 

internal reinforcement that would be aesthetically integrated into the existing sections of the 

wall. However, to the south of the reinstated wall a penguin ramp was proposed as an additional 

physical structure that would facilitate movement of the endangered penguins from the seaward 

side down to the quarry water. This was aimed to maintain the current movement patterns of the 

penguins. Unlike in alternative one where the penguin ramp was just a subtle gradient, in this 

alternative two the ramp was a full physical structure   that  was clearly visible and seen as a new 

feature on the site.  Like alternative one this option was envisaged to restore the integrity of the 

Bluestone quarry wall and extend the life span of the wall. In addition it was to fulfill the 

heritage requirements by visually integrating with the existing sections of the wall. 

 

The approach offered by alternative two was advantageous on four counts. The wall would be 

returned to its near original state, with the exception of the penguin ramp which would be visible 

from the island side of the quarry. Secondly, the wall would be reinforced and designed to 

maximize its life span. The assessment also revealed that the design would maintain the current 

movement patterns of the African penguins. Finally, the penguin ramp itself would further 

provide protection to the wall against the sea.
241
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Fig. 12, Showing Alternative Two with full structural Penguin Ramp (Picture by WSP- 2014). 

 

However, the introduction of the new fabric, the full structural penguin ramp, to the site, was 

viewed to be in conflict with the heritage value of the site as stipulated in the Burra charter, 

specifically article 8, and other heritage conventions. It was also against the wishes and 

memories of the ex-political prisoners to maintain the site as it was at the time of the mining 

activities, as discussed in chapter one.
242

  Thus it was argued that no additional structural features 

like the penguin ramp should be considered as that would detract from the heritage value of the 

site. This would affect authenticity of the site. 

 

Alternative three 
243

  was quite different from the two discussed options. It was proposed as a 

mass concrete wall erected on the breached side but not aesthetically integrated with the existing 

sections of the Stone Wall. The aim of the reinstatement of the wall was to restore the heritage 
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value attached to the wall as well   as restore the integrity and original character of the wall.
244

 

Although restoring the integrity of the wall, this option did not fulfill the heritage requirements 

and as such was no longer considered. 

 

With alternative four (See Figure 13), the design was a freestanding concrete wall positioned on 

the seaward side of the existing wall and not reinstating the Stone Wall. The option entailed that 

the constructed freestanding wall on the seaward side of Stone Wall would absorb the energy of 

the waves before reaching the existing wall. This approach had a couple of advantages. It was 

agreed that the free standing wall would serve to protect the existing wall in its current condition 

and the quarry environment from further deterioration. It was also viewed to be very effective in 

reducing wave action. It was cost effective over a long period because of its low maintenance 

and the structure could last in excess of fifty years.
245

  In addition to this, it had a very short 

construction period of approximately two to three months. 

 

In spite of these advantages that alternative four provided it was its shortfalls that were more 

critically examined. It was argued by ex-political prisoners and Viney that the construction of the 

freestanding wall would adversely impact on the integrity and visual characteristics of the 

Bluestone Quarry and the Stone Wall. In fact the introduction of the new feature, the 

freestanding wall, would be in contradiction to article 8 of the Burra Charter already discussed at 

                                                           
244

 RIBSQ Public Participation Report,  p.9. 
245

 RIBSQ Public Participation Report,  p. 9. 



124 
  

the beginning of this chapter.  

 

Fig.13, Layout (Alternative four) showing proposed concrete freestanding wall (Picture by WSP 

2014). 

 

Thus „conservation requires the retention of an appropriate visual setting and other relationships 

that contribute to the cultural significance of the place. New construction, demolition, intrusions 

or other changes which would adversely affect the setting or relationships are not appropriate.‟
246

 

 

The approach was also not going to reinstate the quarry environment to a similar state as when 

the quarry was mined by the political prisoners. Thus authenticity would be hugely 

compromised.  Arnold van der Westhuizen and Sabelo Madlala also pointed out that the marine 

community would be impacted by the freestanding wall. Additionally, „the freestanding wall 
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might have an impact on the wave dynamics and potentially have an irreversible knock-off effect 

on the ecosystem and ecological interactions that occur within this site.‟
247

 Aesthetically the 

freestanding wall was not seen as pleasing and could not meet and satisfy the heritage values of 

the site. It was also extraordinarily expensive.  This alternative was therefore not seen as a viable 

environmental, heritage or financial option and as such was no longer considered. 

 

The last option, alternative five (See Figure 4 in chapter 2), was similar to option four in almost 

all respects. This was the construction of an offshore Dolosse Structure. The option was about 

the deposition of the wave breaking dolosee
248

  into the ocean thereby creating the barrier 

between the Stone Wall and the ocean waves. This was to reduce the energy of the waves. This 

option had the same merits and demerits like its counterpart option four. It was therefore not 

accepted because it was deemed not viable in respect to environment, heritage value and 

financial wise. 

 

At the end, alternative one was accepted by all the stakeholders because of its viability in 

meeting the environmental needs, heritage needs as well as the minimum financial costs. It is, 

however, important to stress that the role of the ex-political prisoners and their memories had a 

significant influence in the choice of the appropriate design, in this case alternative one, during 

the project.  In my interview with Tongo, she acknowledged the influence of the ex-political 

prisoners for the choice of the appropriate design for the project. 

 

Nolubabalo Tongo  noted: 
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Without their memories otherwise none of us could have come up with the 

best conservation technique.  We could have gone with the popular issues of 

putting up some dollosse or kind of heavy engineering stuff and by having 

that heavy engineering stuff we could have lost authenticity. But because 

it‟s a world heritage site we did not want to go the route of the engineers 

where the engineers could come and actually design the wall full of 

everything and heavy structure and fix the wall.
249

 

 

Because of this role that the ex-political prisoners had in influencing the engineers, by providing 

information and also emphasising the site as a place of considerable meaning to which their 

memories were attached, I consider as the main argument of this thesis that oral history and 

memory work had a significant role during the restoration project. Yet, as has been shown, the 

ex-political prisoners were just one of the stakeholders, and as discussions went forward the 

representations of others also began to hold sway and influenced the design of the project.  

 

It is apparent at this stage that the decision to arrive at alternative one as the suitable design of 

the wall rested on two significant considerations. Firstly, the design satisfied the needs of 

authenticity (at this point I am referring to ahistorical or progressive authenticity as argued in 

chapter 2). Secondly, the alternative one was environmentally friendly as it accommodated the 

easy passage of the penguins through the subtle gradient as a penguin ramp.  From these 

decisions and assessment one could see that the project was swinging to both natural and cultural 

heritage. For the project which had initially begun as a cultural heritage project in its objectives, 

in the course of time it had developed into a natural heritage project. It is against this background 
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that I formulate the argument of this chapter, that the Stone Wall project was not essentially a 

cultural heritage project but also intrinsically a natural heritage project.  By extension I also 

argue that it was a project in which tradeoffs, compromises were made between those advocating 

the natural or cultural heritage of the site. 

 

Accepted Construction Period and Specialists Assessments  

However, settling on the appropriate construction design of the wall did not end the challenges. 

There was need to agree on the correct timing of construction  so that the life circle of the 

biodiversity on the site was not adversely affected and to consider  Arnold van der Westhuizen‟s 

earlier proposal to  restrict  the construction period to a six week period. He had argued that the 

six week period would not affect much of the life circle, especially breeding patterns of some of 

the endangered and near threatened birds on the site.
250

 

 

However, the engineers felt it would not be technically possible to complete the construction of 

the Stone Wall  within a single six week period. Therefore, although the six week period was 

suitable in environmental terms it was not feasible in construction terms.
251

 As a result, the 

engineers of DPW/WSP were tasked with devising two feasible construction periods for the 

accepted design. Thus DPW/WSP proposed two options or methodologies in terms of the period 

of construction that would respect and consider both the environmental concerns and heritage 

concerns of the site. These were presented in a team meeting to van der Westhuizen and Viney 

on 25 June 2014 at RIM‟s Nelson Mandela Gateway. These were further technically assessed by 
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both van der Westhuizen and Viney to evaluate their applicability and feasibility and whether 

they would address both the environmental and cultural heritage concerns such as authenticity 

and integrity of the site. Thus environmental considerations still had a role to play in the 

project‟s execution as well as the site‟s cultural heritage. 

  

Option one was to reconstruct the Stone Wall over a single six month construction period. 

Option two proposed the reconstruction over a single six week construction period per year for 

three consecutive years. Van der Westhuizen and Underhill   assessed these proposals in relation 

to the needs of the biodiversity on the site.  After scrutinizing the two options, they concluded 

that due to the nature of the site, the avifauna present at the site were not habituated to 

„anthropogenic presence‟ i.e. presence of people on the site. Therefore exposing them to human 

presence once off would have a less detrimental effect than three consecutive seasons of 

anthropogenic presence. The higher post –mitigation impact for option two was due to the 

increased risk of disturbance to the avifauna of the site resulting from consecutive seasons of 

disturbance. It was therefore  their professional view that „anthropogenic disturbance‟  that 

would occur in small intervals over consecutive years or seasons, was far greater than a single 

disturbance  of slightly longer period of time i.e.  six months.  Furthermore, the repeated 

disturbance might bring about the permanent displacement of the African penguins from the site 

and therefore loss of the breeding area.
252

  They therefore recommended option one for having 

the least impact on bird life on the site. 

Ron Viney   also examined these two options and proffered his suggestions and   

recommendations. Based on his technical and professional evaluation, he contended that option 
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two would have a much higher negative impact on the Outstanding Universal Value, integrity 

and authenticity of the wall  because it would last over three years.  Option two, would also 

require more inappropriate materials to be stored on site for incorporation into the wall. 

Furthermore, the mass concrete wall and other construction features such as the gabions would 

be unsightly upon completion of the first year of construction. Additionally, he argued that the 

site would also have to be rehabilitated to similar state after each construction phase. That would 

entail that rehabilitation would have to be done three times rather than once. Consequently, each 

disturbance and subsequent rehabilitation might see deviations in the state of the site‟s 

authenticity and integrity. His professional view was that option two was the least   

favourable.
253

  In his opinion, option one would have a much lower and temporary impact 

provided the appropriate mitigation measures were put in place. There were concerns about the 

impact on authenticity and integrity though. He suggested three ways to mitigate this.  Two of 

these three suggestions were important as they underlined the role of oral history and memory 

work in conservation practice, which is the central focus of this thesis. 

 

He suggested that the construction of the concrete wall and reconstruction of the Stone Wall 

should be an act of memorialization. And to achieve a „longer term less maintenance option‟ it 

was important to secure a tangible form from the memories of the ex-political prisoners.  He 

suggested that „the reconstruction should follow closely the vernacular design, materials and 

workmanships of the extant walling‟ i.e. the original remaining wall. The stones that would be 

used for the construction of the wall should be sourced from existing loose stones that are 

present in the quarry and from the existing stockpiles of rocks that are located close to the site 
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He recommended this to be corroborated by historic and oral evidence.  Thus again memory was 

crucial to achieve the right reconstruction that would ensure retention of authenticity and 

integrity of the site at least in a number of respects.  Like his counterparts, the avifaunal 

specialists, he was of the professional view that option one was the best and preferred .This was 

because from a cultural heritage perspective it would be the best methodology to safe guard the 

outstanding universal value/significance, integrity and authenticity of the site.    

  

Again it is quite clear and evident that even though the Bluestone Quarry officially is recognized 

as a cultural heritage site, the decisions that were made to resolve the differences in the project 

did not ignore environmental considerations .This lends credence to my argument that the Stone 

Wall project was not essentially a cultural heritage project but also intrinsically a natural heritage 

project. I extend this argument further by arguing that   the Bluestone Quarry project stands as a 

model for how best conflicts of natural and cultural heritage on a site can be reconciled in 

management of heritage on site that exhibits mixed heritage. 

 

After long protracted debates, consultations, and contestations on the challenges of the project 

since its inception in 2002 everything was resolved as discussed above in 2014. The certificate to 

authorize the implementation of the project was also issued that year. The remaining project 

phases are now the construction phase and the operation phase.
254

  The construction phase 

involves all construction activities to restore the Stone Wall while the operational phase would 

include all the maintenance activities once the Stone Wall is complete. The project does not have 

the decommissioning phase because „the nature of this project dictates   that the reinstated wall 
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must be maintained for future generations and therefore the development has not been designated 

a lifespan.‟
255

 

 

In conclusion, the chapter has explored   how contestations on significance of the site were 

resolved, how the different designs of the Stone Wall were evaluated   to arrive at an alternative 

that satisfied both the natural and cultural heritage sides of the site and, finally, how the suitable 

duration and period for construction was decided in order to meet the demands of both the 

engineers, the avifaunal specialists and the cultural heritage specialist. The chapter has also 

argued that the restoration project of the Stone Wall much as it was the cultural heritage project 

in its scope it was also a natural heritage project. This is because in heritage management of sites 

it is the significance on which the site is nominated that guides its conservation practice. In the 

case of the Bluestone Quarry it is its cultural heritage status that was supposed to determine what 

heritage should be conserved and what heritage should be disregarded. However, as it turned out 

during the decisions for the project the concerns of natural heritage on the site were not entirely 

thrown out but were accommodated in the implementation of the project. Thus much as the 

decisions were made and implemented in order to realize the cultural heritage gain,  the project 

at the same time sought to minimize where possible the impact on the biodiversity  on the site.  
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                                                CONCLUSION 

                                                          

In summary, the main goal of this thesis was to investigate and explore how the project of the 

Stone Wall came to be highly contested and how it was finally resolved. The thesis also aimed to 

address the research question about the role of oral history and memory work during the project. 

To respond to these goals and aims  the thesis has provided a full account of the Stone Wall 

project, discussed and examined the role of memory and oral history during the project, explored 

the various debates and contestations among the interested parties in the project and finally, it 

has presented the discussion on how the contested issues were resolved. 

 

In the introduction, I have provided a brief historical background of the Bluestone Quarry site 

and the context of the project. I have shown that the Bluestone Quarry site is part of the cultural 

landscape on Robben Island and among the twenty quarries on the island. I have also discussed 

how the political prisoners through hard labour built the dyke or Stone Wall and how later in 

2001 the wall was washed away by storms of the sea. The need to restore this breached wall gave 

emergence to the Stone Wall project. 

 

I have demonstrated through the thesis that the Stone Wall project was a complex project with 

contested heritage issues that provided a challenge to its progress. I have also identified different 

stakeholders that were involved in the project and their concerns and arguments. Of particular 

interest has been the ex-political prisoners who were the primary stakeholders.  I have argued in 

the thesis that reliance on their memory through the oral history approach in the project was 

crucial for the project. 
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While there have been  criticisms levelled on the functional use of memory and oral history as 

research methodology, its use during the  Stone Wall project was crucial and effective.  The 

Bluestone Quarry Reference Group proved to be an essential resource for research and memorial 

processes within the Bluestone Quarry precinct.  I have demonstrated how ex-political prisoner‟s 

memories contributed to understanding and interpretation of the tangible and intangible cultural 

heritage on the site and in the long run helped the entire institution to make informed 

interventions on the site. Thus it has been evident in the thesis that, even though the project drew 

stakeholders with different perspectives, the ex-political prisoners through oral history interviews 

and their concurrent memories in the focused group meetings, shaped the decisions of the project 

particularly in ensuring that the restoration designs as suggested by the engineers of DPW/WSP 

and other activities should respect the notions of authenticity, integrity, and cultural significance 

of the site.  Thus through memory work, the ex-political prisoners were able to provide an insight 

of how the original building techniques, materials and setting of the site was. This had a positive 

impact in modifying  both the designs and type of materials to be used in reconstructing the 

Stone Wall so that authenticity in design, material and setting could be retained there by 

providing also a nuanced interpretation of the site and the Stone Wall.  It is on this premise that I 

make my overarching argument that the use of oral history and memory work during the 

restoration project was influential and had a significant impact on the intangible interpretation of 

the Bluestone Quarry site. 

 

In the thesis, the role of the specialists or experts is very much conspicuous.  This is more 

evident when the role of Arnold Van der Westhueizen, the bird specialist, and Ron Viney, the 

Cultural heritage specialist, and even that of DPW/WSP, the construction engineers are 
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considered. Their role could have overshadowed that of the ex-political prisoners and their 

memories yet the ex-political prisoners asserted their own role as „experts‟ for they were the ones 

who built the wall. It is also evident that Ron Viney played a significant role in ensuring that the 

memories of the ex-political prisoners did not take a back seat either.  SAHRA‟s role was also 

crucial as far as respect of memories of the ex-political prisoners was concerned. 

 

The thesis has also identified and explored deeply and widely the conceptual heritage issues that 

the project presented and how these were hotly and strongly debated by various stakeholders in 

the project. I have shown that issues of authenticity, integrity and the conflict between the natural 

and cultural heritage on the site were the predominant challenges to contend with during the 

project. Thus in chapter two I have attempted to present a thorough discussion on the discourse 

of authenticity and integrity. I have argued in this chapter that in restoration projects of cultural 

heritage resources it is difficult and sometimes impossible to fully meet the demands of 

authenticity of the fabric during the project. As a result, it is the ahistorical authenticity as 

opposed to absolute/objective/historical authenticity that is always achieved. Thus the quest for 

returning to the original historical form of the fabric during restoration projects is an illusion. In 

advancing this argument, I have managed to substantiate it by relating it to the debates that 

erupted on this issue in relation to the proposed designs of the Stone Wall. Thus it is evident that 

the final design that was accepted, while respecting some historical aspects, it also reflected the 

concerns of nature.  

 

The thesis has discussed the circumstances that made the Stone Wall project to be a source of 
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 conflict about the significance of the natural heritage versus cultural heritage of the site. I have 

argued that when a heritage site embodies and exhibits mixed aspects of heritage, cultural and 

natural heritage, it is inevitable that  conflicts  emerge and surface between these two „heritages‟ 

in the course of conservation  of the site. I have demonstrated in chapter three the difficulties and 

challenges that emerge when interpreting a site that exhibits both aspects of cultural and natural 

significance. Thus the chapter addressed the challenging question in conservation management:  

which aspect of significance should be prioritized and therefore override the other and on what 

grounds? It has further discussed some of the environmental concerns that the project    

engendered.  It has also shown the importance of undertaking an environmental impact 

assessment in order to identify the possible impacts that a heritage project may bring. 

 

The question of how the contestations in the project were finally resolved has been answered in 

the final chapter, chapter four. I have shown how use of legal instruments and heritage 

conventions that govern conservation of heritage resources were crucial in resolving some of the 

important challenges that faced the project. Because of the way the decisions were made to 

resolve challenges in the project, I  have argued that the restoration project of the Stone Wall 

much as it was the cultural heritage project in its scope it was also a natural heritage project in 

practice . The environmental lobby groups thus had some impact and influence. Several 

stakeholders had, however, on both sides to move from rigid uncompromising positions. 

 

The thesis has also shown how the restoration project at the Bluestone Quarry reflected  the 

works and arguments by some scholars in the heritage field.  These are Laurajane Smith and her 

notion of Authorized Heritage Discourse (AHD) ,Kodzo Gavua on contestations related to 
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conservation of sites and monuments and also Peter Meusburger and Michael Hefferman on how 

use of memory of the communities help inform the conservation and restoration of sites.   

Laurajane Smith argued that „there is rather a hegemonic discourse about heritage, which acts to 

constitute the way we think, talk, and write about heritage.‟ According to her  „what this  

Authorized Heritage Discourse does is to universalize the notion of heritage, seen from the 

perspective of the experts who are either historians, archeologists, museum curators or architects, 

and  undermine alternative and subaltern ideas about heritage.‟ She also identified the subaltern 

discourse of heritage that works in competition with Authorised Heritage Discourse when it 

comes to „negotiation, interpretation and regulation of range of cultural and social values of 

meanings.‟
256

  Thus  the ex-political prisoners  through their memory work  in the project  

presented  the competing discourse of negotiation, and interpretation of heritage, in this case the 

Bluestone Quarry site and the Stone Wall,  and challenged  the „ instutionalised‟ and 

„essentialised‟ meaning of heritage by the „experts‟. 

 

Kodzo Gavua argued that in „addition to performing their orthodox functions, sites and 

monuments actively feature in contestations and negotiations of power between and within 

groups, and this is key to designations, constructions, maintenance and conservation of 

monuments.‟
257

  I understand this in relation to the contestations surrounding the conservation of 

Stone Wall, which is a monument before the eyes of the ex-prisoners during the conservation 

project. Peter Meusburger and Michael Heffeman, have shown how use of memory of the 

communities help inform conservation and restoration of sites but also how this use of memory 
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informs proper use of some of the cultural heritage resources in Swahili coast of Kenya.
258

  This 

bears synergy with the role of oral history and memory work in influencing some of the 

decisions during the conservation project. Finally the thesis has shown how the Bluestone Quarry 

and Stone Wall became sites on which memory „crystallized‟ itself during the project. This 

reflects the work of Pierre Nora and Sean Field who have both argued that memory resides in 

certain spaces and sites, and these space become sites of memory.
259

 In agreement with  Steven 

Hoelscher and Derek Alderman who have argued that there is an „ inextricable link between 

memory and place and that certain spaces are markers of history and memory,‟
260

  the thesis has 

shown how memory was related to the Bluestone Quarry site and  how the Bluestone Quarry is 

the marker of history and memory. 

 

In closing, this thesis has not only  contributed to the understanding of heritage and its 

management on Bluestone Quarry but through  the Bluestone Quarry the thesis has provided an 

insight  into conservation practice  and management of heritage sites .Perhaps significantly it has 

also contributed to our understanding that conservation projects of heritage are complex 

undertakings that are often contestable and that it is through decision making, compliance with 

heritage conventions and participation of different stakeholders that management of heritage  

becomes possible. In the end heritage and its construction becomes a product of a process rather  

 than mere inheritance. 
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