


Olive Schreiner came to Cradock in 1867 when she was
twelve, in the wake of the collapse of her parental
home after her father's insolvency. Her brother

Theo (23 in 1867), headmaster of the local public
school, was head of the tittle household, with their
sister Ettie (17} as housekeeper. In the following
year their younger brother Will, then eleven, joined
them. The four remained together until 1870 when
Theo and Will went to seek their fortune at the newly
discovered diamond fields. FEttie stayed in Cradock
to run a small school. O0live, at the age of fifteen,
Teft to become a governess with the Orpen family in
Barkly East.

FIGURE 2 OL{ue Schreiner at 14 yearns of age duting
the time she wns L4ving in Chadock.

0live appears to have started writing two stories
while she Tived in Cradock (called 'Rain' and
'‘Diamonds'), but not surprisingly no record from this
period survives to bear witness to her emergent
creative genius. Nevertheless, it was in Cradock
that her religious and philosophical convictions were
given form, and in Cradock where she made friendships

which were to play a role in directing her activities

for the next eleven years. She returned to the '
district in 1875 and while moving from one post of.
governess to another she continued with her writing.

AR Mutual Life became interested in the house at 9
Cross Street through Ms Lucille Gillwald who in 1983
directed Stepher Gray's play Schreirer. The product-
ton won one of the quarterly VITA Awards sponsored
and administered by the company. At the celebratory
Tuncheon, Ms Gillwald drew attention to the existence
and uncertain future of O0live Schreiner's former home
which she had visited during the course of her re-
search. The company took the injtiative and with
active support from the National English Literary
Museum and the Cradock Town Council and Municipality,
acquired the house and began the restoration work,

The reconstruction was undertaken by the Cradock Town
Engineer's Department along 1ines determined by the
architect, Professor Oennis Radford, of the Univers-
ity of the Witwatersrand. His aim was to restore the
house in form and content as closely as possible to
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the state in which 0live would have known it. This
involved a considerable amount of detective work, for
the house had been substantially altered over the
intervening years: for instance, no original wooden
windows or doors remained, floors were concrete and
the fireplaces had been removed. Only the shell of
the house remained to give some clue to the original
appearance and even here, only certain later changes
were obvious, such as the precast concrete verandah
which was added sometime during the 1930s. Other
additions to the original core of the house were
discerned by carefully examining the various roof
coverings.

The problem of authentic restoration was exacerbated
by the fact that no old photographs or sketches of
the house could be traced, It became clear that
restoration by anastylosis would be the only viable
method that could be employed. Professor Radford
describes this process in the following way:
“What this means, broadly speaking, is that the
original c.1870 appearance of the house was re-
constructed by closely examining a broad range
of existing old houses in Cradock and by pe-
rusing all relevant visual material, such as
sketches and photographs of the peried. From
this a pattern was abstracted, and on the shell
of the existing building a series of ‘typical’
solutions were imposed to give it a definite
form, *
(Radford, 1987, pp.8-9).

The house as it is now is an example of a typical
nineteenth-century Karoo townhouse and allows a

fairly good picture of the domestic architecture of
that period. This is of significance as it is one of
the oldest dwellings still standing in Cradock, others
having been destroyed in the floods during the 1970s.
(It seems from the title deeds that the original core
?gssge house was built sometime between 1847 and

FIGURE 3 Ofive Schreiner at the Time of the pubfication

0§ The Story of an Afriean Farm.







Schreiner's novels are of particular interest in the
last-mentioned connection, for as a writer born and
bred in Southern Africa, she was concerned to estab-
Tish solidly the physical presence of the indigenous
environment in her writing. In this preoccupation
her work may be seen to herald the dawn of a new
consciousness in imaginative writing about sub-
Saharan Africa. This is most apparent in her highly
acclaimed novel, The Story of an African Farm (1883),
during the course of which she explodes stocck Victor-

ian images and accompanying prejudices about 'Africa’.

That this was Schreiner's conscious intention is evi-
dent from the preface to the second edition of her
book where she states:

"It has been suggested by a kind critic that he
would better have liked the 1ittle book if it
had been a history of wiid adventure; of cattle
driven into inaccessible 'krantzes' by Bushmen;
'of encounters with ravening lions, and hair-
breadth escapes’. This could not be. Such
works are best written in Piccadilly or in the
Strand: there the gifts of the creative imagin-
ation untrammelled by contact with any fact, may
spread their wings.

But, should one sit down to paint the scenes
among which he has grown, he will find that the
facts creep in upon him. Those brilliant phases
and shapes which the imagination sees in far-off
lands are not for him to portray. Sadly he
must sgueeze the colour from his brush, and dip
it into the grey pigments around him. He must
paint what lies before him." .
(Schreiner, 1986, pp.23-24).

Successive generations of South African writers

working in English have followed Schreiner's impera-

tive to use what 1ies before them as the stuff of

their imagination. The time is surely long overdue

for incorperating these views into the stuff of
environmental education.
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Notes:

* Qfive's ties with Cradock were strnengihened n
1697 when she met Samued Caomwnight, then farming
on Knantzplaas and Laten, 4n 1594, manrnied him,
Het attachment io the district L4 apparent in her
wisth to be burdied on Bujfelskop, south of Chadock,
where in 1921 she wrs ne-interred.

* An axhibition titled Olive Schreiner: 4 Personal
Albwnm, mounted by NELM and usding photographs {aom
thein Collection, 48 on display at Schreinex House.
Commemerative envelopes and posteards ¢f Schreiner
are also avaifable,

YA visid to Schreiner House at 9 Choss Street,
Crrdoch ean be anmanged by condacting the Curaion,
Muws, Paddy Onpen on (0481} 5251, The Houde L4
open duning business hours on weebdays, exeluding
public holidaps.

*  Funther engquinies about South African Literatune
in English should be addressed fo The Dinecton,
National English Literany Museum, Privafe Bagy
1019, Gnahamstouwn £740. Tefephone (0461)27095/
27042,
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