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Central Durban’s Past in the Present Century 
 

Compiled by: Geoff Waters 
 

A city is a drama in time 
Patrick Geddes 
 

Today, in the early 21st century, much is changed in the central area of post-apartheid 
Durban. Nevertheless, a great deal of the city’s historic past remains visible in its buildings, 
edifices, memorials, statues and plaques. Collectively, these form an ‘outdoor museum’. 
What follows is my admittedly personal selection of various items which comprise this, 
some of which are well known but others that are less so. 
 
1. The Durban Club 
The plaque below appears outside the members’ rear entrance to the Durban Club, which 
overlooks Durban’s Esplanade. In the British tradition, it has until recently been an  
exclusive gentleman’s club whose membership for generations was limited to the city’s 
white elite composed of leading merchants and professional men. 
 

 
 

The plaque reads as follows: 
THE DURBAN CLUB PROPERTY 

In 1840 the Volksraad instructed that a township should be laid out in Durban and lots on Smith Street to 
have a frontage of 103 and 100 Dutch feet and running back to the high-water mark of the beach now known 
as Durban Bay. 
The widow Maria Strydom was granted Lot 154 on which stood her farmhouse for the sum of £18.50.0. She 
later sold the land in two lots to the Durban Club for a total of £115. The first lot was sold in 1855 and the 
second in 1861. 
The first club house, a wooden building with a thatched roof was situated on the corner of Smith Street and 
what later became Durban Club Place. The second club house, completed in 1863, was one of the first 
double-storied buildings in Durban and was alongside the first club house. 
In 1904 the Durban Club, having outgrown its old premises in Smith Street, moved into the present club 
house overlooking the Esplanade and the Bay. 

November 1988.  
 



2 
 

 

 
 

The Durban Club building completed in 1904 and overlooking the Victoria Embankment 
 

 
2. Dick King’s Historic 1842 Ride Remembered 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Statue of Dick King (1813-1911) on the Esplanade 
First erected in 1915. 
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Commemorative plaque on the Smith St/Gardiner St. corner of the town gardens. It reads: 

 
City of Durban 

Centenary of Dick King’s Ride 
1842     1942 

This plaque commemorates 
Captain Thomas Charlton Smith, 27th Regiment 

After whom Smith Street is named. 
Captain Smith commanded Her Majesty’s Forces at the Battle of Congella and defended the 

Old Fort against the Boers in May and June 1842. 
To secure reinforcements for Captain Smith, Dick King 

Rode 600 miles from Port Natal to Grahamstown in 10 days. 
 

King accomplished this feat with his Zulu companion, Ndongeni. 
 
3. The Vasco da Gama Clock: Going … going … ? 
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This image of the Vasco da Gama Memorial Clock was taken in 2010 when the clock was 
still on the Esplanade.  It was originally installed at the Point entrance to the harbour but 
was relocated in the late 1900s. Sadly, it now (in 2018) stands derelict on the yacht mole, 
minus its clock and decorative roundels. 
The clock was originally commissioned to mark the 400th anniversary of the Portuguese 
seaborne explorer Vasco da Gama’s first voyage of discovery in 1497. Da Gama’s fleet 
sailed past the African east coast region en route to India in December, 1897 and named 
the area ‘Natal’ as a result. Subsequently it became the British colony of Natal and then   
the province of Natal. The name is perpetuated today in the new province of KwaZulu-
Natal. 
The decorative structure was constructed by the celebrated MacFarlane’s Foundry in 
Glasgow, Scotland in 1897. 
 
4. Some Central Durban Curiosities 
Scattered across central Durban are a number of features which today often appear to be 
now somewhat out of place. These include: 
 
a) Bust of the Portuguese poet, Fernando Pessoa (1888-1935) 
Pessoa is recognised as Portugal’s greatest modern poet. He arrived in Durban in 1896 
aged 8 years after his stepfather was appointed Portuguese consul in the colony.  
Pessoa received his early education at Durban’s St. Joseph Convent School. He then 
attended Durban High School where he attained the highest marks nationally in the 1899 
English matric exam. Pessoa returned to Lisbon in 1905 at the  age of 17 where he began 
his literary career. 
 

       
 

This bust of Pessoa was erected in the late 20th century at the behest of the then city 
council. Today it stands forlornly in a neglected triangular open space bounded by Pine 
Street and Soldiers Way. In the second photograph a collector of waste cardboard can be 
seen in the background.  
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b) Columns from Castle Arcade 
 

 
 

These two Corinthian-style columns are all that survive of ‘Castle Arcade’ which served as 
the local head office of the Union-Castle steamship line for many years. The columns are 
located at the rear of the Nedbank building in Smith Street on Durban Club Place. 
 
c) Monument to Bruce Fordyce’s nine Comrades Marathon victories 
This abstract sculpture consisting of nine stainless steel pipes was erected to celebrate the 
long-distance athlete, Bruce Fordyce’s, nine victories in the annual Comrades Marathon 
between Pietermaritzburg and Durban. Fordyce won the event in eight successive years 
between 1981 and 1988 and then again in 1990. Six of his victories were in ‘up runs’ 
(Dbn.-Pmb.) and three in ‘down runs’. It stands outside the Durban City Hall where the 
Comrades Marathon traditionally either started or finished, depending upon whether it was 
an ‘up’ or ‘down’ run. 
 
 

 
 

The commemorative metal plaque set in the pavement as well as large sections of the 
nine symbolic metal pipes have ‘disappeared’.  
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d) Eduardo Villa sculpture 
 

 
 

This abstract sculpture by the noted Pretoria-based sculptor, Eduardo Villa, was erected in 
the 1980s. It stands close to the Church Street open-air shopping precinct and is now 
surrounded by the tents of pavement barbers (siyagunda). 
 
e) Entrance to the Beachfront Amphitheatre 
 

 
 

Located at Durban’s North Beach, the Amphitheatre has several levels and entrances. At 
this one on the northern side, the old municipal coat of arms on the pillar appears to have 
been vandalised and its environs are somewhat rundown. 
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All the photographs were taken by the author. 
 
Additional Sources: 
Geddes, Patrick (1915), Cities in Evolution. London: Williams & Norgate. 
Radford, Dennis (2002), A guide to the Architecture of Durban and Pietermaritzburg. David 

Philip: Cape Town. 
Wikipedia. 
 
 
June, 2018. 


