
We Need a Town and a Church 
 

 

 

Three Morkel brothers and their neighbour established the town of Somerset West and 

its first church in 1819. 

 

For more than a hundred years the farmers in Hottentots Holland had to take a long 

and difficult road to reach the church, government offices and businesses in the 

closest town, Stellenbosch.    The winding road of more than 20 kilometres skirted the 

Helderberg mountain, crossed several streams and valleys and went up and down the 

steep slopes of the hilly terrain.   It was poorly maintained, rocky on the hills and 

muddy when crossing the rivers.    The journey must have taken several hours each 

way.  Today, with a straightened divided highway and modern cars, it takes about 15 

minutes. 

 

Marthinus Wilhelmus Theunissen, owner of Vergelegen and three Morkel brothers, 

Philip Hendrik of Morgenster, Willem of Voorburg and Daniel Johannes of 

Onverwacht set out to do something about this inconvenience.  In doing so, they 

exhibited an admirable level of 

community leadership and 

entrepreneurship.  They got Government 

permission, bought land, had it divided, 

sold erven (lots or blocks) and used the 

proceeds to build the church – all 

without personal gain. (1, 2) 

 

There was an earlier attempt to found a 

town.  Henry Alexander, the Colonial 

Secretary intended to divide part of his 

farm Gustrouw/Fortuintjie near present 

Gordons Bay into town blocks but did 

not proceed (1, p30).     

 

Our Voorstanders (promoters) started 

the process with a February 1817 letter 

to the authorities from P.H. Morkel on 

their behalf for the allocation of 20 

morgen at the foot of the pass over the 

Hottentots Holland mountains to 

establish a church.  They would build 

the church from public subscriptions but 

would require, as with other churches in 

the Colony, that the Government would 

provide the predikant (vicar).  However, 

then the Voorstanders changed their 

minds and proceeded with a new plan.     

 

 

The Voorstanders announcing Somerset town and that 
the proceeds of selling erven would be used to build 
the church and pastorie.   Source: Hopkins, (1, p39)  



 

Somerset West about 1849 by  Angas.  The Church is far right 

Source.  Hopkins (1, p61)  

 

In April 1817 M.W. Theunissen purchased a portion, 125 morgen 144 sq roods (3) of 

the farm Cloetenburg from D.G. Steyn for 26,000 guilders (3 guilders = 1 rixdollar).   

Early in June 1817 Theunissen on behalf of the Voorstanders wrote to the Governor, 

Lord Charles Somerset  “that your Excellency will admit your Petitioners to call said 

village by the name of Somerset” (1, p32).    Lord Somerset “was rapidly covering the 

map of the colony with the titles of his family” and agreed readily.   (At a later stage 

another town with the Governor’s name was established on the eastern border of the 

Colony.   The name was thus adapted to current Somerset West.) They also asked that 

a predikant be provided as soon as possible because they were already building the 

church.    

 

The erven were sold 

successfully and building of 

the church and pastorie 

(vicarage) proceeded with 

M.W. Theunissen giving his 

time free as builder.  This 

pattern where the 

Voorstanders paid for items 

(including the church organ) 

out of their own funds to be 

reimbursed later from the 

proceeds of sale of erven and 

public donations, was 

continued throughout the 

construction period (1, p36 - 

38).    Even with storm 

damage to the buildings, 

which caused a delay, the 

church was inaugurated on 13 

February 1820.  

 

The church organ was special.  

Most of the older churches in 

the colony had to wait years 

Invitation to the inauguration of the church on 13 Ferbruary 1820.  
Source: Hopkins (1, p39) 



(80 years in the case of Cape Town) 

before they could afford an organ.  It 

was described as “a Church organ 

with Mahogany Gothic front case 13 

feet high with guilt pipes in front, 10 

stops and swell” (1, p40).     It was 

ordered from England and cost 6000 

rixdollars and was installed in June 

1819. 

 

As in all the other churches seating 

arrangements were highly ordered.   

The men  paid a yearly fee for seats 

on benches against the walls.   The 

centre area was initially open for the 

ladies who arrived each with a slave 

carrying their chairs and prayer 

books.    Seating was strictly according to rank and status.  This was a system bound 

to create conflict with endless arguments about who 

outranked whom.     (The church at Stellenbosch 

experienced similar problems, with P.A. Myburgh of 

Meerlust writing a caustic letter to the Kerkraad about 

the slights to his wife with the seating arrangements).    

Later the church acquired chairs for the centre area 

but the disputes and angry letters continued.    Ou 

oom Flip Morkel (Philip Hendrik) as the senior elder, 

was in charge of this difficult task and it was 

impossible to satisfy all.   Some cases had to be 

referred to the Landdrost in Stellenbosch and even to 

the Chief Justice (sir John Truter) of the Colony (1, 

p46).  

 

As a child I attended a few functions in the old church which at that time was used as 

a community hall.   We roamed the church yard and were discouraged from climbing 

on to the graves – it was told that if you touch a 

grave you will itch for a long time.   A rumour 

probably started by a crafty parent.  

 

The church was a fairly simple utilitarian 

building but amazingly large and well built 

considering that the settler population of the area 

was around 200 at the time.  A tribute to the 

foresight of the Voorstanders.  

 

 

 

 
André T Morkel 
March 2009. 

 

Note of indebtedness signed by the Voorstanders  for the 
church organ.   Source: Hopkins (1, p39) 

Signatures to the minutes of the first meeting of Die Kerkraad.   
Source:  Hopkins (1, p39) 

Church.  Somerset West.Hopkins (1) 
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Appendix 1. 
 

Public Announcement (see clip above) – Translation, Author. 
 

The Voorstanders of the Church being built in Hottentots Holland, take the liberty to 
announce that His Excellency, our Governor has graciously agreed that the newly 
established town will carry the name SOMERSET.   Further the Voorstanders are 
intending on the 23

rd
 of this month to commence with the building of houses for the 

Predikant, Koster and Voorleser.   The plans can be sighted at the home of Mr. G.H. 
Maasdorp and at the homes of the Voorstanders in Hottentots Holland.   Further it 
can be announced that the Voorstanders have been fortunate to sell erven for the 
benefit of the Church funds while announcing hereby that these funds will be used 
solely for the building of the Church, the pastorie and associated buildings.   Any 
funds which might remain after the buildings have been erected will be placed at 
interest for the benefit of the Church, without that the Voorstanders, directly or 
indirectly receive any benefit. 
                   Hottentots Holland, 14 Aug, 1817. 

M.W. THEUNISSEN  
P.H. MORKEL 
D.J. MORKEL 

W.MORKEL Sr.      

 
 
Appendix 2. 
 
Invitation to the Inauguration of the Church (see clip above) – Translation, Author. 
(The flowery style of another era and language is difficult to translate) 

 
Hottentots Holland, 24 Jan, 1820 

Honoured Friends and Fellow Citizens 
 
After much work and many set-backs, without the least assistance in building the 
church here, we are at last fortunate to have completed the task.   And, because we 
intend, with the proper consent of the Church, to have it inaugurated by the Reverend 
M Borcherds on the 13

th
 of February.  Thus we need you to be present at this 

pleasant occasion, convinced of your kind thoughts and generous hands.  We hope to 
see you here and you can be assured of a generous, friendly and hospitable welcome 
here. 

Hail and Respect 
M.W. THEUNISSEN 

P.H. MORKEL 
W. MORKEL, Sr. 

D.J. MORKEL 

 

 
  


