Durban Old Station complex
Progress Report on Conservation
The City Council has received the interim report of the Sub-Committee on the Old Station
Buildings and, acting on some of the recommendations, has voted funds for the
restoration and conversion of the principal wings of the main station building which has
been shown to be a viable projec~ as well as forthe publication of this brochure. The road
proposals for the area have been incorporated into the recommendations set out in the
report and the city now has the opportunity to use some or all of the major buildings in the
area. Uses may be found for bUildings of historic and artistic merit with activities that
enhance and develop the centre of our city. The publication of this brochure is to provide
objective information and to stimulate interest. Viability and appropriateness are criteria for
any proposals.
It is hoped that this Information Brochure will lead to a greater interest in uses for the
various buildings from which strategies for the involvement of entrepeneurs and other
interested parties in offering solutions to the financial aspects may evolve. Should you
require further information please contact The Town Clerk, City Hall.

Commercial Road extended towards the beach: office buildings on right; workshop in the
centre background; and platform roof on left.

Conservation
The role of conservation and the importahce of the retention of old buildings of quality is
becoming increasingly understood and pees therefore not require much elaboration in
this brochure.
:
Quality in the built environment is too rare to lose and it is salutary to learn that in cities
which do not appreciate or accept the timeless nature of these qualities that there is also
little possibility of produCing for their ow~ time, a built environment of qualityl

•

,
Psychological and Sociological reasons:

It has also become clear that there are deep-rooted psychological and sociological
factors that support these views and, in a real sense, they derive from the same roots of
conservatism that underpin the attitudes of cultural survival in well developed urban
societies.

• Historical Reasons:
Durban has a relatively short history and therefore has never had a great stock of
worthwhile buildings. Notable exceptions have been lost in recent years and so it
becomes even more important to make efforts to retain some of the best that we still have .

• Tourist Attraction:
People. everywhere wish to experience things that are unique or at least different The
tOUrist Ind~~try everywhere t~nves as people flock to the Vital parts of cities. The most
popular cities are those which have preserved and enhanced their own particular
uniqueness and this quality is invariably bound up with the history of its buildings and
spaces.

•

Economic Reasons:
I

In addition to the likely economic gains frqm tourists and renewed vitality of the area for
local cttizens, there is the frequently demonstrated fact that it can make good economic
sense to convert old buildings to new uses. The principle reasons are:
1. The inherent value in the structure and shell of many old buildings represent a
significant cost saving.
2. The savings effected by shortened construction periods, especially when high cost
escalation is prevalent.
3. The saving in demolition costs.
4. The character of the buildings and spaces created have an appeal which, through
their use, adds variety to the city and increases economic activity.
The site plan on paQe 7 shows that the three buildings and the extension of Commercial
Road create possibilities for open-air restaurants, alfresco art exhibitions and kiosk shops.
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Extracts from the report on the
future of the Station
The earliest railway in Southem Africa was built in Durban, partly on this land, in 1860.
The "Platform Building" stood alone until the Head Office of the Natal Government
Railway was completed in November 1898. In 1898/1900 this two-storey building
was extended with northwest and northeast facing wings and later all four office
wings were extended vertically by the addition of two floors and a roof loft space,
completed in 1904.
Railway activities expanded to occupy the entire block bounded by Soldiers Way,
Pine Street, Walnut Road and Ordnance Road. Amongst the buildings was the
Erecting/Machine/Boiler shop, referred to as the "Workshop Building".
It is these three buildings in the main that the report deals wIth and it is their
relationship to the Historic Centre of Durban and to road proposals that are the
burden of the report.
The National Monuments Council has expressed interest in the preservation of the
Platform Roof Building and the Main Office Building. Others, notably some City
Councillors, the Natal Architectural Heritage Committee, the Institute of South Africa
Architects and the Save Our Station movement convened by the late Professor
Barend van Niekerk, have increasingly called upon the City Council to do a thorough
study of the worthwhile buildings. The Council responded by establishing a
Committee to study and report on these matters.
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Office BuiIding
Some suggestions for possible uses

\

The Main Office Building will be affected by the extension of Commercial Road but it is
intended that the two wings facing onto !Soldiers Way and Pine Street will remain intact.
The Main Office Building comprises a ground floor with high ceilings and three floors of
offices. The building is to be renovated with new lifts, ceiling and floor finishes and air
conditioning, all to good standards and will be available forand may possibly be amended
to suit a variety of potential uses. Design work on this is about to commence and the project
will be completed in about two years. Uses suggested:
I
1. On the ground floor:
1.1
Commercial and shopping uses suited to an historic building.
1.2 A restaurant of an .historic character.
1.3 A tourist and information centre including travel bureaux
2.0 On the upper floors:
2.1 OffiCe-type spaces for occupation by tenants of a type appropriate to an historic
building (provided they are able to afford economic rentals).
3.0 Alternatively, the entire bUilding may be occupied as prestige offices for an
appropriate institution.
4.0 Alternatively, the entire building or portion thereof may be occupied by municipal
departments.
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Pine Street

Platform Roof
Some suggestions for possible uses

The possible retention and use of the Platform Roof Building is still under consideration. It
is in good condition and has a roof area of 2 112m 2. It is proposed in the report to relocate
the two bays removed to make way for the Commercial Road extension to the northem
elevation so that the overall size will remain constant
Uses suggested:
1. Incorporation as an integral part of a 4. Exhibition spaces.
5. Museum areas.
new Bus Terminal.
2. Provide shops onto Soldiers Way.
6. Entertainment spaces.
3. A shopping mall development with 7. Indoor sports.
links to the Oriental Plaza and the city.
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Existing Workshop
Some suggestions for possible uses

The suggested retention and use of the Workshop Building is still under review. It is a steel
structure in five bays a~proximately 75m wide and approximately 170m long. The floor
area is about 12 OOOm . The roof height is 9m at the lowest point.
The structural grid of the building is such that it is possible to accommodate 500 to 600
cars on one level.
Some uses discussed are:
1. Museums
2. Exhibition halls.
3. Art galleries.
4. Indoor sports.
5. Craft shopping and related activities.
The building is sufficiently large to accommodate many if not all of these functions and
could, if necessary, be developed in stages as needed and as funds permitted.
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Commercial Road extended

The Historic and Cultural Heart
of Durban
The context within which the old station buildings are set is one in which there are several
significant buildings and spaces of historical importance and architectural merit Notonly
do these buildings and civic spaces relate well one to the other but they also give to this
part of the city its unique character.The Sub-Committee suggests that itwould be correct to
refer to this area as Durban's Historic and Cultural Centre and that there should be serious
attempts to develop and enhance this character.
The old station buildings therefore were not studied in isolation but considered within this
context. The Railways Land on which they occur is deemed to be a large and significant
portion of the Historic and Cultural Centre which extends from Smith Street in the south,
Including now the Playhouse/Colosseum Theatre Complex up to and including the Old
Fort Gardens in the north; from Gardiner Street and Soldiers Way in thewest to Aliwal Street
and Walnut Road in the east, as shown on the sketch. In this concept it is envisaged that
the city's central gardens and squares can be designed as a complete inter-related system
that could add to the vitality, quality and character of the city.
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