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 After 21 years in Kenya, Peter and Seugnet Viljoen have settled 
in – and lovingly restored – the former Onrus home of iconic 

Afrikaans author Jan Rabie and artist Marjorie Wallace.

About the home
THE OWNERS Peter and 
Seugnet Viljoen and their 
daughters Oriole (15)  
and twins Ingrid and 
Annabeth (3).

THE LOCATION On a 
gravel road just a block 
from the sea at Vermont 
near Onrus River.
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steeped in 
history

A

Seugnet is an avid collector of the previous owners’ 
work; Marjorie Wallace drew these sketches hanging 

on the dining room wall for Jan Rabie’s popular book 
Die Seeboek van die Sonderkossers.

Peter made sure the dry-stacked 
stone wall matched the original 

walls built by Jan Rabie. >>

Onrus



Seugnet purchased the blue sofa because it reminded 
her of the novel Tea on the Blue Sofa by Natasha Illum 

Berg. The roses are from the Viljoens’ farm in Kenya.
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Imagine this: you return to 
South Africa after more than  
20 years abroad only to 
discover that the house you’ve 
been admiring for decades is 
being sold on closed auction.
And it’s not just any house. It’s the former home of 1960s Afrikaans 
author Jan Rabie and artist Marjorie Wallace in Vermont near Onrus 
River, just this side of Hermanus. You take a chance and, sure 
enough, your bid is accepted – suddenly, a dream comes true...

This is what unfolded for Peter and Seugnet Viljoen in 2006.  
For years, they’d longed to buy the property that belonged to Jan 
and Jorie, as the poet and artist were known among friends, but 
when it became theirs in January 2007, the reality was somewhat 
less than rosy: the building was rundown and a structural engineer’s 
report declared the attic and gable in front “unsafe”. The windows 
also had to be stabilised. 

“But the place had an amazing mojo,” recalls Seugnet excitedly. 
And with the same mojo, they got to work revamping the property.

Today, the couple share this home with their daughters, Oriole 
(15) and laatlammetjie twins Ingrid and Annabeth (3). “And the 
spirit of Marjorie,” says Seugnet, “can sometimes be seen out of the 
corner of your eye; she’s most definitely still out there...”

The Onrus house was previously the Viljoens’ holiday home as 
they had been living in Kenya since 1993. There, through a local 
partner and with the help of a Dutch neighbour, they established  
a rose farm in Nanyuki, north-west of Mount Kenya in 1995.  
Today, the farm boasts 20ha of roses which are exported worldwide 
– even as far as Russia! 

However, it wasn’t just their rose farm that grew, but also their 
daughter Oriole. “Kenya follows the British school system and when 
children turn 13 years old, the families return to their homelands. 
This gave us the perfect opportunity to return to this wonderful 
country and house!” says Seugnet.

These days, Peter commutes between Nanyuki, his other 
international business interests and Onrus, while Seugnet imports 
vanilla pods from Uganda, Réunion and Madagascar. “I’d also like to 
import saffron from Iran, and perhaps some of our Kenyan roses.  
Or maybe I should export fynbos to Russia?” she muses. >>

The number plate from 
Jan and Marjorie’s old 
Morris Minor hangs above 
the fireplace beneath 
Jacques Coetzer’s 
painting of vintage 
vehicles that belonged  
to Seugnet and her 
university friends, 
including the artist’s own.

The colourful painting is 
by artist Penny Horsey, a 

Kenyan friend of Seugnet’s.
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Before
After
The main bedroom with lovely 
Weylandts cushions is in the attic 
space, or rather the ‘heaven studio’ 
where Marjorie used to paint.  
The original wooden floors with 
Marjorie’s paint splatters were 
retained. “ One really can’t remove 
something like that!” says Peter.  
The new cupboards are made  
from kiaat. 

The painting of the dhow in 15-year-old Oriole’s 
room is a telltale sign of the love that she still 
holds in her heart for Kenya. The throw on the bed 
and hammam towel (above) are from Weylandts.

The attic was converted into bedrooms and bathrooms with glorious 
views of the mountains and sea.

Seugnet loves to sit and admire the view from  
the main bedroom. 
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To live in such a historic home is a privilege.  
But just as the Masai of Kenya happily travel 

the world with just a spear, blanket and sandals, 
we also prefer not to be tied down. After all, we 

already live in two countries... – Seugnet
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Before
Because the house is a heritage 
building, the Viljoens were not 
permitted to make any changes to 
the exterior. The attic with its small 
window (left) was a later addition so 
the Viljoens were allowed to convert 
the roof space into bedrooms. They 
installed large frameless windows to 
make the most of the glorious sea 
views (opposite page, centre). 

The house had quite a few structural problems; 
the Viljoens had to replace the entire roof and 

do lots of restoration work on the structure, 
especially the windows. The interior layout is now 

more contemporary; the kitchen door (far right) 
was enclosed and a new back door created.

Before

Who were Jan and Jorie?
The award-winning author Jan Rabie 
(1920–2001) and Scottish-born artist 
Marjorie Wallace (1925–2005) met in 
Paris, France and married there in 
1955. They had no children.

Jan became well-known for novels 
such as Nog Skyn die Sterre, young 
adult books such as Seeboek van die 
Sonderkossers and other titles.

Marjorie was still in her 20s when 
she took part in the Society of 
Scottish Artists’ annual exhibition. 
Back then, her cheerful paintings 
were also exhibited in Paris, London, 
Venice, Rome and Madrid. By the 
time she arrived in Cape Town in 
1955 she was a recognised artist. 

After Jan’s death, Marjorie moved 
to the retirement village at Onrus  
and only after her death was the 
house auctioned in 2006. The 
proceeds went to the University of 
the Western Cape.

The sea view from the huge sliding 
windows upstairs is breathtaking.
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The project
Renovating a heritage home with such a rich history isn’t easy. 
“I realised it would be a huge project,” says Seugnet. “We had 
to replace the entire roof and do a lot of restoration work on the 
structure, especially around the windows. The whole place had 
to be rewired. It’s certainly not something I would’ve tackled if I 
didn’t have a clear vision of what I wanted.”

Meanwhile, Peter met architect Neel Saayman while 
catching waves at Onrus. As a child, Neel used to visit Jan  
and Jorie so he was the obvious choice for architect and 
project manager. 

The Viljoens’ neighbour, décor expert Estelle Spaarwater, 
was also a huge help; she used to be a member of the 
Heritage Committee which had to approve all the changes. 
This committee stipulated that nothing on the ground floor 
could be altered. After three months, it gave them the 
go-ahead to start their restorations, which began in May 2007. 
In December 2008 they moved in.

“As new owners, we wanted to retain the integrity of the 
original house as far as possible, while creating a comfortable 
home for our family. The attic, or ‘heaven studio’ as Jan called 
it, has made a world of difference,” says Seugnet. Jan added it 
on later so it’s not part of the heritage building and the Viljoens 
were allowed to enlarge the windows and convert the big open 
space into two bedrooms with a sea view – a luxury the ground 
floor doesn’t have.

The main bedroom now features huge frameless windows 
that slide wide open. Seugnet felt that the windows should 
make an impact as soon as you reach the top of the stairs and, 
sure enough, the sea view takes your breath away the minute 
you arrive on the top floor. “It’s an amazing spot where you can 
spend all day contemplating and appreciating the constantly 
changing colour of the sea and light,” says Seugnet.

The secrets within
As is often the case with restoration projects, there were a few 
surprises along the way, including a hole under Jan’s study 
floor where he hid “undesirable” apartheid-era friends when 
the security police came knocking. The couple converted this 
space into a wine cellar.

Being fond of the outdoors, seafood and the simple 
pleasures in life, this house fits the Viljoen family like a glove.

“We’re homebodies,” says Seugnet. “We like healthy cooked 
food, but braai on summer evenings. And everyone is always 
hungry because we cycle and jog – and Peter surfs. Oriole 
makes a mean guacamole, Peter dives for crayfish and we all 
collect mussels. But our all-time favourite is Indian food from 
Kenya. Give us hot naan bread, green curry, prawns and a hint 
of tamarind in a clay pot and we’re all in heaven!”
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Floor plan, upper level

Floor plan, lower level

The Viljoens’ home reflects a tasteful combination of Jan and Marjorie’s memorabilia and 
keepsakes from the Viljoens’ life in Kenya. An old paint-splattered red telephone rests on a 
bright blue stepladder; it’s the same one used by Marjorie to call friend and poet Uys Krige 
every day. Marjorie’s used paintbrushes have also been left in a paint tin as found in her 
studio. Jan’s old olive press is displayed on the table on the stoep (above left); he made his 
own olive oil and the olive trees in the garden that the couple brought all the way from 
Greece still bear prolifically. The kiaat cupboards and restored kitchen (above right) are 
perfectly in keeping with the nostalgic atmosphere of the house.

Onrus
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Seugnet’s décor style is so unique to her that one  
cannot put a label on it. “Here, we have a bit of Viljoen,  
a little Wallace, some Rabie and a touch of Kenya,” says 
Peter. When asked what inspires her, Seugnet’s answer  
is simple but poetic: “Life. There’s so much to do, to 
read, to see... It’s your children who suddenly come up 
with a great idea, a stranger whose eyes smile as he  

tells you his story, love, tolerance, a beautiful building, 
nature, exercise, a good meal, the unexpected guest  
who arrives...

“To live in such an historic home is a privilege. But just 
as the Masai of Kenya happily travel the world with just a 
spear, blanket and sandals, we also prefer not to be tied 
down. After all, we already live in two countries...” 

CONTACT AND STOCKIST 
Neel Saayman Architects 076 092 7240 
Weylandts 0860 103 400, weylandts.co.za

A blend of two styles 
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The Viljoens would like 
to use the old olive 

press which belonged 
to Jan to make their 

own olive oil.
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