
CHAPTER 11: THE RIDGED AND HIPPED ROOF

The form  of the ridged roo f on a square or rectangular plan is s ign ifican t 
for it in troduces into rural arch itecture  one m ajor structura l innovation: 
the tim ber truss. It is true that conical roofs had up to this stage em bodied 
some form  of bracing at the ir apex which, in application, resembled 
"truss ing ” , but as such it was too shallow  and insubstantia l to provide 
much strength to the roof fram ework. The bracing of the apex is typ ica l of 
Ciskei, Transkei and KwaZulu conica l roofs whereas in other areas the 
beams are butted into the crown, often w ith some kind of fin ish ing  fin ia l.

In its early stages of developm ent the d ivis ion of the conical roof into two is 
tentative and achieved by a small ridge tim ber piece hardly longer than 
450 mm. At th is point trussing is not really needed and indeed is seldom 
used, the floo r plan usually being little  more than a rather squat rectangle. 
As the floo r plan moves in to  a fu ll rectangle however, then the ridge is 
forced to increase in size and added beams have to be brought into this 
gap to carry the battens and hence the thatch cover, it is at this po in t and in 
order to steady the new beams that trussing becomes necessary.

The tie beam of the truss is usually placed at one th ird to a half of the depth 
of the roof void. In the areas of greater ra infa ll however th is is increased to 
between three-quarters to nearly the fu ll depth in order to account for the 
added w eight of wet thatch. In some of the larger examples a k ing or 
central post has been added but the additional use of struts is v irtua lly  
unknown.

The im plem entation of a ridged and trussed roof frame has also set the 
thatcher new problems. G enerally he has met the challenge, the sharp 
turn ing of thatch abo * the hips being a natural developm ent of the cone- 
on-cylinder's  roof. It ,s however in the w aterproofing of the ridge that 
problem s have been recorded. In many cases the tha tcher’s art has been 
unable to deal w ith water-sensitive area and he has had to turn to other 
means to resolve the detail. R idge cappings of various materials, sizes and 
forms have been recorded inc lud ing  mud and cement packing,
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galvanized and corrugated iron .id com m ercia lly  m anufactured ridge 
pieces. O f note in this fie ld were the ridge pieces found in western Lebowa 
which were decorated w ith a variety of sym bols and emblems, most 
popular being the forms of hearts, spades, diam onds and clubs as found 
on playin , _ards. a lthough elaborate airplanes, roosters and birds also 
flourished. Field research however found that in the drie r regions such as 
western Bophuthatswana. builders generally found it unnecessary to 
e ither turn thatch around the hips or to w aterproof the ridge, the reasoning 
being that th<_ ra infa ll there was so sparse as to make it a v irtua lly  irrelevant 
facto r in roofing  the house.

In a more general sense the floo r plan has now become fu lly  liberated from 
the constra in ts of a roof structure and henceforth  in this development of

Dwelling Alice, Ciskei 
Dwelling with front 
verandah: Moruleng, 
Bophuthatswana.
Dwelling: Xigalo, Gazankulu. 
Dwelling Mogongwa. 
Lebowa.
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Detail
Roof Construction

Unit Z i.

Ridged and hipped roof: Units 
23 and 24.

Umt LA.

UNITS Zb AND 24.
CLASSIFICATION 
LOCATION ■

CONSTRUCTION

• o O O A L  GROUPING

• G E N E R A L .

R.IDCED ct WIPOED KOOF.
UNIT 22> 5TANDLK.TON 
UNIT <LA ■ M A ttK A N A
UNIT 22> ■ THE. UJML5 ARE &UIUX UP IN LOAD - fbEARJNC. .SUN  -D C .IE O  EA&TW 
£)LOCic£ &CNOEX5 IN EARTH PLASTULED 10 rm DACA THE. LOAlLi> A R E  
LIGHTLY S U T T R tS fo E D  TO ACCOUNT TOR THE. LATEJ2ALTMlU£>T O F THE.
C ooF  STRUCTURE. TME ROOF TRUSSED ARE. HEX) IN THE S d  ALLOW TWiRD O F 
THE f t  OOF VOtO THA1CH LAI D  S E E D  E N Q  UP
UNIT 1 4  UNDRESSED FLINTSTONE. \6  6 C N 0 E D  IN LACJM THE R O O FTR U S 6ES
x ^ J l^ D-n ^ 7 J LfvV5 5  LE-V ! L  AH0 foE,XM *  TOTHF-TIEBEAlA 6Y  A. £5TRuT.THATCH LAI.3 S E E D -E N O  OP £ t  SHING I_t_D 
N E W E R  UNIT B E LO N G E D  TO A S F .T T LE M E N T  OR. UOOSE-HOLQ O F 
p*2>C£SLM\pL£_ P A T T E R N  UNIT I* , FUNCTIONED AS A UVINg7tjCEELPlNO 
ACXA, UNIT H..1 R jm C TIO N E-D  &£> A CHUBOH
SM ALL WINTCU) O P E N IN G S  T IM B E R  SHUTTEREJD IM feOTW C A S E -S  C O N DI­
TION CF SOTH UNiT5 i!> GOOD AUWOJCH UNlTd4 SHOWED TUL fttC iN N lN G S  
OF lOALL CRAOCiNC
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the house form it is d ictated by the spacial demands o f the residents. The 
house is now able to grow  linearly al*' ough it is seldom that more than two 
rooms are bu ilt and no house grea r than three roc ns has to date been 
record^J.

In term s of materials, it is s ign ifican t to note that dw ellings of th is form  are 
usually found in areas where there is a lack of suitable thatc.iing  grass due 
to e ithe r c lim atic  conditions, large settlem ents of people, the land be:ng 
subject to intensive farm ing m ethods or a com bination of any of the above 
Whereas previously rural society would, under d iffe rent cond itions, have 
built tw o  or three separate rooms, a shortage of materials as well as larger 
popu la tion  densities have created cond itions which encourage the 
developm ent of more com pact m ultiroom ed structures.

S tructura lly , the walls of ridged and hipped bu ild ings are genera lly load 
bearing, being made of m ono lith ic  sun-dried packed earth bricks or of 
undressed stone bonded in earth. A few exceptions have however been 
recorded, m ostly in areas strong in tim ber-fram ed construction  such as 
KaNgwane and KwaZulu. This means that for the first time in th is study, 
the wall can be said to have reached fu ll s tructura l m aturity, fu lfillin g  the 
functions of bearing the roof-load and defin ing internal space, the task of 
creating sheltei now being the exclusive preserve of the roof.

One o f the m ajor fa ilures of this type of house form  occurred where the tie 
beam was placed too high in the truss thus a llow ing the roof beam to 
spread outward and place a lateral stress upon the side walls. In one 
specific  case, recorded in the Transkei structura l fa ilure of the wall had 
occurred fo llow ing  torrentia l ra>ns. In another near Standerton, Transvaal, 
collapse seemed im m inent and the walls had to be propped up w ith  tim ber 
supports. In yet more examples recorded the bu ilder seemed to be aware 
of th is shortcom ing, but instead of lowering the tie beam to a more 
effective level, he had buttressed the walls to take up the lateral stresses 
im posed by the roof.

On the other hand a high degree of soph istica tion  was achieved in some 
exam ples in Bophuthatswana where systems of struts were used to 
d is tribu te  the w eight of the roof and in yet others, in both Gazankulu and 
KwaZulu, the tie  beam was made fu lly  functiona l arid in at least one 
exam ple also served to support a lo ft w ith in  the roof void.

Figure 84. Unit 21.

Figure 87. Unit 23
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CHAPTER 12: THE GAOLED ROCF

The main theme which has emerged from  th is study thus far centers about 
the grow th and developm ent o f the rural house form. We have seen how 
the h j t  was able to  emerge from  its hum ble beginnings, and through social 
pressures and techno log ica l innovation was able to grow  into a dw elling of 
some substance and o f more conventional arch itectura l character. The 
last chapter described how the roof fina lly  ceas°d to be the m ajor 
determ inant of form  and has fina lly  become subjugated to the dwelling 
demands fo r a more sophisticated floor plan, thus opening the way for 
m ulti-room ed structures.

The demand for m ulti-room ed dwellings is probably the result o f a 
com bina tion  of factors:

a Econom ically, it is more feasible to com bine the various functions of a 
fam ily group under one roof than to scatter them to three or more 
separate structures.

b. The spread of C hris tian ity  and m onogam ism  has reduced the need to 
give the various wives status w ith in  the exiended fam ily  group.

c. The extended fam ily group has in some cases tended to fall by the 
wayside as increased urbanization on the one hand and po litica l 
resettlem ent of com m unities on the o ther have resulted in sm aller 
fam ily units and the dism issal of many of the trad itiona l norm s anu 
values o f rural life.

d The aesthetic of the m ulti-room ed dw ellings of w hite  society are being 
increasing ly im ported into the more trad itiona l rural areas.

Despite all o f the above factors, the developm ent of m ulti-room ed 
dv.ellmgs has on ly  been recorded in a rural context in such sem i-urban 
cong lom erations as B ushbuckridge in the Eastern Transvaal, Putha- 
d itjhaba in Gwa i * i  end Edendale near P ieterm aritzburg, as well as on 
the w hite-ow ned ..rm lands of the Transvaal and Orange Free State 
highveld. More isolated examples were also recorded in Bophuthatswana



Unit 23

Unit 2.6

Detail
Wall Construction

• timber post---------------

• horizontal 
saplmg 
framework

Gabled roof: Units 25 and 26.

UNITS 25 ^ 0  26. 
.  CLAb6iFiCAr.CN
.  LOCATION :

• CONSTHUCnCN

• S O C IA L GROUPING 

° CENELRAL:

CA*i-£_D ROOF 
UNIT t5  M.El'_V\OTH

iK ro  th e  g r o u n d  a t 1.200 m i n t e r v a l s  s a p l i n g s
ARE. FiVE-D TC THE. INTEJ2N£4_ t i  EXTERNAL. P 1ME.TEfi.fe O r THE. WAU_ . 
SPA.NN1NC FCONV. COLUMN ID  COLUMN P A R A LLE L  TO TM£_GCOUNO S  
APPROX 3 0 0  n-rv. APART UiE. CAVITY "HU& FGCMED 15 PACK£X> UjlTH E ^C T
a  7UE-U>AUS> AR.L. PIA&TEJ2.ED GVEJ2. LOW D M A  . IN UNIT 2 5  ^ k F - f c .
bEAVAS SPAN F3CM GAbL£_TD GA&uE- ^  TA w ^ THE. iWATCH 
RE£*JLTINC !M S A C K IN G  o f  THE. BOOT e iO C E . IN UNIT 2£> THE. &FAM S 
ARE. SHALLOWLY" TIED J\TO TRUSSES uJHICH 6PA.N FRONv UJALLIO UJAtJ_ 
P A e lL L X L T o  TUE.C^L£L EJSOb . 5APLWC SATTEJSb CARCY THL WATCH CO VEJ2. 
THE. C'OCE. lb  RZSOLVEO b Y  6ELO*NG TWO.CH bUNDLES kCQGOzS IT THU^
GlVlf'kG ST A C oU N D E O  APPEARANCE-.
ZU LU  HOMESTEAD UjlTH A CATTLE ENCLC£>U£2£_A7 iTS> FOCUS) FO C .U N .T2S  
S h i ^ I N ^ C ^ O F  U N IT 2£ ) NO DEFINITE. PATTERN DiSCiLGLMifcLiL . 
bOTV UNITS FUNCTIONED AS LJVING/i>L£XPlNG AREAS. CONDITION OF UNIT 25 - 
POOR., UNIT ?Jo GOOD . bOTW UNITS AVEJ2AC.EL TO RESPECTIVE. MOUSE-HOlDS.
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and the franske i but these were usually developments w ith in  more 
trad itiona l house form s or were in the way of hybrids or the com bina tion  of 
several d ifferent dw ellings linked to each other.

If the demand for a more econom ic and com pact rural dw elling is indeed 
one o f the main factors i r  the developm ent of the m ulti-room ed structure, 
then one of rural arch itecture 's more marked failures has been its inab ility  
to develop the gabled roof s tructu re  to any great degree o f sophistication. 
The ridged and hipped roof, w hilst a llow ing several rooms to be bu ilt in a 
row, once built, was as lim iting  to further expansion of the dw elling asany 
of its predecessors. This lim ita tion  was overcom e by the replacement of 
the roof hips by a ridged roof frame term inated a te ithe ren d  by gable walls. 
Such a bu ild ing  can allow  alm ost un lim ited linear grow th of the house by 
the mere abutting of more such structures to the orig ina l bu ild ing

However little  if any such developm ent was recorded during the course c f 
this study. Few gable-ended examples were found and none consistently 
in any one rural area. Most were unable to cope w ith the structural 
problem s presented by the roof fram eand instead prefer red to run a ridge- 
beam from  gable to gable w ith the roof beams then spanning from  it to th e  
side walls. The resultant and predictab le  sag in tne ridge beam wa« *^ken 
up by one or two central support posts. Several such structure, ere 
found in Bophuthatswana west of M afikeng, m ostly function ing  as kitchen 
or cooking huts.

A few variants to this structure  of some im port were recorded One unit, 
Figure 90 Umt 25 near M elmoth. was a tim ber fram ed cavity wall structure, the cavity being 

packed w ith earth and plastered both in ternally and externally w ith daga 
T im ber beams ran the length of the dwelling from  gable to gable w ith 
cross-beam s being placed over them. The whole was then thatched over. 
As the gable beams were of little  substance and no central supports were 
used to prop the roof structure up internally, considerable sagging of the 

Figure 90 Unit 26 roof had occurred A sim ilar s tructure  near G reytown showed signs of roof 
trussing a lthough the end walls were not brought over the roof in to fu ll 
gables.

One of the few examples w hich showed any signs of fo rming the roof 
frame out of triangulated trusses was recorded on white farm land in ’he 

Figure 92 d is tric t of Balfour A m ono lith ic  sun-dried earth brick wall carried a roof 
s tructure  form ed of beams brougnt to a central ridge and having a tie- 
beam set at approxim ate ly one-th ird  of the depth of the roof void. Battens 
were run at right-angles to the trusses and the whole was then thatched 
over. The shallow truss of the roof was due to the need for head-room  
w ith in  the dwelling. This however placed some stress upon the walls which
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Urrf 17

WAU. PATTERN

Detail Wall Construction

• reed o re
• sapling 
framework

• timber 
post

Gabied roof. Unit 27.

UNIT 11
CIA661F1 CATION
l o c a t io n
COMSTB.UC.TTCN

£>CO A.L CGCOPiNG 

C E N E E A i. ■

CAbLEO CCCF 
fcALFOOC..
T IM B E R  POSTS A R £  S E T  INTO TM E C G O U N O . A. R .EXD S C D f E M  LA ID  
VEG.TCALLY l£> .S  A N D  u 'lC X E D  b E T to E E N  S A P L IN G S  LA ID  TD THE T )P  £T 
bOTTOM O F THE PANEJ. i  PCjOTCLUDlNC O N  EiTHECL S tC E  . T H E  PANEJ- I£5 
FASTEN ED  X) TWEL T1M&ER. PfOSTfc A N D  AN LXC-Bt PACKING t t  DAGA P LA S T E R
16 A P PLIED  fcOTU N T E R N A L lY  e i E X T E R N A L L Y , h SLIG H T S U TTR JLS S iN C  
O F THE- W A L L S  HAS OCCOK.GEO TO C O >APEN £A TE FCCLThE- LA T E R A L TH £U 5T 
CFTHE- COGF T U E  2 c o F  & E A M S  AC.E T IE D  AT LAV ES  L E V E L  &U T TUE_ EAVES 
b L N C  O NLY 1.600 m HIGH ,TVE FLOOE. UA5 D E E N  E X C A V A T E D  e V  2 o o ^  
TO IN C R E A S E . TUE IN T E R N A L  HEAD EOOW  THE THATCH Lb LAiD S E E D  - E N iD  
U P
NO S E -T T L E M E X T  PATTERN UJAS E-\AOENT IN THE UCX-teELHOlD U N IT  
F U N C T IO N E D  A S  L iV tN G  / S L E E P IN G  A R E A
WINDOW OPENINGS S M A L L . SASHES IN T IM &ER  4.T C LA Z E D  . A S M ALL 
OPENING TO GiLAG CF OMiT H*S & E E N  Cl_A2_EO SY  SETTING  THE_C*LA£>S> 
INTO THE. UJALL CONDITION OF UNIT GOOD 5UT AfeOVE AVERAGE. FOR 
THE SETTLEMENT.
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showed some s igns of buttress ing in com pensation.

Two dw ellings w hich d id seem to make fu ll use o f the extens ion 
possib ilities o f a gab led roo f were recorded on the Orange Free State 
highve ld . In the firs t exam p le near V illiers, a central gab led and thatched 
s tructure  was bracketed on either side by two room s roo fed over w ith 
corrugated iron In th is case the three rooms appeared to have been bu ilt 
s im u ltaneous ly  and as a whole thus negating the expans ion possib ilities of 
a gab led structure . The central part, being thatched, functioned as a 
k itchen /liv ing  space, an aspect of h ighve ld settlem ents which w ill be 
d iscussed in a later chapter.

Figure 106 b A second and more im portant group re; orded near W arden reversed th is 
sequence, consisting o f a centra l un it r c jfe d  over in corrugated iron w ith 
two ridge and end-h ipped un its  abutting onto the gab les on e ither side. 
The three room s thus resu lting appeared to have been bu ilt at d iffe rent 
stages lead ing us to the conclus ion  that as the resident's needs fo r internal 
space grew, so then was the dw elling extended to cater fo r this need.

Perhaps one of the factors whicn may well account for rural architecture 's 
fa ilure to bring the gabled roof to fu ll m aturity lies in the grow ing use of 
corrugated iron in the vernacular and the developm ent o f the "h ighve ld" 
house, whose lean-to form  effectively supplies the bu ilder w ith  three 
gable-ends from  which to extend his dw elling. Such a house form has the 
added advantage that whereas the gabled roof w ithout the invention of the 
roof valley, can only grow  in a linear d irection, the H ighveld house can 
grow in v irtua lly  any d irec tion  and to any size. In such a case, a grow ing 
scarcity of suitable tha tch ing  grass and the "cu ltu ra l" preference of a 
"m odern" m aterial over an o lder and more trad itiona l roo fing  medium may 
mean that the social pressures which brought about the need for a m u lti­
roomed structure come too late to a llow  the gabled roo f to  develop as a 
w idespread vernacular house form.
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a. Front elevation: "U-plan" dwelling, Thaba Nchu, 
Bophuthatswana

b. Side view of same
c. Internal detail of roof of same
d. "L-plan" dwelling: Loskop. KwaZulu



CHAPTER 13: VARIATIONS ON THE RIDGED ROOF

It wou ld be p leasant and satis fying to be able to report in th ischap te rth a t, 
as the demands of the rura l inhabitant on his dw elling grew in terms of 
more indoor space, so then his dw e 'ling was able to respond and provide 
for these needs whilst still rem aining w ith in  the present lim ita tions of 
natural materials. The contrary is in fact generally correct.

In previous chapters we saw how the roof truss had made possible the 
construction  o; dw ellings based upon a rectangular plan. We also saw that 
regardless of whether the roof was gabled or hipped, development of these 
dw ellings was only possible in a linear sense. Of all examples recorded, 
the b iggest s jc h  g roup ing did not exceed three rooms: a central living 
room cum kitchen w ith bedroom s on either side.

There appear to be good reasons why linear development should not have 
exceeded three rooms. Assum ing the existence of a long fou r o r five 
roomed dw elling , such a structure  would be aesthetically ungain ly and 
have poor internal c ircu la tion  having such a long facade it w ou ld  take up 
good homestead ground unnecessarily and would fail to create the 
hierarchies of bu ild ings and spaces inherent in trad itiona l rural society. 
Most im portant, being long and ram bling, it would fail to achieve the 
econom y of bu ild ing which the m ulti-room ed structure sought in the firs t 
place. Therefore, if the rural dw elling is to c o n tin u e to e xp a n d , itm u s tlo o k  
to more com pact floo r pi in s , such as perhaps, the ‘L’, the U' and the ’H ’ 
forms.

This marks a c ritica l pc in t in rural architecture, fo r fu rthe r developm ent of 
the floo r plan must 3lso be accom panied by s im ilar and radical 
innovations in roof technology. It w ill be remembered that the roof had 
once before reached a stage of impasse resolved only by the invention of 
the roof truss. This tim e yet another such invention is needed; that of the 
valley, before the problem s of roofing  the new plan form scan be resolved.

The valley presents the rural bu ilder w ith  a w aterproofing problem  he has 
not met w ith up to now The thatch roof needs to be resolved at two m ajor



points: the ridge and the hips. In genera l most rura l groups have managed 
to cope w ith at least the problem  at the eaves and in some areas poor in 
ra in fa ll the deta iling of these points has not been attem pted at all. The 
reason for th is is probabiy qu ite  simp le: both act as watersheds and 
excepting for what little  ra inwater fa lls upon these com parative ly sma ll 
areas, the overall e ffic iency o f the roo f rema ins genera lly un im pa ired In 
the case of a va lley however the s ituation  is somewhat d ifferent. The valley 
acts as a co llection  point and run -o ff channe l for the areas o f roo f 
im m ed iate to it on e ither side. Thus if le ft unresolved, th is point in the roo f 
structure  must undoubted ly  lead to internal water seepage, damage to the 
wall and u ltim ate ly  even structura l collapse

Faced with th is problem  the rura l bu ilder has, at th is point, tw o clear 
alternatives. He must e ither continue to deve lop the house form w ith in  the 
lim ita tions of the natura ily -found m aterials or to beg in to draw upon 
other sources. G enerally and, I suppose, sad ly, tne latter choice is 
genera lly being made as more and more rura l dwellers opt for the e lastic ity 
and freedom  o f house plan a fforded by modern roo fing materials, such as 
corrugated iron, aga inst the lim ita tions imposed by a free but dw ind ling 
supp ly  o f su itable gnsses and chang ing thatch ing technology.

It shou ld not be be loved that deve lopment favouring the use o f na tu ra l- 
found materials ceases entire ly  It does not, but mere ly dwind les to a few 
and scattered examoles D u rm g thecou rse o f th iss tudy  nodw ellings based 
upon an 'H' plan were recorded and on ly  one U' plan was discovered, near 
Thaba ‘Nchu in Bophuthatswana. This dwelling consisted of a central 
liv ing room w ith  two rectangular-p lan bedrooms extending into w ings on 
e ither side.

'  ,e walls were in dressed stone w 'th  considerable skill being shown in 
tu rn ing the right-angled corners A lthough the tha tch ing technique coped 
w ith the problem s in the valley, the roof fram ework in this area showed 
evidence of being in its early stages o f development. The w ings and the 
mam body of the house each had trussed roof structures ^dependent of 
each other being linked only the battens No valley beams or jack rafters 
were used. The inhabitants were of Sotho stock a lthough this region is 
predom inantly Tswana

A com parative ly large num ber of L-planned dwellings were recorded in 
such geographica lly disparate regions as Transkei, Qwa Qwa and 
KwaZulu. In most cases the roof structure made use of valley beams but 
not o f jack rafters The exam ple recorded at Loskop. in the Bergville 
d is tric t, seemed to have experienced some troub le  in the tha tch ing  of the 
valley, a lthough this m ight also have been the result of the bu ild ing  beir.g 
in a poor state of maintenance. S im ilar problems were experienced in the
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Figure 94 d.



a Front view "L-plan" dwelling, Redoubt, Transkei. 
b Rear view of same
c. Front view "L-p!an" dwelling, Witsieshoek, Qwa Qwa.
d. Front view "L-plan" hybrid dwelling, Keiskamma- 

hoek, Ciskei
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