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I ncorporating the old with the new, Touchstone House combines a heritage façade with 
a contemporary office building in the heart of Cape Town.

Developer’s Objective
FWJK Developments identified a significant shortage of sectional title offices for sale in the 
Cape Town City Centre and was offered the Touchstone House Development as a previously 
‘failed’ development after its unsuccessful launch to the sectional title market in 2008. FWJK 
detected poor design efficiencies in both office and parking levels as well as in the external 
façade as the probable causes for the failure of the previous design. 

On the basis of FWJK’s proven track record of Co-development at Cost in KZN, it launched 
its first sectional title office project to the Cape Town market in 2013 and, surprisingly, 40% 
of the sectional title sales were snapped up by its Durban investor base, with the balance 
being sold to Cape Town based investors and end users. The investor interest was principally 
driven by the attractiveness of the Urban Development Zone income tax incentives which 
are deductible from income tax as an accelerated depreciation benefit due to the project’s 
location in a viable CBD where investors and end users were prepared to commit themselves. 

FWJK assembled a highly competent professional team who were committed to designing 
an efficient and affordable yet attractive mixed use building and who were prepared to listen 
to the directives from the FWJK development team on how it had previously achieved these 
design efficiency objectives on its previous six office developments completed in KZN. 
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Client Brief
Axion Architects received the design brief for 
Touchstone House late in November 2012. The 
project had been in development for some time and 
previous architectural practices had done initial work 
on the redevelopment of the site, but the numbers 
did not work and we were briefed to rationalise the 
design efficiency of previous attempts. The site is 
located within the Cape Town Foreshore – an area 
that has seen rapid development in recent times. 
Consisting of several individual properties, all owned 
by a single owner, the brief was to optimise the 
site, but to remain within all the existing planning 
parameters. These included a set height restriction 
and challenging building setbacks from the two 
street frontages. No departures were allowed by 
the developer, as these would negatively impact 
the tight project programme. 

History
Touchstone House is a historic building. Constructed 
in 1895, but extensively damaged in a fire a number 
of years ago, it posed a further challenge to integrate 
parts of the structure that had remained relatively 
undamaged into the new design. A Heritage 
application process was already underway as part of 
the previous 2008 development process and Axion 
had to slot their design proposal seamlessly into 
the process to avoid a new heritage submission.

The client, FWJK Developments, had certain 
strict pre-set requirements for the building design 
and required maximum bulk and maximum 
flexibility, as the size of eventual office suites were 

unknown and could vary widely and, furthermore, 
they had to accommodate office suite sizes from 
80m² to entire floors. 

Concept
The historical Touchstone warehouse façade and 
a portion of the entrance was relatively unscathed 
by the fire. It was decided that the façade and the 
entrance section be retained and incorporated in 
the design during the preceding heritage processes. 
Hence the design stayed within the parameters as 
agreed with Council and Heritage Western Cape. 

Set-backs were utilised in order to achieve a 
layered appearance for the building. The heritage 
façade was retained as the strong visual anchor at 
street level and the new façade was set back by 
5m. The façade was then further layered by the 
use of varying solid and lighter elements. Use was 
made of full glass corners with strong unbroken 
linear windows to create the impression of a glass 
façade partially covered with solid elements.

It was decided, based on similar developments 
that FWJK had undertaken elsewhere, to use vibrant 
colour and texture to emphasise specific elements 
and features on the building. Due to the massing (a 
direct result of the building line and height setbacks) 
the building at once gives the impression of a 
number of smaller components, and also of visual 
coherence. The colour palette comes straight from 
Cape Town itself. Panoramic shots were taken from 
the FNB Portside building and these influenced the 
development of the colour palette into bold, clean 
and distinct blocks.
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The requirement to provide a minimum of three parking bays per 100m² was a strong concept driver. 
There were several ‘hard’ restrictions on the site; all related to the levels of the existing structures and 
surrounding road infrastructure. The site was just wide enough to accommodate a double row of parking 
lanes. This normally makes for simple vehicle circulation, but in this case the section of building facing 
directly onto Bree Street had to accommodate a retail component, and this blocked the typical circular 
vehicle flow. The only option was to create two vehicle entrances to the building. The entrance on Mechau 
Street circulates downwards into the five level deep basement parking area, whilst the Bree Street entrance 
circulates upwards. 

The office levels start at roof level of the heritage façade and continue with a gradual reduction in 
footprint upwards for a further eleven floors. The upper floor is completely set back from the level below 
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and houses an entertainment deck for the tenants, 
apart from some prime office space where FWJK 
has relocated its offices, 

Planning
The 26,000m2 building consists of 13 half-levels of 
parking - 5 underground and the remainder above, 
with 11 office floors and a retail component on 
street level. Due to the step-backs of the façade, 
the position of the existing main entrance in the 
historical Touchstone building and the layout of 
the parking, the position of the central core was 
predetermined from the start. The challenge was 
now to create the most of exposure for the offices, 
to provide maximum layout flexibility (on a floorplate 
that changes from level to level due to building 
setbacks) and to minimise circulation space. 

The structural core houses not only the four lifts, 
but also a set of fire escape stairs on the one side 
and the fireman’s lift lobby and disabled ablutions 
on the other. The remainder of the ablutions in the 
building are located within the individual units. 

Service ducts, located in unobtrusive spaces, 
link all the office floors and provide a network of 
possible connection points. Mechanical services 
are located on screened service balconies adjacent 
to the courtyard formed with 4 Loop Street, and on 
the roof of the building.

Description of site and any existing buildings
The site consisted of several individual 
properties located at the bottom of Bree Street 
in the Cape Town Foreshore. This property 
forms part of the last section of ‘Old Cape 
Town’. The land below Bree Street forms 
part of the land reclamation done after WW2, 
and the buildings are thus all relatively new. 
In recent years, due in part to generous tax 
incentives, development has surged in this area. 
The Foreshore has become the new Legal and 
Financial hub of Cape Town.

The site is on the corner of Bree and Mechau 
Street, in a block with mostly two and three storey 
buildings. The retention of the Touchstone façade 
allows for an almost seamless integration of the 
larger building structure into the surrounding 
historical fabric. At street level one experiences 
a continuation of the historical  façades. It is only 
when one steps back that the modern interface 
becomes visible.

4 Loop Street shares the Mechau Street street 
elevation and since these buildings are back to back, 
a light well servitude was registered to preserve a 
courtyard space between the buildings.
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Architectural or Engineering Challenges
As with any project involving heritage buildings, one 
should expect the unexpected.

Initial surveys of the buildings (pre-demolition) 
did not seem to indicate major issues, but once 
basement level of the adjacent building was reached, 
it became clear that the engineers were going to be 
in for an interesting time. The basement foundations 
were stone packed and in order to install the lateral 
support piles, about 1m of space in the basement 
had to be forfeited. The next surprise came when 
the survey of the excavation was received. The 
same building exceeded the erf boundary in an 
ever increasing manner, ending up a further 700mm 
into our property. This caused a major rethink of the 
escape routes and staircases in the area. 

While the demolition and excavation was in 
process, final plan approval was in progress. FWJK 
Developments had already received provisional 
approval to commence with construction to ground 
level, when the Local Authority notified us of a land 
dedication that was made to the Council in the 
late ‘50’s. A 36m2 portion of land included in the 
design was affected by this dedication. This was 
not picked up during the due diligence period as the 
dedication was never registered against the property 
title deeds, but it was subsequently found to be 
legal and in effect. Plans then had to be amended 
to exclude this portion of the site in order to achieve 
plan approval and FWJK was forced to apply to 
purchase the land from Council and, on conclusion 
of the public process, we had to resubmit the plans 
with the dedicated section included.

Description of Material Used
The construction methods are generally 
conventional. Use was made of a post tensioned 

concrete structure with downstand beams to stiffen 
the edges of the slab and also to function as the 
lintels for the linear window elements. All walls are 
conventional brick infill construction. The glazing of 
the building is partially conventional glass and part 
curtain wall. 

We made extensive use of Marmoran products on 
the external façade, partially because of the durability 
of the product, but also because it has the inherent 
ability to smooth out minor imperfections that tend 
to become very noticeable once the scaffolding is 
removed from a building. A specialist plasterer did 
some excellent remedial work on the historic façade 
and the majority of the damaged timber windows 
were either refurbished or in the instances where 
the fire damage was too substantial, were replaced 
with custom made windows. 
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Italtile supplied all the tiles, sanitaryware and brassware for 
the project.

The historical floor structure and steel support columns are 
exposed in the main entrance foyer. This provides for an interesting 
experience through the contradiction of moving through the historical 
fabric into a sleek, modern reception area behind it. 

PRESERVATION OF THE 4-STOREY HERITAGE 
FAÇADE & ENTRANCE FOYER
The brief to engineers, Bergstan South Africa, was to preserve a 
120-year old, 12m high fire-damaged façade and entrance foyer built 
of unburnt clay bricks and weak mortar supported on packed stone 
foundations whilst creating a 3-storey parking basement below it, 
at feasible cost. 

Temporary Bracing
The main façade on Bree Street was stabilised by utilising the 
inherent buttressing effect of the walls framing the entrance foyer 
and the return wall down Mechau Street. A horizontal box-girder 
was installed to brace the top end of the Bree Street façade back 
to the return walls and stiffeners spanning between the girder and 
ground level were provided to brace the façade vertically. 

New Support System
The vertical load of the façade and entrance foyer was transferred 
onto ‘needles’ (corbels) projecting into the walls from the new 
ground floor RC structure which was subsequently undermined 
to create space for the parking basement below. The load of the 
façade and the edge of ground floor structure is carried on mini-

LOWER BASEMENT LEVEL

MECHAU STREET ELEVATION LONGITUDINAL SECTION

RETAIL LEVEL
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piles placed just inside the façade, in positions chosen to suit the 
parking bays below. Holes were left in the slab for the main internal 
structural columns which are not connected to the structure at 
this point.

In places, RC lintols had been provided over wide door openings 
formed during a previous renovation. Permanent steel columns were 
placed on either side of these openings, on top of the new slab, to 
support the RC lintol and brickwork above.

Somewhat fortuitously, there was a shallow basement below 
the entrance foyer. Support for the existing basement foundations 
was temporarily maintained by encasing an ‘island’ of sub-soil 
material below them on three sides (with temporary gunite cladding 
and anchors) as the surrounding parking garage basement was 
excavated. New foundations and columns were cast on either side 

of the ‘island’ to support an RC beam and slab grillage which was 
constructed in the existing shallow basement space under the 
entrance foyer. The entrance foyer walls are supported on yoke 
beam elements of the grillage structure.

The ‘island’ of material under the entrance foyer was subsequently 
excavated away and the load transferred onto the new structure.

Feasibility
The challenge was to maintain the heritage façade and foyer and 
to create space for the parking bays required for the development, 
at feasible cost.

It is testament to the boldness of the client, innovative engi-
neering and cooperation between designers and constructors that 
this goal was achieved at minimal cost.

ABOVE: STRUCTURAL WORK CARRIED OUT ON THE ORIGINAL FAÇADE

TYPICAL OFFICE LEVEL 15TH FLOOR PLAN
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TOUCHSTONE HOUSE 
Another successful contract 
in Cape Town completed
for FWJK.

HAMPSON INTERIORS, 
FAÇADE SOLUTIONS:
Specialist contractors and 
installers of all internal and 
external glazing, feature 
screens and louvre systems.

Contact us for all your design 
and install requirements.

 DBN: 031 569 5024 • JHB: 011 614 3510
 Russell Hampson 083 030 4652 • Clinton Peters 083 501 3072
 www.hampsoninteriors.com • www.facadesolutions.co.za

Manufacturers of polymer concrete and polymer composite products 
and proud supplier of architectural mouldings on Touchstone House

086 137 7703  •  admin@resocrete.co.za  •  www.resocrete.co.za
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