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Editorial
The December 2020 issue, in many ways, is the beginning of another phase in
the history of the New Contree Journal. Not only was a website for the journal
launched as a long term dream, at last coming true, but did the journal’s
name also shorten to simply New Contree. The vision is accommodative yet
especially focussed on accentuating micro and macro histories of regions
in countries and across regions. Readers are encouraged to visit the New
Contree website for more information. Coincidentally all these developments
happened in an abnormal time of the global pandemic, Covid19. Despite
the impacts of lockdowns and curfews impacting on movement, the New
Contree Editorial Board pushed forward and decided to maintain business as
usual. Though the length and contributions in this issue seem to carry the scar
of researchers’ inability to properly attend to research in 2020, the Editorial
Board appreciates what has been possible under the circumstances.
This New Contree issue departs with Wessel Visser’s 19th-20th water provision
history of Beaufort West, the largest town in the arid Karoo region. That
the town council, since its establishment in 1937 up to the present day,
periodically struggled to provide townspeople with water sufficiently, is a
major focus. The woes of floods and droughts and the search for new ways
forward as bother avenues towards water provision – amidst the dynamics
of military and political interventions in the water procurement efforts of
Beaufort West – are discussed.
Hendrik Snyders keeps the reader’s attention to the Western Cape with his
intriguing Cape guano economic history inclusive of its politics. Greater
sensitivity for nature conservation started to emerge. In turn, this overlapped
with increased demand from Cape farmers for legislative protection of a wide
range of “useful animals” for guano collection. A “shortage” of guano in the
early 20th century seems to have also been an issue in Snyders’ discussion,
leading to legislation against exploitation. Yet, farmer’s demand for guano
as natural fertilizer remained challenging in the supply thereof. Resorts to
chemical and fake fertilizers also entered the market, which had to be managed
with an array of newly adopted legislation to manage this commodity in a
harmonious relationship with nature.
Sebola Mokoko’s article is about issues of land and mineral injustices against
the copper miners of Musina from a different angle on regional economic
activity. Mokoko is critical of some studies by archaeologists and ethnologists
I
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who, according to him, hides some historical realities on the actual ownership
of the Musina copper mines in Messina in early 20thcentury colonial South
Africa. A revision of the Musina copper history – inclusive of the Musina
clan’s oral history – is encouraged.
Archaeologist Anton van Vollenhoven’s interest in Pretoria’s jacaranda trees’
cultural, historical significance brought forth interesting information. Though
many might known that Pretoria is also informally known as the “Jacaranda
City”, it’s not that common that jacarandas were imported to South Africa
in the 1830s. Neither that the first ones that were planted in Pretoria were
in 1888. However, as an alien declared tree, the Jacaranda’s history shows the
activity of interventions pro and against the tree. Van Vollenhoven’s emphasis
is on valuing the cultural, historical, aesthetic, and social significance of the
Jacaranda, specifically Pretoria’s inhabitants.
With New Contree’s book editor not in good health at the time of finalmaking this issue, the book review section, unfortunately, is on the slim side.
Emile Coetzee’s review of some criminal history in South Africa through the
eyes and memory of the criminal Allan Heyl as a member of the infamous
Stander gang captures the mind. The book is titled: Bank robber: My time with
André Stander.
In this issue, tribute is also paid to the late historian Belinda Bozzoli.
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Between drought and deluge: A history of water provision to
Beaufort West, ca. 1858-1955
Wessel Visser
Stellenbosch University
wpv@sun.ac.za

Abstract
Beaufort West was the first rural town in South Africa to receive municipal
status as early as 1837. Situated in the arid interior of the country, the town has
struggled with water provision and sufficient water supplies since its inception
to the present day. In addition, the town is flanked by two rivers, which,
in times of high rainfall or cloudbursts in the catchment areas, have caused
severe flood damage since earliest times. Therefore, throughout its history
Beaufort West has been trapped periodically between drought and deluge.
The municipal council was challenged in its efforts to provide water to the
needs of its growing population. Two outstanding events in this regard were
the extension of the colonial railways to the town in 1880 and the outbreak of
the South African War in 1899. In this article the quest for water to Beaufort
West’s inhabitants is investigated since ca. 1858 until the completion of the
Gamka Dam (1955) in the Nieuweveld Mountains some kilometres from
Beaufort West. Besides the extraction of potable water from springs, weirs,
boreholes, water mains, dams and reservoirs, the paper also highlights state
involvement and the collision of national with local interests in the water
procurement process. Although the centenary publication of WGH Vivier
and S Vivier in 1969 on Beaufort West highlighted some aspects of the town’s
water infrastructure developments, this study focuses in more detail on its
water vulnerability especially in time of drought and the constant search for
adequate alternative water sources.
Keywords: Beaufort West; Water; Droughts; Floods; Springfontein Dam;
Railways, South African War; Gamka Dam.

Introduction
This article focuses on water provision to the Karoo town of Beaufort West and
the town’s continuous struggle with forces of nature and competing authorities to
procure sufficient water sources. Two jubilee works were published on the history of
Beaufort West, one by AP Smit1 and one by WGH Vivier and S Vivier.2 Apart from
1
2

AP Smit, Gedenkboek van Nederduitse Gereformeerde Gemeente Beaufort-Wes, 1820-1945 (Kaapstad, Nasionale
Pers Beperk, c. 1945).
WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte. Die verhaal van Beaufort-Wes 1818-1968 (Kaapstad, Nasionale Boekhandel
Bpk., 1969).
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these references to its water sources and water infrastructure in these publications, no
serious investigation has been done into the long “struggle” history of water provision
to Beaufort West, the first town in South Africa to receive municipal status as early
as 1837.3 The article is based on a comprehensive research project into the history
of water provision to rural towns in South Africa. Municipal minutes, reports and
documents, dating from 18484 to 1955, were scrutinised in the Western Cape Archives
and Records Service in Cape Town. The research was complemented with information
derived from reports in the local paper, The Courier, established in 1869.5 Through
research into municipal archival sources the author endeavours to identify the natural
forces as well as human agency at work that determined the viability of rural towns to
eke out a living in the arid interior of South Africa. In order to logically unpack all the
intertwining issues which affected the history of water provision to Beaufort West the
contents of this article are presented in a thematic-chronological explanation.

Water history trends on regions: A concise historiography
The historiography of modern urban water has a relatively long record in South
Africa. Most local histories of towns and cities, as well as regions in South Africa,
have extensive sections dealing with water. To name but a few, one of the earliest
publications on water provision to the Witwatersrand, by RJ Laburn, appeared as early
as 1970, followed by Crosser’s study on water supply and utilisation in Johannesburg
in 1987.6 TS Bodill published an article series on Port Elizabeth’s water supply in 1982
in the bulletin of the Port Elizabeth Historical Society.7 This water history series was
complemented by David Raymer’s 2008 publication on the history and development
of Port Elizabeth’s and Uitenhage’s water supply.8 In 1991, Duncan Grant completed
an MA thesis on the history of Cape Town’s water supply and in 1999 Kevin Wall
wrote on the comparative history of water management in the Cape Peninsula.9
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte..., p. 10; AP Smit, Gedenkboek van Nederduitse Gereformeerde Gemeente
Beaufort-Wes..., pp. 134, 138; Stellenbosch University Library (hereafter SUL), Africana Collection, Anon.,
Beaufort West, c. 1955; No. 12, c. 1955.
WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 10; AP Smit, Gedenkboek van Nederduitse Gereformeerde Gemeente
Beaufort-Wes..., p. 134. These sources, as well as the municipal records inventory at the Western Cape Archives
and Records Service, confirm that preserved archival documents on Beaufort West only date from 1848.
WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 116; AP Smit, Gedenkboek van Nederduitse Gereformeerde Gemeente
Beaufort-Wes..., p. 139; SUL, Africana Collection, Anon., Beaufort-Wes, c. 1955, p. 1.
RJ Laburn, ‘n Historiese oorsig oor watervoorsiening aan die Witwatersrand, Voordrag, Johannesburg Historical
Society, 26 Augustus 1970 (Walker & Snashall, c. 1970); EM Crosser, “Water supply and utilization in
Johannesburg, 1886-1905” (MA, University of the Witwatersrand, 1987).
TS Bodill, “History of the Port Elizabeth water supply”, Looking Back, Historical Society of Port Elizabeth and
Walmer, 21(4), p. 128; 22(2), p. 43; 22(3), p. 79; 2(4), 1982, p. 117.
D Raymer, Streams of life. The water supply of Port Elizabeth and Uitenhage (Private Publisher, Port Elizabeth,
2008).
D Grant, “The politics of water supply: The history of Cape Town’s water supply 1840-1920” (MA, UCT,
1991); K Wall, “Water, civil engineers and multipurpose metropolitan government for the old Cape Peninsula
municipalities: Technical paper”, Journal of the South African Institution for Civil Engineers, 40(3), 1998, pp. 1-8;
K Wall, “Water – unifier of a city”, JWN Tempelhoff (ed.), African Water Histories. Transdisciplinary discourses
(Vanderbijlpark, North-West University, 2005), pp. 97-113.
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Since the 2000s the literature on water provision to urban and rural areas increased
rapidly. In 2004, Zangel’s MA study on Johannesburg’s water, with a unique accent
on post-1994 policy objectives such as poverty, housing and proper sanitation,
appeared.10 Haarhoff and Tempelhoff in 2007 wrote an article on a century of water
supply to Johannesburg,11 while Harri Mäki’s important comparative work on water,
sanitation and health issues in four South African cities (Cape Town, Grahamstown,
Durban and Johannesburg) was published in 2008.12 In the same year Visser, Jacobs
and Smit wrote on emergency water provision to Saldanha during the 1940 war
years.13 In 2009, a book was launched on Cape Town’s rivers and wetlands, including
updated information on the city’s water provision infrastructure.14 Lani van Vuuren
addressed water provision to Graaff-Reinet in an article in 2010,15 and in 2015,
Haarhoff, Juuti and Mäki published research on a history of water supply by the
Pretoria Municipality.16 In the same year Wessel Visser investigated water supply
contestations between irrigation and municipal authorities in Calitzdorp in the
Little Karoo,17 while Botes did a study in 2016 on water provision to the city of
Bloemfontein during the 19th century.18 In neighbouring Zimbabwe Musemwa did
a study on the concept “hydropolitics” by exploring the abuse of the state’s power
in neighbouring Zimbabwe to prohibit political dissidents in Bulawayo access to
potable water.19 Lay historians have also ventured into publishing on municipal water
provision to the town of Hermanus.20 Three Stellenbosch University MA studies were
identified that also pertain to rural town water provision: Kruger focused on Prince
Albert and Williston,21 and Klopper highlighted, among others, water provision to
10 VA Zangel, “‘The seething masses’ – housing and sanitation in the lives of Johannesburg’s poor 1886-1906”
(MA, NWU, 2004).
11 J Haarhoff and JWN Tempelhoff, “Water supply to the Witwatersrand (Gauteng) 1914-2003”, Journal for
Contemporary History, 32(2), Dec 2007, pp. 95-114; 100 years of excellence 1903-2003 (Glenvista, Rand Water,
2004).
12 H Mäki, Water, Sanitation and health. The development of the environmental services in four South African cities,
1840-1920 (Tampere, Juvenes Print, 2008).
13 D Visser, A Jacobs and H Smit, “Water for Saldanha: War as an agent of change”, Historia, 53(1), May 2008,
pp. 130-161.
14 C Brown and R Magoba (eds.), Rivers and wetlands of Cape Town. Caring for our rich aquatic heritage (Water
Research Commission, Cape Town, 2009).
15 L van Vuuren, “Ngweba Dam – supplying water to the thirsty Karoo”, Water Wheel, 9(4), July 2010, pp. 22-27.
16 J Haarhoff, P Juuti and H Mäki, “A case for strong municipal governance: The water supply of Pretoria 18551935”, South African Historical Journal, 64(4), Dec 2012, pp. 769-786.
17 W Visser, “Water contestations in the Little Karoo: Liaisons between the Calitzdorp Irrigation Board and
the Calitzdorp (Kannaland) Municipality, 1912- 2013”, The Journal for Transdisciplinary Research in Southern
Africa, 11(3), Dec 2015, pp. 293-315.
18 SM Botes, “’Water pure and wholesome” – watervoorsiening in Bloemfontein gedurende die 19de eeu”, New
Contree, 76, Supplement Edition, Nov 2016, pp. 44-73.
19 M Musemwa, “‘Disciplining a dissident city’: Hydropolitics in the city of Bulawayo, Matabeleland, Zimbabwe,
1980-1994”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 32(2), Jun 2006, pp. 239-254.
20 R Lee, “Water, water – from anywhere: The history of water supply in greater Hermanus”, Hermanus History
Society, Research Report 1, Oct 2015, pp. 1-13.
21 N Kruger, “A socio-environmental history of water in the Karoo c. 1762-2012, with specific focus on Prince
Albert and Williston” (MA, SU, 2013).
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Boesmanland towns such as Carnarvon and Loxton.22 Rademan investigated the
socio-economic impact of drought on the magisterial district of Vanrhynsdorp.23
It is clear that in the last fifty years the historiographical landscape was considerably
augmented by studies from various scholars focussing on water supply and
management, drought, health and sanitation issues, as well as water politics in rural
and urban communities. Therefore, a clearer historical picture of South Africa’s water
procurement and water provision is beginning to emerge.
Besides periodic droughts and floods, the arrival of the railways, the South African
War requirements and a subsequent floating population, as well as the growth of
the town’s permanent population, also influenced water provision to Beaufort West
profoundly. The archival research for this article revealed that the Cape colonial railway
administration (later South African Railways), and during the war, the British military
authorities, were major external forces that exerted pressure on local water resources.
These forces challenged and competed with the municipal council for a share of
the town’s scarce and at times precarious water resources, thus contributing to the
dynamics of water provision to Beaufort West.24 Although sanitary matters such as
water pollution, sewage and water-borne diseases form an integral part of Beaufort
West’s water history as well, the archival information on this aspect is so rich that it
warrants a separate article that will be dealt with in another publication, forthcoming.

Beaufort West in historical, geographical and demographic context
Beaufort West developed under Dutch East India Company rule on the loan-farm
Hooyvlakte, granted to Jacob de Clercq and his son, Jacob, in 1760.25 Originally, a
gushing spring on the Gamka River ensured a perennial stream even during severe
droughts. Four springs also fed the Kuils River, and De Clercq senior dug an irrigation
furrow from the Gamka spring for his garden. To be able to establish a magistracy
for the district, the British colonial authority bought plots on the eastern banks of
the Gamka River. The name Hooyvlakte was eventually changed to Beaufort West,
named after the family of the then governor at the Cape, Lord Charles Somerset,
second son of the fifth Duke of Beaufort. Beaufort West was proclaimed a town in
1818,26 and became the first municipality in South Africa.27
22 H Klopper, “The organised expansion and permanent settlement of people in Boesmanland in correlation with
accessible water sources, 1760 – c.1960” (MA, SU, 2020).
23 DJR Rademan, “The socio-economic impact of drought in the period 1924-1934 on the magisterial district of
Vanrhynsdorp” (MA, SU, 2020).
24 The pressure of these external forces on Beaufort West’s water reserves will be discussed in more detail in the
sub-section on case studies of water shortage and contestation to follow in this article.
25 WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte..., p. 3.
26 WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte..., pp. 3-7; SUL, Africana Collection, Anon., Beaufort-Wes, c. 1955, p. 1;
No. 12, c. 1955, pp. 11, 16-17.
27 WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 10; AP Smit, Gedenkboek van Nederduitse Gereformeerde Gemeente
Beaufort-Wes..., p. 134.
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Situated in the semi-arid central Great Karoo, halfway between Cape Town and
Bloemfontein, Beaufort West is the major administrative, agricultural and economic
centre of the region. The town also serves as a major road, and rail transit and
crossing to other towns in South Africa. It lies in a hollow between two hills and is
flanked by the Gamka River in the west and the Kuils River in the east. Both rivers,
which as a result of urbanisation became semi-perennial, flow in a generally north to
south direction.28 From the Springfontein irrigation dam (completed in 1869) at the
northern end of the town’s central neighbourhood to its southern end the gradient
is about 1:150 m (0.67%).29 The town’s water supply is heavy reliant on rainfall and
droughts are inevitable. Therefore groundwater, extracted from boreholes, played
and increasingly important role in the development of Beaufort West. The average
rainfall in the area is but 20,32 cm per year. Beaufort West is known for its socalled “dyke”, a useful barrier against the southward migration of underground
water because it effectively compartmentalise the groundwater flow. The “dyke” is an
inclined sheet or sill of dolerite which dips to the north at an approximate 17°angle.
This sheet outcrops in an approximately east-west direction. A certain amount of
water penetrates to depth to the north of the sheet as is localised in the northern part
of Beaufort West in what might be regarded as an underground reservoir and where
the relative impenetrable dolerite sheet forces the water towards the surface. South
of the dolerite sheet, the underground water supply is not sufficient to be extracted.
Consequently, most springs are situated towards the northern parts of town and in
periods of drought this was the area where the municipal council was prone to drill
new boreholes in search of more water resources. Between 150 and 200 boreholes
were drilled in this area by the late 1940s.30 These geographical features would have
a major impact on the history of water provision to the town.

28 SUL, Africana Collection, Anon., Beaufort-Wes, c. 1955, p. 2; “Drought ravages district”, The Courier, 12
November 1947, p. 7; P Marais and F von Dürckheim, “Beaufort West Reclamation Plant”, Water and
Sanitation in Africa, 7(1), Jun 2012, p. 20. Beaufort West being a critical junction in the Karoo for northsouth communication, as well as a seminal communications hub for road and rail transport to various other
destinations in central South Africa implies that, apart from local residents and other water user entities, a
floating population through the town would have been a definitive water-consuming factor as well. However,
save for the impact of the British troops on the town’s water resources during the South African War, which
will be discussed in this article, no municipal, provincial or state statistics of such floating population could be
located in the archives.
29 W Visser (Personal Collection), E-mail: J de Waal (Department of Geography, Stellenbosch University)/W
Visser (Researcher), 27 Jan 2020.
30 WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 115; P Marais and F von Dürckheim, “Beaufort West Reclamation
Plant”, Water and Sanitation in Africa, 7(1), Jun 2012, p. 20; Y Xu, G Mahed, Y van Wyk, L Lin, X Sun, L Xiao
and S Talma, “Towards a sampling and monitoring protocol of radioactive elements in fractured rock aquifers
for groundwater resource security in Beaufort West”, Water Research Commission Report 1694/1/12, Jun 2012
(available at https://www.researchgate.net/publication/272495076_Towards_a_Sampling_and_Monitoring_
Protocol_of_Radioactive_Elements_in_Fractured_Rock..., as accessed on 27 Nov 2020), pp. 12, 35; Western
Cape Archives and Records Service (hereafter WCARS), Archives of the Town Clerk Beaufort West 1848-1990
(hereafter 3/BFW), Vol. 1/1/2/2, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 3 Aug 1926; 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/2/23, Minutes
of a Council Meeting, 12 Feb 1948, p. 719; 13 Feb 1948, p. 730.
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The available municipal demographic data on Beaufort West reveals an increasing
trend in population growth which over time exerted more and more pressure on
the sustainability of the town’s water sources. By 1830 there were a mere 200 white
inhabitants.31 In 1898 the total population, including all black and white dwellers,
was approximately 3000.32 The total estimated civilian population stood at 9000 by
1902.33 According to the 1936 census figures the total population slightly dropped
to 8500,34 but had risen to 12 500 by 1955.35

The impact of the forces of nature on the development of Beaufort West’s
water infrastructure and water provision, 1823-1949
Drought
Irrigation furrows were diverted from the Gamka spring to feed the first 53 “reservoir
erven” (irrigation plots). Most inhabitants on these erven were self-sustaining dwellers
growing fruit, vegetables and fodder and keeping animals such as pigs, sheep, goats,
fowl, and cows as food source and horses as draught animals. This convention, as
well as the provision of potable water via open furrows on both sides of the then
earth streets36 or through private potable water wells, was a very primitive sanitary
system, and the gradient difference between the northern and southern ends of the
town, would contribute for many years to a severe and gnawing problem of waterborne diseases.37 As early as 1858, the Chief Constable brought to the attention
of the municipal council the fact that the drain from the yard of one of the town’s
residents was carrying “impunities” into the potable water. Inhabitants were fined 10
shillings for contravening irrigation regulations and were warned regularly to keep
garbage from the furrows running past their erven.38
Situated on the flood plain between two rivers, many Beaufort West homeowners
dug potable water wells on their properties as the water table was very shallow.
However, the continued growth of the town demanded a more secure system of
water provision. In 1851, a small retention dam for potable water, into which water
from the river was relayed, was constructed adjacent to the Kuils River. The droughts
in 1823 and 1827 were eclipsed by that of the period 1856 to 1859, when many
springs dried up. Water provision from existing springs was combined to strengthen
the available irrigation supply.39 A correspondent of the Government Gazette sombrely
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38

WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 8.
WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/11, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 31 Jan 1898, pp. 160-161.
WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/12, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 14 Jul 1902, p. 186.
AP Smit, Gedenkboek van Nederduitse Gereformeerde Gemeente Beaufort-Wes..., p. 146.
SUL, Africana Collection, Anon., Beaufort-Wes, c. 1955, p. 2.
WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, pp. 7-8;14; 32-33.
This issue will be discussed in a separate forthcoming paper.
WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/3, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 21 September 1858; 16 Nov 1858; 18 Oct
1859.
39 AP Smit, Gedenkboek van Nederduitse Gereformeerde Gemeente Beaufort-Wes…, p.138; WGH Vivier en S Vivier,
Hooyvlakte..., pp. 23-24; 37.
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wrote: “Beaufort West is hard up and business is dead…For a dreary down-on-yourluck retreat try Beaufort West”.40 In 1865, owing to another lingering dry spell, the
town council decided to construct a permanent irrigation dam, the Springfontein
Dam, in the Kuils River at the northern end of the town.41 A more severe drought
lingered between 1876 and 1878.42
An additional holding dam for drinking water from the Gamka spring, Tinley’s Dam,
was completed in 1872. It was named after the local magistrate, T Tinley.43 A potable
water tax was introduced in 1878 and, although the council considered the installation of
a piped water system as early as 1852, the first water reticulation system was introduced
only in 1898. The system entailed a water tunnel constructed from a spring at the foot of
the Nieuweveld Mountains on the outskirts of the town, and two retention wells – one
5,5 metre and the other 9,1 metre deep – to collect the spring’s water. This potable water
source was relayed to a “waterhouse” or reservoir on the outskirts of the town by means of
gravitation. Water mains connected properties in town with the reservoir and standpipes
were provided for town dwellers who did not have access to the mains. This potable water
source delivered 14 400 gallons (65.5 m3) per day.44
However, the water reticulation system did not bring permanent water security to
Beaufort West. A serious drought in 1898 caused the Springfontein Dam run empty, so
that water for the town inhabitants, and also their livestock, became a serious concern.
Water mains at the southern end of the town were left open to provide animals with
drinking water. The local cricket club was even granted permission to utilise the dry and
hardened surface of the empty dam as a temporary extra cricket field. Because of the
scarcity of water, all public standpipes were removed by April 1899.45 More problems
with water provision were soon to follow. The Nieuweveld Mountains or Kloof water
tunnel collapsed so frequently that it had to be strengthened by a stone-mason wall.
By 1902 the “waterhouse” (constructed in 1897) leaked so much that a large part of
the town was without potable water (by 1912 it would be as much as 30 000 gallons
or 136.4 m3 daily). In the same year, the Springfontein Dam was reported to be
silting up. The municipality unsuccessfully tried to remove the silt but abandoned
the project in October 1902, after two weeks because of the high costs involved.46
40 AP Smit, Gedenkboek van Nederduitse Gereformeerde Gemeente Beaufort-Wes…, p. 138. The date of the report
was not indicated.
41 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/3, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 12 Sept 1865; WGH Vivier en S Vivier,
Hooyvlakte…, p. 25.
42 WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 37.
43 WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 30.
44 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/2, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 13 Sept 1852; 22 Aug1898, p. 250; WGH Vivier en
S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, pp. 10; 32-33; SUL, Africana Collection, Anon., Beaufort-Wes (1955), p. 4.
45 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/11, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 23 Jan 1899, p. 325; 12 Mar 1899, p. 505;
WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, pp. 33-34.
46 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/11, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 19 Sept 1899, pp. 437-438; Vol. 1/1/1/12,
Minutes of a Council Meeting, 20 May 1902, p. 162; 29 Sept 1902, p. 216; 16 Oct 1902, p. 224; Vol. 1/1/1/14,
Minutes of a Council Meeting, 22 Oct 1912, p. 494; WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, pp. 27; 34.
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In 1905, another borehole, which yielded an extra 72 000 gallons (327.3 m3) daily of
potable water to the town supply, was drilled in the vicinity of the Kloof waterworks,47
but by 1908, during another dry year, the Springfontein Dam became completely
empty, once again.48 The silting up and periodic drying up of its irrigation supply
prompted the town council by 1913 to enlarge the Springfontein Dam.49 However,
with the outbreak of the First World War in 1914 and concomitant collapse of the
ostrich feather industry South Africa was entering a period of widespread economic,
political and environmental distress.50 The Springfontein dam enlargement project
was delayed due to financial quibbles among the municipal councillors regarding
the securing of a loan and the allocation of tenders. In an unsavoury atmosphere
of law-suits to challenge the procedures to grant a loan, a rejection of the initial
construction plans and specifications, as well as the withdrawal and reissuing of
tenders, no progress could be made.51
To top it all, Beaufort West experienced one of its worst droughts in 1915. The
Springfontein Dam’s water level was so low that it was deemed not advisable to allocate
irrigation water in order to prevent illnesses from dying fish in the dam. In March
1915 the town experienced a serious shortage of water, and hardened pepper trees were
beginning to die. As a result of the prevailing drought situation, many town dwellers
were unable to pay reservoir lease rents because there was no water to irrigate cash
crops. By September the situation became critical. It was reported to the municipal
council that there was only one day’s potable water supply left in the “waterhouse”
and if the situation would continue, the town would run out of water. New boreholes
would have to be sunk urgently as emergency measures, and existing boreholes were
to be drilled deeper to increase supply. Consequently, the council requested the Cape
Provincial Administrator to authorise an extra expenditure of £400 to the town’s annual
budget to sink a new borehole.52 In fact, the Acting Secretary for the Interior referred
the council to the 1914 health report by Dr GB Wilkinson, Beaufort West’s medical
officer of health at the time, motivating the need for a larger potable water storage
tank. The council recognised the need for such an upgraded water storage facility but
acknowledged that another scheme enjoyed priority at that stage – the enlargement of
47 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/12, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 24 Jan 1905, pp. 606-607; 26 Jan 1905, p.
610.
48 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/13, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 14 Jan 1908, p, 427; 5 May 1908, p. 476;
WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 27.
49 WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 27.
50 P Buirsky, “Aspects of material life in Oudtshoorn 1860-1927, with particular reference to the labouring poor”
(BA Honnours, UCT, 1983), pp. 38-41; 55; 59; 75-77; 105-106; W Beinart, The rise of conservation in South
Africa: Settlers, livestock and the environment 1770-1950 (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 187.
51 WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 27.
52 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/15, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 26 Jan 1915, p. 222; 23 Mar 1915, p. 250; 8
Jun 1915, p. 279; 15 Jun 1915, pp. 282-283; 14 Sept 1915, pp. 315-316; 21 Sept 1915, p. 318; 14 Dec 1915,
p. 357; 15 Feb1916, p. 385; WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 27; M Deas, “The Water Question”, The
Courier, 31 Mar 1915, p. 2.
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the Springfontein Dam.53 Work on the dam enlargement project finally began in May
1915 and was completed the next year.54
The issue of water shortage remained for decades a constant point of discussion
on the municipal council’s agenda. In November 1919, the council concurred with
Councillor C Jackson’s motion that “the time has arrived to make provision for a
better water supply for the town”. Mention was also made of the “scarcity of water”55
but no concrete steps were taken to improve the situation. The issue was brought
up again in 1924 when Councillor ED de Villiers moved that the council should
seriously consider providing the town with a “more adequate” water supply as the
water usage had increased over a number of years but not the storage capacity. To
this end the council appointed a special committee to investigate the drilling of
more boreholes so that “an adequate water supply for the town” could be continually
attended to. In addition, the outlets of the Springfontein Dam were increased by
0,61 metre and fitted with sluice gates.56
Another disastrous drought hit South Africa in 1926 with devastating consequences
for rural agricultural and town communities. Regions such as Vanrhynsdorp in the
North-west Cape, Namaqualand and Beaufort West in the central Great Karoo
were the worst hit.57 A mere 6,3 cm of rain was measured in Beaufort West during
that year, and it seems that the town’s declining gradient had an adverse impact
on underground water sources during periods of water duress. All boreholes in the
lower end of town had weakened, and during the next two years many fruit trees
and quince and pomegranate hedges in town parched completely. As the town’s
water situation worsened, councillors were contemplating the expansion of Beaufort
West’s water supply scheme to include a new reservoir in the Nieuweveld Mountains
northwest of the town and a larger water storage capacity for domestic purposes.
This drought threatened not only adequate water supply, but also loomed as a
menace to the town’s economic prosperity and caused widespread socio-economic
misery. The mayor and correspondents of the local paper The Courier, as well as
from De Kerkbode, the influential mouthpiece of the Dutch Reformed Church,
noticed that a substantial number of unemployed Coloureds and Europeans
urgently needed jobs because of the drought “as some of them are practically
starving” and the economy slumped. Also, dwellers from the African township were

53 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/15, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 31 Aug 1915, p.311; “Our water supply”, The
Courier, 31 Mar 1915, p. 3.
54 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/15, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 4 Jul 1916, p. 449; WGH Vivier en S Vivier,
Hooyvlakte…, pp. 27, 29.
55 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/16, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 11 Nov 1919, p. 265; 18 Nov 1919, p. 267.
56 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/18, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 6 May 1924, p. 45; 9 Dec 1924, p. 150; 17
Feb 1925, p. 187.
57 DJR Rademan, “The socio-economic impact of drought in the period 1924-1934 on the magisterial district of
Vanrhynsdorp” (MA, SU, 2020).
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requesting relief jobs.58 The municipal council responded by providing temporary
relief work for poor whites at 2s. per diem and for poor blacks at 1.s 6d. per diem.59
Most of the 1940s were also serious drought-prone years. Between 1942 and 1947
the average rainfall for the town was 13,1 cm60 leaving Beaufort West’s domestic
water supply in a “critical condition” by 1943. Springs and boreholes were drying up
with reductions in yields, and the town reservoir was almost empty. At the beginning
of December 1943 boreholes at the North End outspan were delivering 125 000
(568.3m3) instead of 200 000 gallons (909.2 m3) per day. A public meeting was
convened for the purpose of discussing the water and food protection problems of
the town. In the light of this prolonged drought, a new big water scheme including
a new reservoir completed in 1944 at the cost of £26 000 proved insufficient to
guarantee a secured water supply to the town.61 In October 1945, with serious water
shortages still lingering on, the municipal council decided to deepen an existing
borehole to 60,96 metre and to investigate the feasibility of drilling more boreholes,
even to a depth of 76,2 metre if necessary. The water supply designated for the
irrigation of domestic fruit, vegetables and fodder was cut, arousing considerable
dissatisfaction among ratepayers. By January 1946, Beaufort West’s water situation
became so critical that water provision to inhabitants was cut on certain days and
hours, because the town’s boreholes were giving in. The public’s anxiety over the
seriousness of the situation was also vividly reflected in The Courier.62
Between 1948 and 1949, the level in the water house became “extremely critical”
again as the boreholes at North End gave in and called for a municipal state of
emergency. Water from the mains could only be utilised for domestic purposes.63
By October 1949, the water house was empty, which forced the municipal council
58 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/18, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 20 Jul 1926, p. 391; 3 Aug 1926, p. 397;
Minutes of a Special Meeting of the Council for the purpose of discussing the augmentation of the town’s
water supply, 18 Jan 1927, p. 448; Minutes of a Council Meeting, 25 Jan 1927, p. 451; Vol. 1/1/2/2, Minutes
of a Council Meeting, 3 Aug 1916; WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, pp. 37-38; “Municipal Council”,
The Courier, 11 Aug 1926, p. 2; BB Burger, “Die droogte in Beaufort-West”, De Kerkbode, 3 Jan 1927; BB
Burger, “Die toestande in Beaufort-West”, De Kerkbode, 1 Jun 1927, p. 195. As towns in South Africa have
maintained various forms of racial segregation since colonial times this article will use words such as “Africans”,
“Coloureds” and “Europeans” only where racial categorisation is needed to contextualise such persons’ positions
and circumstances as they constitute part of the general municipal population of Beaufort West in the historical
nomenclature.
59 WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 37.
60 “Town swelters in 105 degrees”, The Courier, 14 Jan 1948, p. 5.
61 “Need for flood protection”, The Courier, 11 Feb 1948, p. 5.
62 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23, Minutes of a Special Council Meeting, 26 Oct 1943, p. 113; 27 Feb 1945, pp.
278-279; 25 Oct 1945, p. 365; Minutes of a Council Meeting, 1 Nov 1945, pp. 367-369; 2 Jan 1946, Minutes
of a Special Council Meeting pp. 401-402; “Water position serious”, The Courier, 3 Feb 1943, p. 3; GJ Burger,
“Geen water om tuine te besproei nie”, The Courier, 24 Jan 1945, p. 5; GJ Burger, “Leiwater moet voorsien
word”, The Courier, 31 Jan 1945, p. 4; “Irrigation Water Emergency”, The Courier, 31 Oct 1945, p. 5; “Drought
drying up town”, The Courier, 16 Jan 1946, p. 5; “Public Notice re Water Supply”, The Courier, 23 Jan 1946, p.
2; “Drought continues”, The Courier, 23 Jan 1946, p. 3.
63 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 19 Jan 1948, p. 705; Minutes of a Special
Council Meeting, 31 Jan 1948, p. 714.
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to implement drastic measures to prevent the town from running out of water
completely. Water rationing was immediately imposed and water was supplied for two
hours daily, only for domestic use. It was announced over public loudspeakers that the
use of water for irrigation, dust control of streets and the cleaning of buildings and
other structures was completely prohibited, and that trespassers would be prosecuted.
Unless it rained soon, the council would be obliged to truck water from as far away
as Paarl, approximately 400 kilometres from Beaufort West. At the time the drilling
of more emergency boreholes was considered but not immediately attended to.64
However, by November 1949 the drought had been broken.65 During the 1940’s
and especially since 1948, the quest for potable water sources was also influenced by
political considerations as will be discussed under the lobby for the Gamka Dam.

Floods
Apart from droughts occasional floods, that inundate large areas, are also wellknown climatological phenomena in many Karoo towns.66 Beaufort West, with its
vulnerable geographic location between the Gamka River and the Kuils River, was
no exception. As early as 1837, newspapers reported about a terrible cloud-burst
that unleashed on the town, and that flooded many homes. For about two hours,
the water rose between 0,9 and 1,52 metre deep, causing a small girl to drown.67
Although gardeners welcomed the prospect of a more secure source of irrigation
water, many homeowners in the immediate vicinity of the Springfontein Dam
under construction since 1865 were uneasy about its location a few metres above
the town level. They warned the council by written notice about the possibility that
heavy rains could break the dam wall and flood the whole town. Then the worst
happened. Pouring rains fell in the Kuils River catchment northwest of Beaufort
West. On 23 October 1869, 76.2 metres of the wall of the Springfontein Dam
caved in and a deluge of 572 million gallons (2 600 363.48 m3) of mud waters
engulfed the town. Fortunately, there was no loss of life as most townspeople
were watching the unfolding disaster from the remaining section of the wall.
However, during the 2½ hours it took to drain the dam’s contents, damage of
approximately £20 000 was caused to town buildings. Among others, houses,
shops, the hospital and the Dutch-Reformed Mission Church were swept away.68
64 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23, Minutes of a Special Council Meeting, 6 Oct1949, pp. 970-971; “Water
restrictions imposed”, The Courier, 24 Aug 1949, p. 5.
65 “Drought breaking”, The Courier, 23 Nov 1949, p. 5.
66 H Klopper, “The organised expansion and permanent settlement of people in Boesmanland…”, pp. 116-120.
67 AP Smit, Gedenkboek van Nederduitse Gereformeerde Gemeente Beaufort-Wes..., p. 133; WGH Vivier en S Vivier,
Hooyvlakte..., p. 35; “Dreadful Storm”, The Graham’s Town Journal, 9 Mar 1837, p. 3.
68 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/4, Minutes of a Special Council Meeting, 26 Oct 1869; WGH Vivier en S Vivier,
Hooyvlakte…, pp. 7; 9; 14; 25-26, 35; “Heavy rains at Beaufort”, The Courier, 29 Oct 1869, p. 2; 31 Oct
1923, p. 5; A de Villiers, “When the B.W. dam burst”, The Courier, 12 Apr 1939, p. 7. One imperial gallon =
0.00454609 m3.
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After years of quibbling over who should be held liable for the flood damage of
1869 the municipal council and the rate payers consented in 1874 to the rebuilding
of the Springfontein Dam and enlarging of its spillways. They used local convict
labour and other workers from Richmond, Graaff Reinet and Victoria West. A Scot
named Bruce-Brand was the project engineer. The total cost of repairs to the dam
wall and spillway enlargement amounted to £18 106. Construction was completed
by 1877 and the dam reached overflow in 1879.69 Apart from irrigation the dam was
also used for recreational purposes. In 1877, the local baker, Peter Krummeck, got
permission to launch a pleasure boat, the Pride of Beaufort; by 1881 the municipal
council forbade all swimming within 365,76 metre from the dam wall between 7
am and 8 pm so that the town’s “respectable ladies could enjoy the pleasures of the
Beaufort Reservoir promenade”.70
As in 1869, the town dwellers were again forced in 1918 to flee the town because
of heavy flooding. According to the local newspaper, as quoted by WGH Vivier and
S Vivier, it was a “night of anguish”.71 Although the wall of the Springfontein Dam
held, this time the flood waters caused havoc in town as 30,48 cm of rain poured
down within twelve hours in the vicinity. The tennis court was destroyed, as well as a
substantial number of dwellings in the low-lying Coloured township. A large section
of the water mains from the Kloof waterworks was washed away and a four-yearold child drowned.72 After the flood of 1918, there was considerable public protest
against the council’s alleged neglect to enlarge the Springfontein Dam’s two spillways
for carrying off the overflow because some townspeople were of the opinion that
the councillors delayed urgent attention to the matter. Eventually, by January 1919,
the damaged spillways were repaired according to the recommendations of a Mr
Patterson, a circuit hydraulic engineer from the Department of Irrigation.73
Despite the municipal council’s continuous concerns about the town’s domestic
water supply still in February 1941,74 one of the most severe floods in Beaufort
West’s history happened on 6 April 1941 after a cloudburst of more than 152 mm
took place 22,5 km northwest of the town, and an unstoppable mass of water raged
towards the village. Hotels, homes and businesses were flooded and some people had
to be evacuated from the town centre when the flood waters reached 1.2 m at street
level. Two men drowned, and many domestic sheep, goats, pigs and chickens were
lost. The Weeber Bridge over the Gamka River at the railway station was severely
69 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/6, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 7 Apr 1874; WGH Vivier en S Vivier,
Hooyvlakte…, pp. 26-27.
70 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/8, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 15 Feb 1881; 22 Feb 1881; WGH Vivier en S
Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 26.
71 Quoted by WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 36.
72 WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, pp. 29, 34, 36-37..
73 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/16, Minutes of an Urgent Special Council Meeting, 15 Mar 1918, p. 25; 19 Mar
1918, p. 26; 26 Mar 1918, p. 29; 14 Jan 1919, p.192; WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 29.
74 “Central Housing Board to be interviewed”, The Courier, 12 Feb 1941, p. 3.
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damaged. Four kilometres of the water pipeline from the Kloof waterworks to the
town washed away. Until the damage was repaired, potable water could be provided
temporarily from a few municipal boreholes. The town dwellers were fortunate that
the Springfontein Dam was nearly dry in the period preceding the flood and could
therefore absorb much of the force of the deluge. However, as much as the flood
signs a relief of breaking the years of drought, it also brought distress, suffering and
health problems. Especially among the poorer sections of both the European and
Coloured communities many homes were destroyed and emergency shelter, food
and clothing had to be provided by the Department of Welfare to such persons. At
places where the Gamka River flowed through the town, the riverbanks had to be
reconstructed. The total amount of flood damages in the town was estimated to be
about £100 000.75

Case studies of water shortage and contestation between the Beaufort
West municipality and external parties
The extension of the Cape colony railway network in the late nineteenth century
and the British military presence in Beaufort West during the South African War,
are poignant examples of changed relations by the superimposition of an external
authority in terms of control over the town’s water resources and assets.

The coming of the railways
The expansion of the Cape railway line to Beaufort West in February 1880 would
become a major game-changer in terms of water provision. It was a milestone in the
development of the town: not only did the station and railway depot provide a substantial
financial injection to the town’s economy and present new commercial opportunities,
but the local populace also was extended significantly. Before the line was extended to
Kimberley, Beaufort West became the railway terminal in the Karoo and experienced
an influx of human traffic. Hillside, a new camp for railway employees, was erected on
the western side of the town centre and by 1900 its populace grew to 400.76
On the other hand, especially during times of drought, the water demands of the
railways would put considerable pressure on the water provision capacity of the
municipal council. In the history of the town’s recurring water crises the dynamics of
a dormant but polite tension between the council and the railway authorities would
develop. They would compete for the same scarce resource, while also becoming
more and more dependent on each other for services and economic benefits. As early
75 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/22, Minutes of an Extraordinary Council Meeting, 8 Apr 1941, pp. 265-267; 19
Apr 1941, pp. 267-269; WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, pp. 29, 37; “Flood Havoc”, The Courier, 16
Apr 1941, p. 5; “Provinsiale ingenieur se rapport oor skade deur verspoeling”, The Courier, 30 Apr 1941, p. 3.
76 AP Smit, Gedenkboek van Nederduitse Gereformeerde Gemeente Beaufort-Wes…, pp. 150-151; WGH Vivier en S
Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, pp. 16-18; 118-121.
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as November 1878, the town council was informed of the colonial government’s
intention to construct a reservoir to the west of the town to provide water to the
anticipated railway station and dwellings for railway employees. Originally, the
railways would withdraw 4000 gallons (18.2 m3) of water from the council’s springs
and the Springfontein Dam for its steam locomotives.77 In 1888, a weir was built
with convict labour in a tributary of the Gamka River to catch the runoff for railway
purposes. It was to be called Walkers Dam after Tommy Walker, a railway foreman.78
Shortages, resulting from a dry spell in the early 1800s illustrate the critical
importance of water and the competition between the municipal council and the
railways for access to this resource. Council minutes of 1883 referred to a “diminished
quality of water available for the erf holders and other inhabitants of the town”
and the “empty state of the reservoir” owing to the prevailing drought. The council
made it clear that in case of a choice between water for ratepayers, who were totally
dependent on the town’s springs for their survival, and the Railway Department, a
limitation might be imposed on the latter. The railway’s carts and mule wagons were
also responsible for silting up the Gamka springs and the council demanded that it
should be cleared properly. According to the council, the ratepayers were entitled
to their “fair share” from the natural water flow of these springs.79 The drought
even threatened the survival of the railway plantation which supplied firewood for
the steam locomotives. At the request from the general manager of the Railway
Department, the council agreed to allow extra water pumping hours on Sundays “to
save the trees” and “solely to meet the special exigencies of the case”.80
Adequate water provision to the railways remained an issue during the South African
War when extra pressure was brought to bear on railway stock to transport military
equipment and troops. The only option for the Railway Department was to sink new
boreholes on the commonage in 1902.81 In 1904 the Railway Department and the
municipal council reached an agreement: besides the 10 000 gallons (45.5 m3) per
diem to which the railways was entitled from the gravitation water supply, it would
also be allowed to pump excess water, when available. This would be pumped from
existing boreholes and wells or any additional boreholes the Railway Department
might have considered proper, to a minimum quantity of 100 000 gallons (454.6
m3) per diem at a rate of 6d. per 1 000 gallons. The municipality would not interfere
with the pumping of aforesaid. In the case of a dearth of water, which would
necessitate curtailing the supply to the town’s inhabitants for domestic purposes, the
council would not be required to supply railway water from the gravitation supply
77 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/8, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 1 Dec 1879; 18 Oct 1881; WGH Vivier en S
Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 31.
78 WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, pp. 24; 31; 121.
79 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/8, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 28 Aug 1883.
80 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/8, Minutes of a Special Council Meeting, 15 Dec 1883.
81 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/12, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 17 Feb 1902, p. 109; 24 Feb 1902, p. 113.
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to the detriment of the town dwellers. The railway’s water would also be metered
and recorded.82 During the drought of 1908, the water supply at the railway depot
was low again. Although the council was unable to provide the agreed quota to
the railways, it would endeavour to supply the quota of 10 000 gallons as long as
possible.83
South Africa’s economic growth and development since the First World War (19141918) and during the 1930s and the Second World War (1939-1945) had a direct
impact on the South African Railways. It was a dominant role player in the country’s
economy. The expanding transportation network required more railway rolling stock
and locomotives.84 This in turn, impacted directly on Beaufort West’s water supply
as the railway water demands increased exponentially. Therefore, the availability of
water supply became a critical factor in times of drought. A perusal of the municipal
council minutes reveals an interplay of rising tension between the municipal council
and the railway authorities when the national interests of the Railway Department
and the local interests of Beaufort West’s ratepayers were at stake. During the severe
drought of 1915, and with no spare rolling stock available to transport water from
elsewhere to Beaufort West, the general manager of the Railway Department pleaded
with the municipal council to assist the railways with extra water supplies as far as
possible. However, the town clerk replied that any excess water would be needed for
the town’s electrical scheme and the enlargement of the Springfontein Dam.85
In January 1917, the railways requested the purchase of 40 000 gallons (181.8m3)
from the Springfontein Dam for its steam locomotives. Serious delays appeared in the
railway traffic as a result of the poor municipal water quality received, but the council
regretted “being unable to comply with their request owing to the very small quality
(sic) of water in the dam at present”. However, by April the situation improved to the
extent that excess water from the “waterhouse” could be supplied to the railways.86
By October there was “plenty of water” in the Springfontein Dam and the council
was in a position to provide 100 000 gallons per diem to the Railway Department at
9d. per 1 000 gallons.87 Desperate situations sometimes invoked desperate solutions.
In the light of an approximate 20% evaporation loss of the Springfontein Dam’s
contents, owing to its large surface, the district engineer of the Railway Department
suggested that the council should experiment with pouring crude oil into the dam’s
82 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/12, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 20 Apr 1904, pp. 469-471; Beaufort West
Municipal Agreement with Railway Department, 28 Feb 1905, p. 628.
83 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/13, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 14 Jan 1908, p. 427.
84 BJ Liebenberg and SB Spies, South Africa in the 20th century (Pretoria, JL van Schaik Academic, 1993), p. 294;
TRH Davenport, South Africa. A modern history (Johannesburg, Third Edition, Macmillan Publishers (Pty),
Ltd, 1987), p. 524; F Pretorius (red.), Geskiedenis van Suid-Afrika van voortye tot vandag (Kaapstad, Tafelberg,
2012), pp. 461-463.
85 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/15, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 7 Sept 1915, p. 313.
86 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/15, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 16 Jan 1917, p. 512; 30 Jan 1917, p. 518;
17 Apr 1917, pp. 548-549.
87 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/15, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 9 Oct 1917, p. 609.
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water surface to lessen evaporation.88
The extreme drought of 1942 to 1943 once again forced the railways to appeal to the
council to increase the allocation of 100 000 gallons (454.6 m3) to 150 000 gallons
(681.9 m3) per diem of municipal water for “emergency purposes” in the light of a
threatening water shortage. In this instance the council was able to provide water at
1/3d. per 1 000 gallons. But the continued exploitation of such large volumes of water
would lead to a slow but steady depletion of its underground resources. Indications
were that the levels of the railway’s underground water resources had dropped
from 18,3 metre previously to 45,72 metre by 1943. In addition, its emergency
supply from the town’s main reservoir would be discontinued until further notice.
Therefore, the municipal council recommended that an extra borehole be sunk for
railway purposes at the North End on the outskirts of the town, but water could only
be pumped from this source if there was no more water left in the Walker Dam. It
was also suggested that the Railway Department should cooperate with the council
to increase and bolster Beaufort West’s future water supply through investigating the
possibility of constructing a dam in the Nieuweveld Mountains.89 In expectation
that the railways’ water needs would increase to 4 million gallons (18 184.36 m3)
per annum, various permutations were presented: either the railways would secure
premises to erect its own dam and retain all water rights to such reservoir; a dam
could be constructed in a 50-50 partnership with the railways with the latter party
carrying 50% of the costs involved; or the municipality would carry the construction
costs exclusively and sell water to the railways at a fixed tariff.90 Between 1913 and
1947, e.g., the railway’s average water consumption had risen from 959 800 gallons
(4363.3 m3) to 4 635 000 gallons (21071.1 m3) per annum.91
By 1948 the tension between the municipal and railway authorities on the everincreasing and unrelenting demands for water supply, reached new heights. During
a meeting of ratepayers in February of the same year, the mayor of Beaufort West,
Dr JN Brummer, frustratingly complained that the railways “were drawing off the
life blood from our town”.92 The municipal council minutes of this period also refer
to a meeting between a council deputation and the Minister of Transport to discuss
the increasing railway water demand in Beaufort West amidst a dwindling municipal
water table. This was a manifestation of rising state involvement in the town’s water
assets where national interests interloped more and more with local interests.93
88 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/19, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 16 Apr 1929, p. 30.
89 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/22, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 16 Feb 1942, p. 373; 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23,
Minutes of an Extraordinary Council Meeting, 1 Feb 1943, p. 13; Minutes of a Special Council Meeting, 26
Oct 1943, p. 113; 3 Nov 1943, p. 115; “Water position serious”, The Courier, 3 Feb 1943, p. 3.
90 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23, Minutes of an Extraordinary Council Meeting, 16 Feb 1944, p. 135;
“Buitengewone Raads-Vergadering”, The Courier, 1 Mar 1944, p. 5.
91 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/14 – WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23.
92 “Need for flood protection”, The Courier, 11 Feb 1948, p. 5.
93 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 15 Aug 1949, p. 939.
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By 1949, the railways were still struggling to obtain adequate water supplies to
augment its acute shortages, and water had to be transported from Hutchinson, a
railway station 210 kilometres north of Beaufort West.94 This serious situation led
to a dispute over pumping rights with the Beaufort West municipality. The acting
district engineer of the Railway Department re-equipped two decommissioned
railway boreholes at the Walker Dam “to avoid a total collapse of our locomotive
supplies”. At the time water was trucked to the locomotive tanks to supplement
the supply at the rate of one train per day. On the one hand, the municipal council
acknowledged that the railways were an important industry for the town’s economic
prosperity. On the other hand, however, the drawing of additional water north of
the dolerite dyke would definitely endanger the domestic supply to such an extent
that it might be necessary for railway transport to haul water from elsewhere to both
entities, should no rain fall before the end of that year.95 In the light of the municipal
and railway water predicament, it became clear that a new water procurement scheme
had to be devised for Beaufort West.

Beaufort West and the South African War
Beaufort West is a typical case study of an emergent water crisis in a Karoo town
because of a temporary increased population, resulting from the South African War.
Amidst the serious drought at the turn of the century, Beaufort West also had to deal
with the impact on its water resources of a few thousand British troops and horses
that converged on the town since the outbreak of the South African War in 1899. On
7 November 1899, by request of the magistrate, the town council agreed to a daily
consumption of 6,8 l of water per head free of charge for personnel in the military
camp to the north of the town, on condition that the military authorities would
provide weekly returns of troop numbers. The reason for this condition was that the
council could subtract the quantity of water used from the railway’s quota, and that
“such grant [was] to be made so long as the town supply of water [did] not suffer”.96
Although as loyal British subjects the Beaufort West municipal council was initially
not indisposed towards the British military presence in town, problems and friction
between civilian and military authorities soon developed over the exploitation of the
town’s water resources and other assets. The military occupation of public spaces,
amenities and properties such as church property, the city hall, the market square,
municipal horses and streets became daily nuisances and increased the level of civilian
94 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 20 Jun 1949, p. 919; “Water restrictions
imposed”, The Courier, 24 Aug 1949, p. 5.
95 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 19 Sept 1949, p. 96; Minutes of a Special
Council Meeting, 29 Sept 1949, p. 969.
96 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/11, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 14 Nov 1899, p. 460; WGH Vivier en S
Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 140.
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frustrations.97 The council complained to the magistrate about Imperial troops
swimming in the Springfontein Dam, and they had misgivings about the advisability
of erecting a military camp above Beaufort West’s water supply. Consequently, any
swimming in the dam by the military was prohibited.98 More military camps were
soon erected in and around Beaufort West, which brought more pressure on the
town’s limited water supply. The British garrison requested the digging of a well
close to the weir in the Gamka River for drinking and domestic purposes. But these
concessions were soon abused when soldiers started washing their clothes on the
premises and polluting the town’s water supply. In December 1900, the council’s
sanitary inspector discovered that the night soil from the military camp north of the
town was buried in trenches on a hill above the Springfontein Dam. The camp was
removed to the south of the hill and away from the dam only after complaints by the
municipal council.99
Water consumption still increased at an alarming rate. Because of the military’s
large water usage and probable high spillage, the military authorities were informed
that their consumption would be metered from 1 April 1902, and that they would
have to pay the same rate for water as the railways did. By May the level in the
“waterhouse” was only 45,72 cm. Horse troughs were eventually built for military
horses at the Gamka spring, where surplus water was relayed to the Gamka weir. A
small dam, adjacent to the Kuils River, supplied water to mortared washing troughs,
but the military relayed a pipe from the dam to its camp so that no water was left for
the town’s washing. By September 1902, when Beaufort West was still under military
administration, the town council nevertheless requested the military authorities
“in a friendly manner” to remove the troops and horses as soon as possible. Under
those circumstances it was impossible to provide water to them all without great
inconvenience and losses to the civilian inhabitants.100

The lobby for the Gamka Dam
Against the background of the constant quest for more water resources and supply,
suggestions for the construction of a large storage reservoir in the Nieuweveld
Mountains, had been tabled during a town council meeting as early as 1899.101
Similar suggestions came from the public and during council discussions in 1919,

97 WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, pp. 140-142.
98 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/11, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 14 Nov 1899, p. 461; 21 Nov 1899, p. 465;
WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 140.
99 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/11, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 19 Nov 1900, p. 602; 26 Nov 1900, p. 606;
10 Dec 1900, p. 613; 21 Jan 1901, p. 625; Vol. 1/1/1/12, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 30 Sept 1901, p. 54;
WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, p. 141.
100 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/12, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 2 Dec 1991, p. 78; 3 Mar 1902, p. 118; 17
Mar 1902, p. 122; 22 Sept 1902, p. 214; WGH Vivier en S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, pp. 141-142.
101 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/11, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 19 Sept 1899, p. 440.
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1927, 1933, 1934 and 1941.102 However, the issue was forced by the desperate
circumstances during the prolonged drought of the 1940s, so that efforts to obtain
a large new storage dam for Beaufort West were increased. In the report of a
government geological survey of Beaufort West, it was concluded that the amount
of water extracted at the time considerably exceeded the amount which was entering
the underground reservoir. The severe pressure on these dwindling water resources
and the competition between the municipality and the railways to extract water in
this period, demanded an urgent solution to the growing problem. And it was argued
that a dam in the catchment of the Gamka River in the Nieuweveld Mountains,
where silting was not such a large problem, would also protect the town from floods
and strengthen its underground water supply. To build the proposed dam, the
municipality would purchase the farm Donkergat.103
Political agency also seemed to have influenced the different and competitive water
needs of the municipality and the railways. Until the 1990s South African elections for
municipal councillors were conducted on a non-partisan base but this tradition did
not deter the ratepayers’ political sentiments on a national constituent base. After the
general election of 1938, Eric Louw, a member of the opposition National Party (NP),
became the MP for the Beaufort West constituency.104 Louw’s ardent and enthusiastic
support for municipal council deputations during these years to lobby ministers of the
United Party government for the Gamka Dam project, is striking, bearing in mind the
fierce competition for voter support in Afrikaner politics of the time. Apparently both
the government and the municipality had lacked the necessary funds to build a storage
dam for Beaufort West since the outbreak of the Second World War.105 Nevertheless,
the lack of enthusiasm in government circles to provide financial aid for building water
infrastructure in a secure opposition constituency did not go unnoticed. The minutes
of the Beaufort West council meeting of July 1943 concluded that the chairperson
of the wartime Civil Re-employment Board, Major Piet van der Bijl, “does not seem
to be primarily concerned” with the municipality’s proposed dam building scheme.
102 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/16, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 30 Sept 1919, p. 249; Vol. 1/1/1/18, Minutes
of a Special Council Meeting, 18 Jan 1927, p. 448; Vol. 1/1/1/20, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 7 Dec 1933,
p. 156; 30 Jan 1934, p. 180; 19 Jun 1934, p. 239; Vol. 1/1/1/22, Minutes of a Special Meeting of the Council,
24 Nov 1941, p. 1; “Correspondence, “Drought” – Editor”, The Courier, 2 Feb 1927, p. 2; “The gossip’s diary”,
The Courier, 10 May 1933, p. 5.
103 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 15 Mar 1943, p. 37; Minutes of a Special
Meeting of the Council, 27 Feb 1945, pp. 278-279; Minutes of a Council Meeting, 23 Apr 1945, p. 293;
Minutes of a Special Meeting of the Council, 13 Feb 1948, p. 730; GJ Burger, “Hoe om die dorp te bevry van
oorstroming uit die Gamkarivier”, The Courier, 15 Jul 1942, p. 2; “Municipal minutes”, The Courier, 31 Mar
1943, p. 6; JE Pons, “Watervoorraad van die dorp”, The Courier, 17 Jan 1945, p. 5; JE Pons, “Die dam”, The
Courier, 21 Feb 1945, p. 7; “£ 127, 000 to be raised”, The Courier, 7 Mar 1945, p. 5; LM Verster, “Water”, The
Courier, 19 Sept 1945, p. 5.
104 CJ Beyers (red.), Suid-Afrikaanse biografiese woordeboek, Deel V (Pretoria, RGN, 1987), p. 498.
105 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 19 Jul 1943, pp. 78-79; 15 Oct 1945, p.
362; 9 Dec 1946, p. 543; 20 Oct 1947, pp. 668-669; “Municipal minutes”, The Courier, 18 Aug 1943, p. 6;
“Minister of Railways sympathetic”, The Courier, 19 Dec 1945, p. 5; “Stadsnotule”, The Courier, 5 Nov 1947,
p. 2; “Need for flood protection”, The Courier, 11 Feb 1948, p. 5.
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According to Van der Bijl, the council should rather approach the Social Planning
Council in Pretoria for funds. Because of the prioritisation of government expenditure
for immediate war needs the allocation of funds to civilian projects such as the
construction of the Gamka Dam could drag on indefinitely. Therefore, the Beaufort
West municipal council deemed it wise, and probably on insistence of Louw, to try
expediting the approval of such funds through political means rather than approaching
officials of the Department of Irrigation.106 The municipal frustrations with the
apparent lack of capital or interest in government circles even compelled the council to
reconsider its water supply contract and fixed tariff with the railways.107
It is worth mentioning that after May 1948, when the NP came to power and
Louw became the Minister for Mines and Economic Development, an influential
position in the new Cabinet, wheels were set in motion to build a new storage dam
for Beaufort West. Clearly the national interests of the Railway Department and
the local interests of Beaufort West became aligned politically, which expedited
the initiation of the project. Preparation of the dam site, at the confluence of the
Gamka River and Donkergatspruit in the Nieuweveld Mountains 12,8km north of
Beaufort West, began in July 1950. The dam, completed in 1955 at a cost of R770
000, was constructed by the Department of Irrigation, which sold dam water to the
Beaufort West municipality. The Gamka Dam has a capacity of 540 000 000 gallons
(2 454 888.6 m3) of water, of which by 1969, the railways had consumed 31 million
gallons (140 928.79 m3) monthly.108

Conclusion
Perhaps the most salient feature of most Karoo towns such as Beaufort West is
their extreme vulnerability to prolonged drought. The location in which Beaufort
West originated – the arid environment and harsh climate, wedged between two
unpredictable semi-perennial rivers and a sub-terranean water supply limited to
certain areas due to dolerite formations – had a profound impact on water provision
and water woes in its municipal history. The town’s water infra-structure was
disrupted or ruined a few times by ravaging floods over which the inhabitants had
no control. Groundwater sources extracted through boreholes had a life-sustaining
106 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 19 Jul 1943, pp. 78-79.
107 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/23, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 15 Oct 1945, p. 360. Despite the municipal
council’s frustrations with the UP government to obtain dam building funds it does not seem as if the water
supply contract with the Railway Department was altered.
108 WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/24, Minutes of a Special Meeting of the Council, 28 Jul 1950, p. 121; Minutes
of a Council Meeting, 19 Mar 1952, p. 513; Minutes of a Special Meeting of the Council, 26 Mar 1952, pp.
524-526; Vol. 1/1/1/25, Minutes of an Extraordinary Council Meeting, 27 Oct 1954, p. 165; WGH Vivier en
S Vivier, Hooyvlakte…, pp. 34-35; SUL, Africana Collection, Anon., Beaufort-Wes, No. 12, p. 4; “Money on
estimates for dam”, The Courier, 29 Sept 1948, p. 5; “Gamka dam to be started this year”, The Courier, 12 Mei
1950, p. 5; “Dam construction coming”, The Courier, 9 Jun 1950, p. 5; “£ 250, 000 dam started”, The Courier,
21 Jul 1950, p. 5; “Steady progress on new dam”, The Courier, 21 May 1954, p. 3.
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impact on Beaufort West although the severe and prolonged periodical droughts
kept the town in a state of water vulnerability and insecurity for many decades.
The longevity of the Springfontein irrigation dam, which could not be sustained
throughout the twentieth century, is a testimony to this water vulnerability.
The fragile and sometimes critical position in terms of water security was also
aggravated by human agency as other more powerful politics were at stake in
certain periods of the town’s history. The added dynamics of military and political
interventions in the water procurement efforts of Beaufort West as the central town
in this region, is a fascinating narrative of South African water politics. Military needs
during the South African War and national railway interests at times threatened to
supersede the local municipal authority’s ownership of the town’s water supply. The
war and the railway requirements set a scenario for what could be expected in terms
of the water needs of people passing through the town. Even the completion of the
Gamka Dam in 1955 only partially gave Beaufort West some reprieve until the early
2000s, because of the periodical droughts and the water demands of its growing
population. Klopper observed that in many Karoo towns local authorities will have
to face a growing hostility among inhabitants regarding the frequent unavailability
of water. With aging infrastructure, prolonged droughts and increasing populations
many of these towns do not enjoy a seamless, uninterrupted water supply anymore.109
This lesson became true for Beaufort West during the drought of 2015-2018.

109 H Klopper, “The organised expansion and permanent settlement of people in Boesmanland…”, pp. 121-122; 127.
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Abstract
The Cape Colony, after Peru, was the second-most-important supplier
of seabird guano to commercial farmers on a worldwide scale during the
nineteenth century. Despite the obvious benefits of selling guano licenses
and leases to exploit various offshore islands within the Cape’s colonial waters
for the colonial treasury at a time of decreasing imperial funding, successive
administrations placed no restrictions over the harvesting of these spaces.
Under conditions of administrative indifference and lack of proper oversight,
the islands’ topography was disrupted and the birds temporarily driven away.
Uncontrolled guano-scraping, egg collection, and wanton killing of the birds
further aggravated this situation. Mindful of their investment and to ensure
their enterprise’s continued profitability, leaseholders collectively instituted
certain control measures, including appointing a peace officer and maintaining
an armed contingent to oversee the daily collection, regulate landings, protect
the birds, and prevent guano theft. Critically, they introduced an open and
closed season for the guano collection. This measure was consistent with
developments overseas where a greater sensitivity for nature conservation
started to emerge, in turn, overlapping with increased demand from Cape
farmers for legislative protection of a wide range of ‘useful animals’. Following
years of pressure from commercially orientated farmers and their political
representatives to secure access to cheap and subsidised fertiliser, the Cape
Government established full governmental control over guano exploitation
from Ichaboe on the Namibian coast to Algoa Bay in the southeast of the
Colony. Enforcing the English Sea Birds Preservation Act 1869 and its suite
of existing game protection laws, the colonial Department of Lands, Mines
and Agriculture adopted the former island leaseholders’ proven and regulating
regime. Prompted by perennial guano shortages and incessant demand by
Cape farmers, the authorities regularly amended existing measures to the
benefit of the agricultural sector resulting in animals’ continued protection.
The early 1890s’ laws also included bats whose excrement gradually received
status as a useful fertiliser. Having ensured the ‘economic bounty’ through its
various laws, by the end of the Century, for moral reasons it could afford to
1
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extend protection to other game including pigeons and shrikes and “prevent
a silent wilderness”.
Keywords: Seabirds; Bats; Guano; Conservation; Agriculture; Cape Colony.

Introduction
The Cape Colony had a long interaction with and dependence on wild and
domesticated animals for either food or power; to the extent that its social
life’s rhythms were attuned to its relationship with animals.2 However, a
broader sensitivity for protecting the environment was largely absent in early
nineteenth-century South Africa.3 Van Sittert summarised the Cape colonial
elite’s attitude during this time, as one of environmental indifference and
antipathy, manifested by the preference for exotic plants and the avoidance of
indigenous species.4 Therefore, it is no surprise that indigenous wild animals
(including seabirds) were regarded as economic bounty, whose slaughter and
exploitation were morally acceptable.5 The nineteenth-century Cape guano
trade, an industry based on the collection and sale of various seafowl excrement,
offers a useful window into the evolution of environmental consciousness in
Cape colonial society. It also coincided with developing a close link between
“agricultural production, environmental understanding, and the attempts to
conserve natural resources”.6
The Cape guano trade and its associated environmental impact on seabirds,
agriculture and the ecology of the coastal islands locate elements of the topic
in the richly textured field of environmental history – a field with a prominent
institutional presence.7 Flores broadly defined environmental history as “the
study of different human groups and our evolving relationships with ‘nature’
through time”.8 It also forms an integral part of the revisionist tradition
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W Beinart & P Coates, Environment and history: The taming of nature in the USA and South Africa (London,
Routledge, 2002), p. xv.
S Sörlin & P Warde, “The problem of the problem of environmental history – a re-reading of the field and its
purpose”, Environmental History, January 2007, 12(1), pp. 107-130.
D Flores, “Environmental history: An art of people and place”, Organization of American Historians (OAH)
Magazine of History, 1996, p. 4.
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of historiography.9 Environmental history initially focussed narrowly on
environmental issues (for example, the influence of ecological factors on
historical events). It has evolved to a point where diversity of topics such as
nature conservation, erosion, medicine and history are covered.10 According to
Worster, environmental history’s central tasks are reconstructing the structure,
functioning and historical redistribution of the natural environment and its
interaction with humans and technology – the so-called “agro-ecological
perspective”.11 This approach focuses on understanding the natural trophic
processes, that is the processes that determine the flow, channelling and
organisation of food and energy within the economy of a small group of
living species. It also aims to understand better the role of myths, technology
and ideology in the dialogue between individuals, groups and nature. The
historian’s task is to uncover all the different interaction areas, especially the
rational and systematic reorganisation of plants and animals’ natural world
through fertilisation and related activities.
Powers and Dovers argue that the practice of environmental history is by its
nature an interdisciplinary activity. As such, its practitioners actively search
for “complementary ways of thinking about questions that span shared
interests”.12 This view is supported by Mosley, who believes that environmental
and social history is naturally and logically compatible and complementary.13
The meeting of guano scrapers, maritime business and seabirds, within the
context of the emergence of new economic identities such as “guanopreneurs”
and the interaction of imperial and colonial politics, also place this study
within the framework of social, political, business and economic history.
Hobsbawm, therefore, correctly argue that the scope of social history should
not be limited to a small number of pre-defined research areas.14 This meeting
9
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of environmental history (with its ecological focus) and social history (with
its concern for class, gender, race and ethnicity focussing on events over a
widely dispersed area involving humans and animals) assists the historian in
developing a transnational and global perspective and balancing the “agency
of nature” with that of humans, while simultaneously explaining change over
time.15 Whereas former chartered companies with guano interests in the
Pacific Ocean, such as Lever Brothers, evolved into modern multinational
entities, most of the local guano companies who exploited the offshore islands
in the Atlantic Ocean off the west and eastern coast of Africa, including De
Pass, Spence & Company and JO Smith & Company, are defunct. Salmon
suggests that research into the structures, functions, relationships and failures
of now-defunct companies could help develop a deeper understanding
of an important period in world history.16 Jones concurred with this view
and argued that given the pioneering role of these former companies, new
insights concerning company evolution could also be gained.17 These matters,
however, falls somewhat outside of the scope of the present article.
Upwelling, seabirds and guano
At the beginning of the nineteenth century, scientists proved the efﬁcacy
of guano (excrement of seabirds) as a natural fertiliser. Rich in nitrogen and
phosphate, highly soluble and suitable for both heavy and light soil types,
guano potentially offered commercial farmers the means to restore their
land’s productivity.18 Peru, the only known source of the product at the time,
however, suffered political instability and frequent military coups. The Inca,
the predecessors of the nineteenth-century Peruvians, used the excrement of
gannets, cormorants, penguins and pelicans collected from the nearby offshore
islands of Lobos, Guanape and Chincha to fertilise agricultural land on which
they grew a variety of crops.19 By the innovative coupling of guano fertilisation
and irrigation, they achieved a consistent food surplus of between three-

15 S Mosley, “Common ground: …”, Journal of Social History, 39(3), 2006, p. 919.
16 MS Salmon, “A bull market: The recent historiography of Canadian development”, Archivaria, 43(1), 1997,
p. 181 (available at http://journals.sfu.ca.archivaria/index/article/view/12182/13194, as accessed on 31 Oct
2007).
17 G Jones, “Diversification strategies and corporate governance in trading companies”, Business and Economic
History, 25(2), 1996, p. 109.
18 See J Goodman, “Guano happens (sometimes)”, Geographical Magazine, Nov 2006, p. 41; JR McNeill & V
Winiwarter, “Breaking the sod: Humankind, history, and soil, Science, 304, 2004, p. 1628.
19 YG De La Vega, Royal commentaries of the Yncas (London, Hakluyt Society, 1871), p. 5.
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seven years and concomitantly enjoyed a significant food security level.20 The
product became a fundamental part of their existence and the resource most
closely associated with their mythical rebirth as a people.21 Disturbance of the
birds and their nests, therefore, became a capital offence. This dispensation
prevailed until the end of Spanish colonialism and the formal declaration
of Peru’s independence in 1821. Following European scientists’ scientific
demonstration of the nitrogen and phosphate richness, solubility and
suitability of seabird guano for both heavy and light soil types, the struggling
post-independence state fully commoditised the product.22 Lacking a reliable
and consistent revenue source, the post-independence government awarded
guano concessions to several multinational consortiums consisting of British
and Peruvian businessmen in exchange for cash advances.23 The collected
guano was then shipped and sold in both the United States of America
(USA), Great Britain and Europe. However, political instability and frequent
military coups limited successive military regimes’ lifespan, disrupting supply
to the target market. Official export procedures, including a special consuls
system at harbours to inspect the cargo and issue further sailing instructions
further complicated this already irregular supply.24 These measures delayed the
rapid export and sale of the product to the USA, Great Britain and Europe.
Although the concession holders were entitled to an unlimited supply of
free guano to cover their operational costs; they and the commercial farmers
found themselves in a situation of ‘obsolescing bargaining power’, with very
little means to reverse the situation.25 By the 1840s this supply dilemma was
partly resolved with the discovery of guano on several offshore islands on
the southwest and eastern coast of Africa. These were geographically located
in an area stretching from Ichaboe on the Namib coast to Algoa Bay on the
Cape Colony’s eastern coast. Unsurprisingly, a rush to monopolise the source,
involving nationals from Europe and the USA, started.
20 National Research Council, “Lost crops of the Inca: Little known plants of the Andes with promise for worldwide
cultivation: Report of an Ad Hoc Panel of the Advisory Committee on Technology Innovation Board on Science and
Technology for International Development” (Washington DC, National Academy Press, 1989), p. 1.
21 R Cushman, “The moon’s vagina & the first guano lords: Fertilizer and fertility in pre-modern Peru” (Paper,
Minisymposium des Zentrums für Umweltgeschichte, IFF, 1070, Wien, Schottenfeldgasse 29, 8 Oct 2007).
22 WM Matthew, “Peru and the British guano market, 1840-1870”, Economic History Review, 23, 1970, p. 112.
23 WM Matthew, “Foreign contractors and the Peruvian government at the outset of the guano trade”, Hispanic
American Historical Review, 52(4), 1972, p. 603.
24 JV Levin, The export economies: Their pattern of development in historical perspective (Cambridge, Harvard
University Press, 1960), p. 33.
25 M Bucheli, “The politics of vertical integration in extractive industries”, Business History and Political Economy,
2007, p. 8 (available at http://www.business.uiuc.edu/Working_Papers/papers/07-0112.pdf, as accessed on 20
May 2008).
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The availability of guano in a particular location depends entirely on the
presence of certain guano-producing seabirds such as gannets, cormorants and
penguins. Their geographical location is inextricably linked with a natural and
very complex phenomenon called upwelling. Coastal winds’ interaction, the
ocean floor’s marine erosion and the coastline’s topography cause upwelling.
During this process, dead plant and animal matter sink to the bottom of
the sea where they start decaying to form a very rich layer of compost.26
This rich compost on the seabed can only be utilised once it has reached the
water’s surface. The south-easterly wind blowing over the surface of the water
causes a current to move away from the land and makes a deep depression
in the water’s surface, which is then filled up with deeper-lying water. In this
way, the nutritious compost, piled up on the seabed, is forced up and can be
utilised.27 When this compost reaches the surface, it serves as essential food
for certain pelagic fish species such as anchovy, pilchard, round herring and
horse mackerel, in turn, serving as essential food for other fish, mammals such
as whales, and seabirds like gannets, penguins and cormorants.
During the breeding season in summer, vast numbers of birds congregate to
lay their eggs and to roost their chicks on the offshore islands of locations as
diverse as Lobos, Guanape and Chincha on the west coast of Peru, Banaba
or Christmas Island, Nauru in the Pacific, and Malgas and Ichaboe Island
in the Atlantic Ocean, within easy reach of Cape Town and Namibia. Upon
the birds’ departure, vast deposits of guano are left behind. These deposits
and their chemical components are a vital source of nutrients for enriching
the waters surrounding the islands, estuaries and the marine environment
in general. The effluent from the islands resulting from the rains serves as a
stimulant for the growth of phytoplankton, which serves as food for “intertidal
community structures” such as mussels, crabs and other similar organisms.28
From the Cape Guano Ordinance to the British Seabird Preservation Act,
1845-1869
During the nineteenth century, guano became commercial farmers’ fertiliser
of choice in the Cape Colony and abroad, due to its phosphate-richness
and suitability for plant growth stimulation. Therefore, the existence of a
26 H Snyders, “‘Stinky and smelly – but profitable’: The Cape guano trade, c. 1843-1910” (PhD, University
Stellenbosch, 2011), p. 11.
27 P Joubert, “Opwelling is weskus se ‘enjin’”, Custos, 11(11), 1990, p. 42.
28 AL Bosman & PAR Hockey, Seabird guano as a determinant of rocky intertidal community structure, Marine
Ecology, 32, September 1986, p. 248.
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strong international guano market strongly foregrounded seabirds’ economic
importance and highlighted the value of its conservation to the benefit of
commercial agriculture. From the onset, Cape Town-based businesses who
collected the product from several islands within and beyond the Cape’s
colonial waters exported it to markets in Europe, Britain and Mauritius. In
addition to better prices and higher sales in these markets, freight costs were
relatively low. At a net selling price of £6.14 and shipped at £1 per registered
ton at point of sale (island), guano earned a significant profit and a net gain
of up to 18s.10d per ton.29 Indeed the estimated income of guano sales for the
mid-1850s came to £10 000.30 Although guano in its natural form was sold
to local farmers, the bulk of it (about 77 073 tons from Ichaboe in 1844) was
exported to the overseas market.31
Due to various islands being within Cape territorial waters, the colonial
administration under Governor Peregrine Maitland issued the Guano
Ordinance (Ordinance 4) in 1845. Maitland’s inheritance of a debt-ridden
administration prompted this ordinance and “as he was assured by those
occupying office at the time, without any resources for him to develop”, was
mindful of the need to find new income sources to fund his administration.32
The Cape Colony, noted Gwaindepi, was still an evolving fiscal state and far
from “fiscal modernity”. A fiscal state per definition is one characterised by
“the centralisation of government revenue, establishment of long term debt,
commitment to welfare provision and the transition to a responsible, albeit
limited government”.33 The only real instrument at Maitland’s disposal at that
point was the established right and privilege of colonial administrations to
change policy – “a change both of principle and plan”.34 Guano’s discovery
on islands within the Cape’s territorial waters offered his administration an
29 See, for example, the testimonies contained in the report of the Select Committee (SC) on the workings of the
Guano Islands in both 1861 and 1899, Cape Town Archives (KAB), Official Publications of the Cape Colony
(AMPT PUB), SC, A.11-’61, Testimony, R.P. Dobie: 71 & 73; SC, A.30-’99: Cape of Good Hope: Report of
the Select Committee on the workings of the guano islands: Testimony of Charles Curry, p. 8.
30 JL Meltzer, “The growth of Cape Town commerce and the role of John Fairbairn’s Advertiser (1835-1859)”
(MA, University of Cape Town, Mar 1989), p. 116.
31 R.S.F. [in the original], “Statistics of Guano”, Journal of the American Geographical and Statistical Society, 1(16),
Jun 1859, p. 181.
32 RW Murray, South African reminiscences: A series of sketches of prominent public events which have occurred in
South Africa within the memory of the author during the forty years since 1854, and of the public men, official and
unofficial, who have taken part in them (Cape Town, Juta, 1894), p. 99; H Snyders, “Guanopreneurs and the
dynamics of policymaking in the Cape Colony, 1843-1845”, New Contree, 83, 2019, pp. 1-23.
33 A Gwaindepi, “State building in the colonial era: Public revenue, expenditure and borrowing patterns in the
Cape Colony, 1820-1910” (PhD, University Stellenbosch, 2018), p. 17; H Snyders, “Guanopreneurs …”, New
Contree, 83, 2019, pp. 1-23.
34 RW Murray, South African Reminiscences: … , p. 178; H Snyders, “Guanopreneurs …”, New Contree, 83, 2019,
pp. 1-23.
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immediate additional income source to benefit the colonial treasury. Under
this dispensation, the administration sold guano from the Cape’s territorial
islands at £1 per registered ton.
By 31 December 1844, one month after the implementation of guano
licenses for collection from islands within the Cape’s territorial waters, the
colonial treasury collected £1 276 without any significant capital outlay.35
From December 1844 to December 1845 alone, the actual revenue collected
from the islands (based on the sale of licenses to 174 ships) amounted to
£46 682.10s.6d. Expenses for the same period, on the other hand, amounted
to £4 200, highlighting the profitable nature of this industry.36 The Cape
government, therefore, gained a valuable supplementary income source and
a “fortunate addition” of about £51 000;37 resulting in increased optimism
in local business circles (even among those businessmen and shipmasters
who had initially opposed the licensing system) and calls that this income is
utilised for the improvement of colonial infrastructure, in general, and the
construction of a dry dock at Mouille Point, in particular.38
Given the Colony’s diverse needs, guano income had to be spread over a wide
range of functions including improving public infrastructure. Maintaining
this readily available income (or “fortunate addition” as the Colonial
Secretary described it) from a source under the authorities’ sole control
became a priority.39 However, policing the geographically dispersed islands
was difficult with the potential of guano- and egg-theft and the destruction
of the birds and their habitat, a continued possibility. Such a situation had
to be prevented at all costs as it was central to ensuring the trade’s longterm profitability. Legislation to outlaw the wanton killing and disturbance
of gannets, cormorants and penguins in the Cape Colony was, however, still
decades away. Therefore, guano-collection during the 1840s was essentially a
free-for-all with little regard to protecting and preserving seabirds and their
natural habitat.

35 KAB, Cape Archives Division (CAD) 2/1/1/63: C14/117, Letter, Assistant Archivist/RW Rand, 24 Sept 1948.
36 KAB, Colonial Office (CO) 525, Treasury and Audit Office/Colonial Office, Statement of Revenue and
Expenditure of the Colony of the Cape of Good Hope, 1844; H Snyders, “Guanopreneurs …”, New Contree,
83, 2019, pp. 1-23.
37 KAB, CO 539, Treasury and Audit Office/Colonial Office, Statement of Revenue and Expenditure of the
Colony of the Cape of Good Hope, 1845.
38 KAB, CO 564, Treasury and Audit Office/Colonial Office, Statement of Revenue and Expenditure ..., 1846.
39 J Burman & S Levin, The Saldanha Bay story (Cape Town, Human & Rossouw, 1974), p. 97.
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Beyond making payment for guano collection mandatory, the Cape Guano
Ordinance omitted any reference to the protection of seabirds, which,
according to Cushman regarding the trade in Peru (South America), were the
most valuable birds in the nineteenth-century world.40 Other than declaring
guano to be the British monarch’s property, the ordinance failed to explicitly
declare seabirds as subjects entitled to royal favour and protection. At that
point, the trade was about mining as an economic resource such as guano
(seabirds), eggs (penguins) or feathers for the millinery trade.
Guano collection dramatically impacted animal life (both seabirds and seals)
on the various colonial islands and Ichaboe. The frantic human activity and
physical scraping of the islands to the rocky bottom also disturbed the islands’
very topography and the guano-producing seabirds’ traditional nests and
burrows.41 Guano workers’ primary task was the physical collection, bagging
and guano loading with basic tools such as crowbars, spades and wheelbarrows.
They constructed numerous improvisations such as a swinging platform and
a primitive railway system to assist with loading and conveyance.42 These
activities and the constant movement of the labour force and the frequent
use of firearms by the guano diggers to shoot seabirds as an addition to
their daily diet created a noisy environment that rendered the islands
uninhabitable and unsuitable for nesting purposes. From the outset, sailors
were the primary source of labour. Groups of contracted non-seamen working
under the supervision of supercargoes to speed up the loading process later
supplemented the sailors’ ranks. Therefore, the frightened seabirds deserted
the islands, creating the impression that the guano trade had ended. However,
this was not the case, given the superficial nature of the human disturbance.
Guano collection only disturbed the birds’ natural living environment but
did not affect the pelagic fishing resources, which served as their main food
source and therefore, the main reason behind their presence.43 It is instinctive
for these birds to return to their original habitat after a short absence as long
as sufficient food is available.
40 GT Cushman, “The most valuable birds in the world: International conservation Science and the Revival of Peru’s
guano industry, 1909-1968”, Environmental History, 10(3), 2005 (available at http://www.historycooperative.
org/journals/eh/10.3/cushman.html (as accessed on 1 Dec 2007).
41 A Payne & R Crawford, Oceans of life off Southern Africa (Cape Town, Vlaeberg Uitgewers, 1994), p. 270.
42 Ex-member of the Committee of Management [in original], “The African Guano trade: Being an account of
the trade in Guano from Ichaboe, and other places on the African coast, more particularly the proceedings of
the Committee of Management”, Nautical Magazine, 16, 1845, p. 623; H Snyders & S Swart, “Discontented
scoundrels who crowd the mercantile marine today: Labour relations regimes of the Cape and Ichaboe guano
trade, c. 1843-1898”, Historia, 58(1), May, 2013, pp. 51-73.
43 PD Shaughnessy, Historical population levels of seals and seabirds on islands off Southern Africa, with special
reference to Seal Island, False Bay (Cape Town, Sea Fisheries Research Institute, 1984), p. 61.
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Cape Town-based guanopreneurs participated enthusiastically and with a
high level of greed in the stripping of the islands.44 A reconstructed catch
series for sealing compiled by David and Van Sittert indicated that during
1840-1860, which overlaps with the guano rush-era of 1843-1845, sealing
continued unabated (though at a reduced rate) and took a backseat to guano
collection. Based on export and import figures from the Namib islands, they
concluded that this period contributed significantly to the export of 65 000
seal skins and the killing of almost two million seals in Southern Africa in
the nineteenth century.45 This disturbance, combined with guano collection,
effectively rendered the island unproductive for at least one year.
Upon discovering substantial new deposits on Ichaboe in 1847, JS de
Wolf & Company (based in Great St Helens, London and working from
Liverpool) monopolised the island.46 According to contemporary sources,
poor market conditions, caused by an oversupply of guano and coupled
with unscrupulous dealers’ speculative activities, prevented them from fully
exploiting their advantage. Poor financial decisions and speculative choices
resulted in De Wolf ’s insolvency. The monopoly then passed into the hands of
a loose grouping comprising the British-based companies of Gibson, Linton
& Company, Lawrence Best & Company and two individual shipmasters,
Captains Tompkins and Murray.47 Working from their base in Liverpool,
both companies faced high operational and transport costs. By 1850 Gibson
& Linton filed for insolvency and disposed of their monopoly by selling it
via their partner and manager, Captain Tompkins, to the Cape Town-based
companies A & E de Pass & Company, Seawright & Company and Captain
August Carrew.48 Within the space of four years, Lawrence Best & Company
suffered the same fate and, in turn, sold their shares to Thomson & Watson and
R. Granger & Company of Cape Town. The Cape Town-based merchants were
politically and socially influential due to their involvement and dominance in
44 The late nineteenth century international guano trade was an essentially speculative activity because it was
based on the collection and trade of a finite product founded on various offshore islands in both the Atlantic
and Pacific Ocean. The quality of the product was entirely dependent on the right combination of chemical
elements (phosphate, ammonia, nitrogen) essential for plant growth. The profitability of the entire industry
depended on the adoption of a low-cost and labour-intensive system of operation. American historian Jimmy
Skaggs coined the term “guanopreneurs” to distinguish this group of businessmen from other entrepreneurs in
more sustainable industries. See Jimmy M Skaggs, The great guano rush: Entrepreneurs and American overseas
expansion (London, St Martin’s Press, 1994).
45 J David & L Van Sittert, “A reconstruction of the Cape (South African) fur seal harvest 1653-1899 and a
comparison with the twentieth century harvest”, South African Journal of Science, 104, Mar/Apr 2008), p. 110.
46 KAB, GH. 21/18, Angra Pequena Joint Claims Commission, Testimony of John Spence, 31 Mar 1885.
47 KAB, AMPT PUBS: CCP 1/2/1/9, S.C, A 11-’61, Testimony of T Boyce, 9 Jul 1861, p. 10.
48 KAB, AMPT PUBS: CCP 1/2/1/9, S.C, A 11-’61, Testimony, 11 Jul 1861, p. 51.
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key colonial institutions such as the Commercial Exchange, Municipality of
the City of Cape Town and the Cape of Good Hope Agricultural Society.
They also maintained close links with the colonial political bureaucracy and
had a special relationship with and direct access to the Governor.49 These
relationships were critical when the Colonial Governor’s sole prerogative
was policy formulation, drafting of regulations, and the administrative
systems set up.50 Indeed, noted Murray, “each of the Governors came with
a policy of his own, arranged between himself and his Imperial superiors”.51
The existing colonial legislature through which citizens could channel their
concerns, in turn, had neither the right to establish investigative commissions
nor the power to subpoena witnesses to give evidence.52 Importantly, these
businessmen understood the value of protecting the birds and the need for the
careful management of the island environment.
They agreed to a three-way division of the island and the implementation
of a “proper season” of guano collection and treating the island as a nursery,
safeguarding the resource and preventing further degradation.53 In addition,
they adopted a system of avoidance (for when the birds returned in May or
June) by restricting activities and noise to the northern side of the island while
leaving the south side undisturbed. They also attempted to curb the collection
of penguin eggs. Once the breeding season was over, the island labour force
was tasked with clearing away stones and carcasses to ensure suitable and
stone-free guano dropping spaces. Private businessmen further transferred
this mode of operation to most islands within the Cape territorial waters
when the Maitland administration granted public leases.
According to Beinart, in a different context, environmental awareness and
concern must, however, not be confused with protection for moral reasons.
Within the idiom of mid-Victorian thinking, it would be more appropriate
to refer to this approach as a realisation of the need to use the existing natural
resources more wisely.54 Indeed the notion of “freeing materials from their
sources, making territory available to commerce and exploitation, generating
49 D Warren, “Merchants, commissioners and wardmasters: Municipal and colonial politics in Cape Town, 18401854”, Argief Jaarboek vir Suid-Afrikaanse Geskiedenis, 2, 1992, p. 15.
50 M George, “John Bardwell Ebden: His business and political career at the Cape, 1806-1849”, Argief Jaarboek
vir Suid-Afrikaanse Geskiedenis, 49(1), 1986, p. 70.
51 RW Murray, South African Reminiscences:…, p. 177; H Snyders, “Guanopreneurs …”, New Contree, 83, 2019,
pp. 1-23.
52 M George, “John Bardwell Ebden …”, Argief Jaarboek vir Suid-Afrikaanse Geskiedenis, 49(1), 1986, p. 70; H
Snyders, “Guanopreneurs …”, New Contree, 83(5), 2019, pp. 1-23.
53 KAB, AMPT PUBS CCP 1, SC, A. 11-’61, Testimony of Captain Sinclair, 9 Jul 1861, p. 18.
54 W Beinart, The rise of conservation in South Africa …, p. 64.
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revenue to justify colonial costs”, was an integral part of the general worldview
of most Victorian businessmen.55 At the same time, “attitudes conducive to
the disinterested protection of wildlife” in general were, however, “still in its
infancy”.56 The protection of seabirds was thus clearly a matter of managing
an economic resource for long-term prosperity consistent with the ‘moral
ecology’, that is “beliefs, practices, and traditions that governed how ordinary
rural folk interacted with the environment” of the time.57
For ease of mining and minimising general disruption and avoiding conflict
between work teams, the islands along the Namibian coast were divided into
three distinct operational zones by the individual work teams that a company
headman supervised. All groups however shared the available landing stages
and makeshift jetties.58 Furthermore, the collectors fixed boundaries and
drew maps to demarcate ownership.59 Walls were built to keep the wind and
sea at bay and timber fences erected to prevent penguins from entering the
demarcated breeding areas.6018 The island workforce also killed seagulls when
necessary to prevent them from stealing the other guano-producing birds’
eggs.61 They also had to protect the island from unauthorised landings by
possible competitors and enemies (following the principle of “defence of the
whole and the protection of the whole”).62 A fully armed boat were also kept
on standby to discourage unauthorised landings.63 These steps to avert an
external attack, were supplemented with the appointment of Captain Carrew
as Justice of the Peace in 1854 to provide law and order on Ichaboe Island.
As the designated and shipmaster-appointed peace officer, he was tasked with
enforcing regulations that Cape Town businessman, Aaron de Pass of the
company A & E de Pass, drew up on behalf of all the island’s occupiers for
this specific purpose.64 These measures in the absence of official government
control laid the basis for treating guano-producing seabirds as a national
55 MT Bravo, “Review Essay: The geography of an empire licensed by providence”, Annals of Science, 59, 2002, p.
416.
56 W Beinart & P Coates, Environment and history: the taming of nature in the USA and South Africa (London,
Routledge, 1995), p. 30.
57 K Jacoby, Crimes against nature: Squatters, poachers, thieves, and the hidden history of American conservation
(Oakland, University of California Press, 2014), p. 3.
58 KAB, AMPT PUBS, CCP 1/2/1/9, SC, A11-’61; Testimony of Sheperd, 5 July 1861, p.1.
59 KAB, Government House (GH) 21/18, Angra Pequena Joint Claims Commission, Testimony of John Gove, 20
Apr 1885.
60 KAB, GH 21/18, Angra Pequena Joint Claims Commission, Testimony of Christian William Pettersen, 20 Apr
1885.
61 KAB, GH 21/18, Angra Pequena Joint Claims Commission, Testimony of J Spence, 31 Mar 1885.
62 KAB, AMPT PUBS, CCP 1/2/1/9, SC, A.11-’61, Testimony of R. Granger, 11 Jul1861, p. 52.
63 KAB, AMPT PUBS, CCP 1/2/1/9, SC, A.11-’61, Testimony of Spence, 9 Jul 1861, p. 26.
64 KAB, AMPT PUBS, CCP 1/2/1/9, SC, A.11-’61, Testimony of B. Sinclair, 9 Jul 1861, p. 19.
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resource.65 These measures remained in vogue until 1889, and laid the basis
for the subsequent control and protection regime for government-controlled
islands; within and outside the Cape’s territorial waters.
Beyond these private measures, the Cape Colony lacked a formal bird
conservation regime for a considerable period. Since Great Britain had never
owned any guano islands that were explicitly mined to service the fertiliser
industry,66 the official protection of seabirds specifically for commercial
reasons, was never an issue of governance. Like other birds, seabirds were
regarded as legitimate objects for target shooting, a leisure past-time practised
by the well-to-do in the Victorian world. In 1868, after a particularly bad
season of slaughtering on the Yorkshire coast, a group of interested people
under the leadership of the Reverend Henry Frederick Barnes-Lawrence,
Vicar of the Priory Church of Bridlington, established the Association for
the Protection of Sea-Birds, a broad alliance of local landowners, prominent
clergymen and several Members of Parliament.67 On 26 February 1869, one
of its members in the House of Commons, Christopher Sykes MP, tabled a
Bill for the Preservation of Sea Birds to give further impetus to their declared
commitment. On this occasion and in support of the new legislation, Sykes
made two claims. Firstly, he stated that his actions enjoyed the support of all
classes of his constituents and secondly, that he was acting in the national
interest (on behalf of the “thoughtless pleasure seekers” as he put it) to
prevent the English coast from being turned into a “silent wilderness”.68 The
significance of Sykes’ actions, more than the veracity of his statements about
broad-based support, is the issue here. The idea of promulgating a designated
act to preserve seabirds specifically was a novel one and indeed the first such
measure in Britain and its Empire to achieve this objective. The motivation
behind its formulation – “preventing a silent wilderness” – displayed what
Carruthers in a different context has called a “broader environmental
sensitivity” which in turn, is a pre-condition for a long-term commitment to
nature conservation.69
65 RW Rand, Die staatsghwano-eilande Voëls en Pelsrobbe. Pretoria: Departement van Landbou, 1950, p. 10.
66 Those Britons interested in providing products to the fertiliser market and working on home soil, however,
found the mining of coprolite a viable alternative. See Bernard O’Connor, “The origins and development of the
British coprolite industry, Mining History, 14(5), 2001.
67 University of Hull Archives, Pressure Group Archives Subject Guide: Association for the Protection of Sea Birds
(available at http://www.hull.ac.uk/arc/collection/pressuregrouparchives/apsb, as accessed on 15 Jun 2009).
68 House of Commons Debates (HCD), 26 February 1969, volume 194, columns 404-406 (available at http://
hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1869/feb/26/leave, as accessed on 15 Jun 2009).
69 J Carruthers, “Changing perspectives on wildlife …”, Society and Animals, 13(3), 2005, p. 192.
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The promulgation of the English Sea Birds Preservation Act during the year
was not only in line with the thinking of British scientist Alfred Newton
about extinction, but also a result of “sentiment ‘a right feeling – a feeling
sanctioned by humanity, by Science, and by our own material interests’”, and
one that opposed “wanton destruction by humans” because it was “neither
good nor natural” and the “evil product of human ignorance”.70 It further
“sought to protect seabirds by prohibiting the taking of eggs between 1 March
and 30 June and prohibiting their slaughter in summer (when the old birds
had moulted and the young were not yet fledged to fly) between 31 May and
31 August”.71
Up to the 1870s, there was very little incentive for promulgating specific
legislation to protect seabirds and, by implication, the international guano
trade. This situation started to change against the background of increasing
farming demand for cheap or subsidised fertiliser. The demand of emerging
mining communities for staples like wheat and wine following the discovery
of minerals in Griqualand-West in 1867, motivated the demand for cheap
guano in the Cape Colony from the 1860s onwards. Eager to respond to the
new market opportunities but constrained by the geophysical environment,
Cape farmers with a commercial orientation, attempted to improve their land
by importing chemical fertilisers. However, commodity traders, who started
to sell cheap imported wheat,72 ﬂour and rice,73 undermined their efforts
to produce a surplus. Farmers in the principal wheat-growing districts of
Stellenbosch, Malmesbury and Paarl established the Malmesbury Protection
Committee (MPC) in 1869 to advance their interests and push for government
intervention.74
The MPC, as interest-group demanded tariff protection, and a fair return
on capital investment. As an organisation of wheat farmers, its limited
membership and restricted geographical spread somewhat restricted its
effectiveness. They, however, had direct access to a large number of public
representatives in the colonial legislature. Their demand for a solid return
70 HM Cowles, A Victorian extinction: Alfred Newton and the evolution of animal protection”, The British
Journal for the History of Science, 46(4), 2013, p. 697.
71 R Clarke, Pioneers of conservation: The Selborne Society and the Royal SPB (London, Selborne Society, 2004), p. 4.
72 KAB, AMPT PUBS, CCP A.39, Printed paper of the House of Assembly, Cape of Good Hope, Report of the
Select Committee on the Guano Islands, Oct 1899 (A.39-’99 Guano Islands), pp. 25-26.
73 M George, “John Bardwell Ebden:…”, p. 104.
74 H Giliomee, “Aspects of the rise of Afrikaner capital and Afrikaner nationalism in the Western Cape, 18701915”, WG James & M Simons, The angry divide: Social and economic history of the Western Cape (Cape Town,
David Philip, 1989), p. 65.
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on investments was also shared by a larger and a well-organised colonial
business network who similarly believed in material progress, industriousness,
business efﬁciency and private enterprise, and a bias for surplus as a source
of income instead of subsistence.75 Wine farmers and their organisation, the
Zuid-Afrikaansche Boeren Beschermings Vereeniging (BBV)/South African
Farmers’ Protection Association (SAFPA) joined the fight for better economic
policy eight years later. Formed in reaction to a new round of governmentimposed excise duties on wine and spirits and “legislation oppressive to the
farming community”,76 SAFPA stood for the protection, the advancement
and promotion of farming entrepreneurship, and the general political and
economic farming interests.77
Worsening economic conditions such as poor harvests during the 1880s
created certain staple shortages and dependence on imported breadstuffs. The
sale of wine, brandy and dried fruit on the Kimberley market also declined
steeply. Following another poor harvest in the early years, wheat prices
declined rapidly. With limited access to credit, farmers could not improve
soil, product quality, mitigate natural disasters, diversify their operations or
embark on a programme of mechanisation.78 By 1888, wheat prices reached
ﬁve shillings – an all-time low. An outbreak of phylloxera in the vineyards of
the Boland further worsened the situation.
Faced with potential ﬁnancial disaster, the agricultural community demanded
state protection, ofﬁcial aid and assistance in ﬁghting “merchants resisting
protections under the banner of free trade”.79 The Cape Legislature Assembly,
composed of a signiﬁcant number of farmer representatives, relented and in
July 1889 resolved to place all guano islands under state control to provide
“purchasers with a good article at a reasonable price, and by this means
encourage production, chieﬂy of grain, to a greater extent”.80
Useful animals – from game to seabird protection, 1889-1910
The first indication of greater sensitivity towards animals’ treatment in the
75 T Kirk, “The Cape economy and the expropriation of the Kat River Settlement, 1846-53”, S Marks & A
Atmore, Economy and society in pre-industrial South Africa (London, Longman, 1980), p. 237.
76 MAS Grundlingh, “The parliament of the Cape of Good Hope with special reference to party politics, 1872 to
1919”, Archives Year Book for South African History (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1969), p. 184.
77 TRH Davenport & C Saunders, South Africa: A modern history, 5th edition (London, Longman, 2000), p. 108.
78 H Giliomee, “Aspects of the rise of Afrikaner capital …”, WG James & M Simons, The angry divide …, p. 69.
79 H Giliomee, “Aspects of the rise of Afrikaner capital …”, WG James & M Simons, The angry divide …, p. 75.
80 KAB, Cape of Good Hope (COGH), Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Council, 2 Jul 1889.
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Cape Colony dates back to the early 1800s when the colonial authorities
started to enact measures to advance animal protection. Among the earliest
legislation that signalled a new direction in animal-human relations in the
Cape Colony, was the Game Law Proclamation (1822), the Amendment of
Game Law: Elephants Act (1822) and Amendment of Game Law: Elands
Act (1823). Almost six decades later, this amendment was followed by the
Police Offences Act (Act 27 of 1882) that prohibited discharging firearms
in animals’ vicinity, wanton irritation and setting dogs on other animals.
Section 5 of the said Act, specifically, made provision for the imposition of a
maximum penalty of £2 or 30-days imprisonment of transgressors.81
The first piece of legislation with any reference to winged-animals, was the
Game Law Amendment Act of 1886, which in addition to stipulating the
different buck types to be protected, also provided for the protection of wild
ostrich, peacock, pheasant, grouse and guinea fowl collectively called “game
birds”. This Act specifically protected from and regulated against the “wilful”
destruction, disturbance, illegal or unauthorised collection and sale of the
game birds’ eggs and chicks’ removal without permission. These transgressions
were punishable by a fine of £4 for a first offence, and £8 for any subsequent
transgression.
In close succession and within the scope of twelve months, Proclamation 202
which was to form part of the Game Act (Act 36 of 1886), made provision
for a “close time or fence seasons for the [hunting of ] different kind of game”.
From 1 August to 31 January, the “close season”, it was unlawful to “kill,
pursue, hunt or shoot at any of the kind of game specified” with or without
a license.82 Following stakeholders in the farming and non-farming sector’s
representations, this period was subsequently changed from 1 September to
the end of February. No exceptions to the law were allowed, and even in cases
where such game threatened to destroy crops and gardens, it was left to the
Attorney-General to allow appropriate waivers of the sentence.83 Thus when
the Department of Crown Lands and Public Works took control of the Cape
guano trade in 1890 in line with Resolution 2 of 2 July 1889, it started to
operate within an environment wherein some form of animal protection was
already institutionalised.
81 KAB, COGH, Government Gazette, Police offences Act (Act 27 of 1882).
82 KAB, AGR 67, Proclamation No. 202, 1887.
83 KAB, AGR 67, 596, Assistant Law Adviser, Assistant Commissioner Crown Lands and Public Works, 17 Dec
1889.
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Captain CH Jackson, appointed as the Government Guano Agent and
Captain John Spence, his assistant, were responsible for the Cape guano
islands’ management and control. Whereas Jackson handled general
administration, labour recruitment and the central guano depot management
in Cape Town, the latter was tasked with supervising actual collection on the
various islands. Both were veterans of the trade and intimately acquainted
with the conservation measures that private entrepreneurs practised. As a
result, they continued the established practices and banned the collection of
penguin eggs and their killing for food since they represented the industry’s
future.84 Their approach directly resulted in the passing of Proclamation 316
of 1891 as part of the stipulations of the Game Act (Act 36 of 1886) during
the subsequent legislative session.85 Under this Proclamation, the wanton
killing and disturbance of gannets, cormorants and penguins were outlawed.86
Under this measure, the designated seabirds were protected for three years –
from 1 February 1891 until March 1894. Transgressions were punishable by
a minimum of six months’ imprisonment with the option of a fine.
The inauguration of the new guano administration intersected with a
wave of agitation from the farming sector for the inclusion and protection
of an ever-growing list of animals of importance to the colonial agricultural
economy under the Game Act. Among these were the ant-bear and the locust
bird. In the former case, representatives from the South African Museum,
various divisional councils, and several game-protection associations, strongly
appealed for ant-bear protection for three years. The Western Districts Game
Protection Association, supported by 43 divisional councils,87 cogently argued
that since this animal (in their view) was the “only animal we know of that
destroys the destructive white ant”, its protection was justified.88 In addition
to noting that reports were received of the creature being used as a source of
food or leather for the making of saddles, the South African Museum in Cape
Town argued that “its extinction would be a scientific calamity”.89 Similarly,
supporters of the white and black stork (small and great locust bird) and the
secretary-bird, argued that these animals should be protected for their utility
value since they were the natural enemies of locusts and field mice, both the
84 H Snyders & S Swart, “Discontented scoundrels ...”, Historia, 58(1), May, 2013, pp. 51-73.
85 H Snyders, “Guanopreneurs …”, New Contree, 83, 2019, pp. 1-23.
86 KAB, AMPT PUBS, CCP 1/2/1/82, Memorandum on the Working of the guano islands (G55-’92), 21 May
1891.
87 KAB, AGR 67, 596, Secretary: Divisional Council – Under Colonial Secretary, 7 Sept 1893.
88 KAB, AGR 67, 596, Honorary Secretary: Western Districts Game Protection Association – Secretary of Lands,
Mines and Agriculture, 6 Feb 1893.
89 KAB, AGR 67, 596, Memorandum: Curator, South African Museum, 18 Nov 1890.
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scourge of local agriculture.90
Confronted by these demands, the Secretary of Lands, Mines and Agriculture
proposed that it might become necessary to consider including a provision of
a clause in the existing legislation to provide for “extending the protection of
Government to an animal peculiar to South Africa, inoffensive to any class of
the inhabitants whether farmers or sportsmen and in real danger of becoming
exterminated, more particularly by Natives”.91 This proposal resulted in the
passing of the Game Laws Amendment Act of 1892. Although protection
was afforded to these and other inclusions, the Act, in essence, prioritised
the protection of buck (game) and a small number of what was called “game
birds” such as the quail and the Namaqua partridge, wild ostrich, peacock,
pheasant, grouse and guinea fowl. It specifically designated a hunting season
during which killing of these animals and birds was allowed.
With the activation of the Cape guano legislation by the Department of
Lands, Mines and Agriculture in 1892, the local demand for guano escalated.
Orders were received from both individual farmers, institutions and organised
groups in all Colony regions – including the Swartland, Breede River, the
Southern Cape and Albany in the Eastern Province. The prospective buyers
also insisted on paying a uniform price, irrespective of the distance from the
central guano depot in Cape Town. Since the new administration was still
in its first collection season and lacked sufficient stock, it was difficult to set
easily affordable prices.92 High transport costs also added more complications.
Most of the early orders, therefore, had to be declined. Following an extremely
wet season in 1892-1893, which affected both the volume and quality of the
available stock, farmers demanded a price reduction.93 Under the prevailing
conditions, the Colonial Government refused, much to the displeasure of
organised farming.
In a meeting held in Malmesbury in late 1892, the MPC resolved to demand
that parliament lower the guano price to £6 per ton.94 They further demanded
credit sales, the appointment of official guano-sellers, the elimination of
private sellers, the use of convicts as guano labour as a cost-cutting measure
90 KAB, AGR 67, Peringuey Memorandum on the Birds in Mr Du Plessis’ Game Laws Amendment Act, 13 Jul
1892.
91 KAB, AGR 67, Secretary for Land, Mines and Agriculture – Under Colonial Secretary, 22 Sept 1892.
92 KAB, AGR:231, 2153, Assistant Commissioner of Crown Lands & Public Works – W Mason, Secretary of the
Knysna Political Association, 9 July 1891.
93 KAB, AMPT PUBS, CCP 1/2/1/85, G58-’93.
94 “De guano kwestie – een deputasie van Malmesbury en Omstreken”, De Zuid Afrikaan, 17 Jan 1893.
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and, significantly, the guano commission system’s termination.95 Spearheading
this protest in the legislature from January 1893 onwards was a group of
high-profile farmer-politicians, including A Louw (MLA for Malmesbury),
D De Waal (MLA for Cape Town), Z De Villiers (MLA for Paarl), J Van
der Spuy (MLA for Koeberg) and S Walters (Piketberg). They represented
a strong agricultural constituency and their demands effectively divided
the legislature with its diverse group of public representatives who similarly
represented certain defined economic and regional interests. As a compromise,
the colonial government committed to sending a proposal to the legislature
about lowering the guano price during its next sitting in 1895. However,
Louw, the local representative, vowed to continue to fight and demanded an
even further price reduction to £5 per ton.
To address the significant gap between supply and demand and address
other matters that also impacted the trade such as the continued killing
of seabirds and egg-collection by unauthorised persons, the colonial
administration, specifically the Department of Lands, Mines and Agriculture,
published Proclamation 499 in December 1893. This measure laid down
specific rules and regulations for the protection of seals and seabirds.96 After
1894, the protection of certain seabird’s classes was further extended under
the stipulations of the Fish Protection Act (Act 15 of 1893). This measure
explicitly prohibited unauthorised landing on the islands for sealing and egg
collecting. It also placed a ban on the use of firearms, nets and boats for these
purposes.97
A local farmer in the Knysna District, Samuel A Deacon, discovered bat guano
within caves located on government land close to the Storms River Mouth
amid the colonial government and farmers’ tug-of-war about cheaper and
subsidised guano. Bat guano, known for its high concentrations of nitrogen
and phosphorous98 and used in the manufacturing of gunpowder in the USA,
formally entered the world of fertilisers as far back as 1876, following a report
about its effectiveness in the popular magazine, Scientific American.99 Although
earlier Australian reports mentioned its use in sugar-cane farming in the West
Indies, its potential for agricultural purposes was seemingly not immediately
95 “Guano”, Ons Land, 17 Jan 1893.
96 KAB, COGH, Government Gazette: Proclamation no. 499, Rules and Regulations for the Protection of Seals
and Seabirds, 27 Dec 1893.
97 KAB, AMPT PUBS, CCP 1/2/1/90, Memorandum on the working of the guano islands (G66-’94).
98 M Kasso & M Balakrishnan, “Ecological and economic importance of bats (Order Chiroptera)”, ISRN
Biodiversity, Nov 2013, p. 5.
99 “Bat guano”, Scientific American, 35(9), Aug 1876, pp. 136-137.
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grasped.100 Four years earlier, Poland extended legal protection to both birds
and bats. They were followed by the Netherlands four years later with their
Wet van 25 Mei 1880, tot Bescherming van Diersoorten, nuttig voor Landbouw
of Houtteelt (Act for the Protection of Animal Types Useful to Agriculture and
Wood Cultivation). Economic considerations purely drove these measures
since they provided farmers with affordable means to control insects harmful
to agriculture and obtain free excrement for fertiliser purposes.101 Deacon’s
discovery and subsequent request for chemical analysis of a sample were thus
well-founded. Although the analysis’ results disqualified the product as ‘guano’
and described it as little more than “a rich soil” that “would not pay to use it
on a larger scale as a manure”,102 was potentially still exploitable and could be
mined profitably by following a low-risk approach involving minimal capital
commitments, and working of the caves as individual “business units” using
low-cost labour.103 Against this background HG Fourcade, a nearby farmer
started to exploit the source for commercial reasons.104 Consequently, the bat
guano trade and bats’ potential as useful animals became an integral part of
developing legislation.
Despite the legislation to secure a sustainable supply of guano, shortfalls
continued to occur and intensified the battle between farmers and the
colonial parliament. In the immediate period before the start of the AngloBoer War (South African War), the authorities acceded to at least one price
reduction (1896) and the appointment of two investigative commissions
into the guano islands’ management (1897 and 1899). It also stopped
guano exports to the Orange Free State, Transvaal and Lorenzo Marques
to better service local farmers. During the Anglo-Boer War, the colonial
authorities also establish several depots at various railway stations to ensure
a sustained supply during the war (1899-1902). Notwithstanding, shortages
continued. Seabirds, the main producers of the product, however, continued
their protected status. This period also saw the Bird Protection Act (Act 42
of 1899) passed. Under this Act, protection was extended to wild birds,
including pigeons105 and the fiscal shrike;106 inaugurating the Cape Colony’s
100 “Guano”, Cornwall Chronicle (Launceston, Tasmania), 26 Sept 1849.
101 AM Voûte & C Smeenk (eds.), Vleermuizen (Zwolle, Waanders Uitgevers, 1991), pp. 129-130.
102 KAB, AGR 236, 2299, JC Rademeyer: Analyst – Secretary for Lands & Agriculture, 28 Oct 1892.
103 C Van Onselen, Chibaro: African mine labour in Southern Rhodesia, 1900-1933 (Toronto, Canada, Longwood
Publishing Group, 1976), pp. 21;100.
104 KAB, PAS 2/799, L73/C/51, Charl W Malan – Minister of Agriculture, 10 Jul 1919.
105 KAB, COGH, Act 22 of 1907, Protection of Wild Birds Act as amended.
106 KAB, Municipality of Cape Town, 3/CT: 4/1/1/51, Under Secretary of Agriculture – Town Clerk of Cape
Town, 26 Sept 1903.
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shift towards protection as a moral, rather than an economic imperative.
Conclusion
In the aftermath of the war, the supply constraints deepened; forcing
many farmers to resort to the use of imported chemical fertilisers. By 1906
these imports from suppliers in England and Europe alone reached 12 337
tons.107 Attempts by unscrupulous dealers to exploit the insatiable demand
for fertiliser by starting to sell inferior and ‘fake’ guano and compounds
“adulterated by art”,108 was countered by the Cape government promulgating
an Act to Regulate the Sale of Fertilisers, Farm Foods, Seeds and Pest Remedies
(Act 20 of 1907, known as the Fertiliser Act) that provided for inspections,
obligatory chemical analysis and penalties for transgressions.109 At the dawn
of Union, Proclamation 498 of 1909, stipulated new conditions for landing
on the bird and seal islands, killing and handling animals, and penalties for
the unauthorised killing and disturbance of seals and birds.110 Farmers, as a
result, continued to agitate for cheaper sources of fertilisation. Following the
further discovery of bat guano deposits in Transvaal, Orange Free State and
on the Southern Cape coast in addition to those during the first decade of the
new century before Union, new appeals were directed to the recently-installed
Union Department of Agriculture requesting it to make a proper assessment
of the product’s quality and its potential commercial value.111 Based on these
results, new measures followed. According to Section 14 of Proclamation 136
of 1915, the Food & Fertilizers Act (Cape Act 20 of 1907) was amended and
extended to cover bat guano. It formally reserved the term “guano” for “the
nitrogenous excreta of [both] seabirds and bats” and that in the case of the
latter, the term ‘guano’ be “preceded by the qualifying term ‘bat’”.112 Under
107 F van Rhyn Greef, “Die Suid Afrikaanse kunsmisbedryf: Struktuur, gedrag en prestasie” (PhD, UP, October
1983), pp. 73; 75.
108 Anon., “Agriculture: On the application of manures”, The Cornwall Chronicle, Dec 1845, p. 6. See also Anon.,
“Our French agricultural letter”, Border Watch (Gambier, South Australia), 4 July 1874; “Commercial fertilisers:
What are they? Guano, ammonia and phosphates”, Australian Town and Country Journal (Sydney), 14 Jun
1890, p. 22.
109 New South Wales (Australia) promulgated a Fertilizers Adulteration Act in 1904. This legislation came into
operation a year later and served as a model for the Cape Colony’s legislation. ln the USA, the state of Maryland
passed a guano inspection law as far back as 1853. See, for example, P Lesher, “A load of guano: Baltimore and
the fertilizer trade in the nineteenth century”, The Northern Mariner/ le marin du nord, 18(3-4), Jul-Oct 2008,
pp. 121-128.
110 KAB, COGH, Government Gazette, Proclamation No. 498 of 1909, 30 Nov 1909.
111 National Archives of South Africa (NASA), Pretoria, Transvaal Archives Division (1900-1919) (TAD), G431,
1729/04, RTA Innes: Transvaal Meteorological Department – FB Smith: Director of Agriculture, 1 Sept 1904.
112 NASA, Central Archive Repository (SAB), Department of Justice (JUS), 433, 1/10/17, Regulations Governing
the Sale, Analysis, and Examination of Fertilizers, Farm Foods, Seeds, and Pest Remedies in the Province of the
Cape of Good Hope, No. 36 of 1915, 30 Oct 1915.
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the new law, the product not only had to be registered as a fertiliser, but its
testing, sales and marketing were subjected to the same requirements and
stipulations that applied to the handling and management of seabird guano.
Ironically, unlike seabirds, protection was, not extended to bats.
Based on the events and legislative outcomes mentioned above, it is clear
that the establishment of nature conservation in South Africa was the result
of the efforts of private businessmen, the colonial state, and farmers who
were initially driven by well-defined self-interest. The end of the century
saw a convergence of the economic with the moral imperative. A society in
flux and in the process of building its governance structures and systems,
the Cape Colony, when confronted with the issue of balancing economic
concerns with moral issues, took its principal cue from Britain. However,
it also appropriated successful interventions from others to aid its evolution
from an administrative entity fully-controlled from the metropolis to an
autonomous geopolitical entity in full control of its affairs. Guano-producing
birds in this process, became key mediators on the road of moving Cape
agriculture towards full commercialisation, the Colony’s evolution towards
becoming a fiscal state, the introduction of science into its administrative
processes and developing the required accountability systems to appropriately
respond to the legitimate demands of its core constituencies inclusive of
business, farmers, political pressure groups and others. Importantly, it also laid
the foundation for the future South African state to manage its relationship
with nature appropriately.
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Abstract
This article argues that the case of the land claim by the descendants of
the Copper Miners of Musina (the Musina clan) presents a unique case of
historical distortions and injustice of land and mineral resources ownership by
a South African black community. Land claims in South Africa have become
widespread since the advent of the country’s democracy. With the land reform
programmes in South Africa, some communities have been able to lay their
hands on lost land that was forcefully taken from the locals under apartheid.
The achievement with regards to reparation in South Africa has seen some
claims being successfully processed. However, there are some beneficiaries
who undeservedly possess land through undetected fraudulent claims. When
such exists; deserving claimants like the Musina clan remain landless because
of historical distortions and failure by the current regime to restore justice.
This article is conceptual and it uses literature analysis approach to argue that
archeologists and ethnologists deliberately ignored the historical studies on
the copper miners of Musina in order to hide the truth about the discovery of
copper mining in Messina. There are writings making incorrect assumptions
regarding how Lieutenant Colonel Pascoe Grenfell, James Harper and James
Campbell in 1903 discovered coal in mines deserted by the natives in order to
ascribe the discovery to the white community in Messina. The author argues
that there were no disserted mines in Messina when Lieutenant Colonel
Grenfell arrived in Messina in 1903, instead what he did was to register the
company and obtain a discoverers certificate, introduce new technology of
mining and expropriate the mine from the Musina clan without compensation.
It is suggested that new avenues regarding such history be fully researched
towards gaining a more comprehensive view of the role and impact of the
Musina clan.
Keywords: Coal; Copper Miners; Land Claim; Musina; Messina; Historical
Distortions.

Introduction
Land claims have become prevalent in post-apartheid South Africa as a
way of redistributing resources to address the existing problems regarding
the ownership of economic resources. It is acknowledged that in resolving
44
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this incessant inequality, the economic achievement of the past practices may
not unnecessarily be disturbed by awarding land to novice black farmers.1
Resolving the land issue will include ensuring that agricultural production
as well as mining activities are not unnecessarily stopped from operating. In
addressing the past injustices of land reform, the South African government
established the Land Reform and the Land Restitution Programme. The
South African government claims that they have indeed achieved significant
progress in addressing the injustices created by the Native Land Act of 1913.2
Indeed, some land claims have been successfully concluded, and those South
Africans have gained access to resources or have become part of the current
economic establishment which was established through the removal and
exclusion of their forefathers. Such victories include and are not limited to
the Makuleke Community ownership of part of the Kruger National Park
in Limpopo Province, the stake ownership of some families (The Machete
and the Tshivhula) on the Mapungubwe heritage site, Zebediela Citrus
Farm (The Zebediela Community), and Soekmekaar Farm (The Soekmekaar
Community).3 Despite all the achievements claimed by the South African
government, some critical land claim were not settled and therefore remain
unresolved because they are complex as their histories were distorted for ulterior
political motives of the past regime which undermined the capability and
wisdom of the African communities. The Copper Miners of Musina present
a typical example whose case has been extensively reflected in archeological
and ethnological literature. Some South African sources such as Bronson4
and Biographical Database of Southern African Science5 claims that the
discovery of coal mines in 1903 was by Lieutenant Colonel Pascoe Grenfell
who was an South African War English Army Officer and a Mining Engineer,
and two other mining prospectors, James Harper and James Campbell. The
claims in literature go further to allege that the former discovered old mining
operations deserted by the natives in the area, a move which compelled
Lieutenant Colonel Grenfell to obtain the Discoverers Certificate from the
1
2
3
4
5

MP Sebola and MA Mamabolo, “The engagement of beneficiaries in farm governance of restituted land through
the Communal Property Association model: The ideal versus the reality of beneficiary farms in South Africa”,
Common Wealth Youth and Development, 16(2), 2018, pp.1-14.
HP Binswanger-Mkhize, “From failure to success in South African land reform”, African Journal of Agricultural
and Resource Economics, 9(4), 2014, pp. 255-256.
MP Sebola MP & JP Tsheola, “Economics of agricultural land restitution and redistribution in South Africa:
Willing-seller, willing-buyer business imperatives versus socio-political transformation?”, Journal of Human
Ecology, 46(2), 2014, pp. 113-114.
P Bronson, “Local wildlife and the history of Musina. Safari: South Africa”(available at https://www.southafrica.
com/regions/limpopo/musina, as accessed on 28 August 2019), p. 2012.
Biographical Database of Southern African Science, Colonel John Pascoe Grenfell (Johannesburg, 2019), p. 1.
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government, register and operate the Musina Coal mines from 1906.6 In this
article it will be argued that there were no deserted mines when Lieutenant
Colonel Grenfell took over the mine from the Musina clan in 1903. Thus this
article argues the processes taken by Lieutenant Colonel Grenfell to register
the company and obtain discoverers certificate, introduce new technology
of mining and take the mine from the Musina clan without compensation
deprived the Musina clan of the intellectual property rights to the mining
operations. The focus of the article will be on Land Reform in South Africa,
the history of the Musina clan, the distorted history of the Musina clan, the
uniqueness of the Musina clan’s case and whether justice can be restored for
the clan.
Land claims and reforms in South Africa
The National Party apartheid regime in South Africa operated within a
legislative framework based on territorial segregation, namely the Native Land
Act 27 of 1913, The Native Trust and Land Act 18 of 1936 and the Group
Areas Act 41 of 1950.7 All these acts are the basis for the systemic inequalities
which have been the unfair political balance brought forward to be dealt with
by the African National Congress (ANC) when it took over and presided over
the first democratic government in 1994. According to Metellerkamp8 and
Cousins9 the ANC government replaced the previous apartheid framework
with a complex process of land reform, restitution and tenure. Moving from
an unjust system of government, the ANC government ventured into an
ambitious land reform programme which promised to redistribute 30% of
white-owned commercial agricultural land by 2014 to black South Africans.10
Such ambitions have not been easy to achieve through the available legislative
framework. Moreover, the 30% land distribution achievement is mainly
based on hectares than agricultural potential.11 This suggests that fictitious
assumptions are being made about the state of land ownership in South
Africa. Such failures mean that land remains an emotional and a highly
6

P Oldfield, Victoria crosses on the Western Front August 1914-April 1915: Moons to hills 60 (Barnsley, Pen and
Sword, 2014), p. 221.
7 The listed acts are known to have promoted segregation and land inequality in South Africa.
8 L Metellerkamp, Land reform in South Africa: Reflection on Indian experiences (Pretoria, Sustainability Institute,
2011), pp. 7-10.
9 B Cousin, Land reform in South Africa is sinking. Can it be saved? (Cape Town, Council for the advancement of
the South African Constitution, 2013), pp. 5-10.
10 H Kloppers, & GJ Pienaar, “The historical context of land reform in South Africa and early policies”,
Potchefstroom Electronic Journal, 17(2), 2014, pp. 677-707.
11 E Pringle, “Land reform and white ownership of agricultural land in South Africa”, The Journal of the Helen
Suzman Foundation, 70, 2013, pp. 37-42.
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charged issue of contestation in which white land owners continue to be
blamed for possessing a higher portion of land.12 In contesting this skewed
picture, the Economic Freedom Fighters have become an additional voice
agitating for land redistribution, and this issue has become their main political
campaigning tool.13
Cousins14 noted that “access to land through redistribution is not a right
because the state has to take reasonable measures”, within its available
resources’, to foster conditions enabling equitable access to land. Many issues
pose a threat to successful land redistribution to the deserving communities.
Some of them include but are not limited to the willing seller willing buyer
principle, which has many loopholes,15 the complex application procedures
and bureaucratic inefficiency16 as well as the exorbitant prices required by
sellers. Branson17 however mentioned that at least 8 million hectares have been
transferred to black South Africans since the process of redistribution of land
began. This figure does not include the success or the failures of redistributed
land as shown by other studies of various South African provinces. Du Toit’s18
compilation of “The Great South African Land Scandal” also confirms that
there are South African commercial farmers within this programme of land
redistribution who are doing well and are assisted by white farmers. However,
an approach which continues to empower the previously advantaged through
such partnership is criticized. To a particular extent the approach is supported
as it is based on the spirit of making amends amongst South Africans than
attempting to balance unequal land ownership which is currently a bone of
contention in South Africa.19
The discovery of copper and the history of the copper miners of Musina
The fact that Africa is endowed with rich mineral resources is not in dispute.20
12 SF Belinkie, “South Africa’s land restitution challenge: Mining alternatives from evolving minerals taxation
policies”, Cornell International Law Journal, 48(1), 2015, pp. 219-245.
13 M Nkosi, Is South Africa’s land reform an election gimmick (Johannesburg, BBC News), 2018.
14 B Cousins, “Land reform in South Africa is failing. Can it be saved?”, Transformation: Critical Perspectives on
Southern Africa, 92(1), 2016, pp. 135-157.
15 E Lahiff, “Willing buyer, willing seller: South Africa’s failed experiment in market-led Agrarian reform”, Third
World Quarterly, 28(8), 2007, pp. 1577-1598.
16 R Hall, “A political economy of land reform in South Africa”, Review of African Political Economy, 100, 2004,
pp. 23-33.
17 N Branson, “Land, law and traditional leadership in South Africa”, Africa Research Institute, 9(19), 2016, p. 2.
18 P du Toit, The great South African land scandal (Pretoria, Legacy publications), 2004, p. 4.
19 N Andrew, The dilemmas of apologizing for apartheid: South African land restitution and the Modimolle land claim
(Pretoria, Land and Rural Research in Southern Africa), 2006, pp. 1-3.
20 KPMG, KPMG full sector report: Mining in Africa towards 2020 (Amstelveen, KPMG, 2012), pp. 2-14.
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South Africa itself is termed one of “the most resource–rich nations of the
globe”.21 Africa continues to serve as a mineral resource base for the globe.
Africans mined minerals and traded with people of other continents prior
to the arrival of Europeans in the continent.22 In South Africa, the copper
miners of Musina have been reported as unknown despite their history of
mining being recorded since 1940 by the South African government.23 The
history of the copper miners of Musina is recorded in several writings such
as in Mamadi in 1940,24 Van Warmelo in 194025 and Schoettler26 in 1974,
thus the existence of such people in the past and the mining activities in
the ancient times of the Limpopo valley cannot be ignored. The history of
these African miners is traceable to the ancient Phalaborwa region in what
was known as the Eastern Transvaal. They became famous in Musina and
acquired this name which, according to Matsaung,27 means “The Spoiler or the
Corrupter” because of the belief that mixing copper and iron has a corrupting
effect on each of the metals, such that copper can be easily worked on. It is
not known what these miners were called before they arrived at Musina where
they established a settlement which today is called Musina, formerly known
as Messina, a corrupted form of its name given by the White settlers when
they arrived in the early 1900s.
The earliest person to write about the copper miners of Musina is Mamadi,28
under the auspices of NJ van Warmelo,29 a white South African ethnologist
who assisted literate Africans to write the history of their own people through
their own lens.30 In his writing titled “The Origin of the Mosena People”
Mamadi consistently refers to his source, a retired old Musina copper miner
called Ralethlaka, who was a miner and a son to Dopokabatho, a Chief of the
21 D Antin, The South African mining sector: An industry at a crossroads (Johannesburg, Hanns Seidel Foundation,
2013), p. 1.
22 MP Sebola, “The Mapungubwe story and land claims. The battle for the soul of the dead, greed, and deception”,
Anthropos,112(2), 2016, pp. 596-601.
23 EOM Hanisch, “Copper working in the Messina district”, Journal of South African Institute of Mining and
Metallurgy, 1974, pp. 250-253.
24 MF Mamadi, “Thlaho ya ba ha Mosena”, Ethnological Publications, VIII,1940, pp. 193-195.
25 NJ van Warmelo, “The copper miners of Musina and the early history of the Zoutpansberg”, Ethnological
Publications VIII (Pretoria, Government printer, 1940).
26 GS Schoettler, “The Sotho, Shona and Venda: A study in cultural continuity”, African Historical studies IV,
1971, 1, pp. 1-18.
27 LE Matsaung, “De-colonising history: On being a church on the borders of South Africa”, Studia Historiae
Ecclesiasticae, XXXI(2), 2005, pp. 427-442.
28 MF Mamadi, “Thlaho ya ba ha Mosena”, Ethnological Publications, VIII, 1940, p. 195.
29 NJ van Warmelo, “The Copper miners of Musina ...”, Ethnological publications, p. 195.
30 SP Lekgoathi, “Revisiting the Dr. N.J. van Warmelo manuscript collection: Iron and copper mining and
smelting in the Zoutpansberg Region in the Precolonial Era” (Paper, 2011 The Politics of Heritage Conference,
Museum Africa, Johannesburg, 8-9 Jul 2011), pp. 1-4.

48

Land claims in South Africa... the copper miners of Musina, pp. 44-59

Musina clan whom he interviewed in 1907 and died in 1909. It is not clear
as to when the copper miners arrived in Musina. Matsaung31 suggests that
they arrived around the 18th century, a highly contested view, as it contradicts
the few studies written about the clan itself. Mamadi,32 who is the most
referenced person on the subject of the copper miners of Musina, does not
provide clues of the arrival because his account lacks dates of events. Mamadi
makes reference to their arrival in the introduction of “The History of the
Tshivhula people” where he says:33
After the Musina people had settled in the area, years later arrived the Tshivhula
people as a strong tribe coming from Bokgalaka [Current Zimbabwe].

This suggests that they are the earliest known inhabitants of the area which
might have shared borders with the Venda people.
They are believed to be a group that mined at Phalaborwa in precolonial times
before proceeding to Musina. According to Mamadi,34 they discovered only
iron and no copper in Phalaborwa, and being copper smelters they could not
stay long in the Phalaborwa area and so headed to Venda land. The Phalaborwa
mines which are an offshoot of the Musina copper mining activities, originated
around 770-780 AD according to carbon dating.35 Schoetller36 goes further
to argue that the copper miners of Musina that lived next to Mapungubwe
are less known because no archeological studies that could determine their
dates, excavations and the systems of kinship among miners themselves
were conducted. Since it proved possible to conduct research on the extinct
settlement of Mapungubwe and the defunct Phalaborwa mines, studies could
still be conducted into the life and activities of the Musina people, to recoup
their lost or overlooked history.
Mamadi describes their journey of the discovery of copper at Musina in the
following way:37
The Musina people came from the East and landed in South Africa at
Phalaborwa. When they found only iron and no copper at Phalaborwa, they
left in the direction of the Venda land. With them was their Chief and his
name was Dopokabatho. His name literally means ‘a begetter of people’ or
31
32
33
34
35
36
37

LE Matsaung, “De-Colonising history...”, Studia Historiae Ecclesiasticae, XXXI(2), 2005, p. 427.
MP Sebola, “The Mapungubwe story and land claims...”, Anthropos, 112(2), 2016, pp. 598-599.
MF Mamadi, “Thlaho ya ba ha Mosena”, Ethnological Publications, VIII,1940, pp. 84-86.
MF Mamadi, “Thlaho ya ba ha Mosena”, Ethnological Publications, VIII,1940, p. 193.
GS Schoetler, “The Sotho, Shona and Venda: A study of cultural continuity”, African Historical Studies, 4, 1971, p. 8.
GS Schoetler, “The Sotho, Shona and Venda...”, African Historical Studies, 4, 1971, p. 11.
MF Mamadi, “Thlaho ya ba ha Mosena”, Ethnological Publications, VIII,1940, p. 193.
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figuratively a relative of all people. They went north and proceeded along
the Moeketsi (Sand River) and found a hill called Balahe or Balabye on the
Manyee where they found more water. From there they went to a little Hill
called Zwikae (near Messina) and occupied the area. Again they left for a hill
called Zwamokale (near Messina) where they decided to settle. After sending
young Musina and Makushu men to prospect for copper at different places,
it was found by the Makushu men at Zwamokale and the Musina men found
it at Greater Messina. That is how they discovered copper and started mining
and establishing a copper trade.

The copper mines, disasters and losses
It is not known in which year the copper miners of Musina discovered the
mines, but what comes out of the writings of Mamadi38 as orally narrated by
Ralethlaka in 1907 was that Chief Dopokabatho sent two groups of young
men from his clan and their cousin clan (The Makushu) to look out for copper
through their known means of discovery. The Makushu men were the first to
discover it at Zwamokale and the Musina men found more of it at Greater
Musina (today located next to the China Mall). From then, they started
mining copper and produced copper products that made them prominent and
very wealthy, quite different from other clans in the area. They are believed to
have operated at least three mines, namely; Zwamokale (now called Harper),
Greater Musina (called Messina) and the third one (now named Western
Campbell). Matsaung39 mentions that they produced and sold articles such
as ploughs, arm, neck and leg rings, assegais, bows and arrows. Ralethlaka,40
Mamadi’s informant, claims that at the time of production, the youth, young
men and women of the clan all had to work. They shared the products equally
to sell at the markets to other clans from various neighboring places.
Mamadi41 claims that people of diverse groups of the Bopedi (Ga
Sekhukhune), Ndebele (Ga Langa), and Ga-Mphahlele, Venda, people from
North, East and Southern Africa travelled to Musina to buy copper products.
The copper miners lived in luxury, a way of life rare amongst many African
people of their era. They had servants and unlike people of the area, they
donned an expensive cloth called malekapo (a black cloth tied around a hip)
while their counterparts from other surrounding tribes wore loin cloths made
of animal skin. Malekapo was a typical clothing imported from East Africa
38
39
40
41

MF Mamadi, “Thlaho ya ba ha Mosena”, Ethnological Publications, VIII,1940, p. 194.
LE Matsaung, “De-Colonising history...”, Studia Historiae Ecclesiasticae, XXXI(2), 2005, p. 429.
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and Portugal.42 In addition to this, meals were eaten with a wooden spoon
and not with bare hands as was common during their time.43 The lavish
lifestyle could not stem other misfortunes for the copper miners of Musina.
They suffered from both artificial and natural causes which included mining
disasters, tribal assaults from jealous tribes and finally as a result of the arrival
of the white settlers.
The mining disaster
The mining disaster suffered by the Musina copper miners was recorded
and passed on through the oral tradition of storytelling. Mamadi44 recorded
the incident of the collapse of the mine that killed a large number of the
copper miners of Musina in the history of the Tshivhula people. It is not
known which of the three mines owned by the copper miners experienced
the rock fall that killed the Musina clan. It is not known why Mamadi45 did
not record this significant event in his interview with Ralethlaka in 1907.
Maybe he considered it less significant as it was well known and he only
considered hearing about the Langa assault on the Musina people than the
mining disaster which also affected them adversely. Matsaung,46 however,
mentions this incident and lists names of some survivors of the mine collapse
such as Dyasala, Masilo (Dysala’s son) and Rathathane. Dysala is recorded on
the genealogy of the Musina clan as a son of Chief Dopokabatho.
Tribal assaults from the jealous clans
There are two reported assaults on the Musina clan from rival tribes by the
author Mamadi.47 The Messina Mail-Coach Organising Committee of the
Van Riebeeck Festival48 suggested that Chief Dopokabatho lived up to his
name of having a good character and love for people. It was indeed after his
death that his people had troubles with the neighbouring tribes, an incident
which ultimately led to them firstly being attacked by the Mphahlele regiment
which complained of the way they were mishandled and undermined by the
42
43
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NJ van Warmelo, “The Copper miners of Musina ...”, Ethnological Publications, p. 81.
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clan and its people. The final straw, according to Ralethlaka in 1907 in his
interview with Mamadi,49 was an attack by Chief Langa of the Ndebele which
resulted in most of the copper miners fleeing and leaving active mining activity
in Musina. This had serious repercussions on the Musina mining. There is
no recorded date for the Langa assault on the Musina people, only vague
estimates; it is an incident that has been orally narrated from one generation
to the next. Ralethlaka told Mamadi in 1907 that the Ndebele assault took
place when he was about thirty years old. Mamadi himself was born in 1875
(if correctly recorded) and therefore in 1907 when he interviewed Ralethlaka
he could have been 34 years old. In his reference to Ralethlaka then he referred
to him as “the old man Ralethlaka” which means that by the time the old
man Ralethlaka could have been around 75 years of age. That would suggest
that the Langa assault on the Musina clan could have taken place in 1864.
Frank Mamadi also reported that his mother Fundzane was an infant on her
mother’s back when the Ndebele raided the Musina’s and his mother was
wounded when the Ndebele soldiers wanted to determine if she was a girl or
a boy. The instruction was that the Ndebeles should kill all Musina men and
their boy children. Mamadi50 claimed that his mother was then one-year-old.
The problem of this claim is that it contradicts Mamadi’s age as it may suggest
that his mother could have been 12 when she conceived him if indeed he was
born in 1875, which is not probable. Frank Mamadi’s date of birth could not
be exact as people around him were not literate to have recorded it correctly.
Frank Mamadi is Fundzane’s first born and the probable age she could have
given birth to him could have been at age 18 or 20 at the most, which in all
probability suggests that Mamadi could have been born in 1882 or 1884. It is
not clear as to which theory can be assumed as to the exact date at which the
Langa assault on the Musina clan took place, but it could be safe to assume
in the 1850s and the 1860s. But the believable theory could be based of
Frank Mamadi’s mother Fundzane who was one year when the incident took
place. Therefore, if we take calculations from Fundzane’s estimated year of
birth, then it suggests the event to have taken place in either 1862 or 1864.
It is however acknowledged that the estimates could completely be wrong
considering that it is made about people that lived a different life from what
we live today.

49 EOM Hanisch, “Copper working in the Messina district”, Journal of South African Institute of Mining and
Metallurgy, 1974, p. 250.
50 MF Mamadi, “Thlaho ya ba ha Mosena”, Ethnological Publications, VIII, 1940, p. 194.
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The distortion of the history of the copper miners of Musina
Mamadi being the main informant on the history of the copper miners
of Musina, never reflected in his document that the Musina mining ever
stopped after the disaster. He did, however, note that the Langa assault on
the Musina miners caused them to flee to the neighbouring tribes, leaving
Ralethlaka at the mine. Ralethlaka was indeed reported to have been an aged
miner in 1907 when interviewed by Mamadi. There seems to have emerged
western literature that accords the discovery of the coal mine at Musina to one
British Army Officer of the Anglo-Boer War, Lieutenant Colonel Grenfell
in 1903. Bronson51 writes of Lt. Col Grenfell’s story of the deserted mines
with rich coal deposits. The Messina Mail-Coal Organising Committee of the
Van Riebeeck Festival52 states that one of the Musina copper miners named
Makushu showed Grenfell the ancient work of the copper miners of Musina.
This literature argues that Makushu himself was the last surviving Musina
copper miner in 1903. This can now be disputed through Ralethlaka’s 1907
interview, conducted when he still had mining equipment in his possession
and was still bitter that Makushu had sold the clan’s mine to the white people.
Mamadi reported that when the white people arrived and wanted to take
over the mining business of the copper miners, the person in charge was
Monyesakgope Musina who refused to negotiate the taking over of the mine
because he was not the owner, but was put in charge by the clan. Oral and
written work by Mamadi blames a historical Makushu who was indeed a
nephew of the copper miners and not an owner or at least the person in
authority to hand the mining activities of the clan to the white people.53
Monyesakgope does not feature in records of mining in Musina, except in
Mamadi’s work. It is understood through some African historical account
that Europeans employed tactical strategies of dismantling and diminishing
the truth of Africa’s state of affairs when they arrived.54 They shaped and
recorded history to suit their own philosophical stand.55

51 P Bronson, “Local wildlife and the history of Musina” (available at https://www.southafrica.com/regions/
limpopo/musina, accessed on 28 August 2019).
52 JAG Mills, “Messina: A short history”, The Messina Mail-Coach Organising Committee ..., 1952, p. 7.
53 MF Mamadi, “Thlaho ya ba ha Mosena”, Ethnological Publications, VIII, 1940, p. 195.
54 FG Mabutla, “The fate of traditional leaders in a post-apartheid South Africa” (Paper delivered at the Spring
Meeting of the South-eastern Regional Seminar in Africa Studies, held at the Northern Kentucky University on
the 6th and 7th Apr 2001), p. 2.
55 SP Lekgoathi, “‘Colonial’ experts, local interlocutors, informants and the making of an archive on the ‘Transvaal
Ndebele’, 1930-1989”,The Journal of African History, 50(1), 2009, pp. 61-80.
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There is however no written document to suggest that Lieutenant Colonel
Grenfell compensated Makushu in any form when the mines were taken.
What is clearly documented is that after seeing the potential of the mines
created by the copper miners he went back to England to secure 110,000
pounds to start the operations at Musina. He registered and incorporated the
Messina Development Company which became the largest coal producing
company in South Africa.56 It is agreed that Lt. Col. Grenfell obtained the
Discoverers Certificate from the government of South Africa in order to
operate the coal business legally. The distortion of the history of the copper
miners of Musina only became possible because white people undermined
the methods and manner of business operations by Africans. It should be
understood that although Grenfell found them operating three mines in
the area, their business was not registered and therefore they could not be
recognised as having legitimate commercial claims and interests.
The Messina Mail-Coach Organising Committee of the Van Riebeeck
Festival writes this about the development of coal mining at Musina:57
First of all the early Native Copper miners worked with their picks and
crowbars. To get down into the shafts when they had dug them, they made
ladders of thongs and wooden rungs; to give them light for work underground
they made candles out of pods of the munembenembe plant; to hoist the
pieces of rock they used the skins of impala, buffalo or wildebeest. Then
on the surface they broke the rock with hammers and put it into baskets to
eliminate the dust by the winnowing, the ore remaining thereafter being put
into crucibles which the natives’ heated bellows made out of the hide of a cow
or kudu. When the copper had melted they ran it off into holes prepared as
moulds which they could fashion to any desire shape. A process simple and
effective enough for those primitive days.

The above depicts the perception of European community about the Copper
Miners of Musina and how their native methods of mining is undermined
against the new introduced methods of mining technology by the people
of European descendants. Writings by Friede58 and Trevor59 only confirm
the old narrative of abandoned old mines like all other western literature.
It makes it clear for one to understand why until today the discovery of
copper at Musina is accorded to Grenfell and his colleagues. The European
56 Biographical Database of Southern African Science, Colonel John Pascoe Grenfell (Johannesburg, 2019), p. 1.
57 JAG Mills, “Messina: A short history”, The Messina Mail-Coach Organising Committee ..., 1952, p. 27.
58 HM Friede, “Iron age mining in the Transvaal”, Journal of the South African Institute of Mining and Metallurgy,
1980, pp.156 -165.
59 TG Trevor, “Some observations on ancient mine working in the Transvaal”, Chemical, Metallurgical and Mining
Society of South Africa, 12, 1912, pp. 267 -275.
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community would have simply perceived the Musina Copper Miners as
illegal miners, hence Grenfell incorporated and formalized their work as
his own business. Today many South Africans still resort to what is called
illegal mining,60 as they operate outside the formalized structures that govern
mining activities, but still use mining methods similar to those described
in the extract above. Murombo61 mentions that Africans are still failing to
transform themselves from the state of being “the robbed” to being the owners
of natural resources taken away from them. One of the Musina informants
named Nkombezekwa62 argues that copper mining at Musina never stopped
until Grenfell, Harper and Campbell took over the operations from the clan
in 1903. It is argued that even though the existing historical records accord
the discovery to settlers, they acknowledge that the copper trade in Musina
was discovered by ancient African tribes63 many years before the arrival of
the Europeans in Africa.64 However, they distort it again by claiming that
such mining was conducted by the Venda people, a claim which disempowers
the Musina copper miners’ descendants’ claim over mining ownership. The
copper miners of Musina were and are still a different clan from the Venda.
The distortion of the history indeed strengthened Grenfell’s ownership of the
largest coal producing company in Africa which exported high grade matte
for refining in South Wales between 1906 and 1914. Until the closure of
these five mines in 1992 after 88 years of productive operations, between 700
000 and 750 000 tons of copper were produced.65 Prevost66 also provides the
information that coal mining in South Africa started in 1870 in Kimberly
which suggests that the Musina coal mining activities are indeed recognised
from 1903 after Grenfell’s discovery which implies that he does not recognize
any form of coal mining which happened before and which took place. The
fact that coal mining existed in Musina long before the arrival of Europeans
but is not reflected in historical records illustrates the erasure of black histories
that were affected through the writing of South African history as beginning
60 J Munakamwe, “The interface between the legal and illegal mining process: Unpacking the value chain of
illegally mined gold. South Africa” (Paper presented at the GLU Conference, University of the Witwatersrand,
South Africa, 2015), p. 2.
61 T Murombo, “Regulating mining in South Africa and Zimbabwe: Communities, the environment and
perpetual exploitation”, Law, Environment and Development Journal , 9(1), 2013, pp. 31-49.
62 K Nkombezekwa (Personal collection), interview, Kgathatso (Member of the Musina clan and a descendent of
the last Musina Chief Nkombezekwa at Musina),17 September 2016.
63 Messina Mining Tokens, 2016.
64 CO Beale, “Copper in South Africa-part II”, Journal of the South African Institute of Mining and Metallurgy,
85(4), 1985, pp. 109-124.
65 Mindat, “Musina (Messina), Vhembe District, South Africa” (available at hptt://www.mindat.org/loc-3093.
html, accessed on 19 August 2019.
66 XM Prevost, “The South African coal industry”, ESI Africa, 2, 2004, pp. 15-27.
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with the arrival of settlers.67
In all these instances many continue to accord the legacy of mining at
Musina to Lt. Col. Pascoe Grenfell than the Musina clan. What Grenfell did
was to introduce new technology and export the materials produced in Africa
back to his own country. Other than his role on developing the Musina mine
through new technologies which the Musina clan did not have, he did not
discover mining, which was already an established concern in its own form.
It is unclear where and how his life ended in 1948, nor is it known where
James Harper and James Campbell ended. But their names remain encrypted
in Messina for the role they played in developing mining which they found
being carried out by the Musina clan. At the Messina cemetery there lies the
tombstone of James Campbell who died on March, 13, 1904 almost two
years before Grenfell’s formal takeover on the Musina clan mining could start.
As Jankielson and Duvenage68 correctly pointed that ” While settlement of
land throughout South Africa’s history was based on violent conquest, the
colonial and apartheid eras were different in that conquest was followed by
legislated dispossession, displacement and depravation of land”. Suffices to
conclude that the taking over of the Musina mines could not have been a
violent conquest, but instead a legislated dispossession.
The uniqueness of the copper miners case in land claims
Various land claims in South Africa though achieved have unanswered
questions like whether the beneficiaries are genuine or whether the land
claimed and obtained is deserved. There are instances where people continue
to question the legitimacy of claims especially where people claimed places
that are economically productive69 and which when successfully settled within
a short space of time are reported to be dysfunctional.70 Often and in most
instances it has become difficult for the claimant to prove their case, but in
the case of the copper miners of Musina the clan has a rich oral and written
literature.71 The clan is known to have created mines that were taken over
from them through the Incorporation Laws of the time. Historical distortions
67 A Mafeje, “The ideology of ‘Tribalism’”, The Journal of Modern African Studies, 9(2), 1971, pp. 253-261.
68 R Jankielson and A Duvenage, “Expectations and the issue of land in South Africa: The Historical origins and
current debate”, Journal for Contemporary History, (80), 2018, pp. 22-23.
69 MP Sebola MP & JP Tsheola, “Economics of agricultural land restitution and redistribution in South Africa...”,
Journal of Human Ecology, 46(2), 2014, p.114
70 P du Toit, The great South African land scandal…, p. 3.
71 EOM Hanisch, “Copper working in the Messina district”, Journal of South African Institute of Mining and
Metallurgy, 1974, p. 253.
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are not uncommon in African history and have been protested in extensive
scholarship. Mafeje72 and Gumede73 argue that there are many distortions
which colonisers introduced to the understanding of Africa’s natural resources
economy. Many of these distortions have unfortunately been on agricultural
matters rather than other natural resources such as minerals; hence land
claims in South Africa have been more focused on the loss of agricultural land,
and less on mineral resources. The case of the copper miners of Musina is a
special consideration for land claims because it involves a takeover of a natural
resource initially explored and operated by the Musina clan. Moreover, after
all the taking over of such mining operations, there has not been any form of
compensation to the clan as, it may have happened with others who received
compensation either in cash or in land form.
Can justice be restored by a more inclusive narrative?
The current Government of South Africa try to do all in its power to restore justice
where it was not done to benefit all South Africans. In the case of the copper miners
of Musina a need for restorative justice is evident because the injustice on the
clan does not only involve their removal from settlement but also two important
factors that stripped them of their dignity as a society, namely the appropriation of
the mineral resource as well as the destruction of their chieftainship. Gade defines
restorative justice to mean “repairing the damage caused by the criminal act and
restoring, insofar as possible, the dignity and wellbeing of all those involved”.74
In South Africa, this restorative justice has taken the form of various means of
compensation through restitution programmes. Restitution is seen as a partial
apology for apartheid crimes committed by the previous white minority class
government under the National Party.75 What is ironic about the South African
situation is that the current ANC government is responsible for the restitution
of crimes committed by the previous white minority ruling government, which
entails buying back land from those who displaced the claimants. In stark contrast,
former Zimbabwean President Robert Mugabe refused to sanction that the
government would buy farms from the white minority class for restitution for the
72 A Mafeje, The Agrarian question, access to land, and peasant responses in Sub-Saharan Africa (United Nations,
Geneva, Research Institute for Social Development, 2003), pp. 1-3.
73 V Gumede, “Radical land and Agrarian reform on the horizon in South Africa: Following Zimbabwes footstep?”
(Johannesburg, Vusi Gumede professional network), Undated, p. 1 (available at https://vusigumede.com/
content/2014/ACADEMICpdf, as accessed on 28 Aug 2019).
74 CBN Gade, “Restorative justice and the South African truth and reconciliation process”, South African Journal
of Philosophy, 32(1), 2013, pp. 11-35.
75 N Andrew, The dilemmas of apologizing for apartheid..., 2006, p. 15.
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Zimbabwean African majority that required farms for agricultural production.76
The South African government reformed its land allocation to restore justice
through three programmes, namely Land Restitution, Land Redistribution
and Land Tenure77. Land restitution allows those that have been dispossessed of
their land to claim for restitution or financial compensation through the Land
Claims Court or the Commission for an award. In the Western Cape Province
of South Africa, a huge settlement bill of 1.5 billion Rand in restitution of land
was incurred, however, 1.2 billion was spent on financial compensation.78 The
Land Redistribution Programme provides for the reallocation of residential and
agricultural land to improve the claimants’ livelihood.
Bromley79 indicates that within the land claim process in South Africa there
are two critical options, namely a) claims that are economically and physically
impossible to honour such as lands where there are developments such as
towns, reservoirs or major conservation areas such as the Kruger National Park,
b) those that are easy to honour though existing uses must be terminated such
as agricultural land or tourism farms which the owners are willing to sell to
government. But the case of the descendants of the Copper Miners of Musina
may involve both in the sense that they have lodged their claims for the Town
of Musina and some farms out of Musina where their mines are said to have
operated before the 1903 colonial takeover.80 It is not clear as to whether any
form of compensation is available for the profit loss of the Copper Miners of
Musina from 1903 until their mines operated by the Grenfells were halted in
1992. It is not clear as to who bears the brunt for the compensation of the
Copper Miners of Musina between the South African government and the then
shareholders of the Messina Development Company registered by Grenfell.81
Conclusion
The article concludes that indeed Western literature shaped knowledge
about the Copper Miners of Musina in a specific way. Lekgoathi noted the
influence of both Van Warmelo and his mentor Carl Meinhoff as not been
76 D James, “LSE land for the landless: Conflicting images of rural and urban in South Africa’s land reform
programme”, Journal of Contemporary African Studies, 19(1), 2001, pp. 93-109.
77 M Weideman, “Who shaped South Africa’s Land Reform Policy?” Politikon 31(2), 2004, pp. 219-238.
78 Department of Rural Development and Land Reform, “CPA Annual report 2014/2015” (Pretoria, Government
Printer), 2015, pp. 1-5.
79 DW Bromley, “South Africa-where land reform meets land restitution”, Land use policy 12(2),1995, pp. 99-103.
80 G Mosena (Personal collection), interview, Gilbert (Member of the Musina clan and a descendent of the last
Musina Chief Nkombezekwa at Musina), 11 Sept 2016.
81 Author’s contribution.

58

Land claims in South Africa... the copper miners of Musina, pp. 44-59

politically innocent in the collection of the history of South African tribes.82
It is misleading and is presented in a manner that is does not recognize
existing mining enterprise, however primitive compared to the advanced
technological development introduced by colonial settlers. It is acknowledged
that while the literature acknowledges the role of the Copper Miners of
Musina in the discovery of coal in the area, it does little to acknowledge the
taking over of land from the Musina people by Lieutenant Colonel Pascoe
Grenfell, James Harper and James Campbell who were already mining it.83
Although some literature mentions the lack of archeological or ethnological
literature on the copper miners of Musina, the such scientific deliberations do
not consider pre-colonial mining or commercial enterprises, as those could
distort colonial histories and claims to discoveries of what the Musina clan
had already discovered.84 Mamadi serves as the main informant of Musina
mining, as a result of a strong oral tradition which preserved the Musina
histories that could have been erased. It may seem that even if Mamadi’s text
implies that copper mining activities were ongoing when Lieutenant Colonel
Grenfell arrived, Van Warmelo an overseer of the project, did not consider
them as a potential threat. However, it remains the only document that can be
used to argue in favour of the Copper Miners of Musina. This article therefore
concludes that the history of the mines of Musina was distorted in recording
the South African colonial encounter, that the copper miners were erased
from the commercial and economic accounts of the area, and now rely on the
process of land claims to rewrite themselves into South African history, and
for restitution.

82 SP Lekgoathi, “‘Colonial’ experts, local interlocutors, ...”, The Journal of African History, 50(1), 2009, pp. 61-80.
83 Confirmed by Kgathatso Nkombezekwa, 17 Sept 2016.
84 EOM Hanisch, “Copper working in the Messina district”, Journal of South African Institute of Mining and
Metallurgy, 1974, p. 250.
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Abstract
Pretoria is well-known for its jacaranda trees, which has earned the city the
nickname “Jacaranda City”. Jacarandas, however, are alien trees, which were
brought to South Africa during the 19th century. The trees are frequently in
danger when development projects are undertaken, usually resulting in a public
outcry, as these trees have a special meaning for the people of this city. The
aim of this article is to investigate this issue to determine whether jacarandas
have cultural heritage significance. In order to do this the history of these trees,
with specific reference to Pretoria, was studied. Background research related to
heritage management was also done in order to be able to measure the possible
cultural significance of these trees. The National Heritage Resources Act (no
25 of 1999), as well as international heritage protocols, refer to natural features
and specifically those of cultural significance. Thus, natural heritage issues are
considered as well, in drawing a conclusion. Historical research shows that
jacarandas were imported to South Africa round about 1830 and that the
first ones were planted in Pretoria in 1888. They were first planted as street
trees in the town during 1906, and only after 1911 this was done on a larger
scale. Over the years there have been many interventions, to either protect
or remove these trees. Jacaranda trees are believed to have cultural, historical,
aesthetic and social values for the inhabitants of Pretoria.
Keywords: Jacarandas; Pretoria; Cultural; James D Clark; Frank Walter
Jameson; Jacaranda Jim.

Introduction
A poem by Sydney Richfield1 describes the beauty and ambiance of jacaranda
trees. Written in 1929, Richfield dedicated his poem to Pretoria:2
In Jacaranda Time
Jacaranda Blue,
Fresh with morning dew.
Ev’ry eye alluring
With its grave enduring.
1
2

The composer, Sydney Richfield was born in London on 30 September 1882 and came to South Africa in 1920.
He settled in Pretoria in 1928, where he died on 12 Apr 1967.
E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. pride of Pretoria (Pretoria, Be My Guest Publishers, 2006), pp. 26; 29.
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To a fairy call,
Petals softly fall.
For the idler treading
A magic carpet spreading.
Azure blossoms ev’rywhere
Resplendent in their beauty,
Balmy Spring is in the air.
Filling nature’s duty.
Birds are singing in the trees,
Happy in their freedom.
Fragrance is in ev’ry breeze,
In Jacaranda time.

“Jacaranda” is the common name of Jacaranda mimosifolia D. Don. The tree
forms part of a larger family of plants called Bignoniaceae and is indigenous
to the tropical and subtropical regions of Mexico, Central America, South
America, Cuba, Hispaniola, Jamaica and the Bahamas.3 The Jacaranda was
brought to South Africa during the 19th century. There is a vast number of
jacaranda trees in South Africa, but they are found specifically in the Gauteng
Province, mainly located in the metropolitan cities of Johannesburg and
Tshwane. The administrative capital of the country, Pretoria, forms part of
the City of Tshwane.
Due to the largely urbanised nature of the province, jacarandas are frequently
in danger when development projects are undertaken. The placement of these
trees along streets means that they are sometimes regarded as being in the
way of necessary road upgrading. The removal of jacarandas has often led to a
public outcry, especially in Pretoria, which is also known by its nickname the
“Jacaranda City”.

3

L Henderson, “Jacaranda”, Farming in South Africa, 30 (Pretoria, The Government Printer, 1990), pp. 9-10.
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Image 1: A typical Pretoria streetscape showing jacaranda trees in bloom

Source: Culture trip, “What to know about South Africa’s majestic Jacaranda trees” (available at https://
theculturetrip.com/africa/south-africa/articles/what-to-know-about-south-africas-majestic-jacarandatrees/, as accessed on 31 March 2020).

Since jacarandas are not indigenous to South Africa, there is a tendency
nowadays to rather plant indigenous species. The question thus arises whether
the jacaranda trees should simply be removed. Conversely, the public outcry
when a jacaranda tree in Pretoria is in jeopardy, creates the notion that it has a
specific meaning for the people of the city. Therefore, the need to investigate
whether jacarandas indeed have heritage significance emerged. The National
Heritage Resources Act (25 of 1999), referred to as the NHRA, provides for
the protection of natural as well as cultural heritages. Therefore, the applicable
sections of the NHRA have been applied in order to determine whether these
natural features of the jacaranda are of cultural significance or not.
A historiography of the jacaranda in social science literature
The most informative sources on the jacaranda tree so far identified are a
published booklet (2006) on jacarandas (Jacaranda. pride of Pretoria by E
Bolsmann) and an archival file.4 The booklet seems to be the only published
source on the history of jacaranda trees in South Africa. Although enlightening,
it remains a popular publication that requires verification of which some
4

National Archive of South Africa (hereafter NASA), Transvaal Repository (TA), Archive of the Town Clerk,
Pretoria (MPA), Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897 - 1975).
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could be done via this research.
The archival inquiry that delivered one file with information, as mentioned
earlier, contains a variety of sources, such as commemorative programmes of
Pretoria Jacaranda Festivals, official records of the City Council of Pretoria on
jacarandas, personal memoirs of Pretoria residents and newspaper clippings
which provided relevant information to this study. The file was kept by
the Office of the Town Clerk of the city council, perhaps indicating the
importance of jacaranda trees to the city. Apart from the mentioned file,
there are only 74 other archival documents related to jacaranda trees. Most
of these merely refer to photographs of jacaranda trees and to places named
‘Jacaranda’, for instance streets and buildings.5 Only three of these documents
are located in the Natal Archives and refer to complaints from people about
jacaranda trees or a request to have more of these planted.6 The remainder are
all correspondence or programmes related to the Jacaranda Festival in Pretoria
between the years 1939 and 1953.7
Other secondary sources that were consulted are mostly internet-based and
provided contextual information on specific aspects of the jacaranda, such as
discussing its association to green environments, heritage, use, its social legacy
or scientific features thereof. Of specific note is that the issue of alien trees is a
worldwide phenomenon. Just as is the case with jacarandas in Pretoria, it leads
to conflict between environmental groups and those in favour of planting (or
at least retaining) such plants.8 In the latter study, jacaranda trees are included
but this article will also emphasise the ornamental nature with relation to
jacaranda trees in Pretoria.
Literature informs that the distribution of the jacaranda tree globally and
in Africa is wide-spread. Some examples observed in the research mention
Australia, New Zealand the United States, Rwanda, Zambia and Hawaii as
well as the planting of jacarandas in African cities such as Harare, Cairo and

5
6
7
8

NASA, South African Repository (SA), Archive of the Public Works Department (PWD), Vol. 2654, Reference
9740: Correspondence files (1949-1952); NASA, SA, Howick Museum, Photo 05/4269/2: Castle Hotel with
Jacaranda tree (no date).
NASA, Natal Repository (NA), Archive of the town of Pietermaritzburg (3/PMB), Vol. 4/3/228, Reference
1111/1937: Correspondence files (1937).
NASA, TA, P545: Pamphlet (1939).
C Kuruneri-Chitepo & CM Shackleton, “The distribution, abundance and composition of street trees in
selected towns of the Eastern Cape, South Africa”, Urban Forestry & Urban Greening, 10(3), 2011, p. 252
(available at https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1618866711000434, as accessed on 5
February 2021).
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Maputo.9 Another issue addressed by literature, is that alien trees in different
countries are considered to be heritage. In one study reference is made to
heritage trees in China and emphasis is placed on the measurements needed
to improve the management and conservation thereof.10 The issue of regarding
such trees as heritage is thus not limited to South Africa (Pretoria). In at
least one case study, namely in Rwanda, jacarandas street trees are specifically
mentioned as having heritage value.11
In South Africa, only one specific heritage impact assessment report12
related to jacaranda trees could be identified. It considers the possible impact
of a proposed transport development in Pietermaritzburg on jacarandas and
concludes that the trees should not be removed as it has heritage value. It
will also be shown below that these trees are considered as having heritage
significance in Gauteng. In another publication, jacaranda trees are classified
as a beneficial alien species, due to its iconic status in Pretoria,13 whereas
another source indicates its usefulness.14 All of these matters will be further
addressed in this article.

9

10

11
12
13

14

Invasive Species Compendium, “Jacaranda mimosifolia (jacaranda)” (available at https://www.cabi.org/
isc/datasheet/29212, accessed on 5 Feb 2021); S Bella, G Mazzeo & L Süss, “First record for the European
fauna of Phytoliriomyza jacarandae Steyskal & Spencer, 1978 (Diptera:Agromyzidae) leaf miner of Jacaranda
mimosifolia D. Don. (Bignoniaceae)”, Bolletino di Zoologia Agraria e di Bachicoltura, 39(1), p. 75 (available at
https://www.cabi.org/ISC/abstract/20073153222, as accessed on 5 February 2021); JL Seburanga & O Zhang,
“Heritage trees and landscape design in urban areas of Rwanda”, Journal of Forestry Research, 24, 2013, pp. 561570; NASA, TA, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), W Jameson,
Jacarandas. The inner history of how Pretoria became famous for its Jacaranda trees, and other interesting notes about
Jacarandas both in Pretoria and elsewhere (no date), pp. 29-32.
C Kuruneri-Chitepo & CM Shackleton, “The distribution, abundance and composition of street trees in
selected towns of the Eastern Cape, South Africa”, Urban Forestry & Urban Greening, 10(3), 2011, p. 253
(available at https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1618866711000434, as accessed on 5
February 2021).
JL Seburanga & O Zhang, “Heritage trees and landscape design in urban areas of Rwanda” Journal of Forestry
Research 24, 2013, pp. 565.
D Wheelan, “Heritage impact assessment: Removal of the Jacaranda mimosaefolia trees at the intersection
of West and Burger Streets, Pietermaritzburg, for the alignment of the Msunduzi Integrated Rapid Public
Transport Network” (Unpublished report, Mayors Walk, Archaic Consulting, 2017), pp. 1-13.
T Zengeya, P Ivey, DJ Woodford, O Weyl, A Novoa, R Shackleton, D Richardson & B van Wilgen, “Managing
conflict-generating invasive species in South Africa: Challenges and trade-offs” Bothalia - African Biodiversity
& Conservation, 47(2), 2017 (available at http://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid
=S0006-82412017000200020, as accessed on 5 Feb 2021).
JM Fitchett & HA Fani, “Advance in Jacaranda Blossom Phenology in the South African Highveld interior:
A preliminary analysis” (Proceedings of the Biennial Conference of the Society of South African Geographers,
Bloemfontein, 2018), p. 4.
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From the Cape to Pretoria: The jacaranda tree in South African history
The name “Jacaranda” originated in 1789 when the French botanist Antoine
de Jusseau15 first described and named these trees as such in Brazil. It has been
mentioned earlier that jacaranda trees are indigenous to South America. It is
believed that the trees came to South Africa somewhere between 1805 and
1847 when the horticulturalist, Baron Carl Ferdinand Heinrich von Ludwig16
introduced them to the Cape.17 Von Ludwig emigrated from Germany to the
Cape in 1805 and was responsible for the establishment of a botanical garden.
Bolsmann and Otto18 specifically indicate that von Ludwig brought the first
jacaranda trees to the Cape in approximately 1830.
According to FW Jameson, jacaranda trees were specifically imported from
Brazil and planted by JH Wylie in Durban in 1879.19 Wiley was a curator of
the Durban Botanical Garden between 1904 and 1916.20 Jameson was town
engineer in many cities in South Africa, including Pretoria (see section on
the legacy of jacaranda trees in Pretoria). He further indicated that his father,
Robert Jameson,21 who was the chairman of the Parks and Estates Committee
of the Town Council of Durban, as well as Chairman of the Horticultural
Society of Durban, planted jacaranda trees in the Durban suburb of Berea in
1887.22
Bolsmann,23 however, states that jacaranda trees were first imported to
Durban by the curator of the botanical gardens in Durban, John Medley
15 Antoine Laurent de Jussieu (12 April 1748-17 September 1836) was a celebrated French botanist, notable as the
first to publish a natural classification of flowering plants in AL Jussieu, Genera planetarium secundum ordines
naturales, 1789.
16 Von Ludwig was a keen horticulturist and for his work he received the knighthood of the Order of the Royal
Crown of Wurtemberg. He also received a PhD from his native country, Tubingen. He died at his Cape Town
residence, Ludwig’s Burg in 1847.
17 NASA, TA, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), W Jameson,
Jacarandas… (no date), pp. 22-23; E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 13.
18 E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, pp. 13-14; E Otto, “Ecological resilience and the interaction between
the freshwater ecosystem services and built environment in the City of Tshwane” (MA, UP, 2015), p. 83.
19 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), W Jameson,
Jacarandas… (no date), p. 14.
20 Anon., “Curators Timeline 1849-present”, Woodiana, (2), 2013, p. 18.
21 Robert Jameson was born in Scotland in 1832 and came to South Africa in 1856. He was a town councillor here
for many years and served as mayor between 1895 and 1897. He died in 1908 (available at https://www.gerbera.
org/robert-jameson/?doing_wp_cron=1612443270.8691151142120361328125, accessed on 4 Feb 2021).
22 NASA, TA, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), W Jameson,
Jacarandas. The inner history of how Pretoria became famous for its Jacaranda trees, and other interesting notes
about Jacarandas both in Pretoria and elsewhere, (no date), p. 29.
23 Eric Bolsmann is German born and worked in the hospitality industry in Pretoria since 1977. He also is an
artist, publisher and amateur historian. He has written at least 5 books related to different Pretoria topics.
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Wood, in 1885.24 A timeline of curators of the Durban Botanical Garden25
indicates that Medley Wood was appointed as curator of the gardens in 188226
and is attributed with planting what today is believed to be the oldest living
jacaranda tree in South Africa in the Durban Botanical Gardens in 1885.27
It should be noted that Wylie was an assistant of Medley Wood and first
mentioned only came to South Africa in 1882.28 Bolsmann, however, called
Wylie the ‘Jacaranda Jim’ of Durban,29 an indication that Wylie is believed to
have contributed the most to the planting of these trees in Durban. There is,
however, no proof that Wylie was ever given this nickname, as it seems to be
used by Bolsmann only.
The mentioned timeline of curators of the Durban Botanical Gardens
indicates that Medley Wood was the curator until 1903 and that Wylie
succeeded him in 1904 remaining in that position until 1916.30 It is therefore
reasonable to accept that Wylie was the assistant to Medley Wood between
1882 and 1903 and that he in his term as curator likely have planted many
jacaranda trees in Durban. He could, however, not have planted any in 1879
as Jameson earlier stated because Wylie only came to South Africa in 1882.
There are different accounts on the import of jacaranda trees into the
interior of South Africa. These accounts seem to be totally on hearsay. It is for
instance believed that several farmers brought seeds with them from the Cape
and planted oak, walnut and jacaranda trees.31 Another account is that, even
before the discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand in 1886, jacaranda trees
were planted on farms in that area.32 Johannesburg also has large numbers of
jacaranda trees and some sources indicate that these are even more than those

24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 14.
Anon., “Curators Timeline 1849-present”, Woodiana, (2), 2013, p. 15.
Y Singh, “Here’s to a legacy” Woodiana, (2), 2013, p. 5.
A Vergou & J Willison, “Communities in nature: Growing the social role of botanic gardens”, Woodiana, (2),
2013, p. 12.
The S2A3 Biographical Database of South African Science, “James Wylie” (available at http://www.s2a3.org.za/
bio/Biograph_final.php?serial=3208, accessed on 27 Mar 2020).
E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 18.
Anon., “Curators Timeline 1849-present” Woodiana, (2), 2013, p. 18.
Johannesburg City Parks, “Joburg’s jacarandas – a quick history” (available at https://www.jhbcityparks.com/index.
php/tree-planting/tree-planting-updates/1322-joburg-s-jacarandas-a-quick-history, accessed on 30 Mar 2020).
“In your pocket essential city guides, Johannesburg” (available at https://www.inyourpocket.com/johannesburg/
jacarandas-in-joburg_73995f, accessed on 30 March 2020); C Kahla, “Jacarandas in bloom: where to view”
(available at https://www.thesouthafrican.com/lifestyle/jacarandas-in-bloom-where-view/, accessed on 30 Mar
2020).
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found in Pretoria.33 The history of jacarandas in Johannesburg, is however,
much hazier than that of Durban and Pretoria. Jacaranda trees seem to also
have an important place in the history of Johannesburg though, with the first
being planted in Doornfontein. It is said that the tree entrepreneur William
Nelson, whose business was known as Nelsonia Nurseries, planted around
106 kilometres of trees along the streets of the then newly established suburb
of Kensington, Johannesburg in 1896. The task took around six months to
complete, which is a feat in itself. It is believed to be the first time in South
Africa that street trees were planted on such a large scale.34 This too could not
be confirmed, but even Jameson who was involved in the extensive planting
of jacaranda trees in Pretoria, stated that the jacaranda trees at the Killarney
Club in Johannesburg are some of the best examples of these trees.35
Jacarandas were also planted as street trees in other South African cities, and
urbanised spaces such as Pietermaritzburg, Rustenburg, Barberton and East
London.36 In Pietermaritzburg they were for instance planted in 1900 and
again in 1929 when College Road received jacarandas as part of an extensive
street tree planting scheme.37 However, this was not done on the same scale
as in Pretoria.
The legacy of jacaranda trees in Pretoria
According to Bolsmann and Otto, jacaranda trees first came to Pretoria in
1888. A travelling nurseryman called Tempelman sold two jacaranda seedlings
to Jacob Daniël (Japie) Celliers, who resided in Sunnyside, Pretoria.38
Venning39 confirms this transaction, indicating that these were the first two
jacaranda trees in the town and that they were originally planted in 1888 in
the garden of Myrtle Lodge owned by Celliers. This property is presently

33 C Kahla, “Jacarandas in bloom: Where to view” (available at https://www.thesouthafrican.com/lifestyle/
jacarandas-in-bloom-where-view/, accessed on 30 Mar 2020).
34 Johannesburg City Parks, “Joburg’s jacarandas – a quick history” (available at https://www.jhbcityparks.com/index.
php/tree-planting/tree-planting-updates/1322-joburg-s-jacarandas-a-quick-history, accessed on 30 Mar 2020).
35 NASA, TA, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), W Jameson,
Jacarandas…, (no date), p. 20.
36 NASA, TA, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), W Jameson,
Jacarandas… (no date), pp. 29-32.
37 D Wheelan, “Heritage impact assessment: Removal of the Jacaranda mimosaefolia trees at the intersection
of West and Burger Streets, Pietermaritzburg, for the alignment of the Msunduzi Integrated Rapid Public
Transport Network” (Unpublished report, Mayors Walk, Archaic Consulting, 2017), pp. 3-4.
38 E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 14; E Otto, “Ecological resilience and the interaction between the
freshwater ecosystem services and built environment in the City of Tshwane” (MA, UP, 2015), p. 83.
39 JH (Tom) Venning was a former Director of Public Gardens in Pretoria.
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known as the Sunnyside School in Sunnyside, Pretoria (146 Celliers Street).40
In 1939 these trees in the Myrtle Lodge garden were fenced in as a protective
measure.41 A plaque was also placed at the site to commemorate the event,
and was unveiled by the Mayor of Pretoria, Ben Swart, on 8 November 1939.
This is an indication of the importance of the jacaranda trees to the city. It
is further indicated that many of the jacaranda trees in the city originated
from these two so-called “parent trees”. Mrs Celliers stated that many of
their friends took seeds from these trees to the Western and Eastern Cape
Provinces, Wellington and Uitenhage. JD Celliers have also provided seeds42
for jacarandas to be planted in Groenkloof in the 1890’s.43
Celliers secured this concession from the government to plant trees in
Groenkloof in 1898.44 The seeds were ordered through a Pretoria businessman,
James D Clark, who had established a nursery in 1895 in what today forms
part of the Riviera suburb in Pretoria. It is said that Clark received jacaranda
seeds with his consignment of eucalyptus seeds imported from Australia in
1898. As a result of the beauty of these trees, Clark donated 200 jacaranda
trees for the 51st anniversary of the founding of Pretoria on 16 November
1906.45 This was the start of the planting of jacaranda trees along the streets
in Pretoria, the first of which were along Koch Street (now Bosman Street)
and in Arcadia Park. Most of the trees were planted by school children on 16
November 1906. The two trees on the corner of Koch and Boom Street were
planted by the Mayor (JJ Kirkness) and his wife.46 Although many of these
trees died shortly thereafter, Clark had them replaced.47

40 NASA, TA, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), JH Venning, “History
of Pretoria’s Jacarandas”, Official souvenir Jacaranda Festival, Pretoria, 4-11 Nov 1939, p. 7.
41 NASA, TA, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/1: Correspondence files (1897-1975), M Nicolson (Office of
the Town Clerk), Report on the jacaranda trees at Myrtle Lodge, 5 Jun 1939.
42 This likely was in 1898 as he then secured a concession for the planting of trees (not only jacarandas) in
Groenkloof. It is unlikely that he relied on only the two trees in his garden for this purpose. He therefore
probably imported the seeds/seedlings. Nevertheless it can be noted that jacaranda trees take 3 years to start
blooming (and thus provide seeds) if grown from a seedling. When grown from seed it takes 14 years. See
https://homeguides.sfgate.com/old-jacaranda-tree-bloom-81378.html, accessed on 4 Feb 2021.
43 NASA, TA, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), [no initials] Celliers,
“History of Pretoria’s Jacarandas”, (1939), p. 2; E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 17.
44 E Otto, “Ecological resilience and the interaction between the freshwater ecosystem services and built
environment in the City of Tshwane” (MA, UP, 2015), p. 83.
45 E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 17; E Otto, “Ecological resilience…”, pp. 83-84.
46 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), [no initials] Celliers,
“History of Pretoria’s Jacarandas”, (1939), p. 3.
47 E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 18.
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Image 2: Plaque commemorating the planting of the first two jacarandas in Pretoria

Source: Photo by AC van Vollenhoven, 2020.

Image 3: One of the first two jacaranda trees in Pretoria

Source: Photo by AC van Vollenhoven, 2020.

Pretoria’s “Jacaranda Jim’s”
For his contribution, Clark was nicknamed “Jacaranda Jim”. Little is known
about Clark except that he came to Pretoria from Grahamstown in 1879 and
started a business as a florist, nurseryman and seedsman in Church Street,
Pretoria. He was regarded as a successful entrepreneur, serving on the boards
of various financial institutions and welfare societies. He died on 2 January
1956 at the age of 92 and is buried under a jacaranda tree in the Heroes’ Acre
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in Pretoria. His headstone is inscribed with his nickname, “Jacaranda Jim”.48
There was, however, someone else with this same nickname of “Jacaranda
Jim”: Frank Walter Jameson, mentioned earlier. More biographical
information is known about him. He is famous for his contribution to the
planting of jacaranda trees in Pretoria and received the nickname as a result
of his influence in the planting of these trees in the town.49 He not only
planted the most jacaranda trees in Pretoria, but he also planted these trees in
Kimberley and Nairobi.50
Image 4: Walter Jameson, also known as “Jacaranda Jim”

Source: “Kimberley City info”, (available at https://www.kimberley.org.za/tag/frank-walter-jameson/,
as accessed on 31 Mar 2020).

Born in Durban in 1873 Jameson received his education in a private school
and by means of tutoring. From 1891 until 1894 he studied under the
Borough Engineer of Durban, John Fletcher, and was an assistant engineer in
the Durban Council from 1894 to 1896. In 1896 he was appointed as assistant
engineer to WH Radford in Nottingham, England, and took a course at the
Technical University in Nottingham at the same time. In 1897 he was the
Resident Engineer of the Bridgeford Development Scheme in England and
in 1898 the assistant Resident Engineer for the Walton-on-Thames sewage
scheme. He returned to South Africa in 1899, working for the Durban
Corporation as the waterworks engineer. Thereafter, he was appointed the
48 E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 18.
49 It has been indicated earlier that Bolsmann called John Wylie the “Jacaranda Jim” of Durban. Both James Clark
and Frank Jameson are called “Jacaranda Jim” by Bolsmann as well as other sources. (Regarding JD Clark, see
NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), newspaper clipping,
Pretoria News, 3 January 1956. Regarding FW Jameson, see “Kimberley City info” (available at https://www.
kimberley.org.za/tag/frank-walter-jameson/, as accessed on 31 Mar 2020).
50 City Council Kimberley, “Kimberley City info” (available at https://www.kimberley.org.za/tag/frank-walterjameson/, as accessed on 31 Mar 2020).
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Borough engineer of Pietermaritzburg in 1902.51
His link to Pretoria started in 1905 when he was seconded and appointed as
the Technical Commissioner by the governor of the Transvaal to investigate
problems encountered with the Pretoria Sewage Scheme.52 In 1909, he was
appointed the Town Engineer of Pretoria until 1920. He also established a
nursery in the town for the propagation of jacarandas and other trees. This
nursery for many years provided trees for the city’s streets.53 Mrs Celliers
indicated that Jameson told her that it was after he saw the beautiful trees
in their garden that he decided more jacaranda trees should be planted in
Pretoria.54 According to Bolsmann it was indeed Jameson who suggested that
jacaranda trees be planted along all Pretoria’s streets.55 He indicated that one
of the reasons for planting the jacaranda trees was because of their adaptability
to local conditions, especially in the cold winter months. This led to natural
pruning, requiring less effort from the city’s Parks Department to keep the
trees in shape.56
A newspaper article in Die Vaderland indicated that in 1909 alone Jameson
planted 40 miles of jacarandas in the city.57 However, this date is incorrect
as Jameson himself said that in 1911 his department was engaged in a big
scheme to plant 40 miles of jacaranda trees in the city.58 He stated further that
the City Council had donated two jacaranda trees to all residents who allowed
them to remove other large trees with big roots that threatened the town’s
sewage system. Jameson believed that it was this scheme which eventually
persuaded most of Pretoria’s inhabitants to adopt a positive attitude towards
the jacarandas.59
51 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), [no initials] Celliers,
“History of Pretoria’s Jacarandas”, (1939), p. 3; “Kimberley City info” (available at https://www.kimberley.org.
za/tag/frank-walter-jameson/, as accessed on 31 Mar 2020).
52 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), [no initials] Celliers,
“History of Pretoria’s Jacarandas”, (1939), p. 3.
53 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), [no initials] Celliers,
“History of Pretoria’s Jacarandas”, (1939), p. 3; E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 21.
54 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), [no initials] Celliers,
“History of Pretoria’s Jacarandas”, (1939), p. 3.
55 E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 21.
56 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), W Jameson,
Jacarandas…, (no date), pp. 15; 20.
57 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), newspaper clipping,
Die Vaderland, 14 Feb 1955.
58 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), W Jameson,
Jacarandas…,(no date), p. 13.
59 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), W Jameson,
Jacarandas…, (no date), pp. 16-18.
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When Jameson left Pretoria and moved to Kimberley, no fewer than 6 000
jacarandas had been planted in the city. The City Council’s policy to plant
jacarandas, however, remained and encouraged by Jameson, by 1939 the
number of trees had risen to 17 000.60 By 1957 this number had increased
to 25 000.61
Between 1920 and 1931, Jameson was Kimberley’s City Engineer. In 1920,
he was also appointed a technical member of the Central Housing Board
in the Department of Public Health, Kimberley. After 1931, Jameson was
appointed the Town Engineer of Krugersdorp. Thereafter he worked for the
Central Housing Board until 1948 and for the National Housing Commission
between 1948 and 1951.62 As the City Engineer, Jameson had an influence in
all of the towns where he worked, thus making him an important historical
figure. He died on 16 February 1956 and was laid to rest in the Rebecca Street
cemetery in Pretoria West, which hosts a large number of jacaranda trees.
Although Jameson wished to be buried underneath a jacaranda tree, his grave
is underneath a stinkwood tree.63
Pretoria became the most famous city for the purple flowering trees and was
known as “the Jacaranda City”. As a result of Jameson’s influence, the popularity
of the jacarandas resulted in approximately 37 000 of the trees lining many
streets throughout Pretoria. It is also estimated that the figure may be as high as
65 000, but that includes trees in the outlying areas of the city.64
The white jacaranda
There are also almost 100 rare white jacarandas that can be found in Herbert
Baker Street in Groenkloof, as well as some in the Wonderboompoort area.
The white jacarandas were presented to Pretoria by Dr Wm S Stewart,
the Director of the Arboreta and Botanical Garden in California, USA.65
Windhoek and Harare have several white jacaranda trees. Some sources even
60 E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 21.
61 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), HPH Behrens
(Public Relation Officer, Pretoria)/ Mrs FJ Stewart, 18 Dec 1957.
62 “Kimberley City info” (available at https://www.kimberley.org.za/tag/frank-walter-jameson/, as accessed on 31
Mar 2020).
63 E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 21.
64 AC van Vollenhoven (Personal Collection), E-mail: S Paul (City of Tshwane)/ AC van Vollenhoven (Researcher),
26 Apr 2019.
65 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), H Bruins-Linch
(Director of Parks and Recreation, Pretoria)/Dr Wm S Stewart (Director of Arboreta and Botanical Garden,
California), 2 Nov 1965.
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suggest the existence of a legend claiming that the white jacaranda tree was
cultivated in Windhoek.66
Image 5: Some of the white jacarandas in Groenkloof, Pretoria

Source: Culture trip, “What to know about South Africa’s majestic Jacaranda trees” (available at https://
theculturetrip.com/africa/south-africa/articles/what-to-know-about-south-africas-majestic-jacarandatrees/, as accessed on 31 March 2020).

Contemplating the cultural value of the jacaranda tree
Various interventions have been made over the years to protect Pretoria’s
jacaranda trees, which is an indication of their importance to the city. In
1948, the trees were infected by a plague and the City Council took measures
to protect them.67 In 1953, many of the trees showed signs of deterioration
as a result of the tarred streets and concrete paving. The Director of Parks,
Henri Bruins-Lich, engaged in a programme of carefully pruning the trees,
which resulted in their survival.68 Bruins-Lich also succeeded in developing
the trees so that their trunks grew long and upright, making them perfect for
66 A Schoeman, “ Nature notes – the exuberant jacaranda”, Travel news Namibia (available at http://www.
travelnewsnamibia.com/news/stories/featured-stories/nature-notes-the-exuberant-jacaranda/, as accessed on 31
March 2020); Anonymous, ”Tree society of Zimbabwe” (available at https://treesociety.org.zw/discover-trees/
white-jacarandas/, as accessed on 31 Mar 2020).
67 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), H Bruins-Linch
(Director of Parks and Recreation, Pretoria)/Dr Wm S Stewart (Director of Arboreta and Botanical Garden,
California), 2 November 1965; W Jameson, Jacarandas…. (no date), pp. 24-25.
68 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), W Jameson,
Jacarandas… (no date), p. 13.
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street planting, as they were also fast growing, frost resistant and resistant to
many plant diseases.69
Jacarandas have become such a large part of Pretoria’s culture that a local
radio station has been named Jacaranda FM. The tree has also given rise to
a folk tale. The peak of the flower season is the month of October which
is incidentally also the time when final exams are written in South Africa.
Students from the tertiary institutions in Pretoria believes that if a jacaranda
blossom lands on your head, you will pass all your year-end exams.70 This is
perhaps the strongest indication that the jacaranda tree has become part of
the social culture of the capital.
Furthermore, various songs and poetry have been written about jacarandas.
The musical score, ‘In Jacaranda Time’ was composed by Gilbert Strang in the
1920s and in 1929 Sydney Richfield set words to the music71 (see this poem,
quoted in the introduction). Many Afrikaans songs with references to jacarandas
were also written. These include “Pretoria Jakarandastad” by Koos du Plessis,
“Jakaranda Jy” by Anneli van Rooyen and “Jakarandastrate” by Valiant Swart.
Some of the paintings of the famous South African artist, JH Pierneef, contain
jacaranda trees. Nowadays the city has adopted these trees by instituting the
official Jacaranda Routes in the City of Tshwane.72 The importance of jacarandas
for Pretoria is further emphasised by the way in which these trees have been
drawn into the town culture. For many years, a festival was held in Pretoria
which was known as the Jacaranda Carnival. In the 1939 programme73 of the
carnival a poem, ‘An Ode to the Jacaranda’ was published.
These festivals seem to have been nothing more than a general celebration
of the town and its jacarandas. It would include activities such as a ball, street
parade, flea markets and the crowning of a Jacaranda Queen. Decorations
would mainly be in purple to carry the jacaranda theme, but the carnival
sometimes would not even have been held in jacaranda time (OctoberNovember).74
69 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), W Jameson,
Jacarandas…, (no date), p. 22; newspaper clipping, Pretoria News, 4 Dec 1956.
70 E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 26.
71 E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, pp. 26; 29.
72 City of Tshwane, Department of Housing, City Planning, Land and Environmental Planning, “Jacaranda
routes”, printouts provided on 19 March 2019; E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, pp. 41-47.
73 NASA TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), Official souvenir
Jacaranda Festival, Pretoria 4-11 Nov 1939.
74 NASA TAB, P545: Pamphlet, Official souvenir Jacaranda Festival, Pretoria (1939-1949); NASA TAB, P546:
Pamphlet, Official souvenir Jacaranda Festival, Pretoria 1950-1953.
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Image 6: An Ode to Jacaranda

Source: NASA, TA, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2, Correspondence files, 1897-1975, AM
Hobbs, “An Ode to Jacaranda”, Official souvenir Jacaranda Festival, Pretoria, Nov 4-11, 1939.

The importance of jacaranda trees to Pretoria can furthermore be seen in the
numerous newspaper articles which have been written over the years.75 They
refer to the beauty of the trees, their history and the fact that people who
chopped down jacarandas without permission received fines. The public outcry
when such trees were removed or merely damaged, stresses the importance of
these trees to the inhabitants of the city. An article in the Pretoria News of 3
February 1956, for instance, serves as specific proof in this regard, and even
the well-known South African artists, JH Pierneef 76 and Walter Battiss, voiced
their opinions on the protection of jacarandas. Pierneef later retracted his view
only based on the fact that the jacaranda is not indigenous to South Africa.77
Due to a complaint by a citizen, G Orsmond, the Town Clerk, had to send
out a reminder on 15 September 1966 to the City Engineer instructing him
not to damage the trees while working around them.78 The latest outcry took
75 See for instance various newspaper clippings, such as NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2:
Correspondence files (1897 - 1975), newspaper clipping, Pretoria News, 30 Feb 1956; Pretoria News, 30 Nov
1956.
76 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), newspaper clipping,
Pretoria News, 30 Nov 1956.
77 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), newspaper clipping,
Pretoria News, 3 Feb 1956.
78 NASA, TAB, MPA, Vol. 3/4/1670, Reference 132/2/2: Correspondence files (1897-1975), Town Clerk,
Pretoria/ Town Engineer, Pretoria, 15 Sept 1966.

75

AC van Vollenhoven

place as recently as 2013, when the city was removing trees to make way for
the Bus Rapid Transit System. The Provincial Heritage Resources Authority of
Gauteng (PHRA-G) intervened and instructed that the jacarandas had to be
replanted elsewhere.79 This is in line with the earlier mentioned heritage impact
assessment done of jacaranda trees in Pietermaritzburg, recommending that the
trees should rather not be removed.80
Furthermore, thousands of tourists flock to Pretoria every year to see the
jacarandas in bloom, mainly in October and November. During this time,
the hills around the city is transformed into a glowing purple mass when the
trees are in bloom.
Image 7: A magnificent view of jacaranda trees in Pretoria with the Union Buildings in the
background

Source: Culture trip, “What to know about South Africa’s majestic Jacaranda trees” (available at https://
theculturetrip.com/africa/south-africa/articles/what-to-know-about-south-africas-majestic-jacarandatrees/, as accessed on 31 Mar 2020).

Cultural heritage significance and positioning the jacaranda in Pretoria
The theory regarding cultural heritage management needs some explanation
as this serves as the broad baseline in the determination of the cultural
79 Provincial Heritage Resources Authority of Gauteng, “Report of the HIA Adjudication Committee December
2012 – November 2013”, p.1.
80 D Wheelan, “Heritage impact assessment: removal of the Jacaranda mimosaefolia trees at the intersection
of West and Burger Streets, Pietermaritzburg, for the alignment of the Msunduzi Integrated Rapid Public
Transport Network” (Unpublished report, Mayors Walk, Archaic Consulting, 2017), p. 13.

76

The cultural historical significance of Pretoria’s jacaranda trees, pp. 60-85

significance of any possible heritage site, feature or object. It usually consists
of three phases but this has been dealt with in detail in previous publications,81
and therefore only issues applicable to this study will be discussed.
During any development project (mining, housing, infrastructure etc.)
heritage resources are identified and the possible impacts determined.82 In
order to rate identified resources and to determine their cultural significance,
further research is required.83 Thus decisions can be made about the
preservation, utilisation or demolition of such heritage features. Cultural
heritage resources classified as being of high significance are most likely to be
preserved in situ and to regulate the sustainable preservation and utilisation
thereof, a Cultural Management Plan is drafted.84
It is of the utmost importance that the cultural significance of a place
be understood before any decision about its preservation or destruction
can be made. In the process of determining cultural heritage significance,
international protocols such as the Burra Charter and Venice Charter, need
to be taken into consideration. The significance of cultural sites, structures,
features and artefacts is determined by means of their cultural, historical,
social, aesthetic and scientific value in relation to their uniqueness, condition
of preservation and research potential.85 Cultural significance is specific to the
site, feature or object in question and relates to the content and context of the
cultural resource.86
Conservation and preservation refer to the criteria for keeping the historical
character of a cultural resource intact, including the actions necessary for the
preservation of these resources.87 From this stems the sustainable utilisation
81 See for instance AC van Vollenhoven, Guidelines for heritage management in South Africa (Norderstedt, Lambert
Academic Publishing, 2018); “Die veranderende betekenis van die Voortrekkermonument: Erfeniswins of –
verlies?”, LitNet Akademies (Geesteswetenskappe), 14(2), 2017, pp. 214-237.
82 Republic of South Africa (RSA), “Cultural heritage survey guidelines and assessment tools for protected areas in
South Africa”, The Government Gazette (Pretoria, The Government Printer, 8 December 2017), p. 115.
83 JS Kerr, The conservation plan. A guide to the preparation of conservation plans for places of European cultural
significance (Sydney, The National trust of Australia (NSW), 2013), p. 8; AC van Vollenhoven, Guidelines for
heritage management…, pp. 30-31; J Deacon, “Cultural resources management in South Africa: Legislation
and practice”, G Pwiti & R Soper (eds.), Aspects of African archaeology (Harare, University of Zimbabwe
Publications, 1996), p. 846.
84 South African Heritage Resources Agency (SAHRA), “Site management plans: guidelines for the development
of plans for the management of heritage sites or places” (Unpublished document, 2013), pp. 1-2.
85 ICOMOS, The Australia ICOMOS charter for places of cultural significance (the Burra charter) (Burra, ICOMOS,
2013), p. 2; JS Kerr, The conservation plan…, p. 11.
86 JS Kerr, The conservation plan…, p. 12.
87 ICOMOS, The Australia ICOMOS charter…, pp. 2-3.
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of cultural resources in order to also preserve them long-term for instance for
tourism purposes. The latter should always be inferior to conservation and
preservation principles.88 Thus the monitoring of cultural sites is necessary to
ensure their proper implementation, management and maintenance.89 It is
thus necessary to relate these to the example of the jacaranda trees in Pretoria.
It may seem as if the jacarandas have no other attributes than their beauty as
they are described as being ornamental trees. 90 However, the bark and roots
have been noted to have some use in the treatment of syphilis and the leaves
are used as a vulnerary,91 although there is no evidence that they were used for
this purpose on a large scale in South Africa. One source indicates that it was
planted to address dust pollution from the mines and as source of wood for
mine supports in Gauteng.92 It is also possible that the trees may have been
used as a screen or windbreak, and it might be for this reason that jacarandas
were planted on some farms and as street trees. Jameson certainly made no
mention of such a use but did indicate that apart from their beauty, there
was a practical consideration for planting jacarandas along streets as they are
frost resistant and their natural pruning made maintaining streetscapes easy.
Nevertheless, from the history of jacaranda trees above, it is clear that the
tree has become a symbol of Pretoria not only because of its beauty. This is
explained further below.
Cultural value
This refers to the value that a heritage asset holds for the community or a
section of the community and is based on the assessment of the other four
values. Cultural value is embodied in the place itself, its fabric, setting, use,
associations, meanings, records, related places, and related objects.93

88 ICOMOS, International Cultural Tourism Charter (Managing tourism at places of Heritage significance) (Mexico,
ICOMOS, 1999), pp. 2-4.
89 RC de Jong, “Cultural resources and how to manage them: The research factor”, J van den Bos & M Moolman
(eds.), Methodology in research (Sunnyside, Transvaal Regional Branch SASCH, 1995), p. 26.
90 Bio-net Eafrinet, “Jacaranda mimosifolia (Jacaranda)” (available at https://keys.lucidcentral.org/keys/v3/
eafrinet/weeds/key/weeds/Media/Html/Jacaranda_mimosifolia_(Jacaranda).htm, accessed on 18 Nov 2020);
Invasive Species Compendium, “Jacaranda mimosifolia (jacaranda)” (available at https://www.cabi.org/isc/
datasheet/29212, accessed on 5 Feb 2021).
91 “Useful tropical plants, ‘Jacaranda mimosifolia’” (available at http://tropical.theferns.info/viewtropical.
php?id=Jacaranda+mimosifolia, accessed on 18 November 2020).
92 JM Fitchett & HA Fani, “Advance in Jacaranda Blossom Phenology in the South African Highveld interior:
A preliminary analysis” (Proceedings of the Biennial Conference of the Society of South African Geographers,
Bloemfontein, 2018), p. 4.
93 ICOMOS, The Australia ICOMOS charter…, p. 2.
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The cultural value of jacaranda trees for the residents of Pretoria has been
clearly illustrated above. This inter alia refers to the first of these trees being
regarded as sufficiently important to warrant the erection of plaques in 1939
at the two oldest jacaranda trees in the city. It further refers to its tourism
value, interventions in instances where these trees have been threatened and as
inspiration for poems, songs and other cultural products. In fact, jacarandas
have been described as part of the identity and ‘sense of place’ of the city.94
Social value
Social value is considered the most important factor in determining cultural
significance. It refers to the embracement of qualities for which a place has
become a focus of spiritual, political, national or other cultural sentiments
to any group. The value is influenced by factors such as how well-known a
resource is, the state of its preservation, or its scientific importance.95
Research regarding invader plant species has for instance shown that the
emotions of people influence people’s perceptions and attitudes towards
invasive species.96 This is indeed the case with Pretoria’s jacaranda trees,
where the social significance forms an important aspect. Not only is the city
nicknamed “the Jacaranda City”, but it is also embraced by the installation of
tiles depicting jacaranda trees in Tshwane House. Furthermore, naming a local
radio station after the tree and the folk tale about students passing their exams
if a jacaranda flower falls on their heads, emphasises its social significance to
the city. The emotion related to jacarandas, as seen in the public outcry when
some of these trees are being threatened, and the cultural products produced
in honour of these trees, are further testimony of its social value.

94 T Zengeya, P Ivey, DJ Woodford, O Weyl, A Novoa, R Shackleton, D Richardson & B van Wilgen, “Managing
conflict-generating invasive species in South Africa: Challenges and trade-offs”, Bothalia – African Biodiversity
& Conservation, 47(2), 2017 (available at http://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid
=S0006-82412017000200020, as accessed on 5 Feb 2021).
95 SAHRA, “Site management plans: …”, p. 5; ICOMOS, The Australia ICOMOS…, p. 3.
96 RT Shackleton, A Novoa, CM Shackleton & CA Kull, “The social dimensions of biological invasions in South
Africa”, BW van Wilgen, J Measey, DM Richardson, JR Wilson & TA Zengeya (eds.), Biological invasions
in South Africa (Cham, Springer, 2020), 2012, p. 716 (available at https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/
handle/20.500.12657/39577/2020_Book_BiologicalInvasionsInSouthAfri.pdf?sequence=1#page=706, as
accessed on 5 February 2021).
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Image 8: Image of Jacaranda tiles in Tshwane House

Source: https://uk.images.search.yahoo.com/search/images=Tshwane+house, as accessed on 19 Jun 2020.

Historic value
This value recognises the contribution a place makes to the achievements
and knowledge of the past. The condition of the heritage resource is evaluated,
and questions asked include whether it is a typical or well-preserved example
of a specific style, whether it is unique or has unique characteristics, or if it
can be associated with a specific important individual.97
This value definitely is applicable to the jacaranda trees of Pretoria. The
history of the trees is linked to various historical figures, including but not
limited to JD Clark, FW Jameson and certain mayors of the town. The specific
planting of these trees as street trees on such a large scale and the fact that
the first two trees planted in Pretoria have survived are therefore of specific
historical value and thus included under this category.
Scientific value
Scientific value refers to the potential of a place to provide knowledge. It is
closely associated with rarity, quality and representativeness.98 This is the only
value that does not fit the jacaranda trees. However, further research into aspects
such as its possible medicinal value, may prove this category valid in future.
97 SAHRA, “Site management plans: …”, p. 6; JS Kerr, The conservation plan…, pp. 14, 58; ICOMOS,
International charter…, pp. 1-3; ICOMOS, The Australia ICOMOS charter…, p. 3.
98 SAHRA, “Site management plans: …”, p. 6; ICOMOS, International charter… (the Venice charter) (Venice,
ICOMOS.1996), p. 2.
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Aesthetic value
Aesthetic value has to do with the beauty of the design, ambience, association,
and mood of a place. It includes the style, artistic development, and level of
craftsmanship.99 Setting in general also refers to the place itself while the visual
setting includes views to and from the place. A reference to the setting may
even include aspects such as smells and sounds, historical and contemporary
relationships, for example certain activities, social and spiritual practices, and
tangible and intangible associations with other places.100
Clearly the jacaranda trees have aesthetic significance. Many references are
made above about the beauty of these trees. This includes the reference by
Jameson as one of his reasons for planting them on such a large scale and the
mention of the views of jacaranda trees in spring making Pretoria a popular
tourist destination.
The jacaranda trees as natural heritage
Another aspect is that of a natural resource being considered as heritage. Just
as there are international conventions relating to the protection of cultural
resources (for instance the Burra charter, the Venice charter, the Conservation
plan of JS Kerr, the International Finance Corporations’ performance standard
for cultural heritage and the Equator Principles),101 there are also international
charters related to the protection of natural resources. In some cases a specific
link is made to cultural heritage. Furthermore, it is also mentioned in South
African heritage legislation.102
International conventions for the protection of natural resources for instance
include the Florence Charter (Historic Sites and Landscapes)103 and the
Washington Charter on Conservation of Historic Towns and Urban Areas.104
99 SAHRA, “Site management plans: …”, p. 6; JS Kerr, The conservation plan…, p. 15; ICOMOS, International
charter … (the Venice charter), pp. 2-3.
100 ICOMOS, The Australia ICOMOS charter… (the Burra charter), p. 3.
101 ICOMOS, The Australia ICOMOS charter… (the Burra charter); International charter…; JS Kerr, The conservation
plan…; The International Finance Corporation, “Overview of performance standards on environmental and
social sustainability. Performance Standard 8: Cultural Heritage” 2012 (available at http://www.ifc.org/wps/
wcm/connect/dd8d3d0049a791a6b855faa8c6a8312a/PS8_Englisgh_2012.pdf?MOD+AJPERES, as accessed
on 1 Sept 2017); Anon., “Equator principles”, 2013 (available at https://equator-principles.com/, as accessed
on 10 Mar 2018).
102 RSA, National Heritage Resources Act (No 25 of 1999) (Pretoria, the Government Printer, 1999), p. 15.
103 ICOMOS, The Florence Charter (Historic Sites and Landscapes) (Florence, ICOMOS, 1982), pp. 1-5.
104 ICOMOS, The Washington Charter (Charter on the Conservation of Historic Towns and Urban Areas) (Washington,
ICOMOS, 1987), pp. 1-3.
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The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) Convention concerning the protection of the World Cultural
and Natural Heritage105 is perhaps the most important.
Apart from mentioning both the cultural and natural heritage, it is also
concerned with countries’ general policies to ensure the effective measures
for their protection, conservation and presentation. Thus, it aims to give
cultural and natural heritage a function in community life and integrates the
protection of heritage into comprehensive planning programmes. Moreover,
definitions regarding cultural heritage also include natural phenomena.106
Heritage legislation in South Africa is inter alia based on the abovementioned
conventions, and the National Heritage Resources Act refers to its natural
features. In section 3(2) of the Act it states that natural features of cultural
significance are regarded as part of the national estate as a whole. It further
explains that once cultural significance can be attributed to a natural
phenomenon, it can potentially be of cultural significance. Thus, natural
features can be considered as heritage resources, especially when these have
cultural meaning.
The word ‘natural’ is also used in section 3(3) of the NHRA where the
requirements for being regarded as part of the national estate are listed.
Reference is made to unusual, rare or endangered aspects of the natural
heritage and the understanding of natural heritage.107 In many cases, this
cultural value is linked to the social value, such as what a natural feature has
for a community. Examples of this are Lake Fundudzi for the Vha-Venda108
people, or for other cultural groups, the trees in which the ancestors sleep.109
What is important, however, is that these natural phenomena should have
cultural significance. The jacaranda trees of Pretoria therefore also need to
be assessed in terms of this clause. It is believed that this has been illustrated
sufficiently above.

105 UNESCO, Convention concerning the protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (Paris & Merida
Yucatan, UNESCO, 2005), pp 1-16.
106 AC van Vollenhoven, Guidelines for heritage management…, p. 12.
107 RSA, National Heritage Resources Act (No 25 of 1999), p. 15.
108 G Anyumba & M Nkuna, “Lake Fundudzi: A sacred lake in South Africa that is not open for tourism
development”, African Journal of Hospitality Tourism and Leisure, 6(4), 2017, p. 1.
109 AC van Vollenhoven, C de Bruyn & Z Collins, “A report on a cultural heritage impact assessment done for the
Anglo American Platinum and African Rainbow Minerals Modikwa Platinum Mine South Shaft 2 Project, close
to Burgersfort, Limpopo Province” (Unpublished report, Groenkloof, Archaetnos, 2014), p. 42.
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For years, this led to controversy as environmental groups wanted the
jacarandas to be removed, whereas others, as indicated above, wanted them to
remain. Many people and institutions during the 1970’s and 1980’s called for
the removal of the jacaranda trees as they threaten the natural environment.
In 1983 they were declared invasive plants, but were placed under Category
3, meaning that although new ones may not be planted, those already planted
may be left to die of natural causes.110 The jacaranda trees are not unusual in
this regard as many alien tree species lead to conflict between those for and
against such trees worldwide.111
Public intervention in later years led to a change in this legislation regarding
jacarandas which was brought about by the specific public resistance to their
removal and to regulations preventing replanting.112 As a result, the current
Alien and Invasive Species List for fauna indicates that jacaranda trees are
not listed for urban areas in five provinces, namely Gauteng, KwaZuluNatal, Limpopo, Mpumalanga and North West.113 They are, however, listed
for other areas. Thus, although jacaranda trees are not indigenous to South
Africa, they have become accepted as part of the environment. In fact,
jacarandas are classified as being acceptable even in areas within 50 metres
of the main house on a farm in the abovementioned provinces. Thus, even
environmental legislation accepts that these trees are not regarded as being
unacceptable in an area which includes Pretoria, purely due to their perceived
cultural significance.
Furthermore, some jacaranda trees may even be considered to be so-called
“Champion trees” which is a concept used by the Department of Water Affairs
and Forestry (DWAF) which initiated a project to identify and protect trees
worthy of special protection throughout South Africa. “Champion trees” are
trees of exceptional importance deserving of national protection because of
their remarkable size, age, aesthetic, cultural, historic or tourism value. They

110 E Bolsmann, Jacaranda. Pride of Pretoria, p. 32.
111 IA Dickie, BM Bennett, LE Burrows et al., “Conflicting values: Ecosystem services and invasive tree
management”, Biological Invasions, 16, 2014, pp. 705-719 (available at https://doi.org/10.1007/s10530-0130609-6, as accessed on 5 Feb 2021).
112 T Zengeya, P Ivey, DJ Woodford, O Weyl, A Novoa, R Shackleton, D Richardson & B van Wilgen, “Managing
conflict-generating invasive species in South Africa: Challenges and trade-offs”, Bothalia – African Biodiversity
& Conservation, 47(2), 2017 (available at http://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid
=S0006-82412017000200020, as accessed on 5 Feb 2021).
113 RSA, Government Gazette. Regulation Gazette no. 10244, Vol 590, No. 37885: National Environmental
Management: Biodiversity Act (No 10 of 2014), Alien and Invasive Species Regulations (Pretoria, The Government
Printer, 2014), p. 19.
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can then be protected under the National Forests Act (Act 84 of 1998).114 The
jacaranda trees in Celliers street could also therefore be protected under this
legislation.
Currently, the City of Tshwane (which includes Pretoria) is indeed
implementing the above. Any tree that has died of natural causes is being
replaced and those that have to make way for development are being replanted
elsewhere in the city.115As mentioned above, the jacaranda tree is seen as a
symbol for the city. Tiles on which jacaranda trees are portrayed were installed
in Tshwane House, the administrative centre of the municipality.
Conclusion
Pretoria’s jacaranda trees are important cultural heritage resources and
therefore need to be conserved, preserved and protected. The main principle
in the trees’ cultural heritage significance is the importance it has for the
residents of the city. As emphasised above, the trees conform to four of the
five values indicated in determining cultural significance, namely, cultural,
social and aesthetic value, and in some cases, historical value.
The most important values are the social and cultural values the jacaranda
trees hold for Pretoria and its residents, giving rise to the city’s nickname, ‘the
Jacaranda City’. This is further illustrated by indications of the emotional
responses such as a folk tale, poems and songs, and public outcry in the event
of a tree being damaged or removed. From an aesthetic point of view, when in
bloom the jacaranda trees of Pretoria create a striking setting. This is especially
due to the hills around the town creating appealing vistas. From a historical
point of view jacaranda trees are utilised as street trees as was done in Pretoria
since 1906. Many of the trees are older than 60 years of age, including the
first two jacaranda trees planted here in 1888.
The mere fact that environmental legislation has been adapted to be less strict
about jacarandas illustrates the cultural importance of these trees. This cultural
importance outweighs the fact that jacaranda trees are invaders. Although the
trees were initially merely planted for their beauty, they gradually became a
symbol of Pretoria and inhabitants of the city have an emotional connection
with them. The past association of Pretoria with these trees has been recognised
even in a new dispensation, with the City of Tshwane embracing jacarandas
114 RSA, National Forests Act (No 84 of 1998).
115 AC van Vollenhoven (Personal Collection), E-mail: S Paul/AC van Vollenhoven (Researcher), 1 Nov 2018.
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as a symbol of the capital. There can thus be no doubt that jacaranda trees, at
least in Pretoria, should be regarded as natural features of cultural significance.

85

New Contree, No. 85, December 2020, Book Reviews, pp.

Send books for review, and book reviews to:
Book Review Editor (New Contree)
Mr Charl Blignaut
North-West University (Potchefstroom Campus)
charl.blignaut@nwu.ac.za

The New Contree Journal publishes reviews of significant books that are relevant to historians. Book reviews are written on invitation from the office of
the review editor, but unsolicited reviews may also be considered. New Contree
has an interdisciplinary outlook and welcomes suggestions of historically significant works written by scholars in other disciplines. The review should be
submitted to the review editor within two months of receipt of the book. If this
deadline cannot be met, a mutually agreeable alternative date can be negotiated.
If it becomes impossible to review the book, it should be returned to the review
editor. All reviews will be submitted to the members of the editorial board before acceptance for publication.
Contents and additional (or book) references
The review should summarize what is important in the book, and critique its
substance. The reviewer should assess the extent to which the author achieves
the stated aim of the book. It is important that the reviewer should engage
the material instead of simply reporting the book’s contents. For this reason,
the reviewer should try to avoid summations of book chapters or the separate
contributions in an edited collection. Instead, the reviewer should assess the
ways in which chapters and contributions are relevant to the overall context
of the book. Reviews should be written in a style that is accessible to a wide
and international audience.
Any use of references or additional references from other sources must be
informed on in footnote style.
Format
The review should generally be between 800 and 1 200 words, and should
include as little bibliographic data as possible. When necessary, use page references for quotations in the text of the review and provide complete bib86

New Contree, No. 85, December 2020, Book Reviews, pp.

liographic details of the source. The review should begin with a heading that
includes all the bibliographic data. The elements of the heading should be
arranged in the order presented in the following example:
The early mission in South Africa/Die vroeë sending in Suid-Afrika, 1799-1819.
Pretoria: Protea Book House, 2005, 272 pp., map, chronology, bibl., index.
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Bank robber: My time with André Stander
(Cape Town, Penguin Books, 2018, 206pp. ISBN 978-1-77609-289-5)
Allan Heyl
Emile C Coetzee
North-West University
24117889@nwu.ac.za
Bank robberies by the infamous Stander gang became headline news in the
months of October 1983 to January 1984. These criminal escapades by a
former South African Police captain, André Stander, with two other convicted criminals, captivated the South African public. It had the ironic effect
of making them into South African folk heroes. One might think that in a
country where crime has been a major issue for decades, any criminal would
be completely and irrevocably ostracized from society as a whole. Regarding
the Stander gang, it is not the case. Hence the reason why this memoir by
Allan Heyl probably was published by Penguin Books. Heyl passed away on
17 April 2020 but for crime historians his published memories are a precious
legacy which will help to further unlock the mysteries of South Africa crime
history.
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Yet an array of historians agree that autobiographies and memoirs do suffer
from many criticism. Arguments against these type of publications are that
the narrative is only told with subjective perspectives, therefore having a limited use for any historical research. Even so, autobiographies and memoirs do
deliver a first person account which can also influence and enrich historical
research long after the author of such a memoir, or autobiography, had passed
on. This will most likely be the case for Allan Heyl’s memoir. This book delivers his first hand experiences while being part of the Stander gang and he also
explains, in the book, more about his friendship with André Stander. Truly,
a clearer perspective of Stander’s personality can be seen in Heyl’s account.
The same can be argued about who Lee MacCall (the other member of the
Stander gang) was as a person. In particular interest for historians, criminologists, police detectives and officers is Heyl’s clear telling of which banks they
robbed as a gang and their usual modus operandi. For historians, this book
has the added advantage of delivering another angle of insight into the conditions of living in South Africa during the early-1980s: An era when the South
African Police was a highly trained public security force.
It is naturally unnecessary to expect in a memoir a source list or any other
reference to substantiate the narrative about the life of Heyl and the Stander
gang. How Heyl remembered and presented his account has to be accepted
as is. One might argue that Heyl had enough time to think about all the
criminal adventures he and Stander had together and the impact thereof on
their lives. Therefore, from Heyl’s view, his narrative is as accurate as it possibly could be.
This book, to be added to the repertoire of studies on the Stander gang, can
perhaps be fruitfully utilised in a comparative study with other biographies
and historical accounts of the Stander gang, such as the one by Paul Moorcraft and Mike Cohen.1 Heyl himself mentioned that certain “untruths” will
be corrected. Surely, this memoir will be used as a source to critique the historically incorrect 2003 theatrical release Stander.
Heyl’s memoir is divided into three parts. The first part succeeds a foreword
and a prologue in which a reader will read about Heyl’s regret regarding his
criminal past, and how he acknowledges that his fate was due to poor decisions. His depression has, according to Heyl, had a definitive role in his
transformation into a bank robber. From the prologue readers can observe
1

P Moorcroft & M Cohen, Stander... Bank Robber (Johannesburg, Galago Books, 1984).
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that Heyl’s childhood years were challenging for him. Amongst others he
was usually the recipient of Anglophobic slurs and taunts by his Afrikaner
classmates. The prologue showcases how an English-speaking White South
African in the Free State, being part of Generation Baby Boomer, had a tough
time growing up in the era of National Party control. Considered to be part
of the old foe Heyl felt ill-treated, while also struggling with a heavy burden
of depression. His further descent into the abyss is illustrated in the first part
of the memoir where he explains what happened to him for him to finally
cross over the proverbial threshold into becoming a bank robber. The bank
robberies which Heyl committed himself is described in no uncertain terms.
Yet, after his short solo career as a bank robber, it is clear that Heyl did experience some stability and let alone living in a comfortable house with a steady
income, he was at one point quite close to begin with a family of his own.
However, this utopian dream collapsed when he was dragged into a scheme to
rob banks again by an acquaintance who knew about Heyl’s criminal record.
When Heyl’s last solo bank robbery resulted in his arrest, he became part
of South Africa’s prison population (the focus of the memoir’s Part 2). Heyl
spent some time at the main prison facility in Pretoria but he was later transferred to Zonderwater prison (to the east of Pretoria): a transfer with which
he was not too happy about because of the lack of privacy he would endure
at Zonderwater. In the memoir Heyl portrays himself as an intellectual and
a loner, and while educating himself on several subjects such as English literature and psychology, he was able to keep the “black dog” of depression at
bay. He enjoyed to read on his own, and he had the opportunity to do so in
his single cell in the Pretoria prison but after his transfer to the Zonderwater
prison, it was difficult for him to continue to read by his lonesome. However,
his time at Zonderwater made it possible for him to meet Stander and McCall. With Stander, he found an intellectual equal. He could share his ideas
about the different subjects which he was studying with his Afrikaner friend.
Soon they started to share their experiences in robbing banks. When bank
security and surveillance was a minor field of expertise, it was easy for Stander,
McCall and Heyl to plan several bank robberies as soon as they escaped from
prison. Stander and McCall had escaped before they helped Heyl to escape in
October 1983.
All robberies and the different amounts of money stolen are carefully explained in the memoir’s Part 3. Months after their escape, they had enough
money to leave South Africa and to start somewhere anew. However, McCall
89

New Contree, No. 85, December 2020, Book Reviews, pp.

was killed by the South African police in their rented Houghton mansion,
which the Stander gang used as a hiding place. In January 1984, Stander
made his way to Florida in the United States of America, where he was later
fatally shot on 13 February 1984 by a Florida policeman. Stander was not
shot because he was a famous South African bank robber but because he was
investigated for crimes he committed in Fort Lauderdale.
Quite revealing is Heyl’s indication of his whereabouts when he heard of
Stander’s death and how it affected him. He was then the only member left
of the short-lived Stander gang. His succeeding travels and crimes in Europe,
Cyprus and Britain are also described concisely in the book’s epilogue. The
memoir ends with a brief description of his time in British and South African
prisons until he was released on parole in 2005. Heyl spent the rest of his life
giving motivational speeches and of course writing this valuable memoir. This
memoir will further engrave the fame and legendary status of the Stander
gang which erase the possibility that they would be easily forgotten in the
criminal histories of the world and South Africa.
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Obituary
Professor Belinda Bozzoli –
A paradigm changer of her time in South Africa
* 17 Dec 1945  5 Dec 2020

Close to publication time of the Dec 2020
issue of the New Contree Journal, I received
the shocking news in an email about Professor
Belinda’s passing. It was hardly possible to engage
in a more substantial reflection on this prolific
academic interdisciplinary driven intellectual,
leader and politician. Though I never had the
opportunity to meet with Prof Bozzoli in person,
sadly I may say, I always admired her academic
work as an A-rated sociologist. My admiring in
particular was for Bozzoli’s scholarly associations
with especially the Wits History Workshop,
which intrigued me and richly informed me on my interests in specifically regional
histories that relate to social history and the lives of ordinary people.
It’s heartening to hear from her students (like Prof Catherine Burns)1 and from
her close colleagues (like Sociologist, Prof Johnathan Hyslop)2 on Prof Belinda as
person.3 For Catherine Prof Belinda’s thoughts of social history, and for Jonathan
the specifics of a lived experience of the working class through Bozzoli’s thoughts,
will live on in time. To be remembered, debated and continuously considered in
the South African historiography, amongst others, will indeed be Prof Bozzoli’s
social consciousness and the “philosophical disposition of working class women”4 in
South Africa. For others she was a “feminist crusader”.5 From Hyslop’s encounter
its clear to see that her studies in the United Kingdom, and being exposed to
several radical political movements, as well as her contact with the Oxford-based
History Workshop, very much shaped her thoughts in the 1960’s and 1970’s as an
1
2
3

4
5

Burns is an associate professor of medical history at the University of the Witwatersrand.
Prof Hyslop is a professor of Sociology and a scholar in African studies at Colgate University, Hamilton, New
York. He is also an extraordinary professor at the University of Pretoria.
Both Catherine Burns and Jonathan Hyslop wrote obituaries on Prof Belinda in Businesslive on 10 Dec
2020. See https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/opinion/2020-12-10-belinda-bozzoli-an-academic-rooted-inthe-lived-experience-of-the-working-class/, and https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/national/2020-12-10belinda-bozzoli-a-brave-and-beautiful-life-that-had-ripples-far-beyond-sa/.
See C Burns, “Belinda Bozzoli: A brave and beautiful life that had ripples far beyond SA” as in https://www.
businesslive.co.za/bd/national/2020-12-10-belinda-bozzoli-a-brave-and-beautiful-life-that-had-ripples-farbeyond-sa/ , 10 Dec 2020.
“Belinda Bozzoli the racist sociology Professor is no more”, https://za.opera.news/za/en/politics/8ccbe8709011
5a2ad889bb5e44a815d0, no date.
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intellectual doyen in South Africa. She and her husband, the well-known historian
and prolific writer Charles van Onselen, together with many others, established
the Wits History Workshop which is still a successfully ongoing research group.6
Hyslop captures Bozzoli’s paradigm change philosophy for South Africa’s history
as: “Culture and politics, rather than economics in a narrow sense, and the lives
of ordinary people, stood at the centre of her vision. She stressed the need to
understand the point of view of ‘factory workers, domestic servants, traders, diggers,
the unemployed’”.7 Burns adds on her memory of Belinda Bozzoli’s gigantic scholarly
legacy:8
A tribute to her life would not be complete without noting her pugnacious
humour; her sparkling, compelling and even terrifying eyes … A theorist;
a teacher of thousands; as supervisor of dissertations by trade unionists;
politicians; bankers; artists; nuns; teachers; musicians; civil servants; leaders of
NGOs; global activists; actors; writers and journalists and more…

The National Research Foundation’s voice on Prof Belinda’s legacy can be added:9
… In addition to publishing 26 articles, Prof Bozzoli authored three singleauthor books, including, among others, Women of Phokeng and Theatres of
Struggle and the End of Apartheid. She also edited/co-edited four other books.
She held a number of Fellowships during her career including an Associate
Fellowship at Yale University from 1978 to 1979; the Oppenheim Visiting
Fellowship at Oxford; and Fellowships at Cambridge University and the Ecole
des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales (EHESS) in France. She received a
number of accolades for her work including Top Researcher Award from
the Human Sciences Research Council and a nomination for the Herskovits
Award from the African Studies Association.

It’s an academic life, one of profounding thought, and consequently leading
to paradigm shifts, that one cannot but humbly salute.
(Compiled by Elize S van Eeden)

6
7
8
9

See the Hyslop obituary as in https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/opinion/2020-12-10-belinda-bozzoli-anacademic-rooted-in-the-lived-experience-of-the-working-class/.
Jonathan Hyslop, “Belinda Bozzoli, an academic rooted in the lived experience of the working class”, as in
https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/opinion/2020-12-10-belinda-bozzoli-an-academic-rooted-in-the-livedexperience-of-the-working-class/ , 10 Dec 2020.
C Burns, “Belinda Bozzoli: A brave and beautiful life…” as in https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/national/202012-10-belinda-bozzoli-a-brave-and-beautiful-life-that-had-ripples-far-beyond-sa/ , 10 Dec 2020.
NRF, “Obituary: Professor Belinda Bozzoli”, https://www.nrf.ac.za/media-room/news/obituary-professorbelinda-bozzoli, 7 Dec 2020.
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New Contree
Template guidelines for writing an article
(To download templates, visit: https://www.newcontreejournal.co.za)
1.

Font type: Adobe Garamond Pro (throughout document)/Arial (if the first font type is
unavailable).

2.

Font size in body text: 12pt.

3.

Heading of article: 14pt, bold.

4.

Author’s details: ONLY provide the following: Title, Campus & University and Email address.
Title: 10pt, regular font; Campus & University: 10pt, italics; and E-mail address: 10pt,
regular font. (Consult previous articles published in the New Contree journal as an example or as a practical guideline). Example: Pieter van Rensburg, Vaal Triangle Campus,
North-West University, p.vanrensburg@gmail.com.

5.

Abstract: The abstract should be placed on the first page (where the title heading and
author’s particulars appear). The prescribed length is between a half and three quarters
of a page.
The abstract body: Regular font, 10pt.
The heading of the Abstract: Bold, italics, 12pt.

6.

Keywords: The keywords should be placed on the first page below the abstract.
The word ‘Keywords’: 10pt, bold, underline.
Each keyword must start with a capital letter and end with a semi-colon (;). Example:
Meters; People; etc. (A minimum of six key words is required).

7.

Main headings in article: ‘Introduction’ – 12pt, bold.

8.

Sub-headings in article: ‘History …’ – 11pt, bold, italics.

9.

Third level sub-headings: ‘History ...’ – 10pt, bold, underline.

10.

Footnotes: 12pt, regular font.
The initials in a person’s name (in footnote text) should be without any full stops. Example: LC du Plessis and NOT L.C. du Plessis.

11.

Body text: Names without punctuation in the text. Example: “HL le Roux said” and
NOT “H.L. le Roux said”.

12.

Page numbering: Page numbering in the footnote reference text should be indicated
as follows:
Example: p.space23 – p. 23. / pp. 23-29.

13.

Any lists in the body text should be 11pt, and in bullet format. NO numbers must be used.
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14.

Quotes from sources in the body text must be used sparingly. If used, it must be indented and in italics (10pt). The source reference of a quote should not be in the quote
itself but annotated in the last sentence before the quote. Quotes less than one line in
a paragraph can be incorporated as part of the text via paragraph, but within inverted
commas; and NOT in italics. Example: An owner close to the town stated that: “the
pollution history of the river is a muddy business”.

15.

Abbreviations and titles:
* Abbreviations of companies and institutions are allowed after having provided the
meaning BUT abbreviations as rule in the article narrative is strongly discouraged.
Write words full out. Examples are:
i.e.: Rather use, ‘that is’
eg.; Rather use, ‘for example’
s.l.; s.a; s.n.: Rather say in brackets ‘without place, publisher and date’
* No punctuation with titles is required in the text, such as Dr P Moloto (in the
English narrative) BUT dr P Moloto (in the Afrikaans marrative).
* The abundant use of Latin forms in the text and footnotes are not encouraged.
So for example is Ibid and Passim not allowed.

15.

Quotes (as part of the body text) must be in double inverted commas: “…and she”
and NOT ‘…and she’.

16.

Images: Illustrations, pictures, photographs, tables and figures: Submit all pictures
for an article in jpeg, tiff or pdf format in a separate folder, and indicate where the
pictures should be placed in the manuscript’s body text. All visuals are reffered to as
Images.
Example: Image 1: ‘Image title’ (regular font, 10pt) in the body text.
Sources of all images should also be included after the ‘Image title’.
Example: Source: ‘The source’ (regular font, 9 pt). Remember to save and name pictures in the separate folder accordingly.
Important note: All the images should be of good quality (a minimum resolution of
200dpi is required; if the image is not scanned).

17.

Punctuation marks should be placed in front of the footnote numbers in the text.
Example: the end.1 NOT …the end1.

18.

Single and left spacing between the sentences in the footnote.

19.

Dates: All dates in footnotes should be written out in full. Example: 23 December 2010;
NOT 23/12/2010 [For additional guidelines see the New Contree Reference guidelines].

20.

Language setting in Microsoft Word as English (South Africa); do this before starting with the word processing of the article. Go to ‘Review’, ‘Set Language’ and select
‘English (South Africa)’.
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New Contree
Reference guidelines for writing an article
(To download templates, visit: https://www.newcontreejournal.co.za)

FOOTNOTES
Only the footnote method for references is accepted in articles for New Contree.
Footnote references should appear at the bottom of each page. Footnotes should be
numbered sequentially throughout the article and starting with 1. No other numerical system is allowed. Archival sources/published works/authors referred to in the
text should be cited in full in the first footnote of each new reference. Thereafter it
can be reduced to a shorter footnote reference (See example later on).
No exact repetition of a footnote reference on the same page is allowed. For example, if you refer to Y Krone’s source as in footnote 1 and then also in footnote 2, the
page references must at least differ. They can’t reference the same pages.
No use of the Latin word “Ibid” allowed. Rather refer to the actual reference again
(or in its shortened version).
The titles of books, articles, chapters, theses, dissertations and papers/manuscripts
should NOT be capitalised at random. Only the names of people and places (and in
some instances specific historic events) are capitalised. For example:
P Erasmus, “The ‘lost’ South African tribe – rebirth of the Koranna in the Free State”, New
Contree, 50, 2005, p. 77;

NOT
P Erasmus, “The ‘Lost’ South African Tribe – Rebirth of The Koranna In The Free State”,
New Contree, 50, 2005, p. 77.

PLEASE NOTE: Referencing journal titles imply that every word of the journal
must start with a capital letter, example: Yesterday&Today Journal.
Only the first letter of the surname of authors should be capitalized, not the complete surname. No names of authors, in full, is allowed. The following practical examples will help:
Avoid punctuation between initials IN footnotes (and in the article text).
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Examples of an article in a journal
R Siebörger, Incorporating human rights into the teaching of history: Teaching materials,
Interdisciplinary Science Review, 2, 2008, pp. 1-14.
S Marks, “Khoisan resistance to the Dutch in the seventeenth and eighteen centuries”, Journal of African History, 3(1), 1972, p. 76.

Example of a shortened version of an article in a journal after the first full
reference
From:
P Erasmus, “The ‘lost’ South African tribe – rebirth of the Koranna in the Free State”, New
Contree, 50, 2005, pp. 77-80;84-86.

To:

P Erasmus, “The ‘lost’ South African tribe…”, New Contree, 50, 2005, pp. 77-80;84-86.

[Please note: ONLY the title of the article is shortened and not the finding place]
Examples of a reference from a book
WF Lye & C Murray, Transformations on the Highveld: The Tswana and the Southern Sotho
(Cape Town, David Phillip, 1980), pp. 7; 10.
JJ Buys, Die oorsprong en migrasiebewegings van die Koranna en hulle rol in die Transgariep tot
1870 (Universiteit van die Vrystaat, 1989), pp. 33-34.

Example of a shortened version of a reference from a book after the first
full reference
From:
JA Conforti (ed.) or (eds.), Samuel Hopkins and the New Divinity Movement: Calvinism, the
congregational ministry, and reform in New England between the Great Awakenings (Washington, Christian University Press, 1981), p. 23.

To:

JA Conforti (ed.), Samuel Hopkins and the New Divinity Movement…, p. 23.

Example of a reference from a chapter in a book
S Brown, “Diplomacy by other means: SWAPO’s liberation war”, C Leys, JS Saul et.al.,
Namibia’s liberation struggle: The two-edged sword (London, Oxford University
Press, 1995), pp. 19-39.
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Shortened version after the first full reference:
S Brown, “Diplomacy by other means…”, C Leys, JS Saul et.al, Namibia’s liberation struggle…, pp. 19-39; 45-90.

Example of a reference from an unpublished dissertation/thesis
MJ Dhlamini, “The relationship between the African National Congress and the Pan Africanist Congress, 1959-1990” (PhD, NWU, 2006), pp. 4; 8; 11.

Shortened version after the first full reference:
MJ Dhlamini, “The relationship…” (PhD, NWU, 2006), pp. 4; 8; 11.

Examples of a reference from a newspaper
P Coetzee, “Voëlvlugblik ATKV 75 op ons blink geskiedenis”, Die Transvaler, 6 Jan 2006,
p. 8.

Or when no definite author
“What went wrong?”, Zululand Times, 19 July 1923.

Shortened version after the first full reference:
P Coetzee, “Voëlvlugblik ATKV 75…”, Die Transvaler, 6 Jan 2006, p. 8.

Archival references
• Interview(s)

Provide at least key details such as: Name of interviewee and profession; the interviewer and profession and date of interview
• Example of interview reference
E Schutte, (ES) Personal Collection, Interview: K Kotzé (CEO, Goldfields, Johannesburg
Head Office)/E Schutte (researcher, NWU, School of Social Science), 12 Mar
2018.

or

K Rasool (KR), Personal Collection, Interviews: R Vahed (housewife, Gugulethu)/S Dlamini
(researcher), 13 August 1948; JA Conforti (policeman, Vaalwater)/S Dlamini
(researcher), 13 Aug 1948.
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• Shortened version after the first full reference:
ES, Personal Collection, Interview: K Kotzé/E Schutte , 12 Mar 2018.
• Example of an Electronic Mail - document or letter
T Nyamunde, (TN), Personal Collection, E-mail: W Pepler (Bigenafrica, Pretoria)/T Nyamunde (Researcher), 22 Oct 2019.
• Shortened version after the first full reference:
TN, Personal Collection, E-mail: W Pepler/T Nyamunde, 22 Oct 2019.

• National Archive of South Africa (or any other archival repository)
Examples:
National Archive of South Africa (NASA), Pretoria, Department of Education (DoE),
Vol.10, Reference 8/1/3/452: Letter, K Lewis (Director General) / P Dlamini
(Teacher, Springs College), 12 Jun 1960.
Western Cape Archives and Records Service (WCARS), WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/11,
Minutes of a Council Meeting, 19 Sept 1899, pp. 437-438; Vol. 1/1/1/12,
Minutes of a Council Meeting, 20 May 1902, p. 162; 29 Sept 1902, p. 216;
16 Oct 1902, p. 224; Vol. 1/1/1/14, Minutes of a Council Meeting, 22 Oct
1912, p. 494.
Western Cape Archives and Records Service (WCARS), 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/18, Minutes of a
Special Meeting of the Council for the purpose of discussing the augmentation
of the town’s water supply, 18 Jan 1927, p. 448.
• Shortened version after the first full reference:
WCARS, 3/BFW, Vol. 1/1/1/18, Minutes of a Special Meeting…, 18 January 1927, p. 448.

A source accessed on the Internet
A Dissel, “Tracking transformation in South African prisons since ancient times to the 21st
century”, Track Two, 11(2), April 2002 (available at http://ccrweb.ccr.uct.ac.za/
two/11-2transformation.html, (accessed 14 Jan 2003), pp. 1-3.
• Shortened version after the first full reference:
A Dissel, “Tracking transformation in South African prisons…”, Track Two, 11(2), April 2002
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(available at http://ccrweb.ccr.uct.ac.za/two/11-2transformation.html (accessed
14 Jan 2003), pp. 1-3.

A source from conference proceedings
D Dollar, “Asian century or multi-polar century?” (Paper, Global Development Network Annual Conference, Beijing, Jan 2007), p. 7.
B Sautmann, “The forest for the trees: Trade investment and the China-in-Africa discourse”
(Paper, Public Seminar: China in Africa: Race, relations and reflections, Centre
for Sociological Research, University of Johannesburg, 28 Jul 2007), p. 7.
Shortened version after the first full reference:
D Dollar, “Asian century...”, p. 7.
B Sautmann, “The forest for the trees: ...”, p. 7.

SUBMISSION REQUIREMENTS
Professional Language editing
Articles finally submitted to the New Contree for publication, after approval, must
be editorially revised and a submission must be accompanied by a letter of confirmation from a qualified language practitioner. No article will be published without an
official letter of confirmation that professional language editing of the article had
been done.
Page fees obligation
The author/the author’s institution on behalf of the author is liable for page fees.
An invoice reflecting the page fee will be prepared prior to the publication of the
article for an edition. The payment of this invoice is required prior to publication.
Unfortunately, no publication will be considered without proof of payment of the
page fees.

ILLUSTRATIONS
Photographs, sketches, tables, diagrams; graphics, maps etcetera should all be referred to as Images (Eg. Image 1; Image 2 etcetera). The appropriate positioning of
the illustration should be indicated in the text. High quality Jpeg images are preferred above Word created images.
Authors, PLEASE obtain copyright and reproduction rights on photographs
and other illustrations, if required.
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Copyright on all material in New Contree rests within the Editorial Advisory Board
of New Contree. Inquiry can be done by communication to the Editor-in-Chief.

To receive a hard copy of the
New Contree Journal, see:
https://newcontreejournal.co.za
To submit an article, see:
https://newcontreejournal.co.za
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