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To say that the mining industry has played a defining role in the course of South Africa’s history, at least during the last century and a half, would be no great exaggeration. Nowhere else in the world has a mineral revolution proved so influential in weaving the political, economic and social fabric of a society.


 


When ‘mountains of copper’ were discovered in the drylands of Namaqualand, many days’ trek from the Cape of Good Hope, South Africa took its first halting steps towards commercial mining. Nearly two decades later, when a farmer’s son picked up a ‘mooi klip’ – later to be called the Eureka Diamond – people were reluctant to believe that such riches would ever be found in abundance in the dry hinterland of the country. Not long after, the discovery of the 83.5 carat Star of South Africa on the banks of the Vaal River sparked the first of the diamond rushes and the first Diggers’ Republic.


 


Digging Deep chronicles South Africa’s great mineral revolution – the lucky strikes and the struggles of prospecting in the late 1800s, the rushes to boom-and-bust towns in the Eastern Transvaal Goldfield, the dubious beginnings of the Witwatersrand (the largest and richest goldfield in the world, with the lowest-grade ore), and the stories of the visionary men like Cecil Rhodes, Alfred Beit, Barney Barnato, Sir Ernest Oppenheimer, Sammy Marks and Hans Merensky who pioneered and shaped the industry on which modern South Africa was built. The author traverses the history of the industry over the course of the 20th century, taking the reader right up to the modern era.


 


Digging Deep is the only account in a single volume of how South Africa’s gold, diamonds, platinum, coal and a host of other metals and minerals – the richest treasure trove ever discovered in one country – transformed a colonial backwater into the greatest industrialised power on the African continent.
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Introduction


To say that the mining industry has played a defining role in the course of South Africa’s history, at least during the last century and a half, would be no great exaggeration. Nowhere else in the world has a mineral revolution proved so influential in weaving the political, economic and social fabric of a society.


Before the advent of its great mineral revolution in the latter half of the nineteenth century, South Africa was a mere colonial backwater whose unpromising landscape was seemingly devoid of any economic potential. The region’s economy was rudimentary, being almost entirely dependent on a middling agricultural sector, which itself was considerably constrained by harsh climatic conditions and the limited size of the domestic market. It was a land without millions and without millionaires; no man dreamed of making a great fortune in such an unforgiving country.


Yet beneath the surface of an incredibly varied landscape lay the richest mineral treasure trove ever discovered in one country. Almost every precious stone, mineral and metal known to man has been found in deposits varying from mere traces to quantities of enormous value. In fact, South Africa boasts the world’s largest reserves of platinum group metals, chromium, manganese, and vanadium, and is also host to some of the most significant reserves of gold, coal, diamonds, iron ore, titanium, andalusite, fluorspar and vermiculite.


The reason why South Africa is so well endowed with such a wide variety of mineral resources is that the heart of the country overlies the Kaapvaal Craton, which is perhaps the most ancient nucleus of continental crust. Because this section of the Earth’s crust dates back to the early Achaean times, or 3,7 billion years ago, it has undergone far more cycles of magmatic intrusion, sedimentation, metamorphism, and deformation – all processes that facilitate the deposition of ore reserves of varying richness – than younger landmasses. Indeed the significant age of the craton is the very reason why all of South Africa’s minerals, except coal, are at least twice as old as most rocks exposed in Europe or the Americas.


It was the uncovering of pockets of that incredibly rich treasure trove that completely transformed the economic prospects of the region. In a world where every single item consumed by man is either mined or farmed – a statement that is as true today as it was 100 years ago – the significance of South Africa’s vast and varied mineral resource is only too apparent. Moreover, the discoveries were made at a time when the world’s economy was undergoing rapid industrialisation and becoming increasingly connected through expanding trade networks – and in a region that was firmly under the dominance of Britain at the height of its imperial influence.


It was the intensive exploitation of copper, followed by diamonds, gold and coal in the latter half of the nineteenth century, that ultimately catapulted South Africa’s backward economy into the modern, industrialised era. For the first time, the country had commodities that the rest of the world desperately required and it was on the back of the export of tonnages of its natural wealth that it was not only able to diversify its economy but also to industrialise at a rate and on a scale unprecedented on the African continent. Most importantly, the mineral revolution enabled the introduction of an aggressively organised and racially dominated form of industrial capitalism, an economic system that dominated South Africa’s socio-political and fiscal arena for more than a century.


This narrative presents a historical overview of the discovery of South Africa’s mineral wealth and the subsequent establishment and growth of a giant mining industry over the course of 150 years. It tracks the development of the industry, starting with the establishment of the first commercial mine in Namaqualand in the Northern Cape in 1852. It then covers the more familiar history of the discovery of diamonds and gold in the 1860s and 1870s and the subsequent development of those industries. It also elaborates on the industrialisation of the economy that was sparked by the mineral revolution as well as the diversification of the sector that occurred during the twentieth century when commodities such as coal, iron ore, platinum and uranium began to be exploited on a steadily increasing scale. Moreover, this history seeks to explain how a very ruthless form of organised – and, in one specific case, monopoly – capital came to dominate South Africa’s mining sector.


The concluding date chosen for this history is 2002, not only because it marks the 150th anniversary of the advent of commercial mining in South Africa, but also because it was in that year that the Mineral and Petroleum Resources Development Act was promulgated. That new legislative dispensation aimed to transform the South African mining industry through a broad-based socio-economic policy of equal access to mineral resources that had been the exclusive preserve of one racial group for more than a century. However, because the process of transforming the South African mining industry by means of the application of a black economic empowerment policy is still under way, it is an aspect of the industry that should be commented on by analysts and journalists and reflected upon by a future generation of historians.


This book does not profess to be a comprehensive history of the industry, since the subject of mining, especially in the South African context, is both vast and multi-layered, covering a plethora of commodities and comprising many aspects ranging from actual production to companies, magnates, labour, technology, metallurgy, health and safety, legislation, environmental impact, and beneficiation. Moreover, the industry is intimately connected with South Africa’s broader history of conquest, dispossession, and discrimination, an extensive subject in itself. Indeed, it is quite impossible to cover all of these aspects in a one-volume account.


Rather this narrative relates the history of mineral discovery and focuses on the people and the main factors, both local and international, that influenced the establishment and shaped the trajectory of the industry’s development and growth (and decline in the case of gold) over more than a century. As it is inconceivable to cover all of the commodities that have been exploited in one volume, this text concentrates on just seven of South Africa’s major and most historically significant commodities, namely copper, diamonds, gold, coal, iron ore, platinum and uranium. This does mean, however, that certain mining sectors of importance, particularly chromium, vanadium, palladium, crocidolite (blue asbestos), and non-ferrous metals such as nickel, tin and titanium, have by necessity been overlooked.


 


[image: intro.tif]


 


The central importance of the mining revolution to South African history, at least in terms of the exploitation of diamonds and gold has, of course, long been recognised and has generated a sizeable scholarly literature as well as a number of more popular accounts. However, most historical narratives have tended to focus primarily on diamonds, gold and the mining magnates of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This has meant that other histories relating to less glittering commodities have been somewhat overshadowed. This history aims to address that dearth of historical narrative and, more importantly, seeks for the first time to provide the general reader with a comprehensive account of the industry from the advent of commercial mining to the present day.









CHAPTER ONE


 


Prospecting the New Frontier


Southern Africa has one of the longest mining histories in the world, dating back to the late Stone Age. The site of the oldest known mining operation is Lion Cavern on a high ridge of Ngwenya Mountain in Swaziland where, as early as 41 250 BCE, late Stone Age populations quarried haematite deposits as a source of red ochre for cosmetic and ritual purposes.1 Since that prehistoric date, indigenous populations, particularly metal-working clans, have sporadically exploited southern Africa’s generous metalliferous deposits. Iron ores, copper and tin were favoured by pre-colonial metal-workers, owing to their usefulness in the manufacture of tools and weapons, as well as in creating decorative ornaments. Gold – the metal that has brought South Africa fame and wealth over the last 140 years – was also mined in pre-colonial times for decorative and trading purposes, although the exact locations of the workings is only vaguely known.


There is no doubt that mining activity in southern Africa flourished during the pre-colonial era, but later, because many ‘ancient’ mines were seen simply as indications of rich mineral deposits, much of the archaeological evidence they contained was destroyed by colonial and post-colonial prospecting and mining activities.2 As a result, southern Africa’s archaeological record, particularly with regard to ancient mining activities, is sadly lacking. What is known with fair certainty is that surface deposits of iron ore were smelted at sites near Phalaborwa and Broederstroom as early as the fifth century CE; that copper was actively mined at Phalaborwa and at the Leopard Kopje mines of the Messina region sometime before the tenth century; and that tin was actively exploited near the present town of Rooiberg from the fifteenth century onwards.3


* * *


While there is no doubt that mining activities predate the arrival of the first European explorers and settlers in southern Africa, it is at that pivotal date, in 1652, that this history must commence as it was only in the wake of European settlement that official documentation of geological and mining activities in southern Africa was first undertaken.


Modern South Africa began as a by-product of the lucrative trading enterprise of the Dutch East India Company (VOC). In the seventeenth century, the Golden Age of the Dutch Republic, the VOC was the world’s greatest merchant corporation, trading luxury commodities between Europe and Southeast Asia. The Company was essentially an independent state outside the jurisdiction of the Republic: it operated under a charter from the Dutch government and was granted sovereign rights in and east of the Cape of Good Hope.


The foundations of modern South Africa were laid in the year 1652 when the VOC authorised one of its Commanders, Jan van Riebeeck, to occupy the Cape of Good Hope and establish a settlement at the foot of Table Mountain. The purpose of this settlement was to serve as a victualling station and a halfway link between The Netherlands and its eastern trading empire, which was centred in Batavia (modern-day Jakarta, capital of Indonesia). At the start, the Dutch had no intention of committing themselves to much more than building a small fort to defend a settlement where the annual fleets to and from Batavia could rendezvous, take in fresh water, fruit, vegetables and grain, and land their sick for recuperation.4


Although the settlement was intended solely to service the needs of Dutch trading ships, directors of the Company did instruct Van Riebeeck to search for valuable mineral deposits in the vicinity. The first permanent European settlers in the Cape had every reason to believe in the rich mineral potential of that frontier region. Discoveries of gold and copper by Portuguese mariners exploring the west coast of Africa in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries had led to a thriving and profitable metal trade at the port of El Mina, in present-day Ghana: it is estimated that, in the early years of the sixteenth century, between 24 000 and 30 000 ounces of gold was exported to Portugal from El Mina each year.5 While the thriving metal trade may have been centred on the West African coast, European traders and explorers were certainly aware of the existence of other sought-after metals, such as copper, further south. In his account of meeting the inhabitants of St Helena Bay in 1497, the great Portuguese mariner, Vasco da Gama, mentions that the Khoi tribe of that area wore copper beads in their ears. It was subsequently confirmed that these copper ornaments were derived from the workings of the Namaqua people, who roamed the semi-desert some 400 kilometres to the north of present-day Cape Town.6


The VOC, however, was primarily interested in finding payable deposits of gold. The company sent out experienced miners and assayers with instructions to prospect the immediate vicinity of the fort, paying particular attention to Devil’s Peak, Table Mountain and Lion’s Head, but thorough investigations yielded little evidence of rich gold mineralisation.7 Undeterred by that initial failure, in 1660 Van Riebeeck widened the scope of investigation and despatched a mineral prospecting expedition into the interior under the command of Pieter van Meerhof. Contact was made with some Namaqua people who wore a considerable amount of copper ornamentation, but they were far from the land of the Namaquas and the arid intervening terrain discouraged his party from going on to find the source of that copper.8 Ultimately, as the maintenance of the victualling station was the Company’s main priority, Van Meerhof’s search for precious metals in the interior was abandoned when no promising indications were uncovered. It would be another 20 years before effort was put into discovering the source of the copper adorning the Namaquas.


In 1679 Simon van der Stel, the newly appointed Commander at the Cape of Good Hope, learnt of Van Meerhof’s encounter with the Namaquas and developed an interest in the copper prospects of the territory that came to be known as Namaqualand. He issued a formal invitation to Namaqua chiefs to visit him at the Fort with a view to finding out more about the mineral potential of their land and in December 1681 received a delegation bearing specimens of very high-grade copper ore, which they insisted had been quarried from a ‘mountain of copper’ in Namaqualand with their own hands. While, disappointingly, the samples did not contain gold, they contained such a rich percentage of copper that Governor van der Stel decided to make a personal inspection of the mines. Despite his enthusiastic requests to mount an immediate expedition, it was only in 1685 that he received official authorisation from the VOC to lead a party to examine the copper mountains of Namaqualand.9


It was on 25 August 1685 that the great mineral-seeking adventure left Cape Town with the salutes of rounds of Company muskets ringing in their ears. Van der Stel kept meticulous notes of the venture in his diary, which was later published under the title Simon van der Stel’s Journal of his Expedition to Namaqualand in 1685/6.10 The party, which was well-equipped, consisted of Commander van der Stel with three slaves as personal attendants, 56 Europeans of various callings, 46 drivers and leaders, mostly of mixed race, and a number of Khoi to serve as interpreters. As the party progressed further north, Namaquas joined the expedition as guides. The means of transportation included the Commander’s coach, 15 wagons, eight carts and a boat for the purpose of crossing the Berg and Olifants rivers, drawn by 289 oxen, 13 horses and eight donkeys. Two small cannons were also included in the caravan, the intention being to impress the indigenous inhabitants with respect for the power of the Europeans.11


As the caravan proceeded beyond the limits of the Dutch settlement, the country was found to be so rugged that progress was slow and difficult. It took two months for the party to cover a distance of some 365 miles and it was only on 21 October 1685 that they reached the copper mountains of Namaqualand. They pitched their camp at the foot of a ridge, aptly called the Koperberg, five miles east of the present-day town of Springbok. A site on the ridge, declared a national monument, has ‘1685’ cut in it in old-fashioned characters and it is said that Van der Stel’s initials could be seen in the rock until vandals obliterated them.12


The ridge where the camp was pitched was found to be stained green with copper mineralisation, so various exploratory holes were made in the hills and three shafts were sunk. The task of prospecting and assaying mineral samples was undertaken by Frederich Mathias van Werlinckhof, the VOC’s Chief Mining Engineer, who was instructed to assist the Commander and report on the mineral potential of the Cape while en route to the east where he would assume command of mining operations on the west coast of Sumatra.


Van der Stel and his chief mining assistant commenced a close examination of the site, with an eye to the economic viability of establishing a copper mine, for there can be little doubt that it was the commercial prospects of the deposits rather than their scientific value that appealed principally to the Commandant. Some two weeks were devoted to extracting the ore and examining the surrounding country. Van Werlinckhof was at first disappointed with the results of the digging, but his opinion grew more favourable as the shaft was sunk deeper and the grade of copper ore increased. In his diary, he noted:


At this place we sunk to a depth of three fathoms, finding better ore the deeper we went, holding [copper] and real silver so far as tests could be made, so that, in my opinion, it is certain and obvious that the deeper one goes the richer and richer minerals will be, the more so because … the minerals first found were not perfect, but the deeper they lay, the harder, more compact, and richer they were found to be.13


The diary also revealed that he was ‘entirely convinced of the favourable character of these mines’ and in the event of mining operations being continued, ‘richer and richer, and better minerals will be found, for the hills concerned extend several miles in length and breadth, and hold minerals almost everywhere’.14


After 14 days of prospecting the copper mountains the party packed up their caravan to widen their exploration of Namaqualand. However, because it was the height of summer and there was little grass or drinking water for the animals, the expedition decided to return to the Fort. They arrived in Cape Town on 26 January 1686, more than five months after setting out. The ore samples collected in Namaqualand were sent to Holland for assaying, as no such facilities existed at the Cape. Unfortunately, the results proved disappointing, with each sample yielding between 7,5 and 11 per cent copper. With the benefit of hindsight, it is known that the party had unwittingly passed within a stone’s throw of some of Namaqualand’s richest copper deposits, which have yielded more than 60 per cent copper. It was those rich deposits that would be developed into profitable mines some 200 years later.


Not surprisingly, the low copper content, the remoteness of the resource from Cape Town, the cost of transportation, and the harsh conditions of the region discouraged the VOC from establishing mining operations in the Koperberg. Moreover, with the limited and basic appliances at the Company’s disposal at the Cape, it was realised that the copper could not be exploited in sufficient quantities to pay what would be exorbitant expenses. Under these circumstances the VOC considered it futile to spend more money or thought upon the matter and so the rich copper deposits were left unexploited until the improved technology and transportation of more modern times made it possible to turn the mineral wealth of Namaqualand to account.


For some 80 years following Van der Stel’s Namaqualand expedition, no noteworthy attempts were made by the Company to establish or exploit the mineral potential of the land they had colonised. It was not until 1761 that interest in mineral exploration, specifically in the copper deposits, was roused again. In that year the Dutch government directed a detailed examination to be made of the geology of Namaqualand, and sent the geologist, Dr Carel Rykvoet, to analyse the ores and minerals of that district.15 During his investigations, Rykvoet rather underestimated the mineral wealth of the region and concluded that there was insufficient copper to support a commercial and profitable mining enterprise.


When I arrived at the first or large Copper Mountains … I found by analysis that the ore of this mountain yielded only a very small quantity of copper. After having examined the little Copper Mountain, situated very close to the large one I found it to produce more copper than the former … and in other places also veins of copper are to be found, which led to the supposition that the same might yield the same quantity of copper as was proved by the formed analysis; but it nevertheless appears that it would not be profitable to commence mining operations here.16


Rykvoet’s conclusion was founded on two suppositions. First, he believed that the rocks were of such a hard substance that the working out of the ore would prove to be a very tedious and difficult process, and second, there was not enough wood in the vicinity of the mountains to smelt the copper.17 Inevitably, the negative outcome of Rykvoet’s report again inhibited the development of a commercial mining industry in Namaqualand and, thus, the question of the copper deposits would be held in abeyance for another half a century.


It should be noted that, during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, all attempts that were made to establish the mineral potential of the region were undertaken on behalf of the Company, and not as private undertakings. This was due to the fact that the Dutch-speaking settlers who pioneered the expansion of European peoples into the hinterland of southern Africa had no real interest in discovering the mineral wealth of the country. Rather, the sole ambition of those semi-nomadic farmers, who came to be known as trekboers, was to farm their livestock and hunt wild game free from the interference of an overbearing government.18 Any mineral deposits that were stumbled across during the trekboers’ migration east and north of Cape Town would not have been considered more than a mere curiosity.


* * *


It was during the European turmoil sparked off by the French Revolution of 1789 that Great Britain became the dominant sea power and was thus able to challenge the VOC’s control over both the Cape and its Eastern trading routes. From the British perspective the occupation of the Cape Peninsula, which was finally secured in 1806, was a purely strategic move, being regarded as a mere stepping-stone to Asia and the highly lucrative spice trade.19


In the year that the British annexed the Cape, the Dutch Commissary, Jacob de Mist, compiled a memorandum containing suitable recommendations for the form and administration of government of the Colony. In this memorandum, De Mist described the copper deposits of Namaqualand as being worthy of the government’s attention owing to its potential economic benefits, and also because it was the only significant mineral discovery made thus far. Although De Mist insisted that the copper mines were worthy of attention, he acknowledged that there were a number of serious disadvantages. The most serious challenges were the great distance at which the copper deposits were situated from Cape Town, the costs of transporting the ore to a port for export, and the fact that they were located in such a challenging environment. While nothing could be done to mitigate the climatic challenges, De Mist did offer an interesting solution to the problem posed by transportation:


It would be far better to import and breed camels at the Cape and use them instead of draught oxen, since the camel will be far more at home in that region, resembling as it does the desert plains in the North of Africa. In addition, the camelopard [giraffe] whose habitat is in the vicinity of the mines, is not unlike the camel, which we think could be used with success, and would be bound to benefit trade with the interior.20


Apart from the natural hindrances, De Mist conceded that a far more serious difficulty lay in finding competent and reliable miners to whom the activity of copper mining could be entrusted:


It is difficult to state which methods it would be best to adopt in obtaining competent and reliable men for these mines; for efficient mining engineers are few and far between, are much in demand, and can always earn a good living. Probably suitable individuals could be engaged by private communication with various parts of Germany, Norway or Sweden, provided they are assured of a good salary.21


While De Mist believed that the successful working of the copper deposits would be of significant economic benefit to the new British administration, he was of the view that less immediate action was needed in this case than in most other areas, including agriculture, forestry and education, where reform was of urgent necessity. Thus, in all probability it was De Mist’s account of the challenges that discouraged the new British colonial administration – which was, in any event, more interested in its eastern trading route – from pursuing a strategy of opening up or developing Namaqualand’s copper deposits.


For the first three decades of the nineteenth century, the British administration primarily concerned itself with the tasks of giving coherence to the loose political and social structure of the Cape, and of stimulating economic growth by removing all the restraints on trade that had been implemented by the VOC.22 By the mid-1830s, however, at a time when the discipline of natural sciences was gaining considerable popularity in Europe, the British government began to develop a natural curiosity as to what might exist in the hinterland of southern Africa.


In 1836 Captain Sir James Alexander was invited to undertake an expedition of discovery under the auspices of the British government and the Royal Geographical Society. The expedition was commissioned because, as Sir James noted, ‘up to this day, the whole of the western region of Southern Africa has hitherto remained comparatively a blank in our maps’.23 Sir James left Cape Town in June of that year and within a few weeks arrived in the Richtersveld, a harsh landscape in northern Namaqualand where water is scarce and only the hardiest of life forms survive.


While investigating the fauna, flora and geology of the area, Sir James, with the help of a local coloured inhabitant, William Joseph, discovered a large mass of copper. In his meticulously kept diary, he noted:


Brought away a quantity of this ore from the river, which was assayed … and from a picked specimen, sixty-five per cent of metal was the return; another specimen … yielded twenty-eight per cent … Now the richest of the South American mines yield only twenty-five.24


He also observed that the local inhabitants were friendly and (overlooking their nomadic lifestyle) that none seemed to occupy the ground where copper was discovered. Ironically, Sir James believed that ‘if white strangers were kept under proper restraint and control, the natives would be pleased to see them for the sake of the articles of European manufacture’.25 He went so far as to suggest that they might even be persuaded to assist in working a mine. So great was Sir James’s belief in the potential of the copper deposits that he predicted there would be ‘white men sojourning on the banks of the Orange River at no distant date’.26 In that prediction he would not be proven wrong.


A year after the completion of the expedition Sir James returned to the Richtersveld to exploit the copper resource he had discovered. Precise information about this operation carried out some 180 years ago is difficult to obtain but, according to the early twentieth century prospector Fred Cornell, some physical evidence in the area, in the form of ruined buildings and boat slips on the shores of the Orange River, suggests that an attempt was certainly made to carry out mining operations. In his book The Glamour of Prospecting, Cornell presents an interesting hypothesis as to how Sir James’s small-scale mining operation, which was in close proximity to the Orange River, could have been conducted: following the extraction of the ore by primitive means, the copper-bearing rock would have been loaded onto flat-bottomed barges and floated down the river during the flood season to a wharf situated near the mouth of the river; thereafter, the ore would have been transported by wagon to one of the small bays nearby for shipment overseas.27


If Sir James did indeed attempt to mine copper, the venture proved premature. The venture was before the days of steam power and, thus, it would have been exceptionally difficult to tow the ore from the shore to the ships anchored further out. This task would have been made more difficult by the prevailing wind, which blows with extraordinary force along this coast. In all probability, it was the challenging logistics of conveying ore from the mine to the ships that resulted in the hasty abandonment of the scheme.


Although Sir James Alexander’s efforts to establish the copper industry in the Richtersveld were unsuccessful, his enterprise did serve to renew and promote interest in Namaqualand’s mineral wealth. A number of prospectors ventured north of Cape Town to explore the region and a few companies were floated to commence mining activities. Most prospectors and companies experienced little success, but one in particular, the South African Mining Company, made some progress worthy of note.


The South African Mining Company was formed in Cape Town in March 1846 with nine directors, all of them prominent Cape businessmen. According to the company’s prospectus, the rationale for its establishment was to exploit ‘valuable mines in South Africa’ and to reap the rewards of ‘their easily procured wealth’.28 Thomas Fannin, a British businessman newly arrived from Liverpool, was appointed manager and tasked with establishing a copper mine in Namaqualand.


In August 1846 Fannin set off for Namaqualand with his wife and children, as well as two Welsh miners who were engaged to do the work. The party arrived at a site believed to contain copper mineralisation in early September and immediately set about prospecting the area. Progress was rapid and, as the shaft pushed deeper, the ore was found to occur in bunches that grew larger and richer as they proceeded further into the bowels of the earth. A sample assayed in Cape Town yielded a phenomenal 70 per cent copper.


Despite the rapid progress and positive results, the two Welsh miners became increasingly discontented with the lonely life in the desert, devoid of any finer luxuries. Within a few months, when a vessel from Cape Town touched at the mouth of the Orange River, they abandoned the mining operation and returned home. Fannin and his young sons continued investigating the ore body but he was soon requested to go back to Cape Town to attend the second board meeting of the Company and report on his activities. On his return Fannin gave the Board a positive account of the progress made in proving the payability of the mine and added that he hoped no further delay would occur in working the copper deposit, ‘satisfied as I am that the exports of precious metals from this Colony will soon be larger than all its other exports added together’.29


However, soon after this meeting Fannin sold his interest in the Company and bought a farm in Natal with the proceeds. Apparently he was so tired of desert country that he bought the farm without seeing it, only being informed that six perennial streams ran through it.30 Obviously, his faith in the prospects could not have been as enthusiastic as he had led the Company directors to believe. After Fannin’s retirement, the exploratory mining activities ceased and the Company appears simply to have faded out of existence without ever having been formally dissolved. While its failure cannot be fathomed from the existing historical record, which is scanty at best, it can be postulated that the demise of the South African Mining Company was due to a number of factors, including the harsh operating environment of Namaqualand, the logistical problems in transporting the copper ore, and a general unwillingness by shareholders to further finance a project that was not bearing expeditious results.


Despite the South African Mining Company’s failure to kick-start commercial operations in Namaqualand, its activities did serve to stimulate significant interest in copper mining soon thereafter. Just three years later, in 1851, almost 200 years after the arrival of the first white settlers in South Africa, the country’s first successful, long-term mining operation would be established.









CHAPTER TWO


 


The Cradle of Commercial Mining


During the first one and half centuries of European settlement, the Cape was ‘economically more underdeveloped, politically more inexperienced, and culturally more backward than any of the greater colonies of settlement.’1 It was only in the mid-nineteenth century that a number of factors combined to create an enabling environment in which a commercial mining industry could finally be established. The most significant factor was the extraordinary growth of the Cape Colony’s economy during the first half of the century and the consequent availability of large sums of capital for investment purposes. That surge in the Colony’s economic performance was the consequence of a host of new policies introduced when Britain annexed the territory, which altered both the socio-economic and political dynamics of southern Africa.


The new administration actively stimulated the stagnant economic life of the Colony by abolishing the trading monopolies that had been introduced by the Dutch East India Company, and by opening Cape Town’s port to all passing trade. The healthier connection to the channels of world trade is evidenced by the fact that, between 1806 and the mid-1820s, there was a sixfold increase in imports and exports, a tremendous surge in the wine trade, and a trebling of the livestock held by commercial farmers.2 The upsurge in trade and the emergence of a more buoyant economy ultimately provided a more supportive financial environment for the establishment of a number of industries, including mining. Two other partly related factors included the influx of a host of new artisanal skills with the arrival of a mass of English settlers in the 1820s; and, following the abolition of trading monopolies, the ability to freely import the latest mining equipment and machinery from England.


Another important spur to copper mining was the dawn of the Electrical Age in the early decades of the nineteenth century. As copper had been found to be an excellent conductor of electricity and was considered the metal of choice for the purpose, demand increased exponentially as the application of electrical power became more widespread. While Britain dominated the supply of copper during the first half of the 1800s, by the middle of the century the Cornish mines could not meet the soaring demand, forcing industrialists to look abroad for new sources. The high price that was being paid for the metal would certainly have encouraged shrewd Cape colonists to consider the viability of establishing commercial mining operations.


* * *


The first company shrewd enough to recognise the opportunity was Phillips & King, a mercantile house based in Cape Town, which specialised in the import and distribution of manufactured goods and luxury items. While the firm was far from an authority on mineral exploration and mining, one of its principal members, John King, did have some knowledge of Namaqualand’s copper resource as he had been one of the directors of the South African Mining Company.3


In 1849, Phillips & King was presented with the opportunity of buying a portion of the farm Springbokfontein, located in the very heart of Namaqualand. That particular farm was believed to host a rich deposit of copper since a huge vein of copper mineralisation ‘stuck out of the mountainside in full view’.4 But, before entering into purchasing negotiations with the Cloete family who owned the land, the firm opted to send John Wild, a trusted and experienced employee, to undertake geological investigations. After completing a preliminary investigation, Wild sent back glowing reports of the rich nature of the deposit. On the strength of his recommendation Phillips & King concluded the purchase of a copper-rich portion of Springbokfontein in October 1850 for the price of £50 (equivalent to approximately R45 000 in today’s currency). Through that purchase agreement the firm acquired the mineral rights for the entire farm and sufficient land for the erection of all buildings and works that might be considered necessary for the working of any future mineral discoveries.5


During the next year Phillips & King set about preparing the site, and mining commenced in early 1852. As there was still a limited availability of mining expertise in the Cape the mining methods employed were simple: rock was quarried away from the side of the mountain, after which the copper-bearing ore was separated from waste rock by hand.6 The services of skilled miners were not required during this initial stage of mining at Springbok and much of the work was undertaken by local coloured inhabitants. Thus, the exploitation of copper, at least at that fledgling stage, was achieved with little effort and at minimum expense.


Despite the use of such primitive methods and the employment of unskilled workers, enough copper ore was quarried in the first year of production to commence exports to Wales; in the second half of 1852, some 31 tons of copper was exported, increasing to 199 tons the following year.7 (At the time mining commenced the Cape Colony had no manufacturing base to speak of and its industrial capacity was non-existent. In that context the Colony had absolutely no use for the copper it was producing, nor did it have the ability to add economic value by beneficiating the metal to any degree. As a result, the copper ore was exported in its natural state and the mining companies secured only the bare minimum value of their mined product. Unfortunately, this was the start of a trend: despite the fact that South Africa has industrialised to a significant degree since the 1880s and has long had the ability to beneficiate all of its mined commodities, thereby deriving much additional value before export, the country is still largely locked in an export-orientated model.)


News of Phillips & King’s success spread rapidly and by early 1853 other Cape Town-based mercantile houses began to show a keen interest in the copper prospects of Namaqualand. One major obstacle that inhibited companies from pursuing such an interest and, as a consequence, stood in the way of developing a large-scale commercial mining industry, was the lack of a legislative framework governing the exploration for and exploitation of mineral resources on land belonging to the Crown. (Phillips & King’s mining operation was situated on privately owned land and thus was not subject to such bureaucratic red tape.) While the Cape government was well aware of the existence of a potentially rich copper resource in the northern reaches of the Colony, and had been since the British took occupation of the Cape in 1806, it had thus far failed to implement any type of prospecting or mining regulation.8 In the government’s defence, that was largely due to the fact that little commercial interest had been expressed in any mining-related activities during that period.


In early 1853, the government began to receive a flood of requests for mineral prospecting permits. A typical request, received from Cape Town-based mercantile house Thomson, Watson & Company, stated that:


Having reason to suppose that Minerals exist in certain lands belonging to the Colonial Government in the District of Clanwilliam, and being disposed to search and work for the same, we shall feel obliged by your informing us whether, in such case, the Government would grant to us a lease of such lands, upon the basis of a Royalty, or otherwise.9


Charles Darling, the Cape Colony’s Lieutenant-Governor, realised that the establishment of a mining sector could further develop the local economy but only if a legislative framework conducive to mining was implemented. In April 1853, he wrote a letter to the British Colonial Secretary, the Duke of Newcastle, requesting to be informed of the ‘terms upon which such leases are effected in the Australian Colonies, and by an intimation of the views of Her Majesty’s Government as to the leasing of Lands for mining purposes in this Colony upon similar terms’.10 The suggestion that the Cape Colony draft mineral leasing regulations on terms similar to Australia’s was based on two factors. Firstly, the British administration in Victoria had promulgated its own straightforward mineral leasing regulations in December 1851 to facilitate the exploration of recently discovered deposits of copper, lead and gold.11 Secondly, as British colonies, the Cape of Good Hope and Australia were governed under similar circumstances and, thus, the adoption of regulations from a sister colony was a suitable alternative to adopting the legislation of a foreign state.


As Britain had just granted the Cape Colony the status of representative government the formulation of mineral leasing regulations was one of the very first tasks undertaken by the more-empowered administration. By 13 September 1853 South Africa’s first regulations governing the circumstances under which Crown lands would be leased for mineral prospecting were promulgated and printed in the Government Gazette.12 The basic principle governing those regulations was that the British monarchy had a prima facie right to all minerals below land not privately owned and, thus, individuals and companies wanting to mine had to rent the right from the government. The terms of such regulations were elementary, merely stipulating that the mineral leases on land belonging to the British Crown were to be granted for a period of 15 years and to a maximum extent of 40 morgen (approximately 80 acres), at a rate of £1 per morgen. The regulations also provided rights to grazing pastures and water, essential requirements in that arid environment. As a final clause, the regulations stipulated that, at the termination of the lease period, the land would be put up for public auction to the highest bidder.


Notably, while the regulations recognised the rights of both the Cape government and the lessee of mineral-bearing land, they did not acknowledge any rights of the local Khoi and Nama people who had led a semi-nomadic existence in Namaqualand for centuries. Moreover, the introduction of these regulations effectively denied them access to certain areas with good grazing and water supplies where prospecting and mining activities were being conducted, without due compensation. The non-recognition of the rights of the Khoi and Nama people was not a reflection of the Australian regulations, but rather a unique stipulation imposed by the Cape government revealing the inherent attitudes of the European settler community towards the indigenous inhabitants of southern Africa.


With the benefit of hindsight the consequences of South Africa’s first mineral leasing legislation are plain. Those regulations were introduced too hastily and were intended to serve the purpose of governing the way in which Crown land was leased on a commercial basis. They contained no element of longevity in that no references were made to the way in which mining was to be conducted, labour policies, or the possibility of exporting minerals and metals. Similarly, the fact that the leases were valid for a period of just 15 years, which is a relatively short period of time in the life of a mine, revealed the lack of long-term planning in the government’s approach to the issue. In addition, there was no contemplation of the financial benefit that could be attained from a commercial mining industry beyond the income received from rent, as no references were made to the imposition of a royalty on metals that were mined and exported.


* * *


The new mineral leasing regulations of September 1853 were greeted with a great deal of enthusiasm by the Cape’s commercial sector. They lost little time in submitting their applications for mineral leases and, much to its surprise, the government was soon inundated with applications. Within just six months, some 200 applications for licences had been received, of which 105 had been issued, and they continued to pour in faster than the Surveyor General, Charles Bell, could attend to them.13 Bell, in particular, was quite surprised by the enthusiasm with which Cape colonists embraced the opportunity to acquire mineral leases, having surmised that, from the failures of the mining speculations in the earlier part of the century, which were well known to government and investors alike, mineral leasing regulations would hardly ‘apply to above half a dozen cases in as many months’.14


Inevitably, a period of company promotion and frenzied share speculation followed hot on the heels of the granting of mineral licences. During this 18-month boom period, which spanned from the beginning of 1854 to mid-1855, more than 40 companies were created with a view to exploiting Namaqualand’s mineral potential.15 That was a particularly large number considering the fact that the Colony had absolutely no mining industry and no skills of that nature to speak of. Companies were formed in almost every principal village of the Colony, even in towns as far removed from the copper deposits as Grahamstown and Port Elizabeth.


While they called themselves ‘mining’ companies, the reality was that the management of an overwhelming majority of them did not have any practical or theoretical geological or mining experience. Moreover, they floated their companies and raised capital on the vaguest information, supplied by so-called ‘experts’ who, in fact, were equally deficient in geological knowledge and experience of mining. The unfortunate reality, which is true for any speculative investment frenzy, was that many of those companies had little intention of sinking a single shaft or mining a ton of ore; they were formed merely with the purpose of making a profit by selling scrip at inflated prices to gullible investors.


The few companies that did have serious intentions of mining were buoyantly enthusiastic about the prospects of Namaqualand’s copper resource, believing that scarcely any limit could be fixed to the quantity that could be exploited. Moreover, as the copper was thought to lie in near-surface deposits, it was naively believed that any mining operation established in Namaqualand would prove successful. Such confidence was aptly summed up in a presentation given by the Cape Colony’s French Consul at the Paris Exhibition of 1855:


When we reflect that the numerous copper mines recently discovered in Namaqualand extend, almost without interruption, over a surface of from 8,000 to 9,000 square miles, at all degrees of depth, and that the ore is found almost everywhere at the surface, so that it may be collected the greater part of the time above ground, we may come to the conclusion that this country is destined to produce annually more copper than all the mines in the world united.16


That unprecedented wave of company promotion was enthusiastically embraced by both speculators and serious investors. All caution and sanity was swept away and investors allowed themselves to be carried on a great tidal wave of expectation, investing in the most dubious of ventures. Even when the companies had no seemingly reliable information, the public had faith or, rather, deplorable gullibility. Shares in so-called mining companies such as the Alliance, the Colonial, the Cape of Good Hope, the Eagle, the Equitable, the Naba, the New Burra Burra, and the No 6 were all eagerly taken up and often oversubscribed. At the very height of that wave of frenzied share speculation it was estimated that some £70 100 (equivalent to more than R50 million in today’s currency) was invested in the various mining companies.17 In an attempt to curb such rampant speculation the government withdrew the mineral leasing regulations in February 1855, which prevented any new mining companies being formed and acquiring leases. But such a move was a little too late and the copper share mania continued unabated.


While newspaper editorialists were no less enthusiastic about the prospects of Namaqualand’s copper resource, believing that it would be a most valuable addition to the Colony’s list of exports, they did warn the public of the dangers of indiscriminately speculating on every new mining proposal. One such editorial warned:


At the same time a caution may now be seriously put in, which was gently hinted in these columns some time ago, pointing out to the too sanguine the danger of indiscriminate assent to every new proposal, and the great responsibility resting on any, who, to promote a suddenly conceived design of their own, would work upon the credulity or rapacity of their neighbours, and call off man’s attention and industry from the steady routine of business, to embark their resources, efforts, and hopes, in undertakings which as yet exist only on paper, and which may never acquire sufficient reality even to bore a hole in Namaqualand.18


Unfortunately, the plethora of questionable ventures was not the only flawed characteristic of that boom period. Many investors, including ‘apprentices and errand boys not yet out of their teens’, applied for shares without the means of paying the instalments.19 A great many investors only paid deposits on shares they purchased, on the expectation of receiving dividends upon their deposits or, alternatively, on the sole chance of gaining a premium on making a resale. Thus, if only one-third of the nominal capital of all the companies had been called up, the shareholders could not have met the calls to pay their debt. The foundations upon which the copper share boom rested were tenuous at best: it was just a matter of time before the bubble burst.


When the initial phase of company promotion had passed and companies were compelled to finally get down to the business of prospecting they began to realise that Namaqualand was not the massive bed of copper mineralisation they had imagined. In fact, the copper deposits occurred in irregular veins, with large concentrations of the metal only occurring in a few localised areas. Many companies did not have the geological expertise to understand the nature of the copper mineralisation, nor did they have the mining skills to undertake the exploitation of such irregular veins. It was also realised that, because of the high cost of transporting the ore from the mines to the port and then to the main market in Swansea, only projects with a copper content of higher than 18 per cent could be worked at a profit.20


Inevitably, investors soon became aware of such difficulties as well as the lack of know-how on the part of the so-called mining companies. This realisation was, unfortunately, coupled with a slump in the copper price and, as a result, a feverish anxiety to dispose of mining shares set in. Nothing could quell investors’ fears, and the extent to which they rapidly disposed of their shares resulted in the dissolution of most companies. By mid-1855 the copper bubble had burst, leaving in its wake a string of failed ventures, bankruptcies and a general air of despondency.21


Thus ended South Africa’s very first mining and speculative share trading boom. Although it was short-lived and had a disappointing finale, the copper boom did reveal two significant facts. First, there was a strong appetite for investment into mining ventures and, second, there was sufficient capital within the confines of the Colony to finance legitimate mining projects in the future. The challenge now lay in rebuilding shattered investor confidence.


* * *


The collapse of the copper bubble in mid-1855 did not mean that all prospecting and mining activity ceased, simply that all the questionable ‘mining’ ventures collapsed. Of the more than 40 companies established during the boom period, only two survived, those being Phillips & King and the Namaqua Mining Company.


While the Colony’s commercial sector had got caught up in the hysterical wave of company promotion, Phillips & King largely ignored the hype and applied itself to the task of mining its still fledgling Blue Mine copper project on Springbokfontein. During the mid-1850s mining operations flourished, with copper production increasing from 199 tons in 1853 to 1 500 tons in 1856, and a substantial 2 100 tons in 1857.22 When mining began, Springbokfontein consisted of one mud hut and a few tents, but within five years it had become a large mining station consisting of a collection of substantial buildings such as houses for workers and officers, mess rooms, stores, wagon-makers’ and blacksmiths’ shops, stables, and forage stores. Unfortunately, the life of the Blue Mine was short, as the rich copper veins were largely exhausted by 1861.23 The following year, the government bought the farm and transformed the mining station into the village of Springbok, which remains one of the principal towns in the Northern Cape province.


During the height of the mineral leasing frenzy, Phillips & King sought to expand its mining activity by securing leases to several of the most copper-rich areas in Namaqualand, including Spectakel, Nababeep, and O’okiep. Open-pit mining operations commenced at Spectakel in late 1854 and at O’okiep in 1857. Although preliminary investigations were undertaken at Nababeep at the time the lease was secured, the operation was hampered by logistical challenges that made mining impossible until the late 1860s. The combined output and export of copper ore from Phillips & King’s operations in 1856 was some 2 100 tons, which, as its other operations came on stream, increased to 3 318 tons by 1860.24 As Springbokfontein, Spectakel and O’okiep accounted for the bulk of Namaqualand’s copper output, Phillips & King inevitably became the most powerful and influential company in the region.


Their only rival, the Namaqua Mining Company, owned and operated the Concordia Mine. That open-pit operation commenced production in 1855. In 1856, its first full year of production, 500 tons of copper ore was exported, which increased to 1 000 tons the following year. Interestingly, the first manager of Concordia was John Blades Currey, a character who would develop an intimate connection with South Africa’s mining industry over his lifetime. In the late 1860s he was entrusted with introducing the first precious stone discovered in southern Africa, the Eureka Diamond, to Europe; it was he who chose the name ‘Kimberley’ for the diamond mining town formerly known as New Rush; and, most importantly, he was a life-long friend and counsellor to the mining magnate, Cecil John Rhodes.25


Extracting copper-bearing ore from the open-pit operations was a simple procedure that could be undertaken by groups of unskilled labourers, but when it came to identifying payable mineralised zones and crushing and treating the ore once it had been removed from the pit, some specialised mining skills were inevitably required. The dearth of such skills within the confines of the Colony meant that professional miners had to be brought in. It was to the county of Cornwall in south-west Britain, a region which had a long history of both tin and copper mining and whose miners were renowned the world over for their skills in exploiting metallic ores, that the managers of the newly established Namaqualand copper mines first looked.


In the early 1850s the first small group of Cornish miners was brought out to work in the Colony’s fledgling copper industry. At first they were employed mainly at the Concordia Mine, where a village was built to accommodate their community. However, as the other mines expanded and began to prosper, more skilled miners were brought out – usually on the recommendation of miners already working in Namaqualand, who would speak favourably of friends or relatives ‘back home’ and who, more often than not, went by the name of Jack. Thus emerged the proverbial ‘Cousin Jack’, and it was on that basis that a Cornish diaspora grew in the northern reaches of the Cape Colony.


With that influx of Cornish miners, the development of Namaqualand’s mining industry inevitably took on a distinct Cornish character. ‘Peopled and staffed by Cornishmen from the very first days, Namaqualand’s copper mining areas were to become virtually a Cornish preserve.’26 They particularly influenced the mining landscape by constructing Cornish-style engine and pumping houses at all the mines. Moreover, they bestowed distinctly Cornish names to new mining operations, such as the Wheal Julia, which was developed in the 1860s.


The greatest challenge to the profitable viability of the fledgling mining industry was the exceptionally difficult logistics of conveying ore from the mines to the coast. When mining commenced in the early 1850s Namaqualand was a region devoid of any suitable infrastructure. In order to convey copper ore from the mines to the point of export at Hondeklip Bay, just over 100 km away, the mines had to utilise large fleets of ox- and mule-wagons. Such wagons had a normal load capacity of some 3 000 pounds. As livestock was plentiful in the region, at least during the early 1850s, and many locals could be induced to become transport riders, this mode of conveyance proved adequate given the lack of railway infrastructure.27 However, in the mid-1850s drought, followed by an epidemic of lung-sickness, killed off hundreds of oxen, and the resulting increase in transportation costs was so substantial that it was estimated that the cost of merely conveying ore from the mine to the coast was nearly equal to all other expenses combined, including shipment to Britain.28


The mining companies realised that developing infrastructure was imperative to the growth of Namaqualand’s copper industry. During the copper share mania, there had been a great deal of talk of constructing a railway line to link the operations with the coast. Unfortunately, these early discussions did not bear fruit as neither the government nor the newly established companies had sufficient capital to invest in such an undertaking. Abandoning their railway aspirations, the companies turned to petitioning the government, over a period of many years, to improve the state of the road between the mines and the port. As with the railway line, the government shied away from its infrastructure responsibility, arguing that, owing to the ruggedness of the interior and the sandy character of the coastal land, ‘the cost of really useful improvement of any existing highway to any seaport or other locality is altogether beyond the means afforded by the collection of road rates and tolls’.29


As some semblance of a road between the mines and the coast was an absolute requirement, Phillips & King, the wealthiest and most established mining company, was compelled to employ gangs of labourers at its own expense to keep the roads in some sort of repair.30 Inevitably, the added expense of maintaining the roads proved a heavy financial burden – so much so that, when two of the partners of Phillips & King died in 1862, the company took the opportunity of selling off all its copper interests to the Cape Copper Mining Company. The latter was formed in London in early 1862 with the objective of taking over Phillips & King’s mining interests, expanding copper production, and constructing adequate infrastructure between the mines and Hondeklip Bay. It was established with a capital of £150 000 of which £73 000 was paid to Phillips & King for its copper interests. As the historian of copper mining in Namaqualand, John Smalberger, has noted, ‘Phillips & King had certainly done well out of their investment in Namaqualand, for the mines had yielded from 1853 to October 1862 ore to the value of £515 752, producing a profit of more than £115 000.’31


The challenge of transporting the ore from the mine to the coast would only be removed towards the end of 1875 when, after much perseverance, the Cape Copper Mining Company completed the construction of a railway line between the O’okiep Mine and Port Nolloth on the coast. Construction of the Company’s own 2 foot 6 inch gauge railway line, which began in 1869, took six years to complete at a cost of £180 000.32


* * *


Despite the early logistical challenges, copper mining in Namaqualand rapidly became a fixed and prominent feature of the Cape Colony’s commercial sector. By 1860, just eight years after the start of mining, production had increased to such an extent that copper had become the Colony’s second biggest export product, after wool. That year, revenue generated from the export of 3 129 tons of copper ore from the Namaqualand mines amounted to a not unsubstantial £103 214 (equivalent to approximately R100 million in today’s currency).33


Inevitably, the establishment of a handful of viable mining operations and the steady growth in copper production helped to restore local investor confidence in the industry, in the wake of the collapse of the share bubble in 1855. The growth in copper imports from the Namaqualand mines also pricked the interest, for the first time, of enterprising English investors. As the London-based Mining Journal was to remark, ‘mining at the Cape of Good Hope is now of more than ordinary interest. Many of the monied and enterprising class in this country are turning their attention to the mineral resources of that dependency, and not without reason, for … the resources of the colony in copper alone are rich and extensive.’34 From about 1863 English capital began to flow into Namaqualand and, as a consequence, the stock of the two mining companies increased by as much as 60 per cent in value.35 Thus, by the mid-1860s it became evident that the veil of suspicion and discredit that had masked the Colony’s copper-mining industry for more than a decade had begun to lift.


The expansion of production and the inflow of investment capital could not fail to be noticed by Sir Philip Wodehouse, the new Governor of the Cape Colony, and his administration. When Sir Philip was appointed in 1862 the Cape’s economy was in a precarious state and, as a result, the Colony had become heavily dependent on Britain to cover its financial deficits. Consequently, one of the main tasks undertaken by the new Governor was to place the Colony’s administration on a more solid footing and to improve the state of its finances.36 Wodehouse’s hunt for additional sources of public revenue led him to set his sights on the introduction of a royalty on the mining of copper as one answer to the Colony’s financial woes.


The possible imposition of a tax or royalty on copper had been considered by the government as early as 1854. Naturally, the contemplation of this measure generated considerable protest from mining companies who argued that such a tax would severely curtail the development of the industry, which was still in its infancy and which had to deal with many other challenges such as the lack of adequate infrastructure.37 Acknowledging such arguments, the government initially refrained from imposing any royalties. However, as the sector expanded it became increasingly difficult to ignore the financial benefits that could be derived from a royalty on copper exports. The absence of mineral leasing regulations, which had been withdrawn in 1855, served as a pretext for the government to covertly explore the issue of taxation while openly addressing the subject of prospecting and mining rights. Thus, in May 1864 the House of Assembly appointed a Select Committee to consider and report on the system of mineral leasing, the copper mines in Namaqualand, and the possibility of levying a royalty on copper-bearing ore exported from the Colony.38


It is more than probable that a powerful anti-taxation lobby was present within the Committee because, at the end of its deliberations, it recommended that the difficulties of imposing a royalty and the expense of collecting it militated against raising revenue from mining operations in that way. Instead, it suggested that the lessees should rather pay the government an annual rental fee of £1 per morgen, which would increase incrementally over a 10-year period. It was also recommended that leases should be granted for a period of not less than 33 years and that existing leases should be renewed from the date of their expiration for a period of 18 years.39 Such recommendations were adopted by the House of Assembly and subsequently promulgated in the form of new mineral leasing regulations in October 1864.


Companies and investors welcomed the new mineral leasing regulations, which gave them scope for new prospecting ventures and avoided a tax on their product. However, the government’s enthusiasm for the new regulatory framework was short-lived. Despite the levying of a hefty rental the actual amount generated during the first year of the regulations totalled a mere £170. Inevitably, the government hankered after greater revenue. Thus, just six months after the publication of the regulations, a new Bill was introduced to fix new terms upon which mineral lands could be leased and a tax could be imposed. Governor Wodehouse provided the rationale for that Bill in his Opening of Parliament address in April 1865:


The Government proposes, in the course of the session, again to call your attention to a subject which requires more careful consideration than circumstances would admit of its receiving in the last session, namely, the regulations for the management of mining operations in Namaqualand. From representations made of late by parties interested in these undertakings, it is to be expected that they will assume great importance; and I trust it may be practicable to lay down rules which will afford all due encouragement to private enterprise, and secure to the public that reasonable revenue to which it is fairly entitled.40


It was on that basis that the ‘Bill for the fixing of the terms upon which Mineral Lands in Namaqualand, the property of the Crown, shall be leased and worked’ was introduced later that year. The most significant feature of this Bill was that it imposed a form of double taxation on leaseholders in the form of an annual rent and a royalty on ore raised and exported. Essentially, the Bill stipulated that Crown land bearing mineral resources could be leased for 31 years; that lessees had to pay an annual rent of five shillings per morgen as well as a royalty of five per cent on the value of all ore raised; the royalty had to be paid at the port of shipment and a declaration had to be signed by the company stating the weight and value of ore that was to be exported; that no duty would be imposed on ore raised from private property or by a joint-stock company; and, if exports of copper ore exceeded the value of £5 000 per year, the lessee could claim a renewal of the lease for the next 31 years.


Inevitably, the proposed double taxation generated considerable protest. A petition signed by 75 mineral leaseholders was subsequently submitted to the Legislative Council in which it was argued that the annual rent of five shillings per morgen was excessive, as the price of land in Namaqualand even in the metalliferous parts did not average more than two shillings per morgen, and that a tax of five per cent on all ore raised would necessitate the rejection of a considerable amount of low-grade ore, which would eventually lead to the closure of those mines that did not yield large quantities of rich ore. They also noted the unfairness of exempting mines operated on privately owned land from such taxation. While expressing their ‘strong and unshaken conviction that such a two-fold tax would be the means of effectually crushing all mining enterprise’, the petitioners suggested that a moderate royalty of one or two shillings per ton, at the most, should be imposed on all mined copper, including that from freehold land, at the port of shipment.41 Unfortunately, the prayer of the petitioners was hardly taken into consideration and the Bill was barely modified before being promulgated on 10 October 1865.


The Mining Leases Act of 1865, which was in fact the very first mining-related Act to be enacted in South Africa, ushered in a new era for Namaqualand’s mining industry: the government had finally recognised it as an established commercial sector from which much revenue could be generated. It was also at this point that government’s long-standing relationship with the mining industry, specifically as a rich revenue source, was initiated.


At the time the Act was promulgated copper was still the only mineral resource that had been discovered in quantities sufficient to justify the commencement of mining operations. With the exploitation of just over 4 500 tons of copper ore during the year 1865 the industry was still in an embryonic stage and was by no means pioneering a mineral revolution in southern Africa. Just one year later, however, a mineral discovery would be made that would make Namaqualand’s copper deposits pale into insignificance.


* * *


Before concluding this section on South Africa’s earliest commercial mining ventures, it should be noted that, while the importance of Namaqualand, at least in the context of the broader mining narrative, is largely confined to events during the mid-nineteenth century, copper mining in the Northern Cape continued long thereafter.


Unfortunately, at the time of its liquidation in the mid-1920s, the Cape Copper Mining Company saw fit to destroy all of its documentation, and consequently the history of the various mining operations under its management during the last decades of the nineteenth century is scanty at best. Moreover, because of the exceptionally remote and desolate location of the Namaqualand copper district, it has always been the area of mining that has received the least media coverage. However, an examination of the official copper ore export figures of the latter quarter of the nineteenth century reveals that the fortunes of the copper mines were prone to wild fluctuations: while exports grew steadily between 1871 and 1888 from a base of 7 351 tons to 40 023 tons, they fell drastically to just 18 495 tons in 1893, whereafter they increased to some 30 000 tons by the turn of the century. Such fluctuations were due to the fact that the mines were at the mercy of the variable copper price, which was dictated by the London Metals Exchange, exorbitant shipping costs, and a shortage of man and animal power during periods of extreme drought.


The fortunes of the Namaqualand mines did not improve with the advent of the twentieth century. In fact, the early 1900s was an exceptionally difficult period for the Cape Copper Mining Company as a result of the declining grades of ore. The Company was accustomed to mining ore with a copper content of 20 per cent or higher, but by the turn of the century, the richest areas of the orebodies had been worked out. Other hindering factors included the difficulties in securing supplies and coal to operate the steam-powered machinery, the deterioration of shipping facilities at Port Nolloth, and a significant fall in copper prices.42 By 1907, the export of copper ore had declined to just 6 347 tons.


However, the armament policy adopted by European nations from around 1910 and the subsequent outbreak of war in 1914 significantly spurred demand for strategic metals, particularly copper, used in manufacture of arms and war machinery. Increased demand and higher prices breathed new life into the Namaqualand mining industry: in 1915, 1916, and 1917, the value of the copper output was worth approximately half a million pounds sterling per annum. However, the conclusion of hostilities in 1918 led to such a severe slump in copper demand that the Cape Copper and Namaqua Copper companies were forced to shut down all their chief mining operations in 1919. The Cape Copper Mining Company was unable to resume mining operations; in the early 1920s it declared bankruptcy and its affairs were put into the hands of an Official Receiver. For some time the Company’s property was under option to the General Mining and Finance Corporation but, when it failed to take this up, an American consortium, which included United Verde Extension, the American Metals Company Limited, and Newmont Mining Corporation, purchased the assets for the sum of $750 000. The consortium subsequently formed the South African Copper Company Limited in 1927, to undertake an extensive £250 000 exploration programme and to evaluate the known orebodies around the O’okiep, Koperberg and Nababeep mines.43 Those preliminary investigations revealed that there was still 10,2 million tons of copper at a grade of 2,45 per cent copper to be won from the properties in Central Namaqualand.44


In the mid-1930s, as another war began to loom on the European horizon, demand for copper increased sharply again. On the back of this demand, the American consortium decided to establish the O’okiep Copper Company to undertake and manage the mining operations on the properties owned by the South African Copper Company. The O’okiep Copper Company was duly incorporated in May 1937 with a significant capital of £1,6 million.45


The O’okiep Copper Company commenced mining activities in 1938, with its principal activities concentrated at the O’okeip, Nababeep, Narrap and Concordia mines. Not only were the old mines reconditioned and re-equipped, but an entirely new smelter was erected at the O’okiep Mine. Similarly, a 3 000-tons-per-day capacity treatment plant was constructed at Nababeep, some 5 km distant from O’okiep. The construction of smelting and treatment plants at the Company’s operations meant that, instead of unprocessed ore being shipped to Swansea for final treatment, as had been the case in bygone years, the entire output could be concentrated, smelted and refined in Namaqualand.46 In 1939, the Company also purchased the mineral leases of the defunct Namaqua Copper Company for £2 215.


The years between 1938 and 1975 was a period of modest but continued growth for the O’okiep Copper Company, which was largely driven by sustained demand for the metal and robust pricing levels. During that period, the Company operated a total of 13 mines, which were predominantly situated around the mining centres of Nababeep and O’okiep. However, the 1973 Oil Crisis, which ushered in a global economic recession of significant proportions, led to a drop in the copper price. This decline inevitably cut into the profitability of many of the Company’s mining operations, which became ever more apparent as the decade wore on, and contributed to the reduction in the life-of-mine of many of the operations. The financial difficulties of the mines were further compounded during the early 1980s when economic sanctions were imposed on South Africa in response to the international community’s growing protest over the policy of apartheid. These were some of the factors that motivated Newmont Mining to sell its stake in the O’okiep Copper Company to Gold Fields of South Africa in 1984.


Despite having a new major shareholder, the O’okiep Copper Company limped along, a mere vestige of its once successful and prosperous self. The Company’s mining activities continued to decline and by the early 1990s, only two mines, Carolusberg and Nigramoep, remained in operation. In 1998, Gold Fields sold its stake in O’okiep to mid-tier South African mining house Metorex for R28-million. Under the management of Metorex, O’okiep went into full and final decline. Its Nigramoep operation, the last active copper mine in Namaqualand, was closed in 2004, and the processing of stockpiles was completed in 2005. Metorex subsequently stripped the Namaqualand operations of their mining equipment, the bulk of which was transported to its new copper mine in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.47 However, Metorex can hardly be blamed for the complete demise of the copper mining industry, for by the time that the last operation was closed, some 150 years after mining commenced in the area, Namaqualand’s copper resource had largely been exhausted. During its lifetime, which spanned just over 150 years, more than 26 commercial copper mines were worked in the region, with the total value of copper exploited being estimated at over R130 billion. However, with the complete demise of copper mining, Namaqualand experienced a rapid decline, with intensified poverty and soaring levels of unemployment. The region has itself become symbolic of the cyclical nature of the mining industry. Sadly, what was once South Africa’s cradle of mineral development is now a mere poor and barren relic of former mining prosperity.









CHAPTER THREE


 


The First Rush


More than a decade after the establishment of a commercial mining industry, South Africa was still an economic backwater with severely limited growth prospects. As historian Cornelius de Kiewiet noted, it ‘seemed the least endowed of colonial regions … It was not simply that the country was starved for capital. There was too little to attract capital.’1


The economy of the region, which encompassed the two British colonies of the Cape and Natal, and the two Boer Republics of the Orange Free State and South African Republic (also known as the Transvaal), was predominantly agriculture-based, with sheep and sugar farming representing the two strongest sectors. The production of wool, which was a characteristic feature of commercial farming from the earliest days, increased substantially from the 1830s, while sugarcane production grew significantly from the 1850s onwards. The success of both sectors primarily owed to the significant growth in foreign demand for such commodities during the first half of the nineteenth century. In fact, these two sectors grew to such a considerable extent during the mid-nineteenth century, and at the expense of other industries, that the Cape and Natal governments came to depend heavily on duties imposed on the export of wool and sugar to sustain the colonial coffers. The economies of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal, which were far less sophisticated than those of the British colonies, were even more dependent on the cultivation of agricultural produce and stock farming. Such dependence on an industry that was itself highly susceptible to natural disasters and foreign developments such as wars and economic recessions, could only spell looming financial disaster.


The cause of South Africa’s first economic depression was the impact the American Civil War of 1861–1865 had on the global economy. Prior to the outbreak of that conflict, international demand for South Africa’s produce, particularly its wool, had been growing by leaps and bounds: between 1851 and 1862 exports of wool increased from 5,5 million pounds to 25 million pounds.2 However, the forces of war and depression emanating from the United States had a two-fold effect. First, cheap wool exports from South America previously sold to the United States were now diverted to England and significantly undercut the prices offered by British colonial exporters such as the Cape. Second, as a result of the depressed economic conditions, demand for clothing fell quite considerably, resulting in a slump in England’s textile industry. As England was the primary market for the Cape’s wool, this resulted in a significant fall in demand.


Because its financial institutions were mere rickety local banks, liable to collapse with just a stray financial ill wind, let alone a major economic storm, South Africa was far from equipped to cope with the recession that struck in the mid-1860s. As the colonies and Boer Republics had no other flourishing industries from which additional revenue could be generated to extract themselves from their dire financial position, the depression endured for the better part of a decade. More alarmingly, farmers and merchants had to confront the prospect that the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 would deprive them of a large portion of the revictualling trade with ships travelling between Europe and the East. Worst of all, that very real economic crisis was coupled with an unprecedented wave of drought and plagues of insect pests that ravaged the countryside and made the predicament even harder to bear.


But in the midst of that depression, and at a time when the economic future of South Africa was at its very darkest, the discovery of diamonds on the north-eastern frontier of the Cape Colony, followed shortly by the discovery of gold in the Eastern Transvaal, burst into light like a silver lining to the cloud. It was that discovery of diamonds and gold, rather than copper, which would usher in South Africa’s mineral and industrial revolution.


* * *


When diamonds were discovered in South Africa’s hinterland in the late 1860s there was surprisingly little understanding of their geological history. In fact, it was a widely accepted hypothesis that diamonds had an alluvial origin and could only be sourced in or near streams and rivers. Such a theory was based on the fact that almost all of the diamonds discovered from antiquity to the early eighteenth century came from alluvial mines owned by the kings of Golconda, a famous but now ruined city in south-central India.3 Because Golconda’s diamonds were found in nearby river systems Indians developed a belief that the precious stones grew in river gravel, the supply of which was refreshed each spring after the winter’s high waters. That theory was reinforced in the 1720s when diamonds were found in rivers flowing through Brazil’s mineral-rich region of Minas Gerais.4


While it is easy to understand how early Indian miners with their lack of scientific knowledge could come to such a conclusion and also how the discovery of alluvial diamonds in a far-distant land would seem to corroborate such a theory, the true origin of diamonds is, in fact, very different. Scientific investigations have indicated that diamonds, which are nothing more than allotropes of pure carbon, were formed at three distinct times, the first being 3,2 billion years ago, then 2 billion years ago, and, most recently, 1,2 billion years ago. During those three periods, deposits of carbon lying far beneath the surface of the earth were subjected to temperatures ranging between 1 000 and 1 150 degrees Centigrade and were, simultaneously, squeezed by pressure exerted by some 120 km of overlying rock. The combination of such intense heat and pressure transmuted some of that carbon into the crystalline gems.5 Millions of years later, igneous activity weakened the earth’s mantle and the molten interior forced its way through fissures to the surface. That mixture of liquid rock and gas carried with it the crystalline gems, whose transformation into diamonds was completed by the violent journey to the surface. That ultrabasic igneous rock eventually cooled and solidified in the form of cone-shaped ‘pipes’, dykes and sills. Such diamond-bearing pipes, the hard rock of which is referred to as blueground, owing to its bluish tinge, were dubbed kimberlites in reference to the town of Kimberley where the geological phenomenon was first identified.


The formation of such diamondiferous kimberlite pipes occurred beneath the roots of Earth’s oldest landmasses, the Achaean-age cratons, for it was only there that conditions were amenable to the creation and preservation of diamonds.6 It is because South Africa is situated on the Kaapvaal Craton, which is the most ancient nucleus of continental crust, that has remained relatively undisturbed for more than three billion years, that the country boasts such a proliferation of kimberlite pipes, although not all of them contain diamonds.


The alluvial diamonds that were mined in Golconda, Minas Gerais, and then along South Africa’s Vaal River were the products of such ancient kimberlite pipes. At some point in the distant past, those alluvial stones would have been washed from their kimberlite matrix by the natural weathering of the earth and carried far from the original source by means of heavy floodwaters. As diamonds are slightly denser than common rock-forming minerals, the water-borne stones were concentrated into alluvial deposits in favourable locations along the course of various river systems.


* * *


It is probable that the earliest inhabitants of the greater area surrounding the Orange and Vaal rivers knew of the existence of diamonds long before the Eureka Diamond – acknowledged as the first diamond discovered in South Africa – was found in late 1866. In fact, legend has it that there existed an ancient mission map of the Orange River region with ‘here be diamonds’ scrawled across it.7 However, as there was little use for stones that were merely pretty and shiny, no more than passing curiosity would have been shown towards the diamonds strewn across the landscape by forces of nature.


The blatant disregard for the inherent value of diamonds is evident in the narrative of the discovery of the Eureka Diamond. That precious stone was found by a young boy named Erasmus Jacobs who, legend has it, simply picked it up off the ground while traversing an area of his father’s farm, De Kalk, located on the north-east fringe of the Cape Colony, near the village of Hopetown. To the young boy, the diamond was nothing more than a mooi klip, or pretty stone, that would be useful in playing a favourite game called ‘five stones’. Nor did any other resident of the Jacobs household regard the diamond as anything more than an attractive rock. It was not until the stone was seen by Schalk van Niekerk, a neighbouring farmer who possessed a smattering of geological knowledge and who had been instructed by an amateur mineralogist to keep a lookout for diamonds, that its potential value was vaguely realised. Van Niekerk had an idea that the stone could possibly be a diamond and offered to purchase it from the young boy. However, Mevrou Jacobs laughed at the idea of accepting payment for what was a mere shiny stone and simply handed it over.8


The stone changed hands a number of times in the early months of 1867 and eventually found its way to Dr Guybon Atherstone in Grahamstown, the nearest mineralogist in a 300 km radius. After conducting a number of tests, he confirmed suspicions that the ‘rounded, apparently water-worn river stone’ was indeed a genuine diamond weighing 21¼ carats, and with an incredible amount of faith declared, ‘where that came from there are many more’.9 It was subsequently christened the ‘Eureka Diamond’ and sold, together with another small diamond, to Sir Philip Wodehouse for the inflated price of £500 (equivalent to approximately half a million rand today). A replica of the diamond was subsequently made and sent to Paris, where it was displayed at the Cape Colony’s stand at the Universal Exhibition of 1867. (The Eureka, which was purchased by De Beers and gifted to the people of South Africa in 1967, is currently on display at the Big Hole Museum in Kimberley.)


News of the discovery of the Eureka Diamond did not ignite much excitement. This was largely due to the commonly held views that the stone was a mere freak of nature, perhaps dropped by a wandering ostrich, and that South Africa was not a diamondiferous country. Indeed, many of the Colony’s leading geologists publicly refuted the idea that the country’s hinterland could be endowed with diamonds – a view that was backed up by one of Britain’s leading geologists, Professor James Gregory, who investigated the area where the diamond had been picked up in August 1868. After a brief inspection the Professor declared that he ‘saw no indication that would suggest the finding of diamonds or diamond bearing deposits in any of these localities. The geological character of that part of the country renders it impossible … that any could have been discovered there.’10 Needless to say, Gregory’s completely inaccurate conclusion lived on in the minds of diggers and miners: for some time, any misstatement or lie about diamonds was dismissed as a ‘Gregory’.


The few prospectors who did have some faith in South Africa’s diamondiferous potential and were not swayed by the geologists’ negative declarations, were given little encouragement to embark on a search for precious stones. It was a well-known fact that minerals discovered on public land belonged to the Crown, and this did much to contribute to a general apathy as far as prospecting was concerned. It was only in late 1868 that the Cape government let it be known that no action would be taken against prospectors wishing to undertake a search for diamonds, at least until the nature and extent of the occurrence became clearer.11


However, the scepticism was dismissed in early 1869 when an 83½ carat, fine white diamond was discovered on the banks of the Vaal River. It was picked up by a Griqua shepherd named Swartboy who happened to be tending his livestock in that vicinity. The shepherd subsequently approached the same Schalk van Niekerk, who he had heard was interested in such shiny stones. After some negotiations, the diamond was sold for a fortune beyond the shepherd’s wildest imagination: 500 sheep, 10 oxen and a horse, the equivalent of some £400. Considering the fact that the average annual salary of a respectable worker in England was £100, the price of £400 was certainly an absolute fortune for a mere shepherd. Van Niekerk then sold it to the firm of Lilienfeld Brothers for £11 200, which today equates to over R10 million. The diamond, which was christened ‘The Star of South Africa’, was taken to Cape Town where it was put on public display at the Commercial Exchange and then presented to Richard Southey, the Cape’s Colonial Secretary and future Lieutenant-Governor of the Diamond Fields. With much foresight and sense of occasion, Southey laid the diamond on the centre table of the Cape Assembly and grandiloquently declared: ‘Gentlemen, this is the rock upon which the future success of South Africa will be built.’12 Truer words could not have been uttered.


* * *


It was the discovery and much-publicised sale of the Star of South Africa that set the southern end of the continent pulsing with diamond fever and proved to be the catalyst of the country’s first mineral rush. Although the mass movement of fortune seekers into the hinterland and the increased activity along the Vaal River was called a ‘rush’, the reality was far from the case. For all its exciting overtones, the actual journey to the area where the 83½ carat diamond had been found and the subsequent search for diamonds was a slow, laborious and often heartbreaking task.


The pioneers of the rush were the Boers, Dutch-speaking farmers, who lived on farms in relative proximity to the Vaal River. Many of them would have been the first to hear of the discoveries of diamonds, and packing up their few meagre household belongings into an ox-wagon, they would have trekked on foot to the river diggings with their wives, children and black labourers in tow. While the Boers were generally not interested in acquiring items of such luxury for themselves, many jumped at the chance to make some extra money through the sale of diamonds, especially considering that working the land had become a real hardship in recent years given the waves of drought and insect pests ravaging the countryside.


Both the nature of the landscape and the history of the country had hardened the character of the Boers, and it is not surprising that they adopted an almost heartless approach to the search for diamonds. Their strategy was best described by Charles Payton, a pioneering diamond digger and chronicler of the early history of the diggings. Payton, like his fellow Englishmen, did not hold the Boers in very high regard:


See him dig – well, you can hardly call it digging; the brutal old patriarch will sit at the sorting table all day with his pipe – perhaps allowing the ‘vrouw’ to do likewise – while half-naked Kafir boys (aye, and young girls, too), and his own children … are all toiling hard under the broiling sun, picking, shoveling, hauling, breaking and sifting … [A Boer] working quite near my claim used to rouse my indignation, and that of many other Englishmen too, by the amount of labour he got out of a most active little girl of about ten and a poor little toddler of five, hardly able to lift the tools they worked with.13


Most Boers did not prolong their stay, preferring to return to their farms as soon as sufficient money had been accumulated from the sale of their gems.


Close on their heels came fortune-seekers and adventurers from the British colonies of the Cape and Natal. They included farmers, merchants, clerks and soldiers who abandoned their livelihoods in the belief that a fortune was to be made collecting diamonds along the banks of the river. Such was the rush of colonials to the river diggings that, almost overnight, towns throughout South Africa found themselves completely denuded of young men, chronic loafers included. Even women of good families could not be prevented from joining their husbands and brothers on the long, wearisome journey to the new river diggings. According to first-hand accounts, foreign diggers had more respect for the colonials than for the Boers, one digger describing them as a very ‘fine race of men, generally tall and well built, tough, strong hard-workers, energetic, steady, and sober’.14


Among the first of the Cape-born prospectors to make his way to the Vaal was Joseph Benjamin Robinson, a man destined to become one of South Africa’s greatest and most formidable mining magnates. When the Star of South Africa was discovered, Robinson, who originally hailed from Cradock, was a trader in his late twenties living in Bethulie in the Orange Free State. Like many other young South African men, Robinson was instantly infected by diamond fever and resolved to commence prospecting without delay. In the closing months of 1869 he established a camp on the river bank opposite the little village of Hebron (later renamed Windsorton). Once settled, he organised a party of local tribesmen to surface-search for diamonds, and it was claimed that within six weeks they had found 30 diamonds valued at some £10 000.15 News of his initial success served to further inflame what was manifesting into rampant diamond fever.


The first organised party of prospectors to reach the alluvial diggings was a group of six men from Pietermaritzburg, the capital of Natal. That party was formed and funded by Major George Francis, a Natal-based officer in the British Army. Unable to get leave himself, the Major equipped a party of men under the leadership of a Captain Loftus Rolleston, instructing them to commence a systematic search for diamonds along the Vaal and to send back any precious stones they might discover. After a long trek over the Drakensberg and across the veld, the party reached Hebron in November 1869.16 At first, they experienced little joy, succeeding only in washing out a two-carat diamond over a one-month period. However, in January of the following year, the party moved downstream to Pniel, a German mission station, where it was believed diggers were having better luck. It was there that they struck it rich, uncovering some £12 000-worth of diamonds in less than six months.17 As with Robinson, rumours of the party’s success served to further stimulate the rush.


Inevitably, news of the diamond discoveries and of the luck experienced by the initial wave of diamond diggers slowly filtered overseas. The first of the foreign adventurers to make their way to the new South African diggings included diamond diggers from Brazil and India, gold diggers from California and Australia, and English soldiers and seafarers who, upon hearing stories of the diamond discoveries, abandoned their posts and jumped ship in Cape Town, Port Elizabeth and Durban.18


While it is quite understandable that the Boers and colonials would have rushed to the diamond diggings, the fact that foreigners from as far away as the west coast of the United States undertook lengthy and arduous sea voyages to participate in South Africa’s diamond rush is something to be marvelled at. However, the rush to the diamond diggings was, in part, a continuation of the mid-nineteenth century’s great mineral rush that commenced with the 1848 discovery of gold in California. That most famous of gold rushes, which over a six-year period attracted some 300 000 fortune seekers to America’s west coast, gave rise to legends of the most fabulous fortunes won from golden streams with the minimum of effort or skill. Such stories spread the world over and had the effect of instilling a craving for instant fame and wealth in many thousands of plucky and energetic individuals. That dream of ‘instant wealth won in a twinkling by audacity and good luck’19 became the major driving force for subsequent mineral rushes, even in the most far-flung and unappealing of places.


Considering the fact that the diamond diggings were located at the geographic heart of South Africa, some 1 000 km from Cape Town, 800 km from Durban and 360 km from the Transvaal’s main town of Potchefstroom, any overland journey to the site would have been a tedious and formidable undertaking. The Cape horse-cart, employing two, four, or six horses, or the ox-wagon, drawn by between eight and 20 oxen, were the only means of transportation between the ports and major towns and the diamond diggings. For those who could not afford the fare, and there were a great many of such individuals, among them some future mining magnates, there was always the option of trekking on foot. By either mode of conveyance, the journey was agonisingly slow, taking anywhere between two weeks and six months to complete. The tedious nature of the journey was captured by James Benjamin Taylor, a future mining magnate, who travelled to the river diggings with his family at the impressionable age of ten:


The impression left on my mind was that we were travelling all day and every day through a waterless and treeless country. We had to carry our water supply in small casks, and our fuel, which consisted of dry cow-dung, had to be collected at the outspans. The roads were mere wheel-tracks and the dust was appalling; the heat was terrible, the discomfort almost unendurable. The roadside was strewn with the bodies of dead horses, mules and oxen that had perished by the wayside; the stench was offensive.20


The great majority of those who braved the long journey headed straight for the little villages of Klipdrift (later renamed Barkly West) and Pniel, which were acknowledged as the chief centres of the river diggings. However, all the promising claims in the vicinity of those two villages were soon snapped up and newcomers were forced to spread out. Thus, within the space of six months, close to a dozen other mining camps mushroomed along a 100-km stretch of the river. In true digger fashion the camps were christened with the most descriptive titles, some of which included Forlorn’s Hope, Poorman’s Kopje, Sixpenny Rush, Moonlight Rush, and Gong Gong. According to one pioneer digger, the general appearance of the camps, which dotted both sides of the river, was much the same:


Some fifty or a hundred tents are scattered helter-skelter along the banks, some under trees by the river, others on the hill-side and as close to the claims or washing places as they can be. A store or two perhaps, with as many canteens, (tents of somewhat larger dimensions than those of the diggers), help to make up the town, which has no body corporate, or magistracy, beyond the committee elected at the motion of some energetic member of the community to look after the sanitary and working arrangements.21


The canvas tents occupied by the diggers in the larger camps were intermixed with a smattering of wood and iron buildings, housing a hodgepodge of stores, canteens, billiard rooms, banks, hotels and churches.


By March 1870 it was estimated that some 5 000 diggers were feverishly at work along the river.22 The actual task of ‘digging for diamonds’ did not call for much skill; all that was required was pluck, energy, patience and a little capital to keep the work going until the tide of fortune turned. The river diggers adopted a simple mining technology that could be performed on an individual scale with the very minimum of unskilled help. They excavated their 20-foot-square claims, which were situated on the embankment, with pick and shovel to a depth of about five feet, at which point the ground gave way to what was considered non-diamond-bearing soil. The diamond-bearing rock was loaded into wheelbarrows or carts and deposited at a sorting site where it was washed through a series of meshed screens until only a diamondiferous residue remained. Various sieving processes evolved, but the most popular was the ‘cradle’, which held two or three sieves of graded mesh and could be rocked by hand to sieve the material. (Invention of the most widely used sieving cradle is attributed to Jerome Babe, an American digger, who became known as the ‘only Babe to rock his own cradle’.23) The remaining material would be laid out on a table and sorted by hand. That final task was usually performed by the digger or Boer patriarch, and only if Lady Luck was feeling particularly benevolent would one or two small diamonds be found in a week. The activity would be repeated from sunrise to sunset, six days a week, until the digger either made his fortune or left the diggings a penniless and broken man.


Such a task would have been an incredibly dull and painstaking activity to undertake day after day. In fact, the English travel writer and novelist Sir Anthony Trollope, having visited the river diggings in the mid-1870s, remarked: ‘I can conceive no occupation on earth more dreary, hardly any more demoralizing than this of perpetually turning over dirt in quest of a peculiar little stone which may turn up one a week or may not.’24 But, diamond digging was a complete gamble and diggers became addicted to shovelling and sorting through bucket loads of dirt – for ‘who knew what the next turn of the spade might reveal?’


In most cases, the fruits of such labour were scanty at best. Although it was estimated that some £300 000-worth of diamonds were won from the river diggings in 1870, which averaged approximately £4 000 for every 300 claims, this was certainly not a sign of prosperity.25 Given the sheer number of diggers who were at work along the Vaal River, the average gross profits worked out to just £60 (equivalent to about R50 000) each. London shopkeepers earned more per year and had an easier time of it.


* * *


Prior to the discovery of diamonds, ownership of the land that would come to encompass both the river and ‘dry’ diamond diggings had not been questioned or even contested by any particular community or government. In fact, the governments of the Cape Colony, the Orange Free State and the Transvaal looked on that area as a wasteland inhabited by the Griquas, a mixed race of coloured people, and indigenous nomadic groups.26 Apart from awarding a few questionable land titles to a few farmers in the district, neither of the Boer governments sought to claim official ownership of the land. That inevitably changed once reports of diamond discoveries began to filter through to the authorities and the rush of fortune seekers commenced.


It was quite natural that, once the rush began, the various authorities would attempt to derive some benefit, financial or otherwise, from the mass production of diamonds. It was for that reason that in the closing months of 1869 the 100-km diamondiferous stretch upon which the mining camps were established became hotly contested territory. Ownership was primarily contested between the Griqua community, the Transvaalers and Free State burghers, all of whom attempted to impose some kind of authority over the burgeoning diggings. As a result, possession of the digging claims rested on a mixture of titles issued by those three authorities, the validity of which was tenuous at best.


The absence of a properly constituted authority in the area compelled each little mining camp to elect its governing committee to implement rules and regulations for living and working. The rules for working the diamond diggings were generally the same for each camp and adhered to a philosophy that came to be known as ‘Diggers’ Democracy’. That philosophy referred to a socio-political system that prioritised the rights and needs of diggers as individuals rather than as a collective group. It essentially acknowledged the right of every man and woman, including those of colour, to own and work one claim, affording everyone the opportunity of searching for wealth. Ultimately, Diggers’ Democracy was an anti-capitalist system that promoted the rights of the diggers and prevented the monopolisation of the industry by a wealthy elite. Such a philosophy was an inherent feature of the pre-industrial phase of diamond mining and was one of the most significant factors that shaped the development of the industry during the early 1870s.


The rules underpinning that philosophy owed their character to the presence of experienced old diggers from the alluvial goldfields of California and Australia. These men brought with them certain ideas and recollections of diggers’ law prevailing in the earlier days of the gold rushes, and many of those practices and traditions were readily adopted by the Vaal diamond diggers.27 To these veteran diggers was owed the limit of the size of individual claims to 20 square feet; the prejudice against capitalists and the monopoly of claims, and thus the limit of ownership to one claim per digger; as well as the confiscation or ‘jumping’ of non-working claims after a period of just three days.


The diggers were so fiercely against the monopolisation of the river diggings that when, in mid-1870, the Transvaal government attempted to assert control over the northern bank of the Vaal River, particularly the rich mining camp of Klipdrift, and grant a 21-year diamond mining concession to just three men, they rose up in rebellion.28 Rather than allow such blatant monopolisation, the riotous diggers declared the village of Klipdrift and its immediate vicinity an independent Diggers’ Republic with the formal title of the Diggers’ Mutual Protection Association.


Stafford Parker, a former British sailor and colonial soldier and one of the very first to participate in the rush, was unanimously elected President of the new mining republic. The village of Klipdrift was renamed Parkerton. From virtually the beginning of the rush Parker had acquired considerable influence over his fellow diggers and was thus the natural choice to govern such a community of fiercely independent individuals. George Beet, an early chronicler of the diamond diggings and a personal acquaintance of the President, described him as ‘a man of outstanding personality and a genuine orator’ who ‘had the air of one born to command. He was quite at home in any company and abroad his high gray topper and magnificent whiskers became familiar everywhere; while as a hustler in digging operations or in the proceedings of his little parliament, he was pre-eminent.’29


Parker proved a most capable leader and went to great lengths to ensure law and order in his camp. The rules were fair and the President proved even-handed in most circumstances. However, should any of the rules be broken or a crime committed, the sentences meted out to offenders were harsh and unforgiving:


The chief executioner, tormentor, and maître des hautes oeuvres of the president was an ex-butcher. By this official Parker’s sentences were resolutely carried out. Ducking in the Vaal may be considered the lightest of them. The ‘cat’ came next. More terrible was the sentence of ‘dragging through the river’, performed on a man bound head and heels by ruffians on either bank. Last of all was the Spread-Eagle, in which the culprit was extended flat, hands and feet staked down, and so exposed to the angry sun.30


The threat of such punishments had the effect of rooting out crime in the Diggers’ Republic. Such was the success of Parker’s rule that, many years later, ‘thousands of educated and respectable men sighed for the good old times when Mr President Parker kept such propriety in the camp as has not since been known’.31 The Diggers’ Republic was only able to retain its independence for a few months before it capitulated to the authority of the Transvaal in the closing months of 1870.


The heyday of the Vaal River diamond diggings was short. That was inevitable considering the fact that the true matrix of diamonds is not alluvial gravel and that, therefore, there were only a limited number of precious stones to be won from such riverside operations. However, the diggers did not have much opportunity to mourn the demise of the river diggings for, barely a year after the rush commenced, a new discovery was made some 35 km south of the river that would prove to be the true source of diamonds, hosting a fortune beyond man’s imagination.









CHAPTER FOUR


 


The Era of Diggers’ Democracy


The fact that the Star of South Africa was discovered on the banks of the Vaal River seemed to corroborate the experience and tradition of alluvial mining in India and Brazil. The conviction that diamonds could only be sourced from alluvial gravel certainly encouraged more than 5 000 fortune seekers to flock to the Vaal River in late 1869 and early 1870 to exploit what was thought to be the mother lode of diamonds. Such was the faith in alluvial diamonds that when, in the latter half of 1870, diamonds were found on three farms further to the south, all of which would later prove to be host to diamondiferous kimberlites, the discoveries were not taken seriously at first owing to the fact that they were situated a considerable distance from any flowing body of water.


The first diamond discovered in the ‘dry country’ was found in July 1870 on the Free State farm of Koffiefontein, located some 90 km south-east of Klipdrift.1 The next notable discovery was that of a 50-carat blue-white, flawless diamond found the following month on Jagersfontein, located a further 60 km south-east of Koffiefontein. About a month later a Boer farmer by the name of Adriaan van Wyk found a number of diamonds on his farm, Dutoitspan, about 40 km south of Klipdrift.2 Although all three farms lay directly in the path taken by diggers travelling between Port Elizabeth and the river diggings, and news of those discoveries would undoubtedly have reached the ears of many such travellers, it was only local farmers and a few more open-minded diggers who paid any attention to the news. As with the discovery of the Eureka Diamond, the presence of diamonds in the dusty hinterland was considered by many to be a mere freak of nature; for the most part, diggers working along the Vaal turned a sceptical ear to rumours of discoveries being made in the ‘dry country’.3 However, one should not be overly harsh in judging their dubious attitude, for in fairness, the land that would come to encompass the ‘dry diggings’ was desolate and poverty-stricken and gave absolutely no promise of its rich immediate future.


But, as 1870 drew to a close, such diggers found themselves working and living under increasingly challenging circumstances. Not only did the expanding numbers have to compete for favourable claims and living spaces, they also had to compete for the limited supply of alluvial diamonds. In fact, diggers undertook the search for gems with such zeal that by the end of that year much of the alluvial resource, including all the stones greater than one carat in size, had been exhausted. It was for that reason that a number of unsuccessful diggers had little choice but to turn their attention to the ‘dry diggings’, so named because of the desperate lack of water.


With a mixture of restlessness and curiosity, in the closing weeks of 1870 several diggers meandered south to Dutoitspan, where it was rumoured that Van Wyk had found diamonds literally embedded in the walls of his little farm dwelling and that Boers were having luck finding diamonds in the dusty veld. After several false starts those diggers hit the mother lode and in one week managed to unearth 100 diamonds.4 Inevitably, their attempts to keep the news to themselves failed: secrets of such magnitude could not be contained in such a rumour-hungry region. Thus it was that, in January 1871 hundreds of diggers, finally converted to the fact that the river itself was not necessarily the only habitat of the diamond, scrambled the score of miles up-country to the site of the new rush.


When the grand rush to the dry diggings commenced the governments of the Orange Free State and Cape Colony, as well as the Griqua chiefs, were still squabbling over ownership of the diamondiferous tract of land. Because of the lack of a constituted authority, no law could protect Van Wyk’s farm from being overrun by the vast crowd of diggers, all of whom were intent on churning up his ground in every direction. But, instead of attempting to prevent the invasion by the great army of diggerdom, he simply sat on his stoep, pipe in hand, and gazed in solemn amazement at the ‘seemingly endless procession of horse, foot and wagon traffic that was now invading the hitherto peaceful precincts of his homestead’.5


In order to impose some semblance of order on the chaos that engulfed his farm in the early weeks of 1871, Van Wyk implemented a few regulations to govern the manner of digging on his property. The most important regulation was the limitation of the size of individual claims to 30 square feet, which became the standard size for all claims on the dry diggings and which diggers wryly described as an area ‘ten times the size of your grave’. The limitation was ultimately introduced to accommodate the hordes of diggers that arrived on a daily basis and to give every person the opportunity to work a claim. Van Wyk’s regulations further stipulated that every digger was entitled to work two claims at the most in exchange for a royalty of seven shillings and sixpence per claim per month.6


Digging regulations were not as amicable on the adjacent farm of Bultfontein, where diamonds had also been discovered in significant quantities, because following the discovery, it was acquired by the Hopetown Diamond Mining Company, a local financing syndicate.7 As the Company intended to capitalise on the private exploitation of diamonds it attempted to close the farm to all diggers, justifying the move on the basis of the sanctity of private property. However, according to the diggers the lack of a constituted authority rendered the rights of the Company a legal fiction – and so they asserted their rights to prospect wherever they wished so long as due compensation, in the form of licence fees or royalties, was paid to the proprietor. The conflict over the rights of each party resulted in a tense standoff between the proprietor and the diggers, which endured for some weeks until the middle of May when the farm was invaded by a group of 2 000 exasperated diggers who demanded the right to work claims. In the face of such unity and lacking the support of police or Boer commandos, the proprietors capitulated and agreed to throw the farm open again to diggers prepared to pay a monthly licence fee.8 Such was the power of the masses over the landowners in those heady early days. That particular episode illustrates to what extent the concept of ‘Diggers’ Democracy’ – the belief that the rights of the mass of diggers were paramount over those of the monopolist – had become ingrained in the psyche of the diggers.


Not only did that episode illustrate to what extent the new diggings existed within a no-man’s-land type of scenario, it also highlighted the substantial lack of any form of governance. Such a situation could not continue indefinitely, so the government of the Orange Free State took the initiative in assuming control of the burgeoning diamond fields and implemented the necessary digging regulations. In May 1871 it passed Ordinance III, which aimed to define and consolidate into law the somewhat vague arrangements that had already been negotiated between the proprietors of farms thrown open as public diggings and the mining communities congregated upon them.9 Significantly, the Ordinance largely upheld the principles of Diggers’ Democracy, as it stipulated that every (white) person was entitled to work not more than two claims, the size of which was regulated at 30 square feet. Each digger was required to pay a monthly licence fee of 10 shillings per claim, one half of which was taken by the government and the other half paid to the proprietor of the farm. True to the ‘democratic tradition’ of the diggers, the Ordinance stipulated that any claims abandoned for more than eight consecutive days could be jumped by any person taking out a licence for them.


With the dispute over and regulations firmly in place the scene was set for an explosion of activity at the dry diggings. During the first six months of 1871, it is estimated that some 20 000 people flocked to Dutoitspan and Bultfontein. Such an influx of diggers inevitably gave rise to a sprawling makeshift township of white canvas tents, marquees and tin shanties, situated in between the diggings and the water pan. A letter written by one resident digger in August, which attempts to describe the environment of the mining camp, provides a vivid account of how the ‘City of the Pan’ had chaotically mushroomed within the space of just a few months:


Of course we live in tents, and they are of every size and shape imaginable, and, with a few exceptions, pitched together all anyhow, or higgledy piggeldy; but the effect is far from unpicturesque. Many of the Dutch Boers live in their wagons erecting cooking sheds, and ovens close to them, and generally showing themselves keenly alive to comfort. Though we have large marquees, corrugated-iron houses and even brick erections are beginning to be made. There are stores, canteens, and billiard rooms, and they all do a roaring trade. Claims are spreading in all directions, threatening to push away the tents and encroach upon the road. I need hardly say we have no gas, and on a dark night, evening calls on friends in distant parts of the huge, straggling camp are fraught with many dangers. One instant you narrowly escape falling into a 15-foot deep claim; the next you are almost impaled on the horns of a bullock – and there are hundreds lying by the wagons at night; then you come upon huge rocks and boulders, and just as you see the light glimmering in your friend’s tent, you fall over a sleeping donkey.10


While the new diggings on Dutoitspan and Bultfontein burgeoned rapidly, it was a very different situation on the farms Koffiefontein and Jagersfontein, where diamonds had first been discovered. By August 1871 so many people had amassed at Jagersfontein that the Free State government was compelled to proclaim it a public diggings. Koffiefontein was also invaded by a number of prospectors at roughly the same time, although the scale of that rush was considerably smaller. Despite the promising start, many challenges soon manifested on both farms, and the diggers found themselves working in exceptionally adverse conditions. The most formidable challenges included the scarcity of water, the hot and arid climate, the considerable distance to urban centres, and the difficulty in securing a regular supply of food and equipment.11 Such challenges, coupled with the discovery of two more diamondiferous kimberlite pipes close to Dutoitspan in mid-1871, compelled the majority of diggers to abandon the Jagersfontein and Koffiefontein diggings in the closing months of that year and head north-west to try their luck at what was considered to be the more promising diamond field. (Only in the late 1870s would attention revert back to the Jagersfontein and Koffiefontein mines.)


The first of the two new diamondiferous discoveries was a kimberlite pipe discovered on the farm Vooruitzigt in May 1871. Credit for the discovery of what was to become known as the De Beers mine must be awarded to Richard Jackson because, although he was not the first to find diamonds there, he was the first to realise that Vooruitzigt was host to a large deposit of diamonds and thus pioneered the rush to that farm. Jackson’s tale of discovery was recorded for posterity by George Beet, who published the account in the Diamond Fields Advertiser on 29 March 1926.12 According to that original testimony, while working his claim at Lower Hebron on the Vaal River in May 1871, Jackson heard of a lone white digger sifting gravel and finding diamonds every day on a farm some miles south-east of the river diggings. At first Jackson did not attach much importance to the rumours, but when his brother-in-law, E Struben – a relative of Fred Struben who played a notable part in the discovery of the Witwatersrand Goldfield – confirmed that he had heard similar reports, his curiosity was naturally piqued. Together with three friends, Jackson decided to go and see for himself if the stories were true.
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