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KLAARSTROOM

Klaarstroom reminds of the mythical Brigadoon, the mysterious Scottish
village that appears for only one day every 100 years. Some see it, some don’t.
Most people who travel from Beaufort West to Oudtshoorn, through the
famous Meiringspoort, miss the magic of this tiny village where time has taken
a breather. Hidden by a bend in the road and tucked against the mountains,
Klaarstroom, a tiny hamlet once named Pietersburg, has a special charm.
The village is situated 60km east of Prince Albert, 95km north-west of
Uniondale and 96km from Willowmore. Located picturesquely at the
northern end of Meiringspoort, it is a popular venue for farm holidays and
mountain bike enthusiasts. Dotted along its winding gravel main street are
an English church, Dutch Reformed Church hall, several historic houses, a
police station, old school, and a general store, still with its antique petrol
pumps. Lucerne fields enfold it and the Swartberg Mountains dwarf it. This
tranquil spot once was a bustling oasis on a busy route to the coast.
Named for its clear water, the tiny hamlet of Klaarstroom is the source of many
tales. It was the site of South Africa’s first wool washing plant and the home of
the country’s last transport rider. It is also the curator of a great love story.
Beautiful Helena de Vries, said to have been the secret love of one of South
Africa’s greatest poets, CJ Langenhoven, is still a poignant memory on the
farm Gideon’s Hoop. But, while theirs was a love that was not to be, its
memories still permeate the area like the fragrance of an ancient rose.

Donna McKellar, Klaarstroom
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CROSSING THE MOUNTAIN BARRIER
The opening of Meiringspoort to shorten the route to Mossel Bay, the nearest port,
contributed to the economy and brought Klaarstroom to life. The Swartberg is the
formidable barrier which straddles all the roads from the Karoo to the southern Cape, and
until suitable crossings were found, the wool clip had to be transported around the
mountains – a tedious journey by ox wagon at a snail’s pace of about 25 miles (40km) a
day.

Klaarstroom,
north of the
Swartberg
buttresses
Photo: Pieter
Olckers

This mountain barrier was created by vast geological forces. The basis of the Swartberg is
the Cape Granite Formation, laid down roughly 540 million years ago. At about 510 million
years ago, Gondwanaland split apart, and south of Africa developed a rift valley – the
Agulhas Sea. Over a period almost 200 million years an 8 km thick layer of sediment
accumulated on the floor of the Agulhas Sea.

Sediments in the shallow Agulhas Sea
created the Cape fold mountains.
The sea later drained away; and the
sediments were pushed upwards to
become the extraordinary geological
structures of the Swartberg.
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The oldest (and lowest) sedimentary layer is Table Mountain group (510-540 million years
ago), laid down as sandstone. This is the same material from which Table Mountain in Cape
Town was formed. Above it, the Bokkeveld Group around 420 million years ago), and the
Witteberg Group (about 360 million years ago) were laid down, as sediments slowly drifted
to the sea bed. Together, these sediments are called the “Cape Supergroup”.
At about 330 million years ago, the rift valley started closing again, pushing these
sedimentary layers into a series of parallel folds, running mainly east-west in the southern
Cape. It raised up a huge mountain range in the southern Cape. The folded Cape
Supergroup formed the northern foothills of this towering mountain range – where
Klaarstroom is located. The Cape Supergroup emerge as mountains when the
subcontinent lifted up, about 180 million years ago. The softer sediments, such as the
Bokkeveld Group, tended to erode away, and is often only found in the valleys.

Prince Albert

Klaarstroom

Klaarstroom north of the formidable Swartberg

It is astonishing to think that the Swartberg (like Table Mountain in Cape Town) was once
at the bottom of a valley, and that the surrounding sediments have eroded away over time.
At first, water from these mountain ranges drained towards the north. The streams cut
ravines into the northern slopes of the mountain range. About 100 million years later,
Gondwanaland broke up and the adjacent continents began to drift away. Later, the rock
formations of the mountain range toppled to the south. New rivers formed ravines in a
southerly direction. Another 120 million years later, the mountain range was heaved up
again, causing streams to cut deeper ravines in the mountain.
Interestingly, the Groot River has its source on the northern slopes of Swartberg; from
there, it flows northwards and then eastwards to Klaarstroom, and then southwards
through Meiringspoort, where it joins the Huisrivier and then the Olifants River near De
Rust. From there, this meandering flow of water travels to the sea.
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Meiringspoort Pass is now traversed by the main N12 north-south road from Beaufort West
to the coast, but the first, rather rough road through the pass opened in 1858. It is very
different to the Swartberg Pass, as the route follows the path of the Groot River, which
has eroded through the surrounding mountains to form a deep canyon. The soaring cliffs
on either side show more fantastic exposures of folded and refolded Table Mountain
Group rocks. The route crosses the river 25 times, a fantastic feat of engineering – but this
meant that the road was susceptible to flooding.

Klaarstroom, with Swartberg
looming in the background
Image: Pieter Olckers

IN SEARCH OF A SHORTER ROUTE
It was wool, the gold of the Great Karoo, that
encouraged farmers to seek a shorter route to the
coast. The first path through the mountain was
developed by Petrus Johannes Meiring, a Klein
Karoo farmer.

Petrus Johannes Meiring
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Petrus Meiring was the keenest to find a route through the mountains. Born in Swellendam
on 30 November 1799, he was the eldest child and son of Alberthoma Thomas Meiring,
from Overijssel in the Netherlands and his wife, Elsje Maria (nèe Wagenaar). His
grandfather was Dominee Arnoldus Meiring, a pastor of the United East India company,
who arrived in South Africa from Lingen, in Germany on 28 March 1743,to take up a post in
Tulbagh.

Petrus was a dynamic farmer. He came to the Swartberg in the mid-1800s to work as a
foreman on a farm belonging to Marthinus Bekker, a wealthy man who owned several
properties in the De Rust area. When Marthinus died in 1821, Petrus married his widow,
Alida Maria (nee Pitzer). They had 11 children. After her death on 21 November 1842, he
married Catherina Helena Geldenhuys with whom he had ten more children. Petrus died on
2 January 1876, at the ripe old age of 77.
Petrus was assisted by two friends - Gerome Marincowitz, who in time built up the farm on
the Klaarstroom side of the Swartberg, and a mutual friend named Benecke who originally
hailed from Worcester.
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A Marincowitz descendant buried at the farm Koppieskraal
Source: eGGSA

The men decided to follow the
winding path of the river, simply
called De Grote Stroom (The
Great Stream), through the
awesome,
scenic,
majestic
Swartberg mountains, part of
the Cape Fold Range. They rode
along wondering what they
would find around each bend.
Soon they emerged into the
Great Karoo and so, for the first
time, linked the Klein and Great
Karoo.

JH Pierneef, Meiringspoort

Once the three friends had found a viable route following the path of the river, they created
a road which was little more than a bridle path. Other farmers began to use this boerepad
(farmers’ road), because they needed a route to trade wood, furniture, potatoes and other
farm produce. The road was suitable only for horses and it was prone to washaways in
heavy storms. To the west of Wagon Drift – in present day Meiringspoort – there is a
smoke-blackened overhang which once was the site of a smithy set up by Gerome
Marincowitz during the building of the boerepad.
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Adriaan
Boshoff,
Meiringspoort

Petrus campaigned tirelessly for an official road. In 1854, Sir John Charles Molteno, Member
of Parliament for Beaufort West and the man destined to become the Cape Colony’s first
Premier, rode the route together with Charles Pritchard, a Beaufort West lawyer, Andrew
Geddes Bain, the famous road builder, and his son, Thomas. The Bains favoured a more
easterly route through Toorwaterpoort and had already explored this. They felt it would
be easier to construct, because it would have had only five river crossings and would be
about 5km long. However, considering that it would have meant an extra 4 or 5 days travel
for every journey to and from the coast, they agreed that this river route was indeed viable.

An ox wagon with a load of wool in
Meiringspoort, about 1878
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Work began in 1856. The route, which today is 22 km long and crosses the river 25 times,
was surveyed at various stages by a Mr Woodfield, Adam de Smidt, Andrew Geddes Bain
and later his son, Thomas Bain. Initial work was done by Thomas J Mellville, Sub-Inspector
of Roads in the George District, with 93 hired labourers. He was later replaced by Adam de
Smidt as supervisor.

(Left) Andrew Geddes Bain, born in Scotland in 1798,
and (right) his son Thomas Bain, born in Graaff-Reinet in 1830
Thomas Bain invented a new rock-splitting technique by creating bonfires over impeding
rocks then, when they were hot enough, shattering the heated rocks with buckets of cold
water. This worked well and helped to speed up progress. It also allowed the road to be
completed in 223 days.

A COLOURFUL CEREMONY
The route was opened on 3 March 1858 with a colourful ceremony. A huge procession
consisting of 300 mounted men and 50 coaches carrying ladies dressed in their best, set
off from Klaarstroom, through the poort and on to a grand gala party on the De Rust side
in the south. The route was declared open – even though the bottle of champagne only
broke on the third attempt. It was named Meiringspoort in honour of Petrus Meiring.
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The road through Meiringspoort, late 1800s
Image: De Rust Heritage

Almost immediately the first 21 heavily laden wool wagons groaned off down the winding
route on their way to the coast. Three tollhouses were built, which levied fees on animals
and vehicles. They are remembered at Old Toll Drift, where the third tollhouse stood at one
of the river crossings. (The second tollhouse was ruined when the road was rebuilt).
The tollhouses also served as shops and dwelling houses and places for overnight
accommodation. The first toll-keeper at the tollhouse which was built on the farm
Varkenskraal on the Klaarstroom side was constructed in 1857 for the tollkeeper, Mr
Rankin. He operated there for 15 years, serving also as a herbalist and tooth extractor. His
herbal remedies for tooth ache and other dental problems were legendary.

Rankin’s Toll Gate, 1876
Image: De Rust Heritage
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Circuit court judge Sir Henry Juta remembered Rankin well. In Reminiscences of the Circuit
Court he says that Rankin became one of the best known and respected “doctors” of the
Karoo, yet he had no medical training or qualifications. “Despite his rather poor and humble
beginnings, he was a remarkable character who nature obviously intended to be a
physician. His energy, diligence, thrift and drive enabled him to acquire a farm. He built
furrows, planted crops and established a hostelry for travelers, but the 1885 a flood
destroyed most of his efforts. His natural bent and genius for medicine made him a skillful
physician. He was well read and greatly interested in the healing herbs of the Karoo.
Scientific works filled his library and his stock of drugs was the most up to date containing
many results of modern research.
His fame as a “doctor” was widespread, and he attended to patients in far-flung areas.
Although such practice was illegal, because he was not qualified, no one dreamt of
prosecuting him. He and the registered doctors were on the best of terms, for no one could
better judge the seriousness of an illness, nor more readily inspan a cart to fetch a doctor
when necessity arose,” wrote sir Henry.

IN THE BEGINNING THERE WAS MOONSHINE
The story of Klaarstroom began when the first farm in this area was granted in 1777. The
clear mountain streams of the Swartberg attracted farmers who planted field crops,
vineyards and orchards. The area where the town stands today was granted as a loan farm
and called De Claar Stroom (clear waters) because of its abundance of fresh, clear water.
De Claar Stroom stretched from the modern farm called Middelwater, at the present-day
tarred turn-off to Prince Albert, to Vrolikheid, 10km down the gravel road to Willowmore.

Peaceful Klaarstroom
Image: Pieter Olckers
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Vineyards were planted and the vines yielded such excellent quality grapes that the area
soon became known as “The Constantia of the Karoo”. From the outset, a great deal of
witblitz (white lightning or “firewater”), South Africa’s version of “moonshine”, dripped
from huge copper kettles on the farms. This blitz - a potent spirit made from grapes, usually
from leftovers from the winery - is un-aged; because no maturation takes place, the liquid
stays quite clear. Because witblitz is also undiluted, it has a high alcohol content and this
ensures a “good kick”. It can be classified as “moonshine”, but it is a quality product.
Witblits is predominately produced in the Cape. It was a product that was made on many
early farms that produced grapes, and its history can be traced back over 200 years. Most
producers take great pride in their product, often brewing only small batches for sale at
festivals and informal markets. They are a competitive bunch, and so they are constantly
on the outlook for ways of improving their recipes. It is also used as a libation, a cleaning
agent, as a cure for some medical complaints, and as a herbal remedy.
Klaarstroom witblitz was a much sought after. A daily glass was said to be excellent for
“whatever ails you”. Most men started the day with a medicinal swig to ward off the cold
as well as all ills and ailments. Almost all visitors were (and sometimes still are) welcomed
with a tot.
Today the “witblitz” produced from the
working still on the farm Vrolykheid,
remains a prized product.

Mr Tollie Marincowitz and his son,
Graham, at their trusty still
Tollie can be contacted at 084 682 3891

Lovely Vrolykheid
farm
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The first flood hit the pass in 1885. It was so severe that the pass had to be closed and as a
result 50 transport wagons were stranded at the tiny hamlet. It was said to have been quite
a sight to see - wagons and loads of goods spread out across the veld for miles around.
Oxen, horses and other livestock roamed far and wide in search of grazing, and people sat
about in little encampments. Food and drink were scarce, so edible produce among the
loads soon began to vanish.
Thomas Bain was called in to undertake repairs and at the time he also upgraded the road.
It was opened again in 1886. (Since then, floods have regularly flooded the poort,
sometimes, sadly with loss of life).
By June 1870, it was reported that more than one million kilograms of wool had been
transported through Meiringspoort and sold at Mossel Bay. By then the two villages De
Rust and Klaarstoom on either side of the poort were well established.

Meiringspoort, 1934
Image:
https://atom.drisa.co.za

The Meiringspoort road was damaged by floods from the time that it was built. A great
deal of ingenuity, hard work and money has been expended in improving it. In the 1930s,
£10 000 of Depression Work Relief Money was spent on the road. Between 1948 and 1953,
Oudtshoorn and Prince Albert local authorities replaced the gravel drifts with concrete
causeways at the cost of almost £15 000.
In the 1960s, the Cape Provincial Roads Department built the road from Beaufort West to
Klaarstroom. The authorities envisaged a high standard, faster and more modern road
which would have linked Klaarstroom to the Cango Caves, but it would have required a
series of tunnels and heavy earthworks. Engineers undertook a feasibility study and this
revealed that at least eight tunnels would be needed; one of these would have had to be
26km long. The cost was prohibitive, so the idea was abandoned. The road through
Meiringspoort remains a delightful circuitous meander.
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START OF A VILLAGE
About 20 years after its establishment, the huge original De Claar Stroom farm was divided
into several smaller units and sold. Many of the men who bought these units carved their
names into the history of the Swartberg. Among the first land buyers were Frans Adriaan
Swemmer, Piet Classen, P H du Plessis and Gerome Marincowitz, who in 1821 built the
majestic Cape Dutch homestead on the farm Vrolikheid.
.

The historic farm
Vrolykheid, near
Klaarstroom

Source: Andre Pretorius,
Stellenbosch Digital
Library,
ttps://digital.lib.sun.ac.za

The first house in Klaarstroom was built in 1840, twenty years before the town was
planned. It is a typical tiny, thick-walled abode, positioned close to the koppie for shelter.
It is built of Karoo stone and dagha, an old-style Karoo building method which was used for
laying bricks, plastering walls and covering floors. Typically, mud or ant-hill soil, mixed with
cow-dung meaning workable paste to bind blocks, bricks and stones. The various
outhouses have been restored.
Soon after the pass was opened in 1858, a town was surveyed and 27 erven were measured
up and laid out on De Claar Stroom. The area was, at the time, owned by Petrus Oosthuizen.
The first erven were sold on 4 August 1860, and a fledgling town began to mushroom. It
was called Petersburg in honour of the many men named Pieter, Petrus or Piet, who had
had a hand in its creation. It was, however named mainly as a tribute to Petrus Oosthuizen
as locals inhabitants felt he had seen the need for a settlement and gone out of his way to
take the first steps.
Water, a precious commodity in the Karoo, was, oddly enough, not a feature of the first
erven. The erven remained without riparian rights and were known as “dry erven”. This,
however, did not worry the purchasers. They did not intend to make money from the land,
rather from people using the route through the mountains. From the outset the town
flourished and became a popular place to spend the night before travelling through the
poort and on to the coast.
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The fledgling town kept Petrus Oosthuizen and his brother, Ockert, very busy ensuring that
all their stipulations were adhered to and that all their rules were observed.
Before 1870, PH du Plessis, the general dealer, hired out rooms to travellers. The a muchneeded hotel was opened by NH Marincowitz. Business grew to such a degree that a
second shop was opened by MC Bantjies, who also had a smithy in Klaarstroom and the
Roadside Inn at nearby Zeekoegat. Soon there were three shops, two smithies, a butchery
and a mill. In 1883, R Fashe was granted a liquor licence for the Klaarstroom Roadside Inn.
This little hotel was a popular stop for soldiers during the Anglo-Boer War. The owner, a
proud Boer supporter, gritted her teeth when she had to serve dinner and cigars to British
officers one night. Today the ruins of many of these buildings, as well as of the poort’s first
toll house, can be seen near the blue gum trees on the banks of the river. Here the spoor
gouged out by the wheels of the post coaches and wagons are still clearly visible.
Wallis was also commissioned
by the Anglican community to
build the tiny church of the
Good Shepherd during the
same year. Regular services are
still held in this little chapel.

The Good Shepherd Church
Image: Pieter Olckers

Wallis was a multi-faceted architect. A mason by trade, Wallis worked mainly as a builder
and as an overseer, but was responsible for the design of several buildings at the Cape
where he was active between 1848 and 1900. Wallis was born at Bushey, Hertfordshire,
England and arrived in the Cape in 1848. He built at least five gaols, as well as several
churches. After a busy career, he died in Oudtshoorn and was buried in Claremont, Cape
Town.
In 1874, George Wallis built the first wool-washing plant in South Africa at Klaarstroom. It
was erected on behalf of Percy Alport, a Canadian businessman who had large business
interests in Beaufort West. He was the brother-in-law of Sir John Charles Molteno, who
became the first Premier of the Cape. The ruins of the wool-washing plant can still be seen
on the banks of the river near the police station.
Those interested in Karoo architecture will enjoy the mainly Karoo cottages and villas which
line the main street. Also of interest is the tiny library building next to Poort Pourri craft
shop.
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Poort-Pourri
Image:
GypseyvandieKaap

The original farmhouse at Middelwater is also an interesting building. It has yellowwood
ceilings, wall cupboards and ancient stairs to its loft. On a nearby farm, which also belongs
to the Klue family, there is an old Devonshire cob-style straw and mud brick house. Its
brakdak – consisting of flat puddle-clay on a reed and a mud ceiling - keeps it cool to this
day, even though time has decayed some of the supports and corners.
In 1880, Adolph Gustav Bernhardt arrived and took over the wool-washing plant. This
dynamic young entrepreneur was born around 1844 in Buckow in Germany. He opened up
a much-needed general store, imported modern machinery and recruited skilled labourers.
He kept the most up-to-date catalogues of the latest fashions and goods available from
Europe and undertook to ensure delivery in the shortest possible time. His clientele
included elite families of Beaufort West, Prince Albert and Oudtshoorn, and he kept them
abreast of the most modern trends. His store was the delight of brides-to-be. There they
were always assured of finding the finest materials, trimmings and lace. The Berhardt
family were considered trendsetters of their day.

Adolph Bernhardt’s grave,
at Klaarstroom

Image: e-GSSA
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Adolph married Agnes Louisa Page (born in 1851). They had six children. She died on 1 May
1895, at the age of 44.

Louisa Bernhardt’s grave
Image: eGSSA

Adolph then married Petronella Francoise
Swemmer, the sixth child and fourth
daughter among 13 children born to Frans
Adriaan Swemmer, one of the earliest
settlers. Her mother was Petronella
Hendrika de la Harpe, the widow of James
John Ebden Rattray.
Petronella brought a son, Reginald Francis
Rattray, (born on 8 February 8 1875) into
the marriage. She and Adolph had two
children.
Adolph was a great believer in education
and insisted that his own children to taught
to read and write as young as possible. He
started the town’s first school in an outside
room at his home in 1890. It became an
instant success. In time, it was moved to
two rooms in the Rooidak Huis (red-roofed
house). Later still, it moved to the Dutch
Reformed Church hall.
Petronella Bernhardt’s grave at Klaarstroom
Image: e-GSSA
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A Coloured school was started in 1914 and by 1938 there were so many pupils that a new
school had to be built for children from the village and surrounds. Its construction was
undertaken by J Claassens and it served the community until 1974. The building later
became a shop.
In the late 1800s, Adolph and his 17-year-old daughter, Francis Amelia Bernhardt, had a
dreadful experience in Meiringspoort. They were en route to Oudtshoorn to visit Francis's
mother, Louisa, who was in hospital there. It was a lovely day and they stopped to give the
horses a rest at Perdedraai. Adolf alighted and as he turned to help his daughter down
from the step of the cart, there was a sudden, loud, clap of thunder. The horses took fright
and bolted. Francis's boot and long skirt became caught up on the step and she was
dragged off. Her horrified father gave chase without success and Francis was dragged
through 20 drifts before the horses calmed down and stopped at Sanddrift. The
unconscious Francis was covered in scratches, scrapes and bruises, but fortunately her
many petticoats and sturdy outfit prevented her from becoming seriously hurt.
Adolph died on 2 October 1909, at Riverside, the home of a German friend, W Kleudgen, in
the Gamtoos River area. He and both of his wives are buried in the graveyard behind the
little Anglican chapel, near the graves of two British soldiers killed during the Anglo-Boer
War.

A POET’S LOVE
The memory of the lovely Helena de Vries, the secret love of South African poet CJ
(Cornelius or Neelsie) Langenhoven (1873 – 1932), lingers on the farm Gideonshoop, near
Klaarstroom.
Helena was born in Prince Albert in 1872 and lived in on the farm Mirtlehof (Mirtle Grove).
While studying at Bloemhof Seminary in the Stellenbosch area in the late 1890s, she was
introduced to “Petite”, as Langenhoven was known as a boy, because of his small stature.
Some believed it was love at first sight. After they met, Helena and “Petite” were seldom
out of each other’s company and soon they were engaged. By then, Helena was teaching
on the farm Gideonshoop, just north of the Swartberg.

Helena de Vries, with Langenhoven (right)
Image:
JC Kannemeyer
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In 1894 Langenhoven wrote an
English poem in Helena’s honour.

The first letter of each
descending line spells
“Helena” and “Petite”.

This is a remarkable poem for a
young Afrikaans man who grew up
in Ladismith!
Writing in Afrikaans, Langenhoven once described his trips across the Swartberg to visit
Helena at Gideonshoop: “One can either traverse the dreadfully steep Swartberg, or you
can take a few hours detour through the exquisite Meiringspoort pass. On the northern
side, you arrive at Klaarstroom, and then you keep left, along the flanks of the mountain,
across a series of delightfully attractive farms along the little river flowing from the
mountain cliffs.
“Then you keep going through a narrow kloof, along the river between steep rockfaces on
both sides. But a mile or so later the poort suddenly opens up until you arrive in a deep,
almost dark valley where the sun only beams in for a few hours a day but there is a little
farm, with trees and a grapevine and croplands and a white homestead with a dark reed
roof – quite small”.

Gideonshoop, on the northern slopes of the
Swartberg, at the end of a narrow farm road.
Today, this farm is the De Aap Guest Farm.

A Klaarstroom voorkamer
Image: Pieter Olckers

Kerneels and Helena’s engagement lasted for two years and then her pious, austere Dutch
father stepped in. He considered Langenhoven, a self-confessed atheist, far too liberal for
his daughter and he forbade them to continue seeing each other. After the engagement
was broken off, Helena became a strict, dogmatically religious person. She worked as a
school teacher in the Klaarstroom district.
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In her forties, Helena married the dour, twice-widowed Gideon Muller, who already had six
children. By then, she was teaching on the farm Waterval Helena seemed to be conflicted
about the option to marry Gideon. To figure out what to do, Helena wrote two letters –
one accepting Gideon’s proposal, and one turning him down. She left both these letters,
enclosed in envelopes, on her desk at school. She then asked one of the schoolboys to pick
one and add it to the postbag. Off it went – without Helena knowing which envelope it
was. It was only when Gideon’s horse and cart arrived at her door that she knew what her
decision had been.
The only subsequent contact between Langenhoven and Helena was on her wedding day
in 1913, when he sent her the gift of one of his books. Helena bore Gideon only one child, a
son, who they named Gideon. Her daughter-in-law later described Langenhoven as
Helena’s greatest love.
Today, Helena’s spirit still fills Gideonshoop. There are fading photographs of her in several
rooms of the house. Langenhoven’s Afrikaans Birthday Book, dedicated to her in his own
hand, lies on a little side table and one of two pressed roses rests in her Bible. He kept its
twin together with a lock of her hair.

STRANGE AND TERRIBLE TALES
The Klaarstroom area of the Swartberg abounds with stories of yesteryear. They range
from unsolved murders to hair-raising ghost stories.
In 1890, coal was discovered near Klaarstroom in the Karoo. It was found on Almero
Oosthuizen’s farm, Vischgat. According to reports it was “of good quality and burned
perfectly”. A mine was started, but it was too close to the river. Within a short time, the
mine flooded and was abandoned. The dump is still visible. The Eye, a ghostly fireball that
often races across the Karoo plains has been seen here, and so has the wandering Jew of
the Swartberg. This ghost of an old pedlar still hitches rides with motorists.
Some have seen ghosts of old miners working in the abandoned shafts at Spreeufontein,
the nearby farm of Lodewyk Bothma, where the first gold nugget was in this area was dug
up by an aardvark in 1871. This farm, as well as the adjoining farm Klein Waterval, were the
sites of gold mining in the late 1800s. Unlike the alluvial diggings at Spreeufontein, the Klein
Waterval diggings consisted of shallow excavations in the bedrock. It appears that these
were sited on areas of the sedimentary strata that contained abundant quartz veins that
might have been the source of the gold.
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Gold
diggings on
the farm
Klein
Waterval

The Spreeufontein nugget weighed 2,5 oz. It was rounded, water-worn and had a few
crystals adhering to it. No further finds were made until 1891 when a shepherd picked up
a nugget weighing 6 dwt 23 grms on the neighbouring farm Klein Waterval. News spread
like wildfire and on 4 August 1891, 19 050 morgen on Spreeufontein were made available
for purchase. Soon 500 people had arrived, 1 042 claims were staked and registered and
digging began at a feverish pace.
By 20 September 1891, a further 3 898 morgen were added to the public diggings. All in all,
504 oz of gold were found at these diggings. The largest quantity found by one man was
100 oz came from the claim of Mr P H du Plessis, the original prospector. He got £5 000 –
an enormous sum in those days. It was an exciting time. Lodewyk Bothma immediately
began planning a town but the gold petered out and his dreams were shattered.
The local Prince Albert Fransie Pienaar museum has a display of artifacts and documents
detailing the gold field on display. Ghosts of these miners have also been seen playing
poker in one of the rooms at the Swartberg Hotel in Prince Albert.
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TALES OF THE WAR
Many tales of the Anglo-Boer War are also woven into the Klaarstroom story.
Commandants Gideon Scheepers and Deneys Reitz passed through the Swartberg, en
route to re-join Jan Smuts’s raiders in 1901. In his book Commando, Reitz tells of capturing
a British messenger outside Klaarstoom and learning of troops at a nearby hotel, as well as
a garrison at Meiringspoort. One dark night they literally ran into a body of British
horsemen. We were so mixed up no one dared shout, he said. Later he told how they led
their horses along a dusty street. The burghers saw soldiers running to a large building (the
police station, which still stands today). “Dogs barked, windows opened and soldiers ran
into the street. We had to beat a hasty retreat.”
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And then there was the amusing tale of a British soldier, who one moonless night, became
detached from his regiment, rode right past a sentry and into a Boer camp near
Klaarstroom. Thinking he had made it safely back to base, he proclaimed: “I am here at
last”.
But Klaarstroom’s main action took place in early February
1901. Gideon Scheepers’s commando was moving west,
riding high after tour of destruction in the southern Karoo
at Willowmore and Uniondale.
On 1 February, Scheepers, Fouché and about 300 men
galloped into Klaarstroom. Led by Lieutenant Fanie
Swanepoel, they raided the Post Office smashed the
telegraph, the gaoler’s gun and pistol, and looted the
government stores.
Gideon Scheepers

Lieutenant-Colonel RK Parke of the 18th Battalion imperial Yeomanry received a report at
Kredouw Pass about Boer activity in Klaarstroom. He ordered two patrols of 20 men each,
under Captain McDowell and Lieutenant Torrance, to investigate. McDowell rode into
Klaarstroom and when he saw they were outnumbered, he ordered both patrols to retire,
and they fell back, covering each other.
The Boers moved so fast that Parke narrowly escaped capture. Through some quick
thinking, Sergeant-Major Jackson got him away. As the Boers tried to outflank the
Yeomanry, the howitzer crew came into range, and Swanepoel and his men retreated.

The Boers set off in pursuit and
caught up with the British at
Remhoogte. A skirmish ensued. In
the fracas, Lance Corporal J Boyd, a
tough Irishman who had lived in
Australia, had his horse shot out
from under him. As he was badly
wounded, he took shelter in an area
known as Wolwekloof, on the farm
Remhoogte. Just then Johannes
Kleu, a 23-year old Boer rebel passed
en route to his home at Aberdeen. He
stumbled across the semi-conscious
Boyd who got such a fright that he
reached for his gun and fired. The
shot hit Kleu in the chest.
Klaarstroom’s battles: Town,
Remhoogte and Scheepersrus
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On hearing the shot, the owner of Remhoogte rode out to investigate. He saw Kleu lying
on the ground bleeding badly and rushed him to his farmhouse for attention. Nothing
could be done to save him and he died soon after. The farmer took his body back to the
peaceful ravine for burial. Only while preparing a grave did the farmer see Boyd’s body. He
too had died of his wounds, so the soldiers were buried side by side. After the war Boyd’s
widow requested that he be reinterred in the graveyard at the nearest Anglican church.
The was the Church of the Good Shepherd at Klaarstroom.

Trooper Hirschfords
(actually
Gishford), and
Lance Corporal
Boyd, resting in
the Klaarstroom
cemetery

Boyd’s death was a blow as he had been the first to enrol in the Scottish Sharpshooters.
Also killed was Trooper SK Gishford of the 2nd Brabants Regiment. Unfortunately,
Gishford’s name was rendered incorrectly on the Guild Cross erected on his grave.

Trooper Sidney P Gishford in the Regimental Roll of the Brabants Horse.
His name is incorrectly given as “Hirschford” on the Guild Cross. He died on 2 February 1901,
not 4 February.
Years later, in 1948, Johannes Kleu’s family in Aberdeen were asked if they wanted his
remains to be moved to a more suitable graveyard. They refused, saying that he should be
allowed to rest in peace.
A party headed by Captain Fouché marched into the Klaarstroom hotel that evening and
ordered supper for 25 people. Mrs Petronella Bernhardt, the owner’s wife, resisted
strenuously, but food, whisky and cigars were served. The Burghers turned everything
upside down and made a dreadful row until the small hours. They kept shouting, “The
Queen is dead! The Queen is dead! To Cape Town we must go!” (Queen Victoria had died
on 22 January 1901).
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The Klaarstroom
Hotel today
Image: Pieter
Olckers

On the night of 2 February 1901, Scheepers and his men stayed over at the farm Bloemendal
west of Klaarstroom. (In 1935, the farm owner, Piet Oosthuizen renamed the farm
Scheepersrus). The Boers pursued the British soldiers from the Klaarstroom direction.
They captured some of them, under the command of Sergeant Jackson, and took their
rifles. They wrecked the rifles and hid them in the hollow trunk of a peach tree; then they
threw everything into the Groot River. Years later, in 1970, some rifle parts washed up at
Scheepersrus during a flood.

Imperial Yeomanry approaching a
Boer farm

British reinforcements arrived from Prince Albert. The British encirclement rapidly
tightened around Scheepersrus. The wily Scheepers led his men northwards along a foot
path, across the Witteberg, via Boesmanskloof, Sleutelfontein and Botterskraal, from
where they headed towards Zeekoegat, which they reached on 7 February 1901. Scheepers
and his commando moved rapidly northwards on 5 February, with the 2nd Brabants in
pursuit. He was living off the land and looted two shops at Zeekoeigat for suppolies. The
Brabants didn’t find the Boers, and when they reached Letjiesbos, they were sent back by
train to Prince Albert Road and deployed along the Swartberg to prevent Scheepers
breaking back into the Southern Cape. From there, they captured a number of Beaufort
West District Mounted Troops who had been ordered to drive Scheepers’ commando
south.

25

Rose Willis

Klaarstroom: Timeless place of clear waters

A VICTORIAN POLICE STATION
Klaarstroom has a fascinating police station. From the outside, it appears to be one long
Victorian building, but inside are three distinct sections. Built in 1897, it served as a
courtroom, police station, post office and telephone exchange, courtroom, part of the
present day charge office, was used by the early circuit courts and features in the memoirs
of many a judge who operated in the hinterland. It has a magnificent Oregon pine vaulted
ceiling, large sash windows and broad-planked floors. The severe air which it still exudes
resulted in a television drama using it for the filming of a court scenes in the 1980s.
When the circuit court was in session, the village was immensely formal. VIPs, such the
judges, stayed at the hotel where they were given tip top service. The secretaries and clerks
were housed by individual villagers, who tendered for this pleasure. Many built up
friendships that lasted for years.
The cell block at the back of the police station was built in 1903. Hardly had it been
commissioned when there was a jailbreak. Hans Rex escaped by gouging a hole through
the wall with an old door handle. He was never seen again. The police station, which may
be visited on request, is still heated by its original slow combustion stove in winter.

The red-roofed police station
Image: Chris Marais, https://karoospace.co.za/klaarstroom
The original post office and exchange section are now the residence of the station
commander. There are old stables at the bottom end of the police station grounds. Horses
were used by policemen on patrol in this area until the 1950s.

26

Rose Willis

Klaarstroom: Timeless place of clear waters

MANY MORE STARRING ROLES
Scenes for several South African films have been shot in this little village. Among these
were Faan se Trein (Faan’s Train). This began in 1976 as an Afrikaans theatre production.
Set in Klaarstroom, the play was written by Pieter Fourie, and since it was introduced to
the public, it has since become one of the most well-known and loved Afrikaans plays.
The story, set in this village, takes place in the 1950s.
The original text was adapted to a screenplay for a
feature length film and directed by one of South Africa's
veteran filmmakers, Koos Roets, who spent a great deal
of time filming in the village during April and May 2013.
The film crew fell in love with this little gem of a town
and its wonderful people.

A sequel called Faan se Stasie
(Faan's Station), followed, but
oddly enough there is no train
station nor tracks close to
Klaarstroom.

Shooting the film “Faan se Trein”: On set in Klaarstroom

Koos Roets and his team were back
again in 2015 to film ‘n Paw-paw vir my
Darling – the charming and amusing
tale of a family who lives in Damnville,
told through the eyes of their dog.
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In May 2016, he returned and spent two weeks – a record-breaking time - in the village
filming an entire movie - Hoender met die Rooi Skoene (Chicken with the Red Shoes).
The little church hall was converted into “offices” for the De Waal Theatrical Agency, by
local Klaarstroom resident, Jeremy Witts-Hewinson. He skilfully created old-fashioned
offices with an ancient lift, dark panels, book cases and secret doors. Actress Liz Meiring
stars as a gossipy receptionist, who was eternally on the telephone, while Nelson, a parrot,
chatted and chortled in the background. Dramatic scenes with the actors Anton Goosen,
Lida Botha and Deon Lotz followed. It filled Klaarstroom with great excitement.

A DRESS FOR A PRINCESS
The 83-year old Mrs Miriam Olwagen once knitted a dress for a princess who was to
become Queen of England. During the 1947 Royal Visit, Mrs Olwagen and her husband
Lucas were stationed at Klaarstroom where he was police sergeant. They were among
those who turned out to see The Royal Family when their train stopped at De Rust.
Mrs Olwagen was so captivated by Princess Elizabeth that she
decided to knit a dress for her on behalf of the women of the
South African Police Force. This was negotiated through
Margaret Egerton, lady in waiting to the princesses. Mrs
Olwagen personally presented the magnificent lacy dress to
Princess Elizabeth at a function in Beaufort West. She was
delighted by the gift. Later Mrs Olwagen was ecstatic when it
was included in Princess Elizabeth’s wedding outfits. She
remembered Princess Margaret trying on the dress and
whispering that it was so beautiful she wished it was hers. The
industrious Mrs Olwagen soon created a similar dress for
Princess Margaret. It was taken to London by General Smuts in
June, 1948.
Mrs Olwagen also knitted a baby’s layette which she sent to
Queen Elizabeth when Prince Charles was born. She still
treasures letters of thanks.
Princess Elizabeth on the South African tour, 1947
Source: https://atom.drisa.co.z

HIGHLY RESPECTED AMATEUR
Roy Oosthuizen of the farm Swartskraal was a highly respected amateur palaeontologist
and diligent researcher, respected by academics around the world. A fossil was named in
his honour.
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Roy Oosthuizen found the
fossilized skull of Dwykaselachus
oosthuizeni — a shark-like fish
that lived during the Permian
period, around 280 million years
ago. This find revealed the origin
of chimaeras, a group of
cartilaginous fish related to
sharks.

A reconstruction of
Dwykaselachus Oosthuizeni

In 1993, Dr. Robert Gess, a researcher in the Geology Department and Albany Museum at
Rhodes University in South Africa, CT-scanned the Dwykaselachus skull. Until then, the
chimaeroid evolutionary record consisted mostly of isolated specimens of their
characteristic hyper-mineralized tooth plates.
In Roy Oosthuizen’s museum on Swartskraal
are a variety of invertebrates, ancient lichen
and the only eurypterid ever found. This is a
large arthopod, was rather like a giant sea
scorpion. His interest grew into an enviable
collection and he sought the help of the SA
Museum in cataloguing his finds.

A eurypterid fossil

A DIFFERENT DRIVE
Klaarstroom is a motorist’s dream, as visitors have experienced for decades.
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Filling up in Klaarstroom

Image: Pieter Olckers

There are several exciting scenic drives in the area. One is a gravel route. It starts near
Middelwater, curves back into the mountains, past Gideon’s Hoop, famed for the
Langenhoven love story and exits in Meiringspoort. There is also a cycle route and
challenging mountain bike ride which offers superb views. There are rambles, secluded
picnic spots near the river and even a huge dam on one of the farms where visitors often
dare to skinny-dip.
Nearby, on the N12 from Klaarstroom to Beaufort West, is a place called Zeekoegat where
there once was a popular hotel and where the locals also played tennis. The little Dutch
Reformed Church has an organ, donated by none other than Cecil John Rhodes.

Meiringspoort
by Martin Warburg
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