




Chapter 2 

 
Illus. 2.7: Johannesburg in the vicinity of Doornfontein in 1887. Water 
storage dam in the foreground. Source: Rand Water.  

Free marketeers and water 

In December 1887, the government of the South African Republic 
granted James Sivewright, a concession to provide the new town 
with water.21 Sivewright, a friend of President S.J.P. (Paul) Kruger, 
identified the water source in Doornfontein. He was, in March 1888, 
instrumental in the founding in Kimberley22 of the Johannesburg 
Waterworks and Exploration Company, Ltd. The company’s 
business was to sell land. A secondary operation was to provide 
water to the young mining town of Johannesburg.23  

                                           
21 . K.E. WILBURN, “James Sivewright” in C.J. BEYERS (ed.), Suid–Afrikaanse biografiese 

woordeboek IV,  p. 604; A. DOUCAKIS, “Southern New Doornfontein and environs: An 
historical survey (1.) in Between the Chains, 11, 1990, pp. 4-5. 

22 . I. SANDER, Development, diamonds, gold and platinum: the story of Johannesburg 
Consolidated Investment Company 1889-1995, p. 9. 

23 . CENTRAL ARCHIVES REPOSITORY PRETORIA. Section: Transvaal Archives. Forthwith: TA. 
P200. N. MCCORMACK, Origins and history of the Rand Water Board, p. 1; G.R. ANDREWS, 
“The rise and progress of the Johannesburg waterworks, Estate and Exploration 
Company,” in Proceedings of the South African Association of Engineers and Architects, 
1892-4, p. 121; H.T. RAMSDEN, The status powers and duties of the Rand Water Board: 
a legal history and analysis (Ph. D, Wits, 1985), p. 54. 
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Illus. 2.8. The limits of supply of the Johannesburg Waterworks Estate 
& Exploration Company in 1892. Source: Rand Water 
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The firm of Barnato Brothers, also from Kimberley at the time, was 
a founding member of the new company.24 In 1889 Barney Barnato 
(1852-97), who had meanwhile moved from Kimberley to 
Johannesburg, was instrumental in taking control of the water 
concession, on behalf of Barnato Brothers.25  

Sivewright, once he had made sufficient money, retired to the 
Cape, where he became a cabinet minister.26 In 1895 the waterworks 
company became a full subsidiary of Johannesburg Consolidated 
Investments (JCI) – one of the major gold mining companies on the 
Witwatersrand.27 The waterworks company was an integral part of 
Johannesburg’s business environment in which strong competition 
was the order of the day. It implied that its activities would be 
affected by the frequent feuds in which the local captains of trade 
and industry were involved. This state of affairs had a detrimental 
effect on the provision of water for Johannesburg. Already in 1888 
the Johannesburg Waterworks Estate & Exploration Company 
Limited, was technically able to provide 152 678 ℓ of water from the 
Natalspruit, 2,44 Mℓ28 from a reservoir near Berea and 919 285 ℓ 
from Doornfontein.29 Quality was a priority. Pipes were imported 
from Britain. The work was also done at great speed. On 23 June 
1888 the first domestic consumer was linked to the new waterworks 
scheme.30 The scheme was a comprehensive undertaking and it 

                                           
24 . I. SANDER, Development, diamonds, gold and platinum: the story of Johannesburg 

Consolidated Investment Company 1889-1995, p. 9. 

25 . G.A. LEYDS, A history of Johannesburg: the early years, p. 53. 

26 . His estate was situated near Groote Schuur. In the twentieth century the house was 
later acquired as the residence of the governors general of South Africa. Later it 
became the residence of the country’s state president. See G.A. LEYDS, A history of 
Johannesburg: the early years, p. 53. 

27 . K.E. WILBURN, “James Sivewright” in C.J. Beyers (ed.), Suid–Afrikaanse biografiese 
woordeboek IV, p. 604; P. JOYCE, A concise dictionary of South African biography, pp. 23–4; 
J.R. SHORTEN, Die verhaal van Johannesburg, p. 167. 

28 . In the original documentation all liquid volumes were given in gallons. For the 
purposes of this study the figures were converted to ℓ. 1 Gallon = 4,5 ℓ. 

29 . TA, SS1654, p. 68. R5456/88 at R5340/88. Verklaring W. Dunbar, Johannesburg, 
1888.06.15. 

30 . E.M. COSSER, The impact and management of water scarcity in Johannesburg, 1886-
1905, (MA, UW, 1990), pp. 29–30. 
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required a substantial capital investment to put into operation. 
Consequently for consumers the service came at a price. According 
to the company’s first annual report, consumers paid “1/6 per 100 
gallons” (one shilling and sixpence per 450 ℓ).31 Later prices shot up 
because of drought conditions and the unscrupulous manipulation 
of supply and demand. Understandably the water company was 
not very popular with consumers.32 The supplies always appeared 
to be insufficient, ineffective and too expensive. 

 

 
Illus. 2.9. The foundation stone is laid in 1888 of the first service 
reservoir of Johannesburg. Source: Rand Water. 

                                           
31 . ANON., Rand Water Board 1903–1953, p. 3; R.J. LABURN, ‘n Historiese oorsig oor 

watervoorsiening aan die Witwatersrand, p. 2. 

32 . N. MANDY, A city divided: Johannesburg and Soweto, p. 24; R.J. LABURN, “Doornfontein – 
the farm with water”, (unpublished manuscript), p. 7. 
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Illus. 2.10. The laying of the pipeline in Pritchard Street Johannesburg 
in 1889. Source Rand Water. 

In times of drought the residents of Johannesburg did their 
washing with ammonia and lavender water and prepared food 
with soda water.33 The soft drink manufacturers Goldberg and 
Zeffertt (Pty) Limited,34 and the first beer brewer Charles G. 
Chandler, who moved up to Johannesburg from Kimberley in 1888, 
did good business.35 Water carts, selling a bucket full for as much as 
two shilling and sixpence were a common feature of the 
Johannesburg landscape by the 1890s.36 One early resident, G.A. 
Leyds, recorded how his mother:  

used to keep a half-crown ready on the mantelshelf to pay for the 
bucketful which she could draw from the wagon when it came. This 
was our allowance for the day, during the winter, for all purposes: 
washing, drinking, cooking.37 

                                           
33 . I. SANDER, Development, diamonds, gold and platinum: the story of Johannesburg 

Consolidated Investment Company 1889-1995, p. 15. 

34 . ANON., “Pioneer soft-drink manufacturers in Johannesburg” in F. STARK (Ed.), Seventy 
golden years 1886-1956, p. 124. 

35 . F. STARK (Ed.), Seventy golden years 1886-1956, p. 41. 

36 . N. MANDY, A city divided: Johannesburg and Soweto, p. 11. 

37 . G.A. LEYDS, A history of Johannesburg: the early years, pp. 53-4.  
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The growth in consumption was phenomenal. At the end of the 
1880’s the waterworks company daily provided 342 000 ℓ of water 
to Johannesburg.38 By 1894 it was estimated the city daily consumed 
between 2,89 and 5,86 Mℓ.39 A special commission of inquiry in 
1895 pointed out that although the water supply company could 
provide 10,36 Mℓ/d, it would in time become necessary to provide 
at least 11,57 Mℓ/d.40 Up to that point it appeared as if the company 
was able to provide for the existing demand.  

The success of the water company and the growing demand for 
water gave rise to competition. There were lucrative business 
opportunities and a number of small companies and syndicates 
were formed.41 For example, in 1892 the Braamfontein Water 
Company was founded by the Corner House group of companies, 
which had started with the development of 174 erven in Parktown, 
Westcliff, Forest Town, The Terrace and Marienhof.42 By the end of 
the nineteenth century the company was able to provide about 
380 000 ℓ of water daily.43 The value of the real estate was directly 
linked to the availability of a good supply of water.44 Another local 
water business venture was the Vierfontein Syndicate, discussed in 
detail below. As long as local water sources provided the needs of 
consumers, there was no need to look for additional water. The 
situation changed once rapid urban and industrial growth set in. It 
was then that the viability of sources further afield (such as the 
Vaal river) were contemplated.  

                                           
38 . E.M. COSSER, The impact and management of water scarcity in Johannesburg, 1886-

1905, (MA, UW, 1990), p. 30. 

39 . TA, SS4379, pp. 156-7. R12420/94 at R7961/94. P. Nel, Pretoria – State Secretary, 
1894.12.21. 

40 . TA, SS4383, p. 50. R7961/94. Rapport in zake watervoorziening – Johannesburg. 
(Commissie van 1895), Augustus ‘95. 

41 . ANON., Rand Water Board 1903–1953, p. 4. 

42 . A.P. CARTWRIGHT, The Corner House: the early history of Johannesburg, pp. 186, 188–9; R.J. 
LABURN, ‘n Historiese oorsig oor watervoorsiening aan die Witwatersrand, p. 3.  

43 . M. MCCORMACK, Origin and history of the Rand Water Board, p. 3. 

44 . E.M. COSSER, The impact and management of water scarcity in Johannesburg, 1886-
1905, (MA, UW, 1990), pp. 38-40. 
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Changing patterns of consumption 

A preliminary consideration of some factors, which gave rise to 
changing patterns of water consumption, sheds some light on the 
early development of Johannesburg and surroundings. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Illus. 2.12. A mining operation at Ferreira’s Camp in 1886. Source: 
Harold Strange African Studies Library, Johannesburg. 

 

Deep level mining: In 1889 Johannesburg’s existing water supply was 
put to the test by the mining industry. Ever since the mines started 
operations in 1886 large quantities of water were consumed. From 
mid-1889 it became more difficult to extract gold. Initially the 
natural process of oxidation, close to the surface, made it possible 
to extract gold easily from the rock. As soon as the miners reached 
depths greater than 40 metres, it became more difficult.45 In 1890 
the MacArthur Forester process of gold extraction was introduced. 

                                           
45 . C. VAN ONSELEN, Studies in die social and economic history of the Witwatersrand 1886–1914. 

Volume 1. New Babylon, p. 4. 
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This technique, developed in Scotland, relied on cyanide to extract 
gold from the rock.46 Moreover, there was a substantial increase in 
the number of mills used for crushing the rock from the gold was 
extracted. In 1889 some 711 crushing-mills were in operation. Ten 
years later, in September 1899, there were 6000 in operation on the 
Witwatersrand. These machines could not be operated without 
large supplies of water. It was estimated, for example, that 2009 ℓ of 
water were needed to mill one ton of gold bearing gravel.47 Around 
1898 the production of mills rose from 316 163 to 7,3 million tons.48  

 

 
Illus. 2.13 Rock crushing-mills required large amounts of water. Source: 
Harold Strange African Studies Library, Johannesburg. 

 

                                           
46 . Ibid., p. 11. 

47 . TAC4/2. Water Commission W107. Statement of evidence, after p. 11. “The Vierfontein 
Syndicate Limited”, R.N. Schumacher, Johannesburg, 1902.01.28. Appendix B.  

48 . TAC4/2. Water Commission W107. Statement of evidence, p. 2. “The Vierfontein 
Syndicate Limited”, R.N. Schumacher, Johannesburg, 1902.01.28; See also Appendix A 
of the submission to the commission.  
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the brick-making sector in Braamfontein,52 Johannesburg’s first 
large scale beer brewery (founded in 1895), which by 1897 
produced 50 000 barrels annually,53 and an ice factory which was 
established in Braamfontein in 1897.54  

 
Illus. 2.17. The Castle Beer Brewery (established 1895) was a major 
industrial consumer of water. Source: Rosenthal. 

                                           
52 . J.J. FOURIE, “Deel 1, 1886–1924” in E.L.P. Stals (Ed.), Afrikaners in die Goudstad, pp. 51-2. 

53 . http://www.sab.co.za/mainindex.htML; Also see G–M VAN DER WAAL, Van mynkamp 
tot metropolis: Die boukuns van Johannesburg 1886–1940, pp. 87-8. 

54 . E. PALESTRANT, Johannesburg one hundred: a pictorial history, p. 72. 
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polluted state of the water supply when he joined the company in 
1889. In some areas it did not improve at all before the end of the 
century.60 Another engineer, T.L. Stewart, who was investigating 
water sources in a radius of almost 50 km of Johannesburg, 
underscored the crisis. It was futile to use storage tanks, he 
explained:  

Owing to mining operations and the existence of a considerable 
population in the transverse valleys, which cut the Rand a supply of 
water collected from the surface and stored in reservoirs, would 
certainly be polluted.61 

The danger of pollution did not stop posing a threat before the end 
of the century.  

Population growth: The population growth of nineteenth century 
Johannesburg was phenomenal. A small mining town, which in 
September 1886 had a population of about 250 people,62 could boast 
25 000 residents by 1889.63 Five years later there were 41 000 
people,64 and by 1896 the city’s population reached 102 000.65 In 
1901 conservative estimates, put the resident population of 
Johannesburg at 150 000 people.66  

Industrial innovation and development, pollution and population 
growth were a few of the dynamic forces, which shaped the nature 
of the demand for water in Johannesburg and elsewhere along the 

                                           
60 . R.J. LABURN, “Doornfontein – the farm with water”, (unpublished manuscript), p. 4.  

61 . TAC4/2. Water Commission W113. Witwatersrand Water Supply Commission 
Minutes of evidence proposed to be given by Thomas Stewart, “Sources of supply in 
1896: Investigation undertaken by the company,” pp. 1–2. (Undated but c. November 
1901). 

62 . M.S. APPELGRYN, Die ontwikkeling van plaaslike bestuur in Johannesburg 1886–1899, 
(MA, RAU, 1971), p. 28. 

63 . K.F. BELLAIRS, The Witwatersrand goldfields: A trip to Johannesburg (London, 1889) in D. 
HOBART HOUGHTON and J. DAGUT (eds), Source material on the South African economy: 
1860–1970. Volume 1. 1860–1899, p. 302. 

64 . TA, SS4379, p. 153. R12420/94 at R7961/94. Voorzitter en leden van het 
Gezondheidskomitee, Johannesburg C. Aburrow, 1894.12.18. 

65 . M. MCCORMACK, Origin and history of the Rand Water Board, p. 2. 

66 . E.M. COSSER, The impact and management of water scarcity in Johannesburg, 1886-
1905, (MA, UW, 1990), p. 90. 
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Witwatersrand in the final decade of the nineteenth century. Some 
shortsighted people were of the opinion that the gold rush would 
soon be something of the past. Everything would then return to 
normal, making of the golden city once again a rural backwater. 
Fortunately there were also those farsighted people who knew that 
the future development of Johannesburg and its surrounding 
region would take place over the long term. In order to secure its 
future sufficient water was necessary.  

The search for alternative sources  

Literally since the founding of Johannesburg the search for viable 
water resources was the order of the day. It only became more 
intense at times of drought – as was the case particularly in the 
period 1894-6. Both the government and private sector were active 
in trying to locate viable water sources. Some of the attempts were 
of a hilarious nature. On 25 October 1895 Solly Joel, a prominent 
Johannesburg businessman, who was chairman of the waterworks 
company at the time, conducted an experiment which ensured that 
his name was recorded for posterity He was responsible for firing a 
rocket into the clouds from the grounds of the Wanderers Club’s 
football grounds, where the Johannesburg station is currently 
situated.67 There was considerable discontent amongst members of 
the republican Volksraad who complained about the act that they 
considered being blasphemous.68  

Starting in the 1880s two surface water supply sources were 
identified – the Klip river and the Vaal river. The Klip river, a 
tributary of the Vaal, was the first to be developed.  

The Klip river scheme: On 15 June 1888, an engineer, L.G. Vorstman 
who was soon to take up the development of Pretoria’s water 
supply scheme,69 asked the government for permission to provide 

                                           
67 . I. SANDER, Development, diamonds, gold and platinum: the story of Johannesburg 

Consolidated Investment Company 1889-1995, p. 16. 

68 . R.J. LABURN, “Doornfontein – the farm with water”, (unpublished manuscript), pp. 5-
6.  

69 . See ZAR, Notulen van den Eersten Volksraad der Zuid–Afrikaansche Republiek voor 
het jaar 1898, pp. 724–6. Art. 1010 of 1898.08.22. 
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Johannesburg with water from the Klip river, south of the town. He 
was of the opinion there existed a need and consequently he 
intended installing a pumping system and a dam, which could 
yield as much as 18,3 million ℓ of water. This, he explained, would 
be sufficient to provide the natural environment of the town with 
water. 70  

At the time he estimated the cost of the project at approximately 
£150 000. Part of the river scheme included a fountain – an 
extremely desirable source of water especially for drinking water – 
on the farm Olifantsvlei.71  

The Klip river, which runs into the Vaal river near Vereeniging, 
was an option as source of water for Johannesburg from the outset. 
The geological dolomite formations to the south of the city, which 
the river passed through, had the capacity of storing vast amounts 
of water.72 The fact that there was a river linked to one of the major 
waterways further south, only made the region more desirable as a 
natural storage area. In short: it was a logical future artery of water 
supply to one of the fastest growing urban regions in Southern 
Africa. Vorstman’s proposals were backed by a petition with 460 
signatures of people among whom numbered the magistrate of 
Johannesburg, representatives of the medical board, the diggers 
committee, the local health board and representatives of various 
newspapers.73  

The prospect of a new or even an additional supply of water for 
Johannesburg was not welcomed in all circles. There were rumbles 
in the business community. In June 1888 a group of 25 residents – 
in particular 10 owners of land on portions of the farm Zwartkopjes 
on the Klip river – declared that their agricultural activities would 

                                           
70 . TA, SS1654, p. 58. R5340/88. LG Vorstman - State President and members of the 

Executive Council,  1888.06.15. 

71 . Ibid., p. 58.  

72. W. BLELOCH, The new South Africa: its value and development, p. 141. 

73 . TA, SS1654, pp. 46-55. Undated. Verzoekschrift van de ondergetekende inwoners van 
Johannesburg voor een voldoende en ruim voorziening van water voor Johannesburg 
en gebuurte. Signed by 460 people. 
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be affected by the proposed water scheme.74 Although their 
complaint was justified, there is reason to believe other forces were 
also at work.  

In December 1888 William Hay, a representative of the Vierfontein 
Gold Mining Company, which conducted mining operations in the 
vicinity of the Klip river, explained to the government that the 
company’s interests might be harmed by the proposed water 
scheme. By granting concessions to all and sundry, future 
developments could be restricted.75 In the same letter he let the 
government know that his company was prepared to negotiate. 
There was a fountain on Vierfontein. If the company were granted a 
concession for providing water to Johannesburg, it would be 
prepared to pay the government £1000 per annum.76 By 1889 the 
syndicate had managed to construct a pumping station on the farm 
Olifantsvlei in the Klip river and was pumping water to a dam in 
Turffontein.77 The strongest opposition to the Klip river scheme 
came from the Johannesburg Waterworks Estate and Exploration 
Company Limited. In a petition to the government it was explained 
that an additional water supply was unnecessary.78 In fact, it was 
claimed, the waterworks company was able to extract as much as 

                                           
74 . TA, SS1654, pp. 33-4. R5393/88 at R5340/88. Undated memorial C.H. de Power, J van 

Jaarsveld and 23 other signatories; See also TA, SS1654, p.4. Deputy State Secretary – 
WE Bok, 1888.06.25.  

75 . TA, SS1654, p. 35. R11493/88 at R5340/88. W. Hay, Johannesburg – State Secretary, 
Pretoria, 1888.12.14. 

76 . Ibid., p. 35.  

77 . R.J. LABURN, The Rand Water Board 75, 1903–1978: a treatise on the Rand Water Board 
with specific reference to its responsibilities achievements and policies during 75 years 
of operation, p. 2. 

78 . TA, SS1654, pp. 62-64. R5456/88 at R5340/88. J.P. Meyer, I.T. Lewis and others – State 
President and members of the Executive Council, Pretoria, 1888.06.14. 
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6,1 million ℓ of water daily from Doornfontein.79 Even more water 
could be produced, should the need arise.80 

The government’s reservation about the Klip river scheme was that 
the farmers living on the Klip river would not approve of the water 
being tapped from their river.81 This in effect proved to be no 
problem. By October 1888, Fieldcornet J.P. Meyer, the responsible 
official for the Klip river ward, in the Heidelberg district,82 who 
himself had vested interests in the mining industry,83 was able to 
secure the co-operation of the majority of farmers on the banks of 
the Klip river.84 With the exception of a few people (already 
referred to above),85 those resident on portions of the farm Witkop 
(alias Witbank), portions of Zwartkopjes, Slangfontein and 
Rietfontein, approved of the proposed Klip river scheme.86 The 

                                           
79 . According to the manager, Mr W. Dunbar, 950 000 ℓ water daily taken from 

Natalspruit, 1,52 million ℓ from the reserve and 570 000 ℓ pumped at Doornfontein. 
The company also had a servitude on water over a distance of almost 4 km along the  
Klip river. See TA, SS1654, p. 68. R5456/88 at R5340/88. Statement W. Dunbar, 
Johannesburg, 1888.06.15. 

80 . TA, SS1654, pp. 62-64. R5456/88 at R5340/88. J.P. Meyer, I.T. Lewis and others – State 
President and members of the Executive Council, 1888.06.14. 

81 . TA, SS1654, p. 4. R5340/88 at R5340/88. W.E. Bok – Deputy State Secretary, 1888.08.19. 

82 . Johannesburg originally resorted under the jurisdication of the District of Heidelberg. 
See M.S. APPELGRYN, Die ontwikkeling van plaaslike bestuur in Johannesburg 1886–
1899, (MA, RAU, 1971), p. 45. 

83 . J.J. FOURIE, “Deel 1, 1886–1924” in E.L.P. Stals (ed.), Afrikaners in die Goudstad, p. 22. 

84 . TA, SS1654, p. 73. R9200/88 at R5340/88. JP Meyer, Pretoria – WE Bok, 1888.10.11. 

85 . TA, SS1654, pp. 79-81 R9690/88 at R5340/88 J.H. van der Merwe, distrik Heidelberg – 
State President and members of the Executive Council, Pretoria; 

86 . See TA, SS1654, pp. 29-32. R9200/88 at R5340/88. Statement C.J. van Schalkwyk, P.J. 
Dickie (snr), T.T. Dietrechsen, C. Schalkwyk and F.J. Deijzel; Statement J.H. van der 
Merwe, S.J. van der Walt, E.D. van der Merwe, J. Foos, J.C. van der Merwe, R.M. Britz, 
C.P. Britz and C. van der Merwe; Statement C. Verwey, J.Z. Pretorius, J.F. Pretorius, 
J.H.C. Pretorius, W. Stols, P.J. Mulder, M.W. Pretorius and J.L. Pretorius; M.W. 
Pretorius, P.J. Pretorius and G.A. Watson; See also TA, SS4380, p. 77. R1262/95 at 
R7961/94. C. Aburrow, Johannesburg – Water Committee, 1893.03.04. 
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response was thus overwhelmingly in favour of the proposed water 
scheme.87 

Consequently the government in October 1888 granted a 
concession to Vorstman to pump water from the farm Olifantsvlei, 
on the Klip river for Johannesburg. Reservoirs were to be built and 
pipes were to be laid.88 The concessionaire undertook to start with 
the job within four months. He intended completing the 
construction within the space of two years.89 This undertaking 
proved to be somewhat quixotic. Even after a year nothing had 
come of the project.90  

Meanwhile, on 21 November 1888 a deed of cession was concluded 
between Vorstman and the Johannesburg Waterworks Syndicate.91 

The concession was ceded to the company.92 The government was 
formally informed in April 1889 that the concession had been sold 
to a European company.93 Conditions were laid down to the effect 
that the project to supply water had to be executed within a 
specified period of time.94 Little came of it. In December 1892 the 
rights for the development of the Klip river scheme were ceded to 

                                           
87 . By 1893 all the rights on water from the Klip river, up to the Vaal river, had either been 

sold or secured for the purposes of water extraction for the Witwatersrand. See TA, 
SS4380, p. 79. R1262/95 at R7961/94. Prokureurs and C. Aburrow, Johannesburg – M. 
Adolfi, Waterkomitee van die Johannesburgse Gesondheidskomitee, Februarie 1893. 
The only problems with securing rights were experienced on the farms Alewynspoort 
and Zwartkopjes. The latter was one of the sources with the best supply of water. 

88 . TA, SS1654, p. 25. R9447/88 at R5340/88, Acte van Overeenkomst S.J.P. Kruger, W.E. 
Bok and L.G. Vorstman, 1888.10.18. 

89 . Ibid., p. 26. R9447/88 at R5340/88, Artikel 7. Acte van Overeenkomst S.J.P. Kruger, W.E. 
Bok and L.G. Vorstman, 1888.10.18. 

90 . TA, SS1654, pp. 36-7. R3904/89 at R5340/88. L.G. Vorstman, Johannesburg – W.E. Bok, 
Pretoria, 1889.04.27. 

91 . The people at the helm of this syndicate were Edward Lippert, R.M. Campbell, H. 
Eckstein, Thomas Moir, Alois Hugo, H. Malcomess and S.L. King. See H.T. RAMSDEN, 
The status powers and duties of the Rand Water Board: a legal history and analysis, 
(Ph. D, Wits, 1985), p. 120. 

92 . Ibid., p. 120. See text and related footnote. 

93 . TA, SS1654, p. 8. R3904/89 at R5340/88. W.E. Bok – Government, Pretoria, 1989.04.29. 

94 . H.T. RAMSDEN, The status powers and duties of the Rand Water Board: a legal history 
and analysis, (Ph. D, Wits, 1985), pp. 121-2.  
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the Vierfontein Syndicate.95 In future the Klip river scheme was 
essentially relegated to the status of a bargaining device if market 
forces demanded a viable water supply for Johannesburg. The Klip 
river was now in fact earmarked to supply the local mining 
industry with water. It was to yield water until 1938 when supplies 
were shut down, not for reasons of quantity, but rather of quality.96  

The Vaal river concession 

The first proposals for supplying water to Johannesburg from the 
Vaal river were made to government at the start of 1889.97 More 
substantive plans were tabled when an engineer, C. Schürmann 
and his associate, F.C. Eloff, the son in law of President Kruger, in 
August 1889 asked the government for a concession to supply 
water to Johannesburg from the Vaal river. They were aware of the 
Vorstman concession in respect of the Klip river and were eager to 
have similar terms laid down in the agreement they intended 
concluding with the government.98 At the time a number of similar 
requests were also made to the government. Herman Eckstein of 
the Corner House, as well as D. Schutte and E. de Marillae, seemed 
to be interested.99 However, the government had made up its mind. 
On 27 November 1889 an agreement was concluded with Eloff and  
Schürmann to supply water from the Vaal river to Johannesburg.100 

                                           
95 . Ibid., p. 127. 

96 . Personal disclosure Dr R.J. Laburn, Blairgowrie, 2003.02.08; Also see RWA, Thirty-
third annual report of the Rand Water Board to the Honourable the minister of public 
health, Union of South Africa. Financial year ended 31st March, 1938, p. 41; RWA, 
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It appears as if the Vaal river concessionaires had a very specific 
programme of action. Early in January 1890 they asked the 
government for a more comprehensive concession. It was clear to 
them that the Klip river was ‘insufficient’ to provide Johannesburg 
with water. Consequently they wanted to integrate the system, so 
that the scheme could operate from the Vaal river.101 No specific 
proposals were made, but the government was asked to inform the 
Volksraad on the proposed scheme. The concessionaires wanted the 
Volksraad formally to give its approval for the Vaal river water 
scheme.102 At first the government ignored the request, but later in 
the year it responded by taking the matter to the Raad where it was 
approved without much debate.103 The objectives of the 
concessionaires with the Vaal river project can only be guessed. 
They wanted to get the Johannesburg Waterworks and Exploration 
Company Ltd. interested. The company obviously would have 
wanted to eliminate potential competition. A second agreement 
between the government and the concessionaires, which hardly 
differed from the original concession, was concluded on 28 July 
1890.104 

From there on the development of the Vaal river scheme was 
similar to that of the Klip river scheme. The concessionaires had 
originally agreed to submit drawings of the proposed scheme to the 
government within six months of the conclusion of the 
agreement.105 They then asked the government for a respite. Their 
reason was that the financial markets in South Africa and Europe 
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were in a state of depression. They informed the government that 
they had entered into an agreement with one Baron E. Oppenheim. 
He undertook to raise investments in Paris, London and 
Amsterdam amounting to £600 000.106 His efforts were futile 
because, as he reported to his associates in South Africa: 

The greatest part of the public does not know even where the 
Transvaal is.107 

For a considerable period of time the Vaal river project was 
dormant.  

 

Illus. 2.20. Barney 
Barnato. Source: 
Rosenthal.

Only on 27 December 1892 were there signs of activity when Eloff 
and Schürmann notified the government that they had ceded their 
concession to Barnato Brothers108 – the company that in fact owned 
the Johannesburg Waterworks and Exploration Company Ltd. The 
effective control over the proposed Vaal river scheme gave the 
company the freedom to determine if and when Johannesburg’s 
existing water supply needed upgrading. 
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The Vaal river scheme in jeopardy 

Towards the end of 1892, in view of the approaching presidential 
elections,109 there was a public outcry over the granting of 
concessi53ons in the South African Republic. On the whole public 
opinion, especially in Johannesburg, was strongly opposed to the 
government granting concessions. It was felt that concessions were 
a legal form of nepotism, which ultimately could lead to 
corruption. An added factor of discontent was the delay in the 
execution of schemes. The Johannesburg health committee, in 
particular, wanted the government to take steps against delays in 
providing the city with a good water supply. At a special meeting it 
was decided to notify the government that the Vaal river 
concession, as a result of the delays, should be shelved.110 The sense 
of urgency with which the matter was brought to the attention of 
the government, suggests that the water consuming public of the 
city had a point. 

The discontent was also apparent in the sensitive political arena. 
One of the leading opponents to the scheme was Jan F. Celliers, 
former editor of De Volksstem, who as member of the second 
Volksraad expressed his disappointment with the decision of the 
government to grant the concessionaire the opportunity to renew 
the agreement. In a letter to the government he explained he was 
protesting, not only as a citizen of the republic, but especially as 
member of the legislature, particularly as member of the second 
Volksraad for the Witwatersrand gold fields.111 Celliers was a 
respected Transvaal politician. He had been instrumental in the 
nationalist victory as a propagandist and fiery opponent to British 
rule, in the period of the annexation of Transvaal (1877-81). The 
government tried to deal with the matter sensitively. The letter of 
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