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Preface 
 

Looking back ten years to the preface written by Tim Maggs introducing the VASSA 

publication Historical Survey Group report on the farm Matjesfontein in the Bokkeveld 

(2001) we did not realise that the final report of the five farms investigated would take so 

long to materialise. 

 

The Historical Survey Group, a pretentious name for the loose grouping of interested 

individuals otherwise known as the “Bokkeveld Bunch”, initially set out to survey five 

farmsteads in the area known as the Onder-Bokkeveld that surrounds the present day town of 

Nieuwoudtville. These were: Bokkefontein, Groenrivier, Klipperivier, Matjesfontein and 

Papkuilsfontein. The surveys were carried out in the years 1999–2001 and the first to be 

completed both in the field and in publication was that of Matjesfontein. There followed a 

hiatus due to many factors, one being the writing of a book on the history of the area by one 

of the present authors. The publication, A Short history of the Onder-Bokkeveld, incorporated 

much of the field work carried out on the farms Bokkefontein, Groenfontein and 

Papkuilsfontein together with more research on the whole area. 

 

In the intervening years, other projects have been undertaken in the Onder-Bokkeveld, 

ranging from a survey of the farm Soutpan prior to the possible demolition of buildings, a 

graveyard investigation at Papkuilsfontein and research into a farm called Rietfontein, which 

seems always to have been occupied by “supervisors” rather than the owners. These have 

been printed in various editions of the VASSA Journal. The South African Archaeological 

Society published a research paper on the changes in livestock ownership over a nearly 200-

year period. 

 

Unfortunately, a large part of the research on Klipperivier was stored on a floppy disk 

(remember those?) that was mislaid in a house move and was only recovered last year. This 

prompted the finalisation of this report. 

 

A thank you to all who assisted in the survey and those who let us use their drawings, maps 

and photographs. The farm diagrams are courtesy of the Office of the Chief Surveyor 

General. 
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Figure A. Location of Klipperivier in the Onder-Bokkeveld. 
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The struggle for the Bokkeveld 
 

As previously described, the name Bokkeveld has been applied to the greater area since the 

early 18
th

 century and the appellation Onder, as distinct from Warm or Koue-Bokkeveld, 

designates our research area as being the northernmost section, furthest from Cape Town. It is 

an arid region subject to cyclic droughts so water sources are precious. The nomadic 

Khoikhoi followed the rains for green pastures and, though watering places were recognised 

as being within the nominal regency of a particular clan, they were shared as needed. The 

coming of the Cape colonists and their European custom of land ownership precipitated a 

vicious contest for fountains (springs) and vleis by the competing pastoralists, the Khoikhoi 

and the Trekboers. 

 

Nigel Penn (2005) traces the warring between these two groups (and their various supporters) 

and it is clear that the Onder-Bokkeveld was a very unsettled and dangerous area throughout 

the 18
th

 century. Trekboer guns made this an unequal contest but the Khoikhoi fought 

determinedly for their flocks and herds and their traditional pastures. The San (Bushmen) also 

preyed on the colonists’ livestock, seeing little difference between a wild buck and a fat-

tailed sheep as the source of their next meal. Trekboer settlements on lonely, far-flung farms 

were vulnerable to attack and the theft of stock and the cycle of awful retributions 

exacerbated the enmity between the two groups. It seems that in times of danger, it was 

customary for the Trekboers to gather together for mutual protection for themselves and their 

grazing stock (Penn, 2005, p 17, 44). 

The development of Vierkanplase / Kolonieplase / Colony Farms / 

Megawerf settlements 
 

Whatever the name, the distinguishing marks of these farms are that the farmsteads are 

clustered together within a central common werf, from which portions of the farming land 

radiate out, each owned by different owners, often unrelated. This multiple ownership of a 

single block of land is so unusual in the South African context that it makes such farms 

unique in their occupancy and in their architectural layout. The five farms surveyed for the 

Bokkeveld Project varied in size and population in their heyday but they all conformed to 

these atypical characteristics (See Figures B & E). 

 

What brought about these farm designs? Answers to this question from the people now living 

in the Onder-Bokkeveld were uniformly certain that they were due to two causes: protection 

from marauding Khoisan and access to water. Two cousins, named Paul Kotze (after a mutual 

grandfather), interviewed about Willemsrivier, agreed with those reasons and elaborated on 

them to prove their points. They had stories about the incursions suffered by their ancestors 

and about the Hantam and Bokkeveld in general. Mr Paul Kotze of Willemsrivier stressed 

that the farms were very isolated. In the early days it took weeks for the commandos to be 

called out. If the men had to join a Strafkommando (lit. a punitive commando) to go to, for 

example the Sneeuberg, then the women and children would be unprotected for a long period. 

Multiple dwellings and families thus colonised in the wilderness for mutual protection. 

 

Both Kotzes, like all writers about this area, stressed that homesteads had to be grouped 

around water sources. Van de Merwe (1938, p 167) emphasised the scarcity of fountains in 

this arid part of the country and his diagram of rainfall patterns in the first half of the 19
th

 

century records a cycle of droughts every three or four years. Wild game to provide for the 
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pot and for hides and skins would be plentiful at the waterholes and thus sure targets for the 

Trekboers’ scarce firepower. Domestic stock had to be watered and kraaled every night for 

protection, thus the homesteads had to be clustered around reliable fountains. Willemsrivier 

had an exceptionally strong spring and could support five farmers’ needs.  

 

However, though there is no clarity on the dates of the earliest buildings on Willemsrivier, 

the issue of mutual protection can probably be discarded. Raids by the Khoisan had ceased in 

the Onder-Bokkeveld by the end of the 18
th

 century, although further into the interior these 

activities continued.  

 

During the 18
th

 century, it was customary for the sons who were not to inherit their father’s 

farm to trek further into the interior and stake out a new farm for themselves and their 

families. However, by the start of the 19
th

 century the land to the north of the Onder-

Bokkeveld was not habitable all year round and was only used as trekveld after good summer 

rains. The lands to the east (the Hantam, Roggeveld etc.) were mostly settled, so the sons 

(and sometimes sons-in-law) built homes adjacent to their fathers around the spring. This is 

the origin of the vierkant (common werf, see Glossary). Over time, through either sale or 

marriage, sections of the farms had different owners but the vierkant was shared as common 

property subject to certain rules. 

 

It should be noted that a small number of residents of the Onder-Bokkeveld joined or 

followed the Great Trek (Amschwand, 2009, pp. 129, 139). 
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Farm Ownership 

 

The early families who registered the farm Klipperivier are easy to determine, one reason 

being that the farm name is uncommon so there is only one farm of this name in what used to 

be the district of Clanwilliam. This was an area that stretched from just above the Piketberg, 

all along the coast up into Namaqualand and eastwards past Calvinia to the Onder-

Roggeveld. The other reason is that we can construct an unbroken chain of people who 

registered Klipperivier as a loan farm during the time of the Dutch East India Company. 

 

Colonists only settled in the Onder-Bokkeveld after the so-called Bushman War of 1739 and 

it is most probable that people lived there for a year or two to check out the permanency of 

the water supply. Therefore, we can understand that the first discovered registration of 

Klipperivier was on the 28
th

 August 1744 to Lieutenant Nicolaas Loubser.
1
 Loubser was 

already living at the farm immediately to the south, Groenrivier, where Nieuwoudtville is 

situated. 

 

His son, Nicolaas Hendrik, entertained Carl Peter Thunberg and Francis Masson when they 

travelled in the area in 1774 and Robert Jacob Gordon in 1779. By 1783 Nicolaas Hendrik 

must have died as on the 17
th

 October Loubser’s two farms (Klipperivier and Groenrivier) 

were transferred to Sebastien Valentyn van Reenen.
2
 He also registered Grassberg further to 

the north. 

 

The Van Reenen family at this time had many farms and were major traders in livestock, 

supplying meat to passing ships at the Cape. Sebastian did not reside at either farm but had 

local managers to look after their interests. His brother Gysbertus also had two farms in the 

area. Sebastian did not keep Klipperivier for very long, relinquishing it on the 10
th

 March 

1788 to Johannes Paulus Carstens (also spelt Karstens).
3
   

 

Carstens was a big landowner, previously living at Moutons Valley behind the Piketberg, and 

had three other farms in the Onder-Bokkeveld and Hantam. Born in 1746, he married 

Johanna Margaretha Hanekom (also from the Piketberg area) and they had six children. 

However, by Carstens’ death two must have died, as his Inventory
4
 dated 9

th
 March 1803 lists 

only four daughters: 

 

- Margaretha Maria – married to Jan Harmse Steenkamp (previously married to 

Nicolaas Hendrik Mostert); 

- Johanna – married to Tobias Mostert (brother of Nicolaas Hendrik); 

- Maria Magdalena – married to Floris Johannes Kotze; 

- Aletta Catharina aged 14 (she later married Theunis Gerhardus Kotze, Floris’s 

brother). 

 

Carstens was a rich man for the area, his estate being valued at more than 10 000 rix dollars 

(Rd). Included in the estate were seven slaves whose values ranged from Claas van de Kaap 

at Rd 800 and Anna van de Kaap at Rd 600 down to Marie van Boegies at Rd 10, being 

                                                 
1
 Cape Archives (CA): RLR 11/1 Page 49. Note: All page numbers refer to the old pagination of the volumes of 

the loan farm records. The page numbers have been revised but the card index has not. 
2
 CA RLR 31 Page 19. 

3
 CA RLR 36 Page 35. 

4
 CA MOOC 8/55.7a. 
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described as “old and decrepit”. Although many farmers in the area owned slaves, few had 

this many. 

 

You may have noticed that the four Carstens girls married two pairs of brothers. This was a 

fairly common occurrence. Because of the laws of inheritance where each child usually got 

an equal share of the estate, it meant that in many cases the estate had to be liquidated in 

order to pay out each share. By siblings marrying brothers and sisters of another family it 

allowed the farm to remain substantially in the same ownership. 

 

This is exactly what happened at Klipperivier. Margaretha Maria lived at Bokkefontein in the 

north of the Onder-Bokkeveld and Johanna lived at the farm to the west, Cloudskraal. The 

other two sisters remained on Klipperivier with their Kotze husbands. It was the latter who 

were the first to register the farm in Perpetual Quitrent. The British instituted this form of 

ownership to give the farmers more secure tenure and to establish clear boundaries with a 

surveyed diagram
5
. Previously, under the Dutch, they paid Rd 24 per year for an undefined 

area, usually about half an hour’s walk in every direction from a central point called the 

ordonnantie, generally the water source and dwellings. 

 

Klipperivier was formally granted to Floris Johannes Kotze and Theunis Gerhardus Kotze on 

the 20
th

 February 1832. The property was an area of 2820 morgen and 210 square roods
6
 (the 

assumed area of the original loan farm), plus 2447 morgen and 422 square roods of 

Government ground, making a total of 5268 morgen and 32 square roods (Fig. B). The annual 

charge was £5-0s-0d. 

 

According to Heese and Lombard
7
, Floris and Maria had six children: 

 

- Theunis Johannes, who married Helena Maria Lambrechts; 

- Johannes Paulus, who married Maatje Magdalena Kotze (his first cousin); 

- Maatje Maria; 

- Floris Jacobus, who married Elizabeth Catharina Lambrechts (the sister of Helena 

Maria above); 

- Johanna Margaretha; 

- Maria Magdalena, who married Theunis Erasmus Smit. 

 

It seems that Floris had another child, by Susanna Smit, named Martha Magdalena Elizabeth. 

 

Theunis and Aletta had four children: 

 

- Theunis Nicolaas, who was first married to Jannetjie Sophia Nieuwoudt and after her 

death later married Johanna Margaretha Aletta Mostert; 

- Johanna Margaretha; 

- Johannes Paulus, who was first married to Maria Helena Steenkamp and after her 

death he married Janneta Sophia Catharina Steenkamp. These girls were cousins and 

both granddaughters of Jan Harmse Steenkamp who married Floris and Theunis’s 

sister; 

- Maatje Maria Catharina.  

                                                 
5
 Diagram 381/1819. 

6
 1 Morgen = 8567 sq. metres. 1 Cape Sq. Rood = 14.274 sq. metres. Therefore 600 Cape Sq. Roods is about 1 

Morgen. 
7
 South African Genealogies – GISA – Stellenbosch. 
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Although Floris died in 1849, his widow in 1855, and Theunis and his wife in 1851 (at 

different times), the farm remained in their estates until November 1880 when it was 

transferred, 
1
/5 share each to: 

 

-  Hugo Johannes Kotze. Floris Jacobus Kotze’s son 

- Adriaan Hermanus Louw; 

- Alwyn Johannes Jacobus Smit; 

- Johannes Louw; 

- Johannes Adriaan Louw. 

 

The relationship to the Louws and Smit are undetermined at this time. However, Floris’s 

daughter Maria Magdalena Elizabeth married a Theunis Erasmus Smit, so Alwyn could have 

been their progeny.  

 

On the 31
st
 May 1884 a Partition Transfer was drawn up, thus providing the new owners with 

Title Deeds (rather than a share) for their part of the farm. These owners were: 

 

- Johannes Adriaan Louw Lots 1 & 8   253 Mor. 347 Sq. Roods 

- Adriaan Hermanus Louw Lots 2, 6 & 7  477 Mor. 324 Sq. Roods 

- Alexander McGregor  Lots 3 & 5  697 Mor. 560 Sq. Roods 

- Hugo Johannes Kotze  Lot 4   536 Mor. 170 Sq. Roods 

 

The remainder, with the exception of Lot 9, the common werf, was in the Estate of Johannes 

Paulus Kotze, Theunis Gerhardus Kotze and Christiaan Jacobus Kotze. The Trustees of the 

Estate were the widow of Johannes Paulus, Janneta Sophia Catharina Steenkamp, and the son 

of Johannes Paulus and his first wife Maria Helena Steenkamp, Theunis Gerhardus Kotze. 

 

The Deed of Transfer made the following conditions: 

 

(a) That the proprietors of the farm Brakkerivier shall have a right of way within one 

hundred yards northwards of the road leading from Lot Nr 9, Klipperivier, over this 

portion to the farm Brakkerivier for the purpose of driving their stock. 

 

(b) That persons visiting the farm Klipperivier for the purpose of attending service or 

for other purposes connected with a Church to be erected upon a portion of Lot Nr. 3 

Klipperivier, granted by Alexander McGregor for that purpose, shall have a right of 

grazing their cattle upon the portion of this piece of ground situated east-ward of Lot 

Nr. 9 Klipperivier and between the roads leading from that Lot to the Ronde Koppe 

(between beacons B & C of the original diagram) and to the farm Melkboomfontein 

and the road crossing them leading from the farm Grasberg to the farm Groenrivier. 

 

“And generally to do and to perform whatever may be necessary in the premises as 

fully and effectively to all intents and purposes as we could do or have done if 

personally present and acting herein with power of substitution and promise of 

satisfaction according to law.” 
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Figure B. Section of Farm Diagram 381/1819. 
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Of all the farms investigated in the Onder-Bokkeveld, this one has by far the most complex 

history of ownership. Most farms in the area have three to five pages in the Deeds Officer 

farm register. Klipperivier has about 50 and, with an average of eight transfers per page, this 

equates to 400 transfers. Indicative of this are the portions or shares of Lot 9, the common 

werf or vierkant (Fig. C). 

 

In 1884, the portions were allocated thus: 

 

- Adriaan Hermanus Louw   
1
/10

th
 

- Alexander McGregor    
3
/20

th
 

- Hugo Johannes Kotze    
1
/10

th
 

- Johannes Paulus Kotze   ½ 

- Theunis Gerhardus Kotze   
1
/20

th
 

- Christian Jacobus Kotze   
1
/20

th 

- Johannes Adriaan Louw   
1
/20

th 

 

(but) subject to the following conditions: 

 

(a) That all buildings, gardens, camps and kraals at present in the occupation of each of 

the joint proprietors should remain his property and should this piece of property be 

hereinafter sub-divided, such buildings, gardens, camps and kraals as are in the 

occupation of each proprietor shall be allotted to him as far as may be part of his share, 

with such rights of way as may be found necessary. 

 

(b) That the portions of ground situated between the points Aabcd DEFGHIKL efgh M 

and adjoining the northern and southern boundaries of the portion (Lot No. 9) shall 

remain free and open. 

 

(c) That none of the joint proprietors shall have the right of erecting any building or 

kraal within sixty (60) feet of any building or kraal in the possession of another 

proprietor without such proprietor’s consent. 

 

 

Up until 2004, with all the subdivisions etc., there are shares such as 
51

/640
th

 and 
223

/1920
th

. Lot 

9 has now been consolidated into two sections and belongs to the Kotzes and the Louws.  

 

It may have been in 1884 that the farm began to be called Willemsrivier, probably after the 

name of the stream that runs across the farm. At present, nobody knows who Willem was. 
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Figure C. Portion of the diagram of Lot 9 showing the beacons. 
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Buildings on the Farm 
 

The Common werf, containing the main water source for all the sections of the farm, has an 

area of 44 morgen and 249 square roods (38.32 ha). It seems that from early times the idea 

was for Klipperivier to form the nucleus of a village and the buildings were laid out in two 

rows forming a wide street. Some of the more interesting buildings are described below. 

 

Figure D. Central portion of the farm drawn by Tim Maggs from the 1951 aerial photograph. 
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Figure E. Werf Plan drawn by Tim Maggs. 
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Building 3  
 

Probably one of the oldest structures on the farm, this house was originally a four-roomed T-

plan house but has at present eight rooms. The later extensions are to the north (RHS). The 

original roof was removed some time after it was surveyed by Hans Fransen (1980, p. 414), 

as he describes it as having a low thatched roof without gables, and cedar ceilings. It now has 

a single pitch galvanised iron roof with the front wall extended with fired brick to provide the 

slope. 

 

 
 

Figure F. Front of Building Number 3. 

 

The construction of the T-plan house is of random stone blocks set into a mud cement with 

some remnants of internal plastering. The room in the tail, once the kitchen, has no signs of a 

hearth, so perhaps there was an outside cooking area. 

 

Of interest are the front windows, the front 

door and the inter-leading doors from the 

voorkamer to the bedrooms to both sides and 

the kitchen behind. The stable-type front door 

is constructed of wide vertical planks fitted to 

a surrounding frame having fluted edges. The 

external shutters and internal doors have the 

same construction. The remaining internally-

opening front window is three panes wide by 

four high with each pane measuring 175 x 

230. The glazing bars are 18 wide. It appears 

that this suite of doors, windows, sills and 

lintels were made together and probably off Figure G. Window detail, Building Number 3. 
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site. The lintel over the door to the right-hand bedroom is the same size as the others, even 

though this wall is 450 thick compared to the other of 600. 

 

Building 4 
 

This is a portion of the building complex which at different times has been a slaapkamer 

(bedroom) then the tuiehuis (harness room) then the slaghuis (butchery).  There are two half-

hipped gables of unfired brick above the beam level.  The walls are of coarse quarried stone 

slabs reaching to the full height for the tie beams. The beam-fill is of unfired brick.  The 

beams are poplar wood, some with flat edges.  The interior shows the dwarslatte underlined 

with Spaansriet and a further layer of bamboo/reeds, all with twine ties and topped with 

Sonquasriet. The dividing wall is of stone topped by unfired brick. 

 

In the south room, curved wooden pegs (four on the outer wall and three on door’s side) have 

been wedged into the wall by removing small stone sections.  Cement now covers the original 

floor. Windows are set into splayed reveals, with shutter and frame and poplar wood lintels.  

The door is of the stable type, made of three broad cedar wood planks with strap hinges.  The 

frame and lintel is 100 deep x 120 wide. 

 

The north room was once a slaapkamer then a buitekamer. The ceiling of rhino-board covers 

the original reed ceiling, which is still visible from the other room. The window, now of steel, 

is set into the splayed reveal.  The stable door is constructed of cedar wood planks approx. 

380 wide. It is set into a narrow 70 x 70 frame.   

 

 
 

Figure H. Building Number 5, with Mr T. Kotze. 
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Figure I. Plans and front elevations of Buildings Numbers 4 & 5, belonging to the Kotze 

family and having been put to various uses over the years (Guido Lugtenberg 2000). 
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Building 5 
 

This was the original home of the Kotzes and they (cf. “Oom Paul”) regard it as the oldest of 

the farm buildings.  The exterior walls are of stone (as random rubble) to just over half a 

metre high and above that, of unfired brick.  Roofing is as for Building 4, with spreilaag of 

matjiesriet/rog/spaansriet on dwarslatte.  Rafters are poplar beams, sawn/adzed.  Organic 

twine has been used as ties.  The floor is of cement, obviously laid over stone slabs.  The 

doorway in the north gable is now bricked up and that on the south is of a later date. The 

ironwork on the fine cedar wood door and window is to be noted.  The front flagstones before 

the east and south doorways are slate, which is said to be found near Loeriesfontein. 

 

 

 

Figure J. The gable end of Building Number 5, said to be the oldest building on the farm. 
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Building 6 

 

This building has been unsympathetically “modernised” but the outside levels seem to 

indicate advanced age, i.e. the entrance door and the east wall are now well below present 

ground level, so that one steps down onto the cemented interior. At different times, the 

building has been used as an out-building / schoolroom / vleiskamer / voorkamer and one 

section is now the melkamer (dairy).  The walls are random rubble stone to (original) beam 

height, raised with cement and burnt brick to support the creosoted poles for the zinc-sheeted 

modern roof.  The interior still has three of the original poplar beams but the excess (which 

supported the brandsolder) has been cut off at the wall.  The door is of wide, solid cedar 

wood planks in its original frame with a poplar lintel and with original strap hinges.  On the 

intervening wall are the remaining three shelves of a muurkassie.   

 

The south-facing window has a broad window sill composed of a sandstone gravestone, as 

shown in Figure K. Is this a duplicate headstone for the Johanna Margaretha Kotze (married 

to Theunis Gerhardus Kotze) who died at Klipperivier on the 28
th

 May 1894? Whatever the 

reason for its present use, it is surely a permanent reminder of our brief time on this earth. 

 

 
 

Figure K. Gravestone window sill in Building Number 6 (Tim Maggs 2000). 

 

Building 7 

 

Although much modernised, probably in the 1950s, and with the façade obscured by a 

veranda with concrete pillars, this is Paul Kotze’s home.  He assured us that it was one of the 

very old houses. We neither visited nor measured it, as it has always been occupied, but some 

features are visible from the outside that suggest that it may be a good place to investigate. 

Paul’s great-uncle lived there. To accommodate the present rainwater-tank the old bakoond 
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(baking oven) was demolished.  A well-used smitswinkel; (farm smithy), apparently still in 

use, is now only marked by a crumbling wall.  

 
Figure L. Building Number 9, not mentioned in the text (Joan Glennie 2000). 
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Building 11 

 

Called the Louw longhouse, this is a TT-shaped structure that was perhaps originally a three-

roomed longhouse and then perhaps with a kitchen addition (see evidence of remainder of a 

steep gable on inner kitchen wall), and a matching T-tail of rooms to accommodate the 

schoolmistress and various storerooms. Or, alternatively, designed as two separate T’s. 

 

The walls are stone throughout and now whitewashed.  The roof is of single pitch galvanised 

steel on modern creosoted poles.  However, there is evidence of a prior brandsolder with 

closely placed poplar beams.  The modern floors are cement but, according to Mr Louw, it 

coats the original sandstone flagstones. 

 

The voorkamer [C]
8
 has had two-thirds of its front wall demolished to form a garage entrance 

for farm vehicles.  There is still an important stable-type front door with four cedar wood 

panels with splayed reveals and a sloped lintel.  In the wall directly opposite is a bricked-up 

outer door.  On the south wall are the alcoves of the two muurkassies, one still has its 

bevelled frame and three remaining shelves.  (Mr Louw reports that Tientjie Kotze bought the 

doors.)  Between the muurkassies, a bricked-up doorway would lead into the Tronk (jail) [D]. 

 

The room to the left [B] has an outer front door, with window alongside showing the remains 

of a wide cedar sill, and two muurkassie alcoves on the north wall. There is a bricked-up door 

to room [A].  

 

The kitchen [E] is a large space with blackened east wall indicating the position of the hearth 

though no chimney structure remains.  There is a door and a bricked up window on the north 

side and on the opposite wall a large rectangular alcove with a slate shelf. There are remains 

of a gable wall (against that of room [B]) showing a steep pitch of about 60 degrees and 

indicating an original sonquasriet thatch roof. 

 

Guido Lugtenberg speculated that room [A] together with rooms [B] and [C] may have 

formed the original dwelling and then the kitchen [E] was added.  A gable wall for protecting 

thatch (at right angles to the original) obviated the need for a deep gully between the roofs.  It 

has a narrow front door and the doorway to room [B] is bricked up. However, Guido later 

said that a photograph of a funeral procession outside this building seems to indicate that [B] 

and [C] were built at different times. 

 

Rooms [F] and [G] in the second ‘T’ have an inter-leading door (bricked-up) and both rooms 

have modern outer doors but with half millstones as doorsteps. There is no remaining 

evidence of outer windows but there is a bricked-up door into [C]. Was this the last section to 

be built?  Mr Louw says the schoolmistress lived in [G]. This has a beautifully preserved reed 

ceiling, which has been close cut to the walls in [F]. 

 

                                                 
8
 See floor plan, Figure M, for key to rooms. 
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Figure M. Plan and front elevation of Building 11, the Louw longhouse  

(Guido Lugtenberg 2000). 
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Die Tronk [D]. There is a modern door in the east wall but the original stable door has been 

re-built into what was a barn door-sized opening.  The heavily barred window in the west 

wall has a beautifully preserved wide cedar wood sill.  Mr Louw told us that the tronk (goal) 

was built to house die bandiete, i.e. convicts condemned to hard labour who did all the stone 

work on the farm. 

 

Building 15 

 

David Glennie describes the church as built of cut stone bedded in mortar, plastered 

internally and externally. It still has its original galvanised corrugated iron roof. The gable 

end walls of the nave and vestry are pedimented and evidence of plaster quoins remain on the 

façade ends. The window and door openings had half-round heads complete with rusticated 

plaster keystones. These enrichments together with the mouldings on the pediments give the 

church a neo-classical feel.
9
  

 

The doors, windows, timber ceilings and three of the beams in the nave have been removed. 

There is no sign of the pulpit, baptismal font or table but it seems that these items of liturgical 

furniture were most probably situated close to the door, now blocked, leading from the vestry 

into the nave. The two entrance doors, one in each gable end wall, suggest this central 

arrangement. 

 

 
 

Figure N. The church as it was in 2000. 

                                                 
9
 The exterior building style used for the church matches that of a building on the adjoining farm, Groenrivier, 

that may have been renovated at the time the church was built, i.e. circa 1885. 
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Figure O. Plan of the church (David Glennie). 
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Figure P. North and west elevations of the church (David Glennie). 
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Figure Q. East elevation and cross section of the church (David Glennie). 
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The church was surrounded by a low wall, now largely demolished, and the space between 

the wall and the church building is paved. The purpose of this space is unclear: perhaps it 

kept animals away from the church walls.
10

 

 

At some time in the past, the church ceased to be used for religious services and was stripped 

of its original woodwork and fittings and modified to serve as a shearing shed and farm 

stores. The storerooms appear to have been built of stone taken from the surrounding wall 

and also used to heighten the surrounding walls adjacent to the vestry. 

 

Building 16 

 

The building stands well to the south of the “street-pattern” of the common werf, midway 

between it and the church. It was known as the McGregor house. It is a large, solid structure 

with the solder giving the impression that the house was built as a double-storey.  The walls 

are of stone in random rubble style to their full height including the plain stoep-end gables on 

north and south.  Presently, all is white washed over a pebbledash plaster except for the 

smooth plastering around the doors and windows.  A stone staircase with waist-high stone 

balustrades leads up to the solder door set in the north gable. 

 

The front of the house is on the east side with a big, square garden enclosed by a free-packed 

stone wall which protects a Kokerboom. The stoep is of untrimmed stone slabs and two doors 

open off it: one a flat door of narrow planks topped by a fanlight; the other is a two-panelled 

door with a more impressive fanlight.  The three windows are very different: the one on the 

left has the original frame and shutters but internally vandalized; the middle window is an 

original with six small panes and narrow glazing bars; the other is a steel window.  On the 

solder face there are three rectangular windows. On the west side of the house, and projecting 

forward from the staircase wall to be in line with the north side of the garden wall, is another 

large room at least as long as one-third of the west wall of the house. It has a flat roof of zinc 

sheets, and a stone buttress on the western edge serves to brace the wall and also to protect 

the (fairly thin-planked) stable door leading out of the south wall. This may have been the 

kitchen of the original dwelling? 

 

Alexander McGregor apparently lived only briefly in the house. It is a large dwelling and 

once he left the house it became the fourth, and last, of the schools for Willemsrivier. 

 

Graveyards. There are two graveyards on the farm. These have not been investigated. 

 

Threshing Floors. There are three threshing floors (trapvloere) on the farm: one each for the 

three original partition owners, the Kotzes, the Louws and the McGregors. Each farmer 

needed his own as the west wind for winnowing only blew for about one-and-a-half hours per 

day during the harvesting season. 

 

 

  

                                                 
10

 In the Deed of Transfer dated 1
st
 November 1883 to the widow Jannetta Sophia Catherina Steenkamp 

(married to Johannes Paulus Kotze) and her step-son Theunis Gerhardus Kotze, there was a condition that 

certain grazing ground near the church should be freely accessible and available to church users (K1 Folio 149 

page 402). 
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The People on Willemsrivier 
 

Maureen Archer conducted these interviews in the year 2000 unless otherwise denoted.  

Johannes Paulus Kotze of Willemsrivier 

 

Paul Kotze is now 73 years old, a widower, with two daughters.  He has lived on 

Willemsrivier for all his life (with brief absences) but his brother, Tientjie now owns the farm 

and portions of inherited land (e.g. Ouplaas / Bokkefontein).They are the sixth generation of 

Kotzes on this farm (including that known as Klipperivier).  “Daar is ‘n stamboom en die’ en 

die plaas transporte het Tientjie alles in sy besit maar ek sal alles vertel wat ek weet.  Ek is 

nie ‘n historikus nie ...”. 

 

Paul Kotze described the family ownership of Willemsrivier as coming about through the 

marriage of his great-grandfather to Aletta Catherina Carstens, one of the four daughters of 

the Carstens who owned the huge Klipperivier property (the other three sisters married a 

Louw, a Steenkamp of Rogland [actually Bokkefontein ed.] and a Mostert.  Amongst the 

Kotzes it is commonly believed that the Mostert son-in-law got the largest share of the land 

because his wife was the ‘black sheep’ of the four girls.
11

  His grandfather had eleven 

children (by two wives) including five sons, one died young but the other four all became 

farmers, his father on Willemsrivier.  Of their modern family, the second and third sons sold 

out their inherited portions to Tientjie and Paul, two portions to each. Now Tientjie owns the 

whole Kotze share of Willemsrivier plus the inherited portions of Steenkamp land (i.e. 

Ouplaas [present name for Bokkefontein ed.]) through their Steenkamp grandmother. 

 

When asked to discuss the reasons for the unique development of vierkantplase and their 

multiple ownerships, he said that it had always been commonplace in this area.  There had 

been: 

   Perdekraal
12

  

   Grasberg
13

 

   Ouplaas
14

 

   Kookfortein
15

 

   Beekoes 
16

 

   Willemsrivier. 

 

Many people assumed that they came about for protection from the warlike KhoiSan but his 

opinion is that it may have been true but, in any case, the early farmers needed to secure 

water and there were not as many water sources as there were would-be farmers.  Therefore, 

these kolonieplase (colonies of farmers) grouped around the strongest fountains.  He marvels 

at the spirit of sharing, and the organization, which allowed the establishment and the 

development of such a complex entity owned by (often) unrelated families. 

 

                                                 
11

  Historical records refute this version of ownership because Paul Kotze’s great- uncle, Floris, was legally 

granted this portion of Klipperivier and immediately had it divided up into multiple ownership which ultimately 

included Louws and a McGregor. 
12

 A portion of the original farm  Swellengrebelsfontein. 
13

 Original name was Avontuur. 
14

 A portion of the original farm Bokkefontein. 
15

 Another portion of  Swellengrebelsfontein. 
16

 A portion of Avontuur. 
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The water for Willemsrivier came from a particularly strong fountain (slightly behind and to 

the north-west of Paul’s house) which poured a permanent stream of water into a large dam 

built into the rocks, thus creating a lovely green vlei all round it.  In his youth, he recalls a “6-

inch pipe” providing a strong stream of water, enough for an endless filling of buckets and 

drums for homes and stock and enough to irrigate some of every farmer’s land.  

 

In 1937, however, it was decided to call in a firm of Cape Town engineers to devise a scheme 

for equitably dividing the water between the (then) five owners. The solution offered by the 

engineers was to build up a rectangular cement box of about 90cm x 45cm by about 50cm 

high to store up water within. This was so that five copper pipes set into a copper-plated “lid” 

would then be able to direct the water into a complicated system of pipes and furrows leading 

to the five different portions of the farm.  

 

It was disastrous.  Building into the fountain dispersed the strong flow of water back into the 

rocks, from which it re-emerged only as numerous trickles.  The next decision was to drill for 

water over the underground river and to set up wind-pumps. Nothing ever produced the same 

strength of water as used to flow naturally from the original fountain.  Of these eminent and 

expensive city engineers, Paul Kotze pronounced: “Hulle was a klomp geleerde bladdy 

fools”. 

 

Now, all around the farm and on neighbouring farms, drilling for water and the erection of 

wind-pumps means that everyone is tapping into the same underground water source and the 

water table keeps dropping. 

 

Farming on Willemsrivier was mainly stock farming and the culture of grains was mostly for 

home use and as feed for the stock. They had big flocks of sheep, herds of cattle, intensively 

farmed pigs and chickens and bred horses, in time developing a widely renowned stud.  

Riding horses always sold well but they also specialised in high-stepping horses for phaetons, 

flies and carriages. The family belief is that many mounts were provided for the Boer forces 

when Smuts, Maritz and other commandos were hiding in the Bokkeveld or carrying out their 

lightning raids deep into the Cape Colony. 

 

Wheat, barley and oats were the chief crops in Willemsrivier, and they also harvested hay and 

corn stalks to cut up for fodder.  In the late 1950s, rooibos tea became popular and from then 

on it was a good cash crop for Willemsrivier. 

 

Paul Kotze said that fencing came fairly late on this farm (perhaps the 1940s) and, though he 

never knew of any wild game for hunting, they did not suffer so much from the predators 

(particularly jackals) that were such a problem on farms closer to the escarpment (like 

Matjesfontein and Papkuilsfontein). 

 

Paul Kotze confirmed that the Willemsrivier werf was to have been the nucleus of a new 

village.  There appeared to be abundant water and a co-operative, mainly Calvinist, group of 

families who would support the building of a church.  Up to then, religious services 

(buitedienste) had been held in front of the langdak house of the Kotzes (Building Number 

3), and Paul Kotze and all his generation had been baptised there.  Wagons were outspanned 

on the common werf and oxen, horses and mules were watered and grazed in the fields 

behind the houses. The clergy and church hierarchy finally agreed to repeated requests for 

permission to build a church in this new village and to the holding of Nagmaal services there 

for the population who could not reach Calvinia.  
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Alexander McGregor donated a piece of his ground, the church was built and church services 

were held there from about 1890 onwards.  McGregor also donated land for outspanning and 

holding the trek-oxen. However, the church was used only for a comparatively short time 

because it was decided to develop the village further to the south on the farm Groenrivier., 

This was despite a new church already existing on Willemsrivier and that the common werf 

had modelled a village street! 

 

The common werf was 44 morgen in extent and strict rules governed its treatment.  Paul 

Kotze did not know who had drawn up the regulations (“... seker die procurers ...”) but said 

they were repeated on every transfer document so that no one could plead ignorance if they 

transgressed them. These rules safeguarded the rights of passage and privacy so that the 

inhabitants could live in peaceful proximity.  He did not specify any major problems 

experienced by families over the years. 

 

Paul Kotze explained that there had been many more homes on the farm than were now 

visible.  Some had been demolished or had been turned into farm outbuildings (“‘n Boer 

maak ‘n plan ...”) and, being essentially pragmatic, alterations often destroyed a good and 

interesting building to turn it to another purpose.  For instance, the great gaping hole in the 

Louw longhouse which now houses tractors; the pig pens where the kitchen had once been; 

the cattle pens where once had been homes, etc. 

  

What are no longer visible were what he called die opslaanhuisies (simple prefabricated 

shelters) of the daughters who married landless men.  These were dotted around the farm on 

parts of land that were not used for cultivation, each daughter on her own father’s lot, his 

shared portion of the farm. 
 

Most of the buildings on the werf served different functions at different times.  Paul Kotze 

pointed out that there had been several sites for the schoolrooms:  the most southern room of 

Building Number 6 (now the melkamer), part of Building Number 13 (then became a wagon 

house and now a cottage), and the McGregor house was the most recent school.   

 

The jonkershuis (Building Number 4) was designed for the young Kotze men, then it became 

a spare guest-room, then a store room, etc.  The Kotze langdak (Building Number 3) was 

central to the family. There was a most beautiful muurkas in the central room, and Ouma 

Grootjie resided there, who was enough of a character around whom to build stories.  Like 

the one about the arrogant young British Captain during the Boer War who came to the house 

to demand that she cook her own hen’s eggs for his breakfast.  Ouma is reputed to have 

smacked him hard and sent him on his way. 

 

Of great interest is the old thatched cottage (Building Number 5), with its thick walls and 

eyebrow gables, which served as the “war room” for Generals Smuts and Maritz during the 

Boer War.  Paul Kotze described how everyone on the farm was a great supporter of the Boer 

efforts (one Kotze joined Maritz and fled across the Orange River with his group), providing 

them with food and horses and whatever they needed, caring for a wounded General, keeping 

secret their hiding places in the Kobee (the kloof running into the escarpment) and their 

movements, and generally offering their unstinting loyalty and support.  The Boer surrender 

was a bitter blow and when Smuts joined Botha in peace efforts and in agreeing to the terms 

for the formation of Union, the local loyalists branded Smuts “‘n verraaier” (a traitor) and 

never forgave him, reported Paul Kotze. 
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The longhouse (Building Number 11) of the Louw family also had its Boer War stories, again 

concerning a formidable ouma.  Paul Kotze showed me the hook deeply buried in the fire-

burnt trunk of the great cedar tree, which lies across the front of the main door.  This hook 

was for tethering horses and is reputed to have held the horse of another arrogant young 

British Captain while his men captured, cooked and ate all the Willemsrivier chickens that 

were running free on the werf.  They used the cedar branches to build their fire (was this what 

destroyed the tree?) and had their picnic on ouma’s doorstep because she had refused to cook 

the birds! 

 

In Paul Kotze’s youth, there were about 75 white people on the farm plus a large coloured 

workforce, who lived well away from the common werf. Some of their houses were where 

the present workers’ homes are still to be seen to-day, on the road to Grasberg and Ouplaas.  

All his life there had been the many families of Kotzes (he was uncertain when or why the 

simpler form of the name and spelling had come about), many Louws (some of both families 

closely related by inter-marriage) and a McGregor.  However, there were other families too: 

for example, the O’Rileys, friends of the McGregors, who had lived in the cottage on the 

southern end of the common werf, closest to the McGregor house.  

 

Two related Jewish families occupied semi-detached cottages near them, the Albert Fischers 

and the Vogelmanns. They ran a small ‘general dealers shop’ there, but left the farm to take 

their business to the village and built that beautiful stone corner shop on the Main Street of 

Nieuwoudtville. Its ‘kitty-corner’ shop door and its front door off the stoep confirms it as one 

of the then-popular one-roomed corner shops which also housed the shop-keeping family in 

the rest of the building. 

 

At different times, the skoolmeesters and their families occupied different houses and the 

single schoolmistresses lived in the rooms in the tail of the TT behind the Louw longhouse.  

As described above, the families of Kotze and Louw daughters who had married landless 

husbands erected their homes on land that belonged to their fathers or that which the 

daughters had inherited from the estate. In addition, there had been bywoners on 

Willemsrivier too. (Paul did not elaborate on whether these were family members or whether 

they were simply impoverished families who assisted with farming tasks in return for their 

position.)  They erected opslaanhuisies for their families within reach of, but off the common 

werf, usually out of sight of the family homes. However, the bywoners were never made to 

feel inferior and the children played together and attended school together. Both Paul Kotze 

and Oom Bokkie deplored the term bywoners. They suggested other names, such as 

bysaaiers, to recognise the contributions of those people who worked so diligently on farms 

they did not own. Paul thought that by the late 1950s the bywoners had dispersed. 

 

By 1914 there were about 75 people living on the farm, reportedly “almal rebelle” as regards 

World War I.  They still felt bitter about the traitorous actions of the old Boer leaders in 

collaborating with the British to forge the Union and had no inclination to go and fight for it.  

Later political changes, however, saw most of the Kotzes as staunch “Sappe” and strong 

supporters of Jannie Smuts before, during and after the Second World War.  They were thus 

at odds with most other families in the district who favoured the “Nats” and real enmity 

developed between the United Party and Nationalist Party followers. 

 

There are many stories relating to the Boer War and locals remember these vividly, testifying 

to the strong anti-British feelings at the time (and later too).  Paul Kotze says that the roving 
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Boer commandos (under Smuts and Maritz and other leaders too) would hide out in the deep 

gorges that slice into the escarpment below Nieuwoudtville.  These run deeply into the cliffs 

and some are so narrow that riders have to travel single file.  Local people knew the 

commandos were there and kept them fed and supplied with fresh horses and information and 

never betrayed them to the English soldiers.  Even if they had known the commandos were 

hiding there, British units feared being ambushed in the rocky clefts so the Boer forces were 

quite safe. Local youths would act as messengers to and from the farms, Nieuwoudtville and 

Vanrhynsdorp, warning everyone of the movements of the British soldiers so that the 

commandos could hide and the farmers and towns-people could try to secrete their grain and 

stock. 

 

Paul recounted the story of an attack on a small group of British soldiers as they were riding 

down the steep and winding road from the top of the escarpment on their way to 

Vanrhynsdorp.  It is believed that the young sons of local farmers monitored their progress 

towards the steep pass and gave the signal to a group of sharpshooters who were hidden near 

the first bend of the pass.  As the British soldiers passed them, the sharpshooters opened fire.  

All nine men were killed and their bodies dragged into the bushes and left out of sight behind 

the rocks.  

 

As well as tales pertaining to the Boer War, there are some plausible “ghost stories”.  Paul 

Kotze remembers that, as teenagers, he and his cousin George were ambling about on the 

common werf one dark summer night when they became aware of what they thought was a 

rapidly rising wind.  A loud, rushing noise enveloped and terrified them and then they both 

saw ‘n verskyning (an apparition) moving slowly across the werf, above and without touching 

the ground.  They were so rooted to the spot that they watched the ‘spook’ disappear towards 

the graveyard.  When it vanished, the loud rushing noise also quietly died away! 

 

Their mother, too, recounted other-worldly experiences.  She reported that on a number of 

occasions she had experienced a “presence” in her kitchen.  She never claimed she had seen a 

ghost but gradually became aware that she was not alone in the kitchen, there was someone 

close to her, but invisible.  This feeling was reinforced by the family dog, which whimpered 

and then took refuge under the kitchen table.  Mrs Kotze never reported any terror or even 

being frightened by these occurrences as she felt that the woman (she was convinced that it 

was a woman), was a “benign’ presence”. 

 

Cornelius Boois 
 

Oupa Cornelius Boois had spent his early childhood in the Nieuwoudtville district, married 

there and worked as a farm labourer for the Van Wyks on Boereplaas and Matjiesfontein.   

 

Soon after the outbreak of World War II, he attended a “recruiting meeting” where he became 

convinced that the army would offer him a better future, so he enlisted. He was trained in the 

Cape and was eventually sent up to North Africa with the South African forces.  He saw the 

battle of Tobruk, but his right knee was injured by shrapnel during the battle of Alamein and 

he escaped capture by being in hospital. After being demobilised, he returned to the 

Bokkeveld but was still too incapacitated to work as a farm labourer.  Many local farms were 

in the process of being fenced into ‘camps’ in the late 40s and 50s, or old fences needed 

repair, and Cornelius Boois joined a team of fencers since he could balance himself for such 

work.  
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“Q: Het jy ooit op Willemsrivier gewerk? 

CB:  Ja.  Lank daar gewerk.  Tientjie se pa was besig om die plaas in kampe op te deel 

en toe moes ons daar gaan draad span. Nie die hele plaas nie, net dele van die Kotze 

plaas. 

 

Q: Hoe was die plaas opgedeel? 

CB Sien, die rooigrond en die heiveld is apart.  Die rooigrond is droog - dit kry baie 

swaar water.  Daar is boorgate maar dis droog.  Daar plant ons koring as daar nog so 

bietjie reen kom en dan word dit in die somer ryp.  As alles klaar geoes is, dan gaan wei 

die skape en beeste daar die hele winter lank. 

Daai wat ons sé is die heiveld, dis natterige grond.  Daar groei die Wit Suikerbos en die 

Streeplelies.  Soos ek al gese het, daai Wit Suikerbos pluk mens van die steel af en dan 

slaat jy die stroop in die emmer in.  Dan kook jy dit tot dit baie dik word - dit was ons 

suiker gewees en ons lekkers.  Daar het baie Wit Suikerbos op Willemsrivier gegroei.  

Ek hoor hulle maak die blomme nou droog en dan verkoop hulle die wit blomme. 

 

Q:  En die Streeplelies? 

CB: Uh ... hulle’s maar wit met sulke pienk strepe, Die Wit Suikerbos moet mens vroeg 

in die oggend gaan pluk as die dou nog op hulle is anders kry jy nie genoeg 

suikerstroop nie.  Nou’s daar nie kans om te pluk nie. 

 

Q: Julle het vir die Kotzes gewerk.  Watter ander families het nog daar grond besit? 

CB Wel, die Louws was daar gewees.  En die Mosterts was ook daar - maar hulle het 

nie grond gehad nie.  Hulle het gehuur. 

 

Q:  Het hulle met die plaaswerk gehelp?  [Tried to avoid use of ‘bywoner’.] 

CB:  Mmmm.  Ja maar ook vir hulself gewerk. 

 

Q: En wie nog? 

CB: Daar was Steenkamps ook. Hulle het maar klein grond hehad. Hulle was arm 

boere. 

 

Q: En die McGregors?  Het jy vir hulle geken ? 

CB:  Ja. Jiems (James?) was partykeer daar.  Jiems het vir sy Tannies gewerk.  Hulle 

was daar op Modderfontein by Citrusdal.  Hulle ’t winkel gehad onder in die Kaap.  En 

hy het grond gekoop en verkoop. En dan was daar Joney Malcolm ... 

 

Toe ons daar (op Willemsrivier) klaar is, toe gaan werk ek daar op Groenrivier.” 

 

Q: Have you ever worked at Willemsrivier? 

CB: Yes, I worked there a long time. Tientjie’s father was working on the farm dividing 

it into camps and fixing the fences. Not the whole farm, only parts of the Kotze farm. 

 

Q:  How was the farm divided up? 

CB: Look, the rooigrond and the heiveld is separate. The rooigrond is dry – it does not 

hold water. There are boreholes but it’s dry. There you plant wheat if it rains a little bit, 

and then it ripens in the summer. When the harvest is gathered, you can graze the sheep 

and cattle all winter. That which we call heiveld is moist ground. The Wit Suikerbos 

and the Streeplilies grow there. 
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As I have mentioned previously, we used to gather the Wit Suikerbos and cut off the 

stems and then you drain the syrup into a bucket. Then you cook it until it becomes 

much thicker – it was our sugar and our sweets. There was lots of Wit Suikerbos 

growing on Willemsrivier.  Nowadays they dry the white flowers and then they sell 

them. 

 

Q: And the Streeplelies? 

CB: Um … they are merely white with pink stripes. One must go early in the morning 

to pick the Wit Suikerbos while there is dew on them, otherwise you do not get enough 

sugar syrup. Nowadays you cannot pick them anymore.  

 

Q: You worked for the Kotzes. What other families owned land there? 

CB: Well, the Louws and the Mosterts were also there – but they had no land. They 

hired land. 

 

Q: Did they help with the farming? 

CB: Mmm. Yes, but they also worked for themselves. 

 

Q: And who else? 

CB: There were Steenkamps as well. They had a little land. They were poor farmers. 

  

Q: And the McGregors? Do you remember them? 

CB: Yes. James was sometimes there. James worked for his aunts. They were from 

Modderfontein near Citrusdal. They had a shop down in the Cape, and they bought and 

sold land. And then there was Joney Malcolm … 

 

When we were finished working on Willemsrivier, I went to work at Groenrivier. 

 

 

Paul Kotze of Bellville (interviewed September 2002).  

 

Cousin to Paul and Tientjie, born and grew up on Willemsrivier. 

 

Like his namesake and cousin, Paul Kotze was born and grew up on Willemsrivier. He recalls 

many happy times and celebrations but the adverse conditions and prospects for yet another 

young Kotze male convinced him to leave the farm when he grew up.  He has fond memories 

of farm and family relationships, but says that multiple ownership and close proximity of 

competing families breeds problems. His wife agrees: “Daai vierkant plase is net pure 

problem ... ‘n groot gemors” (Those vierkant plase are just pure trouble ... a big mess).  

 

Paul Kotze supports the theory of protection as the reason for these “colony farms” in the 

Bokkeveld area: “dis soos laer trek” (it’s like drawing up a laager). Families had to stay 

close together in the early days, they were very isolated from civilization and, in any case, 

good water was scarce and had to be shared. However, by the 20
th

 century, the vierkantplase 

had been divided and sub-divided many times and portions were constantly changing hands, 

sold within the extended families as well as to non-family partners.  Paul Kotze knew of the 

formal “rules” governing the partitions of these multi-owned farms but held that it was the 

day-to-day competition for subsistence, exacerbated by political differences and long 

memories for affronts, which made communal living so difficult.  
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Protection was one facet, but in Kotze’s lifetime this need fell away and was replaced by 

many quarrels and fights over scarce resources.  Land allocations were legally entrenched on 

formal documents but these were seldom known or remembered by individuals and on a daily 

basis there were constant arguments of the type of: “wie sê dis jou grond?” (who says this is 

your ground?). Even the children joined in the careful protection of personal ownership and 

Paul Kotze cites the example of a child running in to report to his grandmother:  “Ouma, 

Ouma.  Tant Sannie se ganse swem in ons dam” (Granny, Granny. Aunt Sannie’s geese are 

swimming on our dam). 

 

The old Dutch laws of inheritance still guided will-making for most families.  In attempting 

to allocate property equitably between heirs, resources became thinner and thinner.  

Sometimes, a complete building was divided up so that one child inherited the solder, another 

got the living areas or the mill, but someone else was left the mill machinery!  Paul Kotze 

said this was an extreme example but it exemplified the problems caused by good intentions.  

Often the fights about ownership resulted in buildings (and watercourses and pipes) falling 

into disrepair because “niemand is gegun nie” (nobody would take responsibility). The 

resulting deterioration infuriated others living on Willemsrivier.   

 

Inhabitants of vierkantplase had to fiercely defend individual ownership or else it all fell into 

public domain and became impossible to unravel later on.  He had finally left Willemsrivier 

because of this “aanhoudende twis” (continual dispute).  Throughout the interview, he 

repeated the maxim: “Duidelike grenslyne is die grondslag van vrede” (Clear boundaries are 

the foundations of peace). 

 

Politics also exacerbated divisions amongst the inhabitants of Willemsrivier.  The Anglo-

Boer War left extremely strong feelings about the “betrayal” of the Afrikaner people by their 

erstwhile leaders, Botha and Smuts.  (As described by Paul Kotze of Willemsrivier, Smuts 

had been idolised and personally assisted by many local people who now branded him a 

traitor.)  The early 20
th

 century was a turbulent period for Afrikaans and Afrikaner politics 

and the people of the Bokkeveld allied themselves to opposing parties.  “Die politiek het 

verskriklike vyandigheid gebring” (Politics brought frightening enmity). 

 

Both Kotze informants felt that politics played a decisive part in splitting up families and 

resulted in many landowners selling out and leaving Willemsrivier.  Neither of them enlarged 

on differences between close Kotze families but both intimated that it caused clear rifts 

between them and their Louw relatives and farming partners: 

 

“Die politiek het baie twis gebring. Mense kon nie met mekaar praat nie - tot die 

begrafnis. Dan is alles skoongemaak. Jy lag jou dood!” (Politics brought much 

quarrelling.  People would not talk to each other - until the funeral. Then all was 

resolved. You could laugh yourself sick!) 

 

Paul Kotze recalled many good times too.  It was a wonderful place to grow up: with many 

children of his own age and close family relatives, his childhood was supported by extended 

families.  He certainly had chores to do but most clearly remembers the celebrations: family 

Christmases and celebrating New Year, the “funeral meats” after burials, and the excitement 

of the many Nagmaals he attended, especially the Groot Nagmaal of 1936.  They would all 

pile on to the old wagon and then experience the magic of a slow, star-studded journey into 

the village for the midnight service at the church.  The Nieuwoudtville church (as well as that 

on Willemsrivier) was built by Italians, he recalls. 
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Though he well knows the Kotzes of his generation, for a full family record he recommends 

consulting the family Bible and farm records in Calvinia.  He can recall the McGregors 

owning a portion of Willemsrivier, and their friends the O’Rileys and the Kennedys.  He said 

they came from Clanwilliam, where many Scots and Irish people settled and intermarried 

with local men and women and all lived well together until the Anglo-Boer War. 

 

Paul Kotze does not really know the details of Bokkeveld farming but he is still familiar with 

family stories of the Great Depression and life-sapping droughts of the 1920s and 1930s, and 

mentions that his father or uncle only had “194 skape, een kalf, een hen ... en ‘n paar perde 

oor”.  He also mentions (but without details) “die droogte vlugtelinge” (refugees from the 

drought) also contributing to the depopulation of farms in the area in the late 1920s.   

 

He recalls the many visits of the Stock Inspector during die Brandsiektes but his only clear 

memory of those visits was that “Inspector Charlie” drove a most memorable car and was 

very adept at fixing all manner of cars. 

 

Paul Kotze agrees with his cousin that the many bywoners on Willemsrivier were never 

discriminated against.  Some of them were relatives.  He dislikes the term by which these 

landless people are commonly known and pondered the term bysaaiers.   

 

“Hulle was verarm, hulle het nie die middele gehad nie [to buy land] en het ‘n staanplek 

nodig gehad.  Hulle was die mense wat die werk gedoen het, hulle het eerlik geboer.   

 

Luister, daar gaan ‘n ou grap oor die Boer wat net op sy stoep sit en koffie drink:. Hy 

praat met sy kleurling werker: 

 

Boer aan Jonas: Wat oes julle nou? 

Jonas:   Wat is daar om te oes? 

Boer:   Wat?  Moenie sê julle ‘t nie vanjaar geploeg nie?” 

 

They were impoverished, they did not have the means [to buy land] and they needed a 

place to stay.  They were the people who did the work; they were the real farmers. 

 

Listen to this old joke about a landowner who simply sat on his stoep drinking coffee. 

He talks to his coloured worker: 

 

Farmer to Jonas: What are you harvesting? 

Jonas:   What is there to harvest? 

Farmer: What?  You mean to say you have not even ploughed this 

year? 

 

The stories of “Langdak” Ouma (Maria Magdalena Louw Kotze), a fearsome lady (“sy het 

die broek gedra”) who held that her husband needed a daily hiding, is firmly entrenched in 

Kotze lore, but details differ with the tellings.  Paul Kotze recounted her reaction to the 

British Captain who had arrived on her doorstep during the Boer War with a clutch of eggs 

taken from her own hens.  He requested them cooked for his breakfast but Ouma Kotze gave 

him a swift smack across his face instead.  The reaction of the British officer has not been 

recorded. 

 



35 

 

Paul Kotze also recounted the Boer War story of the massacre of the British soldiers on Van 

Rhyn’s Pass, but offered more detail than his cousin.  He says that the sharp bend in that 

switchback road is generally known as Nourse en Ryan se draai.  They were the officers in 

charge of a group of soldiers who had burnt and pillaged indiscriminately in the area and 

were loathed by all the locals.  His version is that they were ambushed by a group of coloured 

sharp shooters who shot and killed all eighteen of the troops.  They were dragged to the side 

of the road and buried on the spot.  After the war it was discovered that the men were all 

Scots and, at the requests of their families, their bones were disinterred and sent back to 

Scotland.  

 

Another story of this steep escarpment road concerns a shepherd.  He allowed his flock of 

goats to wander down the mountain while he lay back on a great boulder and slept in the sun.  

At sunset, he stirred and stood up on the big, round rock to sight his goats.  The movement 

dislodged the giant boulder, which hurtled down the mountainside, crushing him and, 

perhaps, some of his goats. This big rock can still be seen as one approaches the pass! 

 

Paul Kotze did not remember the ghost stories his cousin had told but he well recalls that 

concerning “Lord Louw” (uncertain as to the identity, but it may refer to Adriaan Hermanus 

Louw, who died in 1921), whose apparition has been reported a number of times.  “Lord 

Louw” was a bachelor, a non-worker, a grandee who dressed with style and is said to have 

been very musical. Paul recounts the report of a young policeman, new to Nieuwoudtville in 

the early 1970s, who, one dark night at about ten o’clock, saw this formally dressed man, 

with a violin under his arm, waft silently across the road and disappear into the graveyard! 
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Figure R. Photograph from Paul Kotze (circa 1955). 

 

A photograph (Figure R) which Paul Kotze gave us was taken in about 1955 and shows, in 

the distance, the langdak and other buildings still under thatch.  The centrepiece of the 

photograph however, purports to show the last remaining of the four stone pines that were 

planted by the four Carstens sisters in the very early days of Willemsrivier.  He wrote: 

 

“In die voorgrond is die ou plaasdam en die bouwerk waarmee die “geleerde bladdy 

fools” alles omgekrap het.  Die denneboom is beslis die grootste een wat ek ooit gesien 

het.  Hy is die laaste van die vier wat deur die Carstens dogters geplant het in ongeveer 

1815.” 

 

In the foreground is the old farm dam and the building work with which “those learned 

bloody fools” messed up everything.  The pine tree is the largest that I have ever seen.  

It is the last of the four planted by the Carstens daughters in about 1815. 
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Conclusion 
 

Of the five farms surveyed by the “Bokkeveld Bunch” between 1999 and 2001, little remains 

of the apparently flourishing communities and farming character of yore. On some, farming 

continues in the modern mode and tourism in the flower season is the new cash crop. On 

Papkuilsfontein and Matjesfontein the buildings have been carefully and lovingly restored 

and are comfortably lived in. The Groenrivier werf is also still actively used but the village of 

Nieuwoudtville is overtaking it and many of the homes stand empty or put to other uses. The 

magnificent stone structures of Bokkefontein are sliding apart and the common werf is silent 

and abandoned. Willemsrivier too, is merely a shadow of its former self. Only two families 

now own it and the old homesteads have changed character: the Kotze longhouse is now a 

storeroom/barn; the Louw longhouse a garage for tractors; the McGregor house once turned 

schoolrooms is now a drying shed for exportable wit proteas, and the gracious, neo-classical 

church stands stripped of its windows and woodwork.  The common werf is now bisected by 

a fence and a locked gate. 

 

The land that suffered so much bloody conflict, so much tenacious fighting for so long has 

now become a statistic of the depopulation of the platteland. 
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Glossary 
 
Bakoond   Baking oven projecting from the end wall 

Bandiet    Convict or prisoner 

Brandsolder Lit. fire-ceiling, a clay or brick layer above the ceiling to slow the 

spread of fire from the thatch 

Buitedienste   Lit. outside service, church service in the country 

Buitekamer A room attached to a dwelling but having a separate outside door 

Bysaaier   Share cropper 

Bywoner   Tenant farmer, squatter 

Dwarslatte   Crossbeams 

Heiveld    Heath land on Table Mountain quartzite 

Jonkershuis   House for the younger people 

Kolonieplaas Lit. colony farm 

Langdak   Lit. long roof, a long building 

Matjiesriet   Rushes 

Melkamer   Dairy 

Morgen    10246 sq. yds. or 8567 sq. metres 

Muurkas & muurkassies  Wall cupboard(s) 

Nagmaal   Holy Communion 

Opslaanhuisies   Prefabricated or timber buildings 

Ordonnantie   The central point of a loan farm, usually the dwelling or spring 

Ouma    Grandmother 

Ouma Grootjie   Great-grandmother 

Oupa    Grandfather 

Platteland   Lit. flat land, the interior of the country 

Prokurer   Attorney 

Rebelle    Rebels 

Rog    Rye 

Rood    In this context a Cape Rood = 12 Cape feet = 3.778 metres 

Rooigrond   Lit. red ground, Dolerite-based soils, used for cereal production 

Slaapkamer   Bedroom 

Slaghuis   Butchery 

Skoolmeesters   Schoolmasters 

Smitswinkel   Blacksmith’s shop 

Solder    Attic or loft 

Sonquasriet   Sonqua reed (Sonqua = San) 

Spaansriet   Spanish reed 

Spreilaag   Under-layer of thatch 

Streeplelies   Striped lilies 

Stoep    Terrace, veranda 

Trapvloere   Threshing floor 

Trekboer Stock farmer who moved from area to area according to the season 

Trekveld   Area of land used seasonally by pastoralists 

Tronk    Gaol 

Tuiehuis    Harness room 

Verraaier   Traitor 

Verskyning    Apparition, phantom 

Vlei    Marsh, also valley 

Vleiskamer   Meat room 

Vierkant / Vierkanplaas  Lit. four sides, a central shared area of the farm 

Vlugtelinge   Refugee 

Voorkamer   Also Voorhuis, the room into which the front door opens 

Wit suikerbos   White sugarbush (Protea repens) 


