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Preface 

 

It was quite recently that the report on the fifth of the Bokkeveld farms (Klipperivier alias 

Willemsrivier) was published (Archer & Amschwand 2012), though it was surveyed some 12 

to 14 years ago. At the time this project started we knew of five farms that were of the 

vierkantplaas or colony farm type settlements. To briefly restate this concept, these farms all 

had a central portion where the houses and water source were located, that ended up having 

multiple-ownership on a share basis. This was probably due to the lack of viable farming land 

in the colony into which the sons of the original farm owners could expand. The farms were 

sub-divided amongst them and they built houses on the communal plot where the water 

source was located. 

 

Johannes Paulus Kotze, when interviewed by Maureen Archer during the VASSA survey of 

Klipperivier/Willemsrivier, mentioned other vierkantplaase including the farm Grasberg. 

This farm, also known as Avontuur, is sandwiched between Klipperivier/Willemsrivier and 

Bokkefontein to the north. Distinguished mainly for the beautiful two-storey flat-roofed farm 

house situated there, not much investigation was carried out on the farm history. VASSA 

member Julia Meintjes organised a visit to the house in 2003 and this report is based on the 

brief survey carried out at that time plus some later background research.  

 

Avontuur was indeed a vierkantplaas that was successfully consolidated into the modern 

farm Grasberg, together with the adjoining farm Rietfontein. This latter farm was discussed 

in VASSA Journal number 21 (2009).  

 

The late Guido Lugtenburg made some beautiful detailed sketches on site in 2003 and his 

measured plan and elevation have been kindly redrawn by David Glennie. David has also 

drawn his interpretation of the house development from the earliest times. Val Taylor, Julia 

Meintjes and Jenny Viotti ably assisted with the original survey. The photographs are the 

author’s unless otherwise attributed. Joan and David Glennie, Pat and John Kramer, Val 

Taylor, Jenny Viotti and Willem Strydom came on the second survey and their input was 

invaluable. Thanks must also go to Jean Blanckenberg who kindly assisted with the 

translations from Dutch documents in the Cape Archives, whose staff are always helpful. 

 

The greatest thanks go to Ernst and Mandy Kotze and Alison van Zyl, the present owners of 

the farm, for their hospitality and allowing access and Nicolette de Bois (née Buhr) who 

collected details of Hermann Henry Buhr from her extensive family. 
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Farm Ownership  

 

Dutch East India Company period 

 

It is fortunate that the name Avontuur is less common than other farm names, such as 

Rietfontein, and only two farms in the District of Clanwilliam in 1850 have such a name (Le 

Roux et al. 2004). One is in the Onder-Bokkeveld (the one we are discussing) and the other 

in the veldcornetcy of the Voor Kamiesberg in Namaqualand. It is also fortunate that the 

description of the land grants in the Receiver of Land Revenue records (in the Cape 

Archives) provide a continuous record of occupation.  

 

There is another Avontuur mentioned as being a piece of government ground annexed to the 

farm Doorn Bosch on the Doorn Rivier (now Dooring River) on the 1818 perpetual quitrent 

diagram. All the grazing licences mentioned below describe Avontuur as being situated on 

the “Oliphants en Doorn Riviers” so this could confuse the location. However, there is 

another Doorn River that runs to the south-east of the Avontuur of Onder-Bokkeveld, and the 

family connections, travellers’ accounts and government correspondence make the assumed 

location almost irrefutable. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Section of the District Map of Calvinia (1890) showing the relationship of Avontuur to neighbouring 

farms. Groen Rivier (bottom centre) is where Nieuwoudtville stands today. 
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The first grazing licence to be discovered is that of Jacobus Gildenhuyzen on the 22
nd

 

September 17421 and again on 29
th

 September 17492. Described as being on the other side of 

the Doorn Rivier, 1742 would have been the earliest grants after the Bushman War of 1739 

(Amschwand 2009: 41-51; Penn 2005: 56-78).  

 

Gildenhuyzen was married to Anna Catharina Koekemoer. Anna’s elder sister Maria was 

married to Nicolaas Ryk (Reijk) who lived close by at Swellengrebelsfontein, the last farm at 

the northern end of the Bokkeveld escarpment. On the 9
th

 May 17623
 the farm was registered 

to Jan Abraham Meyer. Meyer was the second husband of Anna Catharina Koekemoer. Other 

farms in the area originally granted to Gildenhuyzen were also transferred to Meyer after the 

former’s death. By 17
th

 February 1767 Jan Abraham Meyer had died and his widow had 

married for the third time to Joachim Johan Lodewyk Wernich. Wernich was a man of 

substance and had registered at least nine farms in the west coast area. Wernich himself died 

some time before 1778 when some of the farms were transferred to his widow. It is said that 

Anna Maria married for a fourth time but that her last husband absconded to Europe with 

most of her money. In the meantime, in 1769 and 1772, Wernich paid two years rent in 

arrears. On the 26
th

 March 1781 the farm was “sold out of hand” to Jacobus van Reenen who 

paid the outstanding 12 years’ rent.  

 

The Van Reenen family were wealthy stock farmers who were granted many farms in the 

Cape. As this Jacobus is described as the former Burgerraad, he will have been the son of the 

original settler of the same name. Jacobus lived at Welgelegen in Rondebosch and his farms 

were managed by supervisors. William Paterson, the Scottish botanist, journeyed through the 

Onder-Bokkeveld in the company of Sebastiaan van Reenen (one of the Burgerraad’s sons) 

and mentions in his diary that on the 12
th

 August 1778 they ascended the “Bocklands Berg” 

and stayed at a place of “Mr van Renans” (Paterson 1980: 96). On the 14
th

 August they 

travelled further to the place of “Mrs Ryck who lives on the north extremity of this 

mountain”. This confidently places them at Avontuur. However, the following year Robert 

Jacob Gordon, travelling in the same direction, left from the farm Groenrivier 

(Nieuwoudtville) to “mistress Ryke’s” (Gordon 1988: 214). Gordon describes the farm 

Grasberg, belonging to “Van Renen”, as being a quarter of an hour north of the “Willem 

River”. No record of a grazing licence for Grasberg has been found but the Grasberg River 

runs south passing the farmsteads at Avontuur, so the name existed in historical times. The 

same farm with an alternative name is not unknown. 

 

Having digressed, we return to the land grants. In this instance Jacobus van Reenen only kept 

the farm in his name for a few months as on the 13
th

 August 1781 it was given out in loan to 

the farmer “Nicolaas Jacobus Reijk”4 as having been vacated by Jacobus van Reenen. (So far 

we have had Ryk spelt Reijk, Ryck and Ryke.) Nicolaas Jacobus was the son of the late 

Nicolaas Ryk of Swellengrebelsfontein and thought to have been one of Van Reenen’s farm 

supervisors.  

 

On the 8
th

 October the following year Ryk vacated the farm and his brother-in-law Samuel 

Russau (or Rossouw) was licenced to graze his animals there
5
. Russau was married to 

                                                 

1
 CA RLR 10/2 p. 463. Note: all the page numbers refer to the old pagination of the Receiver of Land Records 

2 CA RLR 12/2 p. 245. 
3 CA RLR 18/1 p. 267. 
4
 Additional note to RLR 18/1  p. 267 and a new grant RLR 28/1 p. 126. 

5
 CA RLR 29 p. 103. 
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Nicolaas Jacobus’s sister Zacharia. It is also thought that Russau, a baptised ‘Bastard’6, was a 

farm supervisor for Van Reenen. Prior to this date (1778) the Veldcornet of the Bokkeveld 

and Hantam, Adriaan van Zyl, complained that three farm owners were refusing even their 

servants to join a commando. The farmers were Nicolaas Loubser of Groenrivier, Gerrit van 

Wyk from the Roggeveld and Jacobus van Reenen7. In an undated letter in the same file 

Russau complains that whilst his master (“baas”) had forbidden him to go on commando 

(“geen koomanden rijden”) van Zyl insisted that he should. Samuel died in 1819 and his 

inventory8 lists - apart from the normal household goods (chests, pots, kettles, tea caddy, etc.) 

- a brandy still, a wagon, eight wagon horses, a riding horse, ten trek oxen and 20 sheep. 

There were also 228 rixdollars and some change. 

 

Again, less than two years later, the farm was once more vacated. A note on the grant dated 

30
th

 January 1784 mentions that Johan Gysbert van Reenen (Jacobus’s son) was acting as 

Russau’s representative and with the prior knowledge of the Governor, and that Samuel 

Russau had abandoned the farm after paying two years’ arrears. The penultimate Dutch East 

India Company land grant on record was for the above Johan Gysbert van Reenen to graze 

his stock at the farm named Avontuur, vacated by Samuel Russau9
. Predictably, less than two 

years later, a W.W. Venter advised that Van Reenen had abandoned the farm. 

 

The Nels 

 

Willem Adriaan Nel requested a grazing licence on the 10
th

 March 1788 for the place 

Avontuur on the Olifants and Doorn riviers vacated by Gysbert van Reenen10. Willem 

Adriaan had already registered at least one farm in the area, Groot Rivier11
 in the Onder-

Roggeveld which he had taken over from his father-in-law. The tax records of 179512 list 

Willem Adriaan and his wife Hester van Wyk with one son, four daughters and livestock 

comprising one horse, 40 cattle and 500 sheep. Three years later13
 he had a second son and 

the farms Avontuur and Vondeling, plus another that is undecipherable in the records. His 

livestock now comprised 66 horses, 130 cattle and 1925 sheep. He had also acquired three 

male and one female slaves, a dramatic increase.  

 

Vondeling is difficult to place. The Onder-Bokkeveld was a place of abundance, and there 

were two Vondelings, two farms called Doorn Rivier and three rivers of that name, two 

Keiserfonteins, plus many others with duplicate names.   

 

In May of 1803 an inventory of the possessions of Hester van Wyk was made, the late wife of 

Willem Adriaan Nel. According to Roman-Dutch law, on the death of one parent an 

inventory had to be made of the wealth of the couple, for the benefit of the children. The 

surviving spouse received half of the estate and the balance was generally divided equally 

                                                 

6
 He is mentioned in Hoge (1946: 158) as being ¼ coloured, ¼ non-white and ½ of unknown parentage. 

However, it shows that social conditions at this time were such that he had burgher rights and could marry the 

daughter of a relatively wealthy farmer.  
7
 CA 1/STB 10/164. 

8
 CA MOOC 8/35 ref. 29, 3

rd
 August 1819. 

9
 CA RLR 31 p. 155, 30

th
 January 1784. 

10
 CA RLR 36/1 p. 41. 

11
 CA RLR 34/1 p. 113, 10

th
 Sept. 1785. Willem Adriaan Nel (Elias's son) to graze at the place called de Groot 

Rivier situated below the Roggevelds Berg behind the Vonteyns Berg, the vacated farm of Abraham van Wyk. 
12

 CA 1/5 J 223 Opgaafrolle. 
13

 CA 1/5 J 224 Opgaafrolle. 
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amongst the children. Due to this system, many married couples did not make wills unless 

they had fixed ideas about bequeathing certain of their possessions to a particular child. This 

inventory together with the sale of goods that took place the following February14
 lists the 

farms Avontuur, Doorn Rivier and Rietfontein. The total value of the estate was over 12 000 

rix dollars. In today’s terms this would be about R4 million (Amschwand, 2009: 6). The 

farms were Rds:s (dollars:stivers) 3333:16 for Avontuur and 1666.32 for ‘Doornrivier’. 

‘Rietvontein’ was not valued as it was unregistered. There was a wealth of household goods 

including not only the bible but fourteen other books. Eleven slaves had a total value of Rd 

3075 and livestock including 1414 sheep was valued at over Rd 4500. At this date the land 

was still a loan place from the Dutch East India Company, so the value was for the 

improvements to the farm that were by custom allowed to be sold. The inventory also listed 

the name of their six children, the youngest of whom, Elias Albertus Nel, was eight years old. 

 

It was Elias who had the farm surveyed in 1819 for conversion into a perpetual quitrent place, 

a new form of land tenure introduced by the British Governor of the Cape, Sir John Francis 

Cradock. Duly (1968: 52) states: “From 1813 to 1828 when the Cradock laws were modified, 

land policy suffered an almost total neglect by the Cape Government. The colony hired an 

inspector of government land to supervise the operation of the new code, but the individual 

(Charles D’Escury) who held that office was so ill-suited for the execution of his task that he 

contributed to the breaking down of the existing administration”. From this it is easy to 

understand why the actual title deeds were not issued until 1832.  

 

Apparently, it had become a custom for farmers in the Onder-Bokkeveld and Hantam to give 

gifts of game, tobacco and other articles to the “bosjesmans nation” to encourage them to 

conduct themselves peaceably. There was a Government Ordinance of the 24
th

 December 

1814 forbidding inhabitants of the colony from going outside its borders. Seven farmers of 

the Onder-Bokkeveld and Hantam, including Elias Albertus Nel (Willem’s son), signed a 

memorial15 to the Government stating the above and requesting that as game had become 

scarce in the area, that the “bosjesmans” were “becoming uneasy”, and could they have 

permission to go over the border to hunt game. Predictably the government said no. 

 

Three of the other signatories of the memorial were close neighbours of Nel. Heremias 

Cornelis Nieuwoudt was the local Veldcornet and lived at Groen Rivier, Theunis Kotze lived 

at Klippe Rivier and Jan Harmse Steenkamp lived at Bokkefontein (see Fig. 1 for these 

locations). 

 

                                                 

14
 CA MOOC 8/55 ref. 33a & b. 

15
 CA CO 3906 ref. 336, 1816. 
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Figure 2. The church at Tulbagh, built in 1743 and extended 1795, shown here behind the Sexton's house (now 

demolished). Photographed by Arthur Elliott (CA Elliott Collection E 1019). 

 

Elias married Johanna (Jannetje) Sophia Steenkamp in the church in Tulbagh in 1818. 

Johanna was the daughter of Jan Harmse Steenkamp who lived at Bokkefontein, the farm 

immediately to the north of Avontuur. According to Heese & Lombard (2001 vol.6:133-4) 

they had at least eight children, five sons and three daughters. One son, Willem Adriaan, was 

born in 1820 and died young; the second son, Jan Harmse, married Maria Elisabeth 

Oberholster; the third son, again named Willem Adriaan, remained unmarried; number four 

was Abraham Johannes Jacobus who married Christina Wilhelmina Greef16. Heese & 

Lombard seem unsure about the last son, Elias Albertus, who is listed with a question-mark 

against his name. They are perhaps correct to doubt his connection with Elias and Johanna, as 

only the aforementioned surviving sons were listed in the erf register as each owning a 1/3

rd
 

share of Avontuur in 1848. Furthermore one of his daughters was not mentioned in the will.17 

One therefore presumes that Jannetje Sophia predeceased her father. The listed children were 

Jan Harmse, Willem Adriaan, Maria Johanna, Hester Christina and Abraham Jacobus 

Johannes. This will also gave instructions for the items to be given to the longest lived of the 

spouses prior to the inventory and auction. These were: 

 

A wagon, complete, as well as one span of trek-oxen – for the sum of 600 Rds 

400 sheep for the sum of 600 Rds 

                                                 

16
 CA MOOC 7/1/470 ref.7. Their will filed in 1885 

17
 CA MOOC 7/1/163 ref. 26, 1840 
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10 breeding horses for the sum of 250 Rds 

10 head of breeding cattle for the sum of 100 Rds 

2 riding horses for the sum of 100 Rds 

1 stretcher bed and 1 bed with its bedding for the sum of 25 Rds. 

 

The will went on to give strict instruction that after the death of both of them the farms 

Avontuur, ‘Riet Fontein’, ‘Klein Koof’, Doorn Rivier, ‘Brand Kop’ and ‘Ronde Kop’ were 

not to be sold outside the family. Preference was given to the sons to pay into the estate for 

the farms but failing that the daughters could also participate. The daughters were also 

specifically bequeathed a cupboard each. To Maria Johanna the one with stars engraved on 

the doors (see photographs) and to Hester Christina the rectangular cupboard. A complete 

translation of the will is shown in the Appendix. 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Star decoration on the door of a wall 

cupboard at another Onder-Bokkeveld farm. 

 
 

 

 

Figure 3. West coast-style cupboard, perhaps similar to  

that bequeathed to Maria Johanna Nel (photo from Cape  

Antique Furniture courtesy of Michael Baraitser). 
 

It may have been this Elias Albertus Nel (but there are two other possibilities) who was one 

of the 42 signatories of a Memorial18
 sent to the government at the Cape dated 10

th
 January 

                                                 

18
 CA CO 4020 ref. 147 



 

9 

1844 requesting that lands in the Agterveld are not put up for sale. This land, in the vicinity of 

Loeriesfontein, was used by the inhabitants of the Hantam, Onder-Bokkeveld and Onder-

Roggeveld for summer grazing. Furthermore they said that the lands were inhabited by 

“Bastard-Hottentots” and what will become of them? They claimed that the land if sold 

would be purchased by “capitalists and rich men” to their detriment. This fear of exclusion 

from the trekveld (seasonal grazing grounds) was an on-going problem. From as early as 

1824 there were complaints of restriction of access to the summer grazing in the northern 

areas. The carrying capacity of their loan farms was insufficient for the number of livestock 

they owned, so trekking was an economic necessity. For a fuller description of this culture, 

see ‘Seasonal stock movement in the Onder-Bokkeveld’ (Amschwand 2009).  

 

After Elias Albertus’ death, his widow married Johannes Albertus Basson who was a 

widower with a young son. The tax records for 182619 show that Basson was living at one of 

Nel’s farms (either Avontuur, Kleinkloof, Doorn Rivier or Rietfontein) with his parents and 

siblings. His listing, immediately after Nel, perhaps indicates his position as a top supervisor 

and therefore his attractiveness to Johanna Sophia as a marriage partner. His mother was 

Anna Jacomina Nel the widow of Nicolaas Jacobus (Coert) Ryk the earlier occupier of 

Avontuur. In 1846 the couple made a new will20
 revoking all former wills. The beneficiaries 

were his son, another Johannes Albertus, and Jannetje’s three sons already mentioned, but 

only one daughter, Hester Cecilia. Maria Johanna must have died in the intervening four 

years. Unlike Jannetje’s earlier will with Elias Albertus, there was no mention of the farms 

staying within the family or that the estate was only to be distributed after the death of the 

longest lived. 

Other people living on these four farms were Bart Koopman, Georg Farmer, Arie Trion 

(Theron?), Willem Trion (Theron?), Samuel H.C. Russouw (perhaps a son of the Samuel 

Russau who had once registered Avontuur), Cornelis Pingel and Frederik Frederik. Together 

with their families, farm workers and slaves, a total of 58 people. 

                                                 

19
 CA J32, 1826 

20
 CA MOOC 7/1/191 ref. 34 



 

10 

 

Figure 5. Sketch map of the Onder-Bokkeveld filed with a Memorial (CA CO 8547, 1824) from Floris Kotze 

showing the position of the major farms such as Swellengrebel, Steenkamp at Bokkefontein, E. Nel at Avontuur 

and J.C. Nieuwoudt at Groen Rivier, etc. 
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Figure 6. Copy of the 1819 survey diagram, courtesy of the Office of the Chief Surveyor-General 
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As mentioned previously, the ownership of Avontuur in 1848 was 
1
/3

rd
 shares belonging to 

Jan Harmse Nel, Willem Adriaan Nel, and Abraham Jacobus Johannes Nel, so the farm did 

remain within the family. 

 

Jan Harmse Nel’s 
1
/3

rd
 was divided equally between another Elias Albertus and another Jan 

Harmse in 1873, probably his sons. Meanwhile Abraham Johannes Jacobus and his wife 

Christina Wilhelmina Greef made another of those complicated wills where they tried to 

control life from the grave. This will, made in 1870, stipulated that their shares in the farms 

Avontuur, Rietfontein, Brandkop and ‘Klein Kloof’ were to be put up for auction only 

amongst the children and sold to the highest bidder; no others shall have a right to buy. 

Christina died in 1885 and Abraham in 1888. The executors of their will, Willem van der 

Westhuizen and Heremias Cornelis Nieuwoudt, put a motion21
 to the Supreme Court in Cape 

Town in 1889, asking that a representative be appointed for Jacoba Wilhelmina Adriana Nel, 

who was a minor, to act in her interests at the auction. Johannes Albertus Myburgh Briers 

was appointed for this task. However, Abraham Johannes Jacobus’s estate was insolvent. The 

debts were probably greater than the children could raise either singularly or together so the 
1
/3

rd 
share of Avontuur became the property of Johannes Paulus Steenkamp. This was most 

likely the younger brother of Jannetje Steenkamp mentioned previously, so he would have 

been Abraham Johannes Jacobus’s uncle. Johannes Paulus Steenkamp owned at this time the 

major portion of the farm Bokkefontein. Rietfontein at least remained in the family. 

 

 
Figure 7. A section of the 1890 survey diagram (221/1891) of Portion 1 of Avontuur showing the vierkant 

(courtesy of the Office of the Chief Surveyor-General). 

 

The following year the farm was formally partitioned as follows: 

a. The vierkant of 20 morgen and 233 sq. roods was owned by Willem Adriaan Nel and 

Johannes Paulus Steenkamp who each owned a 
1
/3

rd 
 share, and Elias Albertus Nel and 

Jan Harmse Nel who each owned 
1
/6

th
.
 

b. 1340 morgen and 20 sq. roods were transferred to Johannes Paulus Steenkamp under 

the name Grasberg. 

                                                 

21
 CA CSC 2/6/1/120 ref. 29. 
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c. The Remainder22
 of Avontuur was 2297 morgen and 539 sq. roods of which ½ 

belonged to Willem Adriaan Nel and a ¼ each to Elias Albertus Nel and Jan Harmse 

Nel. 

 

 
Figure 8. 1891 survey diagram showing the portion of Avontuur renamed Grasberg and the vierkant below it 

(courtesy of the Office of the Chief Surveyor-General). 

 

The Buhrs 

 

In 1895 a nineteen year old German immigrant from Hamburg, Hermann Henry Buhr, arrived 

at the Cape. He was from an eminent family; his father was a bank manager and a senator in 

the Hamburg Parliament. Hermann read an advertisement in the Cape Argus for a book-

keeper required for a trading store at Grasberg and travelled by train to Tulbagh Road and 

then by wagon via Ceres and Calvinia to Grasberg.23 The extent of the Buhr family in 

Germany has not been researched but there could have been a local connection. Another 

Buhr, Friedrich August, had arrived in the Cape 1877 and two of his children were baptised 

in Calvinia (Heese & Lombard vol.1: 494). 

                                                 

22
 What is left of the original farm after the deductions have been made. 

23
 From Remembrances of Constant Wahl, unpublished manuscript. Constant was the husband of Hetta Buhr, 

one of Hermann’s nine children. 
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In 1899 Hermann married Hester Christina Nel. Hester Christina and her sister Maria 

Elizabeth were the only children of Elias Albertus Nel. In 1910 Hermann took ownership of 

Jan Harmse Nel’s ¼ share of the ‘Remainder’. His youngest son, Elias Albert Buhr, later 

inherited this and also took ownership of Elias Albertus Nel’s ¼ of the ‘Remainder’. In 1909 

Hermann became a British subject and was described as being a shopkeeper at Grasberg.24 

This was to stand him in good stead.  

 

Hermann’s brother, Heinrich Otto, arrived to join him in 1903 and in 1908 married Elizabeth 

Francina Loubser and later Neejtje Strauss. Unlike his elder brother he never took out British 

citizenship. In June of 1914 Heinrich and his wife and two children went to visit his mother 

in Germany. Due to the start of the First World War in August he was stranded. Was this 

unfortunate or could he foresee what was to unfold? Whatever the case, it was to cause 

problems for his elder brother. 

 

Figure 9. Herman and Hester Buhr (photograph courtesy of Este Steyn, granddaughter of Herman Buhr). 

In 1917 the South African Ministry of Finance charged Hermann Buhr under Act 39 of 1916 

with ‘Trading with the Enemy’.
25

 This was due to Hermann helping Heinrich to set up a 

trading store in Loeriesfontein before the start of the war. Loeriesfontein is a town 60 

kilometres to the north of Nieuwoudtville. According to Hermann’s defence, although there 

was no written partnership agreement between this brother and himself it was understood that 

Heinrich was to have a two-thirds share and he was to have the remaining third. Also, that all 

capital should remain in the business. Furthermore, practically all of the assets of the business 

were either stock-in-trade or promissory notes.  

The Ministry of Finance wanted to liquidate the business and place the resulting monies with 

the Custodian of Enemy Property. Whilst Hermann had no objection to the profits being 

handed over, he requested that the court make provisions to safeguard his interests by 

allowing his partner’s capital to remain in the business. After due deliberation it was decided 

                                                 

24
 CA CO 8675 ref. 22  

25
 CA CSC 2/6/1/526  ref. 27 
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that the share of Heinrich was to be vested in the Custodian of Enemy Property but that it was 

not necessary to liquidate the business. An important factor in this decision could have been 

that of the assets of the business (₤7461-8s-3d) over ₤3000 was in the form of promissory 

notes given by local farmers, who would have had to repay their debts had the business been 

liquidated. Obviously the Buhr brothers understood the difficulties of farming in the 

agterveld.  

There was also another Buhr trading store at Brandkop, between Grasberg and 

Loeriesfontein. It is not known exactly when Heinrich Buhr returned to the Cape but it must 

have been prior to 1921 when he purchased two arable lots in Loeriesfontein each of 12½ 

morgen.26 

 

The Van Zyls 

The second daughter of Elias Albertus Nel, Maria Elizabeth, married Izak van Zyl. Izak was 

the son of another Izak van Zyl and Aletta Johanna van Rhyn. Aletta was the daughter of 

Petrus Benjamin van Rhyn after who Vanrhynsdorp was named. Izak and Maria had a son, 

Elias Albertus Nel van Zyl, who in turn inherited a share of Avontuur. 

In 1976 (although the survey is dated 1940) two parts of Avontuur, the vierkant and the 

remainder of the farm after the deduction of Johannes Paulus Steenkamp’s 1340 morgen, 

were amalgamated with the adjoining farm Rietfontein to make a new farm called Grasberg. 

Meanwhile, the 1340 morgen that was previously called Grasberg was now shown on the 

maps as Avontuur. At the time of consolidation, ownership of Grasberg was divided between 

the Van Zyl and Buhr families. 

 

 

Figure 10. Izak van Zyl and his wife Aletta Johanna van Rhyn (the original was photographed by John Kramer). 

                                                 

26
 CA ACLT 428 ref. 1118/3 
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Figure 11. Aerial photograph of the werf in 2011 (courtesy of Google Earth). 

The werf 

The aerial photograph above shows the current status of the werf and can be compared with 

the diagram below from a manuscript written by Jacob Adriaan Nel who was born on the 

farm in 1925. 
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Figure 12. Site plan from Nel’s Herinneringe aan my kinderjare op Grasberg en omgewing. 

 

Key to the site plan: 

A Road to the north 

B Dwelling (Jacob Adriaan Nel’s father 

Abraham Johannes Jacobus Nel) 

 B1 Workshop 

 B2 Wood pile 

 B3 Outside lavatory 

 B4 Harness room 

 B5 Flower garden 

 B6 Stairs to the roof-space 

 B7 Outside oven 

 B8 Windbreak 

C Hay pen (miedkamp) 
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D Threshing floor (trapvloer) 

E Chaff store (kafhoek) 

F Stable and kraal  

G Hay pen (miedkamp) 

H Stable 

I Wagon-house 

J Motor garage 

K Kraal 

L Boys’ dormitory 

M Stable 

N Stable 

O Dwelling 

P Dwelling 

R Outside room for boy boarders  

S Dwelling 

T Outside rooms 

U Dwelling (Hermann Henry Buhr) 

V Trading store (Hermann Henry Buhr) 

W Kraal 

X  Calf pen 

Y Dwelling (Nel and later van Zyl) 

Z Farm workers’ cottages 

1 Girls’ dormitory 

2 Kitchen 

3 Dwelling 

4 Dwelling and kitchen 

5 School 

 
 

 

 

Figure 13. The werf about the middle of the 20
th

 century. The Nel house is in the centre. The thatched building 

to the left has since been demolished (photograph courtesy Este Steyn). 

 

Figure 14. The house of Hermann Buhr and to the left his trading store (photograph courtesy of Este Steyn). 
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Figure 15. The trading store today. 

 

Figure 16. The Buhr trading store at nearby Brandkop (photograph John Kramer 2013). 
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The house of Elias Albertus Nel – Izak Jacobus van Zyl 

 

 

House layout and construction 

The voorkamer (A) is entered via a bo-en-onder door roughly central in the façade but offset 

to the far right of the room due to the construction of a later wall 240 mm thick at the right 

hand side that has a centrally placed half glazed door. The main door has a rectangular fixed 

fan light over with vertical glazing bars. 

 

Placed symmetrically opposite the front door are two board-and-batten doors presently 

leading into the kitchen (E). These doors, together with the doors leading from the voorkamer 

into the left hand room and from the right hand room into the next room, are all the same. 

The battens are fixed to make the door appear to be a two-panel door from the front and all 

the doors are single rebate type. These doors also have a beaded architrave on the front side, 

the frame being plain at the rear side. The right-hand door was the original kitchen door and 

the left hand door previously led into the pantry.27 The pantry was demolished, perhaps when 

access was required to the rooms at the rear left of the earlier building. 

 

At 780 mm above the floor a wooden dado rail runs along all four sides of the voorkamer. 

The left-hand wall has two muurkasse with single panel doors and painted simulated wood 

grain effect, flanking a central door finished to match.  

 

The ceiling for the voorkamer and all the rooms in the main house to the right is made of 150 

mm (6") tongue-and-groove planks supported by 230 h x 60 w beams at 900 mm (3') centres. 

The beams run from front to back of the room and have a beaded edge. 

 

The left-hand room (B) has one casement window with an external shutter. The window has 

12 panes 4 h x 3 w with dimensions 220 h x 170 w and opens inwards. (Note: all the front-

facing casement windows are the same. Some of the panes are crown glass containing 

irregularities (ripples and some air bubbles)). 

 

                                                 

27
 Information provided by Mr van Zyl, the owner (2003). 
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The dividing wall to the voorkamer is 750 mm thick, compared to the outside wall being 650 

thick. The ceiling of this room (B) is of spaansriet supported by partly squared beams 180 to 

240 mm diameter at +/- 950 centres. On the back wall towards the end are some markings 

that may indicate that there was once a window looking to the rear. If so this was filled up 

when the later range of rooms was added behind the original house. 

 

The first room on the right of the voorkamer (C) also has the painted wooden dado rail on all 

four sides matching that of the voorkamer. The half glazed door has 3 x 3 panes 285 h x 250 

w and is painted with dark wood stain on the voorkamer side. The rear of the half glazed door 

also has the simulated wood grain and the frame has a splayed wood reveal concealing the 

edge of the wall opening. The ceiling construction matches that of the voorkamer but is 

finished with the simulated wood grain effect. There is one inward-opening casement facing 

forward. The door to the second right-hand room and the beaded architrave has the simulated 

wood grain finish. 

 

The second right hand room (D) also has one front-facing casement window (the only one to 

retain the original hinges) and has a ceiling as per the voorkamer. The ceiling and the back of 

the door are painted white. Traces of a dark paint are visible underneath.  

 

Further to the right at the end of the house is a buitekamer (F). The ceiling construction 

matches that of the neighbouring rooms and there is one bo-en-onder door. The door appears 

later than the other woodwork but the frame matches that of the main house front door, i.e. 

with rectangular fanlight and vertical glazing bars. There is no evidence of any windows in 

this room. 

 

The kitchen (E) has 600 mm thick walls with a modern bo-en-onder door and steel windows. 

The ceiling is a modern panelled ceiling with coved corners. To the left of the kitchen are 

four newer rooms (G, J & K including a bathroom H) built relatively recently.  

 

At some time the roof was raised and the second storey added and a sloping corrugated 

galvanised iron roof was installed, replacing the thatch. The second storey is storage space 

only and is accessed by stairs at either end of the house. One gable wall (that between the 

first and second right hand rooms, C & D) divides the roof space into two. Three casement 

windows with 3 x 3 panes of 310 h x 210 w are fitted in the front wall.  

 

The front wall is of mud brick and has three pediments. The ends and the rear walls are of 

fired brick. In the rear wall can be seen the ends of the joists supporting the newer rooms at 

the rear. It is conjectured that the rear mud brick wall collapsed when the rear rooms were 

built and a new roof fitted. 

  

The roof space above the voorkamer and the rooms to either side is accessed from stone stairs 

at the left hand end of the house. This space is illuminated by two of the windows. The 

existing end wall on the inside shows the outline of a thicker half-hipped earlier wall. The 

wall between the voorkamer and the left hand room protrudes above the ceilings and shows 

evidence that there was once a central door through the now demolished gable. 

 

The ceiling of the left hand room has a clay solder. The tongue-and-groove ceiling boards of 

the other rooms are visible. It appears that when the second storey was added the ceiling level 

of the rooms that now have the tongue-and groove-ceilings was raised. 
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The remaining roof space (that over the second right-hand room and the buitekamer, D & F) 

has a tongue-and-groove floor that forms the ceilings of the rooms below. The end wall also 

shows the outline of the thicker half hipped end gable on the inside. Access to the roof space 

is via a set of steps now sandwiched between the house and the later shop/school next door. 

 

Sequence of construction 

 

The earliest section cannot be determined without removing large areas of plaster but it could 

be either room B or the section containing A & C. 

 

Evidence for room B: 

This room has the oldest style of ceiling and the wall dividing it from the rest of the 

house is the thickest at 750 mm. It could have been a single-roomed dwelling with an 

outside kitchen. The outline of the half-hipped end gable in the end wall could have 

been mirrored by the missing top of the dividing wall between rooms B & A. When 

the house was extended and remodelled surface traces of these changes could have 

been hidden. 

 

Evidence for section A+C: 

This house would have comprised rooms A & C (basically room A before the later 

dividing wall was added). The remaining intermediate gable visible in the roof space 

between the walls of rooms C & D has no doorway. Access to the roof space would 

have been via the remains of the door in the cut-down gable between room B & A.  

 

Of the two alternatives the second seems more likely. 

 

Therefore the sequence of construction could have been: 

 

1. Room A+C. Single roomed house with full height gables. 

2. Extension to the left to form room B. This probably happened first as there is only one 

front window in this room. If it had been built concurrently with rooms D & F it 

would have had two windows to balance the facade. Perhaps room B was a wagon 

shed, later turned into a bedroom. 

3. Later a second bedroom was added (D).  

4. At this stage a kitchen was built (E) turning the house into a T plan. 

Note: stages 3 and 4 may have been in the reverse order. 

5. A buitekamer (F) was added. The purpose of this room is unknown, but as there is no 

window perhaps it was a shop. At the time of the survey the detritus of a general store 

was evident.  

6. During a time of prosperity matching casement windows were installed into the front 

facade and matching interior doors were fitted. 

7. Later more money was spent in building the second storey, raising the ceiling over 

rooms A, C, D & F and fitting a sloping galvanised roof.  

8. The adjacent school/shop appears to have been built with a galvanized roof. The 

decoration of this building (see photograph) is similar to that of other buildings in the 

area, i.e. building 10 at Groenrivier (Amschwand 2009: 177) and the church at 

Willemsrivier that is dated to 1895 (Archer & Amschwand 2012: 21).  

9. The range of rooms at the rear of the T plan house (G, H, K & J) is relatively modern. 

10. Room M, adjacent to the petrol pump, was built after about 1950 as it does not appear 

on photographs of that era. It has since been demolished. 
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Figure 17. The date of 1899 and name of E.A. (Elias Albertus) Nel, presumably added in 2008. 

 

Figure 18. Front of the building (2013). 

 

Figure 19. Building extensions to the right-hand side used as a school (2003). The plain building behind the 

petrol pump (room M, since demolished, is not shown in the 1950s photographs. 
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Figure 20. Drawing of front door and matching 

photograph (2003). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21. Front door - details. 
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Figure 22. Front casement window (2003). 

 

 

Figure 23. Front casement window - hinges and glazing bar details. 
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Figure 24. Details of wall cupboard.   Figure 25. Door into room B (2003). 

.  

Figure 26. Interior door and wall cupboards. 
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Figure 27. Detail of faux wood-grain effect on the interior woodwork. This is attributed to Antonie F. Bus, a 

travelling decorative painter active in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century (2013). 

 

Figure 28. The spaansriet ceiling of Room B (2013). 
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Dates 

 

The earliest fabric, i.e. mud brick walls and beam and spaansriet ceiling, could be from the 

time of Willem Adriaan Nel (late 18
th

 century). 

 

The casement windows with 220 h x 170 w panes of crown glass could be as late as the 

1870s, although float glass was introduced twenty years earlier. The glass in the casements in 

the second storey is of larger panes of float glass and presumably later than the downstairs 

casements. The second storey may have been built in 1899 as this date has been added to the 

pediment subsequent to the 2003 survey. 

 

The front door with its fanlight is very similar to that at the rear of Buffelskraal (now 

Clovelly) in the Hex River valley, which is dated 1767.  
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Figure 29. The house as measured in 2003. 
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Figure 30. The house as it was before the rooms were added to the right. One room may have existed prior to 

the raising of the roof on the main building and the pediment added to match. The exterior finish of this room 

(L) is similar to other buildings in the area dated to the late 19
th

 century, for example the church at 

Willemsrivier and a house at Groen Rivier. 
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Figure 31. The house as a T plan with a thatched roof. The envisaged front gable might be thought rather 

ornate for the district. However, the Nels were an affluent family and there is a similar example in the Hantam. 
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Figure 32. A gabled farm house situated between Calvinia and Middlepos. The gable is dated 1869. The author 

is indebted to the late André Pretorius for bringing this building to his attention (2008). 
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Figure 33. The house in an even earlier phase of development. Perhaps originally a one-room house with 

adjoining cart shed. 
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Other buildings on the werf 

 

As can be seen from the aerial photograph and the site plan of Jacob Adriaan Nel, there are 

many other buildings on the werf. It can also be seen by comparing these figures that many 

structures have disappeared since the late 1930s. Some have changed from simple dwellings 

into farm buildings. Some have gone, like the thatched longhouses shown in figures 13 & 37.  

Interestingly, the ruined staal next to it was a ruin in the 1950s and does not seem to have 

deteriorated much since then (see Figs 35 & 36). 

Traces remain of the threshing floors but these structures (like the stables) fell into disrepair, 

probably with changing technology. 

 

Figure 34. Workers in a threshing floor about the middle of the last century (photograph courtesy of Este 

Steyn). 

 

Figure 35. Oom Isak's staal as it may have been (David Glennie 2013). 
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Figure 36. Oom Isak's staal today (2013). 

 

Figure 37. View of the werf showing the now demolished dwelling to the right (photograph courtesy of Este 

Steyn). 

 

Figure 38. Clearing ground to the north-west of the werf (photograph courtesy of Este Steyn). 
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Figure 39. Kraal (photograph courtesy Este Steyn). 

 

Figure 40. Buhr garden (photograph courtesy Este Steyn). 

 

 

The graveyard 

 

There is a graveyard about 570 metres south-west of the main house containing 24 graves of 

Nels, Buhrs and those related to them, Oberholzers, Steenkamps, Van Zyls, Wieses, etc. 

Twenty-one have headstones identifying those interred. The remaining three we only know of 

from Jacob Adriaan Nel’s manuscript. The earliest deceased passed away in 1913 so there 

must have been another graveyard where earlier generations of Nels were buried. However, 

no one asked knew of such a place.  
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Figure 41. The oldest grave (on the left). 

 
 

Figure 42. Tending the grave of Johann Buhr, Hermann's eldest son (photograph courtesy of Este Steyn). 
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Glossary 

 

Agterveld   A term used in the 18
th

 century for seasonal pasture. 

Bo-en-onder A door divided horizontally, the top opening separately from 

the bottom; a stable door. 

Buitekamer   A room entered from an outside door. 

Burgerraad Burgher Council; prominent citizens appointed by the 

government to maintain general law and order. 

Erf    A plot of ground. 

Muurkaas   Wall cupboard. 

Solder Also brandsolder. Lit. fire-ceiling, a clay or brick layer above 

the ceiling to slow the spread of fire from the thatch. 

Spaansriet   Spanish reed. 

Staal  Stable. 

Veldcornetcy A ward or ‘wyk’ supervised by a Veldcornet, a local official 

responsible for seeing that laws and ordinances were obeyed 

and reporting to the Landdrost – similar to a magistrate.  

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

Voorkamer   Also ‘voorhuis’, the room into which the front door opens. 

Werf    Farmyard  
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Appendix 

 

CA: MOOC 7/1/163.26 

The Joint Last Will and Testament of Elias Albertus Nel and Jannetje Sophia Steenkamp, 

married in community of property and both sound of mind and body - drawn up on the 

Eleventh day of June in the Year of Our Lord One Thousand Eight Hundred and Forty, 

Firstly the testators revoked all previous Wills and Codicils, and especially the Will dated 1
st
 

February 1828 drawn up before the Notary Jacobus Petrus de Wet. 

The testators now declared that, from the great love each bore for the other, the longest-lived 

would be the sole and universal heir to all the Estate, movable and immovable, which they 

presently owned and which with God’s goodness they would still acquire. The longest-lived 

would, however, be obliged to rear the children born and to be borne of the marriage in a 

Christian manner and care for them until they reached their majority, married, or attained 

some other responsible state. 

The longest-lived was also required to cause the Estate to be inventoried and assessed by two 

upstanding citizens to be appointed by the Executor of the Estate and Guardian of the minor 

children, in order to administer the portions due to the children. 

The Estate was then to be sold by Public Auction. Prior to the sale, however, the following 

were to be given to the longest-lived in full and free ownership 

A wagon, complete, as well as one span of trek-oxen – for the sum of 600 Rds 

400 sheep for the sum of 600 Rds 

10 breeding horses for the sum of 250 Rds 

10 head of breeding cattle for the sum of 100 Rds 

2 riding horses for the sum of 100 Rds 

1 stretcher bed and 1 bed with its bedding for the sum of 25 Rds - all to be chosen prior to the 

assessment of the Estate and the sale. 

After the death of both the Testators the Perpetual Quitrent farms named Avontuur, ‘Riet 

Fontein’, ‘Klein Kloof’, Doorn Rivier, ‘Brand Kop’ and ‘Ronde Kop’, all in the Onder 

Bokkeveld District of ‘Clan William’, were to devolve upon the three sons borne of the 

marriage, named Jan Harmse, Willem Adriaan, and Abraham Jacobus Johannes Nel, for the 

sum of 30 000 Gulders (or 10 000 Cape Rds) – subject to the following conditions: 

That should one of the heirs not wish to accept his share of the above-mentioned farms, his 

share was to be given to his fellow-heirs for the sum of 15 000 Guilders (or 5 000 Cape Rds) 

and the transaction to be overseen by two independent persons - one to be chosen by the heir 

parting with his share and the other by his fellow-heirs. 

Should one of the afore-mentioned sons die before his acceptance of the aforesaid farms, or 

were not otherwise able to take up acceptance of the farms, the amount of 15 000 Guilders (or 

10 000 Cape Rds) was to be deposited for the benefit of the combined Estate. 
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The farms were on no account to be sold outside the family, and, should none of the sons be 

able to take up ownership of the shares, the afore-mentioned farms would be given, on the 

same basis as to the sons, in full possession to the female children, by name Maria Johanna 

Nel and Hester Christina Nel or their lawful descendants – for the sum of 

15 000 Guilders (or 5 000 Cape Rds) 

To each of the above daughters, after the death of both the Testators, would be given a 

cupboard – to Maria Johanna the one with the stars engraved on the doors and to Hester 

Christina the rectangular cupboard. 

The longest-lived of the Testators was appointed Executor of the Estate and Guardian of the 

minor children, together with the Burgher Jacob Willem Stephanus Nel (Jacobus son). 

Lastly the Testators reserved the right to add to or amend their Will from Time to time and, 

after having had it read over to them carefully, it was signed on the date aforesaid at the Cape 

of Good Hope in South Africa on the farm Avontuur in the Onder Bokkeveld, District of 

Clanwilliam. 

 


