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NEWSLETTER & PROGRAM FOR FEBRUARY 2018 
 
THE DATE: Tuesday 13 February 2018 
 
VENUE: KwaMuhle Museum, Bram 
Fischer Road [Ordnance Road] Durban.  
 
TIME:  Meeting commences at 1715; 
Refreshments will be served from 1630.  
 
PARKING: Off Bram Fischer/Ordnance 
road [next to the Museum]; security person 
is present  
 
FEATURE: ‘A Rear View Mirror look 
at our country's road passes and poorts’ 
– Patrick Coyne 
Pat Coyne’s book is summed up well in the 
following statement and we look forward to 
hearing Pat’s talk about his really useful 
guide. ‘South Africa's roads are rich in 
magnificent mountain passes and poorts, any 
one of which can turn a journey into a 
memorable experience. Passes were 
formidable obstacles for vehicles of the past, 
but nowadays we can enjoy them without 
worrying whether we shall be able to make it 
to the top. Information about passes and 
poorts is not easily available to travellers. 
Hence this book, which is compact enough to 
fit into a bag or car cubby-hole.’ 
 

REPORT BACK: Portraits of Colonial Natal by Dr Duncan du Bois 
What an excellent start to the Society’s year this was with someone who is master of his subject 
talking easily about something he is passionate about. Many people have contributed in many ways 
to the making of KwaZulu-Natal, most in a very positive way and many of course in the sugar 
industry; an industry whose fortunes were for decades reflected in Colonial Natal’s own successes.  
 
We have drawn on the write up published in the Witness last year to summarise what Duncan du 
Bois said.  
 

At a time when a leading politician’s future and footprint have been blighted and disparaged 
because she attempted to make objective remarks about the legacies of colonialism, the 
publication of Portraits of Colonial Natal by Duncan du Bois spurns the "decolonisers" and without 
fear or favour provides a wide ranging account of pioneers, places and prejudices.  
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Comprising 12 chapters, Portraits of Colonial Natal balances settler enterprise, initiatives and 
hardships with accounts of encroachment on the lands of indigenous peoples and human rights 
abuses. It also includes a ground-breaking study in the liberalisation of race relations. As stated in 
its Introduction, all periods of history contain stains of tragedy and legacies of ill-considered 
policies. As the repository of knowledge and understanding, history can be reviewed and opinions 
revised but it cannot be erased.  
 

For residents of the South Coast and those interested in that region, Portraits of Colonial Natal has 
detailed sketches of life in Umzinto, Umkomaas and Port Shepstone. Anecdotal detail gleaned from 
colonial newspapers and unpublished correspondence in the Pietermaritzburg Archives revive 
bygone times and characters.  

 

Dr Duncan du Bois held the attention of his audience as he demonstrated his 
immense understanding of the history of the South Coast 

Portraits of Colonial Natal also features brief biographies of two pioneers of sugar plantation, 
Michael Jeffels of Isipingo and James Arbuthnot of the Umzinto district, whose lives and 
contributions to the fledgling years of Natal have hitherto been neglected. While the sugar industry 
was the engine of economic growth on the coast, the role of indentured Indian labour was crucial 
to that enterprise. Two chapters focus on the experiences of Indians. One examines the abuse of 
the indentured labourers while the other charts the evolution of prejudice against Indians as 
settlers and commercial entrepreneurs. 

Of particular relevance to those who brand all colonial figures as irredeemable bigots, the chapter 
on Midlands agriculturist and politician Joseph Baynes, challenges that view. Portraits of Colonial 
Natal is a collection of scholarly articles, several of which have been published in academic journals. 
It features a map and images, and carries endorsements by the former editor of Natalia, - Journal of 
the Natal Society, Jack Frost, and UKZN professor of history Goolam Vahed. It is published by Reach 
Publishers of Westville. Duncan du Bois is also the author of Sugar and Settlers: A History of the 
Natal South Coast 1850-1910 and Labourer or Settler? Colonial Natal's Indian Dilemma.  
 
As in all things there are also those whose successes could hardly be termed glorious, fortunately 
they were in the minority. We heard about the growth of the Natal Government Railways as railway 
was built down the South Coast; of Umzinto’s shock at becoming just a station on a branchline with 
consequent change of importance and fortunes. We ended with really positive comments about 
Joseph Baines and his achievements which still benefit people a century later. 
 
One could therefore fully understand why so many members left with a signed copy of Portraits, 
which promised to add to their knowledge of this remarkable Province. 
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Newly joined member Sheila Swanepoel wrote an entertaining story about her 8 Passes Trip with 

Harrismith Heritage Society back in 2014. Enjoy her tale as it seems an excellent appetite whetter 

for next month’s presentation by Patrick Coyne. 

Harrismith Heritage Society Trip – 8 passes in 2 days – November 2014 
 

Last Saturday saw 61 people in 27 vehicles setting off from the Town Hall on a most exciting 
adventure, superbly organised by the Harrismith Heritage Society. 
 
We started off on the Verkykerskop road, via Mont Pelaan and down Mullers Pass.  Then, just like 
the men under the Grand Old Duke of York, no sooner were we “down”, than we had to go up 
again – this time Normandien Pass.  The vast open vistas really are quite breathtaking.  There were 
times when we drove along what seemed like the top of the world, with not a single sign of 
civilisation – no fences, no poles, no dwellings, no cattle – just green veld, magnificent valleys with 
natural bush and iconic Free State sandstone kopjes dotting the horizon.   This obviously worried 
cattle farmer Elsie Campher a great deal as she kept saying “Waar's die beeste?” 
 
Lunch was enjoyed overlooking “The Ark” – a sweeping arc of brooding krantzes bordering a deeply 
wooded valley. Stops were many and varied and we were richly entertained by stories of “die ou 
dae” and tales of some of the characters of the district.  I suspect that some of these stories may 
even have been true. Neil Fyvie, Stefan Lombard, Frik Steyn, Jaap van Niekerk, Nick Leslie and 
Willem & Alta de Jager are all passionate about the history of Harrismith and have some wonderful 
tales to share.  We were fortunate enough to have the company of author Gillis van Schalkwyk 
whose knowledge of local history is quite astounding. 
 
Somewhere along the way we drove past “Rietvlei” the beautiful old farm of Manie & Mary 
Wessels, much loved Harrismith residents.  This brought back many memories of happy tennis days 
enjoyed in the company of old friends.  And Aunty Mary's chocolate cake! Remember that cream 
icing!  
 
I say “somewhere along the way” because for two days, I was utterly “rigtingbedonderd!”  I could 
never work out where we were headed or from whence we had come. Every time I asked a burly 
farmer “Waar's Harrismith?” he would turn around and point in exactly the opposition direction I 
was facing! Not that it mattered in the slightest. I was having far too much fun to concentrate on 
anything as trifling as finding my way home! 
 
Then it was down Collings Pass and up de Beers Pass with more beautiful scenery along the way. 
The stopover for the night was the Green Lantern Inn where we were royally entertained by owners 
Bill & Gail.  By nightfall the threatened rain had arrived and what a treat to leave the “braai-ing” to 
young Johan van der Westhuizen who did not disappoint! I'm never going on another “Harrismith 
Erfenis Stigting” outing without him! 
 
After more stories on Sunday morning we set off down van Reenen's Pass to Wyford, home of Strat 
& Sheila Russell, where we heard the fascinating history of this trading store, police post and ox 
wagon stop-over point.  Pat Borland, a direct descendant of the original owners of the farm, came 
all the way from Wales to entertain us with stories of her childhood and her forebears' memories of 
the role Wyford played in the Anglo Boer War.  Dr Eugene Campher joined us from Nigeria (Ebola-
free he assured us) and he made some good contributions too.  
 
Then it was off via Sandspruit to the metropolis of Geluksburg, up Tintwa Pass to Nesshurst, home 
of Leon & Elsa Strachan where another delicious braai was enjoyed. 



Page 4 of 4 

 
At last the “piéce de résistance” was upon us and there was no turning back from the lip of 
Bezuidenhout's Pass for about 17 of the hardier drivers who decided to brave this descent back into 
Natal.  What followed was about two hours of “stop start slip slide skid” down a tortuous, deeply 
rutted track in howling wind and driving rain.  I was fortunate enough to be in Nick Leslie's vehicle 
and what an expert driver he is – competent and utterly calm in the face of some serious 
challenges. Being right near the back of the line of vehicles, we had no idea of what was going on 
near the front, but judging by the nervous giggles, congratulatory back slaps and Elsa van der 
Westhuizen’ s ruined perm at the bottom of the pass, there must have been some interesting 
moments.  There was definitely some road-building, some mud-wrestling, lots of sage advice (not 
all of it asked for or taken), plenty of blue air in the vehicles and a few wives who got out and 
walked down the pass rather than brave their husbands' driving skills! 
 
Strat & Sheila Russell made it unscathed to the bottom in a bakkie with only two wheels instead of 
four (or something like that – I'm not really into technical car terms) and were much admired for 
maintaining grace under pressure! 
 
But the heroes of the day were a diminutive Frenchman and his lady, driving a vehicle that didn't 
look suitable to my unpractised eye – and they loved every spine-jarring minute of it.  She kept 
getting out in frog-strangling sheets of rain to film the descent in spite of the real danger of being 
taken out permanently by an out-of-control slipping, sliding car! At the bottom of the pass I 
ventured over to see how she had enjoyed the trip. She didn't have the English to share her 
feelings, but her expressive face, arms and hands told their own story.  Talk about Nec aspera 
terrent! (Difficulties do not deter us) 
 
Being right at the back, we saw plenty of evidence of vehicle contact with local trees, a few 
destroyed fences and plenty of wild skids, but all that was forgotten when we gathered at the 
bottom of the pass for a “post mortem” and a group photograph.  What a fantastic adventure with 
a great bunch of people! 
 
After that it was back up over Tintwa Pass as the Oliviershoek Pass was deemed too dangerous in 
the fast approaching dusk. Needless to say, after what we'd just been through, we would have 
sailed over the Khyber Pass on an ox wagon, let alone little old Oliviershoek in a powerful 4x4! 
 
For those of you lucky enough to live in this little piece of heaven, put down your mobiles and your 
tablets, wrench your children away from their iPods and iPads and get out there to enjoy what is 
right on your doorstep. You won't regret it! 
 
Sheila Swanepoel 
 
 
 
 

 
Disclaimer 
The Society points out that its Newsletter and Website reports on events. Opinions and viewpoints 
reflect those of its contributors and are not necessarily official or those of the members. If these 
opinions result in healthy discussions then for the benefit of history, that is to be encouraged. 
 

 


