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MEN OF THE TT\IES. 

POTCHEFSTROOM ( the old Transvaal Capital) · 
ITS GROWTH AND COMMERCIAL IMPORTANCE. 

THE l'otcl1dstroom_ o.f to-day gives the Transvaal 
one of her most important towns, Situated on the 
banks of the unrivalled agricultural district of the 

West Transvaal, and possessing an unlimited water supply 
with several big schemes of development in progress, it 
is not surprising that its commercial growth has been so 
rapid or that it claims so much attention as a business 
town. The town is over 1,000 feet lmver than Johannes 
burg, from which it is distant 87 miles bv rail. It 
possesses a delightful climate and the winter months are 
not so trying as is Ute case on the Rand, and the Vaal 
River is only 15 miles away. Potchefstroom, apart fron 
any other development, is bound to become popular as 
a residential and holiday resort. When the history of 
this the ancient capital of the Transvaal comes to 
lie recorded in its entirety, it will, or rather should, 
contain material of interest nut only to tile seeker al'ter 
the old-time lrnowleclge as leacling up to cornme1-cial 
developments and social progress, but also to the lovers 
of tales of adventure and heroisms. And to the latter 
class of reader be it given to feel. admiration For the 
tenacity of purpose which characterised those stalwarts of 
the voortrekl::er days! Those were indeed stirring times, 
11·hen freedom was the principal attribute of an advancing 
civilisation, when hardships and warfare were but the 
essence of existence, and when to conquer was to live. 
It was about the year 1836 that two parties of the original 
voortrekkers from Cape Colony, headed respectively by 
Piet Potgieter and one Pretorius, made settlements in the 
Transvaal, the first party establishing themselves neai- the 
Moo1 River, some eight miles north of Potchefstrnom; 
the second settling by the Magaliesbe1·g on the Aapies 
River. Farms were allotted to the heads of these pioneer 
Families, but it was not long before Piet Potgicter dis 
covered that lower clown the Mooi River was a more 
suitable spot for a township than at Wilkopjerfontein 
as the farm in which the original camps stood was named 
--ancl in 1839 the new site was taken possession of and 
named Potgieter (Pot-Potgieter-stroom). Meanwhile the 
township un the Aapies River had been designated Pre 
toria, after Pretorius, and a spirit of rivalry sprang up 
between the voortrekkers as to the relative importance 
of the two parties, but some agreement was eventually 
arrived at between the leaders which gratified the aspira 
tions of both., It was not until 1857 that the boundaries 
of Potchefstroom, together with the districts of Pretoria 
and Rustenberg, were clefmecl, a law of the Following year 
declaring Potchefstroom to be the capital of the Republic 
and Pretoria the scat of Government. Here it may be 
as well. to record something of the history of the town 
commonage, for which provision was made on a very 
liberal scztl.e i111mediatelv on the establishment of the town 
ship in 1839. Even the town lands of Potchefstroom are 
over c;o,ooo aucs in extent, and although Government 
requirements for thie military make considerable encroach 
rents, there still rerairs a great tract of land which is at 

the moment a bone of contention between the administra 
tion and people, for whereas the new Government inclines 
to the view that these lands are on the right of the Crown, 
the erf-holders of Potcheistroom hole\ that the commonage 
is a possession of the town itself. Originally no less than 
cl.even farms were set apart for the common use of the 
owners of erven, and it was not until 1895 that any serious 
cnnoachment was rnacle on the comrnonage; but in this 
year the Government subdivided a portion some 650 acres 
to the west of the town into what are known as 
"Burgher rights erven, these being transferred to burghers 
on a quit-rent tenure. There were, however, minor en 
croachments at various ti mes. For instance, the farm 
now known as "The Lakes" and Haarkraal" were 
acquired by private individuals by order of the Executive 
Council, whilst President Pretorius was able to obtain 
transfer of certain lands on which he was originally 
given permission to grow forage for his horses whilst 
acting as head of the State. To revert to the early clays 
of Potchebtroom when the country was in but the pre 
liminary stages of its building, and when the Government 
was in j ts most crude form, there is but scant records ; for 
several decades the growth of Potchefstroom as a town 
was necessarily slow, the denizens of the veldt, both man 
and beast, had to be driven off or subdued, and it was 
not until about 1857 that a regular Republican Constitu 
tion was started. Among the original voortrekkers was the 
G(Jetz family, of whom were the late Mr. A. M. Goetz, some 
time Landdrost of the Dorp, and Mr. A. Goetz, a prominent 
r·1gure in the present clay public life of Potchefstroom (at 
time of writing Mayor of Potchefstroum). 

It fell to the lot of the first-named gentleman to erect 
the first house on the Market Square, whilst to his father 
jointly with a Mr. Struben was clue the conception of the 
Orphen Chamber. In 1865 the Voll<sraac\ (which had its 
abiding place at Pretoria prior to this elate) held its 
first sitting in Potchefstroom, and Mr. Goetz took part 
in that assembly as representing the capital town. It is 
interesting to note that the first Volksraad sat at that 
time in the old Dutch Church on what is now the King's 
Square. This old building was of rude design, and was 
encircled by a kind of loop-holed bastion, behind which the 
Boers woulcl protect their wives and families against any 
attack of the natives, by whom an antagonistic spirit was 
naturally evinced towards the pioneers of that age. This 
pallisade was erected in the fifties consequent on a rumour 
that the blacks contemplated an attack on the town. 
The initial sitting of the Volksraad in Potchefstroom was, 
however, but brief, as it became necessary for the members 
to swell the ranks of a commando setting forth to instil 
obedience in the minds of the Basutos who rose in rebel 
] ion about that time. Such an undertaking was but ctn 
incident in the lives of men in whom warfare as a means 
of self-protection was an instinct. Every few years they 
were engaged in mortal strife, if not with the native 
tribes it was with the settlers of the Free State. This time 
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MEN OF THE TIMES. 
the Boer settlers of Potchefstroom divided in to rival 
camps as it were. General Andries Pretorius, father of 
the future President, held sway over one section, and to 
Stephanus Schoeman the other party gave allegiance; each 
had his field cornets, and in the event of a call to com 
mando each rallied his adherents, literally speaking, to 
his banner. Harking back to 1862 it is interesting to note 
that Mr. Goetz, accompanied by Messrs. Evans and Hoffmann, 
journeyed to Bloemfontein as the Transvaal ambassador 
to the conference anent the revolution over the Presidency. 
In 1868 the fi.rst-namecl was appointed Landdrost, a position 
lie held until the war of 1881, when the Doers, mindful of 
the allegiance to British rule, made him a prisoner, and 
held him captive with English officers in Forman's store. 
Another Potchefstroom worthy of to-clay is Mr. Martinus 
van der Hoff, who was here in 1857, the year in which the 
Potchefstroom Boers marched under President Pretorius 
ito the Free State as far as the Rhenoster River. This 
invasion was devoid of bloodshed, and back came the 
burghers to the Vaal, where, on an island in mid-stream, the 
Peace Treaty between the Transvaal President and Boshof 
of the sister Republic was signed. An interesting docu 
ment in the possession of Mr. Van cler Hoff, who is still 
hale and hearty, is that offering him the post of Landdrost's 
clerk, and adding, presumably on behalf of the Govern 
ment, We want to know your opinion about it.'' 
Subsequently he combined with his local duties that of 
Postmaster General, the remuneration for the dual 
position being £78 per year. Seeing, however, that the 
Landdrost's stipend was £150, that the head of the State 
himself received but a yearly sum of £ 300, and that to 
make both ends meet the President's wife added to the 
profits of her boarding-house the receipts accruing to the 
manufacture and sale of pickled cabbage (zuurkool), the 
proportion was at least an equitable one. Dirk V?an der 
Hoff, a brother of the gentleman referred to, was appointed 
the first clergyman for the Transvaal, and being the one 
and only predikant, it may well be imagined that his 
journeyings were lengthy and fraught with much danger. 
Lions were hunted in the immediate district, the Schoon 
spruit at Ventersclorp being the abode of members of the 
King of Beasts, whilst it was a common occurrence for 
wolves to carry off calves and sheep from kraals within 
the town during the night. 

In these early clays money was scarce and the currency 
mainly consisted of notes, which were good for but ~ 
small proportion of their face value. Trade for a number 
of years prior to the introduction of these notes was by 
barter, and the few storekeepers took the product of the 
land in exchange for imported goods, On the market a 
considerable trade was clone in buffalo and other wild 
beast skins, &c., these being brought clown from the 
outpansberg district. 

Regarding the paper money above referred to, a one 
pound note was capable of securing but half-a-crown's 
worth of goods, and it is said that thousands of these 
were in the possession of the storekeepers, who kept 
them in tea cases, so lightly clicl they value them. When 
however, in the early seventies, the Government Burgers 
being in the Presidential chair-raised a loan on the 
Cape Commercial Bank, and that institution honoured 
all the script at the full value, many fortunes were 
made. With this event the gift of farms to burghers who 
had qualified by twelve months' residence was stopped. 
Pr1.or to this, on application, a free grant of, say, 3,000 

morgen of land was made to any burgher. Land 
values in these early clays were trifling indeed as com 
pared with those obtaining in later years. The first inn 
to be established here was the ·Royal Oak," which stood 
on the site of the present Royal Hotel, a small building 
with a thatched roof, when the duties of mine host 
fell to George Colston. The Rand, of course, was still 
unknown, its hidden wealth being undreamt of even. 

Something like forty years ago Hammond Jeppe 
published a paper, the first of many Potchefstroom jour 
nalistic ventures, entitled "The Old Emigrant." 

Few towns have passed through so many vicissitudes 
as Potchefstroom. There was the battle between S. P .J, 
Kriiger and Schoeman in 1882, when the future President 
bombarded the village. Kri.iger had about a thousand 
men under his command, but his three pieces of artillery 
were probably as dangerous to the invaders as to the 
besieged. In the affray Kruger acted as Commandant 
General for Pretorius, but in the following year when 
Viljoen took possession of Potchefstroom, he with his 
"Army of the State" was at the head of the opposing 
force. Viljoen had the advantage in numbers, and when 
his men were likely to be surrounded the wily Kriiger 
bolted to the Free State, but returned later to collect 
a commando which afterwards fought the battle of 
Rustenberg. The part played by Potchefstroom in the 
campaign against England in 1880-1 is a matter of 
comparatively recent history, and the treachery of Cronje 
in the latter, when he forced the brave band of soldiers 
to surrender seven clays after peace had been proclaimed, 
will follow the hero of Paardeberg to his grave. It 
was somewhere about 1880 that municipal privileges 
were conferred upon Potchefstroom ; but as many of the 
inhabitan ts refused to assist local government by the 
payment of rates and taxes, the administration of the 
town had to be taken over by the Government itself 
in 1889. The great boom came in 1889 soon after 
Johannesburg had commenced to assume shape as a 
town. Klerksdorp was going ahead strong as a mining 
district, and a great deal of ground was taken up around 
Potchefstroom, a Stock Exchange was built, and mer 
chants and hotel-keepers were doing such an extensive 
trade that it seemed as if Potchefstroom had become a 
ver.itable El Dorado. Money was more plentiful than 
ever before, and everyone was progressive. The slump, 
however, came all too soon, and property values, which 
had gone up with a bound, came down as quickly as 
they had risen. For something like £1,000 the Royal 
Hotel could, it is said, have been purchased, and a little 
than a decade later the identical property changed hands 
at £/18,000. It is a startling fact that businesses have 
increased so much in value since the change of Govern 
ment as a result of the war. The property of the old 
lirm of F. Vv. Reid & Co. might have been secured as 
recently as 1899 for £15,000, but in 1902 for these stands 
- situated in the main street and on the market square 
a record auction sale was effected, the total realising 
over J44,000. Within the space of a couple of years 
the whole aspect of the place as a business town has 
changed, the main thoroughfare, Church Street, now 
known as King Edward Street, was typical of an up 
country town. For the most part the line of unpretentious 
business establishments was broken here and there by 
patches of grass-covered land, proclaiming to the world 
that there was still room for a big commercial advance. 
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MEN OF THE TIMES, 

This condition of things, however, soon changed with the 
introduction of the new element in the ever-increasing 
population. The huge prices realized for property made 
it clear that Potchefstroom was rising, as it were, from 
the dead ashes of its former self, and was destined to 
occupy a high place, a position rendered possible by 
its many natural and other advantages. The boom that 
commenced has gone; the line of business establishments 
of handsome stone structures, of which no town need 
be ashamed, have been built where tin shanties" stood 
before. Even the old landmark, the magnificent willow 
which graced and softened the hard aspect of the main 
street, had to make way for the builder, and although 
sentiment ascribed the felling of these fine old trees to 
vandalism, it was a sign of the irresistible master of 
commercial progress. It is interesting to note that the 
(ast published official return shows that among Transvaal 
towns Potchefstroom is only beaten in trade, as depicted 
bv Customs returns, by Johannesburg and Pretoria. Whilst 
the great bulk of the population of this delightful district 
are optimistic as to the future, it would be an exception 
to the rule of progress were there no pessimists. 

Potchefstroom has always been noted as a productive 
district, where everything that the farmer desires can be 
grown; it would be strange were it otherwise, seeing that 
it possesses untold wealth and power in the unrivalled 
water supply from the never-failing Mooi River. Along 
the banks of the Mooi River to the north and right to 
the Vaal River to the south are to be seen beautiful farms, 
well watered and abundantly productive. Tobacco grows 
well, and fruit is luxurious and of good flavour, and no 
finer vegetables are to be found. Recognising the many 
aatural advantages of Potchefstroom, the Government has 
selected it as a centre for many things agricultural. Chief 
among these was the establishment of holdings for British 
settlers, to the south of the town. Then followed the 
inception of the scheme of Burghers' Land Settlements, by 
which the Government has made a great effort to solve 
the "pool." whites" problem as affecting the Dutch popu 
lation. Although the working of this scheme is in the 
hands of the Potchefstrnom and Klerksdorp Farmers' 
Association, it is strongly supported by the Government. 
Many miles of the best lands along the river, and also 
on the Schoonspruit at Klerksdorp, have been secured in 
furtherance of the plan for the settlement of those Boers 

who would otherwise be left without means of supporting 
themselves and their families. An important feature of 
agricultural work in the district is the establishment of 
a Government Experimental Farm, in extent about 3,000 
acres, on the town commonage to the south of the town. 
Here it is intended that Boers and British farmers of long 
standing and settlers of recent arrival should be afforded 
practical proof of the capabilities of the colony. Many 
acres are already planted with almost every variety of 
fruit trees which may be consiclerecl likely to flourish in 
this part of the country. From the best known corn and 
grass growing districts of the world have been imported 
specimens of cereals and grasses, all of which will be 
dealt with by a botanist from California. Special care 
is being taken in the raising of pedigree cattle, and no 
expense is spared by the Government in its endeavours 
to improve the breed of South African stock. A number 
of cattle has already been imported, including selected 
prize animals of the Sussex, Polled Angus, Jersey, and other 
breeds. Government proposes to establish an Agricultural 
College in connection with the farm, and had intentions 
of erecting a creamery, which mav come about later; 
meanwhile, nearly a thousand acres on the Model Farm 
have been placed" under water" to show the utility. 

Another factor in the rapid progress of Potchefstroom 
has been brought about by the selection of it as a 
military centre. Several thousands of acres of town land 
have been acquired, cantonments erected and from the 
substantial character of the buildings, officers' quarters, 
]; " ohce, barracks, stables, stores, &c., it is evident that 

the Government intend making Potchefstroom the home 
of large numbers of troops. The town too is the head 
quarters of the A" Division of the S.A.€., and the left 
wing of the LL.I-I. Volunteers has its centre here. 

It need hardly be added that from a sporting point 
of view the residence of the military and S.\.C. ensures 
successful town fixtures, athletic and otherwise. In the 
season there is much excellent shooting to be obtained, o 
and no doubt the Mooi will become a river famous not 
only for its native fish, such as the vellow fish Kalvers 
kop, and white fish, but for that finest of all rod-fishing 
trout. The Mooi has been selected for the experiments 
of the Transvaal Trout Acclimatisation Society, and it 
is confidently hoped that the river will prove an ideal 
home. 
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