




Hartbeespoort Dam, situated on the 
border between North West and 
Gauteng, is one of the
oldest and most interesting dams 
constructed in South Africa.

Construction began in 1896 at an 
inlet of the Crocodile River. It was a 
project first envisioned by a Boer War 
general and original owner of farm 
Hartbeespoort, Hendrik Schoeman. 
He believed a dam would serve as a 
focal point for industrial, agricultural 
and residential development in the 
area – so much so that he invested 
£10 000 in its development, a 
considerable fortune in those days.

Source: Trials and tribulations: The construction of the Hartbeespoort dam  
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Source:  Taming the Poort – SA’s Water History ~ Lani v Vuuren



It was originally called Sophia Dam in 
honour of Schoeman’s wife, and was 
the largest in the southern 
hemisphere at the time. The 
outbreak of war soon after halted all 
plans to upgrade the dam, and in 
1902 the general died.

Source: Trials and tribulations: The construction of the Hartbeespoort dam  
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At the peak of construction, some 1 
835 men were employed at the 
dam, and 3 500 on the scheme as a 
whole. The more experienced 
workers were used at the dam 
itself, while others were used
on the canals. The workers were 
accommodated on-site in houses, 
semidetached houses and housing 
blocks with four living quarters.

Source:  Taming the Poort – SA’s Water History ~ Lani v Vuuren



The west end of the dam wall sports
an unusual feature, an arch built as a
replica of the Arc de Triomphe. There
are two inscriptions on the arch.

The inscription on the eastern side 
reads Dedi in deserto aquas, flumina 
in invio which means ‘I give waters in 
the wilderness and rivers in the desert 
(Isaiah 43:20). The inscription on the 
western side reads Sine aqua arida ac 
misera agri cultura which means 
‘Without water it is arid and 
miserable in agriculture’.

Source:  Taming the Poort – SA’s Water History ~ Lani v Vuuren



Arc de Triomphe

The Arc de Triomphe was not just an aesthetic embellishment, but serves a very structural function.  The spillway trough 
of the side channel spillway is located on the left (western) bank and the arch ends at this point.  Normally an arch dam 
has contact with both flanks of the valley to distribute the water and other loads.  The Irrigation Department engineers 
overcame this problem of supporting the ‘free standing’ upper portion of the arch on the left flank by the construction of 
the  Arc de Triomphe.  (Source:  In the Footsteps of Giants – Exploring the history of South Africa’s large dams ~Lani van Vuuren)



The dam is 149.5 metres (163.5 yd) long and 59.4 metres (195 ft) high and is built across a gorge cutting through the 
Magaliesberg. The reservoir is fed by the waters of the Crocodile River and Magalies River and covers approximately 
18.83 square kilometres (7.27 sq mi), with a mean depth of 9.6 metres (31 ft) and maximum depth of 45.1 metres
(148 ft). It has a surface area of 20 square kilometres (7.7 sq mi), and its normal range of annual water level fluctuation 
is 0.8 metres (2.6 ft). The mixing type of the reservoir is monomictic.
A tarmac road skirts the water's edge on the north side; along its route it passes through a 56.6 m long tunnel and also 
crosses the dam.  (Source:  Wikipedia)



Work on the dam only started
in 1916. Two years later progress 
was hampered when floods 
destroyed much of the work.







Arial view of the 

Hartbeespoort Dam



In 1964 the Department of Water Affairs proposed that the 
dam be raised to increase its capacity and to make a large 
volume of water available for irrigation purposes.
The raising of the dam was done by means of ten 2.74m 
radial crest sluices on the spillway raising the full supply 
level by 2.4m.  ((Source:  In the Footsteps of Giants – Exploring the history of South Africa’s large dams 

~Lani van Vuuren))



View of the dam from the Hartbeespoort cableway – 2013




