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This richly illustrated roads history book, 
recently launched at a meeting of SAICE’s 
Durban Branch, answers to the axiom, 
the future is based on the shoulders of the 
past. This well-known saying has been 
supported by persons such as Winston 
Churchill, Isaac Newton and Nicolo 
Machiavelli and others.

Lead author Dr Malcolm Mitchell says, 
“Unfortunately all too often during my 
more than 60 years’ professional career have 
I seen engineers ‘making discoveries’ and 
experiencing ‘contextual professional and 
institutional problems and issues’ which 
they feel are new, but which are repeats of 
what had happened in the past, and from 
which a knowledge of the past would have 
helped them. It is generally accepted that 
there is a dearth of institutional memory 
in most road authorities in the country, 
and also perhaps in many private sector 
consulting and contracting enterprises. This 
situation, together with the wise observa-
tion to me of a former head of National 
Roads, the late Ed Massey, that ‘one needs to 
chronicle the accumulated knowledge and 
wisdom of experienced engineers before 
they pass on and their knowledge is lost to 
posterity’, was the prime motivation for the 
writing of this book on the history of roads 
in South Africa.”

Dr Mitchell says that he was further 
motivated by “… my intrinsic interest 
in history, the influence of the late 
Dr Graham Ross, who wrote extensively 
about roads in the Western Cape, and my 
exposure over many decades to some icons 
in the roads sector who are mentioned in 
the book. A further motivation has been 
the widespread interest shown in my series 
of ten articles on the history of transport 
infrastructure in South Africa, published 
in SAICE’s magazine Civil Engineering in 
2014, and the fact that there did not appear 
at the time to be a book on roads history 
in South Africa which covered all facets of 
road engineering, and all types of road.”

Dr Mitchell talks highly of his co-
author, Brian Downie, who went to a great 

B O O K  R E V I E W

Travels in the South

IN THE
TRAVELS

SOUTH

A  H I S T O R Y  O F  S O U T H  A F R I C A N  R O A D S

 T
R

A
V

E
L

S IN
 T

H
E

 SO
U

T
H          A

 H
IS

TO
R

Y
 O

F S
O

U
TH

 A
FR

IC
A

N
 R

O
A

D
S

Malcolm Mitchell & Brian Downie

CHAPTER 02

                                                                                       TRAVELS IN THE SOUTH                                                                                                                      23

Empire, culminating in the fall of Constantinople in 
1453, they cut the trade routes along which caravans 
had moved since time immemorial to supply the 
people of Europe with the treasured goods of the 
East, notably spices. A race started in earnest to 
find an alternative route for this lucrative trade. 
The Portuguese were particularly enterprising and 
sent their mariners out in search of such a route. 

In 1487/8 Vasco da Gama discovered the passage 
around the southern part of Africa, thus securing for 
his country the treasured prizes of the East.

Unlike North America, which was “opened up” at 
about the same time, and where “a thousand rivers” 
facilitated deep penetration into the hinterland, the 
southern African coastline is singularly compact and 
unfriendly. There are virtually no natural harbours, 
no navigable rivers or waterways permitting access 
to the interior, and the oceans are whipped up by 
frequent gales, to which the many hundreds of ships 

wrecked along the South African coast since the 
days of Vasco da Gama bear witness. 

Having been established at Cape Town, the 
settlers’ land transport chances looked as bleak as 
those encountered by the mariners. The hinterland 
consists of a plateau of circa 1,500m altitude, barred 
from the coastal regions by virtually insurmountable 
ranges of mountains, some of which extend all the 
way to the coast. As a result, commercial expansion 
was very slow and development severely hampered. 

Once regular shipping was established, there was 
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Since 
early 
times 
Animal paths and tracks 
throughout southern 
Africa for trading.

900 - 
1300
Mapungubwe 
Kingdom “roads” 
for ivory and 
gold trade.

16
53
Advent of Cape 
ox wagon.

16
63  

Road to haul 
timber between 
Table Bay and 
Kirstenbosch.

16
66
Start of building 
of first mountain 
pass in the Cape – 
Constantia Nek.

16
71

First road 
bridge across 
a river, Cape 

Town.

18
12 

First “official” 
acceptance of 
responsibility 

for roads by 
an authority, 

the Landdrost 
in George.

18
12 

First legislated 
toll road in 

South Africa, 
Cape Town.

18
20’s 
and onwards – 
horse carts and 
coaches started to 
replace ox wagons 
to serve country-
wide travel.

18
23
 Start of first 

“professionally 
engineered” 

road in South 
Africa by William 

Holloway, 
Franschhoek 

Pass, completed 
in 1825.

18
37

  Reconnaissance 
for five 

passes over 
Drakensberg 

mountains into 
Natal.

18
11

First road 
bridge outside 

a town, Palmiet 
River in the 

Cape.

Roads 
Timeline
From the first 
paths to modern 
day ingenuity
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19
94 
Advent of full 
democracy in 
South Africa 
leads to creation 
of nine provinces 
all with powers 
for building 
provincial roads.

18
90

onwards – 35 years 
of rail domination 

for travel. Roads 
development in 

doldrums.

19
84
 First 
“modern” 
toll road, 
Tsitsikamma 
Toll Road.

Mid 
1970s 

onwards – 20 
“golden years” for 

development of 
countrywide modern 

national road 
network.

18
40
 First 
programme 
for road 
construction 
in the Cape 
by Charles 
Michell.

19
98 

 Creation of 
SANRAL as a SOE 

to execute the 
National Roads 
Programme on 

behalf of the 
Department of 

Transport.

18
45 

 First “hard road” 
constructed 

– 24 miles (40 
kilometres) in 

length across the 
sandy Cape Flats. 

18
43  
Central Roads 
Board for Cape 
instituted by 
legislation.

19
25 

Holmwood 
Committee 
established 
to consider 
the “Roads 
Problem”.

19
35 

 National Road 
Board, and 

National Road 
Fund instituted 

with powers for 
countrywide 
development 

of road 
programme.

19
48 

National Transport 
Commission  

(NTC), whose 
responsibilities 

also included roads 
matters, established. 

Implementation of 
roads programme 

remained with 
provinces.

19
72 
National Transport 
Commission 
granted full and 
independent 
responsibility for 
implementing 
National Roads 
Programme, as a 
roads authority.

19
88

 Creation of 
South African 

Roads Board 
to take over 

national road 
function from 

NTC.

deal of trouble to source and accurately ref-
erence many magnificent road pictures, and 
in addition wrote the chapter on bridges, 
the “glamorous part of roads”. Brian 
also played the leading role in sourcing 
sponsorship from many organisations to 
make the publication of this book a reality. 
These sponsors include the South African 
Institution of Civil Engineering (SAICE), 
the South African Road Federation (SARF) 
and the South African National Roads 
Agency Limited (SANRAL).

Just glancing at the chapter headings 
gives one an appreciation of the breadth 

and depth of the research represented in 
this book:

 N Roads in antiquity
 N Roads timeline
 N Setting the scene for roads in South 

Africa
 N Chronicled roads in early South Africa

 N Growth in travel during the 19th 
century

 N From town streets to urban freeways
 N A countrywide national road network
 N Bypasses and ring roads
 N The concept and development of 

freeways
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 SANI PASS: THE 9KM LONG MOUNTAIN PASS BETWEEN SOUTH AFRICA AND LESOTHO CLIMBS 1,332m THROUGH THE DRAKENSBERG MOUNTAINS, 
AND IS CONSIDERED ONE OF THE MOST DIFFICULT AND DANGEROUS BORDER CROSSINGS IN THE WORLD. CREATIVE COMMONS: VAIS HA
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 N Secondary and tertiary access roads – 
the provincial road network

 N Financing of roads
 N Toll roads
 N Road pavements
 N Bridges
 N Road tunnels

 N Road research
 N Road designers and builders

A few of the pull quotes in the book also 
entice one to read further:

 N The “battle” for and against the 
building of the bypasses was a fierce 
one. On the one hand were the 

commercial interests of the towns con-
cerned, while on the other there were 
many good reasons for the building of 
bypasses. (Page 69)

 N Another major development in the 
field of road engineering during the 
late 1960s and 1970s was the advent of 
the use of concrete pavements on both 
provincial and national roads bearing 
heavy traffic. (Page 86)

 N Early accent was placed on design 
approaches for flexible pavements, gen-
erally incorporating a number of layers 
of material of successively improved 
strength parameters working upwards 
from the subgrade. (Page 130)

 N South Africa has a road network three 
quarters of a million kilometres in 
extent, the 10th longest of any country 
worldwide. (Page 214)

Its attractive coffee-table-book appear-
ance should not detract from the fact 
that this neat publication could arguably 
be considered as the definitive history of 
roads in South Africa.

Verelene de Koker

Editor: Civil Engineering
verelene@saice.org.za
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cement treated crushed stone subbase. Expansion 
joints were cut into the slab at 14 feet intervals 
without load transfer dowels between the resultant 
slabs. This pavement type provided excellent service, 

 LONG TOM PASS IN 
MPUMALANGA. GETTY IMAGES

lasting up to 40 years before requiring rehabilitation. 
Towards the end of the century different types of 

concrete pavements were also used on secondary 
as well as on primary roads. These included a 
thin concrete pavement layer on a reduced quality 
basecourse for low volume rural roads. The 
advantage of this type of construction was its 

labour intensiveness, a social need in a period of 
high unemployment.

One particular problem was the road noise 
generated by the “cross tyning” necessary to provide 
adequate skid resistance, and much experimentation 
was undertaken to keep this to a minimum. During 
a visit to Canada an engineer from the Department 


