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TRIBOLOGY

The Mule-Train of Namaqualand
On a recent trip to Namaqualand, I noticed railway 

embankments, dry stone bridges and broad-based stone 
turrets at the side of the endless, winding road and was 

reminded; this was the railway line from O’Kiep Copper mine 
to Port Nolloth.

A fter hearing reports in the early 1680s of 
copper ore in Namaqualand, Simon van der 
Stel, Governor of the Cape, sent mineral 
prospectors to seek viable deposits in the 

hinterland. They indeed found good copper deposits 
in the Springbok area in 1685.  However, due to 

the remote location, techno-
logical challenges and costs 
of exploitation, the deposits 
were not mined for nearly two 
hundred years, being listed as 
‘rediscovered’ in the 1800s 
when mining started.

Viable deposits
In late 1854, when the price of 
copper had reached an all-time 
high, the mining companies 
started mining these very viable 
deposits at O’Kiep. For several 
years, the only way to get the 
ore to market was overland by 
ox wagon, 200km to Hondeklip 
Bay, slowly over very poor gravel 
tracks and from there by ship. 
It was realised that constructing 
a railway line to Port Nolloth 
was essential to the economic 
development of the area and 
to the mining industry.

Early steam locomotive with passenger coach at Port Nolloth

Refuelling station: steel tanks and water pipes
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British pioneer Railway Engineer, Robert Thomas 
Hall, was engaged in 1865 to design and construct 
the Namaqualand Railway. The railway, or as it was 
known in its era  ‘Tramway’, was built between 
1869 and 1876 from O’Kiep to Port Nolloth, a 
distance of 146km down the escarpment.

The first 70km of rail was laid on the gentle slope 
of the desert between which and this took two 
years to complete. The next 76km included the 

pass, where the line climbs 405 metres up the 
escarpment in only 12km, an average gradient of 
1 in 29.6 and a maximum grade of 1 in 19.  It was 
completed in 1873.

The track was narrow-gauge: 2ft 6in (762mm) built 
specially for mules to pull the train.  Sleepers were 
not installed in the conventional way but were laid 
beneath and parallel to the rails which were light 
gauge, only 9kg per metre.

Mule train with ore wagons descending Anenous Pass

Condensing steam locomotive
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Refuelling stationWagon currently displayed at Port Nolloth

A railway embankment was built over the full dis-
tance with dry stone bridges, cuttings and culverts, 
and  two bridges were built over ravines 18 m deep.

The area is arid, desolate and freezing cold in 
winter, harsh and hot with temperatures of up to 
37°C in summer but is regularly transformed into 
a kaleidoscope of colourful spring flowers in years 
of good rain.

The wagons were small, double-axle units with low 
centres of gravity, each capable of carrying up to 
three tons. Passenger wagons, known as “specials” 
had to be requested if one wished to travel on the 
line; initially they were boxes with a canopy and 
side curtains. In 19O9 a proper three compartment 
passenger coach, with a real toilet, was introduced.

Public railway
During construction, the mine stockpiled huge 
amounts of copper ore; there would have been great 
celebration of the shareholders when the mule train 
took the first load of ore down to the port.

Although owned by the Cape Copper Company, 

Recent photograph of displayed wagon at Port Nolloth Museum

The first condensing steam locomotives in southern 
Africa were put into service on the line in 1886 but 
did not fare well due to the usually high ambient 
temperature
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the railway always operated as a public railway.

The railway was a considerable feat of ‘modern’ 
engineering, given the desert climate of the area 
and its mountainous topography.

For most of the railway’s existence, it remained a 
‘Mule Train’ through the gruelling Anenous pass 
and desert.

Teams of four mules hauled each of the ten ore 
wagons. It took 40 mules to pull one train; the 
146km journey took two days to complete with an 
overnight stop at Klipfontein Hotel at the top of the 
Anenous Pass.  Fresh mule teams were stationed 
along the line; the Company owned 220 mules, 
18 donkeys and 23 horses.

Entire distance
The topography gave certain advantages; the loaded 
ore wagons were powered by gravity, travelling a 
declivity for almost all of the route to Port Nolloth 
and, on the return journey, although the ascent 
from sea level to 930m was heavy going, at least 
the wagons were lightly loaded with materials for 
the mine and only a few passengers.

In 1882 a French Priest, Jean Marie Simon ar-
rived by ship at Port Nolloth on a cold, foggy day 
to travel to O’Kiep. He wrote:“We were hoping to 
jump into a compartment and at least have some 
shelter. But nothing came in sight except some 
mules with harnesses on their backs. We wondered 
what these beasts were doing in the African sand. 
I cannot describe our amazement when we saw 
that the mules were firmly harnessed to a few little 
carriages. Yes, this was the train. These rolling 
boxes were our dining and sleeping cars, these 
mules were our engines. Each passenger carriage 
had three mules, and the freight cars, which were 
coupled in groups of three, were pulled by six mules 
harnessed in single file and trotting between the rails. 
The whole train consisted of about sixty mules”.

The first steam locomotives were introduced in 
1886, on the Port Nolloth section of the line; a 
steam-hauled train covered the entire distance 
for the first time only in 1893. These locos’ faced 
many problems. The track was laid for light wagons 
and mules operating with hoof-traction against 
compacted gravels. Massive locomotives require 
adhesive mass to achieve maximum friction between 
wheels and rail, which placed huge forces on the 
track structure. Water was in very short supply for 
steam; the first condensing steam locomotives in 
southern Africa were put into service on the line 
in 1886 but did not fare well due to the usually 
high ambient temperature. The condensing coils 
(which relied on atmospheric cooling) were largely 
ineffective. 

Dribbling sand 
On the steep section, up Anenous Pass, adhesion 
to the rails was critical. It’s recorded that a man 
would sit between the buffers at the front of the 
locomotive, armed with a long handled scoop, with 
this, he scraped up sand from the track, which he 
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‘Special Senior Officers Coach Drawn by Mules, about 1894’

British soldiers boarding mule train at Port Nolloth

then dribbled onto the rails in front 
of the driving wheels to reduce wheel 
spin. This apparently worked very well 
but one wonders at the abrasive wear 
on the wheels and rail!

It’s reported that one locomotive did 
the work of 500 mules.  The mules 
used less water than the locomotives 
so during times of drought, mules 
were still used.

The railway remained in use as a 
copper ore line until 1942, it finally 
closed in 1944.  The rails were col-
lected, the sleepers were taken and 
no maintenance was planned on any 
part of the infrastructure.

A trip to the west coast of Namaqua-
land, from Springbok to Port Nolloth, 
via the N7 and R382, is potentially hot 
and uninteresting, until one notices the 
railway embankment and abandoned 
refuelling stations - one has been 
renovated as a historical monument 
- and the very well-built dry-stone 
bridges, culverts and cuttings.

Even today, we would consider trans-
porting ore over this distance and ter-
rain a logistical nightmare; this was a 
masterpiece of engineering in its day.

Leon E Bradley
SAIT Committee Member
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