
THE STORY OF THE TRANSPORT RIDER 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The transport rider was a trader who transported goods by wagon into the interior to sell or 

barter the goods. 

  

Transport Riders provided valuable services 

to remote communities, white and black. 

Many of the early transport riders were 

Africans.  

A great variety of goods like machinery, 

furniture, clothes, wool, fresh fruit and 

vegetables, dried fruit, canned fruit, jams, 

biltong, bacon, tobacco, liquor, especially 

brandy, elephant and hippopotamus tusks 

and buffalo horns, even wagons and carts, 

were transported. Horses and mules were 

also herded to the North.  



When wagons and carts were transported, they were tied together, one behind the other.   

 

The discovery of diamonds 

(1867) and gold (1881) 

resulted in a huge rush of 

diggers, businessmen and 

transport riders to the 

diamond fields of Kimberley 

and the gold fields of the 

Witwatersrand, some 1000km 

from the Cape Town harbour, 

causing an extraordinarily 

high demand for vehicles. 

 

 

 

This enabled the wagon manufacturers of Paarl and Wellington to flourish.  

 

 

The main route from the coast went through Ceres and this led to great economic progress for 
the town.  

Ceres had two known wagon makers, Mr JW du Plessis and Mr GC 
Van Sittert.   

 

 

           Notes from Mr van Sittert 

Mnr Du Plessis                                                

 



Moreover, 19th century farmers settled on farms north of the Orange and Vaal rivers and villages 

and towns such as Graaff-Reinet, Grahamstown, King William’s Town, Bloemfontein and 

Winburg were established during this period. 

 

Therefore, merchandise also had to be transported to supply the general dealers’ shops and the 

general population regularly.  

 

Another interesting fact is that Ladysmith (Natal) was established where the routes of the 

transport riders from Port Natal (Durban ) and the Transvaal crossed.  

 

Outspans 
Outspans were usually close to a water source. Clean water was vital for both the transport 

riders and their draught animals.  Two sessions of traveling per day took place, one early in the 

morning and the other late in the afternoon. The transport riders had a routine of hitching the 

oxen and traveling, resting and sleeping. During the period when the oxen were outspanned, 

they had an opportunity to graze.   

 

 
 

 

The Ceres area had a few outspans of which Hottentotskloof, Karoopoort, Platfontein and 

Bruwelsfontein are the best known.  

  
                                        Burchell’s sketch of outspan at Karoopoort 

 



While passing through, the transport riders used the outspans in the town of Ceres, each of 

which provided a water trough for the draught animals. 

 

The shop of Mr Danneman and the outspan. 

 

“Mr Dannemans shop was situated on the south-eastern corner of Main Street and Lyle 

Street.   

Behind  Paul Louw’s garage and the shop of Mr Danneman there was an outspan which 

had access from two sides. One was from Lyle Street and the other was between the 

“Hole in the Wall” bar and Paul Louws’ garage in the Main Street. It is interesting that 

all the outspans had access from two sides, possibly to accommodate the transport 

riders teams of donkeys which had difficulty making a sharp turn. They could thus 

enter through the one and exit through the other. 

I am not sure if there was a specific entrance or exit as there were no “no entry” signs 

in those days.” (Extract from Ceres van Gister en Eergister- F Bothma) 

 

 

 

The Transport Wagon 
The transport riders’ wagon developed from the ox wagon.  

Every wagon had a driver and wagon-leader.   The leader, who had the most responsible role of 

any trek, held the rope which was tied round the horns of the lead pair of oxen. If he led the 

team of oxen incorrectly, the wagon could overturn.  

The driver controlled the team 

by using a whip and giving 

commands.  

The whip was made up of four 

parts: the handle, thong, fall and 

cracker.  

 

 

The tracks and wagon roads were very bad. Originally there were no constructed hard roads 

and the wagons had to make their own. The transport riders slept under or next to their 

wagons.Along the road wild animals were shot. The meat was dried for biltong and the skins 

were prepared and used to make thongs for whips. 

 



Wagons consisted of three main parts: 

the wagon chassis, floorboards and the 

body. The parts were loosely tied 

together to allow play between them 

when a wagon was driven over rough and 

uneven ground.  

The chassis was made up of two pairs of 

wheels, the axles of which were linked to 

each other by means of a bearing –shaft.  

The draught-pole was tied to a steerable 

front axle. The floor boards rested on the 

axle and were held firm by crossed 

clamps.  

Assegaai wood was used to make the 

spokes and ironwood the axles. 

 

In 1860 new types of wagons were 

produced, known as the transport or buck 

wagons. These wagons were much 

stronger, lower and broader than the ox-

wagons. They were usually pulled by a 

team of sixteen to twenty oxen and could carry a weight of three tons.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After 1860 iron was easier to obtain and the wooden axle was replaced with one of iron. Most of 

these were imported.  

 

Brake shoes were replaced with brakes of which there were two types: the Natal or cranked 

brake, which pressed the brake shoe against the back wheel and the Cape brake, which pulled 

the brake shoe against the back wheel. Both systems worked with a screw clasp. Add picture 

 

The Hawkins tow rope was an iron chain that joined the draught poles of the various pairs of 

oxen  

 



Hawkins, who was from England, was the manufacturer of the towing rope. Seven iron chains, 

each three metres long, were used for a team of sixteen oxen. The two hind oxen were attached 

directly to the draught-pole. The rear chains were thicker as they were subject to more strain.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



If the wagons were stuck in mud, often at rivers, the driver waited until more wagons arrived. All 

the oxen were then yoked and pulled the wagons through the river. Sometimes, in order to 

lighten the wagons, the loads would be removed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The wheels also changed: they became smaller and the spokes, which used to be inserted at an 

angle, were replaced with a new crossed pattern.  

A further development was a gear and clamping iron on the rear nave of wagons. 

 

 

Oxen 
Oxen were essential to the transport riders. The oxen were a 

hardy indigenous breed of cattle, called Afrikaner. They were 

trained from the age of three years to pull a wagon. Every ox 

had a name, which was usually derived from its colour, nature, 

origin and build.  

 



Oxen were always yoked in the same position. They were led to the wagon, made to stand in a 

row and then one after the other they were caught with a thong round the horns and tied to their 

yokes.  

 

There was a noose round the right yoke-pin of every ox. The right ox was always harnessed first 

and then the left-hand one. The yoke was placed on the neck of the right side ox and the noose 

was tightened and then fastened to a notch on the left yoke-pin.  

The horns of the left-hand ox were pulled under the towing rope, the yoke was placed on its 

neck and the noose was tightened round its neck.  

 

The thongs of the rear oxen were tied around their heads and the thongs of the remaining oxen 

were wound around the towing rope, before they were also attached to the heads of the oxen.  

The oxen were normally harnessed from rear to front. The pair of rear oxen did most of the work. 

If there were untamed oxen in the team, the rear and front pairs were attached first to prevent 

the wild oxen from running away.  

Once the oxen were ready, the driver took up his whip, the leader the lead rope, and a shift 

would begin, which would last between three and four hours.   

 

Diseases of the draught animals, such as lung disease, bovine Parabotulism, anthrax and cattle 

fever, were a major problem for the transport riders. The devastating rinderpest epidemic of 

1896-1897 was disastrous for them.  

Cattle and other hooved animals, such as buffalo and eland, died and wagons with their loads 

were abandoned.  

 

“Although rinderpest has periodically invaded Egypt in the past, the disease was not 

known in southern Africa before 1896.  According to Lugard (1893) the plague was 

introduced along the East Coast of Africa, opposite Aden, in 1889.  The infection was 

probably introduced from Arabia or India.  It was believed that the disease was carried 

southward along the Nile in 1890 by the Italian armies.  It reached Masailand and 

Uganda during the same year and the north of Lake Nyasa about July, 1892.  It 

destroyed not only domestic bovines, but also many of the indigenous antelopes along 

its southward course.  Early in February, 1896, large numbers of cattle and game were 

reported to be dying from an obscure disease on both sides of the Zambesi River. 

  

On March 3rd it reached Bulawayo, where Gray made a diagnosis of rinderpest.  From 

there the plague was rapidly conveyed southwards by means of transport oxen.” 

(Extract from the website www.nda.agric.za on the History of Diseases)   

 

 

http://www.nda.agric.za/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The rinderpest entered South Africa through what is now Zimbabwe. 

At Palla (Dinokwe) in Botswana (then Bechuanaland), the government of the Cape Colony made 

its first attempt to stop the southerly advance of the disease by creating a fenced cordon.  

 

About 100 African transport riders were trapped north of the cordon. They herded their cattle 

through the barrier.  

From the Transvaal it spread to the Free State in October 1896 and in March 1897 the disease 

reached the Cape Colony. Many oxen died and the transport riders took to using mules and 

donkeys. Their losses were enormous. 

 

Other problems transport riders had with the oxen were drought, rain, hail and thunderstorms. 

Droughts with the resultant thirst, hindered the oxen from pulling the wagons efficiently. Heavy 

rains made the poor roads literally unusable. The wagons became stuck in pans of mud, flooded 

rivers or ditches. Heavy rain and hail caused damage to the loads and they arrived at their 

destination in a poor condition. Thunder and lightning often made the oxen stampede or 

electrocuted them. 

 

Some farm owners were difficult when the transport riders crossed their ground and allowed 

their oxen to drink there. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Life of the transport rider 
The life of the transport rider was not easy. They had to fend for themselves and were exposed 

to the elements. Further they had to deal with wild animals and also people who wanted to steal 

their loads. The journey to the North was exhausting and could last for months.  

 

Some food which the transport riders took with them were items such as coffee, sugar, rusks, 

salt, pepper, potatoes, sweet potatoes, course meal, biltong and bacon. 

 

 

 

Personal descriptions 
 

 

 

Matthys Maree lived on a farm at Hermon station. 

On every trip he took an extra two wagons, horse 

carts (which were made in Paarl ) horses, mules, 

harnesses, bags of wheat, dried beans, dried peas 

and coffee with him. About 5 Coloured men 

accompanied him on the trek. 

 

Such a trip, from one farm to another as far as in 

the Free State, lasted for months. For the sake of 

safety, he took with him a .45 revolver with which 

he shot buck and other wild animals.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After he had sold everything, the journey home took a shorter length of time. Matthys and a 

Coloured used to sit on the wagon box with the revolver between them and about one thousand 

pounds in cash in the wagon box.  The other assistants sat in the wagon. At night they made 

huge fires and kept watch two at a time. They often shot at eyes shining in the dark and usually 

found dead jackals the next morning. Snakes were also a great danger.  

 



 

                  Extractions from a letter written by Catharina Gertruida MAREE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Biography of the late Daniël Johannes du Plessis, Daljosaphat. 

 

Daniël Johannes du Plessis from Daljosaphat 

started taking trips from the Boland to the Free 

State and Transvaal at a young age. The first 

outspan was at Waterval, in the Tulbach district 

where they would eat. They spent their first night  

across the Breede River near Wolseley on a farm 

belonging to Mr. Conradie. The second night at 

the Hex River, the third night at the foot of the 

Hex River Mountains and the next day they 

trekked (travelled) over the Hex River mountains. 

They spent 8 days between the two mountain 

ranges and had to go through two rivers, the 

Buffel and the Geelbek Rivers. 

 

In Beaufort West they traded on farms. They 

outspanned on farms.  Once a farmer warned 

them that they had camped in a dangerous area. 

They immediately caught the oxen and were about to harness them when there was another 

thunderstorm and -- the water  reached almost to the bed-planks of the wagon. 

 

After buying 600 sheep, a small quantity of oxen and two horses, they returned to the Boland. 

One worker drove the sheep and another the oxen and horses. They spent the night at 



Korlongokloof where they again experienced a thunderstorm. The claps  of the thunder were so 

loud that the chains under the wagon rattled. The cattle ran away but all but three sheep were 

retrieved.  When they reached Bitterwater, the river was too full to cross, with the result that they 

had to wait for two days. At the river they met two Coloured men from the Boland. One was 

Tieties who drove the sheep across the river. After the water had subsided, they packed their 

possessions on the bed of the wagon and ten of the best oxen were harnessed. A Coloured and 

Daniel Johannes rode the horses. They went over the Hex River Mountains.  As it had begun to 

rain, they had to hurry to get across the Breede River (the ford was near Wolseley) .The next 

day it was still raining and that night they outspanned at thick bushes at Waterval (the farm 

Verrekyker).  By the next day the weather had improved and in deep water they completed a 

dangerous journey through Nuwekloof. Beyond Vogelvei, the Berg River was in flood. At 

Fleesbank (a ford near Tulbagh) they crossed the river by pontoon. In order to provide for his 

family, he bought and sold chaff in Wellington, the Bovlei and neighbouring areas. One evening 

when it was dark, he arrived at Sanddrif ( an animal herding road on the farm De Goede Hoop 

belonging to the Goosen family). A steep road runs from the house to the ford (drift). When the 

oxen had to slow/brake, the left rear ox slipped free from its yoke and the right hand ox fell over 

the draught-pole. The leader took the wrong route and when the wagon reached the bottom of 

the incline, the oxen overturned the wagon. After a lot of trouble he delivered the chaff to Piet 

Cillie. There he lost one of his best oxen to lamsiekte and it was slaughtered. In 8 months he lost 

8 oxen to lamsiekte and lung disease. In 1856 he sold all his oxen and purchased 8 donkeys. 

 

He made a living by means of transport riding. He rode to the market in Cape Town twice a 

week. He regularly transported leaguers of wine to the Cape Town market. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

When in 1893, the railway to Johannesburg was completed, goods could be transported more 

quickly and cheaply and the transport rider with his slow draught animals became redundant.  

Besides the rinderpest, the Anglo Boer War of 1899-1902 also contributed to the demise of the 

transport riders, as the wagons and oxen were commandeered by the varied the armed forces.  

 

The transport rider industry finally came to an end with the manufacture of motor vehicles in the 

1900’s and the outbreak of the 1st World War (1914-18). 
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