	It’s A Sad End Of The Line For The Historic Pretoria-Magaliesberg Choo-tjoe Train Line
Monday 17 January 2011
By Dolf Dreyer

	The romantic choo-choo railway line that’s been a track for steam trains between Pretoria and Magaliesburg from 1925 to 1996 has finally come to the end of the line. Dreams of reviving the steam train between Pretoria and Magaliesburg as a tourist attraction for nostalgic trips into the past, have now finally been dashed. South African Railways who operated the line for many decades has cancelled the servitudes for the railway line and awarded a contract for the salvaging of the steel tracks, the cables and the sleepers to a Pretoria firm. News of the demise of the little choo-choo train line came when salvagers turned up with a document at the doors of landowners who accommodated the railway line by servitude. The servitudes, presumably, will be cancelled once the remnants of the railway line have been removed.
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Our source pointing to the railway line which ends abruptly….four about 400 there’s just the path of the track and then railway line continues, waiting to be dismantled carted off to a scrap metal dealer. 
Mr. Jack Seale of the Hartbeespoort Snake and Animal Park, an abundant repository of local history and who has been living in Hartbeespoort for more than 50 years, remembers the time in the late ‘eighties and early nineties when the little railway line was the lifeline of the local tourist industry. The rail line was built in the early ‘twenties of the previous century and opened on 11 June 1925 when the first steam train called at Schoemansville Station in Meerhof. (With the establishment of Meerhof Township, the name of the station was changed to Meerhof Station.) The construction of the railway line from Hercules in Pretoria to Magaliesburg via Hartbeespoort Dam came about due to presentations to the government of the day by a group of influential Pretoria businessmen and professional people.
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 • Tourist boats moored in front of the Agnes Hotel in the 1920's (Photograph by courtesy of Mr. Jack Seale) 

Who’s who of Pretoria businessmen
The initiators of the rail line read like a Who’s Who of Pretoria business luminaries of the time. They formed what they called a Process Committee for the promotion of the Pretoria-Magaliesburg Railway Line and its Chairman was Mr. John Jack founder of John Jack’s, a famous department store in Church Street Pretoria for much of the 20th Century until about ’Seventies. According to documents from 1925, the other committee members included:

• J Haak, owner of of Haak Motors, who later became one of leading the Mercedes Benz agents in the country; 
• JL Findlay, a prominent Pretoria advocate and owner of Xanadu farm from whom the Bezuidenhout grandfather bought the farm which is now Xanadu Eco Park; 
• J Nefdt who owned a sizable portion of the land in Broederstroom the intended railway would run through. (The Nefdt Sand Works is still on the remainder of the Nefdt property); 
• Major EW Hunt, a director of Williams Hunt, a General Motors agents in Pretoria for many years; 
• J. Pethick who owned the construction company, which built the railway line; 
• J Chubb, founder of the well-known safe and security company; 
• Johan Schoeman, who founded most of the suburbs around Hartbeespoort Dam from rights granted by the government in exchange for the farmland needed to build the Dam; 
• Captain J Vermaak who was the secretary of the Process Committee; and,
• FA Moore (whose claim to fame apparently did not outlive him) 

Passenger as well as freight coaches 
The railway line was intended for a mixed train with passenger as well as freight coaches. A major motivation for the train was the need for freight facilities for farm produce from Skeerpoort and Hekpoort as well as to businesses in the area. During the first half of the 20th Century the area west of Hartbeespoort Dam was the hub of the economic activity due to extensive farming in the Skeerpoort and Hekpoort areas. It was for that reason that the first police station in the area was established in Skeerpoort next to the NG Kerk Skeerpoort in the house that used to be the old parsonage built in the early 1900’s. When the police moved to the new population hub in Schoemansville Hartbeespoort, the old parsonage reverted to private ownership and it later became Die Ou Pastorie Guest House and Restaurant.

As the commercial hub of the area extended to as well as Hartbeespoort, and as alternative freight methods for farm produce became available through road development, the freight aspect of the Pretoria-Magaliesburg train diminished. But the little train remained an important mode of transport for people who worked in Pretoria (especially in the civil service) and for high school children who went to school in Pretoria.
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This video of the Hercules-Magaliesburg train in Hekpoort was made on Saturday 2 June 1984. It consisted of the Blue 19D #2749 steam engine, a freight coach, a passenger’s coach and the conductor’s coach at the back.

Click on this link, then click on the 10th picture down for a 22 second trip into the past.
Alarm clock for the area 
In those days, and until it stopped running in 1996, everybody who lived in the area was reminded daily of the little train - it was the alarm clock for the area. Weekenders, who chose to return home to the cities only on Monday mornings, didn’t have to set an alarm clock to be woken up in time to dress for work and school before an early breakfast. At six o’clock regularly as clockwork the whistle of the train would wake them up as it steamed west to return about an hour later to pick up civil servants and schoolchildren on its way back to Pretoria. It was at about that time when one drove south of the Dam towards Sandton that one would see small groups of men in suits with brief cases talking while waiting for the train. Schoolchildren would amuse themselves with hop scotch or other games wile waiting for the train. At the right time on a Friday latish in the afternoon again as one would drive to the weekend retreat, one would see the wives waiting in cars and bakkies waiting to pick up their returning husbands and children.

There is probably still a need for the little train 
Judging by the early morning commuter traffic at the Pelindaba toll gate towards Pretoria there would probably still have been a need for this commuter service by the little train if the changing political winds did not blow through the country and the with the Pretoria-Magaliesburg line becoming “uneconomical.” In the prevailing political atmosphere it was probably also considered to be an elitist expense. The steam train stopped running in 1996 and that’s when the dreams about reviving it as a tourist attraction started. Several parties tried to revive it because it would certainly have been one of the major tourist amenities in Gauteng. But parts of the rail line soon became vandalised and entrepreneurs who wanted to resuscitate it even as far as Pecanwood in Hartbeespoort found SARS unwilling to spend time or money on it.

Large parts of the tracks between Meerhof bridge and Pecanwood have been stolen, and so have sections in the Swartspruit area. MadibengPulse reported in August last year that regular raids were made on the railway line in the De Rust area near the T-junction of the road across the Dam. We were told of three to five people who even used blow torches concealed under cover to break up the line one night and remove their plunder the next. Now, with the Railways relinquishing the servitudes, it doesn’t matter anymore – except for the salvage companies who bought the rights to the remaining material.

The train formed part of a tourist project 
The dreams of resuscitating the train as a tourist attraction to Hartbeespoort Dam were not pipedreams. There is a model for such an undertaking when in the late ‘eighties and early ‘nineties Mr. Dries Alberts put together a tourist package which included the Pretoria-Magalies Railway line and several attractions in Hartbeespoort. Day tourists would arrive at Meerhof Station from Pretoria, be ferried across the Dam to spend time at the Hartbeespoort Snake & Animal Park, the Cable Way (which is in the process of being repaired), the 
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Aquarium and Tan’ Malie se Winkel before being taking back to Meerhof Station for the train trip back to Pretoria, after a memorable outing. “That was very popular and a great success,” Jack Seale told MadibengPulse.

But even long before these facilities were built, shortly after the completion of the railway line, Johan Schoeman the founder of most of the suburbs around Hartbeespoort Dam promoted tourist excursions form Pretoria. Guests would be met for five days a week at the Schoemansville station – later called the Meerhof Station – where they would be ferried by boat across the Dam for a stay at the Agnes Hotel (named after Schoeman’s wife) across the road from the Snake and Animal Park.

“You can do something for your country by buying a pot here…”
“Johan Schoeman would promote Hartbeespoort Dam with brochures saying, ‘You can do something for your country by buying a plot here,’” Jack Seale told us said. Indeed, all the prominent people who conceived and promoted the Pretoria-Magaliesburg railway line had properties - mostly as weekend getaways - in the area. If he could come back today, Johan Schoeman would be immensely proud of the size of the development he started all those decades ago. He would probably not be pleased by all its aspects, but he envisaged brisk development and in that respect he would not be disappointed. 

It won’t be long now, with the salvagers removing what the criminals left of the railway line, that there will hardly be any signs of the romantic little choo-choo train which served and amused generations of people living within sight and hearing of its track. After nearly 15 years when one awakes on a dark morning, the chug-chug can still be heard in the memory followed by the shrill whistle - toot-too-ed!. And if that didn’t wake one up, it was closely followed by the pealing of the bells at the catholic seminary where the delightful guest house of the Lorios, La Hermosa, used to be in the ‘sixties. But the tolling of those bells also have to be imagined, because they have long since gone silent. 


