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Introduction

The landscape of South Africa has been dramatically 
transformed into the country that it is today, for more 
than two centuries. Significant factors such as colonial-
ism, migration, and the discovery of the diamond mines, 
changes its culture and history eternally. Colonialism and 
migration, occurred due to the search of a new and better 
lifestyle. It led the people to settle in the north provinces 
of South Africa, where later the true diamond source was 
discovered. The country’s landscape began its transforma-
tion when the diamond mines caused rapid immigration 
of workers and businessmen, as well as the development 
of new cities. The areas that surrounded the mines devel-
oped a new infrastructure, housing, railways and roads. 
It was expected that the mining business would uphold 
the country’s economy for a longer period of time, how-
ever eventually the mines were exhausted of their pre-
cious rock material. Moreover, social, political and racial 
conflict made it difficult to maintain a satisfactory level 
of economic sustainability. This emphasises how eco-
nomic factors can be linked to social issues. Meanwhile, 
the changes done to the urban and natural landscape 
had to be properly maintained and preserved. Authori-
ties of Ministries and other organisations later protected 
what had been left of the diamond mines and help turn 
them into new projects, which also promotes ecological 
sustainability. All the excavation sites, infrastructure and 
cities left behind in the landscape of South Africa, are evi-
dence of its culture and great history of diamond mining.

The history of diamond mining

One of the fundamental aspects of the history of South 
African diamond mining, is colonialism. It played a ma-
jor role in the growth of the diamond industry, the de-
velopment of cities, as well as racial division within the 
community. The migration of the colony’s inhabitants 
throughout South Africa enabled the people to settle in 
places, where later great discoveries were made. Over 
time more people from all over the country would mi-
grate to these areas in the search of work and wealth. 

The first Europeans started to colonise Southern Afri-
ca in the 1800s. It was the Dutch who first began migrat-
ing and established new life’s in these areas. In 1815 the 
British followed in the Dutch footsteps and also started 
to establish colonies in Southern Africa. Over time the 
conflict between the two colonies increased to an extent 
where the Dutch felt the need to separate themselves 
from the British and moved out of Cape Colony, heading 
to the North. In 1854, they settled permanently in the 
territory that was once known as The Orange Free State, 
when the British disclaimed authority over the Northern 
Provinces.1 The Dutch Boers drew up their own Repub-
lican Constitution and established their own rule, how-
ever they were constantly watched over by the British. 
This supervision occurred because the British were allied 
with local African tribes, who did not want the Dutch tak-
ing over their land and cattle. The British kept off the 
northern territories until, these areas turned out to be 
far more precious than anybody could think. 

Within the colonial conflict, the events that occurred 
from the 1860’s were about to drastically change South 
Africa’s political and economic situation, as the first dia-
monds were discovered and massive excavation began. 
In the year of 1867 a transparent rock was found on the 
south bank of the Orange River by Erasmus Stephanus 
Jacobs. At that time people didn’t appreciate the value 
of this rock until it was analyzed by its weigh and hard-
ness. „There is no other substance that can match the 
diamond in hardness and some other peculiar physical 
properties”.2 When it was finally agreed upon that the 
transparent rock was a diamond, it was named the “Eu-
reka Diamond” and was bought by the Governor of Cape 
Colony, Sir Philip Wodehouse. Two years later after the 
discovery by E.S. Jacobs, more diamonds were found on 
land far from any stream or river, which meant that dia-
monds could also be found and extracted from earth. 
It was the first time that people identified the true dia-
mond source.

From the year of the establishment of the Orange 
Free State in 1854, the Dutch had already settled into 

1  Luscombe nd.
2  Bagg 1930: 87.
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their land, including Johannes Nicolaas De Beer and 
Diederik Arnoldus De Beer, who bought a farm in 1871. 
During that same year the two brothers made an incredi-
ble find of not only diamonds, but they also discovered 
a Kimberlite Pipe, which is a subterranean igneous vein 
and source of these precious stones. Eventually De Beers 
were not able to protect their farmland from other farm-
ers, workers and businessmen who started excavating 
diamonds, and were forced to sell it.3 Satisfied with their 
pay, little did they know that their allotment was to be-
come one of the greatest diamond mines of the world. 

Colonialism played a major role in the discovery of 
the first diamond sites, as the racial and colonial con-
flict forced the Dutch to migrate and inhabit new areas. 
These lands happened to be rich in Kimberlite pipes, 
which resulted in farmers being pushed out of their terri-
tory, and the beginning of the excavation of the precious 
stones. Later these discoveries lead to the growth of the 
diamond industry, development of cities, as well as racial 
division within the community. 

Diamond mining 

Once the true diamond source was identified, South Af-
rica’s landscape began its transformation due to all the 
mines that were created, and the city life that stared to 
develop around them. For many workers and business-
men, the exact nature of the diamond excavation process 
was unknown, nevertheless it was a practice that was 
trained to perfection and developed many techniques 
during the first discoveries of Kimberlite pipes in the city 
of Kimberley.

Diamonds were created millions of years ago in the 
great depths of the earth, mainly in the Earth’s upper 
mantle. Under the right temperature and pressure, they 
are transported upwards in an explosive mixture of igne-
ous magma. The resulting seams are called the Kimber-
lite Pipes, after the city of Kimberley where they were 
first discovered on the De Beers Farm. „The Kimberley 
pipes and similar diamond bearing igneous intrusions 
broke through an enormous thickness of overlaying 
granite and sedimentary strata with explosive outpour-
ings which continued though a long period in late Creta-
ceous time”.4 To extract these precious stones from the 
ground, the workers practiced a mining technique called 
Open-Pit Mining. The main purpose of this technique is 
to remove layers such as sand and rock to expose the so 
called Blue Ground which also known as the Kimberlite 
Pipe. Later, once it is uncovered, the pit is broken up by 
basting. Afterward the Blue Ground is transported to the 
crushing mills where diamond extraction begins.5 This 
process repeats itself countlessly until no more stones 

3  Blood diamonds documentary 2006.
4  Bagg 1930: 83.
5  Cape Town Diamond Museum nd. 

are found, or the amount of findings are too small to 
continue the excavation. As a result of this technique, an 
enormous and deep hole remains in the landscape and 
the best example of such scenery is the city of Kimberley 
and The Big Hole mine.

City development (Fig. 1)

Kimberley is a town that came into existence due to its 
rich diamond fields. The presence of these fields caused 
further colonial conflict, immigration, grand scale mining 
and the development of the city. From the year 1871, 
when excavation on the De Beers Farm started, up until 
1873 the land had so many inhabitants that it was offi-
cially established as a city. In the year of 1880, after the 
British found out about the precious finds in the North, 
they came and occupied the land that they had once 
disclaimed authority of. This again caused conflict be-
tween the British and Dutch colony, and finally resulted 
in the First Boer War, which lasted until the year 1881. 
In conclusion of this conflict the British triumphed and 
stayed in the territory of the Northern provinces. They 
also seized the diamond mines from the Boers. They be-
gan to turn colonialism into imperialism, as they started 
to control the business, land and the rights of the locals.  

The diamond business grew quickly and provided 
many jobs for both businessmen and the working class. 
In order to get the diamonds out of the ground, many 
more workers from outside of town were needed. Be-
fore the introduction of technology that made excavation 
easier, workers dug sites, such as the Big Hole in Kimber-
ley, with picks and shovels. The Big Hole is the largest 
mine in history to be dug by manpower. This was done 
by 50,000 workers. With such a need for labour force, 
immigration to Kimberley occurred rapidly. „One of the 
most significant impacts of mining activity is the migra-
tion of people into a mining area, particularly in remote 
parts of the developing counties where mine represents 
the single most important economic activity”.6 Business-
men who ran the mines, and the industry, such as Barney 
Barnato and Cecil John Rhodes, got rich and powerful 
very quickly. These two British men are famous, up to 
this day, for running and expanding the diamond busi-
ness beyond Kimberley. Barnato came to South Africa at 
the age of 20 and became a millionaire within 10 years 
after buying four claims in the Kimberley mine.7 Eventu-
ally his wealth led him to become Kimberley’s MP in the 
Cape Parliament. Cecil John Rhodes was a very contro-
versial figure, as he was an extreme nationalist loyal to 
Great Britain. He used his political power to suppress the 
black and coloured population. „As a politician Rhodes 
began to tighten restrictions on the black and mixed-

6  ELAW 2010: Overview of mining and its impacts.
7   Cape Town Diamond Museum nd.
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Fig. 1. Kimberley Old Town, Kimberley (photo by W. Faber, 2016)

race population in terms of voting, property and work”.8 
With his influence, racial division became a grater issue 
in South Africa. He competed with Barney Barnato for 
several years, until in 1888 when he founded one of the 
most successful companies of the diamond business, De 
Beers. He named the company after the two Dutch farm-
ers who initially owned the land, where precious stones 
were discovered. Kimberley in the late 1880’s produced 
95% of the world diamonds, where 90% came from the 
De Beers company. It was mostly because J.C. Rhodes 
purchased the “French Company” and Kimberley Central, 
gaining control over most of Kimberley’s diamond fields.9

Large scale mining became the main source of income 
for almost the entire town. By the late 1880s the city 
was so wealthy, that it could afford such luxuries as the 
Kimberley and Alexanderfontein, Electric Railway, and it 
was the first city to have lit electrical street lights in the 
southern hemisphere. The development of the city did 
not stop there. Naturally, the greater the population, the 
more housing and infrastructure would be built, but also 
roads and train tracks were developed for easier trans-
port between Cape Town and Kimberley. The wealth and 
experience from diamond mining in Kimberley produced 
resources that started the gold mining business in Johan-
nesburg. This created many economic opportunities, 
not only for Kimberley but also for the entire country, as 
more mines could be opened (Fig. 2).

The Kimberley mines and their wealth were only the 
beginning of the diamond industry, as many more mines 
opened throughout South Africa. Another pit that greatly 

8  Coulson 2012: 85.
9  Coulson 2012: 85; Blood diamonds documentary 2006.

contributed to the success of South African mining was 
the Cullinan Mine. Firstly, and mainly, it was known as 
the Premier mine, but in the year 2003 it was renamed 
in the celebration of its century. Today it is known as The 
Cullinan Diamond Mine, after Sir Thomas Cullinan who 
bought the land and opened the excavation.10 The mine 
was opened in 1902, 40 kilometres outside of the capital 
Pretoria, in the town Cullinan, which was officially es-
tablished a year after the mine had been opened. In the 
year 1905 the largest gem quality diamond ever found of 
3,106.75 carats was discovered and named the Cullinan. 
The diamond was later divided into 9 major gemstones 
and two of them were given to the King of England, King 
Edward VII. Infrastructure and housing increased with 
the immigration of workers to the Cullinan Town. Roads 
that were used for transport to the capital, were also 
expanded. Like the Big Hole in Kimberley, the Premier 
Mine is an example of open-pit mining, which means 
that throughout the years of its excavation it reached an 
enormous size and a grand hole is still visible in the city’s 
landscape. 

Despite the fact that the known diamond mines were 
providing sufficient income, the search for more grand 
and diamond rich Kimberlite pipes, wouldn’t end. It 
turned out that South Africa’s land is very rich both in 
precious stones and gold, which resulted in more discove-
ries and later in the establishment of many more mines 
all over the country. In the year 1926 the Namaqualand 
mine was opened, and up until 1980 it kept more than 
3000 people employed. However, it did not contribute 
to any major city development like the Cullinan Diamond 

10  Cape Town Diamond Museum nd.



364 ArchAeologicA Hereditas • 10

aleksandra stępniewska

Mine or The Big Hole. In the second half of the twentieth 
century two more impressive excavation sites opened. 
Above all the Finish Mine, where Kimberlite was discov-
ered in 1960, and the Venetia Diamond Mine, that began 
operating in 1992. Both mines are still operating until this 
day and continue to bring income to their surrounding 
towns as well as the entire country’s economy. 

Once a diamond mine was discovered, it caused rapid 
immigration of workers and businessmen, as well as the 
development of housing, roads and other infrastructure 
around itself. Not only did these areas overtime become 
major cities, but they also became areas of further colo-
nial conflict, migration and grand scale mining.

Economic sustainability

It was expected that diamond industry would continue 
to sustain South Africa’s economy indefinitely, however 
eventually the mining pits were exhausted of their pre-
cious stones, and new plans had to be established in or-
der to make an income with what was left of the mines. In 
order to uphold the high level of financial success, ideas 
involving the control of the market, global campaigns and 
creating museum and historical sites were brought to life. 
Unfortunately, over time many conflicts, such as the racial 
division and diamond mining in war zones, had surfaced. 
Not only did such conflicts harm the country’s economy, 
but also its people. In the twentieth century, the country 
faced many new ideas and challenges, that continue to 
influence it up until this day. There is a clear link between 
how social factors, influence economic factors.

The city of Kimberley had been one of the most suc-
cessful economically, up until the time the diamond 
industry could no longer sustain its surrounding com-
munity. With the majority control over the mining sites, 
Cecil John Rhodes started to dominate the diamond 
market. With a large supply of diamonds from the pits, 
he and his company decided how many precious stones 
were going to be released out onto the market. With 
this type of control, the value and price of the diamonds 
were kept at a high level and stayed exclusive. This tech-
nique of controlling the market, was not the only way in 
which the economy was upheld. When De Beers were 
left behind by C.J. Rhodes due to his passing, Sir Ernest 
Oppenheimer took the company up to a global level. He 
founded the Anglo-American Corporation of South Africa 
and later in 1947 launched one of the most successful 
campaigns of the company, with the slogan “A diamond 
is forever”. During that time, not only were the diamonds 
released in limited amounts onto the market, but now 
they also became the symbol of eternal love, which 
made them much more desirable by the public.11 

Even though a diamond may last forever, the mine 
where it is extracted from, unfortunately does not last 
as long, and eventually the mine gets exhausted of its 
supply of precious stones. The main challenge is to try 
to make profit out of what has been left behind by the 
mine. In the year 1914 the Big Hole mine in Kimberley 
ended its excavation, as it had exhausted its diamond 
source. It yielded 2722kg of diamonds, which were ex-
tracted from 22.5 million tons of excavated earth. It left 

11  The De Beers story nd.

Fig. 2. Electrical Railway, Kimberley (photo by W. Faber, 2016)
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behind a grand hole in the landscape of 17 hectares with 
an entire city surrounding it12 (Fig. 3). In order to main-
tain the buildings and other historical structures created 
towards the end of the nineteenth century, they were 
renovated and reopened for visitors. The goal within 
the city of Kimberley was to move from a mining based 
economy, to an economy that was based on tourism. The 
so called Old Town of Kimberley became a world class 
tourist attraction that included many authentic buildings 
and structures such as Barney Baranto’s boxing academy, 

12  The Diamond Route nd.

the De Beers Railway, and a display of rough diamonds.13 
It was a solution that allowed the mine to be left as it 
was, and turned it into something that brings the city an 
income. Also, it teaches the people how their city came 
to be and how it looked like back in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Tourism created over 400 jobs for people at mu-
seums, culture and historical sites. In addition to all the 
attractions, numerous lodges and hotels have been cre-
ated where passing tourist can experience African Wild 
Life and Game Hunting. Furthermore, for the comfort of 
traveling though the country, national roads such as the 

13  The Big Hole Kimberley nd.

Fig. 3. Big Hole Mine Site, Kimberley (photo 
by W. Faber, 2016)
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N12 were created to connect Kimberley with the rest of 
South African cities. These roads and infrastructure ex-
pansions add to the changes done to the landscape, as 
well as marking another stage of the cities’ development.

With all the creative ideas that were meant to uphold 
the economic status of the diamond mining cities, many 
conflicts such as, racial division and diamond mining in 
war zones started to unfold. This made it more challeng-
ing for the diamond industry to evolve, and also put the 
people of South Africa at conflict. Since the beginning of 
the migration of the colonies, the Boers and the British 
had taken away property, land and cattle which belonged 
to the indigenous population. This issue was taken fur-
ther when first diamond mines were discovered and the 
suppression of the mixed race and the black population 
began. The issue escalated further when the local popu-
lation was deprived of land, equal work opportunities 
and voting rights, up until the year 1948 when the racial 
segregation system known as Apartheid, was created 
and lasted until 1994. Today in the twenty-first century, 
in order to make sure that all the employees of the dia-
mond business, or any other work, have equal rights, a 
Black Economic Empowerment Act was created in the 
year of 2003.14 This document was meant to give every-
body equal rights and job opportunities. Unfortunately, 
it often forces many restrictions and rules upon inter-
national companies, which make them want to invest 
elsewhere. On the other hand, many jobs opportunities 
were created, such as special training for employees of 
semi-precious stone cutting and diamond sorting within 
the diamond sorting houses of the De Beers Company.15 
It has slowly been giving back to the people the equality 
that they should always have had.

Another conflict, that is present up to this day, is dia-
mond mining within conflict and/or war zones, where 
the profit from the precious stones is used to purchase 
firearms by rebel movements. Diamonds that are sold 
from these types of sources are commonly known as 
Blood Diamonds or Conflict Diamonds, and are mined 
in places like Sierra Leone or the Democratic Republic 
of Congo. The amount of such diamonds on the world 
marked is estimated to be from 10–15%.16 In order to 
fight this conflict and gain greater control over the dia-
monds that are present on the market, the Kimberley 
Process was created. „In December 2000, the United Na-
tions General Assembly adopted a landmark resolution 
supporting the creation of an international certification 
scheme for rough diamonds. By November 2002, negoti-
ations between governments, the international diamond 
industry and civil society organisations resulted in the 
creation of the Kimberley Process Certification Scheme 
(KPCS)”.17 With the existing conflicts, it has been a chal-

14  Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment Act 2004.
15  W. Faber, personal communication 2016.
16  Blood diamonds documentary 2006.
17  The Kimberley Process nd. 

lenge for the diamond mining cities to sustain their econ-
omy, however reasonable and effective solutions have 
been presented. Both conflicts underline how social fac-
tors influence economic factors. 

It was expected that the economy, due to the dia-
mond mining success, would stay at a high rank for a 
prolonged period of time, however over the years some 
mines were exhausted of their precious stones and new 
challenges had to be faced, to which later effective solu-
tions had to be drawn. 

Ecological sustainability

With all the changes that the South African Landscape 
had gone though in the last two centuries, it is very im-
portant to take into consideration the ecological factors 
and procedures that would protect it, and improve the 
methods of managing it. All the economic development 
that took place, including the excavation of diamonds 
though open-pit mining, the development of cities, the 
growth of infrastructure, the expansion of national roads 
and train tracks, it has to be monitored and preserved for 
proper future functioning. Within these constant chan-
ges it is important to remember that the economy fac-
tors also influence the ecological factors. Sooner or later 
ecological challenges such as, soil degradation, the reha-
bilitation of a mine or the estimation of the remaining 
diamonds in the Kimberlite pipes, will have to be faced 
and will need helpful solutions for effective preservation.

When diamond mining began in Kimberley, on the 
territory of The Big Hole, no estimation of how many 
diamonds would be extracted could be made. This pre-
dictive technique was developed with increasing experi-
ence and is now practiced in order to be able to calculate 
approximately how many precious stones still remain 
underground. It is presented in a Geological Report, 
where the ore body and the so-called Life Of Mine are 
calculated. Mature mines, like the Premier Mine (today 
known as the Cullinan Diamond Mine) can function over 
a 100 years.18 This type of report is essential, because 
if the mine would exhaust its resources, and the min-
ing workers and businessmen continued the excavation, 
they would be wasting their money and polluting their 
surrounding without any income in return. Once it is 
known that the mine has been exhausted and no more 
diamonds remain underground, or their extraction is 
costlier than the income, the process of the rehabilita-
tion of the mine begins. The whole procedure is strictly 
controlled by The Ministry of Mines, in order to make 
sure that everything is done with no harm to the envi-
ronment. The sand and rock are put back to the pit in 
the levels that they were dug out, and the same vegeta-
tion is planted in order to bring back the soils fertility.19 

18  E. Bloom, personal communication 2016.
19  E. Bloom, personal communication 2016
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„Open-pit mining often involves the removal of natively 
vegetated areas, and is therefore among the most envi-
ronmentally destructive types of mining”.20 If a mine is 
not covered after it is been exhausted, and stays open 
like, for example, The Big Hole in Kimberley, it is very 
likely to fill to a certain level with ground water. This is a 
natural phenomenon and gradually happens. Due to the 
fact that Kimberley has a semi-dry climate, the excess 
water was pumped out and used in a flamingo reserve. 
Today it is one of the largest breeding sites for these birds 
in Southern Africa.21 Another effect that an exhausted 
mine can have, is the moving and lowering of the ground 
around the pit. Using the same example of the Kimberley 
Big Hole, it was noted that the ground around the mine is 
sinking into the pit. Immediately after this was known the 
authorities ordered the National Road N12 to be moved 
away from the mine in order to cause less vibrations by 
driving cars and trucks. Furthermore, the company De 
Beers, which also supervises the site, installed sensors 
that measure the position of the pit and its movement 
every year. With these techniques, the diamond mines 
and their landscape are being protected and monitored 
to maintain fine ecological sustainability. 

Due to the fact that South Africa’s land contains many 
diamond mines, that need to be monitored, an organi-
sation was created. It is called The Diamond Route, be-
cause it connects the diamond mines of the country, 
into one remarkable trail. The goals and values of this 
organisation are biodiversity conservation, education 
and sustainability opportunities supported by The De 
Beers Group of Companies and E. Oppenheimer Invest-
ments.22 The reason why these companies cooperate 
with each other so well, is because they must supervise 
their mines, even after they had been exhausted, and 
are always very positive towards ideas by The Diamond 
Route for conserving these sites, and giving them a new 
life and further profit. The Diamond Route was launched 
in 2002 at World Summit on sustainable development 
and it is functioning until this day. 

It furthermore invests in tourist attractions, such as 
The Old Town in Kimberley, supports the communities 
that surround the mines and helps in conservation and 
preservation of the natural sites including the process of 
the Rehabilitation of the mine. 

The diamond mine of Namaqualand is one of many 
good examples, of how the biodiversity in the area has 
been restored to a level, that enables the former dia-
mond mine to make a  profit as the Namaqua National 
Park. Throughout the process of transforming the mine 
into the National Park, the organisation created many 
jobs for people who were involved in planting vegeta-
tion back into the land. Moreover, additional funding 
was provided in order to expand this project towards 

20  ELAW 2010: Overview of mining and its impacts.
21  A pink parade: Kimberley’s flamingos nd. 
22  The Diamond Route nd.

the western coastline. As a result, the once exhausted 
mine has become another world class tourist attraction 
and promotes rehabilitation of mines as well biodiversity 
restoration. A similar example can be presented thought 
the Venetia Diamond Mine, which in the present day is 
part of the Venetia Limpopo Nature Reserve. The mine 
itself is still functioning and has an estimated life of mine 
until the year 2021. Nevertheless, the fact the Oppenhe-
imer Investments provided funding for additional farms 
for the reserve, encouraged the increase of biodiversity 
in the area, lead to it being part of the Mapungubwe 
World Heritage Landscape.

Within the constant changes in the landscape of 
South Africa, it is important to take into consideration 
the ecological factors and procedures that would protect 
it, and improve the methods of managing it. Since the 
nineteenth century the land has experienced extensive 
mining, economic development, the development of cit-
ies, growth of infrastructure, and the expansion of roads. 
In order to assure the best future functioning of these 
examples they should be controlled by activities such as, 
the collection of data, the creation of rehabilitation sites, 
the control by the Ministry of Mines and the promoting 
of environmental awareness. 

Conclusion

All the mines that have been created in the natural 
landscape of South Africa represent its culture and his-
tory. Form the early days of the 1800’s when colonial-
ism and migration established life in new areas, where 
the true diamond source was identified, until now when 
these same mines are given a second life. South Africa’s 
landscape began its transformation when the diamond 
sources turned into grand scale excavation sites, and ra-
pid immigration of workers and businessmen contributed 
to the development of new cities. The areas developed 
infrastructure, housing and national roads as well as, be-
came places of further colonial conflict, migration and 
grand scale mining. Over the years since the diamond 
and gold mining had begun, it was expected that the 
economy, due to the its success, would be maintained at 
a high level. However, over the years some mines were 
exhausted and a process that was accompanied by social, 
racial and political conflict. This underlines how econo-
mic factors are depend on the social factors. The changes 
done to the scenery are significant, and it is important 
to protect the urban and natural landscape as well as 
to improve the methods of managing it. Organisations, 
ministries and overall awareness assist to protect what 
has been left of the diamond mines and help turning 
them into new projects that create further income for 
the economy and promote ecological sustainability. In 
conclusion, the discovery and establishment of diamond 
mines, really did shape the landscape of South Africa. 
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