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N. DE HOOP VLEI GORGE

Desk Note N8c. Hydrology — De Hoop Vlei water level — 1900 to 1960

AW
o
-
.

o s
. | R -
< e,

! T — ’(“l
-_ﬁ M.L P _.-. !. \
= E ‘\_‘-M: Ny -0 -
- re. Do 2 el I N

i L I Y A, -

Melkkamer, on the west bank of the De Hoop Vlei.
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N. DE HOOP VLEI GORGE
Desk Note N8c. Hydrology — De Hoop Vlei water level — 1900 to 1960

The Salt River carries very little water, and as it was blocked from the sea by shifting sand
dunes, the vlei was formed. The input of water into the vlei is determined by the amounts of
rains over the river's catchment area and water from springs along the shores of the gorge. The
vlei loses water to seepage and evaporation.

The following paragraphs are two accounts about the events regarding the water in the vlei.

From Ann and Mike Scott’s booklet “The People of De Hoop”, 2002 (page 23):
DRY PERIODS

The vlei regularly becomes completely dry. During these periods (including in 1992,

1989, 1975, 1945 and 1903; what about from 1992 to 20027?) it is possible to walk across
from De Hoop to Melkkamer with dry feet. Only a little water remains at the bottom of the
vlei for the remaining birds, supplied by the fountains such as Fransfontein, Tierhoek and
Grootfontein.

SINKHOLES

In the past the lower reaches of the vlei also used to dry out completely towards the end of
each summer. The water drained down sinkholes, the largest of which was known as Cloete
se gat. According to Dr Hey, there were originally two sinkholes through which the water
drained from the vlei. P.L. Cloete apparently filled in one of these holes. Rumour has it that
at the south-eastern, bottom end of the vlei was a second hole which was apparently quite
large as the water level quickly sank after flooding. During the years when rainfall was
below normal the water level also sank quickly and for this reason, according to Japie
Neethling, one of the earlier owners eventually filled this hole with stones and rubble,
resulting in a more permanent water body. A few years later heavy rain brought down sand
and silt, which further sealed the sinkholes. Later strong winds closed off the vlei by
blocking the exit to the sea. With each successive winter the lake increased in size until it
reached its present length of 15 km and width (in places) of 500 m.

[*NB compare size of vlei on older maps, e.g. 1890 with 1969]

FLOODS

Great floods have been recorded in the area in 1906 and 1957; before this, floods were
recorded at least in 1792, while in August 1986 unusually heavy rains were also recorded.

During the floods of December 1906, Oom Jannie Human described how people

could visit the upper storey of the limestone stables at Melkkamer by boat, where they made
music and had a party (see Chapter 4). During these floods two large milkwood trees at
Melkkamer died after being inundated for some time. According to the thickness of their
stems they are believed to have been 500-800 years old.

During the winter of 1957 the rains fell with unusual persistence in the Bredasdorp area. The

vlei gradually filled up and in September there was an overflow at two points on the western
bank of the vlei onto the adjacent farms, Melkkamer and Reimerskraal. The water flowed
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westwards and eventually inundated most of the lower half of the farms of Melkkamer,
Matjiesfontein and three-quarters of Reimerskraal. (Figure B.2.1 added by the author).
According to Uys and Macleod "a sheet of water lying parallel with the coast and covering
approximately 4 000 morgen [3 426 ha] was consequently formed almost overnight”. The
depth reached up to 20 feet, and only the tops of windmills were visible in places. The
inundation lasted 1.5 to 2 years, and for a further 2-3 years the water receded partially through
seepage and evaporation, and a series of pans resulted. The waters attracted water birds in
their thousands, forming large nesting colonies. Flamingos bred for the first and only time on
record in the Western Cape. Farmers whose pastures were inundated sent a petition to the
Administrator, asking for the vlei to be drained by excavating a tunnel to the sea (in 1927, see
below). Fortunately, these proposals were eventually shelved.

In August 1986, 185 mm of rain fell at De Hoop, mostly over one week; the average rainfall
for this month is about 40 mm. This caused the vlei level to rise dramatically from 1.5 m in
August to 4.7 m in September. An interesting occurrence was noted at this time. The water
that fell on the flats surrounding the homestead, and on the limestone hills to the north, all
collected in the Dronkvlei area. The veld was saturated, with large expanses of water all
flowing eastwards, giving rise to speculation that this is the origin of the name Dronkvlei
(derived from Verdronken- vlei, or drowned vlei). The large number of caves and chimney
pot formations in the limestone of this area could also be associated with this phenomenon.

THE WAY TO THE SEA

In 1927, when Arend Brink Neethling was the owner of De Hoop, Gaffie du Toit of
Reimerskraal (west of De Hoop) tried to open the sand dunes so that the waters of the vlei
could find their way to the sea. They dug frantically by hand, but all efforts were in vain.
Although the water did run into the sea, the sides rapidly caved in again and the way was
closed by drift sand a few days later, when the labour force was away in Bredasdorp
(apparently) to celebrate New Year's Eve.

Figure 1. The extent of the 1957 flood (from the magazine The Ostrich, Vol 38 No. 4).

SoDHaE Chapter N Dec 2022 This document contains information which is the exclusive property of Yoav Eytam

Paae3


https://www.google.co.za/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwit3tPPsOzQAhWCzxQKHcEABRQQjRwIBw&url=http://www.nativeyouthstandingstrong.com/01ab1b-geologists-hammer-quick-shopping&psig=AFQjCNHe1VRSGyh_DUsy8lYoLtaSHWGIvg&ust=1481553579551719

and Environs

Between CAPE AGULHAS and CAPE INFANTA

Secrets of Field notes on the (
@eﬂﬂop GEOMORPHOLOGY, HYDROLOGY \
and ARCHAEOLOGY

Geomorphological
Research

From Shirley E Butcher’s MSc thesis “Environmental factors and the water regime of De

Hoop Viei”, 1993 (part of the introduction):
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The flood-and-drought regime and the drainage of the De Hoop Vlei is a subject for further
studies. Also read other notes in this chapter and in the Appendices.
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