
 

JOHANNESBURG’s FIRST CEMETERIES 

Johannesburg was born on October 4
th

 1886. With the passing of each month, more and 

more people poured into the area, first numbering hundreds and then thousands. As the 

city’s living residents increased, so too the need to accommodate the Golden City’s 

departed.  

Haunted by predictions that the gold rush would last no more than a couple of years and 

that Johannesburg was doomed to be a ghost town before the end of the 19
th

 century, the 

city’s answer to a cemetery was equally temporary. 

Twelve stands were set aside between Bree, Diagonal and Harrison streets – not far from 

the corrugated iron shacks that constituted the fledgling town. There was no wall around the 

graves and no protection against the elements. But the gold did not run out. As the town 

expanded, the departed had to make way for the living. The authorities did not wish to 

spend any money on exhaumation and left it to the relatives to pay for moving the graves. 

As many gold-seekers arrived and died solitary or many families had left the area when their 

dreams of wealth were not realized, a number of graves remained behind with no one to 

claim their occupants. Many years later bones were still being discovered when foundations 

were dug in the area. 

While the very first cemetery went out of service, the town purchased 33 acres on the 

adjoining farm ‘Braamfontein’. It was conveniently close to town, but not in the future 

planning of the expanding city. It was laid out in neat rows, with wide access paths and 

planted with 729 oak trees.  

Sections were laid out strictly according to accepted demoninations. Interestingly enough, as 

some hospitals and mines allowed their patients or employees to be buried on their 

properties, the town’ authorities saw no need for a municipal cemetery to accommodate 

those with no religious affiliation.  

Providing a welcome contrast to the dusty town, people used Sunday afternoons to stroll 

along the avenues and place flowers on graves of their family and friends. In 1894, an 

additional 28 acres 

were added to the 

cemetery. 

The earliest burial in 

the records was that of 

H.H. Slabbert, 4 months 

old, buried on February 

11
th

, 1888. 

A notable memorial in 

the cemetery concerns 

an event in February 
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1896. Railway trucks carrying 55 tons of dynamite meant for the mines, exploded at the 

nearby railway yard, creating a crater 15 metres deep in the slum area known as Brickfields 

(now Newtown). The noise of the blast carried as far as Klerksdorp. In the nearby new 

cemetery, rows of gravestones went down like dominoes. In ‘The Dynamite Explosion’, 71 

people died, 700 were injured and 1500 left homeless. 

Braamfontein is the Who’s Who of early Johannesburg. We can still visit the gravestones of 

people like Sir Thomas Major Cullinan (of the Cullinan Mine), Caroline Kitchener (sister-in-

law of Lord Kitchener), Julias Jeppe (the founder of Jeppestown), Willem Bok (after whom 

Boksburg is named) and Captain Oswald Austin Reid, the first Johannesburg-born to receive 

the Victoria Cross. There are also Helena Minnaar (who established the city’s first boarding 

house), Woolf Joel (nephew to Barney Barnato) and David Draper (founder of the Geological 

Society of South Africa). 

The landmark crematorium was only built in 1932. At first ashes were kept inside in wooden 

caskets, arranged in niches along the wall but for lack of space, a great number of memorial 

walls were erected. To date, the number of walls number about 80. 

The authorities estimated that Braamfontein would be filled by 1907, so they made 

arrangements to add a second cemetery. In 1912 they bought a further 84 acres on 

‘Braamfontein’ farm, and named the new cemetery ‘Brixton’.During the first year of its 

existence, 3410 burials took place there. Brixton received its own crematorium in 1918, due 

in a large part to Mahatma Gandhi’s endeavourers to provide the service for Hindus. 

In 1942, yet another massive cemetery was created – West Park. The municipality of 

Roodepoort provided cemeteries for its own residents. Hamburg was opened in 1888, 

followed by Maraisburg in 1893, Old Roodepoort in 1895 and Weltevreden Park in 1905. 

Today the greater Johannesburg Metro has custody over 35 cemeteries. 

Sources: Jhb City Parks & Parktown & Westcliff Heritage 

 


