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Streams of Hillary, Bellair, and Mount 
Vernon  
Executive Preface  
The peri -urban triad of Hillary, Bellair, and Mount Vernon, located within the greater 
Queensburgh region of the eThekwini Municipality, represents a landscape defined not 
by administrative boundaries, but by the relentless agency of water. While 
contempor ary maps delineate these suburbs via road networks and cadastral lines, the 
foundational geometry of the area is hydrological. The deep, incised valleys of the 
Umhlatuzana and Umbilo rivers, along with their reticulated network of tributary 
streams, have d ictated the terms of human settlement from the Pleistocene epoch to 
the present day.  

This research report provides an exhaustive examination of these water bodies. It 
moves beyond a superficial gazetteer of stream names to reconstruct the hydro -
historical narrative of the region. By synthesizing geological data, archaeological 
records from  the Umhlatuzana Rock Shelter, colonial archives of the Stainbank and 
Hillary families, and contemporary environmental quality assessments, this document 
establishes the rivers as the central protagonists in the area's development.  

The analysis reveals a trajectory of degradation. What began as a pristine hydrological 
system—capable of sustaining Stone Age populations for 60,000 years and powering 
the first industrial mills of the Victorian colonists —has collapsed into a state of 
ecological crisis. The report scrutinizes the specific mechanisms of this collapse: the 
speculative mining ventures of the 19th century, the railway engineering that severed 
natural drainage lines, the systemic failure of modern wastewater infrastructure, and  
the catastrophic "rain bomb" events of 1987 and 2022.  

The following sections detail the geological origins, colonial utilization, and modern 
pathology of the rivers surrounding Hillary, Bellair, and Mount Vernon.  

1. Geological and Hydrological Foundations  
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1.1 The Lithological Canvas: Natal Group Sandstone  
The hydrological  character  of  the Hillary and Bellair region is a direct  consequence  of 
its geology.  The dominant  substrate  is the Natal  Group  Sandstone , a sedimentary  
formation  characterized  by its resistance  to weathering. 1 This durability  has forced  the 
rivers to cut  deep, steep-sided gorges  rather  than meandering  across wide floodplains.  
The result  is a topography  of  high ridges and precipitous  valleys, which has historically  
constrained  urban development  to the plateau tops while leaving the riparian  corridors  
relatively  wild. 
The Umhlatuzana  River , rising in the Alverstone area of  the KwaZulu-Natal midlands, 
acts as the primary  erosive agent.2 As it flows eastward  toward  the Indian Ocean, it 
engages in continuous  hydraulic  action —specifically  abrasion and attrition —scouring  
the bedrock  to form  the dramatic  rock overhangs and shelters  that  dot  the valley walls.2 
The distinct  "table - top"  topography  of  Mount  Vernon and the ridges of  Bellair are 
remnants  of  this ancient  plateau,  dissected  over millennia by the river's flow. 
 
1.2 The Umhlatuzana Basin and its Tributaries  
The drainage basin acts as a dual system, comprised of the parallel flowing Umbilo  
River  to the north and the Umhlatuzana  River  to the south.  

• The Umhlatuzana:  This  rive r de fines  the  southe rn boundary of Hillary and 
Be lla ir. It  is  a  high- energy system during flood events , susceptible  to rapid rises 
in wate r leve l due  to the  s teep gradients of its  ca tchment in the  Oute r West.3 

• The Umbilo:  Meaning "boiling"  in isiZulu (Mbilo), this river skirts the northern  
edge of  Queensburgh. 4 Its name is a hydronymic  warning, referencing  the river's 
turbulence  during  the summer monsoon season. 

• The Bellair  Stream:  A critical  but  often  overlooked  tributary,  the Bellair Stream 
drains the immediate  catchment  of  the Bellair suburb.  It has become a focal  
point  for  pollution  monitoring,  serving as a bellwether  for  the sanitary  health  of 
the surrounding  residential  areas.5 

• Roosfontein  Tributaries:  Originating  in the Roosfontein  Nature Reserve, these 
smaller, ephemeral  streams provide  the only remaining "clean"  inputs  into  the 
main river stems, filtered  by the protected  grasslands and riverine bush of  the 
reserve.6 

2. Pre-Colonial Hydrology: The Stone Age Archive  
The relationship between humans and the rivers of this region predates written history 
by tens of thousands of years. The river valleys were not merely obstacles to be 
crossed but were habitable corridors that offered shelter, water, and game.  
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2.1 The Umhlatuzana Rock Shelter  
Located  approximately  60  meters  above the current  riverbed  of  the Umhlatuzana, the 
Umhlatuzana  Rock  Shelter  is a site of global  archaeological  significance. 1 The shelter  
was formed  within  the quartz  arenite  sandstone,  carved out  by the differential  
weathering  and historical  high-water  levels of the river.1 
Excavations conducted  by Jonathan  Kaplan in 1985, and revisited  in recent  years, have 
revealed a continuous  sequence of  occupation  spanning the Middle  Stone  Age  (MSA)  
to the Later  Stone  Age  (LSA) .1 

• Hydrological  Persistence:  The  continuous habita tion of this s ite  through 
Marine  Isotope  Stages  5 to 1 suggests tha t the  Umhlatuzana River was a 
pe rennia l wate r source , even during the  arid  phases of the  Ple is tocene . The  rive r 
susta ined a rich biodive rs ity that supported hunte r- gathe re r communitie s for 
over 60 ,0 0 0  years . 

• The Valley  as Refuge:  The  deep valley protected these  early inhabitants  from 
climatic extremes. The  rive r provided the  raw mate ria ls (rive r cobbles) for tool-
making and supported the  forest- dwelling fauna—such as  the  blue  duike r—that 
remain in the  Kenne th Sta inbank Nature  Rese rve  today.8 

3. Colonial Settlement and the Riverine Economy 
(1850-1910) 
The  arriva l of European se ttle rs  in the  mid- 19th century initia ted a radica l 
transformation of the  hydrologica l landscape . Wate r ceased to be  sole ly a  survival 
re source  and became a  tool for industry, agriculture , and property de lineation. 

3.1 The Hillary Family and Agricultural Dependence  
The  suburb of Hillary  de rives  its  name  from George  and J ane  Hilla ry, who se ttled in the  
area  afte r migra ting from their farm "Lookout" in Umlazi.9 Their new homestead, 
"Rockstead," was es tablished near Ste lla  Road, but the ir agricultura l activitie s were  
cente red on the  fe rtile  a lluvia l soils  a long the  rive r banks. 

• Market  Gardening:  In the  pre - re frige ra tion e ra , the  tributarie s  of the  
Umhlatuzana were  the  life line  for marke t gardening. The  Hillary family, and la te r 
a  thriving community of Indian agricultura lists , utilized the  rive r for irriga tion.10  
This  dependence  on the  rive r for crop production integra ted the  wate rway into 
the  nascent economy of Durban. 

• The Hillary  Cemetery:  The  family's  connection to the  land is  physica lized in 
the  Hillary Family Graveyard on Coronation Road. Buried he re  are  not only 
George  Hillary (d. 190 0 ) but members of the  associa ted familie s—Mack, Pla tt, 
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Niven, Burchill, and Dennill.11 The cemetery,  overlooking  the river valley, anchors 
the colonial  history  to the topography.  

3.2 The Stainbanks of Coedmore: Industrializing the Flow  
The most significant  colonial  intervention  in the river valley occurred  at the Coedmore  
Estate  in Bellair. Dering Stainbank, arriving in the 1880s, selected  the site based on the 
advice of  a Zulu elder who identified  the south  bank of  the Umhlatuzana as a strategic  
and fertile  location. 12 

• Hydro - Power  Pioneers:  Sta inbank did not jus t live  by the  rive r; he  harnessed 
it. Following the  example  of the  Trappis t monks a t Mariannhill (upstream), 
Sta inbank insta lled a  mill and turbine  on the  Umhlatuzana.13 This usage  marks 
the  rive r’s  brie f pe riod as  an industria l ene rgy source , processing gra in and  
timber for the  growing colony. 

• Coedmore  Castle:  The  construction of the  homestead, known as  Coedmore  
Castle , utilized s tone  quarried directly from the  es ta te 's  rive rine  cliffs .12 Built by 
Scottish masons, the  s tructure  is  geologically continuous with the  valley wall. 
The  castle  remains  a  repository of this his tory, housing the  original furniture  and 
s ilve rware  of the  family, prese rved by Kenne th Sta inbank and his  descendants .14 

3.3 The Bellair Gold Mine: Geological Delusion  
A pers istent his torical narra tive  in Be lla ir concerns  the  "Gold Mine" located near 
Blairmont  Avenue  or behind the  old Bella ir Hote l.15 

• The Legend:  Ora l histories  describe  open shafts and local hazards , including a 
famous incident where  the  fire  brigade  was ca lled to rescue  a  cat from a  mine  
shaft.15 

• The Reality:  These  shafts  were  like ly explora tory te s t pits  sunk during the  gold 
rushes  of the  la te  19th century.16 The  geologica l rea lity of the  area—sandstone  
and Dwyka tillite—is not conducive  to s ignificant gold deposits . However, the  
exis tence  of these  shafts illus tra tes the  intense  scrutiny the  landscape 
underwent. Prospectors  would have  used the  Be lla ir Stream for panning and 
s luicing, furthe r modifying the  s tream banks in the ir futile  search for wealth. The 
mine  represents  a  "ghost" of the  extractive  economy that brie fly touched the 
suburb be fore  the  reality of the  geology se t in. 

4. The Railway Corridor: Engineering vs. Hydrology  
The  construction of the  Natal  Government  Railways  (NGR) "Old Main Line" in 1878 
was a  fea t of engineering tha t fundamenta lly a lte red the  dra inage  of the  Queensburgh 
basin. 
4.1 Ascending the Escarpment  
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The railway line, climbing  from  Rossburgh to Pinetown, had to navigate the "broken  
country"  carved by the rivers. The route —passing through  Seaview, Bellair, Hillary, 
Poet's Corner, and Malvern—was chosen to follow  the ridges.10 

• Jacob's  Ladder:  The ascent  from  Rossburgh involved a steep gradient  known 
as "Jacob's  Ladder". 17 To maintain the grade,  engineers had to cut  into  the 
hillsides and build  embankments across the smaller tributaries.  

• Drainage  Disruption:  These embankments acted as dams, altering the natural 
flow of surface water. Culverts concentrated the flow, increasing the velocity of 
water entering the main channels during storms, a factor that contributes to the 
flash- flood vulnerability of the area today.  

4.2 Stations as Community Hubs  
The railway stations were the nuclei of the suburbs.  

• Bellair  Station  (1899): This station  is a National Monument,  a testament  to the 
Victorian  railway architecture  that  once signaled the area's prosperity.  Today, it 
stands in ruin, its rotting  woodwork  mirroring  the neglected  state  of  the nearby 
river.18 

• Hillary  and  Malvern  Stations:  These stops  allowed the "market  gardeners  
and small- scale farmers"  to transport  their  produce  to the Durban market.10 The 
railway was the economic  artery  that  allowed the agricultural  potential  of  the 
river valley to be realized. 

4.3 The Logistics of War  
During the Anglo - Boer  War  (1899- 1902) , the railway line was militarized.  

• Hospital  Trains:  The line carried  the "Princess Christian Hospital  Train," 
evacuating  wounded  from  the front. 20 The stations  at Bellair and Hillary became 
logistical  nodes. 

• Malvern  Shellhole:  The military  legacy persisted  into  the 20th  century  with  the 
establishment  of  the Malvern Shellhole by the Memorable  Order  of  Tin  Hats  
(MOTH) .11 Located  in Queensburgh,  this sanctuary  and the nearby Flame Lily 
Park (housing the Rhodesian SAS Memorial)  serve as custodians  of  the area's 
martial  history.  The Shellhole's location,  often  on the higher  ground  overlooking  
the valleys, reinforces  the strategic  importance  of  the topography.  

5. Ecological Assets: The Green Lungs  
Despite urbanization, the river valleys retain critical ecological functions, preserved 
largely through the intervention of the Stainbank family and modern environmental 
activism. 
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5.1 Kenneth Stainbank Nature Reserve  
This 253-hectare  reserve in Yellowwood Park/Bellair is the ecological  anchor  of  the 
Umhlatuzana system.8 

• Riverine  Protection:  The reserve protects a significant stretch of the river's 
riparian zone. The dense coastal forest and yellowwood trees ( Podocarpus ) act 
as a bio - filter, trapping sediments and reducing water temperatures through 
shading. 

• Biodiversity  Refugia:  The reserve supports  species that  have been extirpated  
from  the rest  of  the city,  including  zebra, bushbuck,  and the Snoring  Puddle  
Frog  (Phrynobatrachus  natalensis).8 The presence  of  this  frog  in the upper  
reaches of  the Hillary tributaries  is a vital bio- indicator,  suggesting  that  pockets  
of  the catchment  retain  their  ecological  integrity  despite  downstream  
degradation.  

5.2 Roosfontein Nature Reserve  
Located  to the west, the 150-hectare  Roosfontein  Nature Reserve protects  the 
headwaters  of  the tributaries  feeding  the Umbilo and Bellair systems.6 

• Grassland  Hydrology:  Unlike the forest -dominated Stainbank reserve, 
Roosfontein preserves North Coast Grassland. These grasslands are essential 
for water retention, acting as a sponge that releases water slowly into the 
streams, mitigating flood peaks.  

• Conservation  Victory:  The reserve exists only because of a protracted  battle  
by environmentalists  to stop  its development  into  a golf  course and housing 
estate. 23 This highlights  the ongoing  conflict  between  development  pressure and 
watershed  protection  in the Queensburgh  area. 

6. The Modern Crisis: Pollution and Infrastructure 
Collapse  
The contemporary state of the rivers surrounding Hillary and Bellair is critical. The 
transition from agrarian land use to dense residential and industrial occupation has 
overwhelmed the sanitation infrastructure.  

6.1 The Bacterial Load: E. coli Analysis  
Recent monitoring data presents a disturbing picture of contamination.  

• The "Bellair  Stream":  Monitoring  of  the Bellair Stream has recorded  
Escherichia coli counts  as high as 310,000  counts  per  100ml .5 For context,  the 
safe limit  for  recreational  contact  is generally 400  counts/100ml.  This level of  
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contamination  indicates  the presence  of  raw sewage, likely from  blocked  
municipal  drains and informal  settlements  with  inadequate  sanitation.  

• Umbilo  River:  Data from  WaterCAN  and Talbot  Laboratories  (2023) showed 
a tenfold  increase in E. coli levels downstream  of  the Umbilo Wastewater  
Treatment  Works (WWTW). Upstream counts  were 5,810/100ml, skyrocketing  to 
61,310/100ml  downstream. 24 This points  directly  to the failure  of  the treatment  
plant  as a primary  pollution  source. 

6.2 Chemical Contamination  
Beyond biological pathogens, the rivers are subject to chemical assault.  

• "Lavender"  Water:  Residents and ward councilors  have reported  the rivers 
turning  unnatural  colors—milky white,  lavender, and blue—indicating  the illegal 
dumping  of  dyes and industrial  effluents. 25 

• Ecological  Impact:  These chemical plumes cause fish kills and destroy the 
invertebrate life that forms the base of the food web. The river, in these 
moments, ceases to be a living system and becomes a chemical conduit.  

Table 1: Water Quality and Pollution Sources  
Water  Body  Location  Contaminant  

Type  
Measured  E. 
coli  (per  
100ml)  

Primary  
Source  

Bellair  
Stream  

Bellair 
Catchment  

Sewage / Fecal Up to 310,000  
5 

Informal  
sanitation;  
blocked  drains 

Umbilo  River  Upstream of  
WWTW 

Runoff ~5,810 24 Urban runoff  

Umbilo  River  Downstream 
of  WWTW 

Treated 
Effluent  (Fail) 

~61,310 24 WWTW Failure 
/ Bypass 

Umhlatuzana  Seaview / 
Hillary 

Industrial  Dye / 
Sewage 

Variable 
(Critical)  

Illegal 
dumping;  
sewer leaks 25 

7. Catastrophic Hydrology: The Era of the "Rain Bomb"  
The steep topography of the Queensburgh basin makes it uniquely vulnerable to flash 
flooding. This vulnerability has been exposed by two historic events: the floods of 
September 1987 and the "Rain Bomb" of April 2022.  

7.1 The 1987 Floods 
For decades, the 1987 floods were the benchmark for disaster.  
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• Impact:  The Umhlatuzana burst  its banks, causing extensive damage to 
property.  However, the railway infrastructure  of  the "Old Main Line" proved  
remarkably  resilient.  While the newer coastal  lines were severed, the Victorian -
engineered  line through  Bellair reopened  quickly, carrying the bulk of  rail traffic  
during  the recovery  period. 26 This suggests that  the 19th-century  engineers had 
a greater  respect  for  the hydraulic  potential  of  the landscape than their  modern  
counterparts.  

7.2 The 2022 "Rain Bomb"  
In April 2022, a cut-off low pressure system dumped over 300mm of rain on the Durban 
basin in 24 hours. The destruction in Hillary, Bellair, and Mount Vernon was 
unprecedented.  

• The Coedmore  Bridge  Collapse:  The low- level bridge  connecting  Yellowwood 
Park to Seaview/Bellair was completely  washed away. The bridge  piers, clogged  
with  debris  from  the unmanaged catchment  upstream,  created  a dam effect  
until  the structure  failed  catastrophically. 11 

• Severed  Communities:  The loss of  the bridge  severed a vital community  
artery.  Residents were forced  into  45-minute detours,  impacting  the local 
economy and social cohesion for  over three  years.27 

• Human  Toll:  Search and rescue teams operated  for  days in the Bellair and 
Umhlatuzana valleys, recovering  the bodies of  those  swept  away. The death  toll  
and damage surpassed that  of  1987, a fact  attributed  by officials  to climate 
change but  also to the degradation  of  the river channels which accelerated  
runoff. 28 

7.3 Reconstruction and Resilience (2025)  
As of   December  2025, the reconstruction  of  the Coedmore  Bridge is complet ed. 
Funded by a R48 million  Municipal  Disaster Response Grant, the new structure  is 
designed  to be 90 meters  long with  improved  hydraulic  capacity. 29 The extended  delay 
in its completion —caused by funding  bureaucracy  and further  weather  disruptions —
has been a source of  intense frustration,  highlighting  the sluggish pace of  adaptation  
in the face of  the climate  crisis. 

8. Conclusion: Reclaiming the Riverine Identity  
The rivers and streams of Hillary, Bellair, and Mount Vernon are not merely backdrop 
scenery; they are the active architects of the region's past and the arbiters of its 
future.  
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• Historical  Continuity:  From the Stone Age hunters of the Umhlatuzana 
Shelter to the market gardeners of Hillary and the industrialists of Coedmore, 
the history of this area is a history of water usage.  

• Present  Crisis:  The current state of the rivers —polluted with sewage, 
chemically contaminated, and prone to violent flooding —reflects a broken 
relationship between the city and its environment. The "Bellair Gold Mine" turned 
out to be a myth, but the true value of the la nd—its water security —has been 
squandered.  

• Future  Mandate:  The reconstruction  of  the Coedmore  Bridge is a necessary 
engineering  fix, but  it  addresses only the symptom.  The cure lies in the 
"Transformative  River Management  Programme"  31, which calls for  a restoration  
of  the catchment's  ecological  function.  Only by protecting  the green assets like 
Roosfontein  and upgrading  the failing  wastewater  infrastructure  can the 
suburbs of  Queensburgh  secure a safe and sustainable  future  alongside the 
rivers that  define  them. 

 


	Hydro-Spatial Analysis of the Queensburgh Basin: The Rivers and Streams of Hillary, Bellair, and Mount Vernon
	Executive Preface
	1. Geological and Hydrological Foundations
	1.1 The Lithological Canvas: Natal Group Sandstone
	1.2 The Umhlatuzana Basin and its Tributaries

	2. Pre-Colonial Hydrology: The Stone Age Archive
	2.1 The Umhlatuzana Rock Shelter

	3. Colonial Settlement and the Riverine Economy (1850-1910)
	3.1 The Hillary Family and Agricultural Dependence
	3.2 The Stainbanks of Coedmore: Industrializing the Flow
	3.3 The Bellair Gold Mine: Geological Delusion

	4. The Railway Corridor: Engineering vs. Hydrology
	4.1 Ascending the Escarpment
	4.2 Stations as Community Hubs
	4.3 The Logistics of War

	5. Ecological Assets: The Green Lungs
	5.1 Kenneth Stainbank Nature Reserve
	5.2 Roosfontein Nature Reserve

	6. The Modern Crisis: Pollution and Infrastructure Collapse
	6.1 The Bacterial Load: E. coli Analysis
	6.2 Chemical Contamination
	Table 1: Water Quality and Pollution Sources

	7. Catastrophic Hydrology: The Era of the "Rain Bomb"
	7.1 The 1987 Floods
	7.2 The 2022 "Rain Bomb"
	7.3 Reconstruction and Resilience (2025)

	8. Conclusion: Reclaiming the Riverine Identity


