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A Franki Soilmech rig
pre-drilling past the col-
lapsable horizon to
depths of 17-19 m before
installation of a bulbous
base (Zwedi type) pile
during phase II of the
Mozal Smelter expansion
project just outside
Maputo in Mozambique.
Just over 7 000 of these
piles were installed, two
months ahead of
schedule
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No-nonsense man with a practical approach

‘He probably embodies one of the best combinations of theoretical and prac-
tical experience you'll find in the geotechnical industry in this country.’

‘If he didn't do sail mechanics he could have done anything else ... and he
would have done it successfully.’

ention the name of Ken Schwartz

to his peers and these are but
some of the comments you'll hear. But
to get even as much as a hint on pro-
fessional achievement from the CEO
of Dura Piling himself is more difficult
than trying to pry open the proverbial
ar.in.search of the pearl.

IED AND UNASSUMING

He sventually succumbs to persistent
proddmg “As far back as I can remem-
ber I always said [ wanted to build
roads and bridges.’

Growing up in Lichtenburg in the for-
mer Western Transvaal in the early
1950s, Ken Schwartz then was still too
young to express his life’s ambition in
civil engineering terminology, but as
he grew older he had had no doubt in
his mind as to what course his profes-
sional life would take.

He recalls a remark made by a senior
colleague of his during his first work-
ing years, which seems to reflect his
own sensitivities: ‘I remember the city
engineer of Johannesburg, Eric Hall,
was asked the question, what he would
have been if he hadn't become a civil
engineer, and he replied: “Ashamed of
myself.” That’s something I have never
forgotten.’

Ken enrolled at the University of the
Witwatersrand for a BSc degree in civil
engineering in 1967. It was here that
his interest in geotechnical engineer-
ing was kindled by the teachings of
Prof Jerry Jennings. 'I had him as a lec-
turer in both my undergraduate and
post-graduate years. I think just about
every geotechnical engineer in the
country has some-
how or other
been influenced
by Jennings,” Ken
tries to steer the
conversation
away from him-
self.

Upon graduating
he started work-
ing as an engineer
in the
Johannesburg
City Engineer’s
Department, after
which he moved
to Ove Arup and
Partners.

‘I learned an enor-
mous amount during
my year at Ove Arup.
We were working on a
very demanding proj-
ect in 1973, doing the
pile foundations for
the bridge across the
Olifants River, which
was one of several
bridges built to
accommodate the
Sishen- Saldanha
railway line.’

Interestingly, the
piling contractor for
whom Ken was doing the work then
was the SA Piled Foundations, one of
the forerunners of Dura Piling, the
company which he would be heading
some twenty years later.

In 1974 Ken joined Steffen Robertson
and Kirsten Inc, where two years later
he became a director in charge of the
division responsible for geotechnical
investigations in the civil and building
industries.

In the same year, 1976, he obtained
his graduate diploma in engineering at
Wits, majoring in soil mechanics, rock
mechanics, financial management and
personnel management.

Barely 32 years old, Ken moved on,
founding Schwartz Tromp and
Associates together with Bryan Tromp
in 1980. It is eight years now since
he has left the firm, but his name

has been retained in company
nomenclature. This in itself speaks
volumes.

On site at Mozal with Coenie Faul
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Presentmg long service awards at Dura

CONTRIBUTION TO Monﬁﬂl‘
GEOTECHNICS

It was in the 1980s that & numberof
papers dealing particularly with col-
lapsible sands and co-authored by Ken
Schwartz saw the light. ‘Engineering
properties of Aeolian Kalahari sands’
was delivered at the SMFE regional
conference for Africa held in Accra,
Ghana in 1980, while ‘In-situ com-
paction of Aeolian Kalahari sands’ was
presented to the tenth international
SMEFE conference in Stockholm the fol-
lowing year. His state-of-the-art paper
on collapsible soils in southern Africa,
included in a special edition of the
Civil Engineer in South Africa, published
in 1985, has become a standard refer-
ence work on problem soils. The paper
won him the J E Jennings Award for
the best publication of that year.

'From this point of view he is one of
the recognised contributors to the
modern science of geotechnical engi-
neering in South Africa,’ says Peter Day
of Jones and Wagener consulting engi-
neers, who has known Ken since 1980.

Gavin Wardle, also of Jones and
Wagener, who worked with Ken on a
number of contracts in the eighties
and nineties, recalls other successes
from that period. ‘Nowadays the tech-
nique of soil nailing is quite common-
ly used here, but it was actually Ken
Schwartz and Ernst Friedlaender who
introduced it to South Africa and got
the first soil-nailing contracts going in
1987/88. This was a major step for-
ward for the local industry and put us
in line with European practices.’

The expertise was passed on when
they published ‘Soil nailing in South
Africa: ground profile’ in the SAICE
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Journal in 1989. They also participated
in a paper entitled ‘Soil nail pull-out
resistance in residual soils’, delivered at
the international symposium on earth
reinforcement in Fuhuoka, Japan, in
1992.

Ken considers his work with Ernst
Friedlaender on soil nailing and soil
improvement a highlight. ‘My long-
term association and friendship with
Ernst has had a significant effect on
my life and career,’ he says. Through
Ernst he also developed a close associa-
tion and friendship with Kallie
Strydom. ‘His tragic death last year is
something that many of us are still
struggling to come to terms with.’

Gavin remembers an incident with a
different slant from those years, throw-
ing light on Ken'’s tenacious nature
and his no-nonsense approach to mat-
ters. 'l was doing a job for Ken on an
underground leak in a mine. The plugs
that had been installed failed on the
16th of December and Ken indicated
that we would be working right
through the Christmas holidays. There
he was mucking about in his overalls,
working side by side with me to get
the job done. We finished the repairs
to his satisfaction on the 2nd of January.’

‘Yes, you always know exactly where
you stand with Ken - he can be pretty
direct at times,’ Peter quips. ‘But he
has such a wealth of knowledge and
the ability to apply it practically that
you cannot fail to respect him for it.’

The 1980/90s was fruitful from anoth-
er perspective in that Ken was actively
involved in SAICE affairs during this
period. Apart from being a long-stand-
ing member of the geotechnical divi-
sion, he served as its chairman from
1980 to 1981 and again from 1994 to

H TRANSITION

“In 1994 Ken moved from the consult-
"ing practice to the contracting envi-
ronment when he teamed up with
Ernst Friedlaender at GeoFranki, a divi-
sion of Frankipile. ‘When you’ve
developed certain expertise and a way
of working in one specific field you
might find it difficult to go into a
completely different line,” Peter Day
continues. ‘But Ken did that transition
very well. It gave him the opportunity
to apply his design expertise in a high-
ly practical environment, and with
Ken in their midst the Frankipile team
was a formidable opponent. I know,
because many times we found our-
selves up against some pretty stiff
competition from them.’

Ken himself expands on his change in
course: ‘I've always enjoyed the techni-
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cal challenges and with consulting
engineering these are obviously very
technical. But geotechnical contracting
provides those same technical chal-
lenges, because we basically carry out
all our own designs these days. In fact,
from a geotechnical engineering point
of view, I think contracting is far more
challenging than consulting.

‘Then, over and above that, there’s the
challenge of doing the construction as
well, which contributes its own techni-
cal aspects. So, if I can give some
advice to any young geotechnical engi-
neer - if you're really looking for a
challenge, contracting is the way to
go. Obviously you've got to have a
sound technical background which
will only come with experience in the
consulting field.’

During his two-year term at Frankipile
Ken co-authored A guide
to practical geotechnical
engineering in southern
Africa, which was com-
piled by the company
and dealt with a prob-
lem-solving approach to
foundation engineering.
: Y
RETAINING HIS
PRACTICAL v
APPROACH '

The engineering frater-
nity watched with inter-
est as Ken took another
major step in 1996 in

becoming MD for Dura Bridge at Chirundu

Piling.

He might now be running a business
but that does not mean that he has
permanently donned white shirt and
tie. Peter Day explains: ‘A few weeks
ago Ken and I met up on a bridge
which is under construction on the
Platinum toll road. There he was in his
overalls, profiling trial holes and not
minding to get his hands dirty on site.’

During his close on ten years in con-
tracting engineering Ken has been
involved in both the civil engineering
and building field. He expands: ‘In the
middle nineties we experienced a mini
building boom here in Gauteng, which
was largely associated with the casino
developments. For instance, Dura did
all of the piling work at Caesar’s
Palace. We also did all the geotechni-
cal work for the Sandton Convention
Centre, which was quite a big and
demanding project.

‘But in the last two years building
seems to have slacked off and more
tenders on civil engineering projects
are put out, not only in South Africa
but beyond our borders as well. Dura
Piling is currently looking where we
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can contribute, from a geotechnical
viewpoint, to the Coega harbour
development, particularly taking into
account the know-how brought into
the equation by our French sharehold-
er, Soletanche Bachy. They have enor-
mous expertise in harbour works
around the world.

‘Then we've recently been awarded the
tender for some of the foundation
works at an extension to the Hillside
aluminium smelter in Richards Bay. An
equally big project was Mozal, the
Mozambique aluminium smelter,
where Dura Piling did a significant
portion of the piling and geotechnical
work for the two phases of develop-
ment in 1998 and again in 2001.
Foundation conditions there were very
complex and we were generally work-
ing to the limit of our available piling
equipment.’

e

Ken also recalls work done for the con-
struction of a bridge across the
Zambezi River at Chirundu, which is
the border crossing on the main road
from Harare to Lusaka. Here Dura
Piling did all the temporary work and
foundations in the riverbed. ‘This was
a particularly challenging project and
towards the end of its run 1 can
remember standing on the temporary
platform in the middle of the Zambezi
and saying to my colleague, Jackie
Crous: “How did we have the guts at
tender stage to think that we could
actually do this job?”

‘So I guess in the end I haven't really
built too many roads and bridges, but
I've done the foundations for quite a
few.’

Does he have a driving kind of person-
ality, which would account for the suc-
cesses he has achieved? Comes the
typical Schwartz retort: "I don't know;
you'll have to ask my staff that.'

He does admit to having an inquisitive
mind. ‘I like to question things, to
analyse and understand things - but
then I think most engineers are like

this.’
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