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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

THE RELOCATION OF THREE POSSIBLE GRAVES FROM THE NKMC15 SITE, ON THE FARM NKOMATI 

770 JT (FORMERLY UITKOMST 541 JT) NEAR BADPLAAS, MPUMALANGA PROVINCE 

 

This report is submitted in fulfilment of the requirements of: 

 

 The South African Heritage Resources Agency, Permit No. 358 (CaseID: 2599), issued under 

Section 36(3) of the National Heritage Resources Act, Act no. 25 of 1999 to Henk Steyn. 

 The agreement between PGS Heritage and Nkomati Mine for the completion of the NKMC15 

Grave investigation project.  

 

PGS Heritage was contracted by Nkomati Mine to investigate (and relocate if necessary) by means of 

an archaeological excavation three possible graves, which were situated on Farm Nkomati 770 JT 

(formerly Uitkomst 541 JT). The graves were to be affected by the expansion of an opencast pit at 

Nkomati Mine, Badplaas, Mpumalanga. 

 

This report documents the relocation of the graves (as required by SAHRA in terms of section 36 of the 

National Heritage Resources Act, 25 0f 1999) implemented under the SAHRA Permit, No 358 (CaseID: 

2599), issued by the SAHRA Burial Grounds and Graves Unit. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

PGS Heritage was contracted by Nkomati Mine to investigate (and relocate if necessary) by means 

of an archaeological excavation three possible graves, which were situated on Farm Nkomati 770 JT 

(formerly Uitkomst 541 JT). The site would be negatively affected by the expansion of mining 

activities at the opencast pit at Nkomati Mine. None of the possible graves had headstones with 

inscriptions or names. The excavation subsequently revealed the presence of human remains, 

which were exhumed and re-interned on 16 July 2013 in the Badplaas Municipal Cemetery. 

2. SOCIAL CONSULTATION 

A comprehensive process, including site notices (Appendix B) and newspaper notices (Appendix 

C) was conducted with the aim of identifying any family members and negotiating the mitigation 

thereof with any affected and interested parties. During this process no-one claiming to be next of 

kin was identified as a result of the newspaper or site notices. It should be noted that the grave 

relocation process (and as such the social consultation process) at the mine has been on-going 

since 2006 and is still in process.  

 

3. LEGAL COMPLIANCE 

Exhumation and re-interment of human remains in Mpumalanga is governed by the Mpumalanga 

Cemeteries, Crematoria and Exhumation of Bodies Act, 2005 and the Health Act, 2003.  The graves 

and mortal remains of victims of conflict and graves older than 60 years in a burial ground not 

administered by a local authority, as well as all graves older than 100 years, are also subject to the 

stipulations of the National Heritage Resources Act (Act 25 of 1999). All local laws and by-laws 

regarding cemeteries were also be adhered to.  

In order to comply with the above, permissions to exhume and re-inter the human remains and 

associated grave dressings and cultural remains were obtained from the following responsible 

authorities (refer Appendix D for copies): 

 South African Heritage Resources Agency (SAHRA). Permit No 358 (CaseID: 2599) was 

issued in this regard. 

 The Mpumalanga Department of Health. Local health officials attended the exhumation 

proceedings.   

 The Chief Albert Luthuli Local Municipality.  
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 The office of the Station Commissioner of the South African Police Services in Badplaas was 

informed of the date of exhumation seven days before the exhumation took place. 

Members of the SAPS attended the exhumation proceedings as required by the relevant 

legislation.  

 The handling and reburial of the remains were done by a registered undertaker (Martins 

Funerals Belfast) as required by the relevant regulations. 

 

4. METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Method of excavation 

The methods employed during exhumation aimed to recover all the remains, to minimise damage 

to the remains, to record the three-dimensional context of the remains and to preserve and respect 

the dignity of the buried individual.  All evidence that might allude to the events leading to the 

death of the individual and circumstances regarding the event were recorded and interpreted.  

The excavation methods employed accomplished the in situ exposure of the burial and associated 

artefacts (Nienaber and Steyn, 1999).  The focus was on accurate and complete documentation 

(Nienaber, 1997).  Various methods for the excavation of graves have been proposed by different 

authors (Hester, 1975; Joukowsky, 1980; Krogman and Iscan, 1986; Morse, 1978) and all stress the 

need for adequate workspace around the exposed remains and a systematic approach to the 

removal of individual bones.  The archaeological method, including extensive test trenching to 

prevent damage to the remains, was employed.  This approach was largely similar to that of 

forensic archaeology where buried body cases are concerned.  The approach was adapted for each 

situation since graves vary in shape, size, depth and content (Nienaber, 1999).  The methods used in 

forensic archaeology are discussed by Steyn, et.al. (2000). 

In each case, the surface features of the grave were cleaned and documented.  Hereafter any 

cultural material associated with the surface dressing was collected and catalogued, if such 

occurred. All observations regarding construction, materials and characteristics of the surface 

features were documented. 

After the removal of the surface features, the extent of the burial pit was ascertained through 

excavation and observation of differences in the matrix.  After the indications of the presence and 

characteristics of the burial pit were documented, the in-fill was excavated to expose the human 

remains and associated cultural materials.  Removal of the matrix of the burial pit was 

accomplished through the test-trench approach, whereby a narrow trench (25-30 cm wide) is 

excavated with a trowel to a depth of between 15 and 20 cm in the lower third of the burial pit (in 
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this instance the lower third usually constituted the eastern side of the grave).  This area is chosen 

since it is most likely that the femurs of the skeleton occur in this part of the grave.  Since the femur 

is a robust bone, it is usually not easily damaged through excavation.  If no indications of the 

presence of human remains were observed in the test trench, the remaining in-fill matrix, down to 

the depth of the test trench, was removed with a shovel.  The matrix surrounding the remains was 

carefully screened to retrieve any possible cultural artefacts associated with the burial.  This process 

was repeated until indications of the presence of human remains were observed.   

As soon as human remains were encountered, care was taken to leave as much of the skeleton as 

possible covered in order to protect the remains from damage by excavation and to preserve the 

integrity of the context of the skeletal elements and possible associated cultural remains.  The 

extent and characteristics of the burial pit were now documented and the workspace was assessed 

and enlarged if not sufficient.  This was only done after documentation of the features of the burial 

pit and without sacrificing any vital information. 

 

The excavation then continued with the aim of ascertaining the extent of the skeletal remains and 

the location of the different skeletal elements, after which the remains were uncovered, starting 

from the middle and working outwards.  This method again ensures the minimum disturbance of 

the remains and associated cultural materials.  As soon as the skeleton was uncovered, it was 

documented in situ and removed.  A further test trench of 15 cm deep was dug in the area directly 

underlying the location of the remains to ensure that all possible remains and artefacts were found 

and recovered. 

5. EXHUMATION OF REMAINS AND DETAILS OF DECEASED.  

 
5.1 General discussion 

The graves were located in an informal cemetery situated on the Nkomati Mine on the Farm 

Nkomati 770 JT (formerly Uitkomst 541 JT) at S25.74289 E30.61620, Badplaas, Mpumalanga.  

 

The total number of graves exhumed was four, as an additional burial was exposed during test 

excavations. One additional feature was investigated but turned out not to be a grave. None of the 

graves had inscribed headstones with names and the next of kin of the remains is currently 

unknown.  The human remains from all four graves were reinterred in separate new graves at the 

Badplaas Municipal Cemetery. 

 

See the description of the exhumation of the individual graves below. 
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5.2 Description of individual graves 

 

Grave No NKMC 15/1 (Not a grave, no reburial) 
 

Name of deceased: Unknown. 

Age at death: Unknown. 

Date of death: Unknown. 

Name of family 
representative: 

Unknown. 

New grave number: N/A 

Location of grave:  The feature was identified near a section of a damaged stone walled 
kraal on the Farm Nkomati 770 JT (formerly Uitkomst 541 JT) near 
Badplaas, Mpumalanga. 

Surface features of 
grave: 

The feature consisted of a large oval shaped mound of packed stones. 
The feature was elongated and raised to approximately 0.5m. The 
dressing was orientated from west to east.  

Grave goods: None were found. 

Measurements of 
grave pit: 

NO grave pit. The excavation measured 2.1m (l) x 1m (w) x 1.75m (d).  

Depth at which 
cultural remains 
were found: 

None were found. 

Depth at which 
human remains were 
found: 

None were found 

Burial position: No human remains were recovered.  

Description of 
human remains: 

None were found 

Synthesis of 
evidence: 

The feature was excavated but no evidence of it being a grave was 
found.   

 
 
Although there was what seemed to be a packed stone dressing at this site (Figure 1), no evidence 
of a grave was found on excavation (Figure 2). 
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Figure 1 – NKMC 15/1, “Grave dressing” of packed stones 

 

 
Figure 2 – NKMC 15/1.  No grave pit,  human remains or coffin remains were found 
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Grave No NKMC 15/2 
 

Name of deceased: Unknown. 

Age at death: Unknown. 

Date of death: Unknown. 

Name of family 
representative: 

Unknown. 

New grave number: Grave number 124, Badplaas Municipal Cemetery 

Location of grave:  The grave was situated close to a damaged stone walled kraal on the 
Farm Nkomati 770 JT (formerly Uitkomst 541 JT) near Badplaas, 
Mpumalanga. 

Surface features of 
grave: 

The grave had a large oval shaped mound of packed stones as 
dressing.  The dressing was elongated and raised to approximately 
0.5m. The dressing was orientated from west to east.  

Grave goods: None were found. 

Measurements of 
grave pit: 

2.1m (l) x 1m (w) x 1.75m (d). A line of flat rocks was placed on each 
side of the grave pit. The coffin was placed on top of these flat rocks, 
which served as supports for the coffin.  

Depth at which 
cultural remains 
were found: 

None were found. 

Depth at which 
human remains were 
found: 

1.75m 

Burial position: The individual was buried in a coffin and was placed in a supine 
position with the head at the western end. The head was slightly 
tilted to the left and was facing north-east. The arms were extended 
and were placed alongside the body. Both legs were also extended 
and were placed next to each other. 

Description of 
human remains: 

The remains were that of an adult and were in a fair state of 
preservation. Most of the bones were present and were found to be 
relatively intact.  Most of the long bones, ribs, tarsals and carpals 
were recovered. 

Synthesis of 
evidence: 

The grave was that of an adult individual. The remains were reburied 
on July 16, 2013 in the Badplaas Municipal Cemetery (grave no 124).  
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Figure 3 – Grave NKMC 15/2, Dressing 

 

 
Figure 4 – Grave NKMC 15/2, Remains 
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Grave No NKMC 15/3 

Name of deceased: Unknown. 

Age at death: Unknown. 

Date of death: Unknown. 

Name of family 
representative: 

Unknown. 

New grave number: Grave number 125, Badplaas Municipal cemetery 

Location of grave:  The grave was situated close to a damaged stone walled kraal on the 
Farm Nkomati 770 JT (formerly Uitkomst 541 JT) near Badplaas, 
Mpumalanga. 

Surface features of 
grave: 

The grave had an oval shaped mound of packed stones as dressing.  The 
dressing was elongated and raised to approximately 0.3m. The dressing 
was orientated from west to east. A flat rock was placed upright at the 
western end to serve as headstone. 

Grave goods: None were found. 

Measurements of 
grave pit: 

1.3m (l) x 0.75m (w) x 1.15m (d). A piece of corrugated iron was found on 
top of the coffin and remains.  

Depth at which 
cultural remains 
were found: 

None were found. 

Depth at which 
human remains 
were found: 

1.15m 

Burial position: The individual was buried in a coffin. The exact burial position could not 
be discerned as only a few small, unidentifiable fragments of bone and a 
few coffin remains were recovered. 

Description of 
human remains: 

The remains were that of a small child and were in a very poor state of 
preservation. Only a few small, unidentifiable fragments of bone were 
recovered, together with some soil from the bottom of the grave pit.  

Synthesis of 
evidence: 

The grave was that of a small child. The remains were reburied on July 
16, 2013 in the Badplaas Municipal Cemetery (Grave no. 125).  
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Figure 5 – Grave NKMC 15/3, Dressing 

 

 
Figure 6 – Grave NKMC 15/3, Remains 
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Grave No NKMC 15/4 

 

Name of deceased: Unknown. 

Age at death: Unknown. 

Date of death: Unknown. 

Name of family 
representative: 

Unknown. 

New grave number: Grave Number 126, Badplaas Municipal cemetery 

Location of grave:  The grave was situated close to a damaged stone walled kraal on the 
Farm Nkomati 770 JT (formerly Uitkomst 541 JT) near Badplaas, 
Mpumalanga. 

Surface features of 
grave: 

The grave had an oval shaped mound of packed stones as dressing.  The 
dressing was elongated and was slightly raised. The dressing was 
orientated from west to east.  

Grave goods: None were found. 

Measurements of 
grave pit: 

1.2m (l) x 1m (w) x 1.6m (d) and was oval shaped. A base of packed flat 
rocks was found at the bottom of the pit, on which the buried individual 
was placed.  

Depth at which 
cultural remains 
were found: 

A traditional dagga pipe was found at a depth of 1.5m next to the 
remains. 

Depth at which 
human remains 
were found: 

1.25m to 1.6m. 

Burial position: The individual was buried in a crouched sitting position, facing east. The 
arms were slightly flexed and were found to be crossed over each other. 
The arms were found on the inside of the two legs which were tightly 
flexed. The head was also found between the legs, but on top of the 
pelvic bones. It seemed as if this individual was buried in a crouching 
position within an ox-skin and that the skull, vertebrae and ribs collapsed 
on top of the pelvic bones during the process of decomposition.  

Description of 
human remains: 

The remains were that of an adult individual and were in a poor to fair 
state of preservation. Most of the bones were present and were found to 
be relatively intact. Most of the long bones, ribs, tarsals and carpals were 
recovered. 

Synthesis of 
evidence: 

The grave was that of an adult individual. The remains were reburied on 
July 16, 2013 in the Badplaas Municipal Cemetery (Grave no. 126).  
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Figure 7 – Grave NKMC 15/4, Dressing 

 

 
Figure 8 – Grave NKMC 15/4, Remains 
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Figure 9 - Grave NKMC 15/4, traditional dagga pipe 
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Grave No NKMC 15/5 

 

Name of deceased: Unknown. 

Age at death: Unknown. 

Date of death: Unknown. 

Name of family 
representative: 

Unknown. 

New grave number: Grave number 127, Badplaas Municipal Cemetery 

Location of grave:  The grave was situated close to a damaged stone walled kraal on the 
Farm Nkomati 770 JT (formerly Uitkomst 541 JT) near Badplaas, 
Mpumalanga. 

Surface features of 
grave: 

No surface features were present. The grave was identified through 
systematic test excavations 

Grave goods: None were found. 

Measurements of 
grave pit: 

1.2m (l) x 0.5m (w) x 0.9m (d). A piece of corrugated iron was placed on 
top of the coffin and remains.  

Depth at which 
cultural remains 
were found: 

A glass “Graham baby feeder” bottle was found at a depth of 0.9m next 
to the remains. 

Depth at which 
human remains 
were found: 

0.9m 

Burial position: The individual was buried in a coffin. The exact burial position could not 
be discerned as only a few small, unidentifiable fragments of bone and a 
few coffin remains were recovered. 

Description of 
human remains: 

The remains were that of a small child and were in a very poor state of 
preservation. Only a few small, unidentifiable fragments of bone were 
recovered, together with some soil from the bottom of the grave pit.  

Synthesis of 
evidence: 

The grave was that of a small child.  The remains were reburied on July 
16, 2013 in the Badplaas Municipal Cemetery (Grave No. 127).  
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Figure 10 – Grave NKMC 15/5, Remains 

 

 

Figure 11 – Grave NKMC 15/5, “Graham baby feeder” glass bottle 
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6. CONCLUSION 

During the relocation process human remains from four graves were relocated on 16 July 2013 from 

the Nkomati Mine situated on the farm Nkomati 770 JT (formerly Uitkomst 541 JT), near Badplaas, 

Mpumalanga. The overall preservation of the excavated human remains was very poor.  The 

disinterred remains were reburied in the Badplaas Municipal Cemetery. No family members were 

present at the exhumation and reinterment of these graves, since no-one claiming to be next-of-kin 

had been identified during the public consultation process. 
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APPENDIX A 

LOCALITY MAPS 

 

 
Figure 12 – General Locality Map  

 

 
Figure 13 - Approximate location of the cemetery (yellow marker)  
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Figure 14 – Location of possible graves showing the edge of opencast pit (red line) at the time of the 

permit application 
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APPENDIX C 

 NEWSPAPER NOTICES 
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The Lowvelder – 18 June 2013 
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APPENDIX D 

 COPIES OF RELEVANT PERMITS 

D1. SAHRA Permit 

 

 

 

 



Mitigation Report: Relocation of Graves – Nkomati Mine – NKMC 15 

 

 

 

 



Mitigation Report: Relocation of Graves – Nkomati Mine – NKMC 15 

D2. Mpumalanga Health Permit 

 

 

 

 



Mitigation Report: Relocation of Graves – Nkomati Mine – NKMC 15 

 

 

 

 



Mitigation Report: Relocation of Graves – Nkomati Mine – NKMC 15 

D3. Chief Albert Luthuli Municipality Letter 
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D4. Letter Notifying SAPS Badplaas 
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