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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The Archaeology Contracts Office of the University of Cape Town was commissioned Revel Fox 
and Partners (Architects) on behalf of their client, Alphen Hotel, to conduct archaeological 
investigations on various aspects of the historic homestead precinct. The brief for the project, 
which was drawn up after an initial site meeting included the following:  
 
1. A review of known archival research and secondary historical sources of information about 
Alphen. A particular concern at this time will be the compilation of evidence relating to the mill 
precinct and sunken garden. 
 
2. Monitor the impending demolition of recent structures. 
 
3. Conduct an archaeological excavation on the exterior of the mill with the aim of locating the 
wheel pit and mill race. This includes a test excavation on the raised terrace above the mill as 
well as on the area adjacent to the mill where remains of the wheel may lie. 
 
4. Conduct trail excavations in the sunken garden with a view to establishing the original nature 
of this feature. 
 
5. Prepare a report describing the findings and recommending future action should this be 
necessary. 
 
Once archaeological excavations were underway it became apparent that the wheel race of the 
watermill required a large amount of resources - not only on account of its size and depth, but 
also because a large portion of the wheel was found preserved below the present water table.  
At this point the budget for the project was extended to fully cover all the aspects of the study 
included in the brief.   
 
After completion of this brief a further phase of work was commissioned which involved a 
detailed study of the interior of the mill. The findings of this study will be reported on under a 
separate title. 
 
2. EXISTING ARCHIVAL AND SECONDARY SOURCES 
 
An examination of secondary sources concerning the history of Alphen shows that although a 
number of authors have written briefly about this well-known landmark, very few have studied it 
to any particular depth, and as yet there is little by way of a comprehensive history of the site. A 
preliminary examination of material in the Cape Archives has revealed that there is not much 
material available on Alphen itself but there are over 900 references to the name "Cloete". The 
Cloete family has owned the property since the mid 19th century until the present day. Alphen 
was well known to travelers at the Cape during historical times. A comprehensive review of this 
material may reveal some interesting information. For example, Anders Sparrman, the Swedish 
Naturalist was a guest at Alphen in 1778. He described the surrounding countryside in detail, 
including observations about plants and trees, the vineyards and the local wines. He wrote very 
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little about built structures but did make a statement about Alphen1

 

: "The premises are very well 
built and contiguous to them is a very pretty garden and extensive vineyards." 

2.1 Secondary sources 
 
Presented below are a number of synopses of works of historians who have written about 
Alphen. These include a number of observations that have as yet, not been completely tested. 
 
 
Parma, C.  1973.  Vintage Cape Town.  Cape Town:  Tafelberg. 
 
This contains a basic genealogy of the Cloete family - related to the farms and land that they 
owned in the southern suburbs.   
 
The Cloete family of Alphen can be traced back to Hendrick Cloete's seventh son Dirk, who 
lived on the farm Nooitgedacht. In 1792, he married Anna Elizabeth van der Byl.  Dirk Cloete 
farmed at Nooitgedacht until his death in 1833.  His eldest son (he had 13 children) married 
Anna Gesina Borchards and their only son married Reiniera Johanna Oosterzee afterwhich they 
moved to Alphen.  Their descendants are known as the Alphen Cloetes. 
 
Fransen H. & Cook, M.  n.d.  The Old Buildings of the Cape.  Cape Town:  A.A. Balkema. 
 
Alphen was granted in the late 17th century to an unknown freeburger as a loan farm. However, 
shortly after it was transferred to Simon van der Stel (but never incorporated into Constantia).  
After Simon van der Stel's death in 1712, the land reverted back to the Company. It was re-
granted in 1714 to Theunis Dirk van Schalkwyk, and was just over 5 morgen in size. 
 
After changing hands several times, Alphen became the property of Abraham Leever.  He is 
believed to have built the main house, which possibly had a single storey at this time. 
 
By 1780 Alphen was owned by Pieter de Waal, a captain in the burger forces. It has been 
suggested that de Waal added the second storey and the dakkamer to the house during his 
period of ownership. Tradition holds that the house had a gable at this time. 
 
Fransen and Cook point out that the house presently has a flat roof with wide pediments. The H-
shaped original house plan is clear in the regular floor plan. A narrow stoep runs around the 3 
sides of the house and has a flight of stairs at the back. 
 
Hoefsloot, T & Parma, C.  1980.  Cape Wine Homesteads.  Johannesburg:  A.D. Donker. 
 
The land was granted in 1714 to Theunis Dirk van Schalkwyk.  Two months later the land was 
transferred to Jan Brommaert, who was married to van Schalkwyk's daughter Anna. Between 
1738 - 1758 the land was transferred twice: in 1738 to Jan van Swyn and 10 years later to 
Abraham Leever. 
 

                                                           
1. Anders Sparrman, 1778. A voyage to the Cape of Good Hope. Vol 1 pp 68-69. 1975. The Van Riebeeck Society, 
Cape Town. 
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In 1758, Catharina Kretzschmar (widow of Jan van Swyn) returned to Alphen with her new 
spouse Jan Serrurier. After Catherine’s death, Serrurier married Geertruyda van Reenen 
(daughter of Jacob van Reenen).  During this period Serrurier also owned Constantia and added 
some land to Alphen.  He later sold the farm to Johannes Pieter Kirsten. 
 
Kirsten sold Alphen to the Norwegian, Focke Hendricks in 1790. After the death of Hendrick's 
wife, the farm was sold to his brother-in-law, Pieter de Waal. 
 
During the 19th century - Alphen belonged to the Dreyer family but was purchased by Dirk 
Cloete in 1854. 
 
Fagan, G.E.  1994 An introduction to the man-made landscape at the Cape from 17th - 19th 
century.  PhD Thesis, Department of Architecture. UCT. 
 
This is the most detailed account of the History of Alphen to date. 
 
Alphen was granted in 1714 to Theunis Dirk van Schalkwyk - 5 morgen of garden land in 
Wynberg called, Alphen. - a garden and a house is mentioned in the transfer deeds dating  to 
two months after the grant. 
 
Jan Brommaert added a further 4 morgen to Alphen as well as parts 2 and 3 of Constantia.  
Two portions of Alphen were later sold to Hermanus van Brakel. 
 
The estate of Jacob Leever (married to Brommaert's daughter) transferred the farm to Jan van 
Swyn in 1738 for the price of 12 350 guilders (four times the original purchase price). The widow 
of van Swyn married Jan Serrurier. 
 
In 1748 the farm was sold to Abraham Leever (added 3 morgen to the land).  In 1753 he 
requested that 3 morgen be converted into freehold. Lever owned Alphen for 10 years, then 
sold to Jan Sourer.  Alphen at this stage comprised 13 morgen. 
 
SG20/1765: A survey diagram shows an L shaped building, labeled woonhuis, situated to the 
right of present main house (probably built after 1765). 
 
CA M3/41: A map by Thibault dating to 1814: Copy very unclear - apparently shows werf and 
pool in back yard as well as an L-shaped house in the same position, but with the wing facing a 
different direction. 
 
Johannes Kirsten owned Alphen. He had the farm transferred to his son Johannes Pieter 
Kirsten (who was at that stage still a minor). 
 
J.P. Kirsten sold Alphen and surrounding property to the Norwegian, Focke Hendricks. 
 
1793 - Hendricks sold the farm to Pieter de Waal (his brother in-law - being the third husband of 
his sister Elizabeth).  At the same time De Waal acquired 20 morgen adjacent to Alphen. 
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1801.  After de Waal's death, Alphen was sold to Thomas Frederick Dreyer.  (Fagan suggests 
that the new main house was built by Dreyer). A Larger house is shown on diagram SG 
150/1820. 
 
1843 Hendrick Oswald Dreyer received the greater portion of Alphen along with the additional 
land grants - value of property to this date was 300 000 guilders. 
 
1850 The farm was bought by H.O. Dreyer's brother in law, Johannes Albertus Munnik.  After 
his death 4 months later, the land was transferred to the Cloete family. 
 
Water mill: The mill is shown on later sketches but could date to 1792. The builder was Johan 
Balthas or Beuning. The mountain stream and water coarse that turned the mill wheel, as well 
as the river are shown in same position in all three drawings.  The round pond in the middle of 
the werf (c 1885) had disappeared, as animals were no longer brought into werf to be watered. 
 
At the same time a formal square pond is indicated in the area described as the sunken garden 
and fountain by Ms Cloete.  A later Victorian fountain may have supplied the pond at the turn of 
the century, but water probably came from the mountain stream which still runs into the Diep 
River just below this sunken area. Archaeological excavations may reveal the stone walls of a 
dam which provided clean water for the household use and bathing. 
 
2.2 Illustrations in published sources 
 
de Bosdair, C. 1953. Cape Dutch houses and farms.  Cape Town:  A.A. Balkema. Illustration 8: 
detail of front door - Alphen p41: Short description of history of the farm and buildings. 
 
Ryan, R.  1972.  Beautiful homesteads of the western Cape.  Cape Town: Purnell. Illustration 9:  
Alphen - front view of house - similar to those at the SAL. 
 
Fransen, H & Cook, M.  1965.  Old houses of the Cape.  Cape Town:  A.A. Balkema. p35. Short 
history as well as illustration/diagram of the werf layout - again photo of the front door. 
 
2.3 Illustrations in archival sources 
 
AG 1850 -  View of pine avenue, with Alphen in background 
AG 8543 -  Alphen homestead (same as picture in SAL) 
AG 9612 -  View of Alphen winery 
AG 12693 -  Portrait of the brothers Cloete, Henry and Dirk 
AG 12693 -  View of slave quarters behind trees - building demolished and   foundation for 

wine cellar laid 1905 
AG 12694 -  1906 - view across forecourt, showing homestead and jonkerhuis 
AG 12695 -  Interior of voorhuis 
L1575  -  Alphen homestead, negative only 
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3. WATER POWER AND WATER WHEELS 
 
Since a greater portion of this report concerns an investigation of the outside precincts of the 
Alphen mill, it is appropriate to provide some background to the use of waterpower. 
 
The oldest use of land based natural power as distinct from animal power is the use of moving 
water to rotate a wheel. Undershot waterwheels were in use during the Roman Empire while as 
early as the first century AD, while primitive forms of horizontal water wheels (Norse Wheels or 
Greek Wheels) were in use for grinding wheat in Denmark.2  During the dark ages in Europe 
simple vertically positioned undershot waterwheels were in fairly common use. In England, 5624 
mills were recorded by the Normans during the Doomsday Survey of 1086 indicating how 
important these devices were to the rural economy. Most of these wheels were of the undershot 
type.3

 

  The undershot wheel is a vertically mounted waterwheel with flat paddles or blades 
around its circumference.  It could be mounted at the side of a river or stream provided that the 
flow of water was constant and reliable. In later centuries the overshot waterwheel became 
more popular. This involves leading the water to the top of the wheel, then dropping it by means 
of a chute into a series of buckets attached to the circumference. The weight of the water in the 
buckets sets the wheel turning. In this way the potential energy of the falling water is used rather 
than a fast moving torrent which is required for undershot mills. The advantage of an overshot 
wheel is that quite a small supply of water can be used to obtain power. This however, has to be 
quite carefully regulated. Water supply to such mills was often provided by a specially built dam 
and a system of sluices to regulate the flow of water.  

Millwrights were skilled artisans who had to have a deep understanding of the ratios of wheel 
diameter and width to water flow as it was these factors that were critical in building a watermill 
that had the power capacity to meet the local milling needs.  Before the industrial revolution the 
diameters of waterwheels seldom exceeded 5m. This was because the technology for 
constructing perfectly round wooden wheels any larger than this was not available. The 
technology of waterwheel construction reached its zenith during the 19th century when iron and 
steel was commonly available. This meant that wheels with diameters of over 10m could be 
built. These iron wheels could be built with curved buckets thus increasing the amount of water 
that could be carried making the wheel very efficient. The largest surviving waterwheel is a 19th 
century example, the Lady Isabella on the Isle of Man. This wheel is 22m in diameter and 
produces up to 200 horse power.4

 

 Although waterwheels were mainly used for grinding grains, 
they had numerous other industrial applications ranging from powering mine shaft winches, 
crushing plants, pumping engines and industrial looms. 

To this day there are a number of commercial operations in North America constructing water 
wheel powered applications because given the right circumstances, this form of energy is cheap 
and competitive.  
 
Before the advent of fuel driven power plants, wind and water played an important role in 
providing power to agricultural communities in South Africa. The first watermill in the Cape was 
built by the Dutch East India in 1659, being operated by Wouter Mostert, the company miller.  
                                                           
2  Day, J.  1980. Engines - the search for power.  London: Hamlyn. 
3  Buchanan, R.A. 1980. Industrial Archaeology in Britain. Great Britain: Pelican. 
4 Day, J.  1980. Engines - the search for power.  London: Hamlyn. 
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The remains of this structure, which would have stood in what is today the centre of Cape Town, 
have long since been destroyed. Several waterwheels were built by Willem Adriaan van der Stel 
at his estate at Vergelegen in about 1700.  Remains of one of these still stand today. The use of 
water power proliferated throughout most parts of South Africa with a number of large structures 
with cast iron wheels being built in the mid 19th century. At least three very large watermills 
operated on the Liesbeeck River.  These abstracted so much water from the river that a law had 
to be passed prohibiting the construction of any new races.5 James Walton has documented a 
number of existing South African watermills thus providing an invaluable source of technical 
information should anyone wish to restore such a structure.6

 
  

Most 18th and 19th century mills in the Cape were of the overshot variety. The interior workings 
are somewhat variable in that various kinds of auxiliary equipment were used and often more 
than one milling wheel was coupled to the drive shaft by means a pit wheel, main shaft and 
wooden spur gears. Typically, the machinery would have been housed on at least two levels 
within the mill structure. The lower levels generally contained the pit wheel and main shaft while 
the mill stone revolved on the upper level.  Often mills had a loft where grain bags could be 
hoisted and grain fed into the hopper and then to the mill stones (Figure 1 shows examples of 
mill mechanisms). The waterwheel on the exterior of the mill had to be supplied with a regulated 
source of water at a level equivalent to the top of the wheel. Generally a dam was constructed to 
produce a constant water supply which would be fed into a leat (canal) via a sluice. Very often at 
the point at which the water reached the mill, the leat was channeled into a raised wooden 
aqueduct called a launder. This was positioned precisely to deliver the water with optimum 
efficiency into the wheel buckets. After the water revolved the wheel by means of its weight in 
the buckets, it was drained away via the tail race. The launder was generally equipped with 
some sort of flood gate or bi-pass hatch which the miller could open to regulate the flow, or 
divert water away from the wheel should the mill not be in use. 
 
 
4. FINDINGS 
 
The following pages describe the results of the bulldozer monitoring as well as various test 
excavations in the vicinity of the mill and the sunken garden. The locations of these excavations 
are depicted on Figures 3 and 9. 
 
4.1. Watermill and race 
 
A photograph in the possession of Mrs. N. Hopkins Cloete shows the mill and wheel. The 
photograph which dates to the late 19th or early 20th century shows that the wooden wheel was 
in-tact but not in use (judging by the vegetation accumulated on top of the wheel). The 
photograph also indicates that the wheel was of the overshot type according to the orientation of 
the buckets. There is no evidence that the launder which is required for this type of operation 
was in place at the time. It appears that the race had been diverted to one side which means the 
water from the leat had been diverted into the flood bi-pass. What is evident is that the wheel, 
which can be estimated to be nearly 5 meters in diameter, was supported in bearings positioned  

                                                           
5 Hart T and Halkett D, 1992 Phase 1archaeological investigation: Albion Springs Rondebosch.  Unpublished 
 report prepared for LTA developments.  ACO: University of Cape Town.   
6 Walton, J. 1974. Water mills, wind mills and horse mills of South Africa. Cape Town: Struik. 
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a 

b 

1 Some examples of South African overshot mills 
and their interiors. 

After Walton 1974 

a. Bradshaws mill - Bathhurst 
b. Verloren Vlei - Ceres 
c. Cuylor Manor Mill - Uitenhage 
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on a large wooden beam. This raised the center of the wheel some distance above the existing 
ground level. The tail race of the mill is not evident in the picture. It appears to be filled or 
obscured by brush. Figure 2 shows how the mill may have appeared before it fell into disuse, 
and various parts obscured by vegetation.  
 
4.1.1 Test Excavation A 
 
Since the development plan of the area involves the fitting of a new working water wheel to the 
mill, archaeological excavations had to be directed to establishing the original technical details 
of the wheel and pit in which it revolved. The first excavation involved the relocation of the wheel 
pit (Plate 1). A small test excavation positioned immediately against the wall of the mill opposite 
what used to be the shaft opening revealed a large slab of cut limestone under about 400 mm of 
modern rubble. This was identified as the uppermost portion of the side of the wheel pit. In total 
some 2700mm of deposit was excavated. This contained three distinct stratigraphic units. Plate 
2 shows the wheel pit after excavation of the deposits. Figure 4 is a section drawing showing the 
major layers. 
 
Rubble Layer:  The uppermost layer is modern containing 20th century artefactual material such 

as plastic, refined earthenware (hotel crockery), brick rubble, scrap metal and various 
discarded food bones. 

 
Dark Grey Rubble: The second layer consisted of a dark grey soil with fragments of rubble.  

Artefactual material associated with this consisted of refined earthenwares, bottle glass 
of mostly the early 20th century, but also older material. The rubble content of this unit 
decreased progressively the deeper we excavated.   

 
Black soil: This was the final stratigraphic unit which consisted of a dark fibrous soil held 

together by a matrix of tree roots. Most of this unit was below the existing water table 
which meant that the excavation had to be pumped periodically. The associated 
artefactual material consisted of a mixture of early 20th and mid-late 19th century 
material.  Included in the sample are a number of good examples of whole bottles (glass 
and stoneware) as well fragments of refined earthenware and oriental porcelain. Many of 
these fragments have been refitted to virtual completion. The artefactual material 
suggests that once the mill stopped operating, the wheel pit served as an ad-hoc disposal 
area for broken or unwanted household items. Appendix A presents the various classes 
of ceramics found in the black soil layer. Other items found were scraps of leather, metal, 
a cannon ball, several pine cones and branches. It would appear that pine trees grew in 
the vicinity at the turn of the century. The presence of a cannon ball in the pit is difficult to 
explain.  The only military confrontation that took place on the Cape Peninsula was the 
Battle of Muizenberg (1795) which the Dutch Garrison lost to British invaders. There is no 
record of any military activity at Alphen although some of the forces may have passed 
nearby on their way to Wynberg. The Dutch forces fled to Lochner’s Farm (Timour Hall) 
after the defeat at Muizenberg.7

                                                           
7 Halkett, D and Hart, T.  1994 Phase 1 Archaeological Investigation of Sandown - on - Sea, Muizenberg.  
 Unpublished report prepared for Cape Town City Council.  University of Cape Town: ACO. 
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2 
Reconstruction of the mill with by-pass and tail race as it may have appeared in 
the 19th century (source - photograph in possession of the Cloete family) 
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Mill Wheel: The most significant artefact found was a segment of the mill wheel which had been 
preserved in wet oxygen-free conditions. At this point a decision was made to enlarge the 
test excavation to expose the entire wheel pit and fragments of the wheel which lay in the 
bottom. Further excavation showed that two segments of the wheel with remains of two 
wheel spokes were in place (Plate 3). The two segments of the wheel were joined 
together by a pair of wooden tingles (patches) placed on either side of the exterior.  
Although the wood was firm, the screws holding the tingles in place had oxidized which 
meant that the only option that was left was to attempt to remove each segment 
individually. Firstly the wood had to be cut free from the rooty soil matrix which was 
exerting a strong suction effect on the wood. This was achieved by "sawing" the roots 
under the wheel by pulling back and forth a length of nylon rope. Once the fragments of 
the wheel were free, a scaffold and winch were erected over the wheel pit and the 
remains were lifted out in two portions. The finds were photographed and video footage 
taken. We were very concerned that if the wood was allowed to desiccate, it would crack 
and the intact portions of the wheel would disintegrate. Dr. Edmund February at the 
South African Museum was consulted in this regard. He advised us that the material had 
to be kept submerged until it could be properly recorded. He suggested that we attempt 
to dry the wood out gradually as it was teak which preserved very well in the damp 
conditions.   

 
 Detailed drawings of the wheel segments have now been completed along with a 

 possible design for its reconstruction. These are presented as Figures 5,6,7,8 (at the rear 
of the report) 

  
 The joinery is in good condition but the handmade iron components have corroded.  Most 

of the wheel was removed from the pit some time close to the turn of the century. Clearly 
the persons doing this work experienced a great deal of difficult in removing the lower 
most segments as these were probably covered with mud and difficult to release. The 
spokes of the wheel were then sawn through and the upper portion was lifted out - 
possibly in a disassembled state. It is possible that the wood was recycled as some effort 
was made to retrieve the wheel from its resting place rather than collapse it and bury it in 
the race.                                                                                                                     

 
Wheel Pit – Dimensions: The stone lined wheel pit has suffered some damage in the past as the 

stones that line the bottom have been removed in places. The base of the wheel pit 
slopes slightly towards the Diep River. The depth of the pit at the point of the axle 
aperture on the mill wall is 2700 mm. (This depth is variable because of the uneven 
quality of the base). The width is 1030 mm but variable because of the uneven nature of 
the stone walls. 

 
 
4.1.2 Test Excavation B 
 
This was positioned close to the bank of the Diep River. The purpose of this was to test for the 
point at which the tail race exited into the Diep River. We were guided by the position of the mill 
together with a visible dip in the topography of the area which we thought may represent the 
alignment of the race which had since been filled in and subsided slightly. The findings of this 
excavation were largely negative. The upper layers were entirely introduced containing modern 



 14 

items including plastic bags. The following layer was also introduced but earlier containing a 
mixture of 18th and 19th century artefacts. A large drainage pipe was encountered thus 
explaining some of the source of the disturbance. The final layer which a gravely texture lay at 
the precise depth of the water table and was very wet. It was artefact rich in that it contained 
fragments of ceramics from a very specific time period - namely the first half of the 19th century.  
Characteristic artefacts included oriental porcelain, Staffordshire blue and white refined 
earthenwares, and annular ware. The gravely texture of the soil suggests water sorting leading 
us to concluded that this was once part of the stream bed. It is suggested that the way the river 
flowed through the area has changed somewhat since historic times. It is suspected that the 
floodplain of this river has been purposely drained by raising the surrounding ground levels.  It is 
quite possible that the river ran closer to the mill than it does presently. 
 
4.1.3 Test Excavation C 
 
Having obtained negative results in excavation B, we then opened a test excavation just down 
slope from the mill. Initial indications were that this area had been quite heavily disturbed by 
positioning of major services. Opening of the excavation showed that the soil had been badly 
disturbed. In addition there were numerous large pieces of Koffieklip (ferricrete nodules) in the 
vicinity suggesting that the race did exist here but had been totally destroyed by mechanical 
excavators. Koffieklip was used for the construction of that portion of the race immediately 
adjacent to the mill. 
 
4.1.4 Test Excavation D 
 
This was a further excavation positioned just south of Excavation C. The results were entirely 
negative. No Koffieklip was found indicating that the race did not lie on this alignment.   
 
4.1.5 Test Excavation E 
 
Close examination of the photograph of the mill showed that there was a bypass race (flowing at 
the time) to the left of the wheel pit. A long slit trench was positioned in this area in the vicinity to 
test for the presence of such a feature. Removal of the surface rubble revealed several pieces 
of koffieklip that were apparently in-situ. The excavation was then broadened in this area to 
expose more of this. The feature turned out to be a shallow trench crudely lined with Koffieklip 
which had been partially disturbed and had collapsed in places. The location of the feature is 
concordant with that visible in the photograph. It must therefore be concluded that a bypass 
race did exist and its remains are still present.  
 
4.1.6 Test Excavation F 
 
A test excavation was positioned in the embankment to check for the existence of a domestic 
dump which has been said to have accumulated on the raised terrace and spilled over the sides 
of embankment the among the oak trees. The excavation showed that this had indeed been the 
case. The embankment consists of waterborne silts in natural context indicating that this was 
the bank of the floodplain of the Diep River in earlier times. The natural deposits had been 
capped by a dark humic layer that contained a number of large bones and a mixture of 
artefactual material consisting of glass and ceramics dating to both the 19th and 20th centuries.  
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4.1.7 Test Excavation G 
 
A test excavation was positioned on the terrace above the mill in the vicinity of the herb garden. 
In the past the water delivery system to the mill wheel would have been positioned in this area.  
The test excavations showed that the top soil (which contained rubble and 19th century 
material) had been disturbed to a depth of over a meter. Below this were sterile white sands of 
the original river embankment. The leat or delivery was probably supported on wooden posts, 
the remains of which had probably been destroyed when foundation trenches were excavated 
for the recent office additions to the mill. 
 
4.2. EARTHMOVING MONITORING 
 
Ross demolition was contracted to remodel the embankment on the southern side of the Alphen 
Hotel complex (to the west of the mill) after recent structures had been demolished. The 
Archaeology Contracts Office asked to have an archaeologist on site while this operation was in 
progress. Mechanical excavators were used to strip the topsoil which was set aside, while sterile 
soils were disposed of. 
 
All the artefactual material was found in the dark topsoils. A considerable quantity of material 
was collected. This consisted of mostly 19th century material including animal bone, refined 
earthenwares, oriental porcelains and glass. A large quantity of whole bottles was also 
recovered. The greatest density of material was at the top of the embankment close to the 
standing structures (Plate 5) 
 
One of the most interesting discoveries from this area was a dense bone lens with artefactual 
material dating to the first half of the 19th century. A large sample of this material was 
excavated and bulked. This has been transported to UCT where it is undergoing analysis by a 
student in the Honours programme. The material consists of mostly bones of domesticated 
animals, especially cattle and sheep. Shellfish (black mussels and abalone), fish and whale 
bone was also present. Sawed body parts indicated that butchery of these animals was 
probably taking place on the premises. A sample of this material is presently undergoing 
detailed analysis. Most of the bone fragments consist of fragmented cattle crania indicating that 
removal of brains was taking place.  Although the animal’s horns had been sawed off, It is now 
apparent that the cattle crania were not sawed open but pulverised with a heavy object such as 
an axe.  Clearly the contents of the crania were valued by the community of people who were 
utlising them.  Post-cranial remains in the sample are extremely scarce indicating the cattle 
heads were purposefully being selected or obtained in preference to other body parts.  Victorian 
cooking methods did favour the use of calf’s heads in certain dishes but this involved very 
careful cutting and preparation techniques that are not visible in the assemblage.  It is possible 
that cattle heads were being used by the farm labour force, yet this particular butchery pattern 
has not been documented on any other historical sites studied by colleagues in South Africa.  
Xhosa people are known to have treated cattle crania in a manner such as this but it is unlikely 
that they were employed at Alphen during the last century.8

 
 

                                                           
8 Siyaka In Prep * 
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A stone feature which we think is the remains of the upper portion of the bypass race was 
exposed by building contractors north of the terrace above the mill (see Figure 3). The upper 
portion in the topsoils had been badly damaged, but the lower portion which had been dug into 
the sterile lighter coloured soils was still in situ.  As usual for this area, the feature was roughly 
built of Koffieklip, and very similar to the intact portion of race below the terrace. 
 
4.3. SUNKEN GARDEN 
 
G. Fagan has found archival evidence to suggest that the sunken garden was originally a formal 
pond established in the late 18th Century. A sketch diagram showing the layout of the werf as it 
may have appeared in the early 20th century indicates that this area was a no longer a pond but 
a sunken garden with a fountain in the center. The area has a very similar appearance today. 
 
One of the aspects of the redevelopment of Alphen is the restoration of the sunken garden to its 
original status. At present the sunken garden takes the form of a low lying square depression 
set into the slope to the east of the main house. Recently some of the Koffieklip surround of the 
garden was removed for making surface run-off channels. The garden is presently grassed and 
the Victorian fountain in the center is in place. The soil has a dark humic quality.  At the end of 
the summer it still retained a very high water content. A series of test excavations (see Figure 9) 
was positioned in various parts of the sunken garden to check for sediments or construction 
features that could give some clues to its original purpose. As yet there is no evidence to 
suggest that the feature was not designed as a pond. 
 
4.3.1 Test excavation 1 
 
This was situated on the west side of the sunken garden. The first 200 mm of deposit consisted 
of a dark grey humic soil with many roots. This contained no artefactual material. The top of the 
foundations of a koffieklip retaining wall was first revealed in this dark grey soil (This is not the 
same wall as the large retaining wall recently removed). As the excavation penetrated deeper it 
became evident that the foundation of the wall had been set into a clay base through which a 
foundation trench had been cut. A layer of coarse white sand (granite origin) had accumulated 
in the foundation trench and above the clay layer. This was laid down after the retaining wall had 
been built. Similar sands of water-borne origin were found in the wheel race.  
 
4.3.2 Test excavations 2 and 3  
 
Two test excavations were positioned in the interior of the sunken garden. These were 
excavated as far as the high water table would allow. No artefactual material or building fabric 
was located.  
 
4.3.3 Test excavation 4 
 
This was positioned against the east side of the sunken garden. The Koffieklip retaining wall 
was found to be in place but had been bolstered on the interior by a rock platform (Plate 4).  A 
thick layer of yellow clay had been transported in and plastered against the interior base of the 
wall. The transportation of clay onto the site does imply that there had been some effort to 
waterproof the base of the wall. 
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4.3.4 Test excavation 5 
 
This was positioned in the interior of the garden close to fountain. The fountain rests upon a 
Koffieklip foundation sunk well below the present ground surface. 
 
4.3.5 Test excavation 6 
 
This was positioned against the southern edge of the garden. No in situ walling was located 
although fragments of Koffieklip were present in the deposit. This could indicate that a wall did 
exist here but has since been removed, possibly for re-use in other areas. 
 
 
5. CONCLUSION 
 
At the time of writing this report no excavations were conducted in the interior of the mill. The 
findings summarised here relate to the wheel pit and the race, and the sunken garden.  
 
5.1 Mill precinct 
 
The excavation of the wheel pit has resulted in a collection of Victorian artefacts (ceramics and 
glass) that were discarded into the pit after the mill wheel had ceased to turn. The finds mostly 
date to the end of the 19th century which leads us to believe that the mill was out of commission 
by circa 1880. A well preserved segment of a very large wooden water wheel was found in mud 
at the bottom of the pit.  The good condition of the wood has provided enough technical detail to 
enable an accurate reconstruction of the wheel to take place.  Many of the artefacts found in the 
wheel pit are excellent specimens in that most are refittable to a large degree. 
 
A series of excavations were positioned along what we believed to be the alignment of the tail 
race of the mill. It was found that much of this area was heavily disturbed for the positioning of 
services.  Scattered chunks of Koffieklip indicate that buried structures did once exist but have 
been destroyed. In addition it is quite possible that the route of the Diep River has changed 
during the last two centuries in that originally it probably flowed closer to the mill. Despite recent 
disruptions to the area, portions of the bypass race were found to exist above the embankment 
and alongside the mill. Like other features associated with the mill, this consisted of a lined 
Koffieklip channel.    
 
5.2 Embankment 
 
The embankment close to the hotel buildings had been used as an ad hoc dump for virtually the 
duration of the 19th century. Although the material has not been analysed in depth, there is no 
evidence of any middens dating to the 18th century or earlier. It must be concluded that there 
are probably more middens at Alphen (some of these may lie under existing structures) that 
date to the earlier occupations in the 17th and 18th centuries. 
 
5.3 Sunken garden 
 
In general, the physical evidence obtained from archaeological excavations supports Fagan's 
findings. There is evidence that in the present alignment of the sunken garden, that there is a 
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buried Koffieklip perimeter wall, the interior of which was excavated out but has since filled with 
soil and humus. It is quite possible that this was a cultivated marsh or pond. The pond was 
probably not more than 300 mm deep judging by the depth of the clay base and the wall 
footings.  In general, the Alphen werf was rather more well watered than it is today what with the  
pond in the werf, a mill race with a water supply from higher up and probably a higher water 
table.  It is expected that if the sunken garden was indeed a pond, keeping it supplied with water 
would not have posed any problems. The pond could probably be restored to its original 
dimensions by excavating along the interior of the Koffieklip walls.   
 
 
6. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
6.1. Archival research 
 
A brief review of known sources of archival research has shown that although this property has 
attracted a great deal of attention form various authors, very little is known about the 
development of the werf and the history of the main house. Conventional sources of archival 
information have produced a chronology of occupation of the farm but failed to provide any 
detail about the development of the property or appearance of the structures.  It is possible that 
a more broadly cast study may provide further information from other sources such as 
observations by early visitors to the Cape. This would entail a great detail of reading and 
information yield cannot be predicted. 
 
6.2.17th and 18th century material  
 
It is known that Alphen was first granted during the 17th century. At present we have not located 
any archaeological material that dates to this time. In general the 17th and 18th century 
archaeology of the site is not well understood. Every opportunity should be used to record fabric 
of structures and monitor sub-surface excavations should information about the less known 
periods of the farms existence be revealed. 
 
6.3 The mill precinct 
 
It is extremely fortunate that there was enough material remaining from the mill wheel to allow 
for its reconstruction. Unfortunately this is not the case with the leat or flume which will have to 
be rebuilt reference to other existing water mills. As yet the interior of the mill has to be 
explored. The tail race of the mill has been largely destroyed apart from the point at which it 
joins to the wheel pit. Archaeological evidence indicates that the race was a simple channel 
lined with Koffieklip stone, probably very similar to the existing watercourse that adjoins the 
south east side of the garden. Building of new channels could take place with reference to this 
style of construction.  
 
6.4 Mill interior 
 
The floor of the mill has been raised above the original level. This will have to be removed under 
archaeological supervision. The original floor level will contain a number of sensitive fixtures and 
features such as bearings and cavities for the pit gear/s. It is suggested that final exposures of 
the lower floor level should be conducted by persons with archaeological experience. 
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6.5 The sunken garden 
 
The sunken garden is not particularly sensitive in archaeological terms. It could be excavated by 
unskilled labour provided that an archaeologist monitors progress regularly. 
 
6.6 Display Material 
 
The archaeological excavations have produced a wide range of 19th century ceramics and 
glassware in addition to some excellent examples of 18th century oriental porcelain (which was 
discarded in the 19th century). Should Alphen so desire, there is good potential to establish an 
attractive educational display of artefactual material in the context of Victorian life at the Cape.  
The contents of the wheel pit currently form the focus of a temporary display in the Department 
of Archaeology. Furthermore, the Archaeology Contracts Office is in possession of portions of 
the original waterwheel, which depending on how well it survives removal from its previously wet 
environment, could also be used as an element in a display. 
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PLATE 1: Alphen water mill before renovation . Members of the ACO are preparing to 
excavate the water wheel pit. 
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PLATE 2: The wheel pit after excavation of 2700mm of deposit (looking towards the 
tailrace). The excavation has been pumped dry and the rough stone base is 
visible. 
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PLATE 3: A segment of the water wheel which was found resting in mud at the 
bottom of the pit. Two of the spokes are clearly visible as are the 
boards on the inner side of the wheel. 
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PLATE 4: View of excavation 4 in the sunken garden showing the buried Koffieklip 
surround. 

PLATE 5' Portion of the excavation for the new hotel block showing the location of the 
bone midden (indicated by an arrow) 
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APPENDIX A



Alphen wheel pit ceramics: Black Soil Layer 

CATEGORY PORCELAIN STONEWARE REFINED WARE 
---- --- -ecs · CAPE CLASSIFICATORY 

1.1 .1 1.1.2 1.1.3 1.2. 2.2.1 2.2.2 5.1.3.2 5.1.3.5 5.1.3.6 5.1.3.7 5.1.312 
SYSTEM 

Chinese Asian Markel 
Japanese European porcetain & 

export coarse European European Prin ted Printed 
export bone china. Coloured Annular' 

WARE TYPE porcelain porcelain 
porcelain. Enamelled/painted & 

Stoneware. Stoneware. Painted underglaze underglaze 
Translerprinl dipped 

underglaze • underglaze • German/Rhenish British Willow Pattern blue 
blue blue 

Enamelled gold overglaze 

-- - ---
RIMS 2 2 1 " 1 7 2 11 17 • 

FOOTRINGS 2 1 1 " 7 2 5 13 -

OLAGNQSTlCiFRAGS 3 1 2 3 2 2 2 

- - - --
TOTAL FRAGS 11 10 " 117 1 .. 5 11 51 215 9 -- -

MNV 6 4 1 20 1 14 3 6 13 23 6 
CERAMIC CATEGORY 

"J 82 
MNY 31 

'I. CERAMIC CATEGORY 
- ---- - - r- -- ---

MNY 
23.85% ~.54% 63.08% 

TOTAL CERAMIC MNY-
--- -- - --

130 130 130 
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CATEGORY REFINED WARE MISCELLANEOUS All BODIES -- - - -----
CCS· CAPE CLASSIFICATORY 

5.1.13 5.1.3.14 5.1.3.17 5.1.3.18 5.1.4.4 5.1.4.5 5.1.4.10 6.1 6.3 SYSTEM 

Spatterl 
l ined , 

Yellow ware I 'Tea pot' ware Toys ' Dolls I WARE TYPE Band & Other Undecorated Q1he, Othe, 
Sponge 

Uno 
Annular I"'" body) Dolls Tea 

RIMS 8 2 11 2 1 1 

FOOTRINGS 5 2 8 2 

DIAGNOSTICIFRAGS 1 1 

TOTAl FRAGS 1 45 53 147 45 6 3 1 2 
MNV 1 9 3 ,. 2 1 1 1 1 

CERAMIC CATEGORY 
2 

MNV ---- -
% CERAMIC CATEGORY 

1.540/. 
MNV -- -- - --

TOTAL CERAMIC MNV 130 


