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Plate 1. Two views of the site as it is in 2003 – 
hospital buildings adapted for small ventures. 

 
1 INTRODUCTION 
 
The Archaeology Contracts Office of 
the University of Cape Town was 
appointed by Baumann and Winter 
Heritage Assessors to comment on the 
archaeological sensitivity of the 
property known as Valkenburg East, 
Observatory, Cape Town.  Previously 
the “Black” wing of the Valkenberg 
Hospital, the facility was closed down 
after the abandonment of apartheid and 
the buildings and land hired out to 
tenants and small businesses.  The 
landowners (the state) are investigating 
the possibility of redeveloping the site 
and have commissioned various 
studies to determine issues, 
sensitivities and design informants to 
guide the process.  The archaeological 
study contained in the following pages 
is one of a number of specialist heritage 
reports (site history, built environment, 
landscape) that make up the heritage 
component of this historically important 
area.  Given current legal and physical 
restrictions to archaeological 
exploratory work in the study area, this 
report is a sensitivity study based on 
observations made by the team on site 
as well as detailed research into the historical background of the area.  
 
2 DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY AREA 
 
This consists of a portion of land situated in Observatory, Cape Town on the eastern side 
of the Black River.  The area was first subject to development activities in the early 19th 
century when the Dutch East India Company built a large windmill and farm buildings – a 
government facility for grinding the wheat produced on the Free Burgher farms.   The 
Black River, a major feature of the area flows lies across open land to the west of the site.  
The massive impacts of the early 20th century involved the building of a number of 
significant structures making up the Valkenburg Mental Hospital complex (described 
elsewhere).  This large mental hospital occupied land of both the east and west sides of 
the black river.  The study area is “Valkenburg East”, a collection of buildings and 
facilities that was used during apartheid times to house black mental patients – the river 
effectively dividing the white Valkenburg West side of the institution from the black 
Valkenburg East side.  A private road and bridge connects the two sides.  Valkenburg 
East was closed after the repealing of petty apartheid legislation.  The structures were 
abandoned for a period of time before the Department of Public Works leased out the 
standing buildings. These buildings are occupied by a number of small businesses, artists 
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Plate 2. View westwards across the Black 
River – the site of 17th century DEIC 
settlement. 

and self-employed communities.  The only part of Valkenburg East still functioning as part 
of the hospital is the High Security Complex built in the 1970’s. 
 
At present the various tenants maintain the buildings on site in a piece-meal fashion, 
adapting the various structures to their specific needs; the gardens and roads are 
similarly maintained.  The historic building that was once associated with great mill stands 
today but has been partially incorporated within the hospital buildings built in the early 
20th

 

 century.  There is no trace of the mill apart from a large millstone that has probably 
been moved from context.  The area around the historic structures is currently used as an 
organic vegetable farm. 

2.1 Pre-colonial and early colonial history 
 
Situated close to fresh water, the site has the potential to reflect virtually any period within 
South African prehistory ranging from the Early Stone Age (greater than 1 million years 
ago) to the colonial period when the first Free Burgher farms were established in the area 
in the mid-late 17th

 

 century.  Most appropriate to this particular site is its late pre-colonial 
history after 2000 years ago when Koekhoen pastoralists settled on the Peninsula. 

When the Dutch colonists arrived to set up a replenishment station at the Cape in 1652, 
they encountered several Khoenkhoen groups. Some communities lived on the Cape 
Peninsula while the larger groups grazed herds of sheep and cattle in the Tygerberg Hills 
and Cape Flats. First contact between Europeans and indigenous southern African 
pastoralist groups had occurred much earlier when Portuguese mariners sailing down the 
coast in the 15th and 16th centuries had bartered supplies of meat from the Khekhoen 
that they encountered at various anchorages such as Table Bay, Saldahna Bay and 
Mossel Bay (Smith 1985, Raven-Hart 1967) so that by the time that Van Riebeeck 
arrived, a history of contact had already been established. 
 
The early colonists established their 
farms to the west of the Black River in 
what is today Mowbray, Observatory and 
Rondebosch – thus the Black River 
marked the outer boundary of the 
fledgling colony forming in part a natural 
boundary separating lands around the 
Liesbeeck claimed by Europeans from 
the wider “wilderness” of the Cape Flats.  
Not long after the establishment of the 
colony, the Khoekhoen began to resist 
the Dutch who showed no intension of 
leaving the land.  Van Riebeeck set out 
simple defences that involved small 
redoubts at Coornhoop and Duinhoop as 
well as a network of spiky hedges 
(Warden et al 1998).  The indigenous 
herders had little time for these measures and regularly broke through to graze their 
herds on company land. 
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The diary of Jan van Riebeeck (Moodie 1834) makes mention of the fact that 
considerable herds of cattle were to be found close to the Cape Peninsula brought in by 
the Khoekhoen groups (especially the Cochoqua) during their seasonal rounds.  Smith 
researched the ecology of prehistoric herding at the Cape with reference to both historic 
records and modern scientific studies of rainfall and soil productivity. He concluded that 
herder groups followed a seasonal round moving between the Vredenberg Peninsula and 
what is now the Cape Town metropolitan area to exploit seasonal rainfall and assure that 
their herds obtained adequate trace elements in their diets.  The Table Mountain based 
soils of the Peninsula lack essential trace elements for large bovids which means that the 
animals could not remain on Peninsula soils for long periods of time (Smith 1984).  
Hence, the lifestyle of indigenous people on the Peninsula was one which was highly 
mobile to ensure that their herds of animals has adequate access to good quality grazing 
and water, especially at dry times of the year when the nutritive quality of grasses were 
worst.   
 
According to Durden (1992) the estuary of the Black and Salt rivers formed a large tidal 
estuary, which was navigable for small vessels as far as Vissershok.  There accounts that 
large vessels were sailed into the estuary for where they were careened for maintenance.  
Historic maps and even early 20th century aerial photographs show that the confluence of 
the Black and Salt Rivers formed a significant tidal wetland, the functioning of which was 
destroyed in the 20th

 

 century through reclamation of the Culemborg area and 
development of Paarden Eiland.  It is very likely that these areas provided important 
grazing lands in times of drought where both wild animals and domestic herds could have 
been sustained.   

The Black River is thus an important element in the landscape as it formed a historical 
natural boundary between the early colony and the hinterland   It was also potentially an 
important grazing area for herds during the dry season when the quality of grazing on the 
Peninsula was at its worst the marshes of the estuary would have been a standby 
resource of fodder, salt and trace elements. 
 
3 METHOD 
 
Four separate site visits were made to the site during which time surface indications of 
archaeological material were looked for, observations on built structures were made and 
the occupiers of the Oudemolen homestead were interviewed. No physical intervention 
into fabric or archaeological trial excavations took place. 

3.1 Restrictions 
 
Significant restrictions were experienced in evaluating the pre-colonial and colonial period 
sub-surface archaeology of the site.  The area has been subject to extensive long-term 
impacts; it has in all likelihood been ploughed throughout the 19th century and definitely 
during the 20th century.  The site was prepared for an extensive complex of buildings in 
the early 20th

 

 century  which would have effected pre-colonial archaeological material, 
impacted original road alignments, fields and other early landscape features.The fact that 
the historic structures are in use and that the surrounds are being actively farmed limits 
ones ability to observe the natural ground surface at this stage. 
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Plate 3. Two views of Oudemoulen Homestead 
– front and side elevations. 

Furthermore, due to the current legal impasse with respect to granting of archaeological 
permits, no trial excavation could be undertaken to evaluate below surface conditions. 
 
4 FINDINGS 

4.1 Pre-colonial archaeology 
 
There is no evidence of any artefactual material in the study attributable to the pre-
colonial period.  There are a number of reasons why this should be the case; 
 
The area has been extensively landscaped and subject to a variety of impacts during the 
20th

 
 century resulting in the destruction or obscuring of any material. 

Sheet erosion during the 19th

 

 resulting from early colonial period agricultural practises 
may have dispersed material. 

The area may not have attracted pre-colonial settlement due to exposure or lack of 
shelter from wind. 
 
The area may have been used as a grazing land only. 
 

4.2 Colonial period archaeology 

4.2.1 Homestead 
 
The Oudemolen homestead has been 
described in detail in this report by Hans 
Fransen.  It is apparent that this 
structure has undergone several phases 
of alteration and demolition before it was 
incorporated into the 1917 buildings of 
the hospital.  The development 
sequence of the structure is complex 
and has proved difficult to determine 
with any confidence based on an initial 
physical inspection and historic 
documents and drawings. 
 
Understanding the “archaeology” of the 
building, the sequence of changes that 
took place will contribute significantly to 
understanding the place.  Unfortunately 
this work will involve extensive physical 
intervention such as removal of plaster 
from exterior and interior, lifting of floors 
to track old foundations and the 
relationships between foundation 
trenches. Furthermore, experience has 
shown that archaeological deposit can 
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Plate 4.  View eastwards towards the 
homestead from possible site of the mill.  

accumulate under buildings given the right circumstances. 
 
We therefore classify the homestead itself as being of archaeological potential in terms of 
its ability to provide answers to question about the development of the place. 

4.2.2 Mill 
 
The mill, which was a substantial 
structure no longer stands.  A single 
millstone lies in the vegetable garden 
to the west of the Oudemolen 
homestead.  Historic maps and photos 
indicate that the mill stood between 50-
80m to the west (Black River side) of 
the building.  Its foundations may lie 
under the vegetable garden, horse 
paddocks or on the edge of open land.  
A flattened patch of land just west of 
the boundary fence has been identified 
as a potential site. 
 
The mill itself was one of largest built at 
the Cape.  Driven by wind, it had to be 
robustly built to withstand the power of 
the strong Cape winds and the weight of the sails and machinery.  Its foundations would 
had have been deeply set into the ground and are therefore very likely to remain as an 
archaeological signature.  
 
Unfortunately the site inspection (which did not involve any excavation) did not identify 
any loose bricks or other fabric that may have been part of mill.  If it was built of good 
quality materials, its fabric may have been recycled into other buildings in the area.  The 
1937 (see Appendix A) aerial photograph shows two crop marks to the west of the 
homestead that may be potential sites.  Since there is not yet enough information to 
establish the precise location of the mill, a fairly broad area to the west and south of the 
homestead has been identified as being archaeologically sensitive and will require trial 
excavation before development activities commence, 

4.2.3 General precinct 
 
There is very little visible surface archaeological material in the study area that falls under 
the protection of the NHRA (National Heritage Resources Act).  That which was observed 
consists of a small scatter of 19th century refined English earthenware scattered around 
the horse paddocks to the east of the Oudemolen farm house.  The writer observed 
further material to the rear of the house on a visit to the site in the mid-1990’s but this has 
since been covered by material brought into aide vegetable cultivation.  Disposal of 
domestic garbage during the 18th and early 19th century was fairly informal.  Such 
material was very often disposed of in convenient hollows, depressions and pits situated 
with a short walking distance of the kitchen of the house. It is very likely that there are 
early middens in the vicinity of the Oudemolen Homestead, however these are likely to be 
buried.   
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5 CONCLUSION 
 
Given the constrictions to this study during this phase of work, all that can be 
accomplished at this stage is to delineate areas of sensitivity.  This is indicated on the 
sensitivity map compiled by Winter and Bauman (General report). 

5.1 Oudemolen Homestead 
The homestead should be considered to be an archaeological site as the layering of 
fabric (which is not visible at present), will only become apparent at such time that plaster 
is removed and exploratory excavations are conducted under the floors. 
 
Action:  When (or preferably) before refurbishment of the Oudemolen homestead takes 
place, a consulting archaeologist should be appointed along with a built environment 
expert to check for wall paintings, then remove plaster on both interior and exterior, 
conduct excavations below floor level, photograph and plot observations onto a plan of 
the structure and submit a report detailing the findings.  Ideally, the occupants of the 
building should not be present during this time due to excessive noise and dust 
generated by this work. 

5.2 Homestead surrounds 
 
Somewhere to the west of the homestead lie the foundations of the windmill.  It is likely 
that there is other archaeological material associated with the homestead in the area. 
Especially to the rear of the building, vegetable garden and paddocks to the west. 
 
Action: Before development activities commence, a consulting archaeologist should be 
appointed to conduct a series of trail excavations at various localities within the 
archaeologically sensitive areas.  An attempt should be made to locate the foundations of 
the mill, which if found, will need to be exposed and conserved in a further phase of work.  
Exposure and conservation of the find as a feature within the new development will 
enhance the significance of the precinct generally and add value (in aesthetic and 
educational and contextual terms) to the already existing homestead. 
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7 APPENDIX A 
 
An annotated sequence of aerial photographs showing the 20th century development of 
the site.  The historic Oudemolen precinct is indicated in blue outline. 
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VALKENBERG EAST 1937 
(Reproduced from aerial 
photograph, Director General, 
Survey and Mapping) 

Possible spring 

Ploughed lands 

Possible mill sites 

Avenue with small bridge 
and pump/boat house 
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VALKENBERG EAST  1944 
(Reproduced from aerial 
photograph, Director General, 
Survey and Mapping) 

Possible spring 

Avenue with pump/boat 
house 
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VALKENBERG EAST  1966 
(Reproduced from aerial 
photograph, Director General, 
Survey and Mapping) 

Possible spring 

Structure built between 
1944 and 1966 since 
demolished 
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