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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The Archaeology Contracts Office of the University of Cape Town was commissioned by 
Grinaker Projects and Properties to conduct a Phase 1 archaeological investigation of a portion 
of land in Cape Town (Figure 1) formerly known as the burial ground of the South African 
Missionary Society (portions A, B, C of erf 151 at Cape Town). At present half of this land is 
used as a loading area and parking lot while the other half is occupied by a warehouse 
belonging to I&J (Trawling Division). The clients requested that an archaeological assessment 
be made as they are planning to redevelop the property.  
 
1.1 The Brief 
 
The Archaeology Contracts Office undertook to 
 
(a) Conduct archival research into the history of the property 
(b) Sink a pattern of test excavations to determine if burials are present 
(c) If burials are present, establish extent, depth and layout 
(d) Record the findings using photography and video 
(e) Compile a report detailing the findings and indicating the way forward. 
 
2. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 
In the 18th century, open land to the west of Cape Town was used for the disposal of the dead.  
Although the first grave yards were in central Cape Town, the expansion of the town meant that 
new burial grounds had to be established. The first of these were the VOC grave yards in the 
vicinity of Somerset Road on the outside of Buitengracht Street. Further to the north west (where 
the traffic department is today) was where the execution ground where the wheels and gibbet 
were situated and the bodies of criminals discarded. During the 19th century, when freedom of 
religion was permitted at the Cape, other religious groups opened official cemeteries in the 
general area. By the end of the 19th century land between Somerset Road, the harbour and 
extending north west towards Green Point Common was dominated by cemeteries1

 

 (Figure 2). 
Towards the beginning of the 20th century development pressure caused the city to encroach on 
these areas. Many of the burial grounds were deconsecrated and re-established at Maitland.  

Archival and archaeological research in Cape Town has shown that in the mid 18th century 
certain people were not interred in the designated VOC graveyards but were buried on the 
periphery in what open land was available. In 1994 archaeologists excavated an informal burial 
ground near Cobern Street2

 

.  The remains of over 100 individuals (many of whom are thought to 
have been slaves) were located. Although many of these appeared to have been buried 
according to Christian norms, this area was not an official cemetery. During the severe smallpox 
epidemics of the mid 1800s, thousands of poor people died. The bodies which had to be 
disposed of immediately were buried in almost any open ground. It was not until 1818 with the 
establishment of the SAMS burial ground, that slaves and heathens had an official area to bury 
their dead. 

                                                 
1 Langham-Carter, RR.  1973. Cape Towns First Graveyards. CABO Vol 2 no 1. 
2 Halkett, D. Hart T., Malan, A. and Morris, A.  Unpublished Field Notes: Cobern Street Excavations. 
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2.1 Chronology 
 
Records contained at the Surveyor Generals Office, the Cape Archives, the South African 
Missionary Society and others held by the Historical Archaeology Research Group were 
consulted. The purpose of the study was to determine when the SAMS cemetery was first used, 
who was buried in it and whether the contents were disinterred at the end of its period of use. 
Further archival research was necessary after archaeological excavations had commenced as 
more information was needed about a previous structure that stood on Portion A. 
 
9 January 1818 The South African Missionary Society was concerned that there was no formal 
burial ground in Cape Town for Slaves and Heathens that had adopted the Christian Doctrine. 
This was motivated by the fact that human remains had been unearthed during the construction 
of the New Hospital. Since this area had apparently already been used as an informal burying 
ground, the Society felt that formal grounds should be obtained nearby. Members of the Church 
then motivated the Government to provide them with land to establish a cemetery. It was argued 
that even the Moslems had their own burial ground, likewise Christians should have theirs3

 
. 

24 March 1818 The South African Missionary Society was granted a piece of land by the 
Government to establish a cemetery4

 
. 

7 May 1818 Two brethren were appointed to draw up a plan of the grave yard and keep a 
register of slaves who had adopted the Christian Doctrine5

 
.  

10 December 1818 A collection was taken to establish a wall around the cemetery.  An 
advertisement was placed in the newspaper advertising the fact (to slave owners and freed 
blacks) that the graveyard prepared for those heathens who "had seen the light" was 
completed6

 
. 

1818-1821 Record of persons buried during the first three years of use is included in Appendix 
A. It is of interest to note the high infant mortality rates and that maximum life span seldom 
exceeded the age of 557

 
.  

1862 The location of the SAMS burial ground is clearly indicated on the Snow survey (Figure 3).  
 
18 October 1897 A proposal was made to the Government that concerned removing the bones 
from the grave yard and re-interring them in the Maitland Cemetery. A commission was drawn 
up to approach the Government for permission to exhume the graveyard and re-use the land8

 
. 

14 March 1899 Plans were approved9

                                                 
3 CA Church Records V1 1/6 

 for the construction of an industrial building on the corner 
of Prestwich, Cardiff and Ebenezer Roads. This was later to become the Atlas Works and is 
presently used as a warehouse by I&J Trawling Division. 

4 CA Church Records V1 1/6 
5 CA Church Records V1 1/7 
6 CA Church Records V1 1/7 
7 CA Church Records V1 1/7 
8 CA Church Records V1 1/12a 
9 Plan Approved by the Corporation of The City of Cape Town (Official No 138, 1899). Cape Town City Council. 
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20 August 1900 The government gave permission to exhume the SAMS cemetery in 
preparation for the development of the site. 
 
19 November 1900 Bones from the old burial ground were placed in coffins and buried in a lot 
of 20 plots in Maitland cemetery. A commemorative stone was to be erected10

 
. 

1901 - 1902 The land was divided into three portions (A,B,C). Portions A and B were transferred 
to Purcell, Yallop and Everet11. Portion C was transferred to James Morgan12

 

. This marked the 
beginning of commercial use of the property until the present day. 

15 July 1901 Plans were passed in favour of Purcell Yallop and Everet for the construction of a 
5 storey building (a timber store) on Portion A. Existing plans13

 

 indicate that this building had a 
deep basement which extended throughout portion A as far as Cardiff Street (Figure 4). Granite 
blocks were used as bearers; foundations which were 4 foot thick were "cement-concrete".  
Hard brick and steel frames were used for the upper structures. This building was demolished at 
an unknown time. The area where it stood is currently an open yard where vehicles park and 
trawling equipment is stored. 

20 March 1902 Plans were passed for the construction of a large stable (2 storey) on Portion B 
(Figure 5). Building plans14

 

 show detailed specifications of the structures including elevations, 
fabric and ground plans. The stables have since been demolished and the area is now open.  

3 September 1918 Plans exist showing the extension of the Foundry at the Atlas Works. The 
end of Cardiff Street had been walled off to form a yard15

 
. 

2.2 Archival Research - Implications 
 
The historic record provides good evidence that the SAMS burial ground was exhumed just after 
the turn of the century to make way for commercial development. The English Cemetery (on the 
site of the Victoria Junction development) fell into disuse in the late 19th century and was 
exhumed. Archaeological investigations16

 

 of this area showed that many of the burials were in 
Vaults. These had been broken open from the top and the bones removed. The exhumation 
process had been extremely casual in that body parts were found strewn throughout the fill by 
the archaeologists.  In a number of instances, entire bodies had been missed - especially those 
that had not been in vaults.  

The documentary evidence did not indicate whether the entire SAMS burial ground had been 
exhumed. Furthermore, it was quite possible that like the Victoria Junction area, human skeletal 
material was left in the ground despite archival evidence that exhumation had taken place. 
                                                 
10 CA Church Records V1 1/12a 
11 DO T5590 5591 31 July 1901 
12 DO T3313 11 April 1902 
13 Plan Approved by the Corporation of the City of Cape Town (Official No 362, 1901). Cape Town City Council. 
14 Plan Approved by the corporation of the City of Cape Town (2 March 1902). Cape Town City Council. 
15 City Planners Dept Plan 4879 1918. 
16 Halkett, DJ. 1995. Phase 1 Archaeological Investigation of the Victoria Junction Site, Somerset Rd. Unpublished 
Report prepared for Newport Property Group: Archaeology Contracts Office. 
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3. ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATIONS 
 
Five test excavations were situated in various parts of the site where available space permitted.  
The locations of these are indicated in Figure 2. 
 
3.1 Excavation A  
  
Immediately beneath the tarmac was a very large building foundation as well as large quantities 
of brick rubble, plaster and cork insulation. The excavation was terminated a depth of less than 1 
m as it was decided that the wall foundation would have disrupted the underlying stratigraphy. 
Archival material located subsequently, has shown that the large foundation was the Cardiff 
Street-side wall of the Timber Store. 
 
3.2 Excavation B   
 
Immediately beneath the tarmac was a brick surface. This was broken through with great 
difficulty as it turned out to be five courses thick and still cemented. Examination of the section 
and the cement runnels on the bricks revealed that this was once a massively built wall that had 
been toppled onto its side and had remained virtually in tact. Below the brick layer was crushed 
concrete with large quantities of cork insulation. Progress of the excavation was impeded by 
some very large pieces of dressed granite which had to manipulated out of the way. At a depth 
of 2 m a solid concrete floor was located as well as a section of in-situ wall complete with plaster 
over a cork insulation lining. It this point it had become apparent that a large structure with a 
deep basement had stood on this part of the site. This was subsequently identified as the 
basement of the Timber Store. There was little possibility that any archaeological material had 
survived here. 
 
3.3 Excavation C 
 
This was located in the alley between the I&J building and the boundary wall. This area had 
previously been a large Horse Stable. A thin layer of soil and vegetation existed over a concrete 
surface. This was broken to reveal a previous wall footing and a large sewage pipe. The 
excavation was then extended to avoid this area. Homogeneous brown sand was encountered 
which were excavated to a depth of 2m. At this depth were "B horizon" clays resulting from the 
decomposition of the underlying shales. 
 
Small quantities of artefactual material was located throughout the sands but were more dense 
just above the clays.  The material consisted of odd fragments of non-human bone, bottle glass 
and refined earthenwares (late 19th early 20th century). Several fragments of broken coffin and 
some nails were found scattered on the basal clays together with some early 20th century 
artefacts. 
 
3.4 Excavation D   
 
Directly below the tarmac was a layer of crushed concrete, bricks and cork insulation. Further 
excavation revealed the existence of an in-situ concrete feature that was once part of a 
basement. This excavation replicated the findings of excavation B. 
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3.5 Excavation E   
 
This was located in what used to be Cardiff Street. Removal of the tarmac revealed hard-core 
then a sandy fill. The stratigraphy had been disturbed in the first 1.2 m by laying of services.  
The fill contained fragments of wood, coffin handles and a few small human bones (tarsals, 
phalanges). Mixed in with this were bones of domestic animals, ceramics and glass relating to 
the late 19th/early 20th centuries. The archaeological evidence indicated that the area had been 
opened, human skeletal material removed from the coffins, and then backfilled. In-situ clay was 
reached at 1.6 m.   
 
3.6 Foundations of the Timber Store can still be seen adjacent to Cardiff Street, and on the north 
and south sides of the open area. The size of the foundations and building fabric is consistent 
with those specified on the plan as well as the material found in Excavation B. 
 
4. CONCLUSION 
 
Most of the area planned for under ground parking was previously the basement of the Timber 
Store that penetrated to a depth of over 2m below surface. This would have effectively 
destroyed any skeletal material in this area. 
 
In areas not affected by the timber store indications are that burials did exist here but were 
exhumed. The inclusion of late 19th and early 20th century material in the fill indicates that this 
material was contained in the backfill after graves were exhumed.  The exhumation process was 
carried out more thoroughly than at the nearby Victoria Junction site as indicated by the 
comparatively low amounts of bone in the fill. So far the archival evidence has been 
corroborated by the archaeological findings so it must be assumed that even in areas that are 
currently covered by buildings in use, human remains have been removed. 
 
5. RECOMMENDATION 
 
The balance of evidence from this study indicates that there is no justification for further 
archaeological work or formal exhumation. The is a remote possibility that human bone may be 
located in the strip of land which was once Cardiff Street as this is the only area that contains 
soil, albeit disturbed.  In the event of human skeletal material being exposed, the Archaeology 
Contracts Office should be contacted to remove it. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
CA Church Records (1/7) p 128: List of those buried in the graveyard during the first three years 
(Also has list of children born into the Mission) 
 
Name Age Sex Date 
1 kind van Geswind Doffers 7 days F 27 March 1818 
Barend Liebenberg 55 years M 15 April 1818 
1 kind van Michiel Africanes 6 days M 1 July 1818 
1 kind van Kobus Witbooij 7 days M 12 August 1818 
1 kind van Jephta Johannes 8 days M 1 September 1818 
1 kind van Claas Pieters 25 days M 15 September 1818 
Frederick Platje 60 years M 20 September 1818 
Jan Bantam 45 years M 15 January 1819 
1 kind van Platje Hermanus 8 days M 28 January 1819 
1 kind van September 8 days M 29 January 1819 
1 kind van Pretorius Tromppetter 8 days M 30 January 1819 
1 kind van Windvogel Tulp 4 months F 10 February 1819 
1 kind van Kobus Witbooij 8 days F 12 February 1820 
1 kind van Jan Booij 25 days M 10 March 1820 
1 kind van Claas Pieter 9 days M 15 March 1820 
1 kind van Steven Platjies 26 days F 26 March 1820 
1 kind van September 1 month 5 days F 28 March 1820 
Anaat Booy 26 years F 10 April 1820 
Adam Kastelyn 15 years M 15 April 1820 
Klara January 17 years F 15 May 1820 
Mietje Goliath 30 years F 20 April 1820 
Bard Baard 56 years M 5 June 1820 
Jan Hes 49 years M 10 July 1820 
1 kind van Klaas Stoffel 8 days M 24 July 1820 
Mietje Bantam 40 years F 4 September 1820 
Antjie Carolus 58 years F 15 September 1820 
Lys Bootsman 57 years F 20 September 1820 
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LAND TRANSFER: 
 
TD number 35 
TD date 3 April 1818 
Erf #  
Previous TD none 
Next TD TD 5590 / TD 5591  / TD 3313 
Extent 200 Sq Roods 
Diagram 78/1818 
From Grant 
To South African Mission Society 
Price  
Conditions (Use as graveyard) 

 
TD number 5590 
TD date 31 July 1901 
Erf # (Portion A) Now 9550  
Previous TD TD 35, 3 April 1818 
Next TD - 
Extent 86 Sq Roods, 87 Sq Feet 
Diagram 1296/1901 
From SAM 
To Purcell Yallop and Everett 
Price £3200  
Conditions  

 
TD number 5591 
TD date 31 July 1901 
Erf # Portion B (now 132) 
Previous TD TD 35, 3 April 1818 
Next TD - 
Extent 22 Sq Roods, 120 Sq Feet 
Diagram 1418/1901 
From SAM 
To Purcell Yallop and Everett 
Price £1270 
Conditions  

 
 TD number 3313 

TD date 11 April 1902 
Erf # Portion C (now 131) 
Previous TD TD 35, 3 April 1818 
Next TD - 
Extent 70 Sq Roods 81 Sq Feet 
Diagram 1248/1902 
From SAM 
To Morgan, James 
Price £9000 
Conditions  
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