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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Work is currently being undertaken on behalf of the Public Works Department in and around 
the Mostert's Mill precinct. This involves the removal of security walls and railings as well as 
non-indigenous trees. The mill and the adjacent trapvloer are also being restored as part of 
the process.  
 
The Archaeology Contracts Office was commissioned to examine the earth platform 
surrounding the base of the mill in particular to try and identify the level of the platform that 
was created in 19361. The mill has been subject to at least two previous episodes of 
modification, the last being some time in the 1960's2

 

. At this time the entire interior of the mill 
was lined with a reinforced concrete skin. This is to be removed as part of the current work 
programme.  

2. METHOD 
 
A basic plan of the mill and the associated trapvloer is presented in Figure 1. The locations of 
test excavations are indicated.  
 
Trial holes had already been dug by the contractor in two places on the platform. As these 
holes already existed it was decided to utilise them as part of the investigation. One of the 
trenches (A) was extended across the entire platform. The trench was widened and sections 
straightened so that the stratigraphy would be more interpretable. Another trench (C) was 
inspected but not cleaned any further. Two additional holes (B) and (D) were excavated as a 
means of checking the uniformity of the deposits and levels. Hole D was placed opposite 
trench A to see if any additional posts could be found, otherwise excavations were randomly 
sited. Concern was expressed by the architect about excavations close to the foundations 
and so in our excavations (apart from A) we have remained a distance from the mill wall. 
Excavations proceeded stratigraphically and artefactual material from different layers has 
been kept separate. 
 
3. EXCAVATIONS 
 
All in all five different locations around the mill have provided observations about the 
accumulation of deposits. Each of these will be discussed in the following paragraphs. 
Section drawings for test holes A-D are presented in Figure 2. 
 
3.1 Test Hole A 
 
On arrival on site two trenches were found to be present at this location. The trench formed a 
right angle with one part running adjacent to the retaining wall of the platform. The trench 
was extended to provide a section across the entire width of the platform. 
 
The initial excavation by the contractor had revealed a post dug into the deposit at a lower 
level. On closer inspection this was identified as a whale rib. The position of this feature as 
well as the way it has been buried in a vertical position suggests that it was used as a post to  

                                                      
1  Mrs G. Fagan pers comm. 
2 Owing to financial constraints we have concentrated on the physical archaeology and have not done any 
detailed archival work. A short summary of the Welgelegen Estate and the mill can be found in Fransen, H. and 
Cook, M.A. 1980. The old buildings of the Cape. Cape Town: Balkema. 
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which chains could be attached when the wind vanes were turned into the prevailing breeze. 
The presence of an iron rivet hammered into the rib seems to confirm its deliberate burial. 
The position of the rib as well as the iron rivet can be seen in Plate 1. 
 
The section diagram, Figure 2a, shows the stratigraphy that is present in trench A. The 
stratigraphy can be summarised thus: The existing surface consists of a grass cover planted 
in a soil cover. These in turn are situated above stone paving which appears to be 
continuous around the platform. Below the paving are deposits consisting of ferruginous 
gravel in a dark soil matrix. While some brick inclusions were noticed there was no major 
change in the deposit up to the point where exaction was terminated at approximately one 
meter below surface. It should be noted that within the gravel and soil deposit, the upper part 
was noticed to dry out more quickly than the lower and may indicate different soil densities. 
As the upper deposit around the whale rib had already been removed it is difficult to say with 
any certainty from what level this was buried. By far the most noticeable feature of the 
deposit in trench A is the total absence of any foundation trench visible in the section. This is 
a clear indication that all of the deposit which is present to the exacted depth is secondary fill 
and is consistent with the fact that the mill was built on a sloping site.  
 
The retaining wall around the platform is unlikely to be original although some parts may still 
be preserved. A lip exposed at a depth of approximately 400mm below the existing top may 
represent an earlier platform level and corresponds with the top of the denser fill material. 
The existing paving just below the grass does not correspond to this. 
 
3.2 Test Hole B 
 
This trench was also cut across the platform but stops approximately one meter short of the 
mill wall. The section drawing is presented in Figure 2b. The upper part of the sequence 
replicates that in test hole A, namely a grass cover in soil laid on top of stone paving. The fill 
in this hole is consists entirely of the dark brown ferruginous fill up to a depth of 
approximately 700mm below surface. A deeper sounding was dug adjacent to the retaining 
wall to a depth of approximately 1000mm. A number of loose rocks which may originate from 
an earlier platform or a retaining wall are found in this sounding. As we did not excavate up to 
the mill wall it is not possible to say if trenching is present but it is unlikely. 
 
3.3 Test Hole C 
 
This trench existed. The sections were cleaned but the trench itself was not extended or 
deepened. The reason that no deeper excavation took place is that the natural substrate was 
present in the bottom of the trench at a depth of approximately 650mm below surface. The 
natural in this instance consists of a bedded clay which overlies decomposing bedrock. The 
substrate at this point slopes from west to east. The top of the sequence is once again grass 
cover and soil over stone paving. No trenching is visible here either. The reasons for this is 
likely to be the fact that the substrate was excavated to provide a level base for the 
foundation. The foundation and parts of the lower mill structure were more than likely built 
against the edge of the excavation and hence no trenching is visible. This trench continued in 
through the rear door of the mill where some paving on the interior had been lifted. A small 
trial hole was made. Concrete was present at 400mm below surface indicating that 
substantial disturbance of the deposit on the inside of the mill has occurred in the past. The 
concrete is the same as in the reinforced lining. 
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3.4 Test Hole D 
 
This hole was excavated at a point on the opposite side of the mill from Trench A. It was 
expected that if any other old posts were present, this would be the position of at least one of 
them. A smaller hole some 800x800mm was excavated adjacent to the retaining wall. As we 
were excavating close to a modern post, some disruption of the lower stone paving was 
noticed. The new post had been secured in a base of cement and rock. The remains of a 
wooden post was found to exist in the base of the hole. The post had clearly been placed in a 
hole dug into the substrate at a depth of about 400mm below surface. Although most of the 
one side of the post had disintegrated we estimate its diameter to be approximately 150mm. 
 
4. CONCLUSIONS 
 
Stratigraphy in the various test holes has not showed unequivocally what the elevation of an 
earlier platform might have been. The step noticed on the interior of the retaining wall in 
trench A perhaps suggests a level approximately 400-500mm below the present surface. The 
existing paving below the grass and soil is unlikely to be of great vintage. 
 
It is clear that an earlier level is indicated by the depth of the two posts that have been 
located. This level must have predated the 1937 platform but may not have been 
substantially different. It is important to note that the presence of these old posts would seem 
to indicate that the superstructure and wind vanes were winched into position rather than 
dragged by an animal/s. The presence of a whale rib apparently serving in lieu of a wooden 
post cannot be fully explained without further and more detailed research. It may simply be 
that wood was in short supply and the bone was used as a supplement. We have not been 
able to identify the species but a specialist in these mammals should be able to do so. 
 
Artefactual material in the form of bone, refined earthenwares and metal have been found in 
the ferruginous fills. Without exception the ceramics date to the 19th century and are 
consistent with accumulation having taken place after the mills' construction c1796.  
 
The absence of foundation trenches in the sections suggests that the base of the mill was 
dug into the western slope and that building stones were packed against the cut edge at this 
point. Any subsequent platform required therefore that larger quantities of fill would be 
necessary on the eastern side and is indeed reflected in the stratigraphic sequence. While 
some of the ferruginous gravel could be in situ lying over the reddish clays, in some places 
on the platform it has clearly been added as a fill at a later stage. In the process artefactual 
material got mixed in. The origin of the fill is clearly local as it is often indistinguishable from 
the in situ material. 
 
5. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
5.1 The species of whale that contributed the rib could probably be identified by specialists at 
the South African Museum.  
 
5.2 The architect has expressed an interest in excavating the rib for display. This should be 
carefully excavated as the bone is fragile and will require stabilisation.  
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6. PROFESSIONAL TEAM 
 
Fieldwork         Dave Halkett 
          Tim Hart 
          Mzwondile Sasa 
          Mzunzima Mjikeliso 
Report         Dave Halkett 
 
 
 
 


