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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
An initial investigation of the platform surrounding the mill was completed in October 1995. 
The excavations at this time sought to inform on any original platform surfaces that could be 
recognised1

 

. During this process a portion of whale bone as well as a wooden post were 
uncovered below existing surfaces. It was assumed that both of these features represented 
the anchoring points for ropes or chains used when the vanes of the mill were rotated into the 
prevailing wind. A second phase of excavations has been commissioned to establish whether 
any additional posts could be located. 

2. METHOD 
 
The contractor was going to lower the existing surface by approximately 300mm, or to the 
base of the stone paving that was found to be present over the whole platform. As we were 
already familiar with the nature of the upper deposits, pick and shovel were used to quickly 
remove deposit to approximately 300mm around the outer portion of the platform. No 
particular grid system was established. All features that were located were accurately 
surveyed after exposure. All whale bone posts and one of the older wooden posts were 
removed for possible display purposes. Artifactual material such as porcelain, metal and 
bone was collected. 
 
3. FEATURES 
 
Four groups of features have been recognised and are briefly described in this section. The 
positions of the features is shown in Figure 1.  
 
The first group of features numbering 13 in total, consists of wooden posts which protruded 
above the exiting surface. These had been set into concrete and are recent having been 
placed during a previous phase of restoration. The position of these posts closely duplicates 
the positions of a group of older wooden posts which were uncovered. These older wooden 
posts represent the second group of features.  
 
While the tops of the posts had rotted away, the bases were reasonably preserved. One of 
the posts (E) was excavated and found to have been dug into the ground to a depth of 
1500mm below the existing surface at that time (this surface is now lower by approximately 
300mm). Rocks had been placed in the hole around the base to provide additional stability. 
As most of the posts were rotted at about the same point suggests that a surface existed at 
this level in the past. The posts appeared to be either tree trunks or large branches as the 
sections were irregular. The excavated post does not appear to have been substantially 
shaped. Seven of these posts were identified although more are likely to have been present 
in the past. In some instances these may have been removed or covered by cement when 
the new posts were placed. 
 
The third group of features consists of portions of whale bone. Four portions of bone were 
recognised. All of these (A,B,C,D) have been excavated and removed. Bone portion A was 
documented in the earlier report and on removal proved to be the only one with substantial 
bulk (approximately 500mm) buried in the ground. All other pieces were just over 400mm in 

                                                      
1 Archaeological investigation of the platform surrounding Mostert's Mill. Report prepared for Gabriel Fagan 
Architects, October 1995. UCT Archaeology Contracts Office. 
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length, one of these being in the region of 480mm. All of the bones had been given additional 
support by burying rocks around the bases. We have consulted with Dr Peter Best at the 
South African Museum who has identified these as portions of the lower jaw (not ribs). The  
absence of any diagnostic mandibular processes on the excavated examples makes it 
difficult to identify the species although the bone is most likely to be from the Southern Right 
whale. It would appear that all the portions come from a single mandible2

 

. The placement of 
the pieces as seen on Figure 1 does suggest certain symmetry but we cannot be sure that 
none have been removed. The association between the various features can be seen in 
Plate 1.  

A single iron bar with square profile represents the last of the four groups of features. It is 
impossible to comment on the presence of this feature. 
 
4. ARTEFACTUAL MATERIAL 
 
During the process of landscaping and laying of services the contractor was asked to retain 
any ceramics which were recognised. These have been collected and will be added to the 
mill collection. It is our belief that most of this material has been broadcast over the werf over 
many years and may once have come from a more localised dump. A lot of the material 
consists of English refined earthenwares decorated with the blue and white willow pattern. 
Some oriental wares are also present but are in the minority. At least one of the English 
pieces is a tea cup painted in a manner suggestive of oriental wares with a freehand pattern. 
The same type of material is present in the deposits on the mill platform. Although the 
context of the material is not tightly defined, the ceramic mix would be suggestive of the late 
18th/early-mid 19th Centuries at the Cape. 
 
5. CONCLUSIONS 
 
James Walton speculated that the winch which can be seen on the mill at present was added 
after the restoration in 19353

                                                      
2 The mandible of the Southern Right whale is made up of two articulating bow-shaped bones. The lengths of 
these pieces varies with age but in an adult specimen on display in the whale well at the South African 
Museum, the length of the bones were in the order of 2 - 2.5 meters in length. The excavated specimens 
therefore represent a small portion of what was originally present. One could assume that we have both bones 
of the mandible each cut into two.  

�. The presence of posts below the level of the paving which we 
believe dates to c1935, seems to confirm the fact that Mostert's Mill indeed incorporated a 
winch system prior to that date. While the arrangement and number of the older wooden 
posts can easily be identified as serving as winching posts, it is less easy to say that the 
whale ribs performed the same function although this may indeed be the case. We have 
assumed that the two types of materials indicate different periods of use with the whale bone 
being earlier but we have no comparative material to confirm this assumption. Whale bone is 
known to have been used in the construction of fences and was also used for the 
construction of huts by the Khoi.  

3 Walton,J. 1974. Water mills, wind mills and horse mills of South Africa. Cape Town: Struik. 
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PLATE 1: Various features which were exposed on the west side of the mill. 
 

 
6. PROFESSIONAL TEAM 
 
Fieldwork         Dave Halkett 
          Tim Hart 
          Mzwondile Sasa 
          Mzunzima Mjikeliso 
Report         Dave Halkett 
 
 

.. ,.-; 
,-r-

. ~ ..... : . 


