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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
An archival search carried out as part of the process of renovation of the property known as 
Waterhof (Figure 1), indicated that, in the past, a set of steps had existed to the east of the 
house. These had presumably been constructed to give access to the adjacent land with its 
fresh water springs (which still exist today amongst the thick bush on the property). Over the 
years sub-division and changes in ownership of the land resulted in the "disappearance" of 
the feature from both memory and the landscape.  
 
The archaeological investigation has now shown that the reason the steps disappeared is 
that they were covered by layers of fill in the garden, presumably at the time when they 
ceased to function, and they have since remained preserved here. 
 
Before they were covered, most of the brick from the feature was removed (except for those 
on one step which remains intact preserving construction details). Co-incidentally, it was 
noticed during additional archaeological work conducted in the courtyard of the main house, 
that traces of original surfacing that were uncovered included a type of brick similar to those 
on the steps.  
 
It is suggested that bricks removed from the steps may have been re-used both in the 
courtyard, and possibly elsewhere on the property.  
 
2. BACKGROUND 
 
While it has not been the task of this investigation to undertake archival work, it is useful to 
briefly place the site in chronological context1

 
. 

The house stands on a portion of land deducted from Leeuwenhof in 1782. The land changed 
hands a few times before 1785 when it was acquired by a certain Hendrik Justinus de Wet. It 
is believed that he built the house either in that year or shortly thereafter.2

 

 The nucleus of the 
house is U-shaped with extensive later additions to the back and side believed to have been 
undertaken in c1870. The apparent re-use of bricks from the steps in surfacing of the 
courtyard would seem to reinforce the possibility that the demise of the steps goes hand in 
hand with the modifications of this time. 

Some early plans of sections of the property show that the steps were present in 1862. While 
I have no earlier documented evidence for the steps, the construction style and materials 
suggest that they date from the late 18th - early 19th century and as such were probably built 
while the Cape was still under Dutch rule. 
 
The excavations of the steps and of a section of the courtyard will be described in detail in 
following sections but it would be useful to note at this point that the artefactual remains 
contained in the fill that covered the steps, dates roughly from the later part of the 19th and 
early 20th century. This means that the steps could not have been covered earlier than 
c1910. 

                                                      
1 A full archival study has been undertaken by Dr. Stuart Harris. 
2 Fransen, H. & Cook, M. 1980. The old buildings of the Cape. A.A. Balkema, Cape Town. 
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1 Location of Waterhof 
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3. RESULTS 
 
3.1 The Steps 
 
While the steps are clearly shown on at least three 19th century plans3

 

, an inspection of the 
garden and existing embankment walls in the area showed no visible surface traces of the 
feature.  

By comparing old and new plans of the area it was possible to locate the approximate 
position where the steps should have been. A program of test holes and trenches was dug in 
this area to see if we could identify any signs that would more precisely indicate the position.  
 
In a trench close to the existing eastern embankment wall, we noticed that, once through the 
overlying humic garden soils, slight change in soil colour from the surrounding areas was 
noticed. Digging slightly deeper exposed stonework which eventually proved to be one of the 
side walls of the steps. From this point it was a matter of digging down until we could expose 
the steps and finally the opposite side wall. A modern plan of the position of the steps in 
relation to the house is shown in Figure 2, and an older plan dated 1874 is shown in Figure 
2a. 
 
When the steps were finally exposed it was evident that most of the brick had been removed 
leaving only the stone foundations. The brick was luckily not removed from the top step and 
this has provided vital detail for reconstruction of the feature. 
Details of the steps are shown in Plates 1-3 and Figure 3. Nine steps have so far been 
uncovered, a number which does tally with the amount on one of the old plans (and which I 
consider to be most accurate). As a result of disturbance it is not possible to determine 
whether any form of cornice was present on the top of the side walls. Traces of lime plaster 
still adhering in places indicate that walls facing onto the steps had been plastered. 
 
The existing embankment wall that cuts across the bottom of the steps was obviously erected 
to demarcate the boundary line as well as to hold back the soil of the eastern garden. The 
fact that the top of the side walls of the steps is level with the surrounding ground implies that 
similar ground level existed in the past (if not the walls would have angled down following the 
steps).  
 
We had had hoped that test holes dug between the house and the steps would expose an old 
pathway. This was not the case however, and although we could detect a trace of an old 
surface marked by fragments of brick and plaster, it was not possible to say anything about 
what kind of surfacing may have existed in the past. A drawing of the section in one of the 
test trenches is shown in Figure 3. 
 
It is not yet clear if any parts of the existing embankment were built at the same time as the 
steps but it seems likely, given ground level observations, that some form of embankment 
was present. The portion of the embankment across the steps could not be removed to 
investigate this possibility as the condition of the side walls of the steps is poor and we were 
concerned that removal of the support of the embankment might have caused a collapse, 
particularly with the rainy season imminent. For this reason it has also not been possible to 
determine if steps extend onto the adjacent property. Ground level on  

                                                      
3 CA A69 1874, no refs for other two. One is clearly fro the Deeds Office. 
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the adjacent land is clearly higher than that of the last step but with dumping and soil 
deposition over the years this is not surprising. 
 
Artefactual material was present in some quantity in a "layer" approximately 1.5 meters below 
surface. The material included ceramics, mostly earthenware’s (refined and coarse) but also 
a small quantity of oriental porcelain, stoneware, metal objects (iron, brass, lead), glass, 
marine shell and bone (mostly sheep and cow).  
 
Amongst the artefacts are a few items of particular interest. A star-shaped brass medal struck 
to commemorate the coronation of Edward VII in 1902 is well preserved. This medal was 
produced by a company called Marshall & Co. and was probably mass produced for handing 
out at the time. There is an item made from ivory which we believe to be a pencil (with a 
retractable lead). This is also well preserved, though the mechanism is no longer operational. 
Other items include bullets, one of Mauser calibre and one of Lee Enfield caliber, two lead 
alloy toy soldiers, a cog from a clock mechanism, a mother of pearl cuff-link and some carved 
bone handles from knives and forks.  
 
An indication of the date of the filling in of the steps is provided by the artefactual content of 
the fill. If we assume that a time lag exists between manufacture, use and subsequent 
disposal of items, the commemorative medal dated 1902 probably means that filling was not 
completed until c1910.  
  

3.1 The Courtyard 
 
While laying services, the contractor noticed some old surfacing below the existing cement. 
The architect requested us to investigate other parts of the yard to explore the extent of 
original old surfacing.    
 
Test holes were dug in various locations in the courtyard. From these we conclude that most 
of the original surfacing is preserved in the northern half. No in situ material was noticed in 
the southern half, at least not in the test holes that we opened. To get a true reflection of the 
situation it would be necessary to remove much larger sections of the existing surface.  
 
The location of the well preserved in situ surface can be seen in Figure 4. Surfacing detail 
included a brick step separated two levels of cobbles (Plate 4). Other structural details that 
were noticed include walls and columns bracketing the doorway in the northern wall of the 
yard.  
 
4. CONCLUSIONS 
 
When finding old features such as those described in this report, one is reminded just how 
easily and quickly something can disappear from memory without leaving any visible trace.  
 
Early plans show that the steps led down onto what appears to be an oak lined path. It would 
be most interesting to explore further to establish what, if any, the link is between the steps 
and the fresh water springs so that once again the steps could be placed in their true context. 
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5. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
5.1 The exposed step feature should be backfilled with clean builders’ sand. This would not 
only prevent any collapse of the side walls but would also mark the position clearly if a 
decision is made to restore the feature in the future.  
 
5.2 Preserved in situ surfacing in the courtyard should be treated in similar fashion after 
which cement surfaces could be replaced.  
 
6. PROFESSIONAL TEAM 
 
Fieldwork        Dave Halkett 
         Mzwondile Sasa 
         Mzunzima Mjikaliso 
         Tim Hart 
         Belinda Mütti 
Report        Dave Halkett 
         



PLATE 1: Detail of southern wall showing bricks from 
steps preserved in the section . These have provided 
useful structural details. 

PLATE 2: Detail of the north wall showing top step in 
relation to exposed foundations. Fewer bricks are 
preserved in section . 



 

PLATE 3: Detail of a portion of the top step. Preserved brickwork would allow 
accurate reconstruction of the other steps. Locally produced lime mortar was used 
to hold the bricks in place. Foundation stones are set into the natural clay substrate. 

PLATE 4: Detail of original sufacing preserved in the courtyard. Different levels can 
be seen separated by a line of brick which we think may have come from the steps. 
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