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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
ACO Associates was asked by Lovedale College to undertake a site inspection and prepare a report 
documenting the recent find of a cache of historic weapons at a building site for new classrooms on 
college premises, with a view to resolving the current impasse and making proposals for future 
development at the site. Site inspection has revealed at least three separate historic weapons caches 
within a limited area. Two caches are found in trenches and they contain rifle barrels from at least 4 
different types of weapon, while a third cache contains only rifle bayonets in a shallow trench. In 
addition, traces of older stone foundations and rubble were noted in places where they have been 
exposed by foundation trenches. These are believed to be remnants of Fort Hill, built between 1835 
and 1847. 
 
Since the building operations were stopped by SAHRA, the site has been cordoned off and both in 
situ weapons and those already removed remain vulnerable despite the presence of security officials.  
 
The circumstances and possible background are presented and some suggestions for possible ways 
forward are discussed. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 Location 
 

ACO Associates was requested by Lovedale College to undertake a site inspection and prepare a 
report documenting the recent find of a cache of historic weapons at a building site on the college 
campus in King William’s Town. The site is located within what was formerly the site of the old Military 
Reserve, which traces its origins to 1847 when Sir Harry Smith, Governor of the Cape Colony, 
established King William’s Town as the administrative and military headquarters of British Kaffraria 
(Figure 1). The South African Heritage Resources Agency (SAHRA) halted building operations when 
notified of the discovery and this has resulted in delays. This report will hopefully resolve the impasse. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: The location of Lovedale FET College in King William’s Town, Erf 5217 (purple polygon).  
 

1.2 Project details 
 

Lovedale College is in the process of building additional classrooms at the site where the weapons 
caches were uncovered. The layout is shown in Figure 2. 
 

  
 

Figure 2: The location of the new classrooms on the campus (red circle) and detail of the proposed work. 
Classroom highlighted by blue rectangle (drawings supplied by ITM Architects). 
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2. METHODS 
 

A site inspection was undertaken by Mr Dave Halkett of ACO Associates on the 17th November 2009. 
Previous to the visit, our office had made contact with Ms Stephanie Viktor at the Amathole Museum 
in KWT who had historical information about the site. She agreed to meet and accompany me to site. 
I was able to spend approximately 2 hours on site and a short time at the museum looking at old 
maps and plans of the area before flying back to Cape Town. Ms Viktor agreed to scan and e-mail 
some relevant historical plans of the site.  
 
On return to Cape Town, historic plans were superimposed on satellite images of present day KWT to 
determine more accurately what historical features had been located at, or proximate to the 
classroom building. In addition, I consulted Colin Coetzee’s book on The Forts of the Eastern Cape 
(Coetzee 1995) and was able to source a fairly accurate 1848 map of KWT showing the Military 
Reserve at that time.   
 

3. OBSERVATIONS 
 
A detail of the classroom under construction is shown in Figure 3. The building is at foundation stage 
although no cement had been thrown at the time that work was halted by SAHRA. Foundation 
trenches were excavated mechanically which explains the volume of rifle barrels removed from the 
main cache.  
 

 
 

Figure 3: Plan of the classroom showing relevant information (yellow highlight areas indicate trenches that were 
excavated prior to work stoppage, red dotted areas indicate known extent of rifle barrel caches while the blue 

area indicates the approximate position where bayonets were exposed (we do not know full extent of the 
cache). Green rectangles mark approximate positions of older wall footings)

1
.  

                                                
1
 Base plan supplied by ITM Architects. 
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3.1 Weapons caches 
 
There are three separate caches, two of which exposed close together in the south-eastern section of 
the foundation trenches, while a third is small and consists of bayonets.  
 
3.1.1 Rifle cache “inner” 
 
The “inner” cache was heavily impacted by the mechanical excavator which removed 200-300 barrels 
before being stopped. These lie piled adjacent to the excavation.  
 

  
 
Plate 1: A pile of rifle barrels lies on the surface next to the excavation. Plate 2: Barrels were tightly packed into 

a trench and then covered with stone slabs and soil. No layered packing was observed. 
 

  
 

Plate 3: Flat slabs were placed over the weapons which were in turn covered by soil Plate 4: The south eastern 
edge of the disposal trench is exposed. 

 

The context of the find is quite clearly a trench extending eastward into, though not apparently 
beyond, the outer foundation trench. The base of the cache is at a depth of approximately 1.5 meters 
and the south-east edge is clearly visible where barrels have been removed. Although barrels are still 
in place there, the north-west edge of the trench can be deduced. The width cannot be determined 
accurately but is at least 1.5 meters. The length is also difficult to determine but is in the order of 2-3 
meters and does not appear to extend as far as the western foundation trench (unless it lies below the 
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depth of the trench there). The barrels were tightly packed into the hole with most of the muzzle ends 
facing west, There is no evidence of layering of the weapons. No soil had been thrown into the hole 
but rather weapons had been covered by flat stone slabs which had in turn been covered by soil. 
There was no apparent evidence of any protective wrappings or other coverings to suggest these 
items were intended for later use. Some barrels show deliberate damage, apparently to render them 
useless. Some barrels are bent but this is more likely to have resulted from robust excavation. No 
trigger, firing mechanisms or stocks were recognised suggesting that they had been disposed of 
separately to further render the weapons useless. No sign of burning was evident in the trench or 
amongst the weapons. 
 
There appear to be at least 4 types of weapons (and possibly as many as six) represented in the 
cache. The most diagnostic types appear to be Martini-Henry’s with their distinctive square receiver 
blocks (and both rifles and shorter barreled carbines are represented). There is also a double barreled 
muzzle (?) loader, another type of muzzle loader barrel (the outer part of which is octagonal in cross 
section), and a muzzle loader with touch hole positioned on the side of the barrel. The present rusty 
condition prevents immediate identification of maker’s marks, although careful cleaning is likely to 
facilitate identification. There are some other possible weapon candidates but this could only be 
confirmed after proper cleaning and examination. 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

Plate 5: A distinctive Martini Henry receiver block Plate 6: Sling attachment on another weapon 
 

 
 

Plate 7: A complete Martini-Henry rifle
2
  

                                                
2
 Lions Gate Arms and Armour website 
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3.1.2 Rifle cache “outer” 
 
This lies immediately to the south-east of the inner cache (Figure 3). Since excavations were stopped 
at the point where the uppermost barrels were encountered, we cannot be as sure about the size of 
the cache or in fact if it is a continuation of the “inner” one. It would appear that the barrels lie in the 
same orientation as those in the other cache.   
 

  
 
Plate 8: The outer cache is found in the corner of the foundation trench Plate 9: Excavation stopped at the level 

of the top of the cache leaving this largely undisturbed. 
 

3.1.3 Bayonet cache 
 
These were buried in a shallow depression and exposed by one of the western foundation trenches 
(Figure 3). In the process, at least a hundred bayonets were removed and now lie in piles nearby. 
They all appear to be of one type and are believed to have been for use on Martini-Henry rifles. The 
cache lies at a depth of approximately 30-50 cm below the surface and is approximately 80 cm wide. 
It is not possible to estimate the length. The points all seem to face eastward.  
 

  
 
Plate 10: Bayonets were disposed of in a much shallower hole. Plate 11: Bayonets lie on top of a soil heap 
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Plate 12: An example of a cleaned Martini-Henry bayonet (left) sourced on the internet
3
 Plate 13: One of the 

examples from the cache at the college (right). 

 
3.1.4 Older wall footings - Fort Hill 
 
Wall footings have been exposed in section at a number of places by the foundation trenches. The 
locations of these footings have been indicated on Figure 3. They are made from dry packed stone 
and indicate the presence of some form of structure/s on the site in the past. Having made this 
observation, I consulted a number of old maps and plans to determine if a likely candidate could be 
found.  
 
An 1848 map in Colin Coetzee’s book, The Forts of the Eastern Cape, shows a large structure within 
the Old Military Reserve. This structure, was known as Fort Hill and via a process of superimposing 
the old map onto the present landscape, I have established that the arms caches would have been 
situated within the confines of the old Fort (Figure 4). The wall footings are more likely to be the 
remains of buildings within the compound rather than the walls of the fort itself. A detailed plan of the 
Fort Hill is shown in Figure 5, while an overlay of an historical map shows its position on the present 
landscape. 
 

 
 

Figure 4: An overlay of a part of the 1848 map
4
 onto a satellite image showing approximate position of Fort Hill. 

The position of the weapons cache is indicated by the red triangle. 
 

                                                
3
 Bid or Buy website 

4
 Plan of King William’s Town, January 1848. Military reserve between B.O. stones and Buffalo River. In 

Coetzee 1995: 427 
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Figure 5: A detailed plan of Fort Hill from 1852
5
  

                                                
5
 Plan of Fort Hill dated 19.10.1852. CA MP1/795 In Coetzee 1995: 428 
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4. DISCUSSION 
 
Ms Stephanie Viktor from the Amathole Museum prepared a press statement at the time of the initial 
find to respond to the numerous enquiries she was receiving. In it she recounts a little of the history of 
the site: “The Lovedale FET College is situated on the site of the old Military Reserve, which traces its 
origins to 1847 when Sir Harry Smith, Governor of the Cape Colony, established King William’s Town 
as the administrative and military capital of British Kaffraria. Smith immediately gave orders for the 
construction of an extensive complex of military buildings in a specially demarcated area known as 
the Military Reserve. 
 
Several imperial and colonial units were stationed here from 1847 to 1913. During the wars of 
Mlanjeni (1850-53) and Ngcayechibi (1877-78), the Morosi Mountain affair of 1879 and the Anglo-
Boer War (1899-1902), the area was the scene of considerable activity. One of the Union Defence 
Force’s senior units, the Cape Mounted Riflemen (subsequently named the South African Mounted 
Riflemen) had its headquarters in King William’s Town for a considerable period. In 1913 the Cape 
Mounted Riflemen (CMR) was disbanded to be reformed as the South African Mounted Rifles and the 
Military Reserve was abandoned. In the process, large amounts of military ordinance were 
purposefully destroyed.”  
 
She also mentions that: “The College discovered the site where a large fire was made, presumably in 
order to destroy any wooden parts, such as rifle butts, etc. and to cause the oxidation of the metal 
parts to commence. The ordinance was subsequently stacked in specially dug trenches on what was 
formerly the parade ground and covered up6.    
 
Several military objects have been unearthed over the years. In 1986 and 1997 the Amathole 
Museum was involved in the excavation of similar objects at Lovedale College.  
 
In 1925 the Military Reserve was taken over by Excelsior School and in the process a large number of 
barracks, stores and other military buildings were demolished. Despite being intermingled with 
modern buildings, the Military Reserve still forms the largest complex of military buildings in the 
Eastern Cape and is a proclaimed National Monument7.  
 
Terry Willson and Bruce Wentzel of the SA Arms and Ammunition Collectors Association (SAAACA) 
in their talk to the South African Military History Society on the subject of British small arms in the 20th 
century noted the following: “The great change in British small arms dates back to the growing rivalry 
between the great powers of Europe that developed in the late 19th century. In 1888 the British 
introduced their .303-inch calibre Lee Metford rifle as a replacement for the Martini Henry single-shot 
rifle that had played such a prominent role in the previous Anglo-Zulu War. The Lee-Metford was the 
principal rifle in use during the Anglo-Boer War, but was soon replaced by the long Lee Enfield, which 
was initially issued primarily to the reservists and volunteers. During the Anglo-Boer War rifles and 
carbines were issued to the infantry and cavalry respectively.”  
 
The buried rifle barrels therefore offer some way of relatively dating the caches. A Wikipedia entry 
notes that: “the Martini-Henry rifle first entered service in 1871 replacing the old Snider-Enfield, and 
that variants were used throughout the British Empire for the next 30 years. It was the first British 
service rifle that was a true breech-loader using metallic cartridges. There are four classes of the 
Martini-Henry rifle: Mark I (released in June 1871), Mark II, Mark III, and Mark IV. There was also an 
1877 carbine version with carbine variations that included a Garrison Artillery Carbine, an Artillery 
Carbine (Mark I, Mark II, and Mark III), and smaller versions designed as training rifles for military 
cadets. The Mark IV Martini-Henry rifle ended production in the year 1889, but remained in service 
throughout the British Empire until the end of the First World War. 
 

                                                
6
 I saw no signs of burning during my visit 

7
 It is not clear if this is the case. The list of PH sites on the internet does not indicate the whole reserve as 

declared although 3 buildings within the area are. 
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Since the production of the Martini-Henry started in 1871, none of the weapons discovered at the 
Lovedale College site could have been buried before that time. We know too that it was the primary 
weapon of the British Army during the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879 and is therefore not expected to have 
been disposed of in large numbers at that time. The Lee-Metford and later Lee-Enfield were the 
primary weapons of the Anglo-Boer War having largely replaced the Martini-Henry. It means therefore 
that by 1913, Martini-Henry’s as well as most other muzzle loaders would have been out of date and 
would have been ready for disposal. Restructuring of the Union Defence Forces occurred in 1913, 
and in the process the C.M.R. was absorbed into the South African Mounted Rifles Brigade as the 1st 
Regiment, S.A.M.R. (www.southerncape co.za).  
 
The context of the weapons caches is important. The site occupied by Lovedale College was once an 
area of great military significance and housed a large concentration of military buildings. As I have 
shown, Fort Hill was located more or less in the area where the new classrooms are being 
constructed (although it is not clear if by the time the arms were buried the fort itself still existed). It is 
possible that some of the inner fort buildings may have survived and that the stone wall footings 
exposed in the foundation trenches may represent the remains of those. Coetzee (2005) notes the 
following additional information about the fort (original source unknown):  
  
Fort Hill Headquarters of Adelaide Prov. (350 yards from the Buffalo River on left bank) 
 
By authority of Treasury; five warrants dated 18.8.1835 
 
“earth redoubt, 200ft square. The earth from the ditch, 12ft. wide and 6ft deep, was thrown up in 12 
days, merely in the form of a bank to be revetted afterwards, but still not executed. Masonry magazine 
and some temporary huts inside the work, partly of wattle and daub and partly of rubble stone, all 
thatched. Various buildings without: a battery and a small guard house for the Commissariat 
establishment, hospital; A cookhouse of rubble walls and thatched roof is in progress.” 
 
This obviously recounts the very early days of the fort which soon appears to have fallen into 
disrepair. Work was done to it at the end of 1853 since it was one of the main defensive works at the 
time (Coetzee 2005:532). What is interesting in this extract is the mention of a ditch, from which the 
soil for the earthwork had been taken. This may have been left as an additional defensive measure 
around the fort. Although we can only speculate, it could be that weapons were eventually disposed of 
in such a ditch. Only archaeological work would show if this true or not.  
 
 

5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Following site inspection and subsequent consideration of the facts surrounding the context of the 
arms caches, I make a number of recommendations for the heritage authorities to consider in arriving 
at a decision. This aims to address the present position and to assist with possible future 
developments on the site. 
 

5.1 The “classroom” site - heritage significance  
 
Although apparently located on the site formerly occupied by Fort Hill, and more broadly within the 
boundaries of the Old Military Reserve, very little if anything remains of the original Fort. A number of 
Provincial Heritage sites such as the Old Commissariat Store, Old Officer’s Mess and Old Powder 
Magazine are to be found within the military reserve. The reserve has however been in civilian use 
since 1925 when the Excelsior School first moved onto the site. In the process, over a number of 
years, a large number of barracks, stores and other military buildings were demolished, effectively 
reducing the overall heritage significance of the site. Today there are a combination of old and new 
buildings and there is little acknowledgement of the previous military history.  
 

• As a result, there would seem to be little point in not erecting the classroom on the proposed 
site, but only after some additional heritage work is undertaken; 
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• As part of the additional interventions, the wall footings should be accurately 
surveyed/measured and plotted onto a plan to determine if they are consistent with inner 
buildings on plans of Fort Hill; 

• The two additional classrooms (Phase 2 and 3), and proposed expansion of the existing parking 
area will potentially impact other parts of the fort (see Figure 6). Since we have no actual 
physical structures on the site which may be securely identified as belonging to the Fort, it 
remains difficult to plot it with absolute accuracy. It is proposed that mitigation should take the 
form of archaeological monitoring and recording of historical features when these additional 
construction activities occur in an attempt to get better resolution of the fort position and to 
recover any additional artefactual material which may be uncovered in the process. 

 

 
 

Figure 6: Approximate position of Fort Hill and inner buildings (blue) superimposed on the planned building 
phases showing possible areas of impact. 

 

5.2 Arms caches 
 
There are a great number of rifle barrels buried in the 2 known caches, amounting to several 
thousands of items, and many kilograms of steel. Major Tony Step from the Buffalo Volunteers visited 
the site after my visit to identify the firearms and he will compile a report in due course. His initial 
observations indicate that the weapons were of the types used by the British army in South Africa 
from approximately 1760 to about 1902. At this stage I have no information about how rare/common 
the arms are and this will have to be taken into account when decisions are made regarding the 
ultimate fate of the weapons. 
 
When canvassed about taking some of the weapons into storage, the Amathole Museum unofficially 
indicated that they already have a collection from previous discoveries in the area and they would not 
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be interested in taking a lot more. Other museums may also be reluctant to take any given the 
condition. 
 
While the context of the finds seems straightforward, careful removal of the remaining specimens 
could reveal additional information about their disposal. The single bayonet cache would appear to be 
more easily dealt with, although we do not know its full extent. I suggest the following action: 
 

• The full extent of the caches currently exposed in the trenches should be traced and all 
remaining weapons removed under supervision of an archaeologist working under a permit 
issued by SAHRA. The caches should be surveyed and plotted onto a plan; 

• A representative collection of the weapons should be retained. Cleaning and conserving the 
weapons will enable the makers marks to be identified, ensuring that a range of models and 
makers are retained; 

• SAMA (South African Museums Association) should be approached to enquire whether any 
museums would be interested in obtaining a selection of the weapons for their collections (they 
would possibly have to arrange transport and conservation of the material); 

• The site of the classroom should be checked to ensure that no ammunition caches are buried 
there. This can possibly be done via a metal detector survey; 

• The balance of the weapons (which as defined heritage objects, belong to the State) should be 
disposed of in a manner acceptable to SAHRA once it is established if the types represented 
are rare or not; 

• In future, all additional new buildings/landscaping that are planned within the approximate site of 
Fort Hill, and the old Military Reserve as a whole, should be the subject of permit applications to 
SAHRA. 
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