Material culture studies: studying advertisements and events surrounding
the traditional Holy Communion weekend: A case study from the farm
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Much of the material culture found in the dumps on the farm Welkomskraal (Eastern Cape Province) was
imported from around the world. The question arises: how did the farmers, who lived in such remote
areas, obtain these products? While research reveals that Nagmaal / Nachtmaal (Holy Communion) was
a very important event, not only for religious purposes, but also as an opportunity to buy and sell
products, the problem of locating information about these products remains a challenge. South African
sources are under-researched and obtaining information about products available to general dealers and
the public during the late-19th and early-20th centuries constitutes a current and challenging line of
research. By studying advertisements in several old newspapers and magazines dating from the 1880s to
the 1930s, it has been possible to obtain a great deal of valuable information. This illustrates the
usefulness of consulting advertisements when studying material culture.
When Vaale Krans was first obtained by Stephanus Johannes Kruger in 1821, the closest towns were
Graaff-Reinet, established in 1786, and Cradock, established in 1814. Colesberg followed shortly in
1825, Burgersdorp in 1846 and Middelburg in 1852. Due to the long distances that people had to travel
to get to church and to town, both Steynsburg and Venterstad, were established in the 1870s.
The quarterly Nachtmaal was very important for several reasons. This offered people, who lived far from
town, the opportunity to participate in Communion, as well as for other religious events such as
marriages, baptisms and confirmation of candidates to take place. The Holy Communion weekend also
offered people the opportunity to buy and sell goods. Since some farmers lived very far and the journey
to town took several days by wagon, they would leave for town a few days earlier, and camp out or stay
in their townhouse, if they owned one.
Extract from an advertisement published in De Express en Oranjevrijstaatsch Advertentieblad, 1880

Auctions were generally planned to coincide with the
local Nachtmaal events. The farmers also had to
gather or prepare the products that they were
planning to sell at the market, e.g. wool, sheep, and
potatoes. Hawkers made it their business to know
when Nachtmaal would be taking place and planned
their trips and business accordingly.
In 1849 J.C. Chase (civil commissioner and resident
magistrate stationed at Burgersdorp) wrote the
follwing: 'Nachtmaal is the period of the greatest
excitement in this remote region – the harvest of the
shopkeepers. The Churchwardens sell land, the

Smoking pipe fragments from Area2

Clergy collect their fees, the smouses of Cradock and Colesberg congregate, and there is a sprinkling of
traders from more distant parts. The religious services begin on Saturday, and conclude the following
Monday. The Church-going bell is echoed by the beating of an old frying-pan to announce a sale and
the loud voices of the good people singing their psalms are anon replied to by the shrill voice of the
Auctioneer, going! going! gone! On the last occasion there were about 400 wagons, nearly one half
horse wagons with very fine animals, and their Noah's Ark full of humanity” (Aucamp, 1971:16-17).
The Holy Communion weekend was probably the most important opportunity to buy items needed for
the farm and household. Another way that farmers acquired goods was when they were visited by
hawkers. The farmers also traded or sold goods amongst each other. Evelyn Marais (born c. 1903) wrote
in her recollections of her youth at her parent's farm, situated between Venterstad and Steynsburg, that
an ostrich dealer from Oudtshoorn visited her parent's farm, Driefontein in 1910 and that her father
bought a pair of ostriches from him. She also mentioned that a certain Hesselberg bought stock from
farmers on behalf of a butcher from Port Elizabeth (Marais, 1986:104). She remembered that Monty
Barber, who lived on the farm Sikspensdraai, close to Driefontein, was well known for his tobacco in the
surrounding districts and that he would send one of his workers with a mule and wagon to make
deliveries on the farms (Marais, 1986:108-109).
The question now arises: how did the farmers know what products were available and were they
advertised? Evelyn Marais (1986:106) wrote that one of the highlights was the weekly visits by the
postman. Coming from Steynsburg, he would deliver the postal bags at the farms on his route, sleep
over at one of the farms, and then the next day, collect the postal bags at the farms on his way back to
town. Although the newspapers were a bit old when they received them on the Thursday, they still
consulted it to look at the latest market prices and upcoming auctions.
Several newspapers were consulted in an effort to obtain information on the products that were
available to the public and to see what was advertised. The attached advertisements are a reflection on
some of the material that was found at the dumps on Welkomskraal.
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Fish tin with the inscription “Norway” found at Area 3

Lennon’s medicine bottles from Area 2

From: The Daily Express, 1896

From: The Daily Express, 1896

American White rose oil can, found in Area 3

Glass sherds from a “GOW’S” bottle found at Area 1

Glass sherd with inscription,
“Essence of life”, from Area 3

Extract from an advertisement in The Daily Express, 1891

From: The Bloemfontein Post, 1900

From: The Agricultural Journal of the Cape of Good Hope, 1904

From: De Express en Oranjevrijstaatsch advertentieblad, 1880

From: Die Huisgenoot, 1917

Cape Town, 1917
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Nector tea tin from Area 3

From: The Homestead, 1922

Metal strip from a Laurel paraffin can, from Area 1

