
The disposal of rubbish and the location of middens:  
A case study from the farm Welkomskraal in the Eastern Cape Province

When collecting archaeological material from dumps, one is inclined to wonder whether the 

inhabitants of the site, such as the people from Welkomskraal, had particular/specific disposal 

methods for rubbish and whether there were any commensurate patterns in the location of their 

middens.  

thLate in the 19  century, bad sanitation and the outbreak of disease, led to the introduction of several 

laws in the cities and towns around South Africa that prohibited people from throwing their rubbish 

into the streets or allowing it to accumulate in their yards.  

On 10 November 1891 the following notice regarding Article 115 of the Municipal Regulations was 

published in The Friend: “Art 115 – Any person accumulating rubbish on his Erf or other enclosed 

place, or keeping anything that creates a stench, or is an annoyance or an injury to his neighbour's 

health, is on the first warning compelled to remove such rubbish, & c., and in case of non-compliance, 

is liable to a fine of £1 for every day such non-compliance continues”.  

On the farms, however, the disposal of rubbish was not prescribed and residents decided where to 

throw, bury or burn their household refuse.  Sheet middens were typical on most farms and 

Welkomskraal was no exception, with the dumps all situated close to the houses.  In general the 

material from Welkomskraal is very fragmented and it was difficult to determine vessel form and 

function for the ceramic and glass. Only two small Lennon's medicine bottles were found intact.  This 

resulted from the material discard practices and subsequent, prolonged trampling by sheep, cattle 

and horses. Natural processes such as rain also caused the material to be scattered all over the 

surface.  

The middens, with the exception of two, are very shallow with an average depth of 20 cm. In Area 1 

approximately 70 % of all the material was found on the surface while in the other two areas the percentage 

was much higher, with approximately 85 % of all material found on the surface.  The collection of surface 

material was therefore very important.  To record the provenance of all the surface material, a grid was 

created across the area to include the most important structures as well as all the middens.  The grid was 

divided into 25 x 25m blocks, and in the vicinity of the middens, the blocks were further divided into 5 x 5 

blocks.  Across the middens the area were further divided into 1x 1m blocks.  All the blocks were numbered 

for reference purposes and materials collected according to these block numbers.  

Although only a few farmstead sites in South Africa have been excavated or studied for midden patterns, it 

would seem that sheet middens situated very close to the houses are a common phenomenon.  However, 

more research still needs to be done to confirm this suggestion.
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Area 1 contained three dumps and a 1 x 1m block at each dump were excavated.  All three 

middens were level with the surface. No pits were detected.

Area 2 contained two dumps and there also a 1 x 1m block was excavated at each dump. 

Midden 1 formed a visible heap with material also scattered across the surrounding surface.  

Midden 2 was level with the surface and during excavations a possible pit was detected.

Area 3 had only one large dump.  In order to gather enough material to compare with the 

other two areas it was decided to excavate two 1 x 1m blocks.  The midden was level with the 

surface and overgrown with bushes.  No pits were detected. 

Although no other dumps were found in Area 3 a concentration of beads was found on the 

surface close to the entrance of the unidentified small, round structure.
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