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ABSTRACT 

The wagon-making site at the Lovedale Mission Station is extensive and was the scene of intensive activity 
over a period of 50 years (1880-1930). Features and objects of historical archaeological interest may still 
be traced. The surface distribution of these artefacts, as well as evidence from written and oral sources, 
reveal a patterning of activity areas in the wagon-making, carpentry and blacksmithing departments. 

INTRODUCTION 

Lovedale was established in 1841 on the banks of the 
Tyumie River approximately 60 Jan north-west of King 
Williams Town (Fig. I). The site is surrounded by low 
hills overlooking a flat valley. The vegetation of the area 
is recorded as being Valley Bushveld and False 
Thornveld (Acocks 1975:50, 53). Some 40 years ago the 
University of Fort Hare botany students identified 86 
different plant species on Sandile's Kop, close to 
Lovedale, which suggests that the present degraded 
vegetation is a recent phenomenon. 

Lovedale seminary was established as a 
missionary institution by the United Free Church of 
Scotland with the express aim of 'uplifting' African 
social, economic and religious life. 

Fig. I. Location of Lovedale and the position of the 
wagon-making site. 

Sir George Grey, Governor of the Cape, was 
concerned however, that the education provided at the 
missions was 'too bookish', and therefore encouraged 
them to introduce industrial training. In his opinion 
lasting peace would only come to the Eastern Cape 
Frontier if the various tribes were industrialized (Wells 
1905:30). Instruction in carpentry, wagon-making, 
smithery and building therefore commenced at Lovedale 
in 1856 (Oosthuizen 1970:39). According to Peires 
(1989:59), only Lovedale was able to "survive the 
withdrawal of the British government subsidy in the 
1860s", indicating the success of this industrial school. 

This paper is specifically concerned with wagon
making since the Cape transport wagon, which was 
manufactured at Lovedale, played an important role in 
exploration and transport at that time (Stewart 1894:79). 

AIMS 

It is suggested that Lovedale could provide material 
regarding the response of a tribal society to colonial 
control. The archaeological record of the site's 
occupation could be used as a control against which to 
evaluate the historical accounts relating to wagon-making, 
carpentry and smithery. The initial aim of the research 
was to determine the spatial relationships and patterning 
of activity areas at the wagon-making site as reflected in 
documentary and oral sources. Thereafter, since wagon
making can be described as an aspect of the interaction 
in the technical education field between the indigenous 
people and the Scottish Missionaries at Lovedale, it was 
determined to elucidate the function and role of the site 
in the broader context of the acculturation process. 



METHODOLOGY 

Research combined data collected by means of 
archaoological techniques as well as written and oral 
sources. Documentary research was undertaken in the 
Africana section of the University of Fort Hare where 
volumes of the Lovedale Mission Reports are kept. A 
number of elderly men, who had studied at Lovedale 
when wagon-making was still taught, were traced and 
their reminiscences recorded. Finally, an archaeological 
investigation of the wagon-making building and the 
surrounding area was undertaken. This included a surface 
collection of artefacts which were removed for further 
analysis. 

SITE DESCRIPTION AND INTERPRETATION 

According to the early reports, wagon-making was 
initially taught in another building some 40 m from the 
present site (Stewart 1894:79). The present site consists 
of two components, namely a building used for wagon
making and carpentry and an open area to the east where 
other activities, including smithery, took place. The 
building referred to was erected in 1884 and is located on 
the eastern boundary of the Institution's premises (Fig. 
I). The building is of a rectangular shape and is some 46 
m long. A later addition (1893) against the western gable 
has resulted in its present L-shape (Fig.2). The 

Fig. 2. The present building on the wagonmaking site 
with the 1893 extention visible. 

foundation consists of cut stone, while the walls are a 
combination of corrugated iron and brick sections. The 
roof, of corrugated iron, is supported by rafters resting 
on roughly cut yellowwood poles. On one of these poles 
the name "John Lediga" has been stencilled five times 
(Fig. 3). John Lediga was a carpentry apprentice who 
was enrolled at Lovedale in 1927 (Lovedale Missionary 
Institution 1928:23). A contemporary photograph 
indicates a number of poles running down the centre of 
the building, but the majority of these have since been 
removed (Fig. 4). The building has five doors and 24 
windows. 

A partition (25 m long and 5 m wide) in the 
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Fig. 3. Stencilled name of John Lediga. 

Fig. 4. Contemporary photograph showing the interior of 
the building with the carpentry apprentices at work. 

north-western corner of the building served as an 
instruction room for apprentices (Fig. 5). This is 
confirmed by the blackboard along the southern wall as 
well as indications that blackboards also bung on the 
northern and eastern walls. Two doors connecting the 
teaching area with the main work area have been closed 
with brick. The purpose of a rectangular hole some 0,8 
m deep, in the centre of the concrete floor, is unknown. 
There is a basin in the north-western comer of this room. 

According to contemporary photographs the 
eastern section of the main hall was used for wagon
making while carpentry was practised in the western 
section. The construction of the floor indicates that the 
materials selected were dictated by the activities which 
took place. The floor in the western portion of the ball 
(some 5 m by 7 m in size) consists of upright tree trunks, 
square wooden blocks and planks (Fig. 6) which form a 
sturdy base intended to support heavy material (Mr Peter, 
a truck driver in the department in 1928, pers. comm.). 
A large hole in the middle of this floor (1,7 m x 0,5 m) 
contained quantities of wood shavings, nails and screws 
confirming the function of this area. It appears to have 
been separated from the rest of the hall by wire netting, 
remnants of which are still suspended from the rafters 
overhead. A plank floor indicates the carpenters work 
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Fig. 5. Floor plan of the wagon-making site with the 1893 extention indicated on the right. 

Fig. 6. Heavy duty floor. 

area. Four floorboards were removed and woodshavings, 
nails and screws were recovered. 

The remaining section of the floor consists of 
concrete. It contains five rectangular work areas in which 
wooden tiles were laid (Fig. 7). These areas formed the 
bases for the work benches involved with wagon-malcing 
(Mr Peters, pers. comm.). The remnants of the walls and 
door of a partition which served as a storeroom and later 
as an office are still visible in the south-eastern comer of 
the main hall. The gable of the eastern wall (before 
extensions took place), still contains the frames and 
hinges of a large door (some 3 m wide and 2,9 m high), 
which must have served as the main entrance for wagons 
brought into the hall. This door has since been reduced 
in size to that of the five other doors. 

The 1891 extension consists of two rooms added 
to the eastern end of the building. The larger room was 
used for storing finished goods while the smaller 
functioned as an office (Mr Peter, pers. comm.). 

Fig. 7. The concrete floor with rectangular sections 
towards the western section. 

Area surrounding the building 
The remains of a road (4 m wide) are visible to 

the immediate south and east of the building. It was used 
by the wagons entering and leaving the workshop area. 
To the east of the building are two large wood-presses 
which were previously mounted on a block of concrete 
and cut stone (Fig. 8). An area of 18 m by 12 m was 
cleared around the presses after which a grid of 3 m x 3 
m squares was constructed. The clearing of the dense 
surface grass revealed a number of features associated 
with the wagon-making, smithery and carpentry 
activities. A large quantity of iron artefacts were found 
amongst these features (Fig. 9). The following features 
are noteworthy. 

Stone Circle 
This is a circular construction of cut stone some 

2m in diameter with a hole (40 mm in diameter and 350 



Fig. 8. Wood presses. 

mm deep} in the centre (Fig. 10). Diagonally at the base 
of this hole lies a 100 mm thick iron bar with hinges 
attached. This circular stone was used for fitting iron 
bars around wagon wheels. A heated iron band was fixed 
around the wooden wheel lying on the circular stone. 
Water was then poured over it causing the band to 
contract sufficiently to become solidly fixed to the 
wooden wheel (Mr Makalima pers. comm.). A large 
quantity of iron artefacts were recovered from the central 
hole in the stone. 

The remains of a furnace was recovered 
approximately 2 m from the stone circle. This is the 
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Fig. 9. The distribution of artefacts and features on the 
cleared area. 
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Fig. 10. The stone circle. 

place where the heating of the bands was undertaken. It 
consists of a rectangular hole (I ,5 m x 0,5 m and 0,5 m 
deep) built of bricks and plastered. After clearing the fill, 
which consisted of soil and stones, a chimney pipe, a 
large iron pipe and broken iron rods, screws, bolts and 
nails were recovered. Large quantities of ashy soil were 
found at the base of the pit. 

Remains of a Wooden Shed. 
According to documentary sources, an open shed 

used for carpentry before 1886, had been situated to the 
east of the main building (Lovedale Missionary Institution 
1885:20). The broken stumps of the poles supporting the 
roof and walls of the shed are clearly visible as well as 
part of a brick floor. Amongst the iron artefacts found 
from this area are several broken saw blades and two 
wood-presses. 

Concrete Slabs and Foundations 
Several concrete slabs and foundations were 

uncovered. Their purpose is uncertain at this stage but 
could be revealed by an excavation of the site. Two holes 
lined with cement occur in the vicinity of the shed area. 
Both have a diameter of0,2 m and are 0,4 m deep. Hole 
No. 2 contained a 5 litre paint tin full of iron artefacts 
including chisels, a pair of pliers, nuts, bolts, screws and 
nails. Indications are that this represents a deliberate 
concealment of tools. When wagon-malcing and other 
trades ceased at I..ovedale in 1930, students agitating 
against the decision hid numerous pieces of working 
apparatus (Mr Jantjies, a building apprentice from 
1925·1929, pers. comm.). Hole No.3 is a disturbance in 
the ground on the northern side of the cleared area. A 
large quantity of iron objects were recovered and more 
are visible in the profile of the hole. This was possibly a 
discard area. 

ANALYSIS OF ARTEFACTS 

A total of 613 iron artefacts, numerous pieces of bone (as 
yet unidentified) and fragments of wood were recovered 
from the surface collection. The positions of all these 
artefacts were plotted on the grid. They were then taken 
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to the University of Fort Hare for analysis but will be 
returned to Lovedale at the completion of the research. 
An inventory of all the iron artefacts was drawn up 
indicating provenance, description of item, function and 
whether it originated from the wagon-making, smithery 
or carpentry departments. 

Artefacts which were used in wagon-making (63 
in all) were identified by Mr Duzi from the Peddie 
district. They included bolts and flat pieces of iron used 
for brakes, wagon boxes or body supports (L-shaped), 
hooks for suspending equipment underneath the wagon 
and three iron rings that are used to join oxen chains. A 
part of a brake drum and the rim of a cart wheel were 
also found. A number of artefacts associated with 
carpentry, apart from wood shavings and rotten planks, 
were also recovered. Of the total of 613 iron artefacts 
found, at least 498 could be linked to the three 
departments. Forty-eight artefacts associated with 
smithery were recovered including chisels, bits, a pair of 
pliers and farm implements. Also associated with 
smithery were iron tractor parts and their presence points 
to a later stage when the site functioned as a mechanical 
workshop. 

In addition to the above, numerous nails, bolts 
and screws littered the cleared area of the three 
departments. The condition of the iron artefacts varied 
from good to badly rusted. The artefacts recovered 
probably represent only a small fraction of the site's 
actual potential. It is considered that an excavation, 
especially to the north of the cleared area, will reveal 
many more artefacts. 

ARCHIVAL SOURCES 

The history of Lovedale Institution is recorded in the 
Lovedale Annual Reports which span the years 1878 to 
1930. The reports were written by the instructors 
teaching in the various departments. The records deal 
with student enrolment, their place of origin and pass rate 
as well as items made each year and quality of work 
performed. All of these aspects were affected by social, 
economic and political factors such as wars, droughts and 
diseases. Bad droughts were experienced in 1883, 1889 
and 1894 while excessive rain fell in 1881, 1886 and 
!891. The Institution was closed for three weeks between 
1877-1878 because of war. In 1920 a riot by students as 
a consequence of the rise in fees because of the impact of 
the First World War, resulted in thousands of pounds 
worth of damage (Shephard 1971 :87). The War is 
reported to have led to unfavourable conditions at the 
institution. In 1918 the countrywide Influenza Epidemic 
affected about six hundred students and four died 
(Shephard 1971: 85). 

According to the records, wagon-making, 
carpentry and smithery were practised on the same site 
from 1894. The carpentry department provided wagon
making with wagon boxes, cart and carriage naves, hubs 
for carts and dinner wagons. It also specialized in making 
coffins, wardrobes, benches, desks, window and door 
frames and many other items which were sold to the local 

community and other institutions including the South 
African Native College (The University of Fort Hare). 

The smithery, on the other hand, supplied items 
like iron mountings, stays, spokes, quarry tools and 
spiders. The smithery department was also engaged in 
making farm implements such as ploughs, garden rakes, 
harrows as well as various kinds of chains. Wagon
making manufactured ox-wagons, horse-wagons, 
spring-wagons, German wagons, transport wagons and 
buck wagons. Scotch carts, milk-carts, dust-carts, water
carts, ox-carts, horse-carts and handcarts were also made. 
A total of 125 wagons and 75 carts were reportedly 
manufactured in 52 years. The blacksmiths manufactured 
180 wheelbarrows, 556 horse shoes, 11 gates, 8 harrows, 
42 garden rakes, 216 stays and 98 spiked rails. 

Lovedale wagons fetched high prices in the 
market and bore the name in conspicuous letters (Wells 
1905:218). The value of a good transport wagon varied 
between 70 and 100 pounds (Stewart 1894:76). The 
wagon-makin~/sniithery department made a total of 
22,017 pounds between 1880-1930 while carpentry alone 
made a reported amount of 91,186 pounds during the 
same period. One of the reasons for the higher income 
generated by the carpentry department is likely to have 
been the greater number of apprentices (1230) which 
enrolled in this department. Wagon-making and smithery 
could only attract 534 apprentices because these trades 
required a greater amount of physical strength than 
carpentry. In addition carpentry and wagonmaking made 
use of South African woods such as yellowwood, 
stinkwood, ironwood, assegai and red pearwood. The 
sources of these woods have not been documented but 
they are abundant in the eastern Cape. During times of 
scarcity oak, pine and gum were also used with the latter 
favoured for wagon-making (Lovedale Missionary 
Institution 1918:40). 

Lovedale attracted students from all the missions 
of South Africa as well as from as far afield as 
Bechuanaland (Botswana), Swaziland, Rhodesia 
(Zimbabwe) and Central Africa. One of the most 
interesting enrolments at Lovedale was that of the Galla 
slaves who arrived at the institution in 1890. Of the 200 
slaves rescued by the British ship H.M.S. Osprey from 
an Arab slave dhow off the east coast of Africa (Stewart 
1894; Shephard 1971), 64 were brought to Lovedale by 
Dr Paterson and instructed in various trades. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The wagon-making site at Lovedale is extensive and was 
the scene of intensive activity over a period of some 50 
years (1880-1930) leaving behind features and many 
other objects of historical archaeological interest. 
Although the machinery and other equipment necessary 
for practising the trade are gone, it is still possible to 
identify activity areas for assembling wagons and 
carpentry inside the building. Contemporary photographs 
support these observations. Smithery took place outside 
the building as the remains of the furnace and other iron 
artefacts indicate. An analysis of the iron artefacts shows 



that the smith, besides making and repairing wagon parts, 
also repaired farm equipment. One interesting 
observation which arose from the surface collection 
relates to the numerous iron objects, such as bolts, 
screws, chisels etc., which were left around to rust. Even 
today many of these objects would be of great value in a 
rural society. One explanation may be that the project 
was not designed for profit-making. A lack of 
motivation, because they did not share in the rewards of 
the work, may have led to carelessness on the part of the 
apprentices. 

The discovery of a cache of tools and other iron 
objects is significant as it may be linked either to the 
dissatisfaction of the students with the closing of the 
wagon-making section or may be due to students hiding 
objects for later removal (i.e. theft) from the premises. 

The archival sources provide annual records of 
progress in wagon-making, carpentry and smithery and 
although this cannot be traced in the archaeological 
record it has been possible to note some of the changes 
mentioned in the reports. For instance, the site of the 
first carpentry shed was uncovered and it is also possible 
to determine where the main building was extended in 
1893. Student enrolment records show a mixture of 
ethnic groups but this was not reflected in the 
archaeological record. 

Oral sources were useful although the informants 
were not enrolled in any of the departments with the 
exception of Mr Peter, who was a truck driver in these 
departments in 1928. The informants did make important 
contributions. For example, Mr Makalima indicated the 
existence of the stone circle, Mr Jantjies supplied 
information about the influence of the wagons on the 
social life of the community while Mr Duzi had 
knowledge about different wagon parts. 

Documentary and oral sources suggest that 
production in the departments was slow with the 
emphasis on teaching and quality. The standard of work 
noted on the iron wagon parts supports this view and it 
can be assumed that students obtaining their certificates 
were able to deliver a reasonable product. The 
acculturation effect of this training must have been 
considerable although this was not always viewed in a 
positive light by the surrounding community (Mr 
Khethelo who is 96 years old and was at Lovedale from 
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1915-1917, pers. comm.). Describing the social impact 
of the training on the apprentices as well as on their 
respective communities, however, lies outside the scope 
of this study. The data from the site nevertheless 
demonstrates that black apprentices (mostly from 
non-industrialized backgrounds) mastered the trade of 
wagon-making, carpentry and smithery with some degree 
of success and it may be assumed that their application of 
the trades changed their own status considerably in the 
societies to which they returned. 
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