CULTURAL HERITAGE DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS

SOME SUGGESTIONS FURTHER TO THE MEETING ON 10 MAY AT KATHU

Listed below are the broad outlines of eight projects that, in my estimation, certainly warrant implementation, albeit best in some ordered succession:

PROJECT 1
A museum at Kathu should be considered, given that this is a cost – effective way of catering for the diverse interests of soon -  escalating visitor numbers, and, certainly, no better place for it would be the old "road gravel' extraction area just north of the Pony Club entrance.  This structure should be full of natural light, perhaps circular, and not big, some 300m2 may suffice, with two offices, ablution facilities, and the balance devoted to region – specific displays with short simple texts.  Subject matter could include the San, Khoi and Tswana, Stone Age occurrences, the Kathu forest and Kalahari, the mines and on transport to the coast, local accommodation and other facilities, and anything else of interest, such as the appetite suppressing Hoodia plant.   The most economical layout for the displays would be by vertical metal pillars bolted to the floor, each with four attached double – sided panels at eye level, with display objects in triangular cases between and below the panels and sufficient space around each "carousel'.  The building itself should lead by example, with double – glazed windows and solar panels for maximum energy efficiency, and two should suffice for staff, an Educational Officer and a General Assistant, to collect fees and so on.

PROJECT 2

Auxilliary structures that may be warranted would comprise small adjacent 
buildings that blend in, perhaps semi – circular with the rest shaded, that are 
privately run, with rentals to offset museum running costs; one to provide visitors with seated food and refreshments and the other to market regional arts and crafts.
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PROJECT 3

The Kathu Townlands site, on which proposed Project 1 and 2 structures would be situated, was found by local resident Naas Viljoen in 1980, and comprises the ~11 ha flat crest of a Precambrian jaspilite hill that is surrounded on all sides by later Kalahari Group calcretes.  Small excavations there in 1982 and 1990 established that slabs of jaspilite had been quarried away, perhaps partly by wedging, and then flaked further on site by Late Acheulean artisans about 700 000 years ago.  Those activities resulted, over perhaps 10 – 20 millennia, in the entire exposure being covered by a ~1 m deep artefact rubble made up of ca. 700 million flaked items, largely (99.9%) debitage, but with a few discarded handaxe roughouts, and even scarcer finished tools.  
The significance of these findings resides partly in the sheer scale of the operation, with far more artefacts than any similar – aged site on earth, as also in the precocious nature of the flaking technology used, as shown by blades that are some three times older than any in Eurasia.  Also significant is the discovery that quarrying has such early beginnings, since confirmed by similar but later finds in Israel and India, and also, the recent finding of a largish specularite chunk in a Kathu Townlands section, which points to an amazing age for cosmetic use in southern Africa.
A mooted further development at this exceptional locality is the exposure of the artefact rubble over a ~ 3 x 4 m area, just north of the proposed museum, where its surface has already been disturbed by bulldozing over twenty years ago.  The excavated surface would, given that the deposit is unconsolidated, have to be roofed over, surrounded by railings to the roof, and the surroundings, to the museum, covered by red sand and then fine crushed stone, to prevent artefact pilfering.  As for the rest of the Heritage Reserve, the remainder on the Pony Club side could be left as is, whereas the Portion 5 area, on the other side of the tar road, could be covered by 10 – 20 cm of red sand, grassed over and then used as a Trim Park, subject to SAHRA approval.
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PROJECT 4

In December 2006 I accompanied colleague Cobus Dreyer to a new site, Uitkoms 4, lying a few hundred metres east of the Kathu cemetery, that he had found by chance earlier last year while carrying out EIA work on the adjacent farm Hartnolls.  At Uitkoms 4 a ~100 m wide artefact zone was seen to be sloping gently south – eastwards to disappear under sterile younger red sands that had been locally removed recently to leave a number of A. erioloba trees perched on sand pedestals.  A brief search at this locality yielded 7 – 8 handaxes, a blade and minor debritage, all indicating the same basic range of Late Acheulean forms as at Kathu Townlands, but with a handaxe incidence that is hundreds or thousands of time higher.

The significance of Uitkoms 4 is therefore that it shows that handaxe roughouts produced at Kathu Townlands were not flaked further there, but, rather, carried for a kilometre to Uitkoms 4 for final trimming, seemingly by more experienced craftsmen there.  If confirmed, that inference would imply that Kathu Townlands and Uitkoms 4 are complementary occurrences, and that craft specialization has a great antiquity, which previous findings also suggest for handaxe sites along the lower Vaal, but not, as yet, recorded elsewhere in the Old World.  Furthermore, if it takes a hundred debritage fragments to produce one roughout at Kathu Townlands, then the numbers there indicate that millions of handaxes must have been brought to Uitkoms 4, but lie hidden by the red sands, in which may then be the earth's richest handaxe site.

Further development at this site should clearly be test pits through, but not below, the red sand to trace its full extent, followed by excavation of some representative portion and, eventually, a poster display at the Kathu Museum.

PROJECT 5
In 1980 I was told by Naas Viljoen that he had, some time previously, come across a very low hill covered by dozens of 3 – 4 m wide and 1 – 1.5 m deep pits into a ca. 1 – 2 ha specularite exposure, while looking for lost cattle on the farm Mashwening.  Late 
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that year I sank a small trench to the north end of the pitted area and found a low density of ~1000 year – old Later Stone Age artefacts in the uppermost stratum and a small handaxe – aged sample in one square taken down through a rubble layer to bedrock.  That finding now raises the possibility, given the specularite fragment and jaspilite quarrying some 20 km away at Kathu Townlands, that some of the Mashwening pits could date to handaxe times, before 300 000 years ago.

Further development at Mashwening should commence with fieldwork to determine the extent of the handaxe occurrence and just where that material lies, typologically, within the Acheulean, followed by the excavation of some pits, to see if in situ handaxes occur in any of them.  If successful, the age of the earliest mining on earth would be vastly extended, given that the oldest such occurrence that is listed in the Guiness book of Records is the ~90 000 year – old specularite working known as Lion Cavern, in Swaziland, which I investigated in the 1970's.   
PROJECT 6
Located in the mountains just north of Olifantshoek are sites relating to the 8 month – long Langeberg Rebellion of 1896 – 7, such as Lucas Jantje se Kraal, that still remain to be studied archaeologically.

Development there should begin with a foot search to locate all pertinent fortifications and cultural debris, followed by excavations at the most promising of those found.  It should be noted that there are surface occurrences at which weathering causes organic remains to disappear fairly fast, thereby making reconstruction more difficult with time.  

PROJECT 7

A small excavation, known as Kathu Pan 7, that was carried out in 1983 on the side of a large infilled sinkhole on the farm Kathu, produced, from the lowest level, 1.5 – 2.5 m below the modern surface, a few handaxes on a sloping bedrock representing the sinkhole rim.  These handaxes seem to represent a "spill – over" from an 
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equivalent stratum in the abutting sinkhole and, if so, Kathu Pan 7 could contain another long stone age sequence, rare in South Africa, that may span the same or differing periods to those in the renowned nearby Kathu Pan 1.

Development there would begin with a test pit to determine if the sinkhole does contain cultural material, and if this differs from the assemblages found elsewhere at Kathu, in which case the excavation should be enlarged to obtain appropriate samples.

PROJECT 8

About 45 km NNW of Olifantshoek lies Nchwaneng, an isolated hill, on the south – western side of which are some rock pools and a 30 x 60 m flat rock surface covered by over a thousand pecked engravings that are mainly schematic, but with a few human and animal depictions.  Most of the engravings have smoothed edges, and next to the one pool are pecked cupules and circle outlines on a vertical quartzite face that had split and suffered erosion along the resultant gap since the cupules and circle outlines were engraved.  A small nearby excavation in 1986 – 7 produced evidence for only two occupations at Nchwaneng, one over the past two millennia and the other much earlier, with ca 500 000 year – old handaxes, of which some are based on jaspilite from Kathu.  Given the extreme durability of quartzite, it seems to me most unlikely that the observed weathering damage to the rock face could have occurred over a few millennia, but that leaves the art at an uncomfortably early age that will require far firmer proof to be accepted.
Developments to obtain that evidence would involve exposing the handaxe level further downslope, where it disappears under about 3 m of sterile Kalahari sand, to see if further engraved surfaces occur there.  If they do, and if the overlying sands provide OSL ages of over 2 000 BP, which they almost certainly will, then the case for linking the art with the contiguous handaxes would be compelling.
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CONCLUSIONS

From the above it is evident that there are many prehistoric sites of world class quality around Kathu, and also that most of them are of handaxe age, a time span for which the obtaining of reliable ages is everywhere extremely difficult, except in volcanic regions.  The exciting news in this regard is the recent and ongoing development in the IRSL dating method, which promises to provide reliable ages ranging back to the earliest Kathu sites on a material that is widespread, namely felspar grains.  With that method up and running soon, the main impediment to implementing Projects 3 – 8 would be the small pool of pertinent expertise in the Northern Cape, which will mean recruiting people from elsewhere for fieldwork, in collaboration with the McGregor Museum.  Given financial support and the nature of the sites on offer, that problem is not insurmountable, and, if that proves to be the case, it is not too fanciful to envisage that Kathu research could rewrite portions of human history and generate a few National and even World Heritage sites.  

If any further information is required, please contact me at se@museumsnc.co.za 
Peter B Beaumont 
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