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ABSTRACT

The most recent living floor in the deposit of Strathalan Cave A consists of well preserved plant remains,
including numerous bundles of underground plant food. Together with faunal remains, woaden and stone
arlefacts and pottery sherds an unusuaily compiete picture of hunter-gatherer activities at the siic, 300 years

ago, is provided,

INTRODUCTION

The Strathalan site (30.59.228; 28.23.19E) is located in
the foothills of the Drakensberg range approximately 10
km northeast of Maclear in the Eastern Cape (Fig. 1),
Cave A is one of three adjacent caves occurring in the
sandstone wall of a large shelter. The site 1s significant
because a sequence of well preserved living floors has
been formed by many generations of Middle and Later
Stone Age occupants carrying considerable quantities of
plant and other cultural materials into two of the caves
(Opperman 1992, 1996a & b; Opperman & Heydenrych
1992). Although the presence of botanical remains has
been reported from Eastern Cape Later Stone Age sites
(Deacon 1976; Binneman 1997) spatial distribution maps
of cultural materials have not been drawn. [n Cave A the
material record of the last Stone Age occupants is thinly
covered by soil, and this together with very dry conditions

in the cave created ideal circumstiances for studying cave

space utilization and the distribution of cultural remains.
During several ticldwork periods from 1994 1o 1997 the
layer of topsoil was removed and the cultural materials
were lelt in posiion except for small samples of bone and
plant materials which were taken for identficanon as well
as duting purnoses, This report describes the floor as it
was seen alter the excavanon

THE DEPOSIT AND THE EXCAVATION
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Fig. 1. Location of Strathalan and neighbouring sites.

removed as fertilizer inthe 1930s. The remaming portion
15 st considerable and extends undisturbed towards the
rear of the cave, The caves roof is very low, mostly 1 n
or less, above the p of the deposir, luniting access (o the
back ol the cave on the northern sule (e, 2)

FIrihy Ing excaviiion, itnheoil sguafe mstFes ar
twpswil were removed (o reveal the iving floor (g, 3)
At the wop of the midden mound dried plant maierials were
sa close 1o the surface that they were visible in place
Down the mound slope, towards the rear, the soil cover

was somewhal deeper (30 mm) and contuned considerable
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Fig. 2. Strathalan Cave A: section.

Recording was done by taking photographs of the
visible materials drawing a map of the floor (Fig. 4). 1
believe that what is visible represents a single episode of
occupation after which the band failed to retwrn to the
camp for some reason. It is expected that more remains
will be revealed once the material is removed and the soil
sifted. The floor is separated by sterile sand from a layer
with earlier, equally well preserved occupation material
dated to 2470 + 900 BP (Pta-4634)

THE LIVING FLOOR AND I'T'S MATERIAL

The spread of culral materials uncovered slants across
the cave floor with fewer materials on the northern side
(Fig 4). Trampling can have a signiticant influence on the
distribution of surface materials (Theunissen ef af. 1998)
and sceing that people and animals could only enter the
rear of the cave along the northern side, loose materials
would have been scuffed or dispersed out of the way
Preservation of botanical and faunal remains s
excellent and the distribution of these together with stone
and waooden artefacts, pottery sherds as well as leather
fragments otfer an nsight into activity patierning.

Plant food remains are predominantly Watsonra sp.and
occur over most of the excavated arca. Ditterent imethods
were used by the gatherers (presumably women) o tic
stems mta small bundles for casier transportation. A
populin echnigue was that ot tying a number ot stems
into o single koot (Fig. 4.5, 8, 11, 200 29, 44 64, 66,
9. Another mcthod was to twist a single stem around a
hundle of stems (Fig. 4:19, 23, 28, 37, 43, 48, 65, 91).
Tt is a possibility that cach wonun Dad ey own preferced

method. The weehmques, however, do not appear to be

localized except in the vicinity of a digging stick that was
found in association with four bundles tied in the same
way (Fig. 4:46). Plant food, with similarly tied stems,
was tound at Melkhoutboom (Deacon 1976). Watsonia sp.
grows in the vicinity of the cave but dense stands can also
be found within two hours walking distance. The
flowering periad for Watsonia sp. in the region is October
to March, which would account for their edibility and also
suggest when the cave was inhabited.

Ot specilic interest is the presence of sorghum heads
indicating contact with agriculturalists (Fig. 4:42). Eight
lheads are localized in square X4 and one (Fig. 5) lies in
square X2 (Fig. 4:76). One of the sorghum heads was
dated 10 300 + 40 BP (Pa-7144). The stalks are all neatly
cut but the sorghunt is unused and it is possible that the
occupants were not familiar with its preparation. Today
farmers in the area plant sorghuny in November and reap
it in March to April. The particular band which was
responsible for the living floor therefore possibly visited
the cave in the late summer. The presence of calabash
fragments, one of which has been repaired with sinew, is
further evidence of contact with Iron Age farmers (Fig.
4:31, 78). It may be of significance that occupation of the
cave was (lerminated at about the same time that
agriculturalists appeared in the area. There is no record
that hunter-gatherers used the cave thereafter,
Fourteen artefacts of wooden materials were spread over
the excavated area. A complete wooden digging stick (430
mm long and maximum thickness 20 mm) (Fig.6) lies in
a patch of underground plant food remains. The stick is
pointed at both ends with one point somewhat flattened as

it a hard object was struck during its use. The length is

comparable to the lengths of three digging sticks found in
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Fig. 3. Strathalan Cave A: map showing the location of the
living floor.

layer 2 of the test trench dated to some 2500 years ago
(Opperman 1996b). Finds of digging sticks have been
recorded at Collingham  Shelter (Mazel 1992) and
Augussie Shelter (Binneman 1994).

Wooden pegs are short pointed implememts of which
four of which have been found (Fig.4:2, 12, 538, 73).
Their lengths are 90, 150, 130 and 160 mum and maximum
diameters are 15, 20, 13 and 15 mm respectively. The
ends show evidence of crushing by blows, Sinnlar wooden
pegs were reported at Melkhouthoom (Deacon 1976).
Figure 4:74 shows a sharp pointed fragment possibly of a
spear (lengrh 230 mom and maximum diameter 20 min).

Slender artefacts somewhat similar in appearance to
hontting needlea farmed part ul the wooden taailkin (g
S0, 75, 83). Two of these are sharpened at both ends and
are 200 and 170 mm long with maximum thickness being
approximately S mun. The third one s 180 mm long and
also has a maxinmm thickness of 5 mm. Figure 4:505
shows o wooden artefact 20 nun long which is sunilar in
2I$I1pl‘.||.i|lL',' Lo Baovne arronw [ MRS

Somewhat enigmatic 1s a piece of reed (130 mm long),

cut at both ends, with a hole drilled through one end
through which a bone splinter was passed (Fig. 4:48).

Other artefacts made from organic materials are a piece
of string from twisted plant fibres (200 mm long) (Fig.
4:35) and rings of twisted grass (Fig. 4:67). A small
leather fragment was recovered in association with a
calabash fragment (Fig. 4: 32). An ostrich eggshell bead
was observed in square B3 but it is not shown on the
distribution map.

Nine fragments of undeccrated pottery occur, spread
across the living floor (Fig. 4:1, 52, 56, 59, 69, 70, 77,
81, 101). Only twelve stone artefacts, including flakes and
one core, were observed. It is possible that more are
hidden amongst and underneath the plant materials.

Bone fragments are mostly concentrated in squares X4,
Y4, X3 and Y3 where the cave roof 1s very low, A small
sample of these was analysed by J. Brink and included
Procavia capensis (dassie) (4), Taurotragus orvx (eland)
(2), Redunca fulvorufula (mountain reedbuck) (3).
Alcelapus/connochaeres (hartebeest/ wildebeest) (2), Pelea
capreolus (grey rhebuck) (3), Ourebia orebt (onbi) (3),
Felis caracal (caracal) (1) and Lepus sp (cape hare) (1).
The hunters ok game on the mountain range as well as
on the plains at the foothills. The bulk of the meat came
from the larger antelopes as was the case at other
Holocene sites that have been investigated in the
North-Eastern Cape.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The excavated section of the voungest living floor in
Strathalan Cave A gives a tantalizing picture of what the
cave floor looked like 300 years ago when a hunter-
gatherer band camped there during late summer.
Abundant quantities of underground plant food and game
were carried inte the cave showing that sufficient
resources were available for subsistence. Some patterning
of the material can be observed, although the hearth area
has been destroyved, which is usually a focus for fammly
activities at a camp. Apart from excavatng the material
further rowards the back of the cave, the greater pattern,
of which the visible living floor 1s part, remains abscure.
It 1s further possibie that the observed distnibution of
remains is in part influenced by the low height of the cave
roof having channelled movement to one side. The living
floor of matted dried plant materials with artefacts in
between, nevertheless supplies information which is rarely
found at Stone Age sites in the Eastern Cape

Two ditterent techniques were used for binding bundles
ol undergronnd plant food which were carricd to the cave.
This conld indicate tha presence of ar least two women in
the band. The digging stick found may then have beloanged
o one of them. The role of plant feod in the diet of
hunter-gathercrs s mmportant (Deacon 1993 but the
contribution ot some 17 bundles and a lesser quanuty at
loose patchies of plant food seems to be considerably less
than the near anput of eleven antelope including  Gwo

¢land.
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Fig. 4. Strathalan Cave Az the living Toor.

The presence of sorghum and calabash fragments in the
living tloor s the first evidence that Ngumi farmers were
present in the Maclear district before the nineteenth
century. It is not known were they were located but the
owner of the tarn testitied that grain pits were ploughed
over i the valley below thie cave at the beginning of this

century (A Macdonald pers. comm.). The proxinty of

a farming community could explam why the cave was not
revisiied by the San bands that were present in East
Griqualand until the middle of (he cighreenth century
(Wright 1971)

[he coviconmental setting of Steathalan s such tha
hunters located there could have humted grasshand game
on the plaius as well as mountam gatie species. A hunting
pattern mowhich larger antelopes contributed the bulk ol
the meat 15 accordance with the pattern observed al
ather North-Eastern Cape sites (Opperman 1987). In the
heht ol this obscrvaton, the vicwpoint - based on data
trom a test excavation, that athalans was used as a plant
food processing camp, with smaller antelope occasionally
hunted . is pot valid Tor the siwanon 3000 years ago
(Opperman 19961y

The antelacts. mcludime wooden ones, give o more

comprehiensive record ol a San twolkic at that tme than

has been found at other sites 1n the region. The scarcity of
stone arfetacts observed, especially scrapers, is surprising.
Quantification of stone artefacts, however, will only be
pussible after the floor has been removed and the soil
sifted.

Comparing this Later Stone Age living floor with the
Middle Stone Age living floors (dated to between 29 000
to 22 000 years ago) in adjacent Cave B (Opperman
[996a, Opperman & Heydenrych  1990)  striking
differcnces are noted. The Middle Stone Age people,
hiving under glacial condittons, had much poorer food
resources at their disposal and the floors were composed
olrgrass patches, hearths, bone fragmicents, stone artefacts,
leaves, twags and very low quantities of underground plant
toad. The technology tor stone artefact manufacturing was
difterent and little use was made of wooden materials for
the manufacturing of tools,

Although this 300 year old living floor apparently does
not represent an infensive occupation over a long period
ol time, it does give a much more comprehiensive picture
ol the past than the burned out and compressed eccupation
layers which archacologists usually excavate. It has the
pofential, together with nformation from older Living

floors in the deposit, to supply data for explanations which



Fig. 5. Strathalan Cave A: a sorghum head in association
with a calabash fragment, a bundle of plant food stems tied
into a single knot and bone fragments.

can lead to a better understanding of the way in which
Stone Age people lived in the region,
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