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During January 2003, 63 archaeological sites on the Vredenburg Peninsula (VP) of the
Western Cape province were visited, and 100 shell samples were collected from the
surfaces of these sites. The aim was to date these and to obtain an age estimate for the
terminal occupation at these sites. The sites had been discovered in a survey carried out in
1992 by myself and others then attached to the Archaeology Department at UCT. At the
time. using the technique of seriation, we had proposed a five-phase sequence of
occupation on the VP (Sadr et al., 1992). We wished to test our seriated sequence with
absolute dates.

The collected shell samples were sent to the Quaternary Dating Research Unit
(QUADRU) of the CSIR in Pretoria. Of the 100 samples submitted, 97 have been fully
processed by the laboratory. and the results are attached. The remaining three results will
become known shortly. On the table, the calibrated dates expressed as negative numbers
represent dates BC.

The dates that have been generated now require to be carefully examined, and this
analysis will continue for some time. For one thing, it is obvious that the seriated
sequence we had obtained in 1992 needs to be revised. The last column of the attached
table. which contains a series of numbers from [-3, represents the phases to which we
had assigned the sites by the technique of seriation (Sadr et al., 1992). If the seriated
sequence were correct, we should see the five’s clustered at the bottom of the table and
the one’s at the top. In fact, we find the phase numbers are somewhat jumbled. but not
completely un-patterned. For example. the majority of the five's do in fact show up at the
bottom of the table suggesting that we had picked on some time-sensitive traits in the
seriation. Other seriated phases, however, are more problematic. In examining why the
seriated phases do not match the dates, a number of factors have to be taken into account.
These include the effect of rodent disturbance on multi-component sites, whereby deeper
shell may have been brought to the surface and dated. Other factors to examine are the
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variables used in the seriation, and the extent to which these may or may not have been
adequately diagnostic. Time and in-depth examinations will tell.

For the time being, adding the new dates to the corpus of dates already available from the
VP allows us Lo see an interesting pattern, shown here in the attached figure. Assuming
that the numbers of dates from any one period represents a proxy for population size in
that period (e.g., Deacon [984; Vogel & Fuls 1999) it is evident the VP experienced a
major and very rapid population increase in the second half of the first millennium AD.
This correlates with the period when sheep-rich sites are found in this landscape (Sadr et
al., 2003). However, it does not correlate with the carliest appearance of livestock here.
Whatever the meaning of the population peak, it clearly represents a major event in the
history of this area and one that requires to be studied further.
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