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INTRODUCTION 

 

Umhlatauzana Rock Shelter is located in the Giba Valley, a few kilometres 

north of the Marianhill Toll Plaza. It is one of the more important archaeological 

sites in KwaZulu-Natal due to its high proportion of stone tools and deep 

sequence. The cave is ~40m in width and 10m in depth. 

 

The shelter was first recorded in 1982 by Maude, and then excavated by 

Kaplan (1990). Kaplan’s excavations consisted of six 1m x 1m squares of which 

some went down 2.6m, or bedrock. The lower deposits were assumed to date to 

at least 100 000 BP. Two other excavations have occurred at the site and 

Lombard and then Langejans undertook these. Langejans is currently excavating 

the site. 

 

In June 2014, Amafa KZN sent a request for quotations for the rehabilitation 

of the shelter. The sandbags and geotex fabric from the previous excavations 

had been removed and people had dug into the sections of the previous 

excavations. The Giba Gorge Environmental Precinct, who initially thought it was 

part of a legal excavation, first noted the damage in December 2013.  

 

The rehabilitation of the shelter was undertaken in August 2014. 

 

METHOD 

 

The method for rehabilitating the site was as follows: 

1. Photograph the site before rehabilitation 

2. Organise the removed plastic bags into broken bags and re-usable 

bags 

3. Remove the plastic bags inside the excavation down to the excavation 

floor, or an area that was demarcated or covered with geotex 

4. All sand inside the excavation, but not in the deposit, was kept inside 

specific bags and marked with an X for possible future sampling. 

These bags to be placed at the bottom of the cleared area. 
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5. Line the excavation sections and base with geotex 

6. Refill the excavations with sandbags 

7. The top was not covered for two reasons: 

a. We were requested by Mr Langejans to allow for easy access to 

the sandbags for their next excavation 

b. People, allowing for further damage to the sections, would 

remove any material such as geotex, tarpaulins, or even 

corrugated iron, from the site. There are two access paths from 

the freeway to the site, and these are regularly used. 

 

The Giba Gorge Environmental Precinct provided manual labour. 

 

SITE INSPECTION 

 

The first site inspection noted that most of the plastic sand bags had been 

removed from the excavation and placed on the side (fig. 1). This was up to 2.2m 

in maximum depth. The northern and eastern sections had been excavated. The 

northern sections had been undercut by ~70cm (fig. 2), while the eastern section 

had 10-30cm of the section being damaged or removed (fig. 3). The deposit from 

these sections had been left in the excavation and was amongst the remaining 

sand bags. The impression of the northern section is that there was an attempt to 

dig a hole into the section. The eastern section appears to be more a result of 

collapsing due to it being knocked and trodden on.  

 

The upper edges of the excavations had been collapsed and only some of 

the original plastic lining was still in place. The geotex used for the northern, 

eastern and western sections was thrown across the shelter. 

 

Only the western section has some remaining section labels and nails (fig. 4). 

The western section was the least effected. 

 

Three smaller holes had been dug to west of the main excavation. 
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FIG. 1: REMOVING SAND BAGS 
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FIG. 2a: NORTH SECTION 
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FIG. 2b: NORTH SECTION
1
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 Yellow line indicates location of original section 
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FIG. 3a: EAST SECTION 
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FIG. 3b: EAST SECTION 
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FIG. 4: WESTERN SECTION 
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SITE CLEANING 

The excavation squares needed to be cleaned up before backfilling. We 

removed all of the plastic bags down to the layer that demarcated the base of the 

excavation. In the northern squares, this demarcation was a layer of geotex that 

had been laid down. I did not remove this or any bags below it as I did not want 

to disturb the deposit below, especially if it was still intact. The level was below 

the level of the illegal excavations and demarcated with a geotex layer. There is 

also a scorpion nest in the northwestern side, near the base of the excavation. 

The scorpions were not aggressive. The northern half of the excavations was 

cleaned up, and then lined with geotex along the sections and then backfilled 

with sand bags. The deposit from the illegal excavations was placed at the base 

of the northern squares and marked with an ‘X’ on the plastic bag. This will allow 

future excavators to know which sand was not sieved and came from the 

excavations. 

 

The alcoves formed by the illegal excavations were supported with sand 

bags. The northern half of the excavations were backfilled ¾ of the way first as 

this was the most sensitive area in danger of collapsing. This also allowed us an 

exit path for when we cleaned up the southern half of the excavations. See fig. 5. 

 

The southern squares were less tightly packed with sandbags and had a lot 

of sand amongst them. In some instances, there was 2cm – 5cm of loose sand 

between layers of bags. The southern sections had no geotex at the base of the 

layer, nor was there any geotex along the sections. There was no way to discern 

between backfilled loose sand and actual deposit until I had, accidently, remove 

about 1cm of the deposit in the southwest corner, where it had become more 

compacted (fig. 6). 

 

The southern half had geotex placed along its base and sections, and was 

then backfilled with sand bags. This is illustrated in Figure 7. 
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FIG. 5: REHABILITATION OF NORTHERN SQUARES 
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FIG. 6: SOUTHERN SQUARES AFTER CLEARANCE 
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FIG. 7: SOUTHERN HALF OF THE EXCAVATIONS WITH GEOTEX LINING 
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Once the sections had been lined with geotex and secured, I started 

backfilling the site with plastic bags. All broken bags were replaced with new 

bags. The sand from the broken bags was reused for new bags. Some rocks 

were added amongst the bags to make up space as I was running short of sand. 

Figure 8 shows the excavation ¾ filled.  

 

 

Once all of the loose sand from the broken bags was used, I still had ~300 

bags to use to fill up the excavation hole. Obviously, I could not use the sand 

from the deposit, and thus opted to use the more recent humic deposit amongst 

the trees. This was taken down to ~5cm above the estimate line of deposited. I 

made sure that it was only the recent humic that was removed. Fig. 9 shows the 

location of this sand pile. One should note that I could not remove sand from 

other areas of the cave, or the talus slopes, as this might be archaeological 

deposit.  
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FIG. 8: ¾ BACKFILLED EXCAVATIONS 
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FIG. 9: LOCATION OF RECENT HUMIC SAND USED FOR BACKFILLING 
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The excavation was filled nearly to the top of the original level. I did consider 

covering the excavation square with a tarpaulin, geotex and or corrugate iron. 

However, I believe this could have invited more damage to the site, with people 

removing (and stealing) the coverings, standing on the sections and possibly 

collapsing them. In addition to this, Mr Langejans had asked me to allow for ease 

of access to the excavations, as they are due to return to the site shortly. Fig 10 

shows the completed backfilling of the excavations. 

 

FIG. 10: COMPLETED BACKFILLING OF THE EXCAVATIONS 

 

 

The three smaller "excavations” were covered with loose sand that was 

around them. One hole was used as a fire pit. Fig. 11 shows these three holes. 

All broken bags and other debris from previous excavations and irregular site 

visitors were removed from the shelter.  Fig. 12 shows the condition of the site as 

the work was completed. 
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FIG. 11: BACKFILLING OF SMALLER “EXCAVATIONS” 
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FIG. 12: COMPLETED SITE REHABILITATION AND CLEARANCE 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The rehabilitation of Umhlatauzana Shelter has been completed. The illegal 

excavations do not appear to have been scientific excavations, rather a rushed 

effort to find something. I have noticed that shelters, koppies, and even open 

sites, tend to be ‘robbed’ when rumours of hidden treasures, minerals and gems 

emerge. The koppies around Mbombela and Witrivier attest to this as many have 

been excavated in search of the alleged Kruger millions. One of the workers 

assisting in the backfilling had also told me that the rumour was that there were 

gems in the cave. Further damage to the site is inevitable unless awareness is 

made about the archaeological value of the site. 

 

SANRAL has recently given this section of the Gorge to the Giba Gorge 

Environmental Precinct (GGEP). The GGEP acknowledges the archaeological 

value of the shelter and would like to assist in preserving along with Amafa KZN. 

This also means that any future excavation permits would require GGEP, and not 

SANRAL, to be the landowners. Failure to inform GGEP could result in 

researchers being removed from the site due to trespassing.  

 

A final note regarding the excavations at the cave relates to its depth. The 

Occupational Health & Safety Act states that all excavations may not be more 

than 1.5m deep unless there is shoring or stepping. There was no evidence of 

shoring, or stepping at the excavation and this is a safety issue. I would suggest 

that Amafa KZN investigates the legalities of this in relation to future excavations 

and make it a condition of the permit. 
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