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Introduction 
In southern Africa, most Early Iron Age (EIA) 

research has focused upon defining culture histori- 
cal sequences. Relatively little effort was expended 
until recently on reconstructing EIA social and 
economic organization. Various, often contradic- 
tory, models have been proposed to explain the na- 
ture of EIA community organization. Hall (1987) 
argues that EIA communities were organized at a 
household or domestic level of production, while 
Huffman (1993), Denbow (1984), and others have 
argued for more community-wide modes of pro- 
duction (such as the Central Cattle Pattern; cf. 
Kuper 1982). However, the internal economic and 
social organization of EIA settlements and house- 
holds remains inadequately understood. In order to 
examine this problem, we needed a site with a 
largely undisturbed and extremely short occupation, 
but where the deposits were close to the surface to 
facilitate excavation of large areas of the site. In- 
vestigations of intra-settlement community organi- 
zation should ideally be conducted on single phase- 
single occupation sites in order to minimize the ef- 
fects of temporal and spatial change. Previous ex- 
cavations of the EIA site of Ndondondwane in the 
lower Thukela River Valley of KwaZulu-Natal (Fig- 

ure 1) indicated that it would be a prime candidate 
for such a research project (Maggs 1984; Loubser 
1993). Research to date in the area has yielded one 
of the most comprehensively defined regional EIA 
culture historic sequences. EIA cer'amic subphasing 
is anchored by radiocarbon dates and has a very 
narrow temporal range (100-150 years). Kegional 
survey has defined the larger EIA settlement sys- 
tem (van Schalkwyk 1992, 1994a, 1994b, 1995) al- 
lowing preliminary evaluation of site position and 
representiveness. As a result, a new large-scale multi- 
year excavation at Ndondondwane was planned. The 
first of these seasons, during 1995, was conducted 
by a joint team of Canadian and South African ar- 
chaeologists and is described here. 

Previous Research at the Site 
Tim Maggs was the first archaeologist to con- 

duct research at Ndondondwane. His excavatio~ls a1 
the Mound Area demonstrated that the ceramics from 
the site comprised a new sub-phase within the EIA 
sequence (c.300- 1100 AD) of KwaZulu-Natal 
(Maggs 1973; Maggs and Michael 1976). 
Ndondondwane became the type-site for the phase, 
and was radiocarbon dated to c. 750 A D (Maggs 
1984). 

In 1982, Loubser (1993) extended Maggs' 
original excavations on the mound. He succeeded 
in excavating the entire content of the mound and 
was able to discern three discrete activity areas. His 
excavations corroborated Maggs' contention that the 
prime activities associated with the Mound Area 
were the smelting of iron, specialist ivory-working 
(bangle manufacture), and ritual activities, the lat- 
ter being inferred from the presence of numerous 
clay mask fragments. Loubser (1993) also excavated 
a large dung deposit (Dung Area) to the northeast of 
the mound (Figure 2). He identified an upper loose 
ashldung horizon and a lower compact dung, and 
reconstructed the presence of a double-row of inter- 
connecting palisade poles around the dung area on 
the basis of the presence of two postholes 1 m apart 
in one of the test trenches. Loubser cored the area 
between the Mound and Dung Areas and concluded 
that it was culturally sterile. 

Loubser (1993) also recorded the presence of 
a number of surface concentrations of cultural de- 
bris (ceramics, daga, slag, etc.) distributed linearly 
across the site in a N-S line upslope and to the east 
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Figure 2. Site plan of Ndondondwane, showing old and new excavation areas and scrapes 
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of the mound. Several small test squares were placed 
in one of the more visible concentrations of plough- 
scattered daga (fmd clay), called the Daga Midden. 
The remains of a daga floor and a small ash de- 
posit were sampled. On the basis of this and the 
subjective recording of the surface scatters, he sur- 
mised that a linear arrangement of domestic units 
was probably associated with the cattle byre and 
mound area, and that the site was enclosed within 
the modem ploughed field. At the south end of the 
field, Loubser recorded the presence of furnace frag- 
ments and smelting debris, suggesting that a smelt- 
ing area was associated with the main site. 

The 1995 Season - Preliminary 
Survey and Excavation Results 

Upon our arrival at the site, we discovered 
that Loubser's (1993) map was inadequate, as it 
was limited largely to the 1982-3 ploughed field 
areas. The site was in fact more extensive than 
previously thought (to the N and E), but smaller in 

extent along the southern axis. We began a new sur- 
vey and initiated a systematic collection of surface 
scatter debris within the areas cleared of vegetation 
(scrapes 1-6) to obtain a more objective indication 
of surface concentrations. The surface analysis dem- 
onstrated that there was no linear arrangement of 
middens as proposed by Loubser. Instead, three pre- 
viously undetected activity areas (Furnace 1, Midden 
Deposits 2 and 3) were located in a semicircle around 
the periphery of the site (Figure 2). Several areas of 
the site were also excavated. Each provided impor- 
tant insights into the spatial organization of the set- 
tlement. 

The Dung Area was identified during the 1982- 
3 excavations by Loubser. We exposed a further 
c. 140 m2 of deposit to an average depth of 65 cm. 
Contrary to Loubser's report (1993), we found that 
there were three horizons beneath the plough zone, 
with small localized deposits which became pro- 
gressively smaller. The upper horizon was a thin 
deposit of almost pure ash (with a very low dung 
content), with few artifactual or bone remains. The 

Figure 3. Photograph (95-15-12) of excavations in Dung area (facing site west).The unexcavated white 
ash concentration in the left belongs to the upper horizon. The depression in the center and the whole 
pot in the front belong to the lower horizon. 
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middle horizon was a thick deposit, intermediate 
in colour between upper and lower, composed of 
ash mixed with dung, and with higher frequencies 
of animal bones and ceramics. The lower horizon 
was darker. This area had at least three sequential 
phases of use. The first phase was as a livestock 
kraal, with the livestock preferentially congregat- 
ing downslope in the NE corner, where the dung 
was thickest. The second phase was a period of in- 
tensive dumping of ash, ceramics, and food remains 
into the western and southern parts of the kraal. 
Livestock probably circulated and mixed the ash 
with dung over a larger area. In villages in the re- 
gion today, the kraal is where sizeable quantities of 
ash and other refuse are dumped. It is a ritually 
safe disposal area for such items that could other- 
wise be used by shamans to harm its original maker 
and user. The third use was for dumping almost 
pure ash (with little other debris), possible in an- 
ticipation of abandonment of the site (Figure 3). A 
number of discrete activity areas were identified 
both within, and immediately adjacent to, the cat- 
tle byre, including iron-smithing locales, hearth fires 
associated with the cooking of meat, and the ritual 
burial of a whole pot at the supposed top entrance 
to the enclosure. In the southern part of the kraal, 
our excavations revealed the presence of a small 
(ca. 2-3 m) and shallow (<30 cm) basin, with a cen- 
tral post-hole. This area had much less dung than 
in the other end. None of the ceramics from the 
kraal area appear to be for cooking. Most appear to 
have been eating or drinking vessels. 

We also tested Loubser's (1993) vacant zone 
hypothesis between the Dung (kraal) and Mound 
Areas in the area called Transect 1. An entire burnt 
daga circular hut floor located was found at a depth 
of c. 115-120 cm (Figure 4). It is the largest and 
best-preserved floor of a house from the EIA from 
southern Africa. The superstructure was probably 
beehived-shaped based upon the dearth of posthole 
remains, presence of reed impressions in the burnt 
daga, nature of and the distribution of intensely 
burnt floor daga. It was most intensely burnt in the 
centre of the floor. The floor was baked when the 
house burnt down. The season of its burning could 
be determined by the unidirectional nature of the 
ash deposit, which extended to the north and north- 
west of the hut floor. It is thickest in the northwest 
profiles of the area. The prevailing winds in the 
Thukela are from the southeast, only, in the winter. 

A number of flat grinding stones and typical EIA 
upper grinders were found on the floor. The remains 
of at least six whole ceramic vessels were clustered 
along the N and NE extremity of the floor. A large 
flat stone, suitable for sharpening iron tools and 
weapons, was found in the center of the floor. It 
would seem that the house and its contents were 
entirely abandoned as it caught fire. It is hypoth- 
esized that this is the remains of a men's hut based 
upon its proximity to the iron working areas and 
the kraal, the presence of iron tool sharpening stones, 
ceramics useful mostly for vessels for eating and 
drinking, and its restricted location with respect to 
domestic complexes. No architectural features were 
encountered north or south of the floor feature. 

A concentration of burnt daga fragments, raw 
ore, and culturally modified stone cobbles were ob- 
served on a slight topographic rise towards the south 
end of the site. Excavations encountered evidence 
of high temperature burning (fire baked soil and 
charcoal fragments) of the horizon immediately be- 
neath the plough zone and overlying a bowl-like 
depression (1.5 m diameter) (Figure 7). The nature 
of the cultural horizon suggested a number of ac- 
tivities preparatory to iron production. First is the 
crushing and preparation of ore as shown by the 
large hammer stone cobbles and small residual raw 
iron ore fragments. The latter were distinguished 
from iron ore fragments in the mound and other 
areas by the substantial inclusions of nonferrous im- 
purities (eg. quartz and gneiss). The other areas of 
the site where iron working activities were encoun- 
tered characteristically contained relatively purer 
iron ore residues. The presence of hammer and an- 
vil stone-cobbles provided further supporting evi- 
dence. These artifact types are also not found in 
such quantities associated with other iron-working 
areas of the site. The small bowl-shaped depression 
was found almost in the centre of the baked earth 
horizon's spatial distribution. The sediments in the 
depression appear to have been baked at higher tem- 
peratures than normal domestic fires. Given the sizt 
of the baked soil distribution around the depression 
(c. 10 m diameter) and the presence of charcoal fleck 
concentrations together with small fragments of 
burnt daga in the depression, these suggested that 
the basin area may have been associated with the 
base of a charcoal preparation area. Iron produc- 
tion in the EIA is known to have required large quan- 
tities of charcoal (Van der Merwe and Killick 1977). 
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Figure 4. Plan of burnt daga hut-floor in Transect 1. 
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Figure 5. Plan of features in Midden 1 
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Ceramic remains are characteristically sparse in this 
area and comprised largely of EIA undecorated 
bowl fragments. The bowl fragments appear to be 
of small vessel size, suggesting that they were prob- 
ably drinking vessels. This makes sense consider- 
ing the heat generating nature of the activities pos- 
tulated for this area. The total absence of bone 
residues and other ceramic vessel classes implies 
that minimal or no food preparation and consump- 
tion was conducted at this locale. 

Loubser (1993) recorded a surface scatter of 
burnt daga furnace fragments at the southern edge 
of the ploughed field. Two test pits were excavated 
in the area (test trench 1 and pump house - Figure 
2). Concentrations of baked red brick fragments, 
cemented together with a lime mortar were found. 
Subsequent inquiries with the previous landowner 
revealed that the feature identified by Loubser was 
in fact the remains of a modern water pump house 
platform that was gutted by fire in the late 1960's 
and subsequently abandoned. 

The Daga area (Figure 2) was also site tested 
by Loubser (1993). He suggested that scattered frag- 
ments of fired daga might be the remnants of 
plough-damaged EIA hut floors and concluded that 
this was a probable area of domestic residence. A 
large area was excavated (175 m2) to a depth of 60 
cm. A small intact ashy midden (2.5 m2 in extent 
and 30-40 cm depth) contained cultural debris (ce- 
ramic, bone and Acatina sp. disc beads). Further 
lateral excavations and subsequent coring failed to 
locate any further features or artifact clusters asso- 
ciated with either the midden or the surface scat- 
tered daga fragments. A surface concentration of 
EIA cultural debris was exposed at the southern 
extremity of Scrape 2. We postulate that the exca- 
vated ash feature and the surface scatters of baked 
daga immediately downslope in the Daga midden 
are associated with the upslope Midden Deposit 2 
and probably represent a discrete household clus- 
ter of the original EIA settlement. 

Midden 1 was located when a high density of 
surface cultural debris and an ash deposit was ob- 
served (scrape 3). An ashy midden (Ash 1) was lo- 
cated at c. 25-30 cm below the surface (Figure 5). 
It was a stratigraphically complex deposit, with at 
least three superimposed ash deposits. The ash de- 
posits were probably sweepings from domestic 
hearths that was deposited into an artificially-made 

depression dug down to the rock substrate. The ex- 
cavation around the ash deposit exposed three dung- 
lined grain-storage pits. Each was reused at the end 
of its storage pit life phase as a refuse pit, and filled 
with a variety of debris. Pit 1 was c. 1.4 m deep and 
extended straight down through the rock substrate. 
It slowly filled up over time, and contained rela- 
tively fewer remains than pit 2. Pit 2 was only c. 0.9 
m deep, but filled more rapidly. At the bottom of 
the pit, four large cow bones were laid out in a 
cruciform pattern. These appear to represent some 
kind of ritual activity signalling the advent of a new 
phase of use for the pit (for the disposal of essen- 
tially unbroken and still useful mortars and pestles). 
The rest of the pit was rapidly filled with an unusu- 
ally large number of large and unbroken upper and 
lower grinding stones, ceramics, animal bones, 
mixed with ash (Figure 6). This phase of deposition 
possibly represents the disposal of a single individu- 
al's possessions (possibly due to death or an attempt 
to prevent witchcraft). Pit 1, by contrast, contained 
fewer broken grinding stones and no large pieces of 
ceramics or bones. The top of pit 2 was sealed by 
large stones. Pit 3 was very shallow (c. 40 cm). The 
lower horizon contained midden remains - large frag- 
ments of broken pots mixed with ash and animal 
bone fragments. The upper horizon contained a large 
inverted globular ceramic pot containing the burial 
of an infant (Figure 7). The infant was face-down in 
the deposit, implying that it was lying on its back in 
the pot with its face up toward the mouth of the pot, 
as the pot was being carried to the pit. As the pot 
was inverted into pit, the infant fell forward toward 
the mouth of the pot. It is likely that the structures 
associated with midden 1 are located to the south or 
west of the excavated area. This conclusion is based 
upon the relative distribution of storage, refuse and 
living areas in ethnographically documented house- 
hold compounds from this region, given the nature 
of the slope (sloping from west to east) and the semi- 
circular distribution of pits and ash deposit. It is un- 
likely that this domestic area extended to the north 
or east since the surface collections yielded little 
cultural debris. 

A third potential domestic activity area 
(Midden Deposit 3 or the Ivory Midden) was identi- 
fied during the course of the systematic surface 
collection of scrape 4. It was identified as a domes- 
tic area on the basis of the surface artifact classes - 
typical EIA grinding stones, and a range of ceramic 
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Figure 6. Photograph of pit 2 in Midden 1. 
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Figure 7. Photograph (95-22-32) of burial pot and infant skeleton in the upper horizon of Pit 3. 
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vessel types used for food preparation and stor- 
age. An enigmatic find in this area was a split hip- 
popotamus canine tooth. Whilst no interpretation 
can yet be offered as to its source or function, it 
provided a convenient name for the new area. 

Discussion and conclusion 
Our excavations had confirmed the unique- 

ness of Ndondond~ane.~ It was clearly an intact 
single occupation site spanning possibly only a few 
decades and only a single ceramic phase; a rare 
occurrence on sites in the region. As such, it can 
form an important test case for eventually discern- 
ing which of the proposed modes of social and 
economic organization is representative of the EIA 
of southern Africa. Most other comparable large 
and intact EIA settlements in the region exhibit 
multiple occupations, often spanning more than 
one ceramic phase and several hundreds of years. 
This invariably results in a juxtaposition of cul- 
tural evidence, which often confounds interpreta- 
tion of the relationships between various phenom- 
enon on the site. The situation is obviously com- 
pounded when dealing with more complex issues, 
such as intrasite social and economic organisation. 

The preliminary results of the excavation in- 
dicate the existence of a well-ordered community. 
At the center of the community lay structures and 
activity areas associated with a variety of what are 
considered to be male-associated in traditional 
eastern Bantu culture (a large men's hut, a stock 
kraal, iron furnaces, and iron and ivory working 
areas). Around this core area, moving away from 
the river, was a large open-air plaza, with very lit- 
tle debris and no evident features. It probably was 
an area where the whole community could gather. 
At the north end of the site, relatively isolated still 
from domestic complexes, lay a charcoal prepara- 
tion (presmelting) area. It was also probably asso- 
ciated with male activities, given its isolation and 
the ethnographic association of males with iron 
production. At least three domestic household com- 
plexes were found in a large semi-circle (NW, W, 
and SW) around the plaza. They are equidistant 
from the activity areas at the centre of the site. 
The three domestic midden areas are areas where 
household activities were carried out (such as food 
processing and storage, sleeping, tool repair, ce- 
ramic production, etc.). Such domestic complexes 

are the traditional domain of women in eastern Bantu 
ethnographic contexts. This spatial distribution of 
activity areas appears to tentatively support 
Huffman's Central Cattle Pattern model (1993) for 
the Early Iron Age in its broad outlines - with a cen- 
tral area dominated by male activities (cattle keep- 
ing, iron production), surrounded by a plethora of 
domestic (female focused) compounds. Further re- 
search at the site will provide a more comprehen- 
sive test of the model. 

Footnotes 
The field work was funded by a combination of 
the KwaZuluINatal Department of Water Af- 
fairs and Forestry, the KwaZulu Monuments 
Council (Ulindi) and the University of Mani- 
toba (Winnipeg, Canada - UMISSHRC grant). 
The team included the three authors, and 
Themba Nogwaza and Z.W. Mazibuko of the 
KwaZulu Monuments Council. Drawings are 
by Tina Jongsma. 

The uniqueness of Ndodondwane is attested by 
Whitelaw's (1995) report to the Kwa-Zulu Na- 
tal Monuments Council that the site receive 
statutory recognition as a provincial monument 
(Provincial Heritage sites) and be jointly con- 
served within an historical preservation area or 
cultural conservancy. He further proposed that 
an EIA site museumlinterpretive center be lo- 
cated at Ndondondwane. 
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