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ABSTRACT 

 

The study elucidates the character of salt production during the Early Iron Age of South 

Africa in terms of the context, concentration and intensity of production. The focus is on the 

organization of production activities at the Baleni geothermal spring by communities 

associated with the Kwale ceramic tradition. 

Ethnographic, archaeological and historical accounts of salt production activities in Africa 

provide a comparative body of knowledge to weigh against the archaeological data from 

Baleni. 

Archaeological salt production activities at Baleni is concentrated around the Baleni spring 

and associated swamp. Prehistoric salt production is characterised by artificial earthen 

mounds that contain production debris. Excavations of these mounds uncovered evidence 

comparable to the ethnographic and historical accounts. Salt producers at Baleni collected the 

salt crust around the swamp after which it was placed in a basket type filter and leached with 

water to produce brine. The last production step was to reduce brine over an open fire at the 

saltworking site. 

Surveys around the swamp identified two Early Iron Age settlements. These sites were 

atypical and did not contain features normally associated with Early Iron Age settlements. 

Excavations indicate that they were temporary encampments within which salt production 

took place. 

Salt production ceramic assemblages are characterised by the limited use of vessel types and a 

high variability in vessel sizes. The majority of pots also display signs of interior pitting due to 

the caustic nature of the brine. The Baleni assemblages are very similar to assemblages from 

contemporary Early Iron Age settlements. The data suggests that salt production during the 

Early Iron Age did not make use of specialised tools. 

The unspecialised production tools, small groups of producers and the seemingly small scale 

of production indicate a general theme of low capital investment, which is consistent with 

salt being produced by independent specialists. EIA salt producers at Baleni were not 

concentrated within a single community, but spread throughout the immediate consumer 
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population. The inexpensive methods of salt production lend support to a view of salt 

production as a low intensity and part-time or seasonal activity. 

Keywords: 

Baleni, salt, production, organization of production, Early Iron Age, Mzonjani, Kwale, 

ceramic, use-wear, independent producers, Lowveld, South Africa, archaeology 
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OPSOMMING 

 

Die studie analiseer sout produksie gedurende die Vroeë Yster Tydperk van Suid Afrika in 

terme van die konteks, konsentrasie en intensitiet van produksie. Die fokus is op die 

organiseering van produksie aktiwiteite rondom die Baleni warmwaterbron deur 

gemeenskappe wat geassosieer word met die Kwale potwerk tradisie. 

Etnografiese, argeologiese en historiese bronne wat sout produksie in Afrika beskryf, word 

gebruik as vergelykende gegewens om die argeologiese data van Baleni te interpreteer. 

Argeologiese sout produksie aktiwiteite by Baleni is gekonsentreerd rondom die warmwater 

fontein en die vlei waarin dit vloei. Prehistoriese sout produksie word gekenmerk deur mens 

gemaakte grondhope. Opgrawings van die hope bewys dat argeologiese sout produksie 

metodes, vereglyk kan word met historiese en etnografiese beskrywings van soortgelyke 

prosesse. Soutmakers by Baleni het die sout kors wat rondon die waterlyn van die vlei vorm 

bymekaar gemaak. Die kors is daarna in ‘n mandjie-tipe filtreerder geplaas en gedelg met 

water om soutwater te maak. Die laaste stap was om die soutwater tot sout te reduseer in ‘n 

kleipot oor ‘n oop vuur. 

Verkenning rondom die vlei het twee Vroeë Yster Tydperk nedersettings geïdentifiseer. Die 

terreine het geen van die kenmerke wat gewoonlik met kontemporêre nedersettings van 

hierdie tydperk geassosieer word, getoon nie. Opgrawings toon dat beide terreine tydelike 

nedersettings was waarin sout produksie plaasgevinde het. 

Die Baleni kleipot versamelings wat geasosieer word met sout produksie, word gekenmerk 

deur die beperkte gebruik van pot vorms en ‘n groot variasie in pot groottes. Die 

meerderheid potte se binnekante is ook geërodeer as gevolg van kontak met gekonsentreerde 

soutwater. Die pot versameling stem grootliks ooreen met diè van kontemporere Vroeë Yster 

Tydperk nedersettings. Die resultate impliseer dat sout produksie gedurende die Vroeë Yster 

Tydperk nie gebruik gemaak het van gespesialiseerde produksie tegnologie nie. 

Die ongespesialiseerde produksie metodes, die klein groepe produsente en die klein 

produksie uitset, dui aan dat sout produksie ‘n lae kapitale inset aktiwiteit was. Dit dui aan dat 

onafhanklike produsente sout gemaak het. Vroeë Yster Tydperk sout produksie was ook nie 
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gekonsentreerd in een gemeenskap nie, maar verspreid oor die verbruiker populasie. Die 

goedkoop soutmaak metodes impliseer dat produksie ‘n tydelike of seisoenale, lae intesiteit 

aktiwiteit was. 

 

Sleutelwoorde: 

Baleni, sout, produksie, organsering van produksie, Vroeë Yster Tydperk, Mzonjani, Kwale, 

potwerk, gebruiksmerk analise, Laeveld, Suid Afrika, argeologie 
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