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Table 5.46: Chronological distribution of Little Muck’s glass bead assemblage represented by the number and density of

objects within each stratigraphic unit.

Stratigraphic unit

Number of glass beads

Density of glass beads

SUR 6 0.004
GB1 68 0.005
GB2 204 0.007
GB7 8 0.001
LGB1 2 0.015
B7 20 0.001
B8 2 0.005
DGB3 0.022
AB1 0.022
GB3 107 0.005
DB1 4 0.001
DB2 11 0.004
B3 1 0.002
B4 1 0.006
B5 5 0.003
GB6 3 0.006
Total 446 0.109

PG1 1 0.008
PG1+ 1 0.007
PBG2 1 0.025
DRG2 2 0.008
PBG3 1 0.003
PBG1 16 0.004
Total 22 0.055

DRG1 3 0.002
DRG1+ 3 0.003
VDG1 1 0.002
VDG2 2 0.011
B2 4 0.003
B2+ 2 0.002
Total 15 0.023

VDB1+ 3 0.001
vDB2 8 0.001
Total 11 0.002
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considerably higher than previous phases, a pattern is noted as opaque beads constitutes more
than half of that phase’s bead collection during each period (Table 5.18). This suggests that
opaque beads might have been the most dominant bead type traded locally, if not
internationally. A similar pattern can be seen regarding the size and shape of the beads.

Cylinders dominate the bead assemblage throughout Phase 4 with 222 beads recovered (Table
5.18). Following this, oblates (n=133) and tubes (n=82) are present but in much smaller
quantities (Table 5.18). Small beads (n=250) are also most prominent throughout Phase 4
followed by minute (n=123; Table 5.18). In contrast, only four beads were categorised as either
large or very large (Table 5.18). These beads might be garden rollers but further examination
is needed to properly identify them. Evidently, most glass beads were recovered from Phase 4
but this can be further divided based on stratigraphic units with 204 beads having been found
in GB2 (Table 5.19). This is followed by unit GB3 (n=107) and then GB1 (n=68; Table 5.19).
The density of beads throughout Phase 4, encompassing a number of occupations oscillating
from around AD 1200 to possibly AD 1700 (see Wood 2007), emphasises an intensification of
activities at the shelter.

5.2.4 Ceramics

In total, 3468 shards of ceramics were found in Little Muck’s cultural sequence. Of these, 3247
shards had no distinct features regarding size, shape or decoration, nor any indications
intimating the purpose for which these ceramics might have been used (e.g. undiagnostic;
Figure 5.12). The remaining 221 shards had certain characteristics that distinguished them from
the rest (Table 5.20).

Figure 5.12: Examples of undiagnostic shards with no distinct features and various small rims within Little Muck’s assemblage.
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5.2.4.1. Ceramics with features

Numerous shards from the shelter’s ceramic assemblage have a distinctive characteristic which
allowed for the identification of shards to a particular facies (see Huffman 2007: 101-320).
This process was more viable with shards that had patterns of decoration compared to shards
that have typological features but are undecorated. These are referred to as rims, and are the
top most piece of a pot’s open edge. In total, 114 rim pieces (51%) were analysed within the
assemblage, as these shards present a way in which to determine the original shape of a vessel
(Table 5.20). However, most of the rims were extremely small, making it difficult to accurately
orientate the piece in order to ascertain the original shape (Figure 5.12). The remaining shards
(n=106) were analysed because they had evident decoration patterns, and were further
categorised into decorated shards (n=92), decorated rims (n=14) and a singular decorated spout
(1%). Some decoration patterns were difficult to distinguish due to shards either being very

small or breakages across the visible decorations (Table 5.20).

Table 5.47: The number and percentage of different types of ceramic pieces found within Little Muck's excavated assemblage.

Type of ceramic Number of ceramic pieces (n) Percer:iaeizsz‘;:;eramic
Rim 114 52
Decorated 92 41
Decorated rim 14 6
Decorated spout 1 1
Total 221 100

5.2.4.2 Decorated shards

Although 106 decorated shards were identified within the assemblage, the decoration on certain
shards were miniscule and broken, making it difficult to associate them to a distinct facies. As
a result, only 38 of 106 shards were identified into ceramic facies. Out of the 38 identifiable
shards, 28 shards were broken pieces with no context regarding the shape of the original vessel;
only the decoration was examined in these cases (Table 5.21). Although facies was largely
determined based on the decoration pattern, other factors were also taken into consideration

including location of decoration on vessel, colour, stratigraphic unit, spit and proximity to other
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distinctly identified pieces. The results of these decorated ceramics are provided following the

phases in which the facies appear.
Phase 2: Early first millennium AD

Two shards reminiscent of the Malapati facies were found at the site (see Huffman 2007: 219
& 239). These shards were identified based on their decoration patterns, as well as their
relations in situ to another piece identified as Malapati; these shards were located between units
GB3 and PBGL1. The decoration patterns consist of incision and cross-hatching (Table 5.21).
Several incised lines were evident across the medium-sized piece with a dark burnish (almost
black); however, the overall pattern was limited, making it difficult to determine a larger
decorative design. This shard was found near another decorated rim with an evident Malapati
decorated pattern, intimating that it might be associated with the same facies (Figure 5.131).
The second piece is dark brown and has deeply, incised lines running diagonally across one
another, also known as cross-hatching (Figure 5.13D; see Huffman 2007: 240-241). Although
the shard itself does not have the top-most part identifying it as a rim, the cross-hatched
decoration pattern is very similar to other identified pieces with decoration on the lip of the

rim.
Phase 3: AD 900-1000 (Zhizo ceramic facies)

Seven decorated shards associated with the Zhizo facies were found within the assemblage. A
light brown shard from GB3 has bead impressions creating multiple lines of decoration across
the surface (Figure 5.13J; see Huffman 2007: 144-145). The extent of the decoration pattern,
specifically whether the decorated lines run vertically or horizontally, is somewhat unclear due
to breakages around the shard. Another notable shard has a decoration pattern combining
incised lines and stamping (from PBG1; Table 5.21). A single, incised line stretches
horizontally across piece with horizontal stamping visible just underneath this line. Due to poor
visibility in the photograph, it was excluded. The remaining four shards, found in DB1, GB3
and PBG1, all have varying brown burnishes along with various incised decorations, which
consists of lines running both horizontally and diagonally across the surface of the shards (for
example Figure 5.13G; Table 5.21).
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Table 5.48: Types of decoration patterns associated with distinct ceramic facies. The decorated pieces were further divided into decorated shards and decorated rims.

Facies
Types of
Happy Rest Malapati Zhizo K2 Transitional K2 | Mapungubwe Unknown
decoration Total
Shard Rim Shard Rim Shard Rim Shard Rim Shard Rim Shard Rim Shard Rim
Cone-stamping 1 1
Cross-hatching 1 5 1 1 8
Impression 1 2 3 6
Impression &
1 1
Punctates
Incision 1 4 7 1 4 2 4 1 56 3 83
Incision & Cross-
1 1 2
hatching
Incision &
1 1
Stamping
Indentation 1 1
Stamping 2 2
Unknown 1 1
Total 2 2 5 7 0 7 1 4 2 7 1 65 3 106
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Figure 5.13: Several decorated ceramic shards from Little Muck that have been identified into a distinct facies
(A-Transitional K2 (TK2); B & C - K2; D - Malapati; E — Mapungubwe; F — K2; G — Zhizo; H — Mapungubwe; | — Malapati; J—
Zhizo).

Phase 4: AD 1000-1300 (Leopard’s Kopje ceramic facies)

Seven shards were identified to the K2 facies and consists solely of decorations made through
incision (Table 5.21). Three shards have a fairly similar pattern with a singular incised line
running horizontally across the piece and a number of diagonal lines originating from this line.
These findings ranged from GB1 to GB3. One piece has deeply incised lines forming a half
circle going upwards with two, small horizontal lines along the bottom edge of the half circle
and was found in GB2 (dark burnish; Figure 5.13F). The remaining pieces appear to have
decorated bands with two horizontal incised lines running parallel to one another, and a number
of diagonal/vertical lines between these horizontal lines, also from GB2 along with a reddish-
brown and black burnish, respectively (Figure 5.13B & C). Similar to the K2 facies, decoration
patterns associated with the Transitional K2 (TK2) facies were comprised of various incised
lines (n=4; Table 5.21), all recovered from GB3.

The most prominently decorated piece includes a black burnished decorated band with both
upright and upside-down incised triangles within the band, as well as diagonally incised lines
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evident in the upside-down triangles and horizontally incised lines within the upright triangles
(Figure 5.13A; see Huffman 2007: 282-283). The placement of this shard’s decoration is
thought to be situated on the lower neck and upper shoulder of the vessel (Figure 5.13A). The
last identified facies is the Mapungubwe facies with seven shards having been identified to the
facies (Table 5.21). Six of the seven shards were recovered from GB2, with a single shard
having been found in GB1. Although three shards were decorated with incisions, the extent of

the decoration pattern could not be determined in most cases due to breakage (Table 5.21).

The most noticeable piece had seven diagonally incised lines that might have been part of a
larger decorated pattern (Figure 5.13E; see Huffman 2007: 286-287) Although these patterns
appear similar to other facies, these shards were categorised based on the visible decorated
patterns and dark burnish reminiscent of Mapungubwe ceramics, as well as the stratigraphic
units and spit in which these shards were found. All of this intimates the Mapungubwe facies.
The remaining brown shard consisted of a single, incised line running horizontally across entire
piece with six incised lines running vertically down from this line (on left side of horizontal
line); another single incised line stretches horizontally across these vertical lines, halfway
through them. On the right side, beneath the single line, various circles (possibly punctates) are
evident (Figure 5.13H).

5.2.4.3 Decorated rims

Most rims, whether decorated or not, were small which made it difficult to determine
identifiable features. In spite of this, 10 decorated rims were identified into a particular facies
(Table 5.21). The most noteworthy decorated rims within the assemblage belonged to the

Happy Rest and Malapati facies.
Phase 2: Early first millennium AD

Two decorated rims were identified as belonging to the Happy Rest facices. The shard
recovered from DRG1+ has four, diagonal lines moving from the rim’s lip downwards
(position 1) made through bead impressions (dark burnish; Figure 5.14E). Decoration on the
second dark burnished piece consists of six, cone-stamped lines running diagonally across the
lip of the rim. Beneath the lip, another six cone-stamped lines are visible but running
horizontally across piece (Figure 5.14B; see Huffman 2007: 220 for possible similarities
regarding decoration pattern). This piece was found in stratigraphic unit PG1+. Following this,

five decorated rims, all with incised lines in a cross-hatched pattern just beneath the lip of the
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Figure 5.14: Several decorated ceramic rims from Little Muck that have been identified in a distinct facies (A — Malapati; B -
Happy Rest; C — Mapungubwe; D — Malapati: E — Happy Rest; F — Transitional K2 (TK2); G, H, | & J — Malapati; K — Transitional
K2 (TK2) & L — possibly Mapungubwe).

rim (Position 1), were identified as belonging to the Malapati facies (brown burnish; Figure
514D, G, H, | & J; Table 5.21). The decorated pattern stretches across the entirety of the rim’s
lip and is quite large in comparison to the decorated rims associated with other facies. Most of
the Malapati-decorated ceramics were also found in close proximity to one another between
units GB3 and PBG. They were also found close to another, large Malapati shard identified on
site (Figure 5.14A). Consequently, it is thought that these distinctly decorated pieces might be

part of the same vessel.
Phase 4: AD 1000-1300 (Leopad’s Kopje ceramic facies)

Two rims with incised decoration were categorised into the K2 and Mapungubwe facies,
respectively (Table 5.21). These pieces were fairly indistinct, although the singular, dark
burnished rim belonging to the Mapungubwe facies intimates that the piece is possibly from a
larger bow! (Figure 5.14C). The K2 rim was recovered from GB3 and the Mapungubwe rim
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from GB2. In addition, two brown rims were categorised into the Transitional K2 (TK2) facies,
recovered from GB2, and both have notable incised decoration patterns situated within Position
1 of the rim. One rim has short lines running diagonally across the lip of the rim (Figure 5.14K;
See Huffman 2007: 283). The other one is a large piece with seven deeply incised lines running
diagonally from the lip downwards, with a single incised line in a half-circular pattern

underneath these lines (Figure 5.14F).
5.2.4.4 Decorated spout

A singular, dark-burnished, decorated spout from an earthenware vessel was identified within
the assemblage. The decoration consists of an arched line pointing upwards (Figure 5.14L).
The size of the spout also indicates that it was most likely part of a large ceramic vessel,
although it remains difficult to determine the exact size based on the spout alone. The
decoration provides limited insight, making it difficult to accurately place this piece within a
facies; however, based on the dark burnish of the piece, as well as the stratigraphic unit and
spit in which it was found, it is possible that the spout might be associated with the

Mapungubwe facies.
5.2.4.5 Distribution

The highest density of ceramic shards is found in Phase 4 of the site’s occupation (72.51/I;
Tables 5.22 & 5.23) and is comprised of 3029 ceramic shards. However, ceramic materials
have been found in various stratigraphic units extending throughout the different phases of
occupation. Although small ceramic shards are evident within Phase 1 (4.72/1), these are most

probably associated the forager groups occupying the site during the late first millennium BC.

Table 5.49: Distribution of ceramic pieces throughout Little Muck's occupation based on the number of undiagnostic pieces,
number of shards with distinct features, and the overall density of ceramics across the site.

Number of
Chronological Number of shards Density of ceramic
undiagnostic shards
periods with features (n) shards (unit/I)
(n)
Phase 4 2820 209 72.51
Phase 3 181 23 52.79
Phase 2 186 9 15.05
Phase 1 32 0 4.72
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Table 5.50: Chronological distribution of Little Muck’s ceramic assemblage represented by the number and density of
undiagnostic shards and shards with features.

Stratigraphic ~ Amount of undiagnostic ~ Amount of diagnostic Density of ceramic

units shards shards shards
SUR 30 1 1.41
SB1 2 0 0.17
GB1 421 29 3.28
GB2 1024 69 4.6
GB7 88 2 3.77
LGB1 18 0 4.2
B7 129 12 3.8
B8 8 1 1.7
DGB3 7 1 491
AB1 29 1 5.2
GB3 810 70 7.78
DB1 29 1 2.35
DB2 102 11 6.26
B3 42 4 6.16
B4 37 0 10.72
B4C 1 2 2.03
B5 31 2 2.26
GB6 12 2 1.91
Total 2820 209 72.51
PG1 9 0 5
PG1+ 5 1 8.39
PBG2 6 1 1
DB3 18 1 2.05
DRG2 1 0 0.2
PBG3 10 0 0.5
PBG1 114 18 8.41
PBG6+ 18 2 30.71
Total 181 23 52.79
DRG1 65 2 5.02
DRG1+ 20 2 4.32
VDG1 23 2 1.07
VDG1+ 5 0 1.23
VDG2 1 0 0.03
PBG4 5 0 0.88
B2 52 2 2.18
B2+ 15 1 0.32
Total 186 9 15.05
VDB1 10 0 3.33
VDB1+ 20 0 1.08
VDB2 2 0 0.31
Total 32 0 4.72
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The prominent increase of ceramic densities from Phase 2 onwards correlates with the arrival
of early farmer groups, and suggests that while foragers utilised ceramics it was to a lesser
extent prior to the arrival of farmer groups. A shift occurs from Phase 1 to Phase 2 as the density
of materials intensifies from 4.72/I to 15.05/1, comprising of 186 undiagnostic shards as well
as nine diagnostic pieces (Table 5.22). A continuous increase of densities is noted from Phase
2 throughout the following phases with the density increasing from 15.05/1 in Phase 2 to 52.79/I
in Phase 3to 72.51/l in Phase 4 (Table 5.22). The intensification of density in Phase 4 is a result
of the prominent increase of both undiagnostic shards and ceramics with features, which
totalled to 2820 and 209 respectively (Table 5.22). While most stratigraphic units in Phase 4
contained ceramics shards, a more prominent accumulation was noted in units GB2 (n=1093),
GB3 (n=880) and GB1 (n=450; Table 5.23). A more wide-spread ceramic usage at Little Muck
is noted from Phase 2 and reaches a peak during Phase 4 (Tables 5.22 & 5.23).

5.2.5 Metal

Little Muck’s metal assemblage consists of 120 identifiable items with 64 having been
classified as finished products, most likely obtained through trade relations. The most
prominent findings are a single metal bangle, consisting of multiple helix bands (Figure 5.15F),
and nine metal beads (Figure 5.15A; Table 5.24). Of these nine beads, two are severely
damaged (Table 5.24). This, along with a total of 53 metal spirals characteristic of helixes,
suggests a possible presence of metal ornamentation at the site (Figure 5.15B, D & E; Table
5.25). Unfortunately, all of these helixes are severely eroded and most were broken into small
single bands, making it difficult to determine its original usage (Figure 5.15C). Another item
noted is metal wire (n=17). Most of these appear as broken, single, thin wires with spirals.
These wires might have been used as strings onto which metal beads or perhaps even glass
beads and shell beads were strung up with for ornamentation purposes; however, the condition
of these items makes it difficult to determine. There are also two, fairly large metal tubes;
however, it is difficult to determine if these items are complete or if they are broken parts of a
larger object (Table 5.24). It is worth noting that a large majority of these ‘distinct’ items are
severely damaged and weathered, so only some photographic examples were provided. Other
metal items were also found at the site; however, there is a possibility that these items are more
modern compared to those previously mentioned (n=35; Table 5.24). A total of 24 metal pieces,
that look very similar to metal plating from eroded food cans, were found along with 10 nails
(Table 5.24). Due to the severe rust and damage that these pieces obtained, it was difficult to

determine other defining characteristics based only on typological analysis. For this reason,
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Figure 3:15: Examples of metal objects recovered from Little Muck’s excavated assemblage (A — metal bead; B — piece with
multiple helix bands; C— possible single helix band, but broken; D — large, helix band; E — piece with multiple helix bands, quire
weathered; F — bangle).

these items were not classified into a production stage grouping. No objects were categorised
as production debris (Table 5.24) presumably because metal-working has largely been
associated with farmer groups. For this reason, production processes would occur within farmer
homesteads and the finished products would be placed into local networks. The lack of
production debris at Little Muck implies that foragers were acquiring these items through trade
relations with farmer groups, which is further evident in the distribution of metal items across

the site.

Table 5.51: Different types of metal objects recovered from Little Muck categorised according to their production stage.

Type of metal Finished Productcion Unknown | Inapplicable Total
object product debris

Metal bangle 1 1
Metal bead 9 9
Metal helix (s) 50 3 53
Metal piece 24 24
Metal tube 4 4
Metal wire 1 16 17
Nail 10 10
Unknown 4 4
Total 64 48 10 122

© University of Pretoria
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Table 5.52: The presence of metal beads across different stratigraphic units, along with the bead’s size, production stage and
post-deposition condition.

Stratigraphic Diameter A Diameter B Production

Length Condition

unit (maximum) (perforation) stage

GB1 1 3.9 Complete Broken
GB2 2.84 3.32 1.16 Complete Complete
GB2 2.7 5.67 3.79 Complete Complete
GB2 1.3 3.9 Complete Broken
GB3 2.39 6.25 3.83 Complete Complete
GB3 2.25 3.1 1.64 Complete Complete
GB3 2.56 6.35 4.04 Complete Broken
DB2 2.32 3.49 2.01 Complete Complete
PBG1 1.39 2.09 0.81 Complete Complete

5.2.5.1 Distribution

Metal only materialises at Little Muck from the first millennium AD (Phase 2) onwards (Figure
5.26). Although a single metal item was found within unit VDB1+ (Table 5.27), the size of
metal items at the site suggest that this was most likely a result of filtration. Following this
initial appearance, a gradual increase is noted throughout the stratigraphic units of Phase 2
(Table 5.27), correlating with the initial appearance of farmer groups within the middle
Limpopo Valley. Although a gradual increase is noted throughout the following phases, the
amount of items recovered is still fairly low (Table 5.26). During Phase 2, only five metal items
were found (0.0551/l; Table 5.26). The density increases noticeably going into Phase 3
(0.5639/1; Table 5.26) with nine items found within the assemblage. Despite metal items

Table 5.53: Number, percentage and density of metal items divided into the four chronological phases of Little Muck’s
occupation.

Number of metal Percentage of metal Density of metal
Chronological period
items (n) items (%) items (unit/I)
Phase 4 107 87.7 0.2431
Phase 3 9 7.38 0.5639
Phase 2 5 4.1 0.0551
Phase 1 1 0.82 0.0002
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Table 5.54: Chronological distribution of Little Muck’s metal assemblage represented by the number and density of objects
within each stratigraphic unit.

Stratigraphic unit Amount of metal objects Density of metal objects
SUR 1 0.001
GB1 15 0.0016
GB2 39 0.0107
GB7 4 0.0222

B7 3 0.0013
B8 1 0.0017
DGB3 1 0.0111
GB3 34 0.1018

DB1 2 0.015
DB2 5 0.0054
B4 1 0.0067
GB6 1 0.0646
Total 107 0.2431
PG1 1 0.0083
PG1+ 1 0.0067
DB3 1 0.0017
PBG1 6 0.5472
Total 9 0.5639

VDG1 1 0.049
VDG2 1 0.0029
B6 2 0.0025
B2 1 0.0007
Total 5 0.0551

VDB1+ 1 0.0002
Total 1 0.0002

reaching a peak during Phase 3, the amount of items still remains low in comparison to other
farmer-associated items, such as glass beads and ceramics (Tables 5.26). Following this, a
slight decrease occurs during Phase 4 of Little Muck’s occupation with the density declining
t0 0.2431/1 (Tables 5.26 & 5.27). The low number of metal items, as well as severe weathering
conditions, makes it difficult to properly understand the collection of metal at Little Muck and

the role of these objects within the shelter’s larger excavated assemblage.
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Chapter 6: Discussion

This chapter will discuss four distinct phases of occupation identified at Little Muck, as well
as the distribution of craft goods and wealth items across these phases, examining what insights
these artefacts can offer into the nature of forager activities at the shelter. While evidence
suggests a forager presence in each of the four phases, the length of visits and, more

importantly, the intensity and character of their activities varied.
6.1 Phase 1: Early to late first millennium BC

Forager exchange systems were present within the middle Limpopo Valley throughout the late
first millennium BC onwards. Although reasons for the movement of forager groups into the
valley remains unclear, several suggestions have been put forth to explain this shift generally
associated with the arrival of farmer groups into the area. Hall and Smith (2000) propose that
this shift might have been related to climatic conditions with forager groups moving into areas
thought to be agriculturally unsuitable (see also Tyson & Lindesay 1992; Huffman 1996, 2008).
This gradual appearance of farmer groups across the landscape might also have created a bow-
wave migration ahead of them with forager groups continually moving beyond the reach of
farmer settlements, initially situated in southern Zimbabwe and the Soutpansberg (Forssman
2020). Regardless of the causation, the initial presence of forager activities at shelters, such as
Little Muck, Dzombo and Balerno 3, as well as the re-occupation of Balerno Main, is visible

from the late first millennium BC (van Doornum 2008).

The range of activities, inferred from the high artefact densities and evidence of increased
production processes, at Balerno Main corresponds to Wadley’s (1987) characterization of an
aggregation site. This might intimate a period of prolonged congregations amongst kin-related
households during the late first millennium BC (Yellen 1977; Wadley 1992). Although cultural
material suggests that Balerno Main was occupied at an earlier period, no prior studies have
been conducted to determine whether the function of the shelter remained continuous from the
early first millennium BC occupation onwards. In spite of this, Balerno Main is thought to have
functioned as an aggregation site from the late first millennium BC (van Doornum 2008); a
notion further supported through the occupation sequences of smaller shelter sites in the area,
such as Little Muck, Balerno 3 and Dzombo. Based on the presence of production activities
and increasing artefact densities, parallel to Balerno Main, these surrounding shelter sites might
have functioned as dispersal camps (see Wadley 1987). An important aspect of the

aggregation/dispersal model is the establishment of social relations accomplished through
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exchanging gifts (Wadley 1992). The presence of production debris at the different sites
suggests that these gifts might have been produced at both aggregation and dispersal camps.
At Little Muck, evidence for craft production appears around the late first millennium BC in
the form of stone tools, specifically scrapers, worked bone and ostrich eggshell beads, and

gradually increases throughout Phase 1.

The presence of craft goods intimates the possibility that production activities were occurring
at the shelter, perhaps in preparation for the aggregation phase (see Walker 1994; van Doornum
2008). According to Hall and Smith (2000), these findings suggest that Little Muck functioned
as a residential campsite throughout Phase 1. Although other shelter sites, such as Dzombo and
Balerno 3, support the idea that smaller shelter sites functioned as campsites during periods of
dispersal (see Forssman 2014b, 2015b; van Doornum 2007), new data from Little Muck reveals

a more intensive forager occupation during this period.

Artefact densities seem to gradually increase at several shelter sites across the middle Limpopo
Valley; however, densities at Little Muck are more prominent compared to those at Dzombo
and Balerno 3. This is particularly evident in the presence of worked bone and stone tools, even
taking into account the limited scraper sample. During the late first millennium BC, the Little
Muck assemblage includes 48 pieces of worked bone compared to none at Dzombo (Forssman
2014b) and only two pieces at Balerno 3 (van Doornum 2014). Similarly, a single excavated
quadrant at Little Muck (50x50cm; 142B) produced 97 scrapers, associated with the late first
millennium BC (Sherwood & Forssman 2023: 10), compared to six scrapers from two 1x1m
squares at Dzombo (Forssman 2014b: 183) and 19 scrapers from three 1x1m squares at Balerno
3 (van Doornum 2014: 131). Previous excavations at Little Muck also produced 32 scrapers
associated with this period, supporting the predominance of stone scrapers at the site compared
to other shelters (see Hall & Smith 2000; Forssman et al. 2018). At the time, it was thought
these scrapers were mainly used for hide-working (see Hall & Smith 2000). However, a recent
use-wear analysis indicates that although scrapers were used on hide and shell during the early
occupation of Little Muck, these occurred in small quantities, meaning that these activities
were not as prevalent as Hall and Smith (2000) suggested. Rather, it appears as if wood (n=21)
was the most utilised working material during this period, only then followed by hide (n=4)
(Sherwood & Forssman 2023: 10). Based on the available cultural material, it appears that
residential/production activities at Little Muck were more intense compared to other shelter
sites nearby.

98

© University of Pretoria



(02@*

UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

Although cultural material is limited, it is evident that foragers at Little Muck were gradually
engaging in craft production activities and using scrapers as primary tools to produce other
goods (see Sherwood & Forssman 2023). Perhaps this intensification at Little Muck is a result
of foragers producing more goods as a means to establish social relations amongst other forager
groups. However, this raises the question as to why Little Muck’s foragers might have been
producing items for other forager groups who were already equipped to make these goods
themselves. Rather, the production of craft goods might have been related to hxaro practices
in the area. The presence of OES beads, a recognised hxaro item, at Little Muck (n=9), Dzombo
(n=11; Forssman 2014a: 188) and Balerno 3 (n=24; van Doornum 2014: 151) suggests the
possibility that production activities were occurring at the shelters for exchange purposes. Of
the nine beads found at Little Muck, there were seven complete beads and one preform. A
similar pattern is noted at Dzombo with preforms appearing infrequently throughout this
period. Balerno 3’s bead assemblage, on the other hand, consisted of 11 complete beads and
13 preforms (van Doornum 2014: 151). In comparison to Balerno 3, it seems as if production
activities at Little Muck and Dzombo were not necessarily focused on manufacturing OES
beads. It is possible that foragers at the other two shelters might have participated in bead
production activities at Balerno Main, as hxaro exchange would have most likely taken place
at the aggregation camp; however, it is difficult to determine whether the material at Balerno
Main was a result of returning forager groups or the resident forager community (see Wadley
1996). Evidently, the presence of craft goods varies between different shelter sites, and even if
foragers were participating in hxaro exchange systems, it still raises the question as to why
other craft goods, specifically scrapers and worked bone, were so prevalent at Little Muck
compared to other shelters. This is difficult to determine and provides a limited understanding

of the shelter’s earliest occupation period without further in-depth analysis.

Another challenge in better understanding the participation of Little Muck’s foragers in local
exchange networks in the valley, is that we have no sense of site formation at any of the
previously mentioned shelters. This is problematic because Little Muck’s deposit might be
deflated or winnowed, resulting in loss of context as artefacts have gradually slumped together.
Because the site formation at Little Muck is not fully understood, it limits the efficacy of
comparing the shelter’s assemblage with other shelter sites as a means to understand the context
of foragers in the middle Limpopo Valley. Further research is needed to better understand the
relationship between the site’s formation and forager occupation from the first millennium BC

onwards. Although this possibility remains, the focus on cultural material suggests that Little
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Muck’s foragers were producing craft goods from the onset of the Later Stone Age occupation
of the valley. These activities only increased as larger farmer groups began settling the area

and is evident in the expansion of crafted goods at Little Muck.
6.2 Phase 2: Late first millennium BC to early first millennium AD

The movement of farmer groups across the middle Limpopo Valley had a notable impact on
foragers at Little Muck. Based on increased production activities and the appearance of farmer-
associated items throughout the early first millennium AD, it seems as if Little Muck’s resident
foragers began trading with farmer groups relatively quickly. A similar pattern is noted at other
forager-occupied shelters in the valley, suggesting that Little Muck’s foragers were not simply
engaging in opportunistic exchange. Rather, it seems as if these interactions might have been
more formal with various forager groups in the area having access to these networks of
exchange. The structured nature of exchange during the onset of forager-farmer interactions
might have been a result of a more intensified occupation of the landscape. Because of possible
limitations to space and access to resources, more direct interactions between foragers and
farmers likely took place (see van Doornum 2008). Although it is difficult to understand the
physical/environmental causation of forager-farmer interactions, a social cause might be of
more use. Forssman (2020) attributes the quick developing exchange relations to already
established forager exchange systems and production activities. Evidence from the cultural
material reveals that foragers provided craft goods and perhaps wild produce to farmer groups
(see Hall & Smith 2000; Forssman 2015b), acquiring metal and decorated ceramics in turn.
The presence of ceramics from different communities, Happy Rest (n=2) and Malapati (n=7),
suggests expanding trade relations and a growing economic role for foragers within the local
networks. It would seem that forager societies, with their unique skill set and production base,
provided a catalyst for the emergence of trade with forager craft goods and subsistence items
acquiring value outside of forager communities. This would account for the continuation of

forager production items across the landscape.

Despite the appearance of farmers in the extended region, and the introduction of their
technologies, foragers persisted with a similar type of Later Stone Age toolKkit to what they had
been producing in pre-contact periods. This is evident in the increasing densities of stone tools,
worked bone and OES beads. Similar to the previous phase, scrapers seem to dominate Little
Muck’s stone tool assemblage but the use now changes (see Forssman et al. 2018; Sherwood

& Forssman 2023). Again, Hall and Smith (2000) proposed a possible connection between the
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high density of scrapers and hide-working. However, use-wear analyses on the scraper
assemblages from both Hall and Smith’s (2000) and renewed excavations show a preference
for working bone during this period (see Forssman et al. 2018; Sherwood & Forssman 2023).
This correlates with the noticeable increase of worked bone across the site. These bone tools
were then also potentially utilised in other production activities, most probably for working
soft materials, such as wood and hide. Of note, the different use-wear patterns evident on
scrapers suggest that these tools may have been used for either working numerous materials or
one material at different stages of processing (Forssman et al. 2018), resulting in the diversity
of use-wear patterns noted on Little Muck’s scraper assemblage. The abundance of scrapers
and their patterns of intensive use, along with the subsequent increase of other craft items
recovered from the site suggests a level of production thought to be greater than the
requirements of the resident forager group. A total of 143 (Forssman et al. 2018) and 101 (from
a single quadrant; Sherwood & Forssman 2023) scrapers have been recovered from Little
Muck, respectively, compared to 102 scrapers at Balerno 3 (van Doornum 2014) and 19 at
Dzombo (Forssman 2014a). Because of the high density of scrapers, it is thought that Little
Muck’s foragers were producing a surplus amount of craft goods. Scrapers at Little Muck also

show a degree of standardisation throughout the first millennium AD.

Notably, a large majority of the stone tool assemblage consists of end-scrapers with angles
ranging between 30° and 100° (see Forssman et al. 2018; Sherwood & Forssman 2023). Based
on scraper morphology and use-wear patterns, foragers produced a highly specialised toolkit
which facilitated further production of diverse craft goods. These characteristics of Little
Muck’s scraper assemblage align with Benco’s (1988) definition of specialisation. He outlines
specialisation as a process in which production surpasses the immediate requirements of a
single group through the investment of dedicated labour and capital. In turn, production
activities generate a surplus of goods that facilitates further economic exchange (Benco 1988).
Such a surplus is often accompanied by a standardisation of production processes and goods.
Accordingly, standardised craft goods are often noted alongside specialisation, such as stone
scrapers, because it reduces variability during the production process and allows artisans to
better convey their knowledge and technical skills (Costin & Hagstrum 1995). At Little Muck,
this shows a continuity in forager activities from the Later Stone Age throughout the contact
periods with farmers, as well as the adaptability of their toolkit. This process of specialisation
also implies an intensification of forager-farmer interactions, as well as greater access to the

developing economic landscape.
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As socio-economic relations between foragers and farmers gradually developed throughout the
first millennium AD, there was a noticeable shift in focus at the shelter. The changing social
context in which Little Muck’s foragers found themselves contributed to this shift, and is
evident in the intensification of craft production and specialisation, as well as the appearance
of farmer-associated trade items (e.g. decorated ceramics and metal). Based on the available
evidence, Little Muck may have functioned as a dispersal camp during Phase 1. However,
ethnographic records show that minimal evidence of trade was recovered from documented
dispersal camps, meaning that Little Muck could no longer be classified as a dispersal camp
from the early first millennium AD onwards. In fact, the intense craft production of the site
during this period challenges the oversimplified aggregation/dispersal approach to forager
shelter occupations. Instead, attributing a function to a site based on its orientation on the larger
social landscape contemporaneous to other groups might provide a better understanding of a
site’s cultural material, and how the associated activities might have contributed to the larger
economic, political, and social landscape (Peer-polity approach, see Renfrew 1996). By
applying this peer-place approach to sites, Balerno Main appears to have persisted as a central
point on the landscape for gatherings of different forager groups from the late first millennium
BC going into the early first millennium AD (van Doornum 2008; Forssman 2020), while Little
Muck seems to have transitioned from a peripheral point and taking on a more central role. The
changes in cultural material evident at Little Muck parallel to new socio-economic
opportunities suggest that the shelter began to occupy a more prominent and complex role on

the developing socio-economic landscape.

The prominent increase of craft goods suggests that Little Muck’s foragers actively constructed
a space focused on production activities as a means to participate in the local networks.
According to Forssman (2020), foragers might have chosen specific locations in response to
farmer-orientated opportunities across the landscape. This contributed to the emergence of
landscape connections between cultural groups formed through access routes, authoritative
individuals, exchange of knowledge and information, and network orientation (see Forssman
2020). These connections could explain the increase, decrease or fluctuations evident among
different forager shelters in the area. Cultural material at Tshisiku gradually decreases
throughout Phases 1 and 2 (van Doornum 2014), whereas Little Muck’s cultural sequence
shows noticeable increases throughout these periods. Although the reason for Tshisiku’s
declining densities remain unclear, it is possible that its orientation on the landscape did not
provide as many socio-economic opportunities as those noted at Little Muck. In fact, the

102

© University of Pretoria



(02@*

UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

proximity of Leokwe Hill, a large farmer homestead with an expanding craft industry during
the second millennium AD, likely influenced the spatial construction of Little Muck. In
response to the developing space nearby, Little Muck’s foragers may have purposefully created
a space centred on craft production, specialisation and the local networks economy. Tshisiku,
on the other hand, presents limited evidence of trade goods despite being located close to a
number of farmer settlements, including Pont Drift (van Doornum 2007). Perhaps the
construction of spaces is not influenced simply by proximity but rather a combination of the
scale of farmer homesteads, the activities taking place as well as its orientation to other
prominent spaces in the area. This shows the intricacy of landscape connections and how
nearby spaces can affect the construction of an individual site. From the first millennium AD
onwards, Little Muck’s positionality and the resulting prominence of trade goods suggests that
the site functioned as a trade centre, allowing foragers greater access to the socio-economic

landscape.
6.3 Phase 3: AD 900-1000 (Zhizo ceramic facies)

The glass bead, ceramic and metal assemblages suggest that Little Muck functioned as a trade
centre from the early first millennium AD onwards, with a notable intensification of both craft
production and specialisation. However, this raises the question as to whether the shelter’s
spatial organisation shifted to prioritise: 1. different craft activities, based on their ‘importance,’
or 2. craft production over domesticity/residentiality. Hall and Smith (2000; see also Forssman
et al. 2018: 294) recovered a large number of scrapers (n=186) from stratigraphic units situated
in the western section of the shelter. Sherwood and Forssman (2023: 10), on the other hand,
note a sharp decline in scraper numbers from recently excavated units in the eastern section. In
fact, a total absence of scrapers was observed within the stratigraphic units associated with this
period (see Sherwood & Forssman 2023). Although it is not clear why the difference, it is
possible that this is a reflection of different spatial patterns across the site. Either way, this
observed difference in scraper density aligns with a more intense farmer occupation of the
valley, intimating a possible shift in forager behaviour. Perhaps foragers designated specific
areas for craft production in response to the changing socio-economic landscape. By doing this,
foragers might have been able to improve their economic productivity and so acquired greater
access to local networkss. Further examination of worked bone densities might support this
notion. Hall and Smith (2000) found a general decline of worked bone throughout this period,
while recent analyses show an increase in densities for both worked bone and faunal remains.

A preliminary overview of excavated squares across the shelter suggests variability in the
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presence and density of craft goods, with observations made around the question of whether
certain squares (including 142B) might be part of a disposing area. It is important to note, again,
that Little Muck’s site formation is not fully understood, and that the notable decrease in
artefacts might be a result of deflated deposits, requiring further studies. Despite this limitation,
observations suggest the possibility that Little Muck’s foragers may have engaged in

purposeful arrangement of dedicated spaces for specific crafts.

Based on evidence of purposeful spatial arrangement, specialisation, and increased craft
production, is it worth considering that the intense focus on trade at Little Muck can be
interpreted as a decline in domesticity/residentiality? To preface this discussion, one must
consider where Little Muck’s foragers were living on a day-to-day basis. Perhaps the site’s
orientation as a trade centre meant that foragers were moving between other sites in the area
and came to Little Muck with the specific intention to produce and then trade goods. If this
were the case, it could account for the decreasing densities of craft goods at shelters, such as
Balerno 2 and 3, and Tshisiku (van Doornum 2007, 2014). The increasing densities of artefacts
at Balerno Main throughout this period further suggests that foragers were still participating in
forager-associated activities, including aggregation. Perhaps the observed patterns reflect a
seasonal focus on trade with Little Muck functioning as a central place, similar to Balerno
Main. This raises the question as to whether activities of trade, and subsequently craft
production, were happening throughout the year or during certain periods. Due to the
seasonality of trade winds facilitating one-directional movements during specific parts of the
year (see Risso 1995), Forssman (2020) proposes that trade followed a similar seasonal pattern
or at least there might have been phases to the chain of operations linked to trade. It is perhaps
during these periods of reduced trade that foragers returned to their traditional lifestyles at
shelter sites removed from the boundaries of farmer settlements. However, if they did, the items
that they obtained through trade were not brought with them to other sites, as evidenced by
their scarcity here compared to Little Muck. Alternatively, it is possible that some foragers
focused predominantly on trade activities, and potentially excluded others who were not as
involved in this craft specialisation. In this case, foragers might have focused on activities
related to trade year round. Forssman (2020) states that, unlike trade, trade-related activities,
such as manufacturing, acquiring and transporting goods, were most likely not seasonal, and
required a consistent labour force. Both possibilities present an explanation for the
intensification of craft goods based on how the site might have been used; however, a more in-
depth study is needed to understand local trade dynamics and how foragers across the middle
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Limpopo Valley fit into these larger economies. What is evident is that the site’s function was
intensely connected to the local socio-economic landscape and that foragers likely participated

in emerging trade networks alongside farmers.

The Indian Ocean facilitated networks of world trade, and farmers’ participation in these trade
networks contributed to an influx of wealth items, particularly glass beads (Pwiti 1991,
Saitowitz 1996; Huffman 2000, 2009; Wood 2012). Appadurai (1988: 4) proposes that the
process of trade sets the value and that things have an “exchange value” which may vary from
one exchange to another. According to Kopytoff (1986: 64), the change of value evident
through visible, objective transactions is referred to as “a moral economy” in which a thing’s
value is culturally informed. This suggests that the value is dependent on specific cultural
meanings, classes and so forth (Kopytoff 1986). As a result, both local and international
markets attributed value to glass beads; however, these beads only represent a partial
transaction influenced by different cultural meanings and social values. Instead, these beads to
be considered in the context of exchange and exchange value. Items, such as ivory and gold,
were of minimal value in the local economy but were traded into the international market in
exchange for glass beads, and vice versa (Huffman 2007a, b; Wood 2012). This suggests that
international wealth value centred around acquiring exotic goods. Because these exotic goods
were transported across great distances and locally irreproducible, they acquired value
associated with wealth, prestige and power on the local socio-economic landscape (Huffman
2007a, b; Wood 2012; but see Chirikure 2014; Moffett & Chirikure 2016 for opposing
arguments). The value of glass beads meant that this became an important item within the
socio-economic structures of farmer groups, with the potential to effect change (Renfrew
1984). This is seen at prominent farmer settlements, such as K2 and Mapungubwe, where large
assemblages of glass beads have been found (Wood 2012). The number of glass beads at these
sites intimate the value inferred onto these goods by individuals as a means to maintain wealth
and expand their political power (Huffman 2007a, b; Wood 2012). However, glass beads also
occur in smaller quantities at several forager shelters, suggesting a broader circulation of these

goods.

The presence of glass beads at Little Muck corresponds to a prominent increase of other farmer-
associated items, such as metal and ceramics. This, along with intensification of craft
production processes, suggests a continuity in trade relations between foragers and farmers
from the previous period. Use-wear patterns show that scrapers were still predominantly used

to work bone (see Forssman et al. 2018). Based on the density of worked bone during this
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period, it is possible that foragers were using scrapers to produce a surplus of bone tools. In
turn, these might have been used for other crafting activities, such as hide-working (see Voigt
1975, 1983). The notion that foragers were producing bone tools for Early Iron Age farmers
has also been proposed, and might explain the intensity of worked bone during this period (see
Mason 1981, 1986; Wadley 1996). This is predicated on the ambiguous nature of Early Iron
Age manufacturers and comparable production techniques to Later Stone Age foragers see Sadr
2002; Bradfield 2015). However, there is a lack of conclusive evidence with more recent
studies arguing that farmers within these Early Iron Age settlements were most likely
producing these bone tools (see Bradfield et al. 2018; Bradfield 2024). Determining the
purpose of worked bone and whether this economic exchange might have been happening at
Little Muck is subsequently rather difficult. Although the density of faunal remains increases
during this period, it is difficult to determine whether this relates to domestic activities or craft
production and the working of bone. The decrease of OES beads throughout this period further
suggests the possibility that foragers were dedicating more effort to producing craft goods with
domestic activities occurring at other shelter sites in the area. Additionally, another point to
consider is the density of craft goods which is thought to exceed what the resident forager group
would have required for personal use. The evident intensification of production activities and
the presence of farmer-associated items, particularly glass beads, suggest that Little Muck’s
foragers were producing craft goods in order to acquire other socially valued items. This
implies that there was a mutual valuation of goods established between foragers and farmers
(see Appadurai 1988), meaning that foragers were part of the local networks. As a result, they
would have had knowledge of the international market and the inferred value on glass beads

during this period.

The value attributed to these wealth items had a noticeable impact on the social structures of
farmer communities, evident in the emergence of elite groups. And although various other
factors contributed to the changing socio-political structures, individuals continued to use the
inferred value of glass beads as a means to pronounce their political power and wealth
(Huffman 2000, 20073, b; Wood 2012; but see also Chirikure 2014; Moffett & Chirikure 2016
for contradicting arguments). Because foragers had knowledge of, and access to, these wealth
items, it raises the question as to whether they ascribed a similar value to the beads as farmer
communities. Furthermore, did this value, if present, impact the social structures of foragers?
Declining artefact densities at various shelters during this period presents a challenge to inter-

site comparisons, making it difficult to examine the movement patterns of wealth items within
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forager communities. Building on the previous idea that foragers might have been moving
between Little Muck and Balerno Main, specifically, might provide a better understanding of

wealth items in a forager context.

Artefact densities and their diversity at Balerno Main continuously increase throughout this
period, suggesting that foragers may have persisted in using the site as an aggregation camp
(van Doornum 2008). This was most likely due to the shelter’s relative isolation from large
farmer homesteads. Despite the intensity of artefacts, excavations found a single glass bead at
Balerno Main, dating between AD 1640-1650 (van Doornum 2008). This has several
implications: first, the available evidence suggests limited trade between the resident forager
group and surrounding farmers, again most likely because of the site’s positionality. Second,
the absence of wealth items at the site shows that they were not being brought from Little Muck
to Balerno Main during periods of aggregation. This suggests that glass beads may not have
been a key factor in aggregation activities. Rather, it seems that foragers most likely continued
to participate in activities constituting forager-associated items during aggregation periods,
based on the increased densities of stone tools, worked bone and OES beads at Balerno Main
(van Doornum 2008; see also Wadley 1987). According to van Doornum (2008), the observed
increase of items, such as stone tools and worked bone, might be related to the production of
surplus goods intended for trade at other sites, particularly Little Muck. The high density of
OES beads, on the other hand, may be indicative of preparation activities associated with hxaro
exchange (van Doornum 2008). Tapela (2001) argues that farmer groups manufactured their
own OES beads, suggesting that this was most likely not a primary trade item between foragers
and farmers. As such, the decline of OES beads at Little Muck supports the possibility that
foragers were intensely focused on producing craft goods with the intention of trading with
farmers. On the other hand, the cultural sequence at Balerno Main reflects a continuity in the
site’s function as an aggregation camp and the various associated activities (van Doornum

2008).

Taking into account the possibility that Little Muck’s foragers might have been moving
between different shelter sites during the ‘off-season’ of trade, this cultural sequence further
suggests a continued focus on establishing social relations through hxaro exchange practices
and ritual activities. Evidently, glass beads seem to not have been included in these relations.
Contextually, it appears as if glass beads might not have had the same value amongst the middle
Limpopo Valley’s forager groups. It is worth noting that one glass bead associated with this

period was recovered from both Dzombo and Balerno 3, respectively (van Doornum 2008;
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Forssman 2014b). While the findings at Balerno 3 correlate with the site’s cultural sequence,
Dzombo’s findings are more complex. Foragers at Dzombo are thought to have engaged in the
local economy, similar to Little Muck. For this reason, the lack of wealth items at Dzombo
further complicates the identification of a possible pattern regarding the movement of wealth
items within a forager context. Perhaps the economic relations evident at Little Muck were
simply contextual, meaning that foragers at the site took advantage of the emerging trade

opportunities available to them.

Across southern Africa, historical accounts have documented numerous instances of foragers
adapting their subsistence economy to take advantage of new opportunities available to them,
including animal husbandry and agriculture (Lee 1976; Wiessner 1977; Schrire 1980;
Parkington 1984). In the middle Limpopo Valley, such alteration may be particularly evident
in the trade relations and craft production observed at Little Muck. The site’s positionality
allowed foragers easier access to farmer settlements, the local networks and, subsequently,
wealth items. Although further research is necessary to fully understand the relationship
between wealth items and forager shelter sites, available evidence suggests that the inferred
value of glass beads was not necessarily adopted into forager communities. According to
Rogers (1990), the meanings or ideological concepts of trade goods are often reinterpreted as
a means to integrate them within the cultural framework of a ‘new’ society. In fact, Kopytoff
(1986) states that the cultural redefining of an object, and subsequently its value, is more
revealing than a simple adoption thereof as it highlights the intentional selection and
comparison of things in order to establish a realm of exchange value by which objects can be
traded. Considering this, cultural material from Little Muck might imply that foragers were
producing surplus craft goods with the intention of acquiring various farmer-associated items,
not necessarily glass beads. Nonetheless, the presence of beads suggests that foragers ascribed
some form of value to them, otherwise trade of these goods presumably would not have

occurred (see Moffett & Chirikure 2016 for discussion on the changing value of glass beads).

Considering the notion that an object’s value and ideological concept changes within different
cultural groups, one must consider the social context in which the item was found, as well as
its relation to the broader socio-economic landscape (Stein 1998). Despite the increased
presence of farmer groups across the landscape, foragers seem to have maintained their
traditional values and prestige systems shown in the use of Balerno Main, possibly as an
aggregation site, in each of the phases (van Doornum 2008). Because hxaro exchange was an

intricate part of forager aggregation periods, and possibly still occurring within the area, it
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might provide the social context needed to better understand the concept of value within forager
society. Based on ethnographic accounts of hxaro practices (see Lee 1976, 1979; Wiessner
1982, 1994, 2002a), foragers attributed value to items based on the social relations facilitated
through their exchange. Another important aspect of these exchange systems is the promise of
resource provisions; through establishing social relations, foragers could ensure that they had
necessary access to resources during periods of environmental stress. According to Moffett and
Chirikure (2016), glass beads were integral in mediating social conditions within farmer groups
and might have emerged in forager and farmer interactions as well. Considering that foragers
most likely responded to these trade opportunities in ways that suited their context, skillset and
preferences, it is possible that Little Muck’s foragers valued the socio-economic relations

established through recurring trade.

Perhaps the singularity of glass beads at other sites is related to foragers’ focus on acquiring
food resources for challenging periods, rather than wealth items. According to Denbow (1990),
foragers also acquired perishable items through trade relations with farmers, including grains,
milk, goats and calves. However, interpreting this notion is difficult because of their absence
within the archaeological record. Furthermore, the presence of such goods within forager
contexts are difficult to understand as it could reflect several possibilities, including a stability
in food resources, a simpler way of obtaining food as grains could be stored more easily or a
necessity due to changing food opportunities. And though this may explain the absence of
wealth items at other shelter sites in the area, it is difficult to fully assess the possibility. Further
studies need to be conducted at both forager sites that present an intense trade component
similar to Little Muck and nearby farmer homesteads in order to gain a better understanding of
the distribution of trade items between these culturally distinct groups, as well as the value that

might have been attributed to different individual items.

It is unclear whether foragers entered the local networks with the intention to acquire wealth
items; however, cultural material from both Dzombo and Little Muck suggest that there was a
focus on local trade networks. Contextually, Little Muck was used in a different way compared
to Dzombo. Along with a more intense increase of activities, a number of glass beads (n=22)
was evident at Little Muck during this period. In contrast, while artefact densities show an
increase at Dzombo, it is not to the same extent as Little Muck. Although the amount of glass
beads at Little Muck is far less compared to assemblages from farmer settlements, it is
noteworthy that most forager shelters in the surrounding area produced only a single bead (van
Doornum 2007, 2008). This presence of glass beads suggests that foragers, particularly at Little
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Muck, had the means to produce trade goods valued by farmers, exchanging their crafted goods
for other socio-economically valued items. The purposeful intensification of activities at the
shelter, along with the presence of glass beads, points to foragers actively engaging within the
local economy and acquiring valued farmer-associated items. However, it is important to
understand that the value of these beads was tied to a global network of wealth recognised in
the region, despite the local circulation thereof. Foragers’ access to these items therefore
suggests that they may have been part of the larger economy often associated with farmers.
Assuming this was the case, it enabled foragers to extract wealth in a way not previously
observed in the area. However, the socio-economic developments observed in farmer
settlements emphasise their central role within this economy. The absence of such
developments, along with the lower quantity of beads, suggests that Little Muck’s foragers had
no authority within these systems. Rather, it seems as if they would have been positioned on
the boundaries of the larger economy. That being the case, Little Muck’s assemblage shows
economic resilience with foragers choosing to actively engage in local economies, and be

present in international trade networks.

Foragers’ access to wealth items also indicate that they had access to the larger socio-economic,
and perhaps political, landscape. This suggests that foragers were participating and contributing
to the gradually developing complexity of social, economic and political structures within
farmer communities. And though the extent of their involvement remains unclear, it is evident
that foragers were not only present but occupied an active role during this time, most likely as
craftspeople, specialised hunters and ritual participants. This intimates that foragers were part
of the social systems across the landscape, as well as the emergence of complexity within the

region.
6.4 Phase 4: AD 1000-/300 (Leopard’s Kopje ceramic facies)

Between AD 1000 and 1300, there was an intensified farmer occupation across the middle
Limpopo Valley, which contributed to increased trade, more complex socio-political
structures, and eventually, the development of state-level societies (Huffman 2007, 2009).
These prominent changes within farmer settlements also affected existing trade relations. Hall
and Smith (2000: 37) state that emerging class distinctions may have led to “farmer
commoners” gradually marginalising foragers from economic activities, possibly displacing
them from roles they previously occupied. As a result, it was thought that foragers either

abandoned the area or moved into nearby farmer settlements (van Doornum 2007a, b).
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However, Dzombo and Little Muck present evidence of continued forager occupation, and
possibly trade, during this period (Hall & Smith 2000; Forssman 2014b, 2015b; Forssman et
al. 2023).

Forager-associated items are still present within the cultural sequences of Dzombo and Little
Muck. However, there is a noticeable decline in artefact densities throughout the period (see
Forssman 2014b). Items, such as stone tools, worked bone, and OES beads, appear in high
frequencies at the onset of the Leopard’s Kopje occupation with a gradual, if variable, decrease
onwards. In contrast, farmer-associated items, including ceramics, glass beads and metal,
prominently increase throughout this period (Forssman 2014b). The context of these items at
Little Muck appear to be different than Dzombo’s, as noted throughout previous periods. In
total, Dzombo produced 17 glass beads, 10 metal items and 61 ceramic shards (Forssman
2014b). Little Muck, on the other hand, produced 446 glass beads, 107 metal items and 3029
ceramic shards (see Chapter 5). Evidently, there is a distinct difference in the number of items
from the two sites. There are two possibilities for this intensification of farmer-associated items
at Little Muck.

First, Hall and Smith (2000) suggest that Leopard’s Kopje farmers appropriated the shelter.
This idea of appropriation was based on the prominent increase of farmer-associated items but
also the presence of mankala gaming boards carved directly into the bedrock outside the shelter
(Hall & Smith 2000). Because mankala is a game exclusively associated with men, Huffman
(2014) proposes that the farmer groups occupying Leokwe Hill may have used the shelter as a
ritual site for boys’ initiation. Assuming this, it then factors into the notion that farmer groups
appropriated particular sites thought to be imbued with the power of the “first peoples’ (see van
Doornum 2008). Tapela (2001) argues that the size of OES beads may provide more context
regarding a site’s occupants. And while the predominance of large OES beads during this
period (n=26) might intimate a farmer presence, small OES beads (n=25) also need to be
considered. According to Tapela (2001), the presence of both patterns of beads may indicate
that farmer groups acquired the smaller beads through trade relations with foragers. However,
this along with the continued presence of craft items at Little Muck raises the question as to

whether a process of acculturation, rather than appropriation, occurred.

The consistent presence of craft goods at Little Muck, from the early first millennium AD
throughout the Zhizo occupation period, suggests a continuity in forager technologies. This

practice is no longer evident after AD 1000. Forssman (2020) suggests that this may be an
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indication of Little Muck’s foragers acculturating into nearby farmer communities, as noted at
Broederstroom. Archaeological material from the site presents the possibility that foragers may
have performed labour activities for farmers within their homesteads (Wadley 1996). This led
to a notable shift in which craft production activities were no longer situated within traditional
shelter sites but rather fixed homesteads (see Guenther 1977; Wadley 1996; Hall et al. 2013).
Considering this, foragers might have started to reside near, or within, farmer settlements
leading to increased utilisation of farmer-associated items (see Walker 1994; Hall 2000; van
Doornum 2007). The evidence from Little Muck may be case in point. With the expansion and
intensification of local and international trade networks, the value previously attributed to
foragers’ craft goods may have changed and as a result forager participation in the local
economy may have been pushed to the edge. Under these circumstances, foragers likely had
two courses of action. First, they may have returned to traditional subsistence economies as
noted among the Bushmen in the Kalahari Desert (see Lee 1976). This might be most evident
in the consistent presence of forager-associated items at Balerno Main during this period.
Second, foragers interested in remaining part of the local economy may have sought alternative
participation, possibly shown through forager occupation of homesteads from this period

onwards.

The socio-economic relations established between Little Muck’s foragers and surrounding
farmer groups from the early first millennium AD may have prompted them to integrate into
the nearby farmer community of Leokwe Hill. Their experience in craft production possibly
provided them an opportunity to integrate into the prominent craft industry at Leokwe Hill (see
Calabrese 2007; Huffman 2014). If this is considered then foragers most likely occupied a
social role comparable to, if not lower, than Leokwe people, placing them in a subordinate role
within the farmer community. Of note, the scarcity of glass beads at Leokwe sites suggests that
Leokwe craftspeople, and potentially foragers, were not remunerated with wealth items
(Calabrese 2000; Huffman 2014). In that event, there is a clear shift in trade relations and power
dynamics between foragers and farmers throughout this period. However, limited excavations
have been completed at Leokwe Hill, especially in the area where foragers would most likely
have been relegated to, making it difficult to understand these potential shifts and, on the
condition that foragers moved into farmer spaces, the role that they may have occupied within
the settlement. As such, the possibility remains that production activities possibly moved to
Leokwe Hill but it is still unclear as to what happened to the foragers previously occupying
Little Muck. It is important to note that these sites represent a fraction of southern Africa’s
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forager occupation and a better understanding of their patterns might lie beyond the middle

Limpopo Valley.

This review of the data highlights four phases, following Hall and Smith (2000) and Forssman
(2020), and shows changes at the site that reflect larger socio-political change on the landscape.
This intersectionality of identity, economies, lifeways, and values varies throughout this period
and oscillates across the landscape. Although this perspective is from a single site, it
predictably captures one of the forager expressions that emerged during this period. Based on
the available evidence, this expression is quite distinctive from other expressions in the region
as it demonstrates the dynamic relations between different cultural groups and more
importantly, in the context of this study, how foragers engaged in larger trade networks across
the middle Limpopo Valley.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion

In the middle Limpopo Valley, evidence suggests that foragers established socio-economic
relations with incoming farmer groups. However, despite these initial findings, a
comprehensive understanding of these interactions has not been fully achieved. A previous
study of Little Muck highlighted the complexity of possible trade relations based on
preliminary data (see Hall & Smith 2000). Recent findings from the shelter site provide further
support for Hall and Smith’s (2000) conclusions, and presents more insight into foragers’

involvement in the local economy, the circulation of wealth items and shifting trade relations.

Little Muck, similar to most of the surrounding shelter sites, seems to have been occupied from
the late first millennium BC. The notable increase in artefact densities at the site suggests a
gradual intensification of forager activities throughout this period. This intensification may
have been a result of forager exchange systems (e.g. hxaro) present on the landscape. Cultural
material from Balerno Main suggests that the shelter may have functioned as an aggregation
site throughout this period (van Doornum 2008). The increase of craft goods at most of the
surrounding shelters intimate foragers’ participation both in the aggregation-dispersal cycle, as
well as the exchange practices that occurred during periods of aggregation. Although an
increase is noted at several shelter sites across the landscape, the context of Little Muck’s
assemblage seems to be more distinct and is evident in the large number of craft goods at Little
Muck compared to other shelters. This suggests that activities at Little Muck may have been
more intense. While the reason for this intensity during the late first millennium BC remains
unclear, it is suggested that the arrival of farmer groups in the area incited further intensification
of production activities throughout the early first millennium AD.

Cultural material from Little Muck suggests that this intensification was a response to new
trade opportunities on the landscape. This most likely also contributed to the emergence of
specialisation and standardisation within the assemblage, as shown through a recent use-wear
analysis of Little Muck’s stone scrapers (see Sherwood & Forssman 2023). Cultural material
from Dzombo and Balerno 2 and 3 suggest that most foragers were participating in these
developing trade economies. However, the density of craft goods, the gradual appearance of
farmer-associated items and the emergence of specialisation at Little Muck alludes to greater
access to the socio-economic landscape. None of the surrounding shelters exhibit similar
characteristics. A possible explanation for this is the positionality of Little Muck, which

assisted in establishing the site as a trade centre.
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Foragers’ construction of spaces impacted how they interacted with and utilised the landscape
(Forssman 2020). By occupying a shelter in close proximity to a developing farmer settlement,
Leokwe Hill, foragers were actively forming trade relations with farmers. Processes of
intensification and specialisation further suggest an emphasis on craft production activities as
a means to access the larger socio-economic landscape. The appearance of farmer-associated
items from this period onwards supports the notion that foragers were participating in the local
economy. It also suggests that Little Muck no longer functioned as a simple residential camp
but as a trade centre focused on developing socio-economic relations in the area.

From the late first millennium AD, new opportunities linked to international trade networks,
as well as trade goods emerged in southern Africa. Although farmer groups across the middle
Limpopo Valley were prominent participants within this international market, the presence of
glass beads found in forager contexts suggest that they too were involved. It is uncertain
whether foragers attributed a similar value to these wealth items as farmers but evidence
between Little Muck and Balerno Main suggests that the items did not disrupt the social
dynamics among forager groups. While the presence of these goods suggest that value was
inferred onto them, it is difficult to understand the context as they were not as notable at other
shelters as at Little Muck. This presents a challenge in understanding the context of wealth
items both in the social dynamics of forager groups, as well as the larger trade relations between
foragers and farmers. Despite this, it is apparent that foragers were participating and
contributing to the local economy in such a way that they could extract wealth associated with
a global value system. It also shows that foragers were present on the landscape even as socio-

political and economic structures gradually transitioned towards greater complexity.

However, a notable change occurs at Little Muck around AD 1000. The density of craft goods
declines parallel to a rapid increase of farmer-associated items. Initially, Hall and Smith (2000)
argued that this was a result of farmer appropriation of the shelter. In turn, Huffman (2014)
stated that the shelter was used for ritual activities, specifically boys’ initiation. While evidence
may suggest appropriation of the shelter, the continued presence of craft goods indicate that
foragers might have still been present at the site. Perhaps the evidence shows a period of
acculturation rather than intense appropriation. Because of their knowledge and experience
with craft production, it is possible that Little Muck’s foragers may have gradually assimilated
into the developing craft industry at Leokwe Hill, and as a result of foragers gradually moving
into the farmer settlement, farmers began to use Little Muck for their own purposes. Whether

foragers at Little Muck assimilated into the nearby farmer community or abandoned the shelter
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remains unclear. However, it is evident that forager occupation of the shelter reduces parallel

to the changing social, economic, and political structures across the landscape.

Although previous studies have demonstrated that foragers were present in the middle Limpopo
Valley during the arrival of farmer communities until c. AD 1300 (see Hall & Smith 2000; van
Doornum 2007, 2008, 2014; Forssman 20144, b, 20153, b), the cultural material from Little
Muck suggests that these foragers were active participants within the socio-economic
landscape alongside farmer groups. From the onset of Little Muck’s occupation, activities seem
to be more intense compared to other shelter sites. Potential motives for these intense activities
during the first millennium BC remain unclear; however, intensified production activities from
the early first millennium AD onwards have been associated with the arrival of farmer groups
and developing trade relations. Though the surrounding shelters suggest that foragers may have
traded with farmers, contextually, Little Muck is unusual. The shelter’s assemblage presents
insight to forager-farmer trade relations, unlike any other shelter sites in the valley.
Furthermore, the density of craft goods alongside farmer-associated items, particularly glass
beads, show that Little Muck’s foragers were not only participating but also contributing to the
local economy. This shows that foragers at the site had the ability to produce goods that
maintained a high value beyond forager boundaries, another aspect not yet seen at any of the
surrounding shelter sites. Foragers’ access to wealth items at Little Muck also places them
within the larger economy and suggests their participation in the initial developments of socio-
political complexity. In essence, Little Muck’s assemblage emphasises that foragers were not
passive during farmer occupation of the valley. Rather, it seems as if they were actively
involved in the socio-economic landscape through craft production, specialisation, and
positionality. Although these findings refer specifically and only to Little Muck, they make it
possible to generate a more inclusive understanding of foragers and their contributions to larger
farmer settlements. It also provides a basis from which a more regionalised perspective of

forager-farmers trade relations can be developed.

Each phase of Little Muck’s occupation has yielded a plethora of artefacts and evidence of
activities. A more in-depth examination of these distinct phases and their associated artefacts
at surrounding shelter sites could provide a better understanding of forager activity patterns
during each sequence of the valley’s occupation more generally. Comparing the assemblages
from different shelter sites could also provide more insight into regionalised forager activities,
and how the arrival of farmer groups impacted forager preferences regarding space utilisation

and social interactions. Ultimately, gaining a more regionalised perspective of foragers’ socio-
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economic interactions may contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the value attributed

to wealth items within a forager context.

In addition, a holistic understanding of the middle Limpopo Valley’s trade networks can only
be obtained by examining the trajectories of trade items between distinct cultural groups
occupying the landscape. This includes both forager and farmer communities. Though it is
evident that foragers at Little Muck interacted and traded with farmer groups, their role within
a larger farmer context remains uncertain. As a result, the socio-economic relations between
foragers and farmers must be explored to better understand the influence of both groups on one
another. The sites of Little Muck and Leokwe Hill offer an opportunity to examine these socio-
economic relations in greater detail and explore any potential shifts that may have occurred,
including changes in production activities, settlement transitions, and subsistence economies.
The sites of Dzombo and Mmamagwa, as well as Tshisiku and Pont Drift, offer a similar
opportunity, and perhaps comparing the socio-economic relations between the Little Muck and
Leokwe with these other sites can provide insight into diverse trade activities (craft goods
versus hunting) and how each group responded to these trade dynamics. Because this study
focused on a singular site with limited access to archaeological material from surrounding sites,
particularly farmer settlements, the ‘prestige goods’ model provided a basis from which to
understand the developing relations between foragers at Little Muck and farmer groups in the
surrounding area. However, a network perspective may be more beneficial in better
understanding the diverse range of material culture from these culturally distinct sites and how
socio-political networks across the landscape influenced forager-farmer interactions. A deeper
understanding of these relations is key to constructing a more inclusive regional narrative and
recognising the participation of local forager groups in larger social, economic and political

structures across the middle Limpopo Valley.
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