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Introduction 

The third field season of current research on 
late Quaternary hunter-gatherer adaptations in the 
Lesotho highlands took place in July and August 
1995. This year it concentrated on the excavation 
of Likoaieng, an open air site on the banks of the 
Orange River (Figure 1). This site (Lesotho site 
2928DAll) was first located in 1992 during sur- 
vey work accompanying excavation of 
Sehonghong Shelter (Mitchell 1993, 1994a). Five 
distinct dark grey horizons were observed within a 
>2 m deep stratigraphic profile that appears to 
have been exposed by flood action at some 
unknown time. On closer examination, large 
numbers of fresh-looking stone artifacts, well-pre- 
served mammal and fish bone and charcoals were 
noted. It seemed likely that these horizons might 
be the remains of in situ occupations that had 
undergone relatively little post-depositional dis- 
turbance. Given that no open air site with well 
preserved organics had previously been noted in 
Lesotho, it was decided to undertake a test exca- 
vation of the site. At the same time, the opportu- 
nity was taken to carry out further field survey in 
previously uninvestigated parts of the Sehonghong 
region, results of which will be reported else- 
where. 

Excavation at Likoaieng had two principal 
objectives. The first was to expose the largest 
area possible within available timelmanpower 
constraints so as to be able to investigate the spa- 
tial patterning of artifacts, features and faunal 
remains. The intention here was to obtain data of 
relevance for understanding how the people who 
used the site organized their activities spatially 
and for facilitating comparisons with work at sites 
in South Afnca (e.g. Henderson 1992; Parkington 
et al. 1992). The second objective was to obtain as 
full a picture as possible of the stratigraphic 
sequence at Likoaieng by maximizing the depth of 
the excavation. In addition to establishing the 
antiquity of the site and its potential for further 
investigation, it was hoped that evidence might be 
forthcoming for its occupation at a time other than 
those represented in the Sehonghong Shelter 
sequence, thereby provoking a reassessement of 
existing models of the regional settlement history 
of the Lesotho highlands (Mitchell in press). 

A 4 mZ area at the northeastern end of the site 
was chosen for excavation. Examination of the 
exposed section in front of the site suggested that 
the stratigraphy was best developed at this point, 
though no indications of the site's existence or 
extent were apparent from walking over its sur- 
face. A 2.0 to 1.5 m wide baulk was left in front 
of the excavation area along this exposed face to 
act as a reference section that could be examined 
during excavation. It also served as a retaining 
wall once excavation was completed and the site 
back-filled. Excavation was undertaken within a 
quarter-metre grid in natural stratigraphic units. 
All formal stone artifacts, cores, grindstones, pot- 
sherds, bone implements and diagnostic mam- 
malian fauna observed during excavation were 
recorded three-dimensionally using a theodolite. 
Except where culturally sterile overburden or cul- 
turally sterile deposits between occupation hori- 
zons had to be removed, all excavation was under- 
taken using trowels and all soil was sieved 
through a 2 mm mesh. Finds were pre-sorted on 
site. 

On account of limitations of time and man- 
power, excavation of the whole of the 16 m2 area 
originally opened up could only be continued to a 
depth of approximately 1.8 m. Below this a 1.5 
m2 test pit was excavated to a further depth of 
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some 1.8 m in order to provide an indication of 
the stratigraphy of the lower portion of the 
Likoaieng sequence. Nine occupation horizons 
were found, of which four (Layers I, 111, V and 
VII) were present in the main excavation area and 
five (Layers IX, XI, XIII, XV, XVII) only in the 
test-pit. All the occupation horizons are rich in 
stone artifacts, bone and charcoals and in some 
cases contain discrete hearths and pits. They are 
separated from each other by culturally sterile or 
near-sterile layers (Figures 2 and 3). As observed 
during excavation, sediments in the main excava- 
tion area were fine-grained and predominantly 
silty, but with an ashy component in the occupa- 
tion horizons. The test-pit sediments were much 
sandier, becoming coarser-grained towards the 
base of the excavation. 

Artifact assemblages 

All the artifact assemblages from Likoaieng 
belong to the Later Stone Age (LSA) and in their 
predominant use of opalines as a raw material 
resemble the LSA occurrences known from 
Sehonghong Shelter (Carter et al. 1988). Scrapers 
and, secondarily, adzes are the most common for- 
mally retouched tools present in Layers I to XIII, 
although rare examples of backed microliths and 
spokeshaves were also found. The overall mor- 
phology and size of the scrapers, as well as the 
comparatively high incidence of adzes, are char- 
acteristic of late Holocene artifact assemblages in 
Lesotho and elsewhere in Africa south of the 
Limpopo. They suggest that the Likoaieng Layer I 
to XI11 assemblages should be attributed to the 
post-classic phase of the Wilton Industry. 

Because of their small size the artifact assem- 
blages from Layers XV and XVII are more diffi- 
cult to characterize. Formal tools seem to be rarer 
than higher up in the Likoaieng sequence and the 
morphology of the few scrapers present is remi- 
niscent of those of Woodlot type known from 
slightly earlier contexts in western Lesotho 
(Mitchell 1994b; Mitchell et al. 1994) and from 
the 7200 B.P. and 6000 B.P. occupation pulses at 

The artifact assemblages from Layers 111, V 
and VII include highly distinctive pressure-flaked 
backed bladelets previously recognised at 
Moshebi's Shelter in the Lesotho highlands 
(Carter 1969 Fig 3:5), and at sites in the upper 
Karoo and the Caledon Valley further to the south 
and west (Bousman 1991; Mitchell 1991; Klatzow 
1994). Dates from these sites suggest that they 
were in use during the second and late third mil- 
lennia B.P., which would be consistent with their 
stratigraphic position at Likoaieng. Their techno- 
logical and social function remains to be estab- 
lished. One possibility is that they were used in 
fish-processing, given their association with large 
numbers of fish remains at Likoaieng, another 
(more likely, given their distribution) that they 
formed part of the armature of a composite arrow 
of some kind. However, their principal signifi- 
cance may have been as an ethnic or other stylistic 
marker. In this respect they recall the pressure- 
flaked arrowheads found across the central interi- 
or plateau of South AfricalLesotho during the last 
two millennia B.P., which have a comparable spa- 
tial and temporal distribution (Humphreys 1991). 

Pottery at Likoaieng is restricted to Layer I. 
Its overall appearance, colour, thickness and fri- 
ability strongly resemble the LSA ceramics found 
in late Holocene levels at Sehonghong Shelter, 
and more generally pottery from other LSA con- 
texts in the Lesotho highlands, KwaZulu-Natal 
and the northern Eastern Cape Province (Mazel 
1992). A single sherd differs from the remainder 
of the Likoaieng ceramics in colour, thickness and 
in the presence of cross-hatched decoration. The 
use of impression to produce this design and the 
sherd's fabric are both typical of Early Iron Age 
pottery, while the grooved cross-hatched motif 
itself specifically recalls the Ndondonwane and 
Msuluzi pottery traditions of KwaZulu/Natal and 
Transkei, which date to between 1400 and 1150 
B.P. (T. Maggs, pers. comm.). This find therefore 
extends previous evidence of contact between 
early agriculturalists and contemporary foragers in 
KwaZulu-Natal (e.g. Mazel 1989) to the Lesotho 
side of the Drakensberg Escarpment. 

Sehonghong Shelter. The rarity of: formai tools in 
Layers XV and XVII could, however, also result Organic remains 
from sample error, from differences in the activi- 
ties carried out at the site at these times, or from Faunal preservation at the site varied from 
the site's role within the local settlement system comparatively poor in Layer I to much better 
(cf. Wadley 1987). below this. Nevertheless, bone in Layers 111, V 
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Figure 1 : Map of Lesotho locating Likoaieng. 
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Figure 2: Likoaieng: section of the south wall of the main excavation area. Layers are shown by Roman 
numerals on the left side of the section. 
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and VII is generally fragmentary and occurs most- 
ly in pieces below 10 mm in size, although some 
larger pieces are present. Very few large mammals 
appear to be present in these faunal assemblages, 
which consist almost entirely of fish remains, 
including otoliths and, in some cases, still partly 
articulated skeletons. Preliminary observations 
suggest that there is a tendency for the amount of 
large mammal bone to increase on moving from 
Layers 111 to V and again to Layer VII. The large 
mammal component of the Likoaieng fauna also 
seems to increase considerably relative to that rep- 
resented by fish in the layers sampled in the P415 
test-pit, perhaps indicating a shift in site use at 
this time or a difference in activity localization 
within it. 

Charcoals were present in all the culture- 
bearing stratigraphic horizons at the site. Though 
not as well preserved as those from Sehonghong 
Shelter, it should be possible to obtain taxonomic 
identifications for them. Sediment samples were 
also taken from the site to determine its potential 
for preserving pollen and phytolith samples; 
arrangements have been made for their analysis. 

Discussion 

It seems likely that Layers 111, V and VII were 
all covered quite rapidly and have been subject to 
minimal post-depositional disturbance. This is 
suggested by the excellent faunal preservation and 
by the in situ recognition of discrete features and 
of what appear, from the colours of the raw mate- 
rials used, to be distinct stone-knapping clusters; 
refitting will be used to ascertain if this is indeed 
so. The restriction of ostrich eggshell beads to 
Layer III and the presence in Layers V and VII of 
partial fish skeletons in which articulated 
sequences of vertebrae and ribs were still present 
add weight to these observations. Although this 
conclusion needs to be investigated further by a 
dating program and by refitting studies, it is possi- 
ble that each of these layers represents a single 
occupational event. The presence of pressure- 
flaked backed bladelets in each of them, along 
with the possibility that the comparatively sterile 
sediments of Layers IV and VI could have been 
deposited by flooding of the Orange River within 
a matter of a few years at most (P. Carter, pers. 
comm.), suggests that all three occupational 
events may tightly cluster together in time. 

If Layers 111, V and VII at Likoaieng do rep- 
resent successive short-term occupation horizons 
then they offer the possibility of investigating how 
people organized and used space at an open air 
location, not only in terms of artifact manufacture, 
use and disposal, but also as regards the process- 
ing, consumption and disposal of food. This possi- 
bility is unique for a Later Stone Age site in the 
interior of southern Africa, although Florisbad 
(Brink 1987) offers a Middle Stone Age compari- 
son. Spatial analyses of this kind have otherwise 
been attempted either in coastal contexts 
(Parkington et al. 1992) or in rock-shelters, such 
as Rose Cottage Cave in South Africa's Free State 
province (Engela 1995). However, the palimpsest 
nature of rock-shelter deposits makes it extremely 
difficult to pick out relatively short-lived occupa- 
tions of the kind we suspect are present at 
Likoaieng (Parkington 1992). The three-dimen- 
sional recording of all small finds in the main 
excavation area will, coupled with an analysis of 
the distribution of artifacts within quarter square 
metre quadrats, provide an initial basis on which 
to examine and interpret spatial patterning. This 
can be taken further once analysis of the associat- 
ed faunal remains begins, as well as by attempts at 
refitting stone artifacts made from visually dis- 
tinctive raw materials and perhaps also of frag- 
ments of large mammal bone (cf. Nilssen 1989). 

The increased exploitation of riverine 
resources by later Holocene hunter-gatherers in 
southern Afnca has been remarked upon by sever- 
al workers, notably Hall (1990), as part of a more 
widespread process of social and economic inten- 
sification. The overwhelming dominance of fish in 
the faunal assemblages from Layers 111, V and VIl 
at Likoaieng fits this pattern. Though unidentified 
for now, it seems likely that most of these animals 
will prove to belong to the cyprinid family, mem- 
bers of which attain weights of up to 25 kg and 
are rich in protein and fat. Such fish are most eas- 
ily caught on spring spawning runs and both 
spearing and trapping are represented in rock- 
paintings from Lesotho (Vinnicombe 1976). At 
Likoaieng, the total absence of bone fish hooks 
from the artifact assemblages found suggests that 
angling per se was probably not employed. 
However, the line of boulders extending almost 
right across the Orange River immediately in front 
of the site would have hindered the upstream 
movement of fish and could have provided an 
ideal setting for traps. These boulders could be 
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one reason why the site was repeatedly occupied, 
although preliminary indications of the faunal 
assemblages from the lower p a t  of the sequence 
(Layers IX-XVII) suggest that fishing may have 
been less important earlier in the site's history. 

For Layers 111, V and VII, however, one of the 
main reasons for people having been at the site 
must have been to take fish. Direct evidence of 
seasonality may be forthcoming from analysis of 
fish otoliths, while population structure and body 
part representation should inform on how fish 
were procured and processed. One possibility is 
that people came to Likoaieng to target a resource 
rich in protein and fat at a time of year when few 
plant foods were available and most animals were 
low in fat, another that they processed fish there, 
perhaps by drying in the open air, prior to remov- 
ing it elsewhere for consumption. Though not 
necessarily exclusive, both scenarios suggest a 
greater degree of complexity to local hunter-gath- 
erer settlement-subsistence behaviour than has 
hitherto been suspected. 

Radiocarbon dating of the Sehonghong 
Shelter sequence (Mitchell and Vogel 1994) indi- 
cates that human use of this site has been intermit- 
tent, rather than continuous, during the last 25 000 
years. Examination of radiocarbon dates from 
other rock-shelters in the region suggest that this 
is true of the Lesotho highlands as a whole (Carter 
1978). Climatic changes, such as the Last Glacial 
Maximum and the late Holocene neoglacial 
advance, may be implicated in this pulsing, but 
this remains to be demonstrated. However, it is 
possible that rock-shelter sequences do not yield a 
complete record of human presence in this region 
and that certain activities, perhaps even the major- 
ity, were undertaken in other contexts, such as 
open air locations. 

Preliminary indications from the examination 
of the Likoaieng artifact assemblages during exca- 
vation are that the second possibility may be cor- 
rect. Two lines of reasoning suggest this. Firstly, 
all the Likoaieng assemblages, except that from 
Layer I, lack ceramics. Unless we are to suppose 
that pottery was never introduced to the site, or at 
least not to that part of it so far excavated, then the 
implication is that Layers III to XVII predate the 
introduction of pottery to the southern 
Drakensberg. A date of 1710 + 20 B.P. (Pta-6063) 
from the pottery-containing GAP layer at 
Sehonghong Shelter (Mitchell and Vogel 1994) is 

consistent with others from the region (Maze1 
1992) in suggesting that this introduction took 
place at least 1700 years ago. Secondly, the arti- 
fact assemblages from Layers I11 to XI11 all con- 
tain large numbers of adzes and very few backed 
microliths, characteristics which, from compar- 
isons with other southern African LSA occur- 
rences, place them within the last 4000 years B.P. 
It therefore seems likely that at least six occupa- 
tion pulses at Likoaieng may fall within this peri- 
od, although no excavated rock-shelter in the 
Lesotho highlands has yet provided radiocarbon 
dates between 2100 and 6000 B.P. (Carter 1978; 
Mitchell and Vogel 1994). If this conclusion is 
confirmed by future radiocarbon dating of the 
Likoaieng site, then it is clear that the archaeolog- 
ically common practice of reconstructing prehis- 
toric settlement patterns in southern Africa from 
rock-shelter evidence alone is a highly hazardous 
undertaking. 

If it is true that most of the Likoaieng 
sequence dates to the late Holocene, then it also 
follows that at least 3 metres of soil have built up 
on this site within the last 4000 years. This 
implies that the landscape of this part of the 
Lesotho highlands has changed considerably over 
thls time, and that other Stone Age open air sites 
may remain undiscovered, buried beneath compa- 
rable sediments elsewhere along the Orange River 
Valley. It is therefore imperative to establish the 
source(s) of origin of the Likoaieng sediments. 
Fluvial, aeolian and colluvial processes are all 
possibilities, although the site's location on the 
edge of the Orange flood-plain may make the first 
most likely. Observation of exposed sedimentary 
sequences in dongas close to the site and discus- 
sions in the field with S. Grab and A. Simpson of 
the Dept of Geography of the University of Natal, 
Pietermaritzburg, suggest that there is consider- 
able scope in the Sehonghong area for future stud- 
ies of the fluvial geomorphology of the Orange 
River as a whole. Improved understanding of the 
processes involved in sediment accumulation at 
Likoaieng may ultimately prove relevant to 
attempts to control soil erosion, which is a critical 
environmental problem in Lesotho today (Gay et 
al. 1995). 
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Conclusion 

Even before detailed analysis of the artifacts, 
faunal remains and charcoals recovered begins, it 
is clear that Likoaieng has considerable potential 
for the investigation of the spatial patterning of 
human activities during at least three of its occu- 
pation pulses (Layers 111, V, VII). Furthermore, 
radiocarbon dating of these and other cultural lay- 
ers at the site will not only provide a firm chronol- 
ogy for Likoaieng, but hopefully also confirm the 
suspicion that the site is monitoring human activi- 
ties in the Lesotho highlands at times other than 
those represented in local rock-shelter sequences. 
At least one of those activities appears to have 
been much more intensive fishing than is known 
elsewhere in southeastern southern Africa, sug- 
gesting that Likoaieng may make a significant 
contribution to the study of late Holocene socio- 
economic intensification among southern African 
foragers. 

Likoaieng demands further investigation. 
Minimally, this requires the doubling of the exca- 
vation area as far as the upper layers (I-VII) is 
concerned and a concomitant horizontal expan- 
sion of the P415 test-pit to investigate the layers 
present within it on a broader basis. At the same 
time, this will create the opportunity to deepen the 
test-pit excavation in order to explore the possibil- 
ity that further layers of archaeological signifi- 
cance occur below Layer XVII. Several other 
avenues of future investigation can also be identi- 
fied. These include the taking of sediment samples 
from the site for luminescence dating to check on 
the history of sedimentation between each occu- 
pation pulse, on-site examination of the sedimen- 
tary sequence by a qualified sedimentologist and 
the development of a longer-tern project to exarn- 
ine the fluvial geomorphology of the Upper 
Orange River. 

Work at Likoaieng assumes greater signifi- 
cance as a source of information on late 
Quaternary hunter-gatherer adaptations in the 
Lesotho highlands because of the threat posed to 
the site by the proposed construction, as part of 
Phase III of the Lesotho Highlands Water Project, 
of a dam some 25 km further downstream. 
Although this dam is scheduled to be built early in 
the next century and the Likoaieng site could con- 
ceivably be excavated in its entirety before then, 
more is at stake. The very complexity of the 

Likoaieng sequence and the chance nature of its 
discovery in 1992 emphasize not only the poten- 
tial archaeological richness of the area that will be 
flooded, but also the fact that little is yet known of 
the extent to which a major part of Lesotho's cul- 
tural heritage may be irretrievably lost. 
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