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DIGGING HISTORY: AN INTERACTION OF ARCHAEOLOGY
WITH SCHOOL HISTORY IN A MUSEUM EDUCATION

CONTEXT

David Morris

Kimberley's HcGregor Museum offers an introduction to archae-
ology as an extension of its education crogramme. Archaeplogy
is the study of the material traces of man's existence. Un-
constrained by the limitations of the written word, therefore,
1t supplements history in impartant ways. The major museums
have a unique educational role in this respect, having the
cxpertise, environmental resources and, above all, real arte-
facts in collections which students can themselves handle and
experience. The aims of the archaeological programme, which
interacts with schoo! history and links into the history of
the Diamond Fields, are set out. The contents of introductory
talks and field visits, and a broad outline of the archaeology
of Nooitgedacht, a local site museum, are briefly sketched.
Finaily, the programme is evaluated in terms of schools'
responses, Archaeology serves the future by enltightening the
history of ail people.

INTRODUCTION: HISTORY, ARCHAEOLCGISTS AND THE MUSEUM

"To look at the history of South Africa as it is taught
in our scheols is to Took at human events through the
wrong end of a telescope." So claimed Professor
Nikolaas van der Merwe (1976, p.14}, archaeologist at
the University of Cape Town (see also Smith, 1983;
Mazel & Stewart, 1987). Written history here is a
mere few centuries old, he continued. B8ut a somehwat
different perspective has been revealed by archaeolo-
gists who, by studying the material traces of man's
existence, delve beyond the 1imitations of the written
word.

Their version of technological development in Southermn
Africa, for instance, reaches back at Teast a thousand
times the 5D0 years since Diaz. Indeed, they have
revealed some of the earliest stirrings of humanity in
Africa - around four mitlion years ago - and tracked
the later spread of people from this continent to in-
habit the rest of the world. They have followed the
development of technologies right up to recent times
when we have included ceramics, metals and other
materials in our more sophisticated toolkits (e.g.
Inskeep, 1978; Gould & Schiffer, 1981; Hason, 1987).
By subjecting old bones and stones and rusted iron -
amongst other things - to impressive anaTyses, they
have deduced how human societies and various aspects
of culture and economy have evolved.

Near the "top' end of the archaeological time Scale in
Southern Africa, a great deal of knowledge has been
generated about communities who 1ived here in pre-
coionial and early colonial times. Information 1ike
this makes for challenging interactions with other
disciplines, not least history.

Revil HMason's (1987} work in Johannesburg, in particu-
Jar, brings out the value of archaeology in education.
Apart from extending historical knowledge into 'pre-
historic' time, archaeological observations have been
used, for example, to complement the often flimsy
written records of dynamic colonial frontiers (e.g.
Parkington & Cronin, 1979}. And they have been used
to test Tofty historical 'facts', such as the timing
of the sputhward penetration of Black communities who,
by AD 250, had introduced to South Africa an Iron Age
technology, settled village tife and agropastoral
farming (e.g. Nisbet et ei., {985; Hall, 1987; Mason,
1987; Mazel & Stewart, i987).

Museums with archaeology departments are jdeally sit-
uated to fuel important interactions between archaec)ogy
and history. Here researchers conduct original studies,
involving excavations, analysis and publication of
resuits. They also curate vast collections wh1ch in-
clude specimens used in displays and the museum's
education programme. It §s this facility, the real
objects from collections which students can themselves
handle, that lends museums their unique role in educa-
tion.

ARCHAEOLOGY IN THE MC GREGOR MUSEUM'S EDUCATION
PROGRAMME

Kimberley's McGregor Museum has, through contact with
teachers, achieved a good relationship with schools,
both lTeocally and from other centres. Drawing on
museum expertise, the wealth of natural and cultural
history specimens in its collections and the environ-
mental resources of the region, it has been able to
offer programmes which supplement school education on
a broad front (e.g. Lloyd, 1986).

The current involvement of archaeology in museum
education has evolved from occasional, smal} behind-
the-scenes visits by school groups, towards a

broader range of more reguiar activities which now
include an excursion to our site museum at Nooit-
gedacht. Adult education, too, was served in 1987
with @ five-lecture course and field trip which was
enthusiastically supported. This year one jocal

high school has formed an 'Archaeology and African
Studies Group' which, in collaboration with the
museum, is planning a variety of activities which will
probably include actual fieldwork. Additionally,
illustrated Tectures on the prehistory of Southern
Africa and the Kimberley region, with a field trip to
Nooitgedacht, are being inteqrated into the syllabus,
as part of an enrichment programme, for Std. six
history pupils at that schooi {Owen, 1988). In many
cases the intitial interest of teachers has been
crucial to this interaction. Closer contact with
schools would probably broaden our audience consider-
ably.

Through hands-on experience of artefacts and an
understanding of methods, participants should gain an
appreciation of how archaeological ~ or historical -
interpretations are constructed. This is one of the
aims. Another is to provide the broad outlines - as
they are now understood - of the prehistory of Southern
Africa and of the Northern Cape in narticular.

Introductory talks:

An approximately half-hour introduction to archaeolagy
is offered for behind-the-scenes visits by school
groups, mainly of Std. six to ten pupils. It is
structured around the processes of archaeological
discovery and museum research.

Lecture content

Following an outline of what archaeology is, and of
the basic principles, sections deal with fieldwork

and excavation; documentation {on-site and at the

museum}; analysis and research; and, finally,







renegades from the Cape moved up ahead of the en-
croaching cotonial frontier. Some settled in commun-
ities, 1ike the Grigua, who engaged in transfrontier
trade. In the process they absorbed some of the
Tocal poputation: San, Korana and Tswana. Others,
1ike Jan Bloem, a German, attached themselves to
groups like the Korana, building up powerful comman-
dos,

There are no known Iron Age sites at Nooitgedacht;
but it is known that the Southern Tswana were

Tiving to the north of here from at least the 17th
century. Following the Difagane disruptions early
in the 19th century, Mothibi, leader of the Batlhap-
ing branch, moved south to establish his town on the
Yaal, downstream from Barkly West - in an area then
known as ‘Bushman country'. His son, Jantjie Mothibi
settled with a missionary at Dikgatlhong, near
Delportshope, in 1839, and, until 187D, exercised
authority - and control over diamond prospecting -
in the area north of the river at Jeast as far as
Windsorton and including Klipdrift (later Barkly
West).

Korana under Jan Bloem junior, however, were living
on the north bank near Klipdrift at this time.

Openiy challenging Mothibi's authority, Bloem granted
concessions to white traders and diamond diggers in
exchange for ammunition. The result was the rush on
Klipdrift (Shitlington, 1985). Compounding problems,
the same suddenly sought-after area became part of
the 'Campbell Lands' which Arnot claimed as Grigua
territory!

Insights

The archaeology of Nooitgedacht shows that the pre-
colonial past in this region was by nc means static
and that the land question had a much greater time-
depth than is historically apparent. As such, and
with ethnography and early historical records,
archaeology also provides insights to the subsequent
struggles and land disputes of the late 19th century.

Ecological and geographic factors have had changing
influences on human settlement patterns, relative to
economy and technology, through time. Pupils learn
that the river, for example, was a focus of activities
over thousands of years. Its importance as a water
resource would have increased significantly when

Khoi herders with their domestic stock entered the
region some 2 000 years ago. In modern times, however,
it was another commodity - diamonds - which drew
thousands of people to this stretch of the Vaal. Yet
the major foci of settlement in the region have
shifted again, with Kimberley having grown as a much
greater mining centre and city, and Barkly West

become 1ittle more than an agricultural town and hub
of a relatively Jow key alluvial diamond digging en-
terprise. C

Most importantly, participants in the field visits
can see and handle the actual archaeological arte-
facts which are scattered on the ground at Nooit-
gedacht. From these and other remzins, archaeolog-
ists, using the methods learnt about in the intro-
ductory talks, are able to build up and test theories
and interpretations of past human 1ife in the area.

EVALUATION AND CONCLUSION

The response of pupils and teachers alike has indi-
cated that both the introductory talks and field
visits are enjoyable and considered worthwhile.

Some schools, both local and from other centres, have
taken part in the programme more than once. Individ-
uals, too, have returned to do more specialised
school projects on, for example, rock engravings or
the San. Often, moreover, schools include general
evaluative remarks in their thankyou notes. The
Thusong Project Discovery from Johannesburg plans a
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report-back and debate as part of its museum visit,
From these sessions we have been able te 5auqe more
specifically the strengths and weaknesses of the
introductory talks in particuiar. A worksheet is

now being designed, which will serve both to re-
infarce some of the points that we try to put across.
and to enable us to judge the success of the progranme.

There is a danger of 'intellectual indigestion'. Some
pupils latch onto archasological concepts more easily
than others - probably through greater exposure to
media with occasional references to archaeology or
related fields, Bltack pupils are particulariy im-
pressed by some of the findings of archaeology,
revealing as they do, aspects of their own unwritten
past.

This is one of the answers to the guestion ‘why
bother?’ Perhaps the most important reason for doing
archaectogy and having it interact with history -

as it does in this museum context - is that it extends,
enlightens and dignifies the history of all people.

It is in this way, as Professor van der Merwe {1976)
pointed out, that archaeology, while concerned with

the past, serves also the needs of the future.
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