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Cimbebosia

I. INTRODUCTION

The most arid region in the southern African subcon-
tinent is the Central Namib Desert, lying along the
Atlantic littoral between the 20th and24th parallels.
The inland limits of the desert coincide with the 100
mm isohyet and the foothills of a broken longitudinal
escarpment. A number of episodic river systems
drain from the savanna highlands to bisect the desert
and enter the sea at widely separated points.

Small shell middens in the vicinity of river mouths
are characteristic archaeological sites of the Namib
coast. Most of the sites known so far are associated
with Khoe ceramics (c/. Rudner 1968) dated to bet-
ween 620140 BP (Pta-902) and 70+45 Bp (pta-676)
(Vogel & Visser l98l). There were, evidently, links
between coastal settlements and those that lay farther
inland: coastal materials have been described from a
number of inland archaeological sites (Sandelowsky
1976; Wendt 1972) and copper beads of highlands
origin have been dated to pre-contact times from a
site at the mouth of the !Khuiseb (Kinahan & Vogel
r 982).

There is little detailed knowledge of prehistoric settle-
ment and subsistence patterns on the Namib coast,
although the remains of stone hut circles have been
reported from Cape Cross (Sydow l97l) and from
Sylvia Hill, where skeletons with Khoisan affinities
were also recovered (Shackley 1983). No detailed
studies of subsistence remains from well-sampled
sites are available but an examination of bird remains
from Wortel showed that a variety of marine species
was exploited without seasonal interruption (Avery
in press). The nature of prehistoric use of other
marine resources is unknown although the ethno-
historic literature (Budack 1977: 12 possim) provides
some economic data for Khoe-speaking people on the
coast at the time of European trading contact. These
people relied heavily upon shellfish and marine
species and also took advantage of beached whales to
supplement their pastoral economy. Radiocarbon
dates for sites with ceramic associations suggest that
there was some continuity over the last 500 years of
this subsistence pattern, although work in progress
indicates changes both in assemblage composition
and population distribution following contact with
Europeans.

In this paper we describe the remains of a putatively
pre-contact hut settlement constructed from the re-
mains of baleen whales at the mouth of the Ugab
Ri,,,er (21'l I S; 13"38 E). We interpret this ap-
parently unique site as evidence for the prehistoric
exploitation of beached whales and make use of its
ercellent preser,,,ation to reconstruct the layout of the
settlement and the patterned use ol whalebones in
construction. We argue that the site is ol pre-contact
date because it lacks the ubiquitous and exotic trade
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goods of rhe conracr period. Ir is. .. :

associated with Khoe ceramics and appea.. - .

been used on more than one occasion. \\-e a:.: :

shellfish remains and discuss the partern cr: : - .
ploitation. We conclude that the Ugab \lou:.. . ,

emplifies one part of a spatially discontinu; -
tern ef coastal exploitation. Necessary resou:::
concentrated at the mouths of rivers and a::.
these localities was probably gained via ri.. er : _

that bisect the waterless Namib.

II. SITE DESCRIPTION

The Ugab River mouth is marked by a s.-.=
lagoon surrounded by dense Nicotianq spp. Bn; - :

grasses. One kilometre to the south of the lagoc.
ing at an acute angle to the main riverbed, is :, .
tinct channel of the Ugab, thinly scatterei
clumps of Psilicaulon sslicornoides. The site (F.;
consisted of 16 whalebone and 5 stone fea__-,
associated with 19 shell middens, covering an a:;:
0,09 km2 (9 ha) on two gravel terraces on the Sou.r:
side of the channel. Most of the middens (1-l , .- -
two stone hearth features with whalebones ue::
the lower terrace. Five middens and ll whalet -,
features, including whalebone huts, were locare:
the upper terrace. Seven of these whalebone featu .
incorporatin g90Vo of the total whalebone on the : :
were concentrated in an area of 7 000 m, (0,7 ha).

With the exception of the dispersed Midden 1_<. .-.
middens concentrated on the lower terrace \\ :-:
small, discrete, oval-shaped heaps of Donax se---
shell compacted in windblown sand. The average s__,
was 2,3 m x 1,5 m, with the slightly heaped proi- :
giving an average depth of 0,1 m. Features I I and _
also on the lower terrace, consisted of whalebt- :
associated with closely-packed stone cairns cove!-. :
coarse, discoloured sand flecked with charcc.
Feature ll included three rertebrae, while Feature ,_
had two vertebrae, two ribs and one occipital.

The se'
*'halebi
huts. I
isolated

The whalebone features and three stone cairns ue:: FIGURT
located on the upper terrace ivith four dispersed mt.,
dens. West of the main u.halebone concentrati.-
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Cimbebosia

PLATE I.

but both rims suggested necked Khoe-type vessels (c/.
Rudner 1968); that from Feature 9 showed spaced
fingernail impressions and a straighter neck profile
than the slightly everted but undecorated rim from
Feature 10. Five of the six occurrences of surface
ceramics were associated with the middens and stone
features (Fig. l).
Most of the ostrich eggshell recovered from the site

was associated with Midden 18, on the upper terrace,
although fragments were present on Midden 15, on
the lower terrace. A few of the pieces showed traces
of drilling and shaping such as in bead manufacture,
but most of the fragments were large sherds from
broken eggs. No complete beads were found. From
the total 830 g sample of ostrich eggshell, a minimum
number of four eggs was calculated, using a mean
dry egg weight of 233 C (n: l0) for comparative
material.

Battered shale cobbles, casually flaked quartz.and a
large core that may have functioned as a scraper were
also associated with Midden 18. Fist-sized cobbles,
some of which had been crudely trimmed, were
associated with Feature 2. One informal quartzite
artefact was found on Midden 16, on the lower ter-
race. Very little er.,idence of butchery was found on
the whalebone, but chopmarks, possibly produced by
these stone tools, were visible on a radius from
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Feature 6, and on one of the occipitals between ---
two rows of whalebone huts.

Parts of two seabirds, corresponding to the gar:r
Morus capensis and the Cape cormorant Phalacrx:-
rax capensis in size, were found on Middens 11. _s
and 15 and the humerus of a hare Leporidae tt
found on Midden 14. Four adult Cape fur seals -{ ----
tocephalus pusillus were represented by six femu:'. i
mandible and some rib fragments on Middens 1-1. -:
and 18. Several seal bones were scattered amonssl :-e
five whalebone hut features.

Although bones of bird, seal and hare present on :_-e

site could reasonably be assumed to represent par - 
-

the prehistoric diet, there is evidence of rec-
scavenging which casts doubt on the archaeolos=
associations of this bone. A jackal kitchen was fo-.:
close to one of the hut features, and a seal flipf
still covered in skin, had been dragged into one or :_-r
hut features by a jackal. G. Avery (pers. con:=
noted that he had observed wing bones of Cape :----
morant in the extinct channel. These bones shou::
distinct signs of having been gnawed by a jackal b--
while some bones were still linked by sinew and ha: i
few feathers attached, others were already bleachr:
and rapidly becoming indistinguishable from r--
chaeological remains. These considerations ciecic::

Ugab Mouth whalebone huts viewed from the northeast. Feature 6 is in the foreground
and Features 5 and 4 in the left background.
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Cimbebasia

significantly represented on the site, ribs and
(thoracic) vertebrae, were concentrated in the struc-
ture of the huts but also occurred elsewhere on the
site. This pattern of distribution shows a preference
for the front parts of the skeleton, with the
significantly low representation of the pectoral girdle
and limbs relative to that for all other parts. If the
preferential selection of cranial bones and ribs were
primarily related to the building of huts, it would be
reasonable to expect that the other, remaining parts,
would be found elsewhere on the site. The absence of
the other parts suggests a different explanation. It is
more likely that the presence of the ribs and cranial
bones is evidence of the anatomical emphasis of

Table I Feature distribution of whale skeletal parts

disarticulation on the head and thorax. The under-::-
presentation of the limbs would then be due to rh=.
rejection, along with the post-thoracic skeleton.

There is a pbssibility that the sparse distribution ::
bones outside the main residential focus of the s:::
represents shifts in this focus during subsequent .-.:-
cupations. It is also possible that the emphasis --:
skeletal representation on cranial and thoracic pa:--.
is due to the durability of these bones. Vertebrae r:
composed mainly of cancellous bone with an ou:=
Iayer of hard bone that is relatively thinner than ri-;-
of long bones such as ribs or mandibles. Consequr-:-
ly, vertebrae would split and disintegrate with 
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Cimbebasia

Table2 Donax midden samples: size class analyses and comparative 1983 sample
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Cimbebosia

Table 3 Ugab Mouth midden samples: estimated meat weights and energy contents

3 754

6ll
23

,(
1\

' ,J

12,5

2,5

7,5

12,5

Table

Middr

Total

Vol:
MNI =

coast.
arrang
mussel
and th
belorr'
charac
strateg
and xe
portior

Donax
size class

Total

Total

MNI

t 982

561

l8

2 561

4 388

Total meat
wt
(e)

4 955,0

4 207,5

225,0

2 947,5

I 627,5

150,0

Energy *
content of
meat
(kJ)

ll 446,1

9 719,3

519,8

2t 685,2

21 679,4

l0 585,6

664,1

32 929,1

6 808,7

3 759,5

346,5

Median meat
wt of I mussel
(e)

A

B

C

A

B

C

A

B

C

75 9 387,5

9 385,0

4 582,5

287,5

7,5 14 255,0

2,5

7,5

12,5

l0

ll

t2

t3

t4

l6

I 179

217

t2

Total l 408

* Based on a value of 23 I kJ/ 100 g wet meat

represented 22o/o, l4v/o and l59o respectively, while
the largest size class (C) was minimally represented.
In the 1983 (live) sample from Ugab Mouth beach,
size class B constituted the largest proportion of the
sample (5190), with the smallest sized mussels con-
stituting the smallest proportion of the sample
(120/o). In the two comparative samples,8.2736 and
82740, from the !Khuiseb delta area, class A was not
represented at all, while mussels from the largest size
class C made up the bulk of the samples (9390 and
8990 respectively). These differences are presented
graphically in the histograms inFig. 3.

Assuming that the archaeological samples reflect the
available Donax specimens, then the high proportion

68

7,5 4 725,0 t0 914,1

of small mussels in the Ugab Mouth midden samples
indicates that the population of mussels was largell'
juvenile and expanding, following Odum (1971:176).
The comparative 1983 (live) sample, then, shows that
the modern population structure is different and im-
plies that the character of Donax populations fluc-
tuates with time. This agrees with the findings of De
Villiers (1975) who showed that populations of
Donax may expand steadily after catastrophic
decline. The high proportion of large mussels in the
lKhuiseb comparative samples would indicate a

mature population of Donax. The differences in
distributions of size classes in the Ugab Mouth and
!Khuiseb Delta archaeological samples imply that the
structure of Donax populations varies along the

x

SD

SAMPLE: MIDDEN 5

SAMPLE: MIDDEN 7

SAMPLE: MIDDEN I3
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Cimbebosio

complete archaeological exploration of the Namib
coast. In the wider context of prehistoric settlement
along the western seaboard of southern Africa, the
site is unusual but not inexplicable; regular exploita-
tion of whales is known from the ethno-historic
record (Budack 1977) and the documented prehistory
of the coastline indicates a responsiveness to resource
concentrations that would not preclude the stranded
cetacean (Smith & Kinahan 1984).

In the case discussed here, l6 stranded whales were

disarticulated and their remains used to construct
dwellings in a fashion that suggests an informed
response to such windfalls. The process of bone ac-

cumulation may well have been discontinuous;
although right whales visit these latitudes in con-
siderable numbers during winter (Best 1970), they are

not usually sociable (G. Avery pers. comm.) and the
simultaneous beaching of l6 or more would be most
unusual. lt is therefore probable that more than one

stranding episode is represented on this site although
these cannot be distinguished. Similarly, the process

of bone distribution might have covered several oc-

cupations and the observed distribution may be quite
different from that of earlier occupations; bones

outlying the main concentration would then be

vestiges of a more extensive settlement and the ex-

treme concentration in Features 6 and 7 would then
indicate a smaller-scale and more recent use of the
site. Historical observations of whalebone hut set-

[lements were made by Paterson (1790) and Gordon
(1779) and in the illustration of one site (provided by

the latter and reproduced in Smith & Kinahan 1984)'

the use of ribs in the hut framework and of 'rertebrae
as seats is similar to the use of whalebones in the
Ugab Mouth site described in this paper. The
similarities in the differential use of skeletal parts in
these cases may have a more general validity.
Pr eliminary survey of a number of coastal sites in the
!Khuiseb delta vicinity (Kinahan in prep.), reveals

that vertebrae are the most common whale skeletal
parts and often occur without any other whalebones
in association. Such observations await further con-

firmation but provide circumstantial support for the

depletion of the Ugab Mouth assemblage by trans-
port of bones.

In the absence of an absolute radiocarbon date for
this site, we propose that the presence of Khoe-type
ceramics (c/. Rudner 1968) and the lack of European
trade goods places this site within the range of dates

f'or ceramic associations elsewhere on the Namib
coast (Vogel & Visser l98l) and outside the usual li-
mits for Ettropean contact material on the Namib
coast. Work in progress elsewhere in the Central
Namib and in the !Khuiseb delta supports the conten-

tion that introduced trade goods moved rapidly
through the area during the last two centuries and

that their absence from any large residential site in-

70

dicates pre-contact occupation. European items from
coastal archaeological sites usually date to within the

last two centuries, when regular trade is visible in the

archaeological record (Kinahan inprep.). Initial Eu-

ropean contact predates these occurrences by about
two centuries (Axelson 1973) so that the discovery of
a Spanish 2 reales coin dating to between 1556 and
1598 A.D. in the reign of Felipe II (L. Meltzer pers.

comm.) on another Ugab Mouth site is exceptional
for it seems that the volume of European goods in-
troduced via the Namib coast was exceedingly lou
until the late 17th century. Maximum dating of Khoe

ceramics on the Namib coast may be extended as

sampling progresses but the consistent range of dates

so far allows some relative dating and makes it highl)
probable that the Ugab Mouth site desiiibed in this
paper falls within the range of 600 B.P. to 200 B.P.

There may be no causal relationship between the

stranding of the whales and the presence of the rir er

mouth, although a direct relationship between the

human exploitation of these whales and the Ugat'
Mouth locality is a certain consequence of Namib en-

vironmental conditions. Access to the coast was con-

strained by available water as the prime limiting
resource; there are practically no sources of water in

the Central Namib that are not situated in river
drainages and fresh water at the coast is onh
available near the river mouths. Thus' exploitation o:
coastal resources was limited to the river mouths and

their environs and no settlement was possible on the

long stretches of beach between them.

A highly predictable distribution of sites, consistentll
related to river mouths and their waterholes along the

whole Namib coast would confirm this hypothesis'
Little regional data is available, although few of the

known Namib coastal sites offer contradiction. A re-

cent survey of the Uniab delta (Kinahan' unpublishec
internal report) that revealed high site densitie.
within a limited area lends some support to this vierr

However, the corollory, that river mouths woul;
show an intensity of settlement (large, or \ er)
numerous sites) consistent with this environmenta'
ionstraint, is not convincingly evidenced at the

mouth of the Ugab. Our consideration of the site

location offers a partial explanation that may be o:
general validity for site distribution at other rir e:

mouths. We show that the site occupies a relict land-

scape and it is possible that evidence of sites on the

northern riverbank has been erased by shifts in th:
position of the river mouth. Beach sites at rire:
mouths would be particularly vulnerable to shifts in
drainage, and depending on the pattern of settlemen:
in such localities, there would be an unusually hi-ql:

attrition of the archaeological distribution.

We have argued that site formation processes, in-

cluding the effect of scavenging jackal on the

representation of subsistence activities on the sit:.
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