
 

 
 

People of the Lake:  

Reconstructing human history in the Lake Chad area of West Africa 
 

Emeritus Professor Graham Connah 
 
Africa has almost a fifth of the world’s habitable land surface and about a sixth 

of its present population.  It also has a longer archaeological record than any 

other continent.  However, with the exception of the lower Nile Valley, it has 

had less attention from archaeologists than many other parts of the world.  This 

talk will consider the example of the Lake Chad area, now shared by the modern 

states of Nigeria, Niger, Chad, and Cameroon, which was archaeologically 

unknown as recently as 1963.  Although its remoter past remains largely 

hypothetical, we are now able to reconstruct its human history in some detail 

back to 4000 years before present and, less certainly, back to 8000 years 

before present.  We can trace how a hunter-gatherer society adopted first 

pastoralism and then cultivation before 3000 years ago, how iron technology 

developed before 2000 years ago, and how state organization and extensive 

trading contacts appeared before 1000 years ago.  We are beginning to 

understand something of the past achievements of the people who have lived 

around Lake Chad for a very long time. 

 

Graham Connah is an Emeritus Professor of Archaeology at the University of 

New England and a Visiting Fellow in the School of Archaeology and 

Anthropology at the Australian National University.  He has excavated and 

conducted archaeological fieldwork in Britain, Nigeria, Egypt, Uganda, and 

Australia.  He is the author or editor of ten books mainly concerned with 

African archaeology but some on Australian archaeology.  He also founded the 

journal now called Australasian Historical Archaeology. 

 
All welcome.  Entry is by gold coin donation at the door. 

Please join us afterwards for light supper to meet the speaker and continue the discussion. 
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Canberra Archaeological Society’s AGM 
November 18 

7.30 pm 
 

 
THE SOCIETY'S FINANCIAL YEAR ENDS THIS MONTH AND SUBSCRIPTIONS FOR 

2010 ARE DUE.  PLEASE TAKE THE OPPORTUNITY TO RENEW YOUR 
SUBSCRIPTION AT THE AGM.   

All positions on the Committee shall be declared vacant and nominations are invited for 
election to the following positions: President, Vice President (2), Secretary, Treasurer 
and Committee (up to 4). 
 
Members are reminded that persons must be financial members of the Society before 
they may nominate for the Committee. All nominations must be signed by the nominee 
and be endorsed by at least two financial members of the Society. Nominations must be 
received at least three days before the AGM. In the event that no written nominations 
are received, then nominations may be sought from the floor of the meeting.  

 
Please come and join us. 

We have included a committee nomination form and proxy voting form at 
the end of the newsletter and after the formal part of the evening relax and 

enjoy a presentation by our guest speaker. 
 

Tony Barham 
Tsunamis in WA 

 
Manning Clark Theatre 6 

 
******* 

 
Up Coming Conferences, Tours & Events 

Rock Valley and Birrigai Time Trail (with the National Trust ACT) 

Saturday 18 October 2009 
 

Learn about the early European settlement in the Tidbinbilla Valley with Helen Cooke 

(Canberra Archaeological Society) and Peter Dowling (National Trust) by visiting the 

restored ruins of historic Rock Valley Homestead. This rammed earth construction was 

built by George Green and George Hatcliff in 1895.   After a picnic at Rock Valley we will 

return to the main car park at the Visitors Centre to undertake an easy 3km walk with a 

Ranger. The Birrigai Time trail will lead us across grassland, showing evidence of 

European pioneers and to the ancient Birrigai Aboriginal Shelter. Radiocarbon dates from 
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this shelter indicated that indigenous people occupied the area at least 22,000 years 

ago.  On completion we will enjoy afternoon tea at the Moon Rock Café across at the 

Canberra Deep Space Communication Complex. 

Time: 11.00am – 4.00pm  

Meeting point:   Rock Valley Heritage Site within Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve 

(2.5km past the Visitors Centre and Nature Discovery 

Playground) on the right.  

Bring: Picnic lunch, chairs, and sturdy walking shoes. 

Cost:  $10 members, $15 non-members 

(note: entry to Tidbinbilla is not included) 

 

Contact the National Trust Office on 6230 0533 for further information and bookings 

 

******* 
 

Barks, Birds & Billabongs: 

Exploring the legacy of the 1948 American-Australian Scientific Expedition to Arnhem 

Land 

 

AN INTERNATIONAL SYMPOSIUM 

National Museum of Australia, Canberra 

16 – 20 November 2009 

To be opened by the Governor-General, Her Excellency Ms Quentin Bryce, AC 

Leading national and international experts from many disciplines come together 60 years 

after the expedition to explore its significant legacy. 

An engaging, colourful, scholarly but accessible symposium organised around three core 

themes:  Histories, Legacies and Continuity & Change with an emphasis on Indigenous 

Perspectives, 

FREE performances and events open to the PUBLIC. 

 Presenters include: Professor Mick Dodson, Australian of the Year 2009 

 Robyn Williams, ABC Journalist and presenter of The Science Show 

 Kim Beazley, Chancellor of the Australian National University 

 Speakers from the Smithsonian, National Geographic and the Netherlands 

 Performers and speakers from many Aboriginal communities across Arnhem Land 

Major Institutions involved include: 

* The Smithsonian Institute, National Geographic Society, Australian National 

University, University of Sydney, American universities and the Embassy of the 

United States of America 

Disciplines include: 
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* History, anthropology, archaeology, art, Indigenous and cross-cultural studies, 

natural science, ethnomusicology, museology, film and photography, linguistics, 

cultural and environmental heritage 

Symposium includes:Formal papers 

*Performers and presenters from Aboriginal communities of Arnhem Land 

* Displays of objects & barks collected in 1948 

* Workshops and demonstrations 

* Special interest group’s day including bark painting conservation and string 

figures workshops 

* Inter-cultural discussions 

* Screenings of films from the expedition including those by the expedition leader, 

C P Mountford 

* A national youth competition 

Presented by the National Museum of Australia through its Centre for Historical 

Research. 

To register and view programs & events:www.nma.gov.au/barks_birds_billabongs 

Phone: 61 2 6281 6624  Email: conference@conlog.com.au 

***** 

ACT Historical Archaeology Workshop No 2 
Saturday 31 October 2009, 9am - 4.30pm 

Lecture room, Level C, Building 7- University of Canberra 

 
Following the success of the first ACT Historical Archaeology Workshop, in May 2009, a second event 

will be held to explore new topics and discuss the follow-up actions arising from Workshop 1. 

 

COST : $50 per person ð Students $25 . Ticket price includes: 

Morning & Afternoon Tea, Lunch and After Sessions Drinks & Nibbles.  

 
Topics include, Gungaderra Homestead, Ginninderra Blacksmiths Shop, Captainõs Flat Cemetery, The 
Valley, Molonglo Mystery, Tralee Homestead 
 
A National Archaeology Week event sponsored by: 

Canberra Archaeological Society Inc; Donald Horne Institute for Cultural Heritage UC; Centre for 

Archaeological Research; Institute of Professional Practice in Heritage and the Arts; National Trust of 

Australia (ACT); ACT Heritage Unit; Research School of Humanities ANU.  

Further Information: contact@cas.asn.au or phone 0408 443 243. 

 

http://www.nma.gov.au/barks_birds_billabongs
mailto:conference@conlog.com.au
mailto:contact@cas.asn.au
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A summary report of the first workshop is available on the CAS website, www.cas.asn.au. 
 

Please alert your friends and networks to the date of the next workshop and persuade them to 
offer a presentation on their favourite site.   
 
To register and pay for your attendance at the Workshop please contact the National Trust 
Shop at Old Parliament House or email ophshop@nationaltrustact.org.au with your details. 
Receipts will be issued on the day. 

 

*****  

Australian Association of Archaeologists Conference 2009 

11-14 December 
 

Conference title:   Old Guard, New Guard 

Dates of conference: 11-14 December 2009  

Location: Flinders University, Adelaide, South Australia  

The last decade has seen major changes in the environment of Australian archaeology. The 

mining boom has created new job markets, with new requirements for education and 

training in archaeology. In several states, new heritage legislation has been introduced, 

and more heritage Acts are currently under review. Australian archaeology and 

archaeologists have gained a wider global audience in the wake of controversies such as 

those over the Flores hominids and rock art management on the Burrup peninsula, and 

global issues such as climate change have permeated academic and public discourses about 

the past.  At the same time, academic baby boomers have been approaching retirement, 

leading to predictions of a shortfall of experienced people in the tertiary education 

sector, as well as a general change in the complexion of professional archaeology.  In the 

2009 AAA Conference "Old Guard, New Guard", we ask participants to consider what will 

be the major directions for archaeology as we head into the second decade of the 21st 

century.  How will new generations of archaeologists build on - or deconstruct - the 

research and practice of the past 50 years? 

The keynote speaker for the conference is Professor Geoff Bailey, University of York. 

Professor Bailey has conducted research on shell middens in Spain, Australia and Denmark, 

and is currently working on submerged landscapes on the European continental shelf. His 

research on coastal economies and human responses to long-term environmental change is 

especially relevant to current Australasian research.  

website http://www.australianarchaeologicalassociation.com.au/ 

Contact:  

For general conference enquiries, contact Dr Alice Gorman Alice.Gorman@flinders.edu.au 
 

http://www.cas.asn.au/
mailto:ophshop@nationaltrustact.org.au
http://www.flinders.edu.au/ehlt/conferences/archaeology/aaa2009
http://www.australianarchaeologicalassociation.com.au/
mailto:Alice.Gorman@flinders.edu.au
mailto:Alice.Gorman@flinders.edu.au
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FROMELLES  

The Battle and the Archaeology  

Peter Dowling  

 

The air was thick with bullets, swishing in a flat, crisscrossed lattice of deathé  

Hundreds were mown down in the flicker of an eyelid, like great rows of teeth 

knocked from a comb.  (Sgt Walter ôJimmyõ Downing, 15th Brigade, Fromelles, 

1916)  

 

In the late afternoon of 19 th July 1916, Australian soldi ers of the 5 th Division waited 

apprehensively in their trenches for the artillery bombardment to cease.  The 

Division was a mixture of experienced troops from the battlefields of Gallipoli, 

and raw, untried, soldiers who had never fired a shot in anger.  B ut they all had 

something in common; they were facing their first great conflict on the Western 

Front.   

Opposite them were the German front lines, with a heavily defended salient 

bordering Sugarloaf Hill - not much of a hill in real terms, just a slightly  higher area 

of ground in a flat and cratered landscape.  Nevertheless, the Germans of the 

6th Bavarian Reserve Division, a strong well -disciplined army who knew the 

ground well, had a commanding view of the Australian front lines.  Behind 

Sugarloaf, deepe r in the German line, was another area of high ground, Aubers 

Ridge, commanding an even wider view, including the 61 st British Division 

situated immediately south.  The Allied artillery had been firing intensely at the 

German frontline for seven hours and was due to cease at 6 pm when the 

command ôover the bagsõ was to be given and the advance on the German 

lines was to begin.  They were about to leap into Hell.  

 

The Battle 

Many of the soldiers of the 5 th Division had little understanding of why they were 

to go into this battle.  It had to do with a much bigger objective.  Eighty 

kilometres to the south the Battle of the Somme had ground to a bloody halt.  

General Haig, commanding the British forces on the Western Front, was 

concerned that German reinforceme nts would come from the north to fortify 

the Somme defences and counter -attack his forces.  A plan was devised to 

mount a diversionary attack at Fromelles to keep the Germans occupied and 

prevent them moving south.  Strategically, it may have seemed a reas onable 

plan, but in practice it was a disaster.  The objective at Fromelles was to break 

into the German front line and take positions on Sugarloaf and Aubers Ridge.  

The infantry were to advance across the flat terrain of no -manõs-land.  It was 

never inte nded that they advance far into the enemy lines; the intention was to 

keep the Germans where they were.  The Germans had observed the build -up 

of troops and were  well prepared for the attack.  
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For Australia, the results were catastrophic.  They were met wit h a wall of 

machine -gun, rifle and artillery fire.  

The 15th Brigade, advancing on the right, was badly hit by enemy artillery and 

ôfriendly fireõ even before they left their trenches to face the impossible 

objective of Sugarloaf.  They were caught in the o pen, enfiladed by enemy fire, 

taking heavy casualties and unable to advance.  Their dead and wounded lay 

in no -manõs land as the remainder were forced to retreat to their own lines.  The 

8th and 14 th Brigades on the left made better progress. Capturing 1,0 00 metres of 

enemy trenches, but in the confusion of battle had advanced too far, leaving 

their flanks vulnerable.  They began to take heavy casualties and by 8 am next 

morning were ordered to retreat.  The British 61 st Division also penetrated the 

German lines in a few places but was equally unsuccessful, taking heavy 

casualties before being driven out.  It had all been futile.  

 

The Aftermath  

By the next morning the attack was over; the Bavarians still held their positions 

and no tactical advantage had bee n achieved by the Allied forces.  The 5 th 

Australian Division sustained 5,533 casualties, including 1,917 killed, 3,146 

wounded and 470 taken prisoner.  The losses were the highest for one Division, 

for one day, for the whole war.  The other combatants far ed better.  The 61 st 

British Division had 1,547 casualties, with 519 killed; and the Bavarian Division 

sustained 1,000 casualties.   

Following the battle, the Germans collected the dead Allied soldiers, including 

many Australians, and with as much ceremony  and reverence as could be 

achieved in the circumstances, buried them in a mass grave at Pheasant Wood 

behind the front line.  Unmarked, but never really forgotten, this mass grave has 

recently been discovered through the dedicated and persistent work of L ambis 

Englezos AM.  

 

Recovery and Identification at Fromelles  

The Australian and British governments, together with the Commonwealth War 

Graves Commission have employed an experienced team from Oxford 

Archaeology to undertake a controlled excavation of the mass grave.  The aims 

of the project are twofold: first, to recover the bodies and place them in a newly 

constructed cemetery nearby; and secondly, to attempt to personally identify 

individuals.  Such a project of recovery and identification has never befo re been 

attempted with First World War dead.  The task is massive.  

Excavation of the grave site has now been completed and 250 skeletal remains 

together with 1,200 artefacts have been excavated.  An early analysis of the 

remains and the artefacts indicate  that a large proportion of the recovered 

remains appear to be Australian.  
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Recovery of such a number has been no 

easy task in itself, but to attempt to 

individually identify them, give them a 

name and a family, is.  With todayõs 

modern technology in DNA p rofiling and 

molecular genealogy research there is a 

high probability that at least some of the 

soldiers could be identified.   
 

 

Members of the Oxford Archaeology team begin to  

excavate the site by hand (Oxford Archaeology/Tim 

Loveless, 2009) 

 

A successf ul pilot study, to test the viability of DNA extraction, was recently 

undertaken on a small sample of the remains and full -scale DNA testing on all 

the recovered remains is in progress.  As the bodies are recovered, small 

samples of bone have been removed to a laboratory for DNA extraction and 

genetic profiling.  The remains are being kept in a temporary mortuary for re -

burial with full ceremonies in a dedicated war grave prepared nearby.   

The project is also building up a database from living relatives of  the Fromelles 

dead who have volunteered their DNA for inheritance matching.  The project 

managers do not expect that individual identification by DNA profiling will be 

possible for all individuals.  That is such a long shot that it is almost impossible.  

Nevertheless, there is a good chance that some of the soldiers will be personally 

identified.  Further means of identification, using physical examination methods 

on the skeletons, and personal items which can be attributed to a particular 

individual, will  also be used to further strengthen the identification process.  But 

no matter how ambitious the project, it is still worthwhile if it gives at least some 

peace or solace to the families who have, for over ninety years, not known the 

fate of their ancestor s or where they were buried.  

 

Where there is ground -breaking research there are also critics.  The media in 

Australia and Britain, in their fervour to produce controversy where it did not exist 

(nothing new there), have claimed the recovery operations wer e being done at 

a ôcut-priceõ rate and that the archaeologists were in ôcrisisõ with ôtoxic ground 

water dispersal...derailing the digõ and used unprofessional excavations 

methods.  Despite strong denials by the respective Ministers for Defence, the 

Austra lian Prime Minister and the archaeologists themselves some journalists 

have attempted to continued this story line.  However, without any evidence to 

support their claims, the story line has now receded into the archives of silliness.  

The success of the D NA pilot study belies the claims of the media.  

The first stage of recovery is now complete.  The DNA profiling on the 250 bodies 

and family matching will continue for some time to come.  
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Book worms 
 

 In the hands of Dr Peter StŀƴƭŜȅΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎΣ ŀ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ōŀǘǘƭŜŦƛŜƭŘ ƛƴ 
France becomes unforgettably connected with Australian men and their families in the long aftermath 
of the Great War. 

 

 ñAt exactly 1.30pm on 1 September 1918, the dozen men of Nine 

Platoon, 21
st
 Australian Infantry Battalion, rose from Elsa Trench and 

walked across a weedy beet-field toward the German defenders of Mont 

St. Quentin.  Within hours, three were dead and five more were wounded, 

one of whom died six weeks later.  The survivors returned from war, 

more or less intact, to live through the next sixty odd years in the shadow 

of that traumatic event. 

 

Men of Mont St. Quentin tells the story of the men of Nine Platoon and 

their families.  This is the first time that the story of such a group of 

Australians has been told ï only made possible because Garry Roberts, 

the father of one of the dead, was so grieved by his son Frankôs death that 

he obsessively collected accounts of what happened that afternoon.  The Robertsô family 

papers, used here in this way for the first time, reveal the lives of Frankôs comrades and 

their families as they came to terms with the loss and life after the war. 

 
Peter Stanley 2009: Men of Mont St. Quentin, Scribe Publications, Melbourne.  ISBN 978 1 921215 33 9 

***** 

 
 

 

This book examines how history is used and abused by contemporary historians, 

amateur and professional, and by what we might best term the 

ȿÏÐÚÛÖÙàɯÐÕËÜÚÛÙàɀȭɯ Based on lectures given by the author, her 

chapters deal more with the misuse of history than its legitimate 

use.  At a time when history is becoming highly marketable  (check 

ÛÏÌɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàɯÚÏÌÓÝÌÚɯÐÕɯÖÜÙɯÓÖÊÈÓɯÉÖÖÒÚÏÖ×ÚɯÈÕËɯȿ×Ö×ÜÓÈÙɀɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàɯ

television documentaries), these considerations are more important 

than ever. The author argues that history is fundamentally about 

the search for truth.  Ɂ(ÕɯÛÏÌɯÌÕËɂȮɯÚÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌÚȮɯɁÔàɯÖÕÓàɯÈËÝÐÊÌɯÐÚɯÜÚÌɯ

ÐÛȮɯÌÕÑÖàɯÐÛȮɯÉÜÛɯÈÓÞÈàÚɯÏÈÕËÓÌɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàɯÞÐÛÏɯÊÈÙÌȭɂ 

Margaret MacMillan , 2009: The Uses and Abuses of History, Profile Books, London 
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Some interesting websites  

Fromelles : If you wish to keep abreast with the progress of the Fromelles excavation, 

recoveries and the DNA profiling from reliable sources rather than the popular media sources 

then these three Australian websites should be checked.  They are updated regularly and 

contain reports from the excavation team, photographs and details on the progress of the DNA 

extraction and profiling.   
Commonwealth War Graves Commission  

www.cwgc.org.fromelles  
A listing of the soldiers who died at Fromelles ς 

www.defence.gov.au/army/fromelles/identification.asp  
Australian Fromelles Unit 
www.army.gov.au/fromelles 

 

Anthropology News : This website, run from Texas A & M University (or as it is commonly 

known, TAMU), collects links to media articles about the latest global news in archaeological 

and anthropological research.  While it goes by the ÛÐÛÓÌɯÖÍɯȿ ÕÛÏÙÖ×ÖÓÖÎàɯ-ÌÞÚɀɯÛÏÌɯÌÔ×ÏÈÚÐÚɯÐÚɯ

on archaeology and biological anthropology rather than cultural anthropology.  It has over 800 

links to articles on these subjects.  Give it a try ɬ ÐÛɀÚɯÞÖÙÛÏɯÈɯÉÙÖÞÚÌȭ  

http://anthropology.tamu.edu/news/  
 

The Association for Environmental Archaeology in the UK has just updated its list of free pdf 

issues of its groundbreaking newsletter/journal Circaea. Circaea was the forerunner of the 

journal Environmental Archaeology and contains lots of useful information from some of the best 

British environmental archaeology people. The issues can be found at: 

 http://www.envarch.net/publications/circaea /index.html  
 

Anglo-Saxon find in Staffordshire  : ȿThe Geat captain saw treasure in abundanceɀ [Beowulf, Line - 

1612]. The Staffordshire Hoard, uncovered in July this year, is an 

unparalleled treasure find dating from Anglo -Saxon times. This 

remarkable hoard comprises in excess 1,500 individual items. Most are 

gold, although some are silver. Many are decorated with precious stones. 

The quality of the craftsmanship displayed on many items is supreme, 

indicating possible royal ownership.  The story of how it  came to be left 

in the Staffordshire soil is likely to be more remarkable still. To find out more go to: 

www.staffordshirehoard.org.uk.  This website is remarkable in itself as it displays over 600 

images of the items found.  

 

The Staffordshire hoard has already been compared to the Sutton Hoo artifacts, first excavated 

in 1938-39.  Most famously known for outline of the ship which was carefully excavated, Sutton 

Hoo is a group of Anglo -Saxon burial mounds overlooking the River  Deben in south-east 

Suffolk, England.  For more information on this site go to:  http://www.suttonhoo.org/  

http://www.cwgc.org.fromelles/
http://www.defence.gov.au/army/fromelles/identification.asp
http://www.army.gov.au/fromelles
http://anthropology.tamu.edu/news/
http://www.envarch.net/publications/circaea/index.html
http://www.staffordshirehoard.org.uk/
http://www.suttonhoo.org/

