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CATALOGUE X
Birnin Lafiya (s13)

Jennifer Wexler and Nestor Labiyi

1 Location

Trench 13 was a 2 x 2 m excavation unit located on the site
of Birnin Lafiya. It was situated on a slope at the presumed
western edge of the site, midway down from the high
point of a mound and below a distinctive red baobab tree.
Archaeological material was visible as a high-density scat-
ter of pottery in the area surrounding the unit. No other
obvious surface features were present and the unit’s loca-
tion was chosen in order to examine the deposition his-
tory near the as yet untested western edge of the mound.

2 Discovery

Trench 13 was part of the systematic investigation of the
large habitation mound of Birnin Lafiya.

3 Destruction Risks

The site is ploughed regularly by a farmer from Birni Lafia
and is likely subject to erosion. Mitigation measures are

not urgent.

4 Excavation

The trench was 2z x2 m and was excavated between
3 January and 5 February 2014. The excavation was sUper-
vised by Jennifer Wexler and (for part of the workziNestoT
Labiyi, with Samson Tokannou assisting for the rét !)e

riod of excavation and Alidou Abdou Dran.]ane' aSSthlflgl
during the second part, as well as partic.ipatlon from :)a(.::_
workmen. Excavation proceeded in spits of 1; I;m Wsithin
ing at the ground surface, witiclz was ¥ '49-cmt uni.ts) were
each spit, archaeological contexts (i.e- dlstlrllc RS
separated, and sieved and bagged separa(e ¥ cavated
was sieved down to 5 mm, except f-o;; th:sfiierziti:g asitap-
level (Level 1, 40-50 cm), I emoved Wit ?u Jtural activities.
peared to have been diSturbed by agrict hing sterile
The trench was ended 390¢™ BD upon reaciné

soil.
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5 Layers and Contexts

Level 1 was a hard, crumbly brown loamy soil with mixed
gravels and potsherds, and grey sandy soil appearing
in the southeast corner at base of the level. A bead (SF
2014-12) was recovered in this level, which was otherwise
not sieved; the bead, with a red exterior and black inte-
rior, was initially thought to be plastic or ceramic but was
later identified as possible ore or reworked slag (Chlo&
Duckworth, University of Leicester, pers. comm).

Level 2 featured a brown, hard, clayey soil (Context 2)
with small gravels and mixed sherds found throughout
most of the trench, and a loose, grey, sandy and ashy
soil occurring in the southern portion of the trench
(Context 3), concentrated in the southeast and southwest
corners and suggesting the presence of a pit.

Level 3 was split into five contexts. Context 2 contin-
ued to be present throughout most of the trench, but
four new contexts were also noted: Context 4, a pit with
grey sandy soil in the southeast corner; Context 6, a pit
with grey sandy soil in the southwest corner; Context 5, a
mixed sandy area in southern portion of trench between
Contexts 4 and 6, and finally Context 7, a small sandy pit
in the northeast quadrant of the trench.

Level 4 was a brown, compact silty soil with mixed
gravels and pottery, and it occurred throughout most
of the trench (Context 8), replacing the hard clayey soil
(Context 2), while the sandy pit continued in southeast
corner (Context 4). Contexts 5-7 disappeared.

Level 5 saw a brown, compact silty soil with mixed grav-
els and pottery occurring throughout most of the trench
(Context 9), with the pit (Context 4) shrinking in the
southeast corner, and two small sandy pits (Contexts 10—
1) appearing in the southeast quadrant of the trench.

In Level 6 a brown, compact silty soil with mixed grav-
els and pottery was found throughout the entire trench
(Context 12).

Level 7 saw the continuation of Context 12 with the ad-
dition of some slag and an increase in small lateritic nod-
ules in the soil.

Level 8 saw the continuation of same context.

Within Level 9, at 130cm BD, a step of 50 cm width
was cut along the northern portion of the trench to
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WEXLER AND LABIY[

x.1 Location of Trench 13 at Birnin Lafiya, dominated by a large baobab

rburden and ease access. The soil continued to
ame type found in the previous levels but was
named Context 13 to reflect the changed dimension of

Level 10 saw the continuation of Context 13.

Level 11 saw the continuation of Context 13, with slight-
ly more clay inclusions.

Level 12 featured the beginning of another pit structure
with grey, sandy soil in the southeast side of the trench
(Context 14), with compact yellowish-brown silty soil
found in the rest of the trench (Context 15). A clay line
was visible at the interface of Contexts 14 and 15, probably
the edge of the pit.

Level 13 saw the continuation of Contexts 14 and 15,
with the pit structure now concentrated in the southeast
corner again.

Level 14 saw further continuation of Contexts 14 and 15,
although Context 14 was shrinking to concentrate in the
southeast corner. A natural crack in the soil appeared,
running across the trench northeast/southwest, and re-
mained a feature of the trench to a depth of 260cm BD.

Level 15 saw Context 14 continue to shrink, while com-
pacted yellowish/reddish-brown silt (Context 15) occurred

throughout rest of trench with small gravels, ferrous rocks,
and widespread charcoal throughout.

Level 16 marked the end of Context 14, indicating the bot-
tom of this pit, and the continued presence of Context15.

Level 17 featured sandy lenses continuing in the south-
east corner (Context 16). Context 15 also continued, and a
second step was cut down at 160cm into the existing step.
Part of a large animal mandible, likely cattle (Linseele &
Wouters, this volume), was found along the northwest
wall of the trench next to the step, which was sectioned
lengthwise (west/east) in order to trace the extent of the
bones, taking out intervening soil down to around 200cm-
From this level (200cm), this section was sieved as a sepa-
rate context (Context 15a) from Context 15 (the rest of the
trench). In Context 15a, instead of following the standard
10 cm levels, we hand-troweled and hand-picked from
¢. 205-215cm searching for any notable faunal remains,
but it became clear that while there were many mixed
bones found throughout, no in situ skeleton was present
At 210cm the mandible was removed largely asa complete
specimen and bagged separately. It is most likely that
Context1sa represented the remains of another pit; sucha
feature was suggested in the wall profile. The soil between
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t completion. Compare Figure X.3.

FIGURE X.4 South section a

ing us to section both the northwest and southeast areas,

while the northern half (1 m) was closed.
Level 22 saw the continuation of Context 17.

Level 23 saw the continuation of Context 17, with vis-

ible new soil layers at the base of the level.

Level 24 revealed a pit structure (Context 19) of ap-
proximately 73 x 105 €0, which appeared in .the southezg;t
corner with grey, very compacted, ashy s.011, elpParegt]y
bordered by baked earth fragments. The pit continué ;o
a depth of c. 36ocm. The rest of the trencl? (Conte)f(t 1 t)
had dark brown, very compact clayey silt with lotsl;]oﬁ p(l> -
tery, bone, large pieces of charcoal, and some sm: mrlulg

Level 25 saw the continuation of Contexts 18 2 ; g-
Context1g, the pit structuré, encompassed the entire so

east quarter of the trench. It was partially outlined, as indi-
cated in the previous level, and contained many daub or
piled wall mud debris.

Level 26 saw the continuation of Contexts 18 and 19.
Soil was increasingly compact with many pebbles, espe-
cially in the northwest corner. Context 19 continued to
expand to the entirety of the southeast quadrant of the
trench, and a large partial pot was found at 3o0cm BD.

Level 27 featured the continuation of Contexts 18 and 19,
with the soil becoming increasingly ashy in the southeast
corner. At the base of this level at the northern edge of the
two contexts, a dark brown ashy stain of c. 82cm in width
appeared. This feature, which was sampled for flotation
and yielded millet, rice and sorghum (Champion & Fuller,
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this volume, Table 23.2), had a depth of c. 10cm and was
very ashy. At the base of this ashy deposit there was some
harder soil with baked clay and charcoal, suggesting the
possible remains of a hearth or another pit. Remains of
another possible small pit appeared in the northwest cor-
ner of Context 18, with part of a broken pot.

From Level 28 the trench was reduced to 1 x 1 m focus-
ing on the southeast corner in order to trace the end of
the Context 19 pit feature. Excavation continued in 20cm
spits for the sake of speed, given the depth of the trench.
This was a quite a rich and very ashy level and we found
an almost complete animal figurine, and at least eight
other terracotta objects (SF 2014-19 and 2014-20b to -27).
The level also contained a quantity of daub fragments,
slag, pottery, and bone. All in all, an increase was noted in
the number of small finds recovered towards the bottom
of the pit, but whether this is a reflection of post-deposi-
tional factors, or represents phases of deposition, remains
uncertain.

Level 29 was marked by the continuation of the rich
deposit with very ashy, loose soil, and finds include some
very large sherds. We also found a worked bone (SF 2014-
06b) near some large sherds, a possible ceramic figurine
fragment (SF 2014-24), and bone throughout.

Level 30 continued these artefact-rich layers with a
large amount of pottery, bone (including large teeth),
daub fragments, charcoal, and various small finds, includ-
ing a stone bead (SF 2014-06), a polished tooth, two partial
ceramic figurines, and a miniature pot (SF 2014-25 to -27).
The soil became increasingly less sandy/ashy, and at the
base of this level we came upon a lighter brown, compact,
clayey soil type.

From the beginning of Level 31 it was clear that sterile
soil had been reached. The soil became very heavy, with
chunks of grey and yellow-brown clay and large, angu-
lar rocks but nothing to indicate an archaeological layer.
These levels were excavated in two 10 cm spits (370—380cm
and 380-390cm), in order to confirm that we had indeed
reached sterile levels. A few small sherds and one small
piece of bone were recovered in these levels, probably
in relation to the transition between the soils and move-
ment of objects through animal burrowing rather than
any archaeological deposition. The trench was closed at
390cm BD.

6 Stratigraphy

The first excavated level was started 4ocm below the
datum point. This first level was not sieved. The soil at this
level was fairly uniform with mixed sherds and pebbles.

WEXLER ANp LaBry,

A grey, sandy, artifact-rich soil began to appear ¢ S00m
depth in the southeast corner and eventually extendeg
across part of the southern portion of the trench,

As we continued to excavate through the next tyg
levels (50-60ocm and 6o—7ocm), this area of grey sandy
soil centered in the southeast (Context 4) and south.
west (Context 6) corners of the trench. Particularly i,
Context 4, the soil became very soft and ashy, and con-
tained substantial quantities of burnt bone, shell, iy,
and ceramics, indicative of a sizeable pit. Context ¢ ap-
peared to be a smaller, shallow pit and it disappeareq by
around 7ocm BD. Context 4 however continued (albeit
as a gradually shrinking feature) in the southeast corner
until around gocm BD, thus extending over a depth of
some 40cm.

Between c. go—150cm BD a fairly consistent soil wag
encountered across the trench (Context 12), with com-
pact, hard soil with gravels, abundant sherds, and slag/
iron pieces. At 130cm, a step 50 cm wide was cut along the
northern quarter of the trench.

At 150-160cm, another pit feature (Context 14) ap-
peared in the southeast portion of the trench. The pit was
composed of grey, sandy/ashy soil which is clearly visible
in the wall profile. By 170cm, this feature seemed concen-
trated in the southeast corner, in a similar position to the
earlier Context 4, while the remainder of the trench fea-
tured a fairly uniform compact yellowish-brown silty soil
A large amount of pottery and charcoal was found both
inside and outside the pit feature. Contexts 4 and 14 may
represent two phases of filling up of the same deep pit
going to c. 26ocm.

By 190cm, the pit (Context 14) had shrunk to only 2
small area directly in the southeast corner, and it came to
an end by 200cm with a clear bottom visible in the wall
profile. Sandy lenses continued in this part of the trench
(Context 16), excavated separately in order to assess their
relationship to the overlying pit structure. The rest of the
trench continued to feature consistent compacted yellow-
ish-brown silt. The depth of the trench made it necessary
to cut a second step at 16ocm BD into the existing StP
along the northern portion of the trench.

At 200cm part of a large animal mandible was encoun”
tered along the northwest wall of the trench; a new co™"
text was defined (15a) and excavation proceeded slowly
with the hope of recovering an in situ skeleton. This di
not happen, but excavation suggests that Context154 rep-
resented a pit, as is visible in the wall profile. The quar
tities of fired earth/baked clay, charcoal, laterite Pebblef'
burnt pottery, and ashy/sandy lenses recovered in the s0
between 200 and 220cm BD in Context1za and in the "’
directly south of it, together with chunks of burnt clay an
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daud f.n.l gmren‘ts containing burnt woo(, suggest a speci
dcpusmondl feature, probably a it a5 b d;pecﬁli)c
sequently on inspection ar Sup-

i}y um)ilnd 23(?—240 Crsf t}}:e we.111 proflleg

: . ’_t e soil throughout the trench
became more uniform again with very compact cla .
(Context 17), although more compacted in th yey silt
corner and more sandy in the south edufu

snch was sectioned furth > At S0cy e
f;:ll;rtin the southern 1 x 2 mer am'i SHR At sonfinued

- portion of the trench. Large
;Tmounts of bone, pottery, and charcoal continued to be
found throughout the trench.

At z7ocm, another pit structure (Context 19) appeared
in the southeast corner. Unlike the previous pit occurring
at a higher level in this general location, Context 19 ap-
peared to be constituted of compacted ashy clay, rather
than loose sandy ash, and seemed outlined by tan baked
clay or daub. This pit structure continued to broaden out
to c. 105 x 73 cm, encompassing the entire southeast quar-
ter of the trench. Although Context 19 is situated in the
same general area as Contexts 4 and 14, which are also
pit features, these seem quite distinct. This relationship
was very clear in the southeast corner wall profile. There
was a very obvious gap of c. 20 cm between the bottom
of the “upper pit” (Contexts 4 and 14) and the “lower pit”
(Context 19). This boundary suggests that these are two
separate pits, particularly since the depositional composi-
tion and histories seem quite different. The pit continued
to a depth of c. 360cm.

At 310cm, a dark brown ashy stain appeared at the
boundary between Contexts 18 and 19 and was sampled
for flotation. At the base of this deposit there was some
baked clay and charcoal with another possible small pitin
the northwest corner of Context 18.

After 310 cm, the trench was reduced
southeast corner, and excavation proceeded in 2o cm
spits, with a view to determining the base of the trench.

to 1x1 m in the

8 Radiocarbon Dates
Beta-411139 1210 30 BLAF-513-234- Context 14,
depth) in SE corner.
80—
§13-15- Context 14, 1
Beta- 20 30 BLAF
- in SE corner of the trench.
t 19,28
_§13-232. Contex
B = 00 0 BLAF
eta-411141 13 3 or Pit has compac

cor

150-160.To
190. From base of grey, a

0-290. Sample taken from daub-lined pit in SE

ted grey, ashy soil.

525

This level featured ample finds of artefacts. We encoun-
tered artefact-rich deposits until 370cm BD, and the pitap-
peared to continue. We then came upon a lighter brown,
clayey compact soil type, suggesting that were reaching
sterile levels. These were investigated by two further spits
and no significant artefacts or indications of archaeologi-
cal deposits were found.

7 Interpretation and Cultural Attribution

The pottery from this trench is under analysis in Benin
and thus data are not provided here.

Trench 13 is a deep trench with a series of depositional
episodes. Rather than representing specific occupational
layers, the trench appears to contain a sequence of settle-
ment debris and pits seemingly typical to its downslope
position at the edge of the main habitation areas of Birnin
Lafiya. Despite its lack of clear occupation structures or
layers, the excavated sequence recorded in this trench
pla};s a key role in understanding the overall stratigraphy,
morphology and site formation, and artefact sequences
at the site. The key features are the series of repeating
pits cutting in and out of the southeast corner, and to a
lesser extent in the middle section along the western wall.
Notable finds include numerous modeled clay objects
(Tchibozo, this volume) as well as two marine bivalves
(Linseele & Wouters, this volume).

Radiocarbon dates indicate that this trench has a
date range of cal AD 600-goo. The three samples sub-
mitted were chosen from Contexts 14 and 19 with the
hope of better dating the earliest phase of Birnin Lafiya
(0-500 AD), but they turned out slightly more recent.
Priorities for future dating will be the bottom of Context
19, in order to clarify the depositional history at the base of

the trench.

date large pit (Context 14, ¢. 150-190cm Phase 3
shy, sandy pit (Context 14) Phase 3

Phase 3
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