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A taste of the past! 
The food ancient people 

ate

Mpondoland, where ancient people lived over 10 000 years agoLooking back in time

Archaeology is the study of people from the 
past by looking at the evidence they left 
behind. Ancient people ate animals and plants 
just like we do today.

Archaeologists discovered many kinds of 
food plants in the places where ancient 
people once lived.

The region of Mpondoland on the East Coast 
of South Africa is home to lots of plants 

and flowers. Many of these are 
edible and still enjoyed by 

the AmaPondo people and 
many others today. 



You will need: 
  � A small shovel ,  spoon or conta iner to scoop up soil

  � A k i tchen stra iner ,  s ieve or net 
  � Water

  � A conta iner to collect seeds

  � A notebook and pen

A seed scavenger hunt!

Archaeologists look for ancient seeds 

Scoop up some soil and place it in the sieve, strainer or tea 

net. Pour water over the soil to drain away the soil.
2

Look for any seeds that stay 

behind. 
3

Repeat this 

process with 

soil from a few 

different areas 

until you find 

seeds.

4 Describe the shape and 

colour of each seed. Make 

notes of what the plant 

where the seed came from 

looks like if you can see 

it. 

5

Choose a safe area where trees 

and plants grow around your 

home or school to explore. 

1

Just like 
you did, 
archaeologists 
also collect, 
wash and sieve 
soil to look 
for seeds and 
plant remains 
in caves and 
archaeological 
sites. 

Ancient evidence of plants is 
often hard to find because it was 
either eaten or decayed over 
time. Sometimes, plant remains 
are preserved depending on the 
environmental or soil conditions, such 
as totally wet or very dry places. 

But many seeds are preserved at archaeological sites because they were 
charred, this means the seeds burned a bit and blackened like charcoal. 

Archaeologists learn about the diet of ancient people from the charred 
remains.

Seeds are the hard 
part (grains) of 
plants that allow them 
to make new plants. 
Seeds are covered 
by a strong seed 
coat that protects a 
miniature plant called 
the embryo inside.
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Searching for ancient seeds

Washing and sieving soil from an 
ancient cave



curriculum  
links

� �Life Skills Gr 1 to 3  Plants and seeds

� �Social Sciences Gr 4 to 6 Topic: The first farmers in southern Africa with reference to the hunter-gathers
� �Natural Sciences Gr 7-9    Seeds – the reproductive organ of plants

At the Waterfall Bluff rock shelter 
in Mpondoland in the Eastern Cape 
archaeologists of the P5 Project 
discovered preserved seeds.

These seeds helped them to reconstruct 
what prehistoric people ate here over 
10,000 years ago.

Tatenda Tavingeyi  
is a member of the P5 Project and an 
EU Erasmus mundus ARCHMAT 2022–
2024 Scholar. Tatenda managed the 
project's laboratory in East London 
and trained to identify ancient seeds 
from Mpondoland.

Archaeology offers exciting career 
paths as:

 Researchers
 Lab managers
 Museum technicians

Discoveries on home soil

Careers: Make history your future!



   

We want your 
feedback!

We would love to see 
how many seeds you 

could collect in your 
area! Send your photos 

to 076 173 7130

Complete the crossword to test your 

archaeological know-how!

Answers: 1. preserved; 2. manager; 3. diet; 
4. archaeology; 5. seed

TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE
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The P5 Project is an international and interdisciplinary collaboration of researchers 
studying human adaptations to coastal environments. More information 
about the P5 Project can be found at https://p5project.org, via facebook at 
https://www.facebook.com/pfiveproject/, via twitter at https://twitter.com/p5project 
and on YouTube.

Across
3.	 A word to describe the foods 

that a person eats

4.	 The study of ancient people 
and from the past by 
looking at the evidence they 
left behind is called….

5.	 The part of a plant that can 
give rise to a new plant

Down
1. 	When plant materials  

do not rot, archaeologists 
say the seeds have  
been ............

2. 	�One possible  
career path for an  
archaeologist is to  
become a lab ............

Do you want to start a science 
club at your school? Scan the 
QR code to register your FREE 
Science Spaza Club online.

Visit www.sciencespaza.org,  
email info@sciencespaza.org,  
SMS or WhatsApp us on 076 173 7130  
or write to us at PO Box 22106,  
Mayor’s Walk, 3208. 

Start your own Science Spaza
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