A  BEAD  MINE

  John Carlin
An occurrence of historical rather than archaeological interest is what we have come to term a "bead mine" at Katuta Village, on the south eastern shore of Lake Tanganyika. 

I asked an African acquaintance who at Katuta if there for any examples of strange stones (he was shown some prehistoric implements). This request resulted in the pro​duction of examples of coloured concretions which proved to be very large quantities of beads of many different types fused together by heat. 

The site was visited and was found to be the site of the first London Missionary  Society store opened in this part of the Territory, in connection with the original mission, the buildings of which are still at standing. 

The fused beads were dug from the floor slab of long demolished store building separate from the known mission buildings. I did not succeed in discovering whether this was an Arab store antedating the mission, or one of the mission stores. However, older men, including Chief Tafuna, stated that the fire in which they were fused occurred in 1897.

These beads, therefore, would enable any specialist to form a very complete idea of' the types of beads actually in trade on the lake at that date.

If it had been an Arab store, some of them might have been in stock for a long time and give clues to earlier trade types: but I could not confirm that.

The story is that the store keeper - in one version said to have been one of the “very bad” types then operating with the Arabs on the lake shore – had an African mistress and that she set fire to the store out of' jealousy, or in revenge for bad treatment. 

The remains also include quantities of molten lead, which would indicate that a substantial amount of ammunition was also burned and it is possibly this made the fire so hot as to fuse the beads. 


On our making some payment for this curiosity, the "bead mine" went into full production and several score pounds, perhaps a hundredweight or more - was dug out and offered to us from which we took what seemed interesting pieces. Mr. V. Morony, who takes a close interest in beads, also has specimens. 

This enquiry also produced an ancient (but not fossilized) hippo femur, found 

at depth in the sandy delta, but not of special interest, I think; but no stone implements.

[From memory: this burnt out store was located to the South of the Lower Luanzua delta before the extreme southern end of Katuta Bay. In the late 1950s it was found at the top of the beach line at the start of the vegetation. Colin Carlin]

