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Introduction

There have been five hinge points that have changed 
the way that I think about heritage and that have 
inspired me to undertake the research described here.

“I became a maritime archaeologist to impress a girl 
…”

In the mid-1990s as South Africa transitioned into 
democracy from an apartheid government, I stood in 
front of an office door in the Archaeology Department 
at the University of Cape Town, rechecked the small 
nameplate and knocked softly. Having been invited 
to go in, I introduced myself and explained that I 
wanted to study maritime archaeology. I’d been 
interested in diving and the sea since my father had 
first taken me snorkelling when I was a child. I’d 
originally wanted to be a marine biologist. But now, I 
had visions of driving speedboats in exotic locations, 
diving with sharks, and scaring away giant octopuses 
to get to treasure chests buried amongst the wreckage 
of ancient East Indiamen. I was certain that the path 
on which I was about to embark would impress the 
girl whose attention I’d been trying to grab for some 
time. 

In my first year of study my interest in maritime 
archaeology expanded from romance to include 
something different.  I assisted my supervisor during 
the excavation of the Dutch East India Company ship 
Oosterland, wrecked in Table Bay in 1697 from which 
we recovered blue and white ceramics, jewellery and 
gold coins. But I found that I was drawn more to the 
personal belongings and other items of historical 
significance rather than those finds that “treasure” 
value. For me, the discovery of wooden planks, 
between which were what appeared to be fingerprints 
in the caulking materials that sealed the gaps, gave 
me a real sense of the past and brought me face to 
face with the people who had sailed the eastern trade 
routes more than 300 years previously. Kneeling 
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