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@ Ban Don Thong Chai Archaeological Site.

DIGGING ANCIENT HISTORY

Recently opened Ban Don Thong Chai Archaeological Site in
Sakon Nakhon offers real insight into life thousands of years ago

STORY AND PHOTOS:
KARNJANA KARNJANATAWE

t first glance, Wat Chai Mongkol in

Sakon Nakhon looks like a typical

Buddhist temple. But it houses a

recently-discovered archaeolog-

ical site dafing back 1,800-4,500
years.

“Villagers accidentally found human bones
and broken clay pots when they were digging
up soil in a wild area at the back of the temple
to build toilets in 1994, said Phimnara Kitchot-
prasert, chief of the archaeological section at
the Fine Arts Department’s Roi Et office, which
overlooks the site. The finding happened two
years after Ban Chiang Archaeological Site in
Udon Thani, about 30km west of the temple,
was announced as a Unesco World Heritage site.

Excited locals reported the findings and an
archaeological team was sent out to start the
dig, getting permission from the temple's head

News ID: C-150326001163

monk. The team dug 30, 2m-by-2m pits. The
alm was to estimate the site’s potential to see
if it could be further developed as an open-air
museum, like Ban Chiang.

“We dug the site three times. The first time
was in 1994 and we then covered all the 30 pits.
The second time was in 1997 with 10 pits at dif-
ferent spots. We did not remove anything from
the ground and again covered the pits. The final
round was last year after we had a complete
development plan to make the site an open-air
museum,” Phimnara said.

Called the “Ban Don Thong Chat Archaeo-
logical Site’, the museum has been open to the
public since the beginning of the year. The site
isabout 19 rai with the entrance behind a prayer
hall of Wat Chal Mongkol.

Visitors are initially greeted with a blueprint
ofthe temple’s grounds with markings of the 40

pltsites. Brief information is included about the
anclent people who lived in this area, outlining
three major perlods which can be segmented
the same way as Ban Chiang.

First was the Early Period (4,500-3,500 years
ago), identified by a polished stone axe and
cord-marked pottery. The pottery was found
beside a skeleton.

The Middle Period (3,500-3,000 years ago)
was indicated by bronze tools, bronze decora-
tions like neck rings, canine teeth and heads
of animals. Those items were on top of bodies
or next to heads. Pottery found in this period
was made of greyish-white clay with a plain
surface. Some were marked and painted under
their rims.

“Pieces of broken pottery were either used
for covering each body or propping it up before
burial. We also found some pots in good con-
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e Bronze axe and a pair of canine teeth on

dition next to bodies and large round pottery
with lids. They were used when burying dead
‘babies,” Phimnara said.

Last isthe Late Period (3,000-1,800 years ago),
where bodies were buried with bronze brace-
lets, beads and broken pottery painted with red
geometric designs.

Although the archaeologlcal team found
numerous skeletons of Bronze Age people, they
believe the Ban Don Thong Chat area was not
only a cemetery, but also a community.

“We know that ancient people lived here
because we also found broken pottery used in
daily life. The pots were plain while the heavily
designed and painted pots were made for dead
people,” she said.

The Fine Arts Department expects
Ban Don Thong Chal Archaeological
Site to be a new cultural attraction, along with
Ban Chiang Natlonal Museum and its outdoor
archaeological site.

“At Ban Don Thong Chai, visitors can see that
ancient people chose to live on a hill (about
160m above sea level) which Is clearly seen when
one drives towards the temple’s entrance gate.
Thesite is also located near ariver (today called
Huai San Chot), a suitable spot for settlement.
The geology has not changed much over thou-
sands of years,” said Phimnara,

Visitors can discover the site by themselves,
‘following a concrete walkway linked to all six
pits. Each pit is clearly visible by its thatched
roof, builtto protect thesite from the elements.
An information board is also displayed at each
pit, together with pictures of the artefacts.

Two out of six pits are still under excavationso
visitors can now enjoy an up-close experience of
how archaeologists work. Theirworkis expected
to be finished within a month or twa.

top of a skeleton.

Office of Sawang Daen Din, where the site is
located, will managethe museum. The Fine Arts
Department is also working with local schools
to bring students to the site.

“We hope Ban Don Thong Chai Archaeo-
logical Site will not only be a cultural heritage
site, but will also bring pride to people in the
community,” added Phimnara.

On completion, Tambon Administrative HEEEEEERSSESESE o Continued on page 6
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TRAVEL INFO = Ban Don Thong Chai Archaeological Site is located at Wat Chai Mongkol
in Sawang Daen Din district, about 78km east of Udon Thani and 87km
from Sakon Nakhon. The site is located in a small soi off Highway 22,

# Itis open every day. There is no entrance fee.
B GPS Coordinates: N 17 48.353 E 103 43.746

B Ban Chiang National Museum and its outdoor museum in Wat Pho Si
Nai are open Wednesdays to Sundays from 3am to 4pm and closed on
Mondays, Tuesdays and holidays. Call 042-208-340.

News ID: C-150326001163

® Areeya Srichomphu, an archaeologist at Ban Don
Thong Chai, taking out dirt from a piece of bone. She
will later identify whether it belongs to a human or
animal in the lab. Beside her is a notebook marking
the position of findings, such as bones, broken
pottery and skeletons. “Each piece of paper records
what we have found at each excavated level,” she
said. The team dig about 5cm deep for each level so
her notebook is quite thick. More pages will be added
as the pit is still under excavation.
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@ A trip to Ban Don Thong Chai Archaeological
site is not complete without a visit to the
pioneering Ban Chiang National Museum in
Udon Thani. Both sites cover the same period
in history. The museum is located in Nong
Han district, Udon Thani. It has been open
since 1975, three years after the start of the
excavation by the Fine Arts Department and
the University of Pennsylvania Museum of
Archeology and Anthropology. “Ban Chiang
Archaeological Site is important because it
shows the earliest evidence of farming in
Southeast Asia, dating back to the Bronze
Age.” said museum curator Phat-A-Pha
Teeravutchuvong. The area of Ban Chiang in
fact covered more than 100 sites scattered
around Isan, including Sakon Nakhon, Udon
Thani, Nong Khai and Nong Bua Lamphu. The museum comprises both indoor and outdoor sites.

The indoor site displays samples from excavation sites, thousands of artefacts, originals and replicas.

There is also a wax exhibition displaying how ancient people lived, from hunting to farming, including growing
rice and other plants, raising cattle, pigs, chicken and dogs. They also traded with neighbouring settiements.
According to the curator, the average age of people living in Ban Chiang in the Early Period was about 27-28,
extending to 38 during the Late Period. The major reason for them dying young was because of sickness,
she said. The museum also houses seven national heritage items from the ancient period, such as an iron
tool imprinted with rice husks, a bimetallic spear with the mix of bronze socket and crafted iron blade, and
pottery with remarkable designs, such as the drawing of a woman near a pottery rim. The outdoor section of
the museum, on the other hand, is located in the compound of Wat Pho Si Nai, a five-minute walk away.

The site displays designs of broken earthenware pots and skeletons. All of them are replicas.
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e Many Thais believe that dead

bodies should be buried with the head
pointing to the west, but at the site
archaeologists found skeletons lying

in every direction. Through tests they
discovered people generally died aged
33-45. In some pits bronze spears and
animals’ teeth were found, indicating
the people were hunters. It is believed
ancient people wanted their loved ones
to have tools they could use in the next
life, and that is why pottery and other
tools were found in burial sites.
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® When the archaeological team started working on the field, they marked a pit 2m-by-2m. They divided it equally into four zones.

They started with one site at 5cm depth, then continued to another site until they finished one round. They kept going until they
found something hard against the soil. Then they took out the artefacts and kept them in a plastic bag. If what they found was

a skeleton, they used a small excavation tool to gently remove the dirt. They made notes, took pictures and lifted up the bones
or broken pieces of pottery. The team kept digging until they found nothing in the pit except soil. On average, it took them a few
months to finish one pit. At times the site can be as wide as 3m-by-9m, depending on the things found in each pit. Artefacts were
found from 50cm to 207cm deep. About 10% of the artefacts found will be displayed at Roi Et National Museum. The rest will be
returned and buried under the temple’s grounds, as they have found so many items.
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