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Why the Present Matters

The Importance of Community
Outreach and Public Engagement
in Archaeology

Tracie Mayfield and Scott E. Simmons

But it is more important — because more
humanizing — for us to understand the ac-
tors of the past in their full complexity and
humanity, just as we would like to be ap-
praised by future historians. Straw men and
cardboard women are unworthy subjects
and incapable of teaching us anything of
value.

— James Axtell (1992)"

Archaeologists seek to understand the past
through material, biological and documen-
tary remains. These remains include build-
ings, objects from everyday life — food
waste, plates, bottles, etc. — burials, news-
papers, diaries, art and statuary. The list goes
on and on. But even though humans leave
behind many clues to how they live/d their
everyday lives, those clues frequently are not
enough to understand much more than what
people ate, what their houses looked like,
how they were buried and the kinds of tech-
nology they interacted with on a daily basis.

Archaeologists must find ways to verify,
add to and challenge information gleaned
from archaeological excavations to create a
better understanding of the daily lives of past
peoples. It is one thing to know what kinds of
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plates people who lived as slaves during the
Colonial period in the Americas used, but it
is another to understand the experiences of
people who lived as slaves during the Colo-
nial period. The latter is a much more mean-
ingful use of archaeology — to expose not
only the materials of the past, but how indi-
viduals and groups navigated life and made
decisions during a particular era depending
on their economic, gendered, social, politi-
cal and racial status.

One way to add value to archaeologi-
cal interpretations is by seeking input from
the local communities where archaeologists
work to better understand recovered archaeo-
logical remains and to better understand how
history is used by and is important to these
communities. The past is not a static entity,
just sitting there, stuck in time, unchanging.
History is an active player in the present.
Individuals and groups use history to estab-
lish power, argue for change or continuity,
rationalize wars and genocide and present a
particular way of life as “natural” or the “way
things have always been.” Equally important,
history tends to be silent with regard to those
who do not have the modes and means of re-
cording “their” histories (for example, people
who cannot read and write). Archaeologists

Archaeologists must find ways

to verify, add to, and challenge
information gleaned from
archaeological excavations in order
to create a better understanding

of the daily lives of past peoples.
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Figure 1. Ceramic artifacts recovered from the San Pedro site, Ambergris Caye, Belize during
the 2017 field season, dating from the early 1800s through the 1880s. Courtesy of Tracie
Mayfield.

Figure 2. Faunal remains recovered from the San Pedro site, Ambergris Caye, Belize during
field season 2017. Courtesy of Tracie Mayfield.
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must strive to look at the past holistically and
recognize the limitations of relying only on
materials created in the past.

Modern humans should think of the past
as “virtual reality”— a world based on real
places, actual things and the written word
but not a complete reality because we simply
do not have enough information to construct
such a world. Archaeological interpretations
are based on amalgamations of information
that are, unfortunately, rife with blind spots
and unknowns. Just think about what you
leave behind. Is what you throw away really
representative of your whole life? Would a
future archaeologist understand your particu-
lar experience in the 21st century from only
your trash and your burial?

Although many archaeological exca-
vations are carried out far from cities and

towns, just as many digs are conducted in
populated areas, which are still currently in
active use, often in much the same ways as
they were in the past. During the summer of
2017, we excavated a site in San Pedro Town,
on Ambergris Caye in Belize with students
from the University of North Carolina, Wilm-
ington. Our excavations were located in the
front yard of a hostel, across the street from
the main port and town square. San Pedro
Town is an active, vibrant place with homes,
restaurants, hotels, shops and food vendors
who set up stalls that waft delicious smells
around 5:00 each evening.

The site had originally been excavated in
the 1980s, and we returned in 2017 to re-
search the site further. The San Pedro Maya
site has been continuously occupied for
around 800 years, originally by the Maya and

Figure 3. View of the San Pedro site, Ambergris Caye from the top floor of the Hostel La Vista,
2017. Courtesy of Tracie Mayfield.
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Figure 4. View of the San Pedro site, Ambergris Caye from the top floor of the Hostel La Vista, 2017 with

views of the port, town square, and local businesses.

later by Spanish and British colonists seeking
their fortunes in the New World, post-1492.
Artifacts recovered in 2017 run the gambit
from Maya objects (e.g., fishing weights, ob-
sidian blades and ceramics); British materi-
als such as medicine bottles, tobacco pipes
and factory-produced tableware; and mod-
ern materials (e.g., safety glass, plastic water
bottles and tile flooring).

Our work was carried out in full view of
anyone passing by, and we wanted to invite
the public to ask questions and engage in our
research, so, among other things, we reached
out to local newspapers and television. Dur-
ing the field season, we were interviewed
on the Good Morning, San Pedro television

28 anthropology now

show and were featured in the two local
newspapers: Ambergris Today and the San
Pedro Sun.?

The results of these interactions with lo-
cal media were immediate. The same day we
did the morning show, three to four people
stopped by to see what we were doing. Each
of those people had seen artifacts similar to
those we had excavated on their property and
knew someone they were going to send over
to take a look, as well. We got leads on pre-
viously unidentified sites and were informed
of community members who might be able
to answer some of our questions. Because
the San Pedro Maya site had been settled for
at least 800 years, not only were we able to
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season 2017. Courtesy of Tracie Mayfield.

Figure 6. The authors with [Reef Radio TV Productions] host, Eiden Salazar and Camera Tech,
Kainie Manuel, after being interviewed on the Good Morning San Pedro Show. Courtesy of
Tracie Mayfield.
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glean information about the deep past, we
were able to make better interpretations about
the site’s later Colonial and modern history, as
well. For example, just after breaking ground,
we unexpectedly came across a modern con-
crete slab. The current owners of the property
did not know about the slab and there were no
records of a structure in that area. After asking
around for a few weeks, we found out there
had been a shaman’s shack at that location.
A local herbalist (not uncommon in Central
America) had set up shop in the main square
for a period of time about 40 years prior, just
as many merchants had done for hundreds of
years before and continue to do today.

The new leads and answers to some of
the mysteries we had uncovered excited not

only the local public, but our students as
well. It was a boon for our field experience
to connect with local people, whose history
we were studying and, in many ways, whose
history we now share because our work as
archaeologists becomes part of the local his-
torical legacy.

Good science looks for and uses multiple
lines of evidence. Relying only on excavated
materials and historical documents can lead
to false assumptions and a focus on one seg-
ment of the population, the most visible one.
For example, when excavating plantations,
a large percentage of the artifacts, structures
and documents represent the experience and
behaviors of the white, elite planter class.
Most slaves did not read or write and their

Y sintek T

Figure 7. Unexpected concrete slab excavated during 2017 excavations. Courtesy of Tracie Mayfield.
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homes were made of less robust materials
than the main plantation house and, thus, are
frequently lost to time and decay.

However, this does not mean those his-
tories are lost. Stories and oral histories are
passed down from generation to generation,
so finding people whose families have a
long local tenure can bring to light evidence
unavailable from other types of data. Many
times, local informants do not even realize
how much they know. Stories of the meals
their grandmothers made compared to what
is eaten now shed light on animals that might
no longer be available wild locally or pin-
point when other culture groups immigrated
to the area (e.g., an influx of Chinese labor

in the 1800s introduced rice noodles into
the local cuisine). A seemingly insignificant
comment, such as
beach went out about 100 yards more and

4

‘when | was a kid, the

the school was located out there,” gives ar-
chaeologists an idea of how a landscape and
the movement of people have changed over
time. Local informants are a direct line to
real, lived histories and, thus, should be con-
sulted and considered an extremely valuable
resource.

Engaging with the public brings cultural
changes and continuities to light. As men-
tioned earlier, the same types of activities
have been taking place at the San Pedro
Maya site for hundreds of years. The port is

Figure 8. 2017 First day of excavations at the San Pedro site, Ambergris Caye, Belize in the front yard of
Hostel La Vista. Courtesy of Tracie Mayfield.

Tracie Mayfield and Scott E. Simmons

Public Engagement in Archaeology 31



a place where people gather, sell things and
spend pleasant evenings enjoying the sea
breezes. Knowing this changes how archae-
ologists experience a site, contemporarily,
and enriches our interpretations of the lives
of past peoples.

In archaeology, a horizon is a distinctive
trait or set of traits (cultural, material, envi-
ronmental) that connote an era different from
what came before and after. For example,
control of fire by humans. After fire could be
controlled, human settlements began to look
very different because they were now, gener-
ally, organized around hearths.

Communicating with the public can help
identify past and even future horizons. For
example, at Lamanai (an inland Maya site in
Belize), a number of Christian burials were
discovered within two Spanish colonial pe-
riod churches (approximately 1540s—1640s)
during excavations in the mid-1980s. These
were assumed to be of Spanish origin. How-
ever, an informant was located who had fam-
ily ties to Guatemalan squatters who lived at
Lamanai after fleeing widespread discord in
1917. The owners of the property chased off
the squatters that same year, but the informant
along with his family and others moved back
to Lamanai to farm what he believed to be his
family’s land in 1973.° He told the researchers
that his grandfather and others from the early
20th-century village, which existed for only
about a decade, had used the Spanish church
for burials because “the villagers knew the
featureless mound to be consecrated ground
that had been used as a cemetery in [the 20th
century].”* This was known solely through
oral transmission and traditions until the
1980s excavations. Knowing that a specific
group was present at the site (and when they
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were present at the site), even if only for a
short period, deepens archaeologists’ under-
standing of the site’s contexts over time and
allows for a more precise timeline.

Local informants can also assist in iden-
tifying very recent or future horizons. For
example, local people might know about
changes to infrastructure, like a main port be-
ing moved to a new location, which would
change the movement of people and goods
and ultimately affect the archaeological re-
cord. While having a locally made beer af-
ter the day’s field work in San Pedro Town,
we noted that each bottle was served with a
small beverage napkin wrapped around the
mouth and neck. We later learned that, until
a few years ago, the bottle caps used would
transfer rust to the mouth of the bottles. So
napkins were served with the beer to wipe off
the rust. The napkins are no longer needed
now that a different style of crown cap is
used, but they are still included simply be-
cause it is the way things have been done for
many years.

Figure 9. A typical Sunday BBQ plate from a vendor in
San Pedro Town. The same things, other than a change
from wild pigs to domestic pigs and from deer to cow,
have been prepared and eaten in the same location for
over 800 years. Courtesy of Tracie Mayfield.
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cultural horizon (e.g., serving beers
with a napkin) may be different,
adding nuance and complexity to
archaeological interpretations.
Another reason for archaeolo-
gists to reach out to the public is
to inspire locals to protect and
utilize cultural materials (heritage
management) when archaeolo-
gists’ work has been completed,
for example, by discouraging loot-
ing. Looting is a persistent, ongoing
issue in most archaeologically rich

regions, and it is more complicated

Figure 10. Salvadoran food from a restaurant in San
Pedro Town. During wars and times of stress, people
from El Salvador frequently immigrate to Belize and artifacts and sel |ing them on the black mar-
have for over 150 years. Salvadoran food has become
prevalent in many parts of the country, just as Mexican
and Chinese food in the United States. Courtesy of
Tracie Mayfield.

than just “bad people” digging up

ket. Many times, such activity is the only way

For archaeologists, knowing bottle cap
technology changed at a specific time can
help us date artifact assemblages and add
depth and breadth to interpretations. Even
though beers are still being served with a
napkin, the bottle caps themselves make
their way into the archaeological record and
the change is visible to archaeologists. With-
out the oral record, however, we might never
know why the change was made in the first
place. The artifactual horizon (e.g., when and
why bottle cap technology changed) and the

Without the oral record we might

never know why the change was

made in the first place. Figure 11. Local informant overseeing excavations
during the 2017 field season. Courtesy of Tracie
Mayfield.
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to make enough money to feed one’s fam-
ily in an economically depressed area. By
working with and educating the local pub-
lic, archaeologists can help develop sustain-
able ways for local individuals and groups
to make a living by keeping sites intact and
focusing on tourism instead of one-time sales
of artifacts that will then be gone forever.
Engaging with the public, especially
schoolchildren, also encourages up-and-
coming local talent. Several Belize nation-
als have earned advanced degrees and now
hold key positions in the Belize Institute of
Archaeology, and we hope more will do the

same in the future. It is also beneficial to link
up with local people already working on
cultural and historical resources. In Belize,
archaeologists are frequently assisted by Jan
Brown. Brown is the Founder and Chairman
of the Board of the Marco Gonzalez Maya
Site, a Belizean nonprofit organization based
near San Pedro Town.® She not only promotes
and maintains the Marco Gonzalez site, but
also assists archaeologists working all over
Belize. She helps facilitate working relation-
ships between locals and international re-
searchers, rallies local businesses to partici-
pate in site preservation and public outreach,

Figure 12. Author, Scott E. Simmons, with Jan Brown [Founder and Chairman of the Board for the Marco Gonzalez
Archaeological Site, Ambergris Caye, Belize] at the Runway bar and restaurant, San Pedro Town, Ambergris Caye,
Belize. Courtesy of Tracie Mayfield.

34 anthropology Nnow

Volume 10 ¢ Number 1 © April 2018



Figure 13. Student taking notes in an excavation unit during the 2017 field season.
Courtesy of Tracie Mayfield.

gives advice on where to locate supplies and
hire assistants and field technicians and even
shows up in her golf cart to carry us and our
equipment around when needed. Brown and
people like her are an invaluable resource for
reaching the public and adding value to ar-
chaeologists” work.

Significantly, engaging with the local
public makes fieldwork more meaningful
for the researchers. Archaeologists and their
students have the opportunity to actually live
in the places they study. Archaeology is vis-
ceral (and dirty!) work, and having outlets to
share findings and meet the people whose
ancestry we are researching is invaluable and
ultimately deepens the research experience
for all those involved in excavations and ar-
chaeological research.

Ultimately, public outreach should be
geared toward different groups using a va-

Tracie Mayfield and Scott E. Simmons

riety of methods and mediums. Generally,
local publics can be informed about current
and ongoing archaeology though local me-
dia. Making contact with media before or
soon after arriving on site generates interest
and attracts local informants. In addition,
developing relationships with key people al-
ready involved in local cultural history and
historical preservation will always be a boon
to archaeologists” work.

Tourism is an important aspect of devel-
oping, funding and maintaining archaeologi-
cal sites. Working with local tourism boards
and business owners, therefore, should be a
component of archaeological investigations.
Tourism boards, community leaders and
Chambers of Commerce can also be engaged
by encouraging them to voice the kinds of
questions they would like answered and how
they would like to use information and arti-
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Figure 14. Scott E. Simmons [left] with Jan Brown [Founder and Chairman of the Board for

the Marco Conzalez Archaeological Site, Ambergris Caye, Belize] with artifact samples being
interviewed on Good Morning San Pedro [Reef Radio TV Productions] by host, Eiden Salazar
(right). Courtesy of Tracie Mayfield.

facts after research is completed, for exam-
ple, asking how to organize museum exhibits
or asking for research into a rumor about a
specific location that might add intrigue and
attract visitors to the area who would, in turn,
spend money at restaurants, shops and hotels
(e.g., “l can’t find any information about it,
but people around here say this used to be a
secret brothel that Al Capone would visit”).
It is unlikely archaeologists could tie Al Ca-
pone to a location he might have visited in
secret, but knowing the site may have been
a brothel would alert archaeologists to be on
the lookout for artifacts that would confirm
or deny the oral history.

Looters are an unfortunate aspect of the
archaeological universe. As mentioned

36 anthropology now

earlier, people who need to make a liv-
ing are sometimes forced to resort to sell-
ing artifacts. Part of an archaeologist’s job
is to help local people understand that a
living can be made by opening museums,
charging site entrance fees and building
an infrastructure that caters to national
and international tourists alike (e.g., ho-
tels, restaurants, transportation, etc.). In-
stead of ostracizing individuals who sell
artifacts, archaeologists could work with
them and try to gain their trust enough that
they would help archaeologists identify un-
known sites and the materials found there,
even if those materials ultimately disappear
into the black market. Some data are better
than no data.

Volume 10 ¢ Number 1 © April 2018



Last, specific outreach should be geared
toward school-age children and young
adults. Archaeologists are usually outsiders
in the communities where they excavate, so
mentoring and facilitating the next genera-
tion of scholars and patrons of culture his-
tory from the local population adds depth
and breadth to current and future research.

The academic and personal outcomes
of community engagement and public out-
reach are always worth the time and effort.
Archaeologists must get out, lean in and

The academic and personal
outcomes of community engagement
and public outreach are always

worth the time and effort.

listen to what people have to say. There
are many ways to begin the process of en-
gaging with the public, such as going out
to restaurants, shopping near the site, mak-

Figure 15. The authors with field season 2017 archaeology students from the University of North Carolina,
Wilmington. Courtesy of Tracie Mayfield.
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Figure 16. Archaeology students processing artifacts in 2017. Courtesy of Tracie
Mayfield.

ing friends at local bars and reaching out to
school teachers and administrators. Archae-
ologists must always be ready to stop and
talk to anyone who visits the site and must
prepare their students to do the same. Our
job is two-fold: study the site’s past and un-
derstand what that past means to the people
who still experience that same landscape in
present times.
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