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Autobiographies penned by archaeologists are
rare finds indeed and with his book Digging
Deep: A Journey into Southeast Asia’s Past,
Professor Charles Higham joins the august
ranks of Sir Mortimer Wheeler and W. M.
Flinders Petrie in penning a reckoning of his
distinguished career in the field. Over
14 chapters, Higham takes us through the
arc of his life, beginning with a childhood
recounted in remarkable detail thanks to the
author’s habit of keeping a daily journal
throughout his life.

The first four chapters of Digging Deep
cover Higham’ formative years. Born in
1939, Higham was educated in South
London. He developed a passion for archae-
ology at an early age, due in part to Mortimer
Wheeler’s appearance on British television.
Higham and his brother first volunteered in
the 1955 excavations of the Bronze Age site of
Snail Down in Wiltshire before broadening
their horizons by working on the digs at Arcy
sur Cure in France. Higham studied for two
years at the Institute of Archaeology, London
University, with a focus on the archaeology of
the western Roman provinces. He was
privileged to have the opportunity to excavate
in the United Kingdom at the R oman-era site
of Verulamium and in France at an Iron Age
site, Camp du Charlat. In 1959, he took up an
offer from Cambridge University, where he
studied the European Neolithic, Bronze, and
Iron ages. In Digging Deep, these early years
read like a Boy’s Own adventure, including an
early trip to excavate in the fabulously named
Grotte de L'Hyéne in France and being
awoken from siesta by Mongolian bagpipes
played by the excavation director. A highlight

of Higham’s time at Cambridge was being
selected for the university’s rugby side and
playing before a crowd of nearly 70,000
spectators and later being selected as an
England triallist. A rugby career was not to
be and Higham embarked on a doctorate
focused on the prehistoric economic history
of Switzerland and Denmark. He was awarded
his Ph.D. in 1966.

In the late 1960s, antipodean universities
were eager to attract academic talent and
recruited many Cambridge graduates.
Higham was offered a lecturing position at
the University of Otago in New Zealand the
year he completed his doctorate. He was
appointed Foundation Professor of Anthro-
pology only two years later, at the age of 29.
An American graduate student, Donn Bayard,
later to have a long and distinguished career
himself at Otago, introduced Higham to
Southeast Asian archaeology. This area of
study was largely overlooked at the time, but
was brought to prominence by a number of
astonishing claims including what was dubbed
the “WOST’, World’s Oldest Socketed Tool,
which was dated at the time to the fourth
millennium B.c. (Solheim 1968). Higham’s
work with Bayard at the Thai site of Non Nok
Tha led to an introduction to another fabled
Southeast Asian specialist, Chet Gorman,
who Higham was told “was a bit wild [and] a
bit too keen on illegal stimulants;” indeed,
Higham being offered
“herbacious-looking stuff” that Gorman
called ‘Sakhon Nakon crippler’ during one
of their digs (p. 91). Gorman and Higham
excavated together in remote jungle in
northern Thailand chasing the origins of

recounts some

Asian Perspectives, Vol. 62, No. 2 © 2023 by the University of Hawai‘i Press.



246

agriculture while listening on the radio to
reports of downed B-52 bombers over the
not-too-distant north Vietnam. They con-
tinued their collaboration at the famed site of
Ban Chiang in Northeast Thailand.

These early experiences in Thailand con-
vinced Higham of the importance of under-
standing the arc of human development in
Southeast Asia and he struck out on his own,
as is detailed in chapter 7. Building on the
relationships he had established with Thai
researchers, many of whom were to study
with him in New Zealand, Higham focused
his attention on “a little gem of a site,” Ban Na
D1, while Gorman continued research at Ban
Chiang (p. 98). It was at this time, according
to Higham, that Gorman, who had developed
skin cancer, implored Higham from his
deathbed to take over the research at Ban
Chiang. The importance of Ban Chiang at
that time cannot be overstated, as it was
thought, based on available evidence, to have
the earliest evidence of bronze casting in the
world and was later recognized as a World
Heritage Site by UNESCO based on this
interpretation. It is in this last conversation
with Gorman that the roots of a long-running
academic disagreement lie. The University of
Pennsylvania, cognizant of the importance of
the site and the prestige it would bring, would
not, according to Higham, hand the project
over to him, appointing instead a young
graduate student, Joyce White. These events
led Higham to pursue a different avenue after
completing work at Ban Na Di, focusing
instead on a promising site on the Gulf of
Thailand called Khok Phanom Di (KPD),
which Higham calls his “personal Everest”
(chapter 8). The excavation of this site, which
reached over 7 m in depth, is indeed an
outstanding achievement and the interpreta-
tion and publication of the wealth of data it
produced is a tribute to his co-excavators and
students and Higham’s skill as an archaeolo-
gist. Occupied from ca. 2000 B.c., KPD was
revealed to be a trading community originally
situated in a coastal estuary. Excavations
further revealed that about 20 generations
of people who had lived at the site had gone
through various environmental changes, all of
which were carefully documented in a seven-
volume publication on the site (Higham and
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Thosarat 2005). Higham’s team determined
that during some periods of occupation,
health was a major concern for the prehistoric
occupants, as thalassemia was detected in the
human remains. They also identified striking
evidence of social differentiation, highlighted
by the discovery of the famed ‘Princess of
Khok Phanom D1’, a female potter who was
buried in a garment that had long since
disintegrated but had evidently been adorned
with more than 120,000 shell beads.

The excavation of this site, in conjunction
with the propinquent site of Nong Nor, also
excavated by Higham, shed light on the
introduction of rice agriculture in Southeast
Asia. Nong Nor, while not as deeply
stratified as KPD, was no less difficult to
excavate as the matrix was predominantly
composed of bivalve shell (chapter 9). While
most of the remains dated to a second
occupation during the Bronze Age, critical
evidence regarding the shift from hunter-
gatherer subsistence to rice farming was
identified in the earliest layers; these could be
compared to the earliest phases of KPD dated
just some 500 years later.

In 1995, Higham shifted his research focus
back to Northeast Thailand with a bold new
project entitled “The Origins of Angkor”
(chapter 10). He and his team excavated at a
Bronze Age site, Ban Lum Khao, and he
assigned this author to excavate the moated
Iron Age site, Non Muang Kao. These
excavations, again, led to the publication of
a monograph detailing and interpreting the
findings (Higham 2007). The mounds of
Northeast Thailand, surrounded by multiple
moats, particularly intrigued Higham and,
upon completion of the work at Ban Lum
Khao, he turned his attention to Noen U-
Loke (NUL), a site morphologically similar to
Non Muang Kao (chapter 11). These
excavations revealed striking evidence for
social differentiation and marked clusters of
burials seemingly differentiated by wealth.
Upon completion of the work there, Higham,
with his long-time collaborator Rachanie
Thosarat, undertook a small excavation
within the Angkor park in Cambodia before
joining a team led by the reviewer at Phum
Snay in the northwestern region of the
country.
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Although poorly understood, the Iron Age
sites of Cambodia could not draw Higham out
of Thailand and his desire to fully understand
the evolution of society there, so he and his
team returned to Thailand and began working
at a new site, Ban Non Wat (BNW) (chapter
12). The research at BN'W was to transform
Higham’s ideas of the Bronze Age in South-
east Asia. The site was extensively excavated
over several seasons between 2002 and 2007,
with huge areas opened to excavation,
providing Higham’s team with an unprece-
dented diachronic view of the site. They were
able to document the transition out of the
Neolithic into the Bronze Age, the latter
period demonstrating marked division in the
quality and variety of material culture placed
with the deceased, findings that contravened
all that was known of the Bronze Age to date.

Chapter 13 of Digging Deep chronicles what
Higham dubs an unexpected return to the
field in 2011. With the completion of the
long-running research at BN'W, he believed
that his field research was drawing to a close,
but a new opportunity to explore the
evolution of Iron Age societies in Northeast
Thailand compared to similar sites in Cam-
bodia arose. Higham joined the ‘From Paddy
to Pura’ project which aimed to excavate and
compare a moated site in Northeast Thailand
with the moated site of Phum Lovea in
Cambodia’s Angkorian heartland, and then
excavate and compare these with later sites
which had evidence of state-level Angkorian
development in Thailand (Ban Suai) and
Cambodia (Prei Khmeng). Higham decided
to continue his investigation of the moated
site of Non Ban Jak (NBJ) in Thailand because
it had already produced extraordinarily rich
findings.

The research at NBJ revealed remarkable
data, notably the discovery of clay floors
representing the remains of Iron Age dwell-
ings; these floors were so well-preserved that
domestic activities could be discerned within
them and laneways between them. Into these
domestic contexts, in several locations, were
excavated burials. Analysis of these interments
led to the formulation of a well-defined
periodization of the Iron Age into four phases.
Another notable development was the dis-
covery of what has been interpreted as an iron
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plough similar to those found at BN'W and
NUL, crucial to Higham’s later thoughts on
social evolution during the Iron Age and the
rise of the state in Southeast Asia.

Digging Deep concludes with a chapter
summarizing what Higham sees as his
contributions to global archeology and South-
east Asian prehistory in particular—and how
substantial they are! The excavations at the
hunter-gatherer site of Nong Nor and
working with Gorman in the rock shelters
of northern Thailand research dovetailed well
with excavations that exposed the Neolithic
culture in the south. Little was known of the
origins of agriculture when Higham first
began work in the region, but his work at
KPD and interrogation of numerous lines of
evidence were fundamental for formulating
an understanding of the process. His other
important contribution to understanding the
evolution of subsistence and attendant social
changes came from the excavations at BN'W,
where Neolithic sherds found at the earliest
levels could be assigned to earlier and later
phases. Dating of the former showed initial
rice farming in the area around seventeenth
century B.C. and lasting about three hundred
years, when changes in Neolithic material
culture were noted ca. 1400 B.c. This data,
coupled with biomorphological, genetic, and
linguistic evidence, informed our under-
standing of the migration of farmers in the
region from southern China.

Based on his excavation of sites dating to
the Bronze Age, Higham had pointed out that
the introduction of bronze technology did not
seem to have had a profound impact upon
social organization in Thailand. This inter-
pretation changed, however, upon excavation
at BN'W, where his team uncovered incredibly
rich burials that he believed demanded a new
interpretation of the social impact of the
adoption of bronze. There is no doubt that the
wealth displayed at BNW indicates social
differentiation and may benefit from a re-
examination of what has been interpreted as
heterarchical social structure during the
Bronze Age in Thailand (O’Reilly 2003;
White 1995). However, as Higham points
out, BN'W is located at a bottleneck between
Northeast and Central Thailand (see O’Reilly
2014). A possible interpretation for the
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outstanding wealth found at BN'W is that the
ability to control the supply of copper from
the mines of Central Thailand allowed the
elite of the site to prosper and, perhaps,
become powerful. Whether BNW is an
outlier remains to be seen.

An enduring issue in the archaeology of
Southeast Asia has revolved around chron-
ology. The early claims of having discovered
the earliest bronze artifact in the world from
Ban Chiang set the stage for a long-running
academic debate. Higham has been at the
forefront of this issue. Higham, together with
his son Tom, have clarified the dating of
major technological shifts in Southeast Asia,
especially the adoption of bronze. The work
of the younger and older Higham cannot be
underestimated, for they have provided
incredible resolution to sites excavated by
Higham and dated a swath of other crucial
sites, resulting in what Higham says is a
scientifically rooted and consistent chrono-
logical framework.

Although Higham writes that his digging
days are over, he sees myriad opportunities for
further research. These are outlined in his
concluding paragraphs. We can only hope he
will apply his intellect and experience to these
topics, which do not demand scaling the
ladder of the excavation trench.

In summary, Digging Deep is a well-
written autobiography by one of the most
important archaeologists to work in South-
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east Asia. His story provides a fascinating
account of his life in archaeology from
Roman Britain to the origins of Angkor and
is one which will inspire future generations
of archaeologists.
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The domestication of cattle (Bos taurus) from
extinct Eurasian aurochs (Bos primigenius)
around 10,500 years ago somewhere in the
Upper Euphrates and Tigris basins of the
Fertile Crescent marks one of the defining
moments of the Neolithic Period (Helmer
et al. 2005; Peters et al. 2005). Genetic

evidence hints that this process started out
in a restricted area, constrained by difficulty in
managing and sustaining herds, with just
around 80 female aurochs estimated to be
initially domesticated (Bollongino et al.
2012). Valued for their meat, in addition to
secondary products such as milk, hide, blood,
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